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   Prologue
 
   The entire continent of Shayd quakes and rumbles, sending stones plummeting into the ocean that licks at its sheer cliffs. Several watchful eyes peer from the churning waves, waiting for a chance to return to their craggy homes. The occasional thrashing can be heard as a predator from the deep takes advantage of the floating creatures and devours a startled snack. On the mainland, chaos elves cower in their damp caves and hold their children as if the world is about to end. Their terror rises when they notice that the demon taskmasters are nervously watching the distant castle, the monsters’ barbed whips hanging limp at their sides. Green lightning flashes through the stormy sky, the energy briefly taking the form of a screaming woman. A few seconds later, a high-pitched shriek of rage erupts from the darkness and shatters every piece of glass on the continent. In the wake of the most powerful earthquake yet, cracks form in the ground and release bubbling acid that threatens every inhabitant of Shayd. The destruction ends when a burst of white magic washes over the land and transforms the deadly liquid into a flood of aromatic loaves of cinnamon bread. The continent falls into a state of anxious silence as a protective shield covers the castle and contains the rampage inside its ancient, ebony walls.
 
   “I will not be left out!” Yola Biggs screams at the top of her lungs. The Goddess of Chaos yanks at her green hair and removes it in thick clumps, her exposed scalp blistering. “Even Tyler is part of this and he’s dead! I have never been so insulted in my life. Maybe. I think. There might have been a few times when I was younger. I’m still mad!”
 
   “What is going on here?” Baron Kernaghan asks as he ducks a marble statue flying for his head. He casts a quick spell to protect Nyder Fortune from a set of knives that appear out of thin air. The deadly blades explode into warped pieces of strange, smooth material that the Baron does not recognize. “I have enough trouble with my son’s outbursts. Please tell me that I do not have a mad goddess on my hands as well.”
 
   “I don’t know what set Yola off,” the bald gnome admits, hurrying to take cover behind a couch. His hiding place abruptly hurtles through the ceiling and the falling stones turn into fuzzy caterpillars as they hit the floor. “I heard her screaming and came to see what was going on. All I can figure out is that she thinks she’s been insulted and left out of something. She’s cursed about the champions a few times too.”
 
   “She wasn’t acting any stranger than normal after returning with the last two priests this morning,” Trinity mentions. The chaos elf turns into a cloud of mist, letting a spear pass through her and slam into the wall. “I’ve never seen Yola this angry before. Does she even know we’re here?”
 
   “You’d like to think I’m ignoring you!” the goddess shouts, her black and white skin swirling in a nauseating display. Yola dives at Trinity, hugging the black-haired caster so tight that a rib snaps. “I’m sorry. It’s not your fault. You didn’t have anything to do with this travesty, my blue-skinned friend. It’s them who did this to me. Those insulting, ignorant bastards out there.”
 
   “What are you talking about, Yola?” the Baron politely asks, cautiously easing Trinity out of the hug. He repairs the young woman’s injury with a gentle squeeze, his crimson eyes never leaving the pouting goddess. “If you need our help with something then ask. Otherwise, I will have to contain you until your tantrum has ended.”
 
   Yola’s eyes widen to the point where they take up her entire face, causing Nyder to scramble into the corner. The gnome hits a button on his lime green shirt and stands still as a jeweled casket grows around him, a faint hole open near his mouth. Ignoring the inventor, sparks fly from the goddess’s eyelashes as she reaches out to stroke her dark master’s face. Her fingers touch his neat beard, turning the hair orange and then back to its glossy black. She runs her hands down his crimson shirt, which ripples like water as the Baron uses his power to prevent her from transforming his clothes. Yola moves away and wanders to the other side of the room, kneeling to touch a pile of odd stones that sit among the shredded remains of a painting. The smooth orbs melt into a foul-smelling puddle that hardens into a tan disc, which Yola hurls through the broken window. A startling pop is heard as the projectile pierces the castle’s defenses and the shimmering barrier deflates like a punctured balloon. The sound startles Nyder, who drops his jeweled armor and runs for the door. He slams into the wall when the exit rolls up to the ceiling like a furled sail.
 
   “I can handle these problems on my own. Even the gods can’t stop me from righting the wrong that has been placed on my head,” the proud goddess declares, walking toward a window on the other side of the room. She snaps her fingers to freeze her allies in place, leaving only the Baron able to move a single finger. “I promise this won’t come back to you, master. I know how to be discreet. After all, I’m a goddess of stealth and cunning who has avoided capture for centuries. Take care and I’ll bring you back some wine. Maybe some furniture for this room because it really needs to be redone. Not sure why you wanted it to look like a troll threw a fit in here, master.”
 
   “Do not do anything foolish,” the Baron growls, his voice appearing from the air instead of his mouth. The warlord strains to talk against the goddess’s magic, cringing when his attempt breaks his jaw. “You are safe from the gods because you stay with me. They would never dare to attack you on this continent. Leaving Shayd puts you in danger, especially if you’re heading off to cause trouble. Stay here and let someone else handle whatever has upset you. I am sure Nyder has an invention that can solve this.”
 
   “I love you too, Arthuru.”
 
   The Chaos Goddess transforms into a large flock of ebony moths that remain in the shape of her body. The furry insects flutter out the window and disappear into the black clouds before the paralysis spell dissipates. Trinity sprints to the window and stares into the sky for any sign of her friend, enhancing her violet eyes to see through the eternal gloom. All she can see is the blue and white of the pristine sky that exists beyond her homeland’s borders. She curses under her breath and turns to Baron Kernaghan, surprised at the brief look of embarrassment on her dark master’s face.
 
   “Are you . . . flustered, sir?” Nyder bravely inquires, pulling out a notebook to catalog the damage. He scratches his bulbous nose with the ink-tipped feather, sneezing when he accidentally tickles his right nostril. “I always wondered if you had a special place in your heart for Yola, but I never thought your feelings would run so deep. To be blunt, I didn’t even think you were interested in such emotions. Not that you’re incapable, master, but more that it was a frivolity.”
 
   “She is a powerful and attractive pawn. I may be ancient, but I can still appreciate beauty when I see it,” the Baron responds, adjusting his leather gloves. He claps his hands and a shockwave spreads across Shayd, repairing the damage Yola caused to the landscape. “Bring her home, Trinity. We will continue your training upon your return. That is if you feel it is needed because you have taken to your channeling powers better than I could have imagined. I’m truly proud of you, your majesty.”
 
   “Thank you,” the chaos elf says with a bow. Her tight sleeves roll down to her wrists and her shoes become cuffed riding boots. Trinity reaches into a pouch to extract a billowing, ebony cloak with a glistening sapphire lining. “I’m taking one of the bone wyverns. Unlike you and Yola, I can’t travel across the ocean without exhausting myself. I promise to send the beast back before I reach the coast and drift the last few miles. That way nobody will see it. I’ll contact you once I catch up to her and figure out what she’s going on about.”
 
   The Baron nods and pats Trinity on the shoulder before she heads for the door. With a tired sigh, the immortal warlord takes his first real look at the decimated room. Every piece of furniture has been shattered and the once beautiful paintings have been smeared with a glossy, tan material that has hardened over the ancient art. A fancy tea set that he remembers being a gift from his eldest daughter has been embedded in the back wall, the porcelain remaining unharmed within the solid stone. The Baron begins to mumble a spell to repair the damage, but stops and gestures for Nyder to follow him into the hallway. The sound of a falling chandelier is heard when the doors close behind the pair, causing the tired ruler of Shayd to rub his eyes. For the first time in centuries, he feels old and wonders if the game he has been playing is worth the headaches.
 
   “It seems things are going differently this time,” Nyder mentions with a smirk. He can sense a growing rage in his master, so he swiftly bows and holds his hands out. “I don’t mean that in a bad way. Simply look at the events that have occurred with the current champions. Dariana has been accepted, Stephen has been severely wounded, channelers have returned to the world, and Yola Biggs might enter the actual fight. I know I haven’t been around since the beginning, but it feels like something is . . . changing.”
 
   The Baron strokes his bearded chin and eyes the gnome, a smile appearing on his handsome face. “I think you are right, my trusted adviser. Maybe my old friend is tiring of this game and these are the final champions. They have done more damage than any of their predecessors and have proven to be very dangerous. I need them to survive a little longer to guarantee my glorious return. Such a twisted trick on all of us that my greatest enemies also hold a central piece to my resurrection. What do you suggest we do with this revelation of finality?”
 
   “We keep it to ourselves and stay the course,” Nyder answers while he wipes some dirt off his ugly shirt. He frowns at the streaks and puts a few drops of amber liquid on the mess to evaporate the stains. “You’ve lost too many agents so far. Acting like this is your last chance can lead to recklessness and cost you the game. Unfortunately, your remaining agents are currently in bad situations. Yola has rushed off to get herself in trouble, Trinity is trying to rein her in, and Stephen is a violent mess.”
 
   “How many mind seers have we gone through?”
 
   “He killed the tenth one yesterday and it wasn’t pretty. Raksha made off with the man’s face and we think Melanie is keeping his ribcage as a xylophone.”
 
   “Let us hope that the healing path has an effect.”
 
   “The final pieces are being installed now.”
 
   The sound of metal scraping against stone can be heard from around the corner, causing the two men to pause. Bladed tails waving happily in the air, Raksha drags Melanie into the open and drops the metal girl at the Baron’s feet. The slender pet sits on its haunches and pins its durable prey with its powerful paws. With a territorial hiss, the orange and black cat stares at Nyder and moves to pounce on the gnome. She stops when Melanie locks in a tight hug and rolls across the floor with the panicking, acid-spitting beast. With a screech, Raksha scrambles out from under the heavy girl and sprints down the immaculate hallway. Melanie looks up at the Baron and oily tears appear in her vacant eyes.
 
   “You did nothing wrong, dear,” he whispers, kneeling before the child and using a handkerchief to wipe her tears away. “Raksha does not like being the prey, but that is her nature. Continue having fun and do not forget to feed her. There is a basket of fresh fish in the western kitchen, which has her name on it.”
 
   “Yes . . . master,” the girl stutters in a gear-grinding voice. She runs after the cat, her steps sounding like hammers falling onto an anvil.
 
   “Removed from history because the gods consider him the most evil man to have ever existed. Yet he is excellent with children,” Nyder mentions with a chuckle. He breathes a sigh of relief when he sees the hint of a smirk on the warlord’s face. “You will eternally surprise me, master. Well you would if I was immortal too.”
 
   “A true leader knows when to be cruel and when to be compassionate,” the Baron whispers, watching the girl disappear into a room. An idea forms in his mind and he turns on his heels, his cape becoming a curtain of darkness that envelopes him. “I have something important to do in regards to our dear Yola. It is only a quick message that I must send, so I will meet you at the top of the healing path. Do not release Stephen until I am there. As you said, I have lost many agents and I do not wish to add you to that list.”
 
   Nyder Fortune can feel a strange warmth spread through his chest at his dark master’s final words. Unaware that he is feeling pride and joy at the Baron’s concern, the gnome sets off to follow his orders. With a slight skip in his step, he heads for the end of the hallway and peers out the arched window. Slipping a pair of leather goggles over his eyes, Nyder focuses on the top of a nearby plateau where a glowing path runs down the eastern side of the landmass. Shadowy forms wander around the light and the eerie archways appear to squirm with every throb of raw energy. Even though he cannot see the man, the cautious inventor can feel the palpable rage and insanity of Stephen flowing from the area. He touches the doorknob and his mind goes blank, the void warning him that death is waiting for him if he continues.
 
   “I think I’ll take my time getting there, master,” the gnome whispers as he walks in the opposite direction. “In fact, this is the perfect time to take the long way around the castle. Yes, I think a casual walk is just what I need to unclutter my mind.”
 
   *****
 
   Nyder refuses to look directly at the horrific path as he climbs the plateau, the chorus of muffled pleas for mercy falling on his uncaring ears. Strapped to each of the curved archways are followers of Neberith the Medicine Goddess. Their naked bodies glow as they fight against the chains that bind them to the polished metal. A pile of holy symbols are burning nearby, giving some warmth to the morose chaos elves who are dividing the healing potions and herbs to be distributed among their people. Nyder watches them for a few minutes, marveling at how the miserable creatures continue to cling to their lowly existence. Compared to the resilient hope of the chaos elves, the whimpering prisoners are pathetic and proving to be wastes of the gnome’s attention. He jogs the rest of the way, but the exertion leaves him gasping for air by the time he reaches the top of the plateau.
 
   “I hope you have a good reason for being late,” the Baron says from a chair made of blackened wood. He points at a small stool to his right, which Nyder obediently takes. “I told you to get things prepared while I handled some other business.”
 
   “I know, master, but there was a void when I started on the quickest path,” the gnome whispers, a chill tickling his spine. He jumps when a flock of crows erupt from a gnarled tree, revealing its leafless branches. “I took the long way and inspected the end of the path to stall for time. Your son would have gone on a rampage and killed me if I arrived first.”
 
   “Then I apologize for doubting you.”
 
   A high-pitched laugh of cruelty makes the Baron turn toward the grinning madman standing several yards away. Once a figure of handsome menace, Stephen Kernaghan is covered in self-inflicted cuts and his black hair is a greasy mess that is starting to cover his sapphire eyes. Blood seeps from a few open wounds on his forehead, signs of his most recent attempt to gouge his fingers into his brain. The silver ropes around his naked body hiss and steam, their fibers sapping as much of his immortal strength and time powers as they can handle. Stephen licks the trickle of blood that comes near the corner of his mouth and hungrily eyes the shadowy figure standing next to him. The ghostly creature pulls its robe of mist around its thin body and drifts closer to the Baron and Nyder. The wispy-haired being takes a more solid, human form for a brief moment before returning to its ephemeral state in response to a dark thought from the barely contained immortal.
 
   “I sense that your son does not take this seriously,” the mind seer whispers in a faint voice, one of its yellow eyes flowing to the side of its head to stare at Stephen. “He believes that he is fine and you are trying to cripple him. It is proving difficult to get through the shattered parts of his psyche, which we hope the healing path will repair. There is no way to be certain he will come out completely healed. All I will say is that it is best to be careful until you know he can be trusted.”
 
   “The old man never trusted me anyway!” Stephen shouts, his voice breaking into a bout of echoing cackles. “It doesn’t matter that I’ve done his bidding without question for centuries. Well maybe a few questions and I don’t always obey. Yet I’ve never given him reason to think I would betray him. Your distrust really cuts me to the bone, old man.”
 
   “One thousand and seven years ago, you declared that you planned to kill me and take the throne after I defeat the champions,” the Baron calmly replies. He covers his mouth to yawn and gestures for the mind seer to proceed. “This is for your own good, my son. The damage your sister inflicted on your mind must be repaired for you to continue your work. Whether it be under my orders or against my will, I want you to be made whole again.”
 
   “I don’t need you for that,” the young nobleman declares, straining his bonds to their breaking point. Stephen scares the mind seer by trying to bite it, his flawless teeth clacking together. “Once I get my hands on Nyx, I can use her and Trinity to defeat you, the champions, and the gods. She is the key to everything and you know it. Your victory will be short-lived, father, because the world will see me defeat the monster that they all fear. Then they will worship me!”
 
   “There’s a flaw in your plan, Stephen,” Nyder carefully interrupts, taking strength from the fact that he does not sense a void. His heart still skips a few beats when the deranged man faces him and snarls. “For your father to claim victory and return to Windemere, he will need to have killed the champions. That includes Nyx. You would only have Trinity and that’s if she is still alive by the time the final battle occurs. It’s in your best interest to forget about them until you have recovered and can think clearly. Besides, why would Gabriel make six champions and have only one of them be important?”
 
   Stephen spits at Nyder who ducks the foamy projectile that pierces a nearby boulder. “My mind has never been clearer, you disgusting tinkerer. As for those other champions, they’re nothing of importance. There’s fodder in every battle. Our old friend used to love that phrase, right, old man?”
 
   “He learned it from me, but even fodder serves a purpose and should never be underestimated,” the Baron replies, rising to his feet. He waves his hand over his companion, a glittering shield protecting the gnome from any further attacks. “Please proceed and send my son down the healing path. I have heard enough of his childish ramblings and wish for him to return to his natural state.”
 
   The mind seer mentally reaches out to the captured priests and priestesses, saturating their bodies with agonizing pain. Prayers in several languages erupt from the sacrifices and holy magic fills the air as they call to Neberith for salvation. The archways absorb the thick energy causing the curved metal to shine bright enough to be seen for miles. The ritual emits such a massive amount of holy power that it disintegrates all undead within a two mile radius. Minutes pass as the prisoners are consumed by their own magic and lose their mortal forms. The uncontained energy coats the archways and spreads out to create a tunnel of aura with shimmering curtains every twenty yards.
 
   Satisfied with the results, the mind seer casts the residual sentience of the Neberith followers into the abyss of its mind where they will remain lost for eternity. The misty creature touches Stephen’s psyche with a probe that attempts to urge the grinning man to walk down the lengthy path. Expecting its patient to accept the powerful suggestion, the confident figure takes solid form and prepares to undo the immortal’s bonds. Without warning, the mind seer is hurled back by an invisible force that tosses it into the air and slams the creature into the ground. The confused creature rolls onto its back and freezes at the sound of ropes snapping. Stephen appears straddling the mind seer’s chest and smiles wide, a dribble of drool falling onto his fresh victim’s face.
 
   “I didn’t invite you into my head, worm.”
 
   “Your father wants you to be healed,” the mind seer desperately whispers. It turns to the Baron, who makes no move to intervene. “This is the best method to ensure your full recovery. If we don’t do this then you will be missing pieces forever. That’s if you recover anything at all because it is more likely that you will fall further into this erratic, self-destructive behavior. After all, your humanity has been locked away, Lord Kernaghan.”
 
   “It was holding me back,” Stephen says, lifting the creature by its collar. He stares at the shining tunnel of pure magic and rapidly licks his lips like a twitchy lizard. “I’m curious about this healing path of yours. There’s so much god power coursing within those arches. I assume it could cure everything, but I sense that it’s very sensitive. So what would happen if one was to pass through it without a disease or injury?”
 
   “The path would implode and the person could be crushed.”
 
   “I’d like to see that.”
 
   Flipping the mind seer over, Stephen grabs it by the ankles while purging its body of all scars, diseases, and injuries. Spinning in a tight circle, he hurls the terrified being at the magical tunnel’s entrance. A blast of light erupts from the healing path and the mind seer shrieks in pain as the pure energy tears at its healthy body. The curtains implode as it hurtles along, but the entire structure crashes down on the creature before it can get halfway down the plateau. A pillar of holy magic pierces the eternal clouds and Shayd gets its first look at the starry sky in nearly a hundred years. With a dull thud, the mangled and burnt corpse of the mind seer appears next to Stephen who gleefully kicks the smoking skull into the distance.
 
   “Now for you, old-” the crazed noble starts to say. He is dropped to the ground by a bolt of lightning to his temple. “That the . . . best . . . spell . . . you can . . . think of?”
 
   A stone dragon bursts from the ground beneath Stephen and catches him in its clamp-like jaws. The winged beast follows the Baron’s hands and repeatedly slams its captive into the solid earth, leaving dents in the plateau. Emitting a stone-grinding growl, the golem sinks into the soil with the immortal nobleman still in its mouth. When the Baron snaps his fingers, his son is violently ejected from the ground and lands at the warlord’s feet. Another bolt of lightning strikes the cursing man in the head, knocking him unconscious.
 
   “Well that’s a shame,” Nyder casually states, pulling a whistle from his pocket. He blows on the small piece of metal, but no discernable sounds come out. “My new wolves will be here to drag him back to his room. They can inject him with a toxin that causes sleep paralysis, so we have extra time to come up with a new plan. What should we do with him?”
 
   The Baron reaches down to push a lock of oily hair behind Stephen’s ear. “Contain him. Watch him. Let me know of any changes. If you wish to get another mind seer then do so, but I fear my son’s usefulness is coming to an end. I will be in my room considering my final options and preparing for my grief.”
 
   Nyder quietly nods and waves to the pack of orange-eyed beasts that appear on the far side of the plateau. Their serpentine tails slithering along the ground, the hairy animals open their mouths to release metallic coils that wrap around Stephen. They drag him away while the Baron disappears into the shadows and his loyal agent hurries to make sure the altered wolves behave themselves.
 
   *****
 
   The red-eyed man stands on the black marble balcony as his companion angrily sings, the fierce voice filling the wind with raw power. Voran glances at the wooden chair that has been offered to him, but he knows sitting will remind him of when he was a mortal youth getting scolded for causing trouble. The tall Gnome God’s face is mostly flesh, but perfectly forged iron is exposed on his right cheek and by crescents around his ears. Unlike his toned left arm, the deity’s entire right arm is mechanical with pipes and wires interwoven beneath the polished plates. Hearing a subtle creak in one of his legs, he rolls up his pants and hoists the limb onto the table. Pulling a can out of a chest compartment, Voran injects sweet-smelling oil deep into his squeaky knee. The Gnome God stares at the container and sighs as he remembers his own ascension. He has very little magic compared to his brethren, but his technology and ingenuity have earned him respect even among the Primordial Gods.
 
   “That is three more leaks that could have led to our enemy being remembered,” Gabriel announces as he finishes singing. He scowls at the sight of the younger god refusing to sit down before taking his own seat at the circular table. “Your people have caused a mess with this new endeavor. Such a ridiculous thing too and it is all for money.”
 
   “Do you run any other destinies in this world?” Voran asks, finally sitting and swinging his booted feet onto the table. His chrome shirt and black pants shimmer in direct sunlight, which makes them resemble metallic skin. “I don’t mean any disrespect . . . sort of. It’s only that I remember when there were so many threats to Windemere that you had to forge new destinies every week. All manner of monsters and warlords used to run around this world, so I find it hard to believe they’ve all been taken care of. Have things slowed down?”
 
   “The champions have taken much of my attention this past year, but I do take time to forge new paths for the future,” the Destiny God admits as he removes his gloves and claims a few grapes from a nearby bowl. His ebony armor shifts and transforms into more comfortable attire, the silk shirt ruffling at the cuffs. “After all, an Age of Heroes will appear if the champions succeed. I need to be ready for an increase in adventurers, despots, and whatever else has been brewing under the surface of our world. My predecessors and I had many a threat sealed away instead of destroyed back in the old days. No telling when those will wake up. Does anyone realize that my station comes with limits? Everyone thinks I know exactly what will happen when a prophecy comes to fruition, but I can only predict so much. Now about your people risking the survival of my greatest curse.”
 
   The Machine God pulls out a green pouch of smooth-skinned worms and tosses one into his mouth. His mechanical jaw squeezes the juice from the creature, its taste reminding him of his favorite mint and chocolate treat. Part of Voran wonders if he has any mortal relatives alive to carry on his family’s business or if time has devoured his bloodline like many of his fellow ascended. With the squish of another worm, a gentle calm rolls over him and he lets his mind drift through the ideas that he has yet to share with his followers. It unnerves the god that many of his creations have violent applications, which is why they have not been given to the ambitious gnomes. He is snapped out of his daydreaming by Gabriel’s impatient cough and a snort from the nearby black unicorn.
 
   “Sorry about that. I was trying to collect my thoughts,” Voran apologizes, tucking the worms back into his pocket. He turns his right ear to change his short hair from soft black to a dark red. “You should try some of these treats. Eporwil makes them from her clear brews, but she hasn’t given them to Windemere yet. They might help you focus and relax during this trying time.”
 
   “Stop stalling and-”
 
   “And do what?” the Gnome God interrupts in exasperation. He gets to his feet and walks to the edge of the balcony to stare at the shoreline below. “Our only law prevents me from putting a direct stop to this even though it has gone too far. Unlike the incident three centuries ago, this doesn’t include a technology that could plunge all of Windemere into eternal war. There’s no bending the Law of Influence here. You told me to do something so that the champions could have support and possibly a small army when Kernaghan returns. It’s not my fault that the follower I picked went in such a wild direction with it. Hold that complaint and give me a few minutes.”
 
   “What are you looking at?”
 
   He joins Voran on the balcony and glances at the shoreline where a quartet of beautiful figures are bathing. The Four Sisters, who control the seasons, resemble human-sized fairies with wings that glisten in the ocean spray. Sunlight is absorbed into their skin, giving them an ethereal glow that can be seen from miles away. Even though they are together, the ascended siblings reveal the divide that occasionally blossoms between them. The two sinful sisters sit on one side of the smooth rocks while their more benevolent pair bathe within the cool shadows of a broken cliff. A hint of aggression is in the wind, made more prominent whenever the civil conversation turns bitter and threatening glares send sparks through the air.
 
   “Do you ever look at some of your old companions and remember the days of being mortal?” Voran asks, waving to the sister with brown hair and red skin. The lustful Lady Aiko of Autumn blows him a kiss and moves to give him a better look at her exposed body. “Funny how things change. Aiko was an ambitious chosen that nearly destroyed the world, but now she’s an important goddess. Her sisters were among those of us pulled into the adventure to save magic and they were at war. Now they act like a family even though they still fight during the transition times. It’s very . . . human. Do you ever miss being mortal, Tri-God?”
 
   “Not in the least,” Gabriel responds, nodding to the green-skinned Lady Raku of Spring. The smiling Fae Goddess closes her eyes and drifts on the current, disappearing behind a collection of rocks. “Though I am a special case. I wanted this power once I learned it was possible. The rest of you were cast into our world and put under our law without a choice. I commend all of you for adapting to your new existence and handling the challenge of godhood.”
 
   “I distinctly remember you giving us a choice,” the Gnome God states with a wry smile. He turns away from the bathing goddesses and leans on the railing, his metal hand leaving an imprint in the stone. “The alternative was to say good-bye to our friends and remain in isolation because we were living weapons. Guess it really wasn’t much of a choice when I say it that way. This makes me wonder if a champion will rise into our ranks. There’s always room for another lesser god to help us keep Windemere out of the abyss. I could use a Goddess of Oil or God of Metal.”
 
    “We both know that such a thing will not happen,” Gabriel sternly says with bitterness in his voice. His eyes turn into pools of malevolent energy that send a chill through the younger god’s flexible spine. “Can you fix the problem before the leaks become too much? The situation could lead to every mortal being driven insane. The return of such traumatizing knowledge should be gradual.”
 
   Voran snaps his fingers and a large iron ring appears next to him, the opening becoming a portal to a vast factory. “I can’t go through my own followers on this one. They’re too enamored by the project, so they won’t listen. I’ll have to use outside agents to get your champions to handle things. They’re going to learn about their new level of fame pretty soon, which means I need to factor them into my plan. Still I’d appreciate some assistance when the time comes for the final push.”
 
   “Just get it done and I will do my part.”
 
   Voran tucks his hands into his pockets and black lenses fall over his eyes, shielding them from the painful light of the inner portal. A crackle of lightning licks at the Gnome God’s exposed metal and the energy changes from white to red as he crosses the doorway. The ring disappears behind him, leaving a colorful afterimage that is gradually washed away by sunbeams.
 
   A warm wind dances around the balcony, causing Gabriel to suspiciously glance at the Four Sisters. The elemental goddesses are still bathing and lounging in the sun, but none of them are paying any attention to him. The hair on the back of the Destiny God’s neck stands as a powerful aura flickers to life behind him. Carefully turning around, he is surprised to see Zaria standing near the table where she plucks a pomegranate from the bowl. Her white gown and red hair show no signs of the powerful aura he senses, which brings his attention to the wrinkled figure next to the Purity Goddess. Clothed in a black robe and clinging to a metal staff, the old woman is difficult to look at because of the magic ebbing from her body. It is an energy that dwarfs Gabriel’s power, which is a rare sensation for him and helps to discern the identity of his unexpected guest.
 
   “I am honored by your presence, Gola,” he says, falling to one knee before the Primordial Goddess of Magic. “I did not realize your century slumber had ended. I apologize if I did anything to disturb you.”
 
   “Your apology is expected,” the goddess responds in a soothing voice. She places the orb-shaped top of her staff on Gabriel’s head, beckoning him to rise. “I contacted Zaria to help me speak to you about my children. Their return has invaded my dreams and I fear that I am too weak to give them guidance.”
 
   “Will you grow stronger in time?” the Purity Goddess politely asks.
 
   Gola pats the younger deity’s hand and flashes a toothless smile. “With the revival of the channelers, my power will grow and I will no longer need this ridiculous slumber. All I ask is that you look over them, Gabriel. They are scared and can pose a danger to everyone if left unchecked. The two that you have been using in your prophecy have me worried most of all because they are pitted against each other. I would be remiss if I sat by and kept my concerns to myself.”
 
   “Thank you for sharing your thoughts,” the black-haired god says. He can feel his heart beating against his chest as the potent aura of Gola threatens to suffocate him. “One of my greatest chosen has already created a haven for channelers to be trained and, if they wish, to live in peace. For those that have already fallen from this path, I have had a special . . . location prepared to contain them. These people will not be killed, but this place can be used to remove their powers over time. Our goal is to rehabilitate them, but we do acknowledge the worst case scenario. It is complicated and you appear to be losing your energy as we speak, so I hope that you trust my judgment.”
 
   “Yes, I need to sleep again, but it will not be for much longer,” the ancient goddess states with a glint in her narrowing eyes. “I will be with my family once again within a year or two. I only wanted to speak with you, Tri-God, and hear that you have considered the fate of all my children. It will be nice to see them thrive among the living once again.”
 
   Gola flickers as she moves to lie down, her body fading away as if it is nothing more than an illusion. Zaria stares at the empty space and fights the urge to smirk at the sweating god standing before her.
 
   “It looks like your time as the strongest is coming to an end again,” the red-haired goddess mentions, enjoying the frown on Gabriel’s face. “Once the prophecy is done and a Primordial awakens, you will lose influence.”
 
   “A time where I can relax and no longer worry about the destruction of Windemere?” the Destiny God mockingly asks with a small chuckle. “I think the loss of unrivaled domination is a worthy price for some serenity and peace. Besides, I still rule the paths of mortals and hold enough power to defeat any who threaten me. I will be anything, but weak.”
 
   “Then why are you worried?”
 
   Gabriel stares across the ocean at the two channelers whose lineages he has carefully crafted for centuries. He can smell something brewing on the horizon of history, an event that is just beyond his sight. The sense of not knowing every detail sends a shiver down his spine and brings back memories of the greatest disaster to have ever befallen Windemere. Part of him refuses to believe that two mortals can copy the effects of enraged gods. Yet he cannot shake the thought that the return of the channelers might be more ominous than their mother believes. For the first time since the Great Cataclysm, the Destiny God wonders if he has made a mistake that will lead to his defeat.
 
   “Be ready, Pure One,” Gabriel whispers, turning to his companion. His eyes become cloudy as if they are twin thunderstorms embedded in his handsome face. “We might have another disaster on our hands. I pray we handle this one better than the last.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   1
 
   Helgard has been a hive of constant activity for the last two months as it is cleaned and refurnished. The work has been anything, but easy as the workers routinely uncover new areas that have been damaged over the centuries. Even the most mundane activity requires caution and patience due to the layers of debris that have gathered in the unused rooms. Several times during the early stages of the repairs, the stone entrance is shoved open to release a gust of ancient dust that would billow across the surrounding desert. At first, the broken arches of the outer walkway randomly reactivate and their expulsion of destructive magic cause more damage to their side of the volcano. Now that they have been rebuilt and polished to their former sheen, their protective energy takes the form of crimson curtains. The soft material is soothing to the sand-covered skin of anyone who has traveled the southern desert.
 
   Echoing bangs and yells can be heard from everywhere even with the most difficult of the repairs having been completed. Working in shifts, the once nomadic caretakers move along the volcano’s sides and within the temple’s halls. Many of their tents have been turned into communal canopies since the Helgardians have erected their stone houses on the cliffs. These vertical structures run up the mountainside, connected by narrow paths and expertly carved steps that are fringed with metal railings. Sitting below the resurrected city of Palqua is the hardened magma lake, which has been transformed into a collection of hot springs. Restaurants and shops have been built around the base of the mountain, the tents fanning out from a single inn of wood and stone that rises to ten stories. For the last week, nearly half of the people outside Helgard have been curious visitors from Bor’daruk and the other nomad tribes.
 
   By order of the exhausted savior of the temple, the inside of the volcano has remained off-limits to visitors. Under penalty of their mistress losing her temper, the barriers and guards only allow caretakers and the champions through. Once covered in corpses, the stone floor is spotless and the walls are decorated in ancient paintings that are always being discovered in hidden storage rooms. Statues of solid fire have been erected within the alcoves and act as lights as well as beautiful pieces of art. None of them are of anything easily discernable, so everyone has made their own interpretation of what the inexperienced creator was trying to make. The only stone statue in Helgard is a basalt image of an Ifrit that proudly stands on top of the volcano and watches over the churning magma. An altar of polished stone holds a single flame and has been placed at the lion-headed monument’s feet to honor the deceased demon. Many of the workers have laid gifts of polished rocks and vials of moist sand around the statue. After centuries of corruption, Helgard is no longer a lonely place of death, but a bustling hive of life and happy voices.
 
   “I’m not sure I like that my temple has been turned into a tourist attraction,” Nyx mutters as she watches the small army of channelers practice. The former crypt has been cleared of the undead and coffins, leaving a vast chamber for her brethren to use for training. There are still balls of magic rolling across the ceiling to illuminate the area, but they are now pink and release the calming scent of lavender. “There’s plenty of money in the treasure rooms we found. So your people can take as much as you want, Sharne.”
 
   “We cannot impose any more than we do, mistress,” the dark-skinned priestess says with an awkward smile. She looks to the young warrior lying on the floor, his sheathed bastard sword across his chest. “I thought you explained to her that we need our own commerce for our people to exist beyond a generation or two. One needs some form of trade to survive in the desert. She seems to listen to you, Mr. Cunningham.”
 
   “I’m standing right here!” the black-haired channeler shouts, flames flickering on her fingertips. Nyx rubs her violet eyes, hoping to wipe away the furrows that have been created by her constant exhaustion. “He explained everything, but I’m worried about people coming into the temple. The last thing I want to hear about is a child falling into the volcano.”
 
   “That’s rather morbid,” Delvin claims, rolling to his feet. He ruffles his brown hair and lazily yawns while strapping his sword to his belt. “Sharne, Misrae, and Casandra have everything under control. Nothing will go wrong while you’re away, Nyx. Why are you so nervous?”
 
   “I feel responsible and there are so many people here,” the half-elf says, glancing at a nearby explosion. Sweat appears on her brow as she stares at the churning fire and it puffs out of existence when she squints. “Look at the power within Helgard. We didn’t leave Pallice and the Garden of Uli with a basement full of channeler apprentices. Not to mention we’re sitting on a volcano and there are strangers wandering around outside. If anything goes wrong then I’m the one at fault because I’m in charge.”
 
   “Maybe we should start calling you Queen Nyx,” the brown-haired warrior teases before a burst of wind knocks him down. He stays on his back and admires the mural on the ceiling, his blue eyes focusing on the section depicting the battle between himself and the cursed bastard sword. “Have some faith in those who are here to help. Besides, you can’t stay here as long as the Baron is alive. You’ll come back to Helgard one day.”
 
   “Unless she forges her own kingdom and leaves this place to me,” a powerful voice declares with a friendly laugh. “The real point is that you’re right, warrior. Due to her destiny and power, she can’t stay within this nest forever. You’re too great to rule over such an isolated and simple place, youngling.”
 
   An elegant woman with chocolate brown hair and violet eyes materializes out of a curtain of warm ashes. The thin layer of soot on her bare arms and the stains on her black dress vanish as a quiet spell ripples throughout the chamber. A seven-foot tall bird with red and orange feathers stands behind Casandra, its head dipping beneath its wings to preen. Smoldering down falls to the floor and leaves burn marks on the tan stone, which causes Nyx to scowl. Wanting to keep her temple pristine for as long as possible, she wipes the damage away with a wiggle of her fingers. The other channeler is about to speak when a pair of angry voices in the distance causes her to hold up her finely manicured hand. Looking around the room, Casandra sees a dwarf and a calico arguing. Before they can use their magic, the two channelers fall asleep and collapse on cushions of aura that rise from the floor.
 
   “As you can see, I have the children under control,” Casandra assures Nyx with a pleasant smile. The corners of her mouth quiver, the muscles still unused to the movement. “The barriers we erected will contain any explosions, so the rest of Helgard is safe from us. Only those that I grant permission to can pass through the portal and the phoenix is here to handle injuries. Trust me when I say that you have nothing to worry about. At least from us. With the people gathering outside, you’re bound to attract a few thieves and looters. Maybe an occasional murder if things get heated.”
 
   “Why would you say that?” Delvin asks as he covers Nyx’s mouth. He feels the heat from the half-elf’s muffled curses and waits for her to calm down before removing his hand. “I’m sure everything will be handled perfectly. Let’s get back to Bor’daruk and see if the others have figured out what’s wrong with the Compass Key.”
 
   A young boy with brown hair approaches the small group. His eyes stare into the distance as he nervously grips his fancy flute. “Excuse me, but Fizzle has arrived and wants to know when you plan on leaving. He’ll be waiting for you in the big kitchen. Something about wanting apples for the long trip.”
 
   “Thanks, Zephyr. You can go back to your training,” Nyx states, putting a gentle hand on his shoulder. With a constant whistle, the blind boy uses his awoken magic to lead him down the stairs and back to his practice area. “I was very surprised to see Zephyr appear on my doorstep. I knew he was a talented bard, but I never guessed he had such magic. Too bad he had to bring that damn squirrel with him. Remind me to have a talk with Zale before we leave. He needs to be reminded of the penalty for causing trouble.”
 
   “I already have that rodent under control. I told him that if he behaves then I will teach Zephyr how to restore him to his true form,” Casandra explains with an impish smirk. A howling screech makes her roll her eyes and effortlessly release a spell that stops the brewing ghost storm. “That boy has taught me a lot about what has happened to my bloodlines. I expected everyone to be of pure channeler aura, but that’s not the case. Most of these people have been mixed with something. For example, Zephyr’s lineage crosses over with that of a song caster so he works entirely through his music. He lacks the raw power of a channeler and needs to use his voice, but he has our versatility. There are others whose families have specialties like I accused you of, which has diluted the bloodline. It will be several generations before true channelers like you and Trinity come about. That is unless something else happens.”
 
   “Don’t say it,” Nyx groans, covering her face. She peeks at Delvin through her fingers and prays he does not see her blush. “Hide your ears, Cunningham.”
 
   “All I am saying is that he should get you pregnant, so your superior bloodline can continue,” the ancient channeler casually states. Casandra is barely able to get a glimmering shield up in time to deflect a javelin of flame, the twitch of Nyx’s lower lip the only subtle warning she gets. “You’ve gotten better with disguising your tells, but your temper makes you easy to predict. The barbarian has said the same thing in regards to your hand-to-hand training, which I still think wasted precious time with me.”
 
   “I’m not having kids with Delvin.”
 
   “Then find someone else.”
 
   “I’m in the middle of a destiny that will end with me facing an ancient evil.”
 
   “So don’t waste time and get to work on it.”
 
   “Please stop talking about this.”
 
   “It’s only breeding.”
 
   “Do you even listen to what you’re saying?”
 
   A fist of lightning races toward Nyx, who ducks out of the way and spins around to grab the spell. Using the attack like a glove, she punches Casandra and sends the woman flying over the practicing channelers. Everyone stops to watch the ensuing fight as the half-elf soars into the air and pummels her opponent’s shields with a swarm of fireballs. With a proud smile, Casandra stands on the ceiling and holds her ground among the thickening curls of smoke. Nyx stays on the move to dodge the incoming spells, forcing those below to put up barriers or run for one of the many cabins. A giant bat of ice and fire appears, but nobody is sure which of the combatants created it because a blast of wind makes it shatter against a support pillar. The fight comes to an end when Helgard rumbles and the combatants see the magma rise high enough to cover the distant glass wall of the shaft. Casandra puts up her hands in surrender, causing the threat of an eruption to end.
 
   “I thought you were done with the sneak attacks,” Nyx says as she repairs the damaged areas of her home. Her connection to Helgard helps her sense every crack that she seals with bubbling magma that she cools with an arctic breeze. “I don’t have time for this. We need to get back to Bor’daruk.”
 
   “Just a gentle reminder to keep your guard up and avoid going soft,” Casandra replies as she drops from the ceiling. She floats to Nyx and gives her a hug while they drift to the floor. “I promise to take care of your temple. Still it doesn’t hurt to think about the future of our people while you’re out there.”
 
   “Let me know if you need me for anything,” the half-elf softly replies, ignoring the suggestion. Transforming into smoke, Nyx slips from the other woman’s arms and reappears next to Sharne. “Do you or Misrae need a ride to Bor’daruk? I overheard him mentioning a need for more fruits and vegetables.”
 
   The young woman falls into a bow, her arms out to her sides. “Thank you. I will tell him about the offer.”
 
   Nyx gently pushes up on Sharne’s chin, her violet eyes full of friendly warmth. “Don’t do that, my friend. This is your home as much as mine. In fact, I would say you belong here more than I do. Your people should never hesitate to ask for my help because I wouldn’t be here without the Helgardians. We’ll meet Misrae in the kitchen. Hopefully, Fizzle hasn’t eaten all of the apples we bought yesterday.”
 
   Sharne gives her friend a hug before stepping through the stable portal that opens into a large room. The dark-skinned priestess waves to the Aquestar Dragon that is lounging on the other side of the sand pit that takes up most of the chambers. Cudgel’s sand-colored scales help her blend into the comforting home that she has known for so long that she cannot stay away for long. As she retracts her grainy frill, the beast nods her head and places a large pair of glasses on a nearby hook. With a lazy yawn, the dragon sinks into the pit and swims back into the desert to stretch her legs. Nyx and Delvin yell their good-byes to Cudgel as they step out of the glass-like portal, both of them turning to wave to Casandra who has returned to watching her descendants. The sound of exploding spells and shouting is muffled by the glimmering gateway, but Nyx still takes a few moments to enjoy the lights.
 
   “You going to be okay?” the warrior asks when he notices she is no longer behind him.
 
   “Ever have a feeling that something bad is about to happen?”
 
   “From time to time, but I figure it’s nothing more than a healthy level of caution.”
 
   “You’re probably right.”
 
   Delvin puts his arm around Nyx’s shoulder in a friendly hug that lingers a little too long for her liking. With a smirk, she jolts him with a mild zap to his ribs and runs out of reach before he can retaliate. The warrior watches her bound up the stairs while he adjusts the shield gauntlet on his left arm. He wipes some sand off the polished plates that encase his limb from the tip of his fingers to the middle of his shoulder.
 
   “One of these days, I’ll figure her out.”
 
   *****
 
   Timoran turns the Compass Key in his hands, the gems of the relic sparkling as their magic struggles to react. The polished obsidian orb sputters to life and attempts to create the image of a doorway carved into an upside down hill. When the crimson-haired barbarian puts the artifact back around his neck, the illusion disappears. Voices appear outside of his room at Grasdon Manor, so he tucks the Compass Key under his vest of black fur and red leather. He chuckles when he remembers that their enemies would be unable to see the item and everyone who has no knowledge of his destiny has assumed it is a colorful bauble. Timoran realizes how strained his nerves are since he is jumping at simple noises and shadows. He is calmer by the time someone knocks on the door and it is instantly opened by Sari, who happily bounds into the room.
 
   “He didn’t say we could come in,” Dariana whispers as she slips her wrist from the gypsy’s grasp. The silver-haired woman has her eyes closed for fear of the barbarian being in the middle of changing. “I’m sorry, Timoran. We wanted to see if you were free to help us pack the supplies. If you need time to get dressed and gather your personal belongings then we can start without you.”
 
   “He’s fully clothed and it isn’t like he has anything I haven’t seen before,” Sari states with a flourish of her yellow and white skirts. The blue-haired woman is practically glowing with excitement as she leaps onto the bed, nearly landing on her friend’s sheathed great axe. “Now that you have a bottomless pouch like the rest of us you can just stuff things into it, Timoran. The quicker we move, the sooner we’ll be out of this place and back on the road. Why are you wearing that vest when it’s unbearably hot? I’m not sure it’s smart to wear that thing anyway given its origin. Did the Compass Key react to you or should we try Delvin again? I had my magic boots polished. Do you think it was worthwhile since I’m probably going to scuff them before we even get out of the city?”
 
   “I assume our little friend has been drinking coffee again,” Timoran says while he puts his bracers on and folds his extra clothes. He is very careful with a white shirt of silk that shows no signs of ever having been worn. “The Compass Key has been silent, but I have seen magic run through it. That is why we should return to Rainbow Tower and see if anything has been unearthed in its former resting place. As for the vest . . . Sutter may have been a demon, but he had honor. In the very brief time I knew him, he earned a lot of my respect and sympathy, which is why I asked Nyx to make this vest. I am not sure if it does anything special, but my purpose was to give Sutter’s lifetime of sacrifice more meaning.”
 
   “You people always confuse me,” Dariana admits, adjusting the buttons on the side of her light blue shirt. The flexible woman stretches her leg up to her shoulder to wipe some dirt off the side of her black shoe. “I’m sorry, but I find it strange that you would honor a demon. They are supposed to be evil creatures even if they act polite. Such a change in behavior is caused by being away from the Chaos Void for too long. It isn’t their natural state.”
 
   “We have had this argument before, my friend,” the barbarian replies while checking his flasks and decanters. He goes to a nearby bar to fill two that are only half full. “Do you wish to debate our opposing stances again? We are stalled until Luke comes back from seeing Kira off at the docks.”
 
   Sari leaps off the bed and snatches the bottomless pouch from Timoran. She jams his remaining clothes into the bag and tosses it to the barbarian, refusing to meet his deep blue eyes that are wide in surprise. The gypsy grunts as she picks up the great axe, the weapon feeling heavier than she remembers. Reaching out to a nearby pitcher of water, she creates a pair of icy hands that take the weapon and strap it to Timoran’s back. Sari straightens the bed and hurries around to clean the room while her friends quietly exchange confused glances. When she attempts to slip a few golden spoons into one of her skirt pockets, the gypsy is frozen by Dariana’s mental powers.
 
   “Thank you for helping me pack, but let us not steal from our host,” Timoran says when Sari is allowed to move again. “Please put everything you took on the bed. We will tell Eileen about the collection before we leave. I am sure she will return everything without telling Lady Grasdon about your busy fingers.”
 
   “Can I promise not to steal anything else and keep what I already have?” the gypsy innocently asks, tracing her finger on the warrior’s muscular arm. She can see the denial in his stern expression and rolls her eyes in annoyance. “This isn’t fair. I think I deserve a little something for everything that’s happened to me here. I can feel Kira winning since Luke spends so much time with her. This is her territory after all, but I’ll have the advantage once we’re on the road again.”
 
   “This is what I mean about confusing,” Dariana interjects, trying not to laugh at the shorter woman glowering at her. “I thought you and Kira would have bonded over your shared love of Luke and your similar life experiences. She recently lost her entire family, which is like you losing your clan. Both events happened because of a connection to the champion prophecy. If anyone in Windemere understands what Kira is going through, it would be you, Sari. Yet you continue this competition that I sense you’re not even fully invested in.”
 
   “That . . . I hadn’t really thought of it that way,” the blue-haired gypsy admits, removing the expensive spoons from her skirts. She puts them back on the table and gently strokes the polished wood. “We’ve been taking some big shots at each other lately. Like the birthday party she threw for me, but she invited all those people looking for someone to test their relationships with. I was surrounded by horny guys and girls while she danced with Luke. At least a few of them tried for her too, so it backfired slightly.”
 
   Dariana breaks out into belly-aching laughter and uses Timoran to stop herself from falling to her knees. “I loved that party! The crazy thoughts floating through the air were the best I’ve sensed in years. Shame it didn’t last very long after one of them made a pass at Nyx. I don’t know what was funnier. Her magically sticking the young man to the ceiling or Delvin accidentally claiming her as his woman then getting the punch bowl frozen to his head. I will never forget that . . . why are you two staring at me?”
 
   “We are not used to you being so emotive and, I apologize for using this specific term, human,” Timoran awkwardly claims. Before the blushing woman can say anything, he puts a hand on her head and smiles. “It is good to see you happy. I speak for all of us when I say we worry about how you are handling your situation. You have admitted to never having real friends before, so we hope that we are making it easy for you.”
 
   Dariana’s face shimmers and she plays with the clear ring on her right hand, the magical item disappearing when she moves into direct sunlight. She is surprised when Sari playfully tackles her onto the bed with a charging hug. Blue hair covers her face as the gypsy attempts to tickle her, finally finding a sensitive spot behind the woman’s ears. Dariana is gasping for breath when Sari is lifted into the air and dangled above the floor by her shirt.
 
   “I will tie you up if I have to, little one,” Timoran says, holding his friend up to his face.
 
   “Promises, promises,” Sari impishly replies with a smirk. She yelps when she is dropped to the floor, her velvet and leather boots unable to cushion the fall due to the short distance. “Great. Now my knees are bruised. So are we ready to leave this city?”
 
   “We still have to pack supplies and wait for the others,” Dariana replies, sitting up in the bed and crossing her legs. The bored look on the gypsy’s face makes her worry until an idea comes to her mind. “You know, Sari, it might be a while before Luke comes back. I’m sure saying good-bye to Kira is tough and emotional for him. It might put her even further ahead of you in this contest. What if you were to help see her off and apologize for everything you did during your time here? You’ve been a little bratty with your pranks and comments, so Luke would appreciate seeing you act more mature.”
 
   “Good idea!” Sari happily exclaims as she hurries to the balcony. “After all, Kira demanded they be alone, but she pulled some pranks too. I’ll be the bigger person here. Thanks for the advice.”
 
   Judging the distance to the ground, Sari leaps off the stone railing and floats to a leafy palm tree. A peacock bursts from the foliage as the gypsy climbs and plans her route to the distant roof. Using her enchanted boots, she jumps from one tall object to another until she is close enough to reach the far side of the manor. With a graceful flip, she lands on the white stone roof and disappears behind a stained glass dome. The sound of a startled elephant breaks the momentary silence and the beast charges into the courtyard, desperate to get away from the excited creature that used it as a trampoline. A loud roar from Timoran stops the large animal from rampaging and the handlers are able to coax it back to its bath.
 
   “Did you use your powers on her?” the barbarian asks, turning to his companion with a stern expression.
 
   The silver-haired woman avoids his stare as she slips off the bed and hangs her head in shame. “I was tempted, but Sari is rather easy to manipulate when it comes to Luke and Kira. I merely told her a way to improve her chances in their competition, which coincidentally gets her out of our hair and uses up all that coffee-based energy. I feel bad about tricking her. It’s something my brother or father would do, but they would be more violent. I’ll apologize to Sari when she returns and to Luke if she causes trouble.”
 
   “Do not worry too much.”
 
   “It was wrong to do that to a friend.”
 
   “Sometimes our friends leave us little choice.”
 
   “Really? Having real friends is more confusing than I thought.”
 
   “But always worth it as you will learn in time.”
 
   Dariana smiles and risks a small peek into the thoughts of her distant friends, fearing that she might have set off a public fight. Instead, her drifting mind stumbles into something approaching Bor’daruk from the northeast. She is not sure what the slightly sentient object is and it vanishes before she can get a clear sense of what it wants. All she knows is that it is annoyed at someone and it reeked of powerful holy magic. Shrugging the worry away, Dariana follows Timoran to gather supplies and discuss their travel route.
 
   *****
 
   Luke Callindor and Kira Grasdon awkwardly sit on the large crate as they watch the sweat-covered sailors load merchandise onto the Matriarch. The ship’s deck is covered in boxes that several workers are cataloguing before a quarter of bare-chested orcs carries the wares into the reinforced hold. The docks are crowded thanks to the arrival of several trade ships and the looming departure of the Grasdon Merchant House’s powerful flagship. The piers and walkways are nearly impossible to traverse thanks to the train of boxes and crates that goes all the way into the city. The sailors and catalogers shout and curse at each other, both parties complaining that the other is holding up progress. Every few minutes, the splash of someone falling into the ocean creates a chorus of laughs that erodes the tension caused by the midday sun. Weaving among the bustling chaos are children with magical decanters that they use to help everyone stay cool and hydrated. The dockyard is so busy that nobody pays any attention to the uncomfortable warrior and heiress as they try their best to stay out of the way.
 
   “Thank you for helping me these last two months,” Kira says as an ocean breeze whips her ebony hair around her shoulders. She takes a drink from her waterskin and pours a little in her hand to rub around her neck, which wets the collar of her dark green shirt. “I don’t think I would have made it without you by my side. Although you nearly cost me a trade agreement at the beginning. At least you showed that I can take charge of a situation and think on my feet.”
 
   “I swear I thought Timoran’s trick of drinking and talking would work. I never knew there were places in Windemere where offering alcohol is seen as an insult,” Luke replies with a friendly smile. His hand grazes her leg and he immediately pulls back, slipping off the crate to look into the water. “It could have been worse. One time I started a fire in my dad’s forge when a new customer was visiting. The man and his wife opened the door and my dad had to tackle them away from the flames, but the woman still lost an eyebrow. It was the last time I tried to help by stoking the furnaces.”
 
   “I really need to visit Haven and meet your parents one day,” Kira calmly says as she fingers the chain of her kusari-gama. She unwraps the weapon from across her body and places it next to her while flexing her sore shoulder. “Though, I guess it would be awkward for me to show up now. I’d rather be there with you anyway.”
 
   “That way I can add to the embarrassment by begging my mom to be quiet,” the blonde half-elf jokes, trying to get a smile from the heiress. He can see tears forming in her green and blue eyes, which rips into his already aching chest. “Are you going to be okay by yourself? I still think you should stay with a friend in Gaia instead of your family’s home. That way you won’t be alone.”
 
   Kira gets behind Luke to hug him with her arms and legs, earning a few curious stares and blatant hoots from nearby sailors. She is painfully aware of how his body has tensed and he is holding his breath. The tactless workers are about to tease the blushing warrior, but a towering orc growls at them. The heiress nods to the large sailor as he puts a nearby crate on his shoulder and carries it onto the Matriarch.
 
   “You can’t follow me, so it doesn’t matter if I’ll be okay or not,” Kira whispers, pressing her face against his back. She takes a deep breath to calm her nerves and enjoy the soothing scent of the forest tracker. “Lord Skyblade has already sent word that he will check on me every day and be a listening ear if I need one. We appear to have multiple luncheon plans since the man miraculously has business with many of the same people that I do. I appreciate all of the concern, but I need to stand on my own. Maybe I’ll find a little hobby to distract myself with until I come home. I . . . I don’t want to do any of the fun things I did with my family. Not until my heart can take the memories. The poor thing is still fragile from the beating it took.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Kira. I never wanted you to get caught up in my destiny.”
 
   “I’m sorry too, Luke. Do you think we’ll ever get back to what we were before?”
 
   “There’s no right way to answer that.”
 
   As Kira gets off the crate, the half-elf senses what is coming and sidesteps to avoid getting shoved into the water. Luke reaches out to catch her by the shirt, but she spins around and ducks out of his reach. The nearby sailors stop what they are doing to watch the heiress grab her companion’s outstretched arm and effortlessly flip him off the pier. Kira yelps when the young warrior catches her sleeve and pulls her into the ocean with him. They quickly break the surface and gasp for air, the soaked heiress blatantly checking to make sure her shirt is still on and buttoned. Once she is sure they have not reenacted one of their earliest encounters, she angrily smacks Luke in his head and shoulders until she briefly sinks under the waves again. Kira thrashes back to the surface and spits out a mouthful of seawater, the taste making her cringe with every spark of salty flavor.
 
   “What else was I supposed to say?” the forest tracker asks as he floats out of reach.
 
   “You tell me the truth damn it!” Kira replies, swimming ahead of the half-elf and cutting him off. Being more accustomed to swimming in the ocean, she finds it very easy to out maneuver Luke. “I know we’re not really engaged any more. I also know you’re not head over heels for the gypsy too. All I want to know is if you think it’s possible for us to be together when you’re done with your adventures.”
 
   “What if the answer is no?”
 
   Kira grabs him by the collar and pulls him in for a hard kiss, the contact breaking when the sailors applaud. “Don’t even try to pretend that you’ve made up your mind. I’m going to keep proving that I love you more than that gypsy. Eventually, you’ll find that we’re supposed to be together and she’s nothing more than a fling caused by your wanderlust. After all, she still won’t say if she’s willing to marry you or even settle down when you’re done wandering.”
 
   “Sari lives in the moment, so it isn’t very surprising,” Luke states as he reaches out for a nearby ladder. “We’re supposed to be leaving for Rainbow Tower in a few hours, so we don’t have time for this conversation. I know we agreed to travel separately, but I’ll make time to visit while I’m in the city. Just to make sure you’re okay.”
 
   “I appreciate it and promise not to drag you to any parties if we get together,” the heiress swears while she lazily bobs in the water. She frowns when she notices that one of her shoes is missing, so she slips the other off to let it sink in search of its sibling. “Besides, I don’t want to answer people’s questions about our future when you’re not sure of things. All I’m going to say is that we’ve taken a break because I have to focus on the family business and you have to protect Windemere from an ancient darkness. Funny how I say that now, but I know exactly who that is. Seems I remember the Baron after interacting with Ste . . . that murdering bastard whose name I never want to hear again.”
 
   Luke winces at her words and holds back a rumbling growl. “I really hope the next time we face him is the last. Do you think we should get out of the water? People are staring and whispering.”
 
   “They’ve been doing that since we arrived,” Kira points out, holding out her hand for the half-elf. She smiles as he helps her onto the ladder, each of them taking a side instead of climbing one behind the other. “We’re not exactly subtle about our relationship . . . or whatever this is now. I’d like to think we’re still together in some way, but I’m really confused and don’t know what our boundaries are.”
 
   With an awkward silence, Luke and Kira climb up the ladder while the desert heat rapidly dries them off. They hurry out of the way of the sailors and try to squeeze as much water from their clothes as possible. The roar of rushing liquid is just loud enough for Luke to notice it among the other noises, his sound sight giving him a brief image of a horizontal geyser. He tackles Kira out of the way of a water blast and she rolls backwards into a stretching dive for her weapon. Sari is storming toward them with chunks of ice whirling around her body and coming dangerously close to hitting the nearby sailors. Many of the catalogers struggle to drag their cargo to safety, none of them wanting to lose inventory to the brewing battle. Before the gypsy can attack, the heiress lashes out with the blunt side of her kusari-gama to shatter all of the projectiles.
 
   “I came here to apologize and I find you two playing in the water,” Sari angrily says as she approaches her rival. “That’s . . . I’m the naiad. You crossed the line.”
 
   “You want to talk about crossing a line, gypsy?” Kira snaps, violently shoving the shorter woman back. She laughs at the two daggers that are drawn on her and casually taps one of them with her weapon’s sickle. “You charmed the inner council of my company to call an emergency budget meeting. I was stuck in an office arguing over every piece of merchandise for two days while you hogged Luke to yourself. Then there was the time you filled my bath with hair removing potion. Poor Eileen was crying over her bald tail for hours. So don’t come here acting like I’m the petty child who resorts to mean tricks and pranks.”
 
   “You wouldn’t let me be alone with Luke,” Sari counters, juggling one of her daggers. Her emerald eyes are focused on the dangerous weapon in the heiress’s hands. “I was nice at the beginning and gave you time with him. You were hurting and I didn’t want to make things worse, but then you began actively getting in my way. Don’t forget that you’re the one who claimed this was going to be a fight.”
 
   “It is a fight and you obviously think you’re losing. So insecure and unbecoming for a gypsy. I wonder how you’ll handle this.”
 
   Kira cautiously steps away and wraps her weapon around her body, clipping both ends to her belt. Out of the corner of her eye, she sees that Luke is close enough to grab so she catches him by the front of his dark green shirt. Their lips meet with more passion and force than before, her toned arms wrapping around the warrior’s neck. A powerful current shakes the floating dockyard, causing all of the sailors to steady whatever merchandise and gear is nearby. The ocean becomes calm when the kiss ends, but the furious look on Sari’s face tells everyone that she is on the verge of lashing out again.
 
   “Can we go back to you two playing nice when I’m around?” Luke nervously requests while touching his tingling lips. “Not that I didn’t really enjoy the kiss, but . . . I can’t take that one back. Let’s behave ourselves for the few minutes we’re still together. Nobody wants to do anything that they’d regret.”
 
   The two women glare at the half-elf and shout, “Shut up, Callindor!”
 
   “I’m really sorry.”
 
   “Two can play at this game,” Sari declares, sheathing her daggers. She stops when her rival steps in front of the half-elf and blocks her from Luke. “Oh, I’m not going to copy your amateurish ploy. There’s a better way to get under your skin, little heiress.”
 
   “What are you-” Kira begins before the blue-haired champion kisses her. She fights against the gypsy who becomes immovable to lock her in place. By the time they separate, the heiress is gasping for air and trying not to lick the sweet taste from her lips. “Why did you do that?”
 
   “To show you what Luke will be enjoying while you’re out of the picture,” Sari whispers into her ear. She roughly pats the brown-skinned woman on the cheek before giving it a playful peck. “Enjoy your trip to Gaia.”
 
   Luke quickly gets between the two when Kira draws her weapon, his sabers deflecting the sickle. His other sword expertly disarms Sari, whose daggers bounce into the water. The young warrior sheaths his blades and takes the heiress by the shoulders, gently moving her to the gangplank of the Matriarch. When the gypsy attempts to follow, he whirls around and silently points to a nearby crate. She obeys when she sees feathers ruffle out from under his collar and an expression of looming rage on his face.
 
   “Please get on your ship before this gets messy,” Luke begs the fuming Bor’darukian who is half-heartedly pushing against him. “You don’t want to make a scene or do anything that you can’t take back. Do it for me?”
 
   “Only because we have to go, but know that I’m not happy with her,” Kira says, glaring at Sari over the warrior’s shoulder. A slew of curses is on the tip of her tongue when she sees the gypsy flash her a rude gesture. “Remember that you can always put an end to this by making a choice. I know you’re afraid to hurt both of us and breaking up with her before you fight the Baron would make things awkward. I fully understand that logic. Just think about what drawing this out is going to do to everyone involved. Oh and I will come after her if I find out she used a love spell on you. I’ll make her eat her own teeth if she manipulates you like that.”
 
   “Can you not talk about violence?”
 
   “I’m simply letting you know where we all stand.”
 
   “You’re not helping yourself here.”
 
   “I love you, Luke Callindor, and you love me.”
 
   “I love him too!” Sari shouts from her perch. She wipes some sweat off her brow, the sun taking its toll on her heat-sensitive body. “And I’d never use magic to manipulate him. That wouldn’t be real, so it would eventually wear off and get me in trouble. Also, Nyx would kill me if I crossed that line.”
 
   “Guess that’s a piece of good news,” Kira quietly says. She gives Luke a quick kiss on the cheek and backs up the gangplank, her eyes staying on the half-elf. “Good luck with your adventures and stay safe.”
 
   Luke moves out of the way as the sailors retract the gangplank and the mooring lines are tossed off. The sound of the anchor lifting out of the ocean is joined by the grunting of the hardened sailors working the winch. He waves to Kira who stays at the railing even when the ship pulls away from the dock. Unable to stop himself, Luke uses his sound sight to see that she is starting to cry and her breathing is becoming ragged. Minutes pass before she is too far away for him to see or hear, the tears on his own face finally coming to his attention.
 
   “I’m sorry, Luke. I really went too far this time and made a mess,” Sari claims as she puts a friendly hand on his arm. “I’ll behave myself until you’re feeling better. Even then, I’ll leave this in your hands.”
 
   “Thanks and I’m sorry for pulling you into this,” the half-elf replies, taking a deep breath to calm down. A distant scream from the desert makes him turn around and he sees a faint light streaking over the towering city wall. “I think that star-like thing is coming towards us. Why can’t we ever catch a break?”
 
   As it passes over the dock, the beam of light splits in half with a startling pop. One of the magical lances plunges into Luke’s forehead and the other does the same to Sari. There are no wounds, but the champions are paralyzed and their eyes roll back in their heads. Fearing an attack, all of the dockworkers hurry to their ships to raise the anchors and release the mooring lines. An alarm goes off and the dock detaches from the shore to float out to sea, carrying Luke and Sari away from Bor’daruk.
 
   Unknown to everyone, a familiar voice is lecturing the two adventurers. “This is Aedyn Karwyn of the Duragian Order. This message is being sent . . . forget being calm. I cannot believe what you three have done! Do you have any idea how much trouble this stunt has caused! Not to mention how embarrassed I am. It is a challenge to leave from the temple to the castle to meet with Kellia. You even convinced Fizzle to go along with this? I do not know this Timoran Wrath or Delvin Cunningham or how you got your enemies involved in this mess, but this . . . I do not even know how to describe this situation. I might not be part of Isaiah’s organization any more, but you included me without asking for my permission. We demand that you return to Gods’ Voice right away and explain how you could have let this happen. End of message!”
 
   “That was uncomfortable and confusing,” Sari groans when her mind clears. She wipes the drool from her mouth and frowns at the sight of being far away from shore. “I’m guessing Nyx was supposed to get that message too since he mentioned three of us. What do you think is going on?”
 
   “Kira is going to be really mad at me,” Luke says with a tired sigh. “It looks like we’re going to God’s Voice now.”
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   Covered in dirt and exhausted from their lengthy journey to Gods’ Voice, the champions quietly sit around the circular table. The open windows let in a gentle breeze that eases their aching muscles and cools some of their flaring tempers. A wide balcony sits outside and allows the guests to see most of Serab’s capital city, but none of the adventurers show interest in enjoying the view. Several sparrows flutter around the windows, their nests having been made under the pitted eave. None of the champions pay the noisy birds any attention as they silently ponder the argument that has been repeated over the last few days. Goblets of fresh water remain untouched as nearly everyone shoots angry glances and muttered curses at Luke who is the cleanest out of the group. Sari is busy picking twigs out of her hair and flicks each one at the forest tracker. Fizzle is the only one with a smile on his face as he lounges in a bowl of green and yellow apples.
 
   “Cross the southern mountains, pass through the forests, and cross over the L’dandrin River to get here,” Nyx finally says, her violet eyes flickering with flames. She ignores the pleading expression on Dariana’s face and continues to revive the debate. “Why did we listen to you, little brother? It might have taken longer to get here by boat, but it would have been easier. I know you hate water travel because of your seasickness, but Gods’ Voice has a lot of river traffic. We could have caught a ship from Freedom and not arrived looking like we spent the last week wrestling ogres in a mud pit. All that trouble to arrival quickly.”
 
   “Actually, I think taking a boat would have been quicker,” Delvin points out with a jaw-straining yawn. The warrior examines his armor sleeve as he tries to buff the fresh dents out of the silver plates. “We were on the road for at least two weeks. You’re thinking of the time Luke said it would take, which I believe was a week.”
 
   “My favorite part was the bramble patch we fell into,” Sari mentions, taking a deep drink of water. The dirt vanishes from her body when she mutters a spell, the sensation of clean skin helping her relax. “Then again, the trolls were a welcomed bout of excitement since Nyx was bathing out of earshot at the time. Not that she could have helped since those river nymphs decided to toy with her. Don’t even get me started on the avalanche caused by those screech hawks. My calves are still crying from running so hard and that was five days ago.”
 
   “On the plus side, we got to work more as a team,” Dariana states, feebly trying to defend Luke. She curls against her chair when Nyx and Sari turn their angry thoughts on her. “Then again, I’m still shrugging off the dark dreams from that necrocaster. He was a very strange and disturbing man. I think he wanted to breed with all of us. I don’t mean just the women, but the men and Fizzle too. Is that even possible?”
 
   Timoran clears his throat, coughing up a glob of phlegm that he swallows to avoid disgusting his friends. “We could spend all day going over the utter disaster of our journey. One could easily laugh about the great champions of Windemere stumbling through the wilderness like amateur adventurers. Perhaps it is best that we leave these events in the past and agree not to talk about them. After all, we are all to blame to some extent.”
 
   “Fizzle said to use portal from Helgard,” the drite interjects, apple juice dripping from his lips. He rolls onto his back and stretches his purple-scaled body, enticing Nyx to scratch his smooth belly. “Could go from Helgard to Garden then stay in forests. Mountains too bad. Why we no take portal?”
 
   “Because somebody was scared,” Luke bitterly says, causing everyone to look at Timoran.
 
   “I said you could blindfold me if you all wished to take that path,” the barbarian argues, crossing his arms over his chest. “I have become calmer about being around magic, but transportation portals are . . . unnerving. That still did not mean we had to traverse the southern wilds.”
 
   “So . . . both of you are idiots,” Nyx bluntly states.
 
   The double doors open with a slight creak, drawing the champions’ attention to the far side of the room. Aedyn Karwyn looks better than the last time his old friends saw him, the half-elf’s black hair cut short and neat. His pristine yellow robe, adorned with the blazing sun symbol of Durag, covers his mechanical legs, but his joints makes a soft click with every heavy step. If he lifts his foot high enough, his guests can catch a quick glimpse of metal feet with pipes attaching them to finely crafted ankles and shins. The expression on Aedyn’s face is a mix of anger and happiness, which creates a strange scowl along with a mild smile. The overall effect is a scrunched face that returns to its stoic calm when his more elegant companion gently elbows him in the ribs. 
 
   Kellia Solomon, heir to the Serabian throne, looks nothing like the gruff tomboy that Luke met over a year ago at Hamilton Military Academy. She still has the toned physique of a warrior, which tells her former sparring partner that the young woman still finds plenty of time to practice. She is also wearing glossy lipstick and her nails are painted a bright pink, which reveals she has taken advantage of being back among the noble class. Kellia’s hair is no longer black, but a golden brown that seems out of place to those who knew her before today. Combined with the blue gown and dark red slippers, it takes her old friends a few seconds to believe that they are not staring at a doppelganger. Even with the future ruler’s new look and the sight of Aedyn walking again, it is the fact that the pair are holding hands that gets the biggest reaction from Luke and Nyx.
 
   “It’s an honor to meet you, your highness,” Delvin states, getting up to bow before the young woman. Timoran and Dariana follow his example, preferring to remain silent due to the mysterious tension in the room. “My name is Delvin Cunningham. This is Timoran Wrath of the Snow Tiger Tribe and our newest ally Dariana. You probably haven’t heard any stories of her yet, but rest assured that she is a trustworthy person.”
 
   “Just spit it out already, guys,” Sari whispers to Luke and Nyx before going to give Aedyn a careful hug. “It’s so good to see you standing. I know we didn’t spend much time together, but I’ve never forgotten what you sacrificed for us. How are you doing with your new legs? Are they easy to use?”
 
   “Rather simple ever since the final adjustments were completed a month ago. We found a way to connect them to the working nerves and aura,” the blue-eyed priest replies with a warm smile. He lifts his robes enough to show the polished metal limbs that are in place of his missing legs. “I know you are being patient, Fizzle. I can see you are ready to pounce from behind the apples. I commend you for being patient.”
 
   “Aedyn!” the drite shrieks as he darts at his old friend. Fizzle nearly knocks Sari out of the way as he tackles the priest, his tail whacking her on the head. “Fizzle miss Aedyn. Sad when he not there on awakening. Sadder when hear of legs. Happy when hear of new legs. Happier now when we say hi again. Aedyn happy too?”
 
   “I am very happy to see you again, Fizzle,” Lord Karwyn admits, patting the drite on the head. He notices that the other half-elves are still at the far side of the table, staring with their mouths open. “As Sari said, spit it out.”
 
   Nyx gingerly steps forward, her eyes still on the clasped hands of their hosts. “Are you two . . . together? I mean together together.”
 
   “Engaged as of two weeks ago,” Kellia sweetly replies as she releases Aedyn and takes Nyx by the hands. She raises her right ring finger to show off a band of gold with a yellow, sun-shaped diamond on the top. “It’s definitely something I didn’t expect to happen so soon. I’m surprised you didn’t hear about it since it’s been big news in Serab.”
 
   “We have been in Bor’daruk and the surrounding desert for the last few months,” Timoran interjects, saluting the young noblewoman with his sheathed axe. “Congratulations on your engagement. I hope you two have a happy and healthy life together.”
 
   “How? Why? I . . . I don’t get it. Have you really mellowed enough to get along with someone like Aedyn?” Luke asks, his words rapidly sputtering out of his mouth. The crack of Kellia’s fist striking the half-elf’s nose echoes throughout the room. “Guess you haven’t really changed, your highness. Am I able to ask your . . . fiancée for a healing spell or is he still angry at me for something I probably didn’t do on purpose?”
 
   Kellia coyly examines her ring, putting it in her old classmate’s face. “I don’t know. What do you think, dear?”
 
   “I do not know, Callindor. You have yet to shake my hand, say hello, or greet me in any way,” Aedyn replies as Sari and Fizzle let him go. The priest and the forest tracker clasp each other’s hands and give a back-slapping hug, which delivers the healing spell. “It is good to see you and I apologize for the tone of my message. These . . . things have me very concerned and upset. I do not know where they came from since I have been helping Duke Solomon with political issues to the east. Kellia and I went into the marketplace one day and were surprised to see people with them. That is not even the strangest part.”
 
   “Excuse me, Lord Karwyn,” Dariana interrupts when she senses the confusion of her friends. Blushing at having everyone’s attention, she inches closer to Timoran to feel a sense of comfort. “I’m sorry for scanning your thoughts with my powers, but it appears that these . . . dolls have not reached Bor’daruk yet. We traveled through the wilderness, so we are still in the dark. Please show us what you’re hiding within your right sleeve. Again, I apologize for overstepping my boundaries, but I feel the discussion will move quicker if we could see this object.”
 
   Aedyn cautiously watches the silver-haired woman as he reveals a figurine made of glossy material. The realistic black hair runs to the shoulders of the tiny doll that has been dressed in the robe of a Duragian priest. A wooden staff is clenched in its permanently curved hand, the arm able to be moved up and down. With a muttered curse, Aedyn turns the doll over and shows that the legs detach at the knee. Reaching into another pocket, he pulls out two pieces of the strange material that have been molded to look like his metallic limbs. They easily snap onto the figurine, which he tosses to Luke for a closer inspection.
 
   “Is this you?” the forest tracker asks, amazed at the detail of the toy. The pain on his friend’s face is the only answer he needs. “I had nothing to do with this. Why would somebody make a doll of you? No offense, but I don’t know of anything you’ve done to have something like this happen. I’d think famous nobles and warriors would be subjected to whatever this is. It reminds me of those story scrolls that were popular when I was a kid. I never got into collecting them, but Alyssa Goldheart was determined to get them all. She never figured out what to do after she got a full set.”
 
   “Funny how you think it’s only Aedyn involved in this,” Kellia says with a laugh. She takes another figurine out of a pouch on her waist, wiggling the female doll next to her face to show the resemblance. “It has my former hair color and doesn’t have any interesting tricks like most of the others. I wasn’t even given a real weapon. This thing comes with the arm of a statue, which I guess is supposed to be what my doppelganger used against the goblins in Hero’s Gate. Anyway, it’s nice to hear that none of you knew about this. We were more annoyed at the idea that our friends used our images without our permission, especially considering the aftermath.”
 
   “Others,” Delvin anxiously repeats, his mind stuck on the one word.
 
   “Does anyone else hear a loud roar from outside?” Timoran asks as he walks to the balcony.
 
   “I guess the news of your arrival has spread,” Aedyn replies while he joins the stunned barbarian. He is already preparing a subtle barrier spell as the worst case scenario appears in his mind. “With the exception of Dariana, each of you has at least one figurine. Even the Lich, Queen Trinity, and Nimby are available. They are being sold to children in all of the big cities of Serab, but adults are getting into the fad because of the stories behind them. Many of your adventures are now public knowledge and your fame is on the rise. I fear this will impede your progress, but I have not heard back from Isaiah. Not that I expect him to interact with one who has retired from his organization.”
 
   Nyx hurries to the balcony railing and is startled by the roar of applause that meets her appearance. “By the gods, that’s a lot of people.”
 
   From their high vantage point, the champions can see over the castle wall where a large crowd has gathered on the other side of the moat. The sound of guards yelling for order can barely be heard over the people cheering at the sight of the famous adventurers, many of the citizens waving figurines over their heads. Excited children hold up soft dolls of Fizzle that puff out harmless rainbow mist with every squeeze. A few people point at the heroes and try their best to throw their figurines over the castle wall, the toys falling into the moat to the despair of the star struck owners. Several of the citizens are dressed as their favorite champion and there are a few women who have dyed their bodies to resemble the cobalt skin of Queen Trinity. There is even one person covered in a foul-smelling cloak, his hands and face painted to resemble exposed bone like that of the Lich. The only thing that the champions and their friends can do is stare in wonder and fear of the ecstatic mob.
 
   *****
 
   “I’m not sure why everyone has a problem with these dolls,” Sari admits as she admires the four blue-haired figurines in front of her. Due to her constant fiddling, they are in various stages of undress with tiny clothes strewn about her part of the table. “This one shoots water out of her hand if you fill the vial under her hair. All of them have pretty clothes and their hair shines when you groom them with . . . this brush makes my hair shiny too. I always wanted a magical doll when I was a kid and now I’m four of them. Although, I wish they gave them more than two daggers, made them a little taller, and included some underwear. Kind of creepy looking at a naked Sari doll and it being blank down there. Not that I want details like some kind of pervert, but they could have given me something pretty under the skirts. Why do the guys have nipples and I have nothing?”
 
   “Please shut up, Sari,” Nyx groans as she stares at her figurine and one of Trinity. Both of them can fire harmless sparks from their hands and their eyes glow violet when squeezed. “I don’t like them. Mine is too . . . off. Whoever created these took some liberties with our bodies. What does everyone else think?”
 
   A chorus of grunts and mutters rise from her friends as they examine their miniature replicas. Fizzle stares at the soft drite doll, nudging it with his nose and backing away when it releases a rainbow mist. The loud click of Luke’s figurine changing from a muscular half-elf to a griffin causes the dragon to dart toward the ceiling. He lands on Timoran’s shoulder, leaning forward to see the barbarian’s figurine wildly swing its glossy axe. When the toy is pressed against the table, its legs bend and the sound of locking springs can be heard. A second later, the toy launches into the air while emitting a tiny battle cry.
 
   “Fizzle not sure,” the dragon claims, fluttering to Dariana to examine the Lich figurine. It cackles before its crack-covered head falls out of the cloth cowl, the voice turning into pathetic whimper. “These weapons? Not seem dangerous. Wait! These what little one call toys. Odd things. Fizzle no know purpose.”
 
   “They’re to entertain children,” Delvin replies, scowling at his replica. He constantly presses and shakes the doll, but nothing happens besides the shield falling off. “At least your doll came with a change of clothes, Kellia. Mine doesn’t seem do anything. I’m not sure if I should take that as an insult. Guess the good thing is that it looks more like me than Luke and his doll. It’s almost as muscular as Timoran.”
 
   “They’re definitely not perfect,” the half-elf replies as he turns his attention to a curly-haired Nimby toy. A shortsword comes out of the right hand when he moves the arm in a downward stabbing motion. “Anybody think it’s strange that Nimby is included here? He disappeared before our destiny was revealed. Even if he was with our enemies the entire time, he was a covert agent and nobody has heard from him since our time in Freedom. Who would know about him being a part of our adventures?”
 
   Aedyn stares at his old friend in disbelief and takes a deep breath to cool his growing temper. “What do you mean if he was with our enemies the entire time? Do not tell me that you still think there is more to Nimby’s story. He was a murderous traitor and manipulated all of us from the beginning. If he was still on your side then he would have approached you by now. He is either dead or being held back for another attack. Please do not trust him if you see him again, Luke. Remember what he did to Fritz.”
 
   “I’m not getting into this debate with you,” the forest tracker says in a voice full of bitterness and guilt. He tosses the toy onto the table and watches it bounce off an empty mug. “I won’t make a final decision until I hear from Nimby or get proof that he’s dead. I still think something was off about that entire incident. If he was still on their side at the time of the betrayal then he should have killed me quickly. Instead, he gave me a chance to survive the poison. Do you have an explanation for that, Karwyn?”
 
   The half-elves jump to their feet, Kellia already reaching for Aedyn’s arm to pull him back into his chair. Both of the young men are surprised when Nyx steps between them, the caster holding back the tears in her eyes. Still holding the figurines, she places a closed fist on each of their chests and keeps her head down to avoid seeing their angry faces. She relaxes slightly when Fizzle lands on her head and prepares to unleash his calming breath at anyone who tries to get violent. The tension continues to rise with neither Luke nor Aedyn willing to push their friends out of the way.
 
   “Do you think my figurine’s bust is too big?” Nyx casually asks, holding up her doll and smirking at Sari. The gypsy nods her approval and covers her mouth to muffle her snickering. “I don’t see how I would be able to fling spells on the run with these things bouncing around. Even strapped down, they’d get in the way and I’d probably end up setting them on fire. Maybe the creators got confused with me and Trinity because her doll is rather . . . small. What do you guys think?”
 
   “I never paid attention, but they do seem out of proportion on your toy,” Aedyn admits as he sits down. He picks up the figurine of Fritz and fits it into the saddle of a Bessaria doll. “I apologize for my actions. It appears Nimby is still a sore subject between us even after all this time.”
 
   “But he might be the key to figuring out who did this,” Luke whispers, staring at the halfling thief’s replica. He looks up at the sound of Nyx clearing her throat, the caster waiting for an answer to her question. “Yes, your figurine has more curves than the real you. Take it up with the gnome inventor when we meet them. Heck, show up with your shirt off if that’ll help get your point across. At least they got your legs and scowl right.”
 
   “The butt is rather impressive too,” Delvin nonchalantly adds with a yawn. He is flung over the table by a wind spell that cushions his fall to the floor. “I thought it was a compliment since you were concerned about your chest. It’s been a long journey, so give me a little bit of a break here. More importantly, why does Luke get to make a comment about you being topless and I can’t say you have a nice rear?”
 
   Nyx bites her lower lip, fearing that she may have overreacted. “It’s quite simple, Mr. Cunningham. I know Luke is teasing and has no interest in me. You’re in a different category and will forever be held to a different set of standards.”
 
   “So we’re going to be together forever?”
 
   “Ye . . . N . . . By the gods, I hate you.”
 
   Kellia and Aedyn catch Nyx’s attention, their eyebrows raised with a matching question that neither feel comfortable asking. The channeler blushes and goes back to her chair where she quietly has her two figurines repeatedly slap each other in the face. To hide from the stares and smiles, she ends the little display with the fake Nyx hurling the fake Trinity across the room. A twitch of her finger sends the cobalt-colored toy up to the chandelier where it gets its head stuck in one of the soft candles. Seeing a frown on Kellia’s face, the half-elf frees the figurine and returns it to the table where the wax sloughs off and hardens into a disc.
 
   “I get it now!” Sari exclaims, leaping to her feet and snatching the halfling doll from Luke’s hands. “The person behind this has to know about Nimby, but they lost their information source soon after his betrayal since General Vile isn’t included in the toys. Our adventures have been talked about, which is why Timoran and Delvin are here. Yet Dariana is missing and there’s nothing connected to the temples like the guardians. Am I right, Luke?”
 
   “In a roundabout way,” the forest tracker replies, reaching out to hug her and turning it into an awkward pat on the head. He lets his arm drop to his side at the sight of the gypsy’s wounded expression. “The main point here is that there’s a definite focus on my first adventure and the one where I first met Nyx. Anything dealing with the champions appears to be an afterthought, which could be due to lack of knowledge. I saw a Hellfire Elf toy around here somewhere. Wasn’t there a Kira one too?”
 
   “She had an accident,” Timoran sheepishly claims, pulling the crushed figurine from behind his back. He sees Sari mouth a thank you as she turns around to look at him with mock disapproval. “I thought she would work like mine and put too much pressure on her head. I will give you the money for a new one, Lady Solomon.”
 
   “They’re only a few silver or gold depending on which one,” Kellia says, taking the broken toy from the barbarian. She is surprised at the wetness of the material, which makes her wonder if he dropped it in his ale at some point. “We stopped trying to figure out who’s behind this and focused more on the point of origin. It’s obvious that gnomes are involved, so we thought it would be easy to track the factory down. There are a lot of middle men and traders involved in this, but we followed the finance trail to Everthorne. The problem is that the northern Sister City has no industry like this and there are no gnome inventors living there. It seems doubtful that the real source will be found there. Still even if the factory isn’t in the city, it’s a starting point if you’re curious.”
 
   The sound of the roaring crowd fills the room when Dariana opens the balcony doors and steps outside. She is a little disappointed that the citizens quiet down quickly and ignore her, many of them going back to setting up torches in the dying sunlight. A few children are still among the fans, but they are asleep in the arms of their parents or within the beds of hay-filled carts. The silver-haired woman sends out a gentle urge for everyone to go home, which several people readily obey. The rest unknowingly deny her psychic suggestion and flickers of her father’s name come back along the brief connection. Dariana backs into the room and swiftly closes the double doors, unnerved by so many people knowing the name of Baron Arthuru Kernaghan. Her heart feels like it will burst from her chest and it is made worse by the sensation that a powerful being is sharing her anxiety.
 
   “Are you okay?” Nyx asks, putting a gentle hand on her friend’s shoulder.
 
   “I . . . I need to go lie down,” Dariana replies with several staggered breaths. She wanders through the room, tripping over her own feet a few times. “Nobody out there knows I’m connected to you, so I would like to go into the city tomorrow. Fizzle can follow while under an invisibility spell, but the rest of you should stay indoors. There’s something I want to investigate before we decide on a course of action. Is that okay with everyone?”
 
   “What’s wrong, Dari?” Sari asks, attracting strange looks at the nickname. “Sorry. I wanted to see how it sounded. I’ll stop.”
 
   “I don’t want to say anything until I-”
 
   Luke and Kellia leap to catch the collapsing telepath and crash into each other, their bodies cushioning the woman’s fall. They are about to argue when a faint snoring makes them hold their tongues and relax. The pair carefully slip out from under their sleeping friend and Kellia lifts her off the soft rug. She is surprised at how light Dariana is considering the champion is slightly taller than the heiress and has the toned body of a seasoned warrior.
 
   “Aedyn and I will bring her to a guest room,” Kellia whispers as she cradles the muttering woman. The priest stands with the whirring of gears and tosses his figurine to Luke before going to open the doors for his fiancée. “I’ll have private rooms and baths prepared for all of you in an hour. It’s very good to see my old friends again and meet some new ones. I look forward to hearing your stories over breakfast and any other meals that we have the time to share. I promise not to sit within striking range of Luke since it seems he still has that habit of making people mad. Goodnight, everyone.”
 
   The remaining adventurers nod to their hosts while yawning in unison, each one showing signs of their tiring journey. Within minutes, Fizzle has curled up with his plush replica and fallen asleep, the two of them releasing rainbow mist with every deep snore. Delvin tosses his figurine onto a cushioned chair and quietly leaves the room, casting a casual goodnight wave over his shoulder. The others continue examining the strange dolls until Timoran and Luke have fallen asleep at the table.
 
   “I broke the Kira figurine,” Sari claims while she removes her boots. The smell of her feet causes her nose to wrinkle, so she tries to bathe them in warm water from her hands. All she can muster are a few spurts that are cold on her stiff toes. “I think I’m more exhausted than I realized.”
 
   “Get some rest, little sister,” Nyx replies, gently taking the dolls off her friend’s lap.
 
   “Do you remember when we promised we’d live together after our adventures? At least if we didn’t have anyone.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Can I live with you and Delvin if I keep losing to Kira?”
 
   The channeler gives the gypsy a tight hug and kisses her on the forehead. “I’ll give you as many rooms as you want. I’m sorry things are going wrong with Luke.”
 
   “Thanks for not telling me that you saw this heartache coming,” Sari says as her emerald eyes narrow into slits. She tries to shake her head clear of the rising fog, but gives up with a loud yawn that would make Timoran proud. “I’m trying not to hate Kira since Dariana is right. Out of everyone here, I should be able to understand her pain, but all I think about is how she’s winning. I remember Kayn whenever marriage is mentioned, so I freeze and can’t give Luke a yes. It makes me wonder if I truly love him, but I think I do. Then again, I might not since I have that doubt while Kira’s heart never falters. What do you think I should do, Nyxie?”
 
   The half-elf smiles at her friend who is gradually being taken over by a long delayed and well-earned slumber. She eases Sari down to the floor and puts a nearby pillow under the gypsy’s head, letting her hands gently run through the dark blue tresses. Stretching her arms over her head, Nyx cancels the sleep spell that she subtly cast throughout the room. She slips off her boots and tucks them into her bottomless pouch before coating her feet with thick magic that mutes her cautious footsteps. Walking throughout the room, she puts blankets over her snoring companions and moves their gear to a corner. Keeping her eye on Timoran and his restless shifting, the caster backs out of the room and softly closes the door behind her.
 
   *****
 
   The water bubbles around Nyx as she slips into the porcelain basin and stares through the bay window. Her groaning sigh bounces around the room as she takes in the sight of the green moon. Canst bathes the chamber in emerald light that relaxes the tense half-elf and nearly puts her to sleep. Nyx pours warm water over her hair, noticing that the ebony tresses are becoming too long for her to maintain her short style. With a wry smile, she realizes that she can cover her pointy ears and a few strands are tickling the back of her neck. It is only a matter of time and patience before she regains her long hair, but part of her wonders if she really wants to return to her former appearance. Her mind wandering, Nyx sinks beneath the surface and tries to manipulate the water without moving her body. All she does is create a few bubbles that burst into flames when they rise out of the basin. She can practically hear Casandra scolding her for being a specialist as she comes up for air.
 
   “I am surprised you kept your hair short for so long,” Gabriel states, catching the fireball that flies off the startled caster’s hands. The spell is extinguished with a flick of his wrist and he shakes the ashes to the floor. “After all, you sacrificed your precious hair to save Stephen. It was not long after that he became your greatest enemy. Though, some could call him your biggest fan given the situation you find yourself in.”
 
   “I kept the style to remind me that he’s still out there and that I should be cautious,” Nyx replies as she struggles to hide her body from the god. “I was going to grow it out when I killed him, but it’s taking longer than expected. Can you please give me a little privacy to dry off and put on a robe?”
 
   “No because I am busy and your body holds no interest to me. The mercenary might dream about it, but I have seen much better,” the black-haired man casually says. An ancient part of his brain reminds him of his youthful dealings with mortal women and he clears his throat. “Do not take it personally. I live among gods and goddesses, so mortal forms are rather . . . dull. Now I have to talk to you about these toys.”
 
   “Why are the gods concerned about some odd dolls?” the channeler asks. She shifts in the basin to face Gabriel, her arms covering her chest. “We’re already sure that there are gnomes helping the Baron. Are they behind this? Will these dolls come to life and try to do something to their owners, so we have to destroy them first?”
 
   “Mortal minds do not function very well when exhausted.”
 
   “Then you should have waited until morning,” Nyx snaps before slapping her hands over her mouth. Feeling embarrassed and exposed, the young woman changes the color of the water to black, which hides her from the neck down. “I’m sorry about that, sir. You’re busy and it’s an honor to be approached by you. I was out of line with my statement and, as one of your faithful, I should know not to speak with such a tone. Please tell me what I have to do.”
 
   Gabriel whistles and a glowing orb with a tight network of aura strings appears above the basin. Squinting at the illusion, Nyx attempts to see through the multiple layers, but eventually gives up with a muttered curse. She is unsure if the problem is her inability to easily dispel such magic or if there are too many tiers of energy for any mortal to peel away. Singing a few chilling notes, the Destiny God has the orb unroll into a long panorama of the strings. At first, two or three of the connections sputter and turn black, but others follow in a display that gives the caster a slight headache.
 
   “This is Windemere and what you are seeing is the curse that keeps Baron Kernaghan out of history and mortal memory,” Gabriel explains as he walks through the illusion. He removes one of the strings and shows how the entire tapestry collapses upon itself. “The spell has been woven into our world and only a chosen few have been granted freedom from its hold. Not that this network is a punishment, but the knowledge of such a monster and his actions could drive mortals into panic. Soon after his sealing, the people of Windemere became terrified that he would return, which is why this curse was designed using everything at my disposal. That includes your newest ally. Back in those days, this curse was the only way for mortal-kind to continue moving forward. At least as long as the Baron remained alive and there was nobody strong enough to kill him.”
 
   “These dolls are threatening the curse?” Nyx guesses, trying to hide the disbelief in her voice. “They’re harmless toys made from a strange material, fancy mechanics, and some minor spells. I don’t see how they pose any danger to the work of a god.”
 
   “It is the most complicated curse in history and it grows weaker as more people remember the Baron,” Gabriel carefully explains as if he is talking to a child. He gathers the remains of his illusions and casts the strings around the rim of the basin, turning them into replicas of the figurines. “These toys are starting to cause a backlash. People are getting curious about your purpose and some of them are unintentionally snapping themselves out of the curse. If whoever created these things put some false stories behind them, it would have been less traumatic to the world. Instead they shared your actual adventures, which were always meant to slowly spread through bard tales and handwritten tomes. As in the past, that method would have created some distortion to protect the curse, but now common citizens have the pure tales.”
 
   “We’ve been trying to figure out how the creators gathered so much information,” the channeler admits as she grabs a bar of soap. Her leg gingerly rises from the dark water and she scrubs the thin layer of dirt off her skin. “Then again, the pamphlets that came with the toys only go as far as the invasion of Gaia. There’s nothing about the temples, the Dark Wind curse, or anything involving Dariana. It seems there’s a limit to what the creators know and their information network focuses only on our adventures in the big Serabian cities.”
 
   Gabriel scowls down at the bathing half-elf, the irritable god having private issues with her slipping back into a casual tone of voice. “It is enough and the more curious of your kind are hunting down the stories that involve the temples. Learning about the true purpose of those places is what causes the backlash. A few people have been reabsorbed into the curse or saved by Isaiah. Most of the victims have fallen into madness, which has required that they be sent to Zelacryd for containment. Still, the situation is steadily getting out of hand. At this rate, the curse may be shattered and the Baron will return within a few weeks.”
 
   Nyx leans back in the basin and stares at the ceiling while imagining what would happen if their enemy arrived early. The thought of her friends getting killed without being able to put up a fight makes her blood boil. She can see the battle coming down to her and Sari since the others have yet to find their temples and Luke rejected his true power. Even with their combined magic and abilities, the Baron is supposed to be a force of pure evil and destruction. Nyx is confident that he is stronger than anything they have ever faced, which says a lot about his abilities considering some of the past threats that the champions have struggled to defeat. Her mood continues to sour as she realizes that Trinity, Stephen, and any other surviving agents of the Baron would be a factor as well.
 
   “It has always been that you eliminate his pawns before he steps on the battlefield,” Gabriel says, reading her thoughts out of impatience. “I am prevented from telling you who is behind these dolls. In fact, I am still trying to come to terms with the fact that my power has been underdone by . . . toys. I cannot even openly suggest what you should do. My only reason for being here is to tell you about the danger and set you on the path. Now be a good little weapon and make sure Windemere does not fall into our enemy’s hands.”
 
   “I understand, sir. We’re going to leave Gods’ Voice as soon as Dariana finishes her trip into the city,” Nyx explains, fighting back a few tears from being called a weapon. She gets out of the basin and grabs a robe, wrapping the soft cloth around her slender form. “My friends and I will discuss a plan to minimize the damage to the curse. There has to be some way to prevent the spread of information or block it without resorting to extreme measures.”
 
   “We need to create misinformation,” Sari announces from the far side of the room. The gypsy is nervously standing against the doors, her eyes locked on the imposing deity. “I’m sorry for interrupting, but I had a nightmare and went looking for Nyx. So I was listening outside in case she needed some help.”
 
   “Maybe I should have brought this up with the multi-talented weapon instead of the blunt one,” Gabriel whispers to himself. He taps his chin with a gloved hand, the sound echoing throughout the chamber. “What did you have in mind?”
 
   “It might be a little messy for us,” the gypsy replies as she approaches the basin. An impish smile plays across her lips when she sees the worry etched on Nyx’s face. “The people want the champions, so we should present ourselves to them.”
 
   “I don’t like this. Is there-” the half-elf begins to ask until she realizes that Gabriel has disappeared. “I hope he enjoys the show you’re about to put on, Sari. I know I won’t.”
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   The marketplace is busier and louder than Dariana had expected to find during the midmorning hours. Taking a deep breath, the anxious woman rubs the clear ring that keeps the ocean of teeming thoughts out of her vulnerable mind. She stops several times to grip Fizzle’s tail and telepathically thank the invisible creature for accompanying her. The champion’s plain clothes and simple cloak help her blend into the crowd, but it is the drab, brown wig that makes the disguise perfect. She considers herself lucky that Sari bluntly pointed out that silver hair, while pretty, would make Dariana stand out like an ogre at a halfling festival. The only problem with the wig is that the nervous woman wants to scratch a blossoming itch. She keeps trying to convince herself that it is a figment of her imagination, but every scrap of attention seems to make the sensation worse. Out of desperation, she turns off the nerves in her scalp before she loses control and reveals herself to the bustling citizens.
 
   Being careful not to stare at anything for too long, Dariana counts the toy stalls as she walks among the shouting merchants and customers. Each of the shops has a colorful sign announcing that a new set of Champion Dolls is coming out in a week. A quick mental scan of the crowd helps her recognize the faces of Selenia Hamilton and Kevin Masterson, which flank the gaudy displays. Listening to the excited whispers, she learns that the toys will include former mercenaries and several monsters from the Caster Swamp. A handful of citizens talk about wanting Dawn Fangs in the next set and Dariana picks up that a few of them are vampires themselves. It amazes her that creatures known for such brutality and violence have been swept up in the trend. Her attention is eventually drawn to one of the smaller stalls where a group of children are innocently playing with the display items and the storeowner is putting out more of his wares.
 
   “Excuse me, sir,” Dariana says as she approaches, bowing to the portly halfling. “I’m new in Gods’ Voice and I was curious about all these toys. What are they and where did they come from?”
 
   “Not sure what you mean by that first question,” the bald merchant answers as he finishes stacking a display of Sari dolls. He catches the hand of a small girl, moving it to one of the higher items that she can remove without knocking the others down. “These are nothing more than toys and collectibles. Customers enjoy them because the people they’re based on are alive and adventuring right now. At least the champion set. The upcoming ones are rumored to be retired or dead mercenaries with some monsters thrown in for fun. I’m rather surprised Selenia Hamilton agreed to this considering her reputation. Then again, I don’t know for a fact that she knows about these things. They might not have reached her academy yet.”
 
   “So these toys appear out of nowhere?” Dariana asks, confused by the children laughing behind her. “I’m sorry if I said something foolish. I’m from a very small village to the south, so this is all very overwhelming.”
 
   “Toys don’t appear out of thin air, lady,” an Elven girl proudly replies as she holds a Nyx doll to her chest. She makes its eyes glow and happily spins, releasing the sparks in a halo around her body. “Gnomes arrive with boxes that hold the toys. Then people like Mr. Coret sell them to parents. Then kids play with them until they break and our parents buy new ones when we’re no longer in trouble.”
 
   “Thank you for answering the young lady’s question, little one,” the storeowner tells the girl while patting her on the head. He gives the child a few pieces of candy, which she slips into her pocket before the other kids notice them. “The truth is that we don’t know exactly where these toys came from, but we know they’re safe. Rumor says the factory is in the north, which would make sense since they’re spreading south. Again, we don’t know and nobody can recognize the material or the craft sigil.”
 
   “I’m sorry, but I don’t know what a craft sigil is. I looked at one of these yesterday and I didn’t see any markings.”
 
   “Hey, kids! Go use your figures in the Gaian Arena set while I talk to this nice lady,” Mr. Coret says, gesturing for the children to leave. He watches them hurry to the other side of the wide stall before facing Dariana again. “You’re lucky you got me when it was slow. This place is going to be a mess in an hour. Now every handmade item that’s sold in a marketplace has a craft sigil, which allows us to keep track of the profit cut that we send to the artisan every two to three weeks. Unlike food and raw materials, finished products are bought by merchants with a little money upfront and a cut of the final sale. For items that require a certain aesthetic, such as these toys, the identifying mark is hidden in some fashion. Gnomes love putting layered illusion sigils on their inventions. You have to look through the spells, but they shift and regenerate rather quickly. Try it on this doll by staring at the bottom of its foot.”
 
    Mr. Coret tosses the curious champion a Delvin figurine that looks like it was run over by a wagon. It is missing all of its gear and the dented head is stuck facing backwards. The pathetic sight makes Dariana feel sorry for her friend who she knows is already unhappy with the plainness of his replica. Pretending to have trouble dispelling the subtle magic, she gingerly turns the toy upside down and focuses on the feet. Her noses scrunches and her brow furrows, earning a few giggles from the nearby children. Illusions swiftly peel away before her eyes to reveal an engraved symbol that resembles a coil-shaped ‘N’ surrounded by a cloud. The craft sigil fades away after a few seconds, so she hands the damaged toy back to the halfling.
 
   “Thank you for answering my questions, sir,” Dariana whispers, pulling a few silver coins out of her pocket. She hands the money to Mr. Coret and takes a Sari doll, the figure dressed in a blue top and yellow skirt. “Good luck with your business today. May you sell all, but your shirt and shoes.”
 
   “Was that one of the old world merchant greetings?”
 
   “I come from a very traditional family and the ancient phrases have been passed down,” she nervously replies, pretending to rub her shoulder while really stroking Fizzle’s tail. Blushing and fiddling with the Sari doll’s box, she slowly backs into the crowd and bows her head. “Thank you for your help. If I have any more questions or want any of the other dolls then I promise to visit you again. By the way, is there a new villain coming out in the next set because I’ve heard a few people wondering about that? Like an ancient evil or something more menacing than a Lich and a Hellfire Elf.”
 
   Mr. Coret rubs his bald, shiny head as he thinks about the product list he received this morning. “I’ve heard the same rumors, but the closest thing we have coming are Krypter toys. I think I saw something about an evil gypsy too. Guess we have to wait until the champions reach the end of their path before we get that ancient evil toy. Have a good day, ma’am.”
 
   Nodding to the halfling, Dariana disappears into the crowd and weaves her way to a distant alley. Sensing that nobody is lurking within the narrow passage, she hides behind a stack of crates and focuses on scanning the citizens. Her father’s name is on the surface of the entire populace, but is not in their conscious memory yet. Dariana is about to break contact when she feels the information slip away from every mind at once. Entering a trance, the telepath probes further to follow the elusive thought until she is forced to pull away or risk getting lost within the dense web of minds. When her eyes open, the champion is surprised to find that she is sitting down and Fizzle is licking her face.
 
   “Dariana out for ten minutes,” the drite mentions as he perches on her lap. “Dariana slip down wall and stare to nothing. What see?”
 
   “I saw what Gabriel was talking to Nyx and Sari about,” she replies while slipping the wig off her head. She revives the nerves in her scalp and scratches madly at the irritating itch. “I will never wear one of these things again. How can anyone think straight when their flesh is trying to reject such an abomination?”
 
   “Fizzle help,” the dragon declares before hitting her in the face with a puff of rainbow smoke. “All better.”
 
   “Thank you for that,” Dariana says, blinking the stars from her eyes and rubbing her tingling ears. She finds herself enamored with the circular motion of her thumbs, which she continues doing as she talks in a slurred voice. “As I was saying, my father’s name is lurking beneath the surface. It’s typically trapped within the curse piece that every person has embedded in their mind. Once a person hears and retains his name, the general memories can come back. Gabriel makes it sound like the population of Windemere will remember every detail, but it’s more that people will know he was an evil warlord who gained great power and should be feared. Kind of like how a rabbit instinctively knows to be afraid of an approaching snake only on a greater scale. The overall effect is supposed to be gradual, even for the champions who are in the position to learn about all of his deeds. Regaining everything in an instant would drive an average person insane, which is the threat that comes from these toys. Thankfully, children seem to be immune to the danger. I sensed that their curious minds are so close to perpetual dream states that they naturally pass off glimmers of the memories as spontaneous nightmares. Still a world where every adult has gone mad is no place for children.”
 
   “What we do now?”
 
   “Return to the castle and find the source of these dolls.”
 
   The sound of people shouting and rushing through the streets causes Fizzle to turn invisible. He clings to Dariana’s head as she hurries back to the marketplace and finds all of the stores have been hastily closed. The area is deserted, but thousands of voices talking at once can be heard from the direction of Solomon Castle. Even with the protection of her ring, a wall of excited thoughts makes it difficult for Dariana to uncover what is happening. Every mind she touches is filled with images of the other champions, the visions speeding by at an unnatural pace. Probing into the auras of the crowd, she breaks into a sprint when she catches a taste of Sari’s sweet energy leaping from one citizen to another. Fizzle strains his wings to keep up with his companion until he conjures a breeze to rocket by her. Both of them come to an abrupt stop when they turn the far corner of the marketplace.
 
   “This no good,” the drite mutters at the sight of the enormous crowd.
 
   They cannot tell how many people are between them and the distant castle, the mob so thick that Dariana has to climb the nearest structure to see ahead. She reaches the top of the apartment building while several people yell for her to come down and get back in line. The group of citizens already on the roof surprises her, so she smiles politely and runs along the eave. With a boost to her muscles, she leaps over a clogged street and continues making her way back to her friends. It is not a subtle way of traveling, which earns her a lot of attention from the people that are stuck traveling along the street. Most of the impatient crowd is screaming at her by the time she lands on a tavern that stands near the moat, their anger confusing Dariana who has no idea what she did wrong. Fearing that they are going to attack, the champion wipes the memory of her from everyone’s mind and ducks behind a chimney. She coughs and reaches up to wipe away the blood dripping from her nose, an aftereffect of influencing so many minds at once while enhancing her own body. Peeking around the corner, she follows the gaze of the elated mob to the lowered drawbridge and her heart sinks.
 
   “We’re here to answer a few questions that you might have!” Sari shouts to the crowd, her voice heard clearly across the city. The gypsy stands in the middle of a raised dais while the others awkwardly stand behind her. “Now my friends and I decided that I’ll be the one talking because everyone else is scared of the attention. That or they’ll simply ramble on and become terribly boring.”
 
   Fizzle lands on top of the chimney and hisses for Dariana’s attention. “Got to friends and they speak. Nyx say problem with curse undone by true knowledge. Sari plan to spread fake knowledge to stop damage. Timoran say it only tem . . . temp . . . small fix. We leave Gods’ Voice after this.”
 
   “That isn’t going to happen easily,” the silver-haired woman says as they listen to Sari spew lie after lie to the audience. Every story fills Dariana with dread because she knows the gypsy is going too far with her tales and is on the verge of losing control of the crowd. “These people can’t possibly believe we’re treasure hunters who want to find the missing artifacts of Windemere. There are thousands of lost items in our world’s history. Won’t people wonder which ones we’re looking for and why? This entire plan is only going to make it harder to get out of Gods’ Voice. The crowd won’t leave the area because they’ll want more. We’re going to need help from the guards to get out of here and we’re leaving a mess in our wake.”
 
   “Luke ask if you find all you need.”
 
   “I was hoping to talk to a few more people, but this stunt is going to force us to leave.”
 
   “No hide in castle?”
 
   “The longer we’re in this city, the harder it’s going to be to escape.”
 
   The crowd roars with applause as Sari creates an enormous bird out of the moat water and has it soar over the city. People can see the famous sharks of Solomon Castle swimming in the magical construct, but they slowly gather in the center of the construct. Not wanting to traumatize the beasts, they are gently returned to the moat along with enough water to keep them alive. After having the bird make a few more passes over the crowd, Sari has it explode into a warm rain with multiple rainbows appearing in the sky. The gypsy spins and dances around the stage, returns the water to the moat before it can drench the audience. A chant for Nyx to use her magic rises from the citizens and the half-elf timidly steps forward. She glances at Sari, but only Dariana knows it is because she is not comfortable with the situation. Everyone else goes silent as if the movement is a signal that she is preparing something big and exciting. The caster holds up her hands to cast a spell, carefully imagining a flashy enchantment that will not pose a risk to the audience or drive them into a panic.
 
   “Please don’t do it, Nyx,” Dariana whispers. A familiar presence appears in her mind, the newcomer churning with powerful emotions as he rapidly approaches the city. “Oh no. Anyone, but him. Please, Gabriel, call your dog off and don’t make me face him now. I’ll do anything you want if you call him away.”
 
   Thunder rumbles overhead and lightning flashes across the cloudless sky. At first, the crowd thinks Nyx is behind the strange weather and enjoy the magical display. The applause turns into screams of surprise when a cold rain drenches the mob, which forces Dariana to use her powers on them. Straining her mind, she stops the citizens of Gods’ Voice from stampeding and urges them to calmly return to their homes until the weather improves. It is a struggle to direct so many people and the pressure makes her ears bleed steadily onto her neck and shoulders. She hugs the soot-covered chimney to stay on her feet and glances at the drawbridge, a bulky form making her heart leap into her throat.
 
   Isaiah stands before the champions and disintegrates the dais with an intricate wave of his red wood staff. The green crystal that sits atop the powerful weapon glows as the black-scaled fireskin calmly walks across the lowered drawbridge. Making sure that Sari remains in the lead, the champions follow the red-robed figure like a pack of scolded children. Only Isaiah senses Dariana appearing on the wooden pathway, the silver-haired woman nearly collapsing from using her powers on the entire crowd. He does nothing to help her or let anyone know she is there before signaling for the soldiers to raise the drawbridge.
 
   *****
 
   “What in the name of every god were you thinking?” Isaiah asks once he gets some control of his temper. “That was irresponsible and could have made this situation worse. I always knew you were stupid, but-”
 
   Nyx cuts the fireskin off with a crackle of lightning along the ceiling, the energy igniting every candle in the silver chandelier. “Leave her alone and watch your mouth! We may have made a mistake, but you’ve no right to insult her. Besides, where were you when we were in Bor’daruk? Every other time we’ve had to find and challenge a temple, you appear with some advice. You abandoned us while Stephen decimated the Grasdons and two of us were lost in the desert. Now you’re back with only a vague explanation from Gabriel about your absence and you begin screaming? Dariana wasn’t even part of our plan. She was in the city, so back off and yell at the rest of us.”
 
   “Specifically me because I’m the one who came up with the idea to tell fake stories about our adventures,” Sari announces as she steps in front of Dariana. “I’m willing to take all the blame for whatever damage I caused. Just stop yelling at my friend.”
 
   Isaiah slumps in his chair and scans the collection of angry faces that surround him. The caster is not sure when Luke drew his sabers, but it is clear that the forest tracker is more furious than the others. The thought that they have accepted their new ally so quickly causes a laugh to get caught in the fireskin’s throat. Ignoring the piercing gaze of the blonde half-elf, Isaiah turns his attention to Dariana who is quietly standing in the middle of the room. She continues to stare at her feet even though Sari and Nyx are flanking her, each one putting a hand on the tired woman’s shoulder. The sight of the long-lived champion annoys the caster, but the protective nature of the others keeps him at bay.
 
   “The event on the drawbridge was a disaster. I’ve already sent a message to Duke Solomon about what his daughter allowed to happen, so he is on his way home from his vacation in Darkmill,” Isaiah explains while he taps his talons on the table. He lets his words sink in, hoping his charges realize that they got their old friend in trouble. “My concern with Dariana is that she is a potential threat due to her powers and lineage. She should not be allowed to wander a large city without another champion present. The temptation to use her abilities on a grand scale might be too much. Do you want another incident like all those centuries ago? What was the name of that city? Ardan? Wiped off the map and out of the memories of the world.”
 
   “I live with that pain, so you do not have to remind me,” Dariana whispers, her body shuddering from the anguish in her mind. “Stephen provoked me to see what I would do and I lost control. That will not happen again.”
 
   “If it does then I’ll be the one to put you back to sleep.”
 
   “I understand. Excuse me,” she replies before disappearing from between her protective friends.
 
   Nyx puts her hand in the area that Dariana once stood, expecting to touch an invisible figure, but only feeling empty space. “She can teleport? Flawlessly teleport? I’m going to find her and see if she’s okay. Let me know what we decide, guys.”
 
   “I’m going with you, Nyx,” Luke declares as he sheathes his blades.
 
   “The woman doesn’t need both of you,” Isaiah coldly points out.
 
   The fireskin is knocked out of his chair by the warrior’s fist striking his jaw, a burst of wind giving the blow some extra force. For a brief moment, everyone thinks the half-elf is about to draw his sabers again and continue the assault. Instead, Luke bares sharp, dog-like teeth and growls at the bulky caster while backing toward the door. He transforms into the furry form of Stiletto and sniffs at the air, leading Nyx in search of their upset friend.
 
   “I assume that is for me disappearing for several months. The immature part of him must blame me for what happened to the Grasdons,” Isaiah states, resetting his toppled chair and sitting down. He spits out three broken teeth while his pink, punctured tongue rubs the bleeding gaps. “I apologize for my absence, but Gabriel had me on a special mission that proved to be unsuccessful. I agree that if I was around then these dolls and the murder of the Grasdons would not have been so severe. They still would have happened to some extent. Now, why did you try to stoke the flames of the citizens?”
 
   “I told Gabriel what I was going to do. Well, he only stayed around for me saying that we need to create misinformation,” Sari explains as she takes a seat between Aedyn and Delvin. Her voice is hoarse and dry from playing to the crowd, so she summons a flock of water orbs from a pitcher to drift into her mouth. “Originally, I thought I would slip the stories into the populace and help people latch onto them for a day or two. Then I realized how such tales could get mistaken for rumors and be ignored, which meant the entire plan could fail without me realizing it. So I talked to Kellia about holding an event where the champions tell their story.”
 
   “In Sari’s defense, we all could have stopped her at any point,” Aedyn states, putting a hand on the gypsy’s shoulder. The priest crosses his ankles, the creak of his metal joints causing his former superior to wince. “We did not believe news of the event would spread so quickly, so it was bigger than expected. That is why Kellia is busy with the merchants and other people whose days were disrupted. Though the mess could have been a lot worse if the citizens attempted to charge the dais.”
 
   “We plan on leaving Gods’ Voice immediately to avoid further trouble,” Timoran announces before Isaiah can speak. “Under the cover of darkness, we can sneak through the city and begin our journey to Everthorne. By morning, this will have blown over and the citizens will get back to their lives.”
 
   Fizzle bursts through the window and hooks a table leg with his tail to slow down. The piece of furniture scrapes against the stone floor, eventually flipping over and pinning the drite against the far wall. Delvin rushes to help the excited dragon escape while Timoran puts the table back where it belongs. He goes about cleaning up the scattered pieces of fruit and broken glassware until Aedyn taps his arm. The priest casts a spell that cleans the floor and places all of the damaged items into a nearby bin.
 
   “Bad news!” Fizzle shouts, fluttering into the air and zipping around his friends. “People make camp! Outside bridge! No way out! They make guards to watch! One almost see Fizzle even when invisible! People ready! We trapped!”
 
   “Calm down, Fizzle,” Sari coos while she pats her lap for him to land. She hugs the drite and strokes the blunted horns on his head before kissing him on the scaly cheek. “I guess they’re expecting me to use illusions. I can put together some disguises, but these people are going to be curious about anyone who leaves the castle. Do you think Dariana can blind them to us until we get out of the city?”
 
   “I would not trust her,” Isaiah states, reminding everyone that he is still there. “This is exactly what Gabriel wanted you to avoid. These dolls are only a nuisance and you should have left as soon as you uncovered their origin point.”
 
   “We were exhausted and needed a good night’s sleep,” Delvin says as he paces around the room. Stroking his stubbled chin, he walks a strange, winding circuit around the wooden furniture. “I don’t think we should put such a strain on Dariana. We’ll have to keep moving once we get out of the city, so we need her to be conscious and able to run. Illusions and complicated disguises are out because people are ready for those. Besides, Timoran is too big to hide beneath wigs and new clothes. Being a group of seven, we shouldn’t move together. Splitting up and meeting at an agreed upon place is our best option.”
 
   “Fizzle agree. Dariana no known and Luke have doggy form. Not sure about others. Fizzle fly high and escape.”
 
   Isaiah clears his throat for attention and waves his staff over the table. The polished wood warps and rises to create a detailed replica of Gods’ Voice, the landscape going as far as the tree line of the nearby forest. He gestures for the champions to gather around the display, but Sari remains on the couch with Fizzle. She gestures for her friends to give her a clear view of the replica and points at the comfortable drite to explain why she refuses to move. The adventurers watch as a shining door appears above the L’dandrin River, which runs along the southeastern side of the city. The slow-moving water laps at the edge of the table and occasionally churns as if an invisible vessel has passed through the area.
 
   “I can create a transport portal out of moonlight. It will take you to a lake that is a day’s journey to the northwest,” Isaiah states, illuminating a few routes to the docks. They merge at a long pier and make a jump to the hovering door. “The problem is that I will have to put it over the water to avoid others from passing through. This means far enough away that only those with magic or other special abilities can reach it. I suggest having Fizzle go there first to defend the portal from any casters that are within the crowd.”
 
   “That implies we will be chased,” Timoran claims, frowning at the doorway. He can already feel his skin crawling and takes a quick sip from his flask to relax. “I guess this is where I jump off the cliff and pray I land safely.”
 
   “Does that actually happen with your people?” Sari asks from her couch.
 
   “Only in the winter when the snow is deep and we never leap from the high cliffs.”
 
   Delvin gently moves the barbarian away from the table to get a better look at the glowing routes. Leaning over the display, the tip of the warrior’s tongue is sticking out of his mouth as he runs his finger along the wood. He circles the table and examines every route, his ice blue eyes burning with intense thought. Glancing at the open doors to the balcony, he hurries to leap onto the railing and get a clear view of the real city. The crowd cheers for him, but the noise stops when they realize he is not going to do anything interesting. He waves to the people for another round of mild applause before disappearing back into the room.
 
   “We leave in groups of two with one person being responsible for the jump and the other focusing on masking our presence,” Delvin says as he returns to the table and squats for a street level view. “Timoran will go with Nyx because her presence might make it easier for him to handle teleporting. I’m sure he can make the leap with her added weight and she can cloak both of you with a spell. Sari will go with Dariana and use her water magic to reach the portal. I’ll go with Luke who can travel as Stiletto and turn into the griffin at the dock. We’ll take the more dangerous route since we’ll be the least recognizable. Now we only need a diversion to get us out of the castle.”
 
   “I believe I can help with that,” Aedyn declares, an uncharacteristic grin on his face. “Is there a specific deity that stands against the champions? Never mind. It is probably best that I do this without your involvement.”
 
   “That is a bad idea, Lord Karwyn,” Isaiah argues, jumping to his feet so quickly that his tail gets stuck under the arm of his chair. With a few steps, he frees himself from the furniture, which falls with a loud clatter. “I forbid you from doing what you are about to do.”
 
   “I am not in the order anymore, so you cannot stop me, sir,” the priest replies as he heads for the door. “The Ymir priests owe me a favor, so you can leave through one of the side doors when they start their show. Nothing like a fury priest on a rant to divert attention.”
 
   Isaiah curses under his breath and bangs his staff against the floor, opening a crack that he drops through. The champions stare at the shadowy gap and the transformed table, none of them knowing how to repair the damage.
 
   *****
 
   “I can hear your thoughts, so you don’t have to be quiet,” Dariana announces from the back of the wine cellar.
 
   The click of the door being unlocked echoes throughout the small, cool room followed by the sniffing of a dog. Nyx is the first to appear from around the corner of a tall cabinet and she waits for Luke to finish transforming. The two half-elves stay within view of the woman who is holding an opened bottle of wine in her lap. With their friend refusing to move away from the wall, the pair cautiously approach and take a seat in front of her.
 
   “I thought you didn’t drink,” Nyx says as she leans against an empty rack.
 
   “I don’t, but I enjoy the smell,” Dariana replies with a half-hearted smirk. She offers the bottle to her friends, surprised at how quickly Luke accepts. “Why are you upset?”
 
   “Let’s just say Isaiah is not one of my favorite people right now,” the forest tracker answers, taking a deep drink from the bottle. He winces and chokes on the foul-tasting liquid before tossing the bottle to Nyx. “That stuff is practically vinegar. I think I’m going to be sick. I can’t believe you enjoy the smell of bad wine.”
 
   “Actually, it’s a Lorvisian brew that smells sweet and tastes bitter.”
 
   “Why did you offer it to me?”
 
   “I never drink, so I didn’t know how bad it really was.”
 
   “That’s not a good reason.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   Nyx’s sudden hacking and coughing stops the argument. She is dramatically holding her stomach while curled on her side and gagging like her tongue is trying to escape her mouth. The bottle has rolled across the floor, leaving a trail of wine that fills the chamber with a sweet stench. Luke kneels next to his groaning friend while Dariana puts the cork back in the container and returns it to a dusty shelf in the back. With a disgusting noise, Nyx vomits fiery aura that leaves a scorch mark on the gray stone. Her friends scramble away from the dangerous ooze, which slowly evaporates into smoke.
 
   “I probably should have mentioned that channelers are allergic to this wine,” Dariana timidly says, helping the half-elf stand. “I’m sorry. It isn’t a warning that ever came up before. I wonder if Casandra knows about this and forgot to tell you. At least you’re rejecting the wine instead of going into shock.”
 
   “Why did you try it after you saw my reaction?” Luke asks as he tries not to laugh.
 
   “I thought you were overreacting and I was curious,” Nyx replies before spitting out the last of the gunk in her throat. “So you can flawlessly teleport, Dariana?”
 
   Luke pinches the channeler in the side before leaning away from the expertly thrown backhand aimed at his head. “Looks like Timoran’s boxing and wrestling lessons are going well for you, big sister. I thought we came here to see how she’s doing and cheer her up. Don’t interrogate her.”
 
   “That’s why we’re being silly, little brother,” Nyx states, gently patting the warrior on the cheek. She takes a few shaky steps on her own and leans against a cabinet full of white wines, the sight of them making her queasy. “I figure you will tell us about your history with Isaiah when you’re ready, Dariana. You already mentioned how the previous champions treated you, so it isn’t too surprising that you and he have a messy history. The only thing we can do is be your friends and help prove to everyone that you’re not like your family. At least Stephen and the Baron. I don’t want to insult Zaria by insinuating that she’s a terrible role model. She isn’t listening to us, is she?”
 
   “I don’t know. She does seem to always know what’s going on even if she doesn’t make an appearance,” the other woman admits. Turning to Luke, she puts her hands on the side of his head. “If you really want to know then I can share the stories with you. It will be easier this way and I promise not to peek into your mind.”
 
   “I trust you, so you don’t have to make that promise.”
 
   The pulse of energy travels from her hands through Luke’s brain to deliver a scattering of images. He sees Dariana being delivered to the Baron, but the person carrying her rapidly switches between Stephen and Isaiah. A vision of her screaming over five bloody corpses hangs ominously in his mind, the fireskin appearing to plunge her into a deep trance. He can see from the way she falls and spasms that she is having a violent nightmare. In every image, Dariana is covered in blood that is not her own and Isaiah arrives to cast her into darkness. The final scene is of a small town that is littered with limp bodies, but Luke gets the sense that the people have been turned off instead of killed. The memories are cut off when Stephen materializes and gleefully butchers the comatose people.
 
   “I’ve done some terrible things in my life,” Dariana states, letting her arms drop to her shivering sides. A trickle of blood slips out of her nose, which she catches with her tongue. “All of it was by accident or self-defense, but it does prove that I’m capable of the brutality that my lineage is known for. Isaiah has good reason to hate me considering how many champions have died by my hand and my inaction. He believes my father would have been defeated by now if I wasn’t involved. I can’t say he’s entirely wrong.”
 
   “I’m still a little fuzzy on you killing some champions,” Luke admits, ignoring the impatient groan of Nyx. “You told us before that previous groups treated you badly. I can even believe that some might have attacked you when they discovered your lineage. So killing in self-defense is understandable. You lost me at the inaction part.”
 
   “I simply refused to fight to defend them when they were in danger,” Dariana says, her eyes darting to the floor out of shame. “Can you really blame the protector of the champions for hating a person responsible for the death of so many of his charges?”
 
   Nyx’s body heats up as she rubs her amethyst necklace. “He could have stopped them from treating you like a threat. I think I understand Isaiah now. His only concern is the prophecy, which is why he saved me from my burning village. It’s even possible that he trained my mother solely to help her live long enough to give birth to me. Maybe her power was added into my father’s dormant channeler essence to create the . . . living weapon that stands before you. Makes me wonder how much he really cares.”
 
   “I’m sorry that my history with Isaiah has caused you to doubt him,” the telepath says, giving the half-elf an awkward hug. She reaches out to take Luke’s hand and smiles at both of her friends. “Know that he is a good person and fights on our side. I can assure you of that. He and I simply never found a common ground to connect on. That and I’ve attacked him in anger a few times. Once I made him think he was a fisherman and he spent four months in Cerascent before Gabriel was able to stage events that revived his memory.”
 
   “Wish I could have seen that,” Nyx impishly admits with a smirk. “So about that flawless teleporting?”
 
   With a defeated sigh, Dariana lets go of the channeler and teleports across the room, her body appearing and reappearing in the blink of an eye. Her muscles ache and she falls in a heap against the wall before her friends can catch her. All she can do is urgently mutter and uselessly flop around like a panicking fish, a trickle of drool slipping out of her mouth. She relaxes when her head is put in Nyx’s lap and Luke holds her hands, their thoughts of concern and worry making her feel like she belongs.
 
   “I’m the daughter of a goddess, so I can teleport without fail,” Dariana whispers when her voice returns. It is still weak and seems on the verge of vanishing with every word. “The problem is that my body is mortal even if it will last for centuries. I can’t handle the strain without collapsing. The amount of time I’m incapacitated depends on the distance and my physical condition. Before you ask, I can’t teleport with anyone. Not without killing them. I shouldn’t have used this power, but Isaiah upset me and I didn’t want to cause trouble between you and him.”
 
   “You really need to stop worrying about causing trouble,” Luke says, helping her into a sitting position. All three look at the door when they hear a gentle scratching, the forest tracker catching a familiar scent. “I guess the meeting is over. You can come in, Fizzle.”
 
   The drite pushes the door open and walks into the room, an odd sight since his friends are used to him flying everywhere. “Isaiah leave, but make door tonight. Aedyn make noise to hide us when escape. Leave in groups of two. Fizzle guard door. Luke with Delvin. Nyx with Timoran. Dariana with Sari. Delvin say get sleep before leave.”
 
   “I assume there’s more to the plan,” Nyx says, stifling a yawn.
 
   Fizzle scratches his head with his tail and replies, “If mob sees then run fast.”
 
   “We’re not even pretending that our plans work anymore, are we?” Luke asks with a nervous laugh.
 
   *****
 
   “These are not people who should be worshipped!” the Ymirian priest screams at the top of his lungs. The towering orc grins at the enraged shouts that he gets in response, a thrilling testament to the God of Fury. “They are mere mortals and you bow to them as if they are gods. I should crack all your skulls for such disrespect to the beings that created our world. They sweat and bleed to keep Windemere alive while you shower these mortals with blind adoration. You speak as if these champions are essential to our survival, but there will always be new heroes ready to take the place of the fallen. Losing a god is the loss of a crucial piece of our world and they may never be replaced. So cast your false idols to the ground and forget these fame-whoring adventurers. Be furious with their attempt to coerce you into treating them as legends when they have yet to do anything to merit the title.”
 
   “That fury priest is really laying into us,” Delvin whispers as he watches Sari and Dariana disappear into an alley. He adjusts his wide-brimmed hat and black cape, but he feels exposed without his chainmail and bastard sword. “Do you think this is going to work, Luke?”
 
   The half-elf is in the form of Stiletto, so his only response is a shrug. Sniffing the breeze, he carefully walks across the thick, wooden planks that have been placed across the moat. While Luke knows he has nothing to fear from the well-trained sharks, Stiletto is terrified of the predators that are swimming a few feet below. Their curved fins circle beneath the temporary bridge until one of the guards hurls a bloody cow leg into the water. The sharks rush for the meal as the whimpering dog reaches solid land and lies down in the shadows. He keeps a watch even though the crowd is out of sight and loudly arguing with the fury priest who continues to insult their beloved heroes.
 
   “Remember we take the long way,” Delvin says when he finishes crossing the moat. Stiletto snorts his disapproval of the plan even though he knows it is too late to turn back. “This way all of us aren’t caught in the same spot. Though maybe Timoran and Nyx should have done this route. I understand that the big guy wants to get through the portal quickly, but we might be the least likely team to make an easy escape from a mob. Sari and Dariana would have been a better choice too. Guess I was too concerned with keeping them out of harm’s way. At least most of the crowd is at the front of the castle, so we can sneak around back.”
 
   With a wave to the guards, the two champions calmly walk along the edge of the moat toward the back wall of Solomon Castle. They are relieved to find the back road is clear of citizens, but they continue their casual pace as they move into the streets. Luke stops when they are passing a tavern, his eyes focused on a drunk who is stumbling his way to the stables. A few seconds after the man disappears, the pair continue at a faster pace and hurry toward the well-lit main road. Delvin repeatedly whispers about being late, creating the illusion of a man and his pet rushing to get home. Luke snorts in amusement when his friend rants about having to watch the dog while his wife goes out to drink with her sister.
 
   They are so busy keeping up their charade that they fail to hear a crowd approaching from around the corner. On their way to the castle, the mob stops at the sight of the strangers going in the opposite direction. Each of the citizens has a figurine in one hand and either a torch or a wineskin in the other. Most of them are women with a few burly men mixed in, two of which have Fizzle dolls on their shoulders. Delvin and Luke move to the side to let the group through, but the people refuse to move. A young calico hugging a Fritz figurine steps forward to get a better look, her piercing eyes making the champions nervous.
 
   “You seem familiar,” the woman says, inching closer to the pair. “My name is Solia. What’s your name?”
 
   “I’m Tavris,” Delvin replies without hesitation. “I was on my way home after walking this damn dog. Sorry to have gotten in your way.”
 
   The blonde calico anxiously licks her lips and leans forward to peek under the brim of the warrior’s hat. “Your eyes are really blue. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you were that swordsman from the champion figurines. Not the barbarian or the forest tracker, but the . . . basic guy. What was his name?”
 
   “Delvin Cunningham!” shouts a voice from the mob.
 
   “That’s right. I keep forgetting about him,” Solia bashfully admits. Reaching down to pat Stiletto’s head, she recoils and hisses when the dog barks his displeasure. “I was in Freedom when Luke and Delvin met after a battle with pirates. I got to see them spar in the street. In fact, one of the other men was named Tavris.”
 
   “It’s a fairly common name to the south,” Delvin claims, a bead of sweat trickling down the side of his head. He wonders if Gabriel and Cessia are having fun at his expense, the two gods being the most likely culprits behind this coincidence. “What are the chances of you running into Delvin in such a large city? Especially when you were around for that incident in Freedom. The gods should have better things to do than create such coincidences.”
 
   “You’re probably right,” she replies with a timid smile. A beardless dwarf hurries out of the crowd to whisper in her ear, his eyes on the noble shepherd. “Are you sure?”
 
   “Is there a problem with my dog?”
 
   Solia returns to the group and they talk amongst themselves, each person taking a quick glance at the pair. An orc pushes his way through the small crowd and holds up a box with a glass face. His friends’ excitement is palpable, but the glare from their torches prevents the champions from seeing what is in the lovingly crafted container. When Solia separates from the group, Stiletto and Delvin can feel that something is about to go terribly wrong. For a brief moment, the adventurers believe they can hear the gods laughing at their misfortune.
 
   “My friend has the first version of Luke Callindor and he had a dog exactly like the one you have. Right down to the fur pattern,” Solia explains, squatting in front of the noble shepherd. She refuses to move when the dog bares his teeth, the growl sounding half-hearted and empty. “His name was Stiletto and he was murdered by the Hellfire Elf. Now we know that Luke takes the form of a griffin that he killed. That was revealed with the new figurine. Many of us believe he’s a spirit channeler like the shamans of the wild tribes. That’s the only explanation for him being able to do what he does since he never learned book magic. So it wouldn’t be farfetched to believe that Luke takes the form of his beloved pet.”
 
   “That would make sense, but this mutt’s mine,” Delvin stubbornly says while patting Stiletto on the head. “I have to get back to the wife. Enjoy whatever is going on at the castle. Those champions are still holed up inside from what I’ve heard.”
 
   “It would be really strange to run into Luke and that other guy anyway,” Solia admits while the crowd continues on their way to the castle. “Sorry about bothering you, Tavris. Have a good night.”
 
   Delvin waits for the entire crowd to round the distant corner before kneeling next to the panting dog. “That was a close one. These people are a lot more intuitive than we originally thought. I can see why Gabriel is worried because our unique abilities will become common knowledge at this rate. If this keeps up then we might have more than the Baron and his agents on our tail. Every ambitious person on the planet will come after us. Let’s get to that portal, Luke.”
 
   “Ah-ha!” shouts Solia as she jumps out of the nearby ally. “I knew that was you . . . whatever your name is. The champions are out of the castle!”
 
   “She could have at least remembered my name,” Delvin mutters as he hears charging feet coming toward the street. Turning to run, he sees that Luke is already half a block away. “Thanks for waiting, you damn mutt!”
 
   Casting the cloak and hat behind him, the warrior sprints down the street. He glances over his shoulder and sees Solia tossing the discarded clothes off her face. The calico is lost within the thundering crowd that swarms out of several alleys and from down the street. In the distance are the shouts and screams of the citizens who surround the castle, the news of the champions being in the city spreading faster than Delvin can run. His heart sinks when he races around a corner and finds that Luke is nowhere to be seen.
 
   “The guy went this way.”
 
   “If we catch him then the other champions will show up.”
 
   “I get to meet Nyx.”
 
   “You think Fizzle will let me feed him an apple?”
 
   “I’m going to try and kiss Sari.”
 
   Delvin ducks into the nearest alley, but sees four people with torches running at him from the other end. He runs backwards from the citizens that are trying to grab him and rushes back to the wide street. Knocking over a few crates, he does his best to slow them down. As he struggles to turn around, he barrels through a pair of elves who drop from the rooftops. For a terrifying second, Delvin thinks they are holding blades, but the objects are nothing more than glossy figurines that have caught the nearby torchlight. The idea that there could be assassins hidden within the crowd drives the warrior to run even faster and fear that someone has already captured Luke. To be safe, he pulls his armored sleeve out of his bottomless pouch and secures it around his left arm. A few squeals of delight erupt from the citizens, several of them staring in awe of the unique item.
 
   “I didn’t know he had that.”
 
   “Maybe he isn’t as boring as I thought.”
 
   “They should put that on his next figurine.”
 
   “He seems cuter now.”
 
   Another mob approaches from ahead and forces Delvin to run in the opposite direction of the docks. He skids to a stop when he sees people coming out of every street, torches above their heads and figurines held to their chest. Some of the citizens have crazed, hungry expressions that remind him of a starving cat cornering a mouse. Even more disturbing is that they are in no rush to pounce because they realize he has no way to escape.
 
   Blasts of holy magic and a roaring screech erupt at the same time, the spells from hundreds of priests plunging the crowd into a trance. The griffin dives to snatch Delvin off the ground and soars over the buildings where Aedyn and the Ymirians are chanting to keep the determined mob at bay. Every street is filled with cheering citizens that wave and shout at the passing beast, a few of them attempting to throw their precious dolls at the champions. The pair notice guards have been stationed at every intersection in an attempt to keep some level of control. To Delvin’s dismay, he sees several fights are breaking out among the citizens. Not wanting to cause any more trouble, the griffin races toward the docks at top speed and plunges into a doorway of emerald light. A purple streak follows the beast and the portal closes with a loud sucking sound, preventing anyone from following.
 
   *****
 
   “I missed them,” Yola Biggs says while standing on the rusty spire of a temple. She watches the guards and priests struggle to contain the citizens, the chaos making her feel energized and homesick. “I wonder what I should do next. Go home? Eat some lettuce? Adopt a puppy! Eat a kitten? So many choices.”
 
   “I’d go with the first choice,” Trinity suggests as she climbs onto the domed roof. The chaos elf yawns and rubs at her fatigue-riddled eyes, the days of nonstop traveling taking a toll on her body. “I landed around Gaia and I’ve been tracking you without sleep for over a week. Please come home, Yola, before the gods hunt you down. How did you stay hidden from them for so long?”
 
   With flawless balance, the goddess scratches her head with her foot. “My personality? Could they all be dead? I don’t really know. I kind of forgot about them. Maybe they believe in my cause and I can redeem myself by righting this wrong. Did you know I got my last name because my head was twice the size of my body when I was born? Poor mommy had to be opened up and pieced back together.”
 
   “Thank you for not giving me a visual like last time. Can we get to the ground before I fall off? You can explain this injustice to me on the flat rooftop over there.”
 
   Yola teleports them to outside the city where Trinity falls into a patch of aromatic, crimson roses. With a tired groan, she crawls out of the plants and ejects the thorns from her skin with a violent body shiver. Fatigue taking over, the chaos elf rolls onto her back and stares at the starry sky. Trinity is not sure what she is looking at when a cobalt-skinned figurine is held over her face. Cautiously taking it from Yola, she examines the toy with mild interest until she sets off the sparks. They hit her in the face, which causes her to hurl the doll away in surprise.
 
   “This is what has you upset?” she asks while having the figurine return to her hand. She keeps the toy at arm’s length, afraid of what it might do next. “I saw things like this while I was traveling, but I didn’t give them a very close look. This material is strange. It’s hard like stone, but smooth and shiny like colored glass. Is this supposed to be me? My face looks like I smelled the Lich’s breath on a hot day.”
 
   “At least you have one,” the goddess childishly pouts. She claps her hands and a shower of energizing rain falls on her friend. “I’ve been with the Baron for longer than most of you, so why should I be ignored? It isn’t fair.”
 
   “Nobody knows you’re involved and it’s better that way,” Trinity assures her as she feels the strength return to her muscles. The soothing water washes the channeler’s fatigue away and she rolls over to get her back wet. “You’re wanted by your family, so you need to keep a low profile. What were you going to do if you found the champions? From what I saw, they aren’t benefiting from these things. Delvin could have been torn apart.”
 
   “I only wanted some recognition,” the Goddess of Chaos whimpers. She sprouts several pairs of eyes around her body to cry multi-colored tears. “Do you know where the toys came from?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “I heard people mention Everthorne.”
 
   “That dump?”
 
   Yola grins and bounces on her toes while a gleeful idea forms in her head. “We can go to the city and cause trouble for the champions. Then the people behind these toys will have to make a figurine of me. Please help me, Trinity. I really want this. More than anything else I ever wanted or thought I wanted. Even more than that bunny you got me last year. It was delicious by the way. I promise I won’t ask you for anything else and I’ll take the blame when the master gets angry.”
 
   “You’re just going to do it without me if I say no,” Trinity mutters, silently wishing she could trade places with Nyder. Rising to her feet, she grabs Yola by the shoulders and stares deep into her kaleidoscopic eyes. “Focus on me. We’re going to do this my way. These dolls might be more dangerous than we thought. The champions can rally a massive army against us if their fame spreads and turns people into crazed followers like it did here. I’m going to send a few of these toys to Nyder, so he can tell the Baron what’s going on. That way we don’t get into much trouble. We’ll come up with a plan to find the place that is making these, but we’re going to be cunning here. No crazy stuff.”
 
   The goddess hugs her friend and spins into the air, both of them disappearing in a burst of black energy. Seconds later, another figure appears out of the roses and crawls to where Yola once stood. This naked woman with red and silver hair sniffs at the ground, practically burrowing her face into the dirt. Her spindly limbs thicken and contract as she stands and licks the mud off her narrow nose. Eyes of every color appear around the woman’s head to scan the area, most of them popping like bubbles when they do not find what they are looking for. The only pair left are a dull gray that gives the illusion of absorbing any moonlight that touches her face. Grabbing the edge of the flower patch, she yanks it up and over her to body create a black dress that is covered in roses and thorns.
 
   “Keep running, little Yola,” the woman whispers to wind. “My time in your shadow is coming to an end.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   4
 
   The narrow road to Everthorne cuts through a vast briar forest that makes journeying north a frustrating challenge. Travelers are forced to walk in single file as their appointed guide makes sure the solitary road has not been overgrown. It is a grueling path with painful barbs attacking anyone who strays too far to the side, which can be anywhere from a yard to a few inches. Large creatures are in greater danger of being injured, which is why Timoran has covered every speck of exposed skin with the exception of his nose. Even with the green moonlight, the area is dark and using torches runs the risk of the entire forest igniting and killing everyone on the road. So the slumbering barbarian remains entombed in layers while Fizzle rests on his chest, the pair filling the night with a chorus of snores. The others are more comfortable, but not by much as every movement makes them jolt back to consciousness. Nyx and Sari are tied to each other, the gypsy using her powers to prevent them from rolling into the briar during their restless slumber. Delvin lies between Luke and Dariana, who are carefully watching the warrior. Both of them are able to use bouts of meditation to recover their strength, so they switch every hour.
 
   The emerald light from Canst gives the surrounding briar forest an eerie atmosphere that is routinely broken by the deep breathing of their guide’s mount. Ahead of the adventurers, the blue-skinned ice goblin tenderly brushes the hair of the large beast that has been widening the path with its girth. Nearly twelve feet tall, the brown-furred creature is exhausted from stomping and devouring the plants that have grown onto the path. Sharpened tusks stick horizontally from the mount’s mouth, curving inward as if designed to hold whatever they catch. With a yawn, the beast raises its twin trunks into the air where the goblin can scrub them with a soft brush. The noise that comes from the massive creature is a pleasant rumble that reminds the meditating champions of a dog laughing. It is an oddly calming noise since it drowns out the serpentine shifting of the ever-growing briars.
 
   “I can see why Everthorne has a trading problem,” Luke mentions as his eyes open. He moves Delvin’s outstretched hand away from some thorns, crossing the limb over his friend’s chest. “I heard their docks are surrounded by dangerous rocks, so only small ships can get through. That’s why it’s weird that these toys would come directly from them. Even as one of the Sister Cities, Everthorne has always been on the financial brink.”
 
   “Then why are they so important and how do they survive?” Dariana asks, glancing over her shoulder at the goblin and his mount. “That shaggy creature makes me nervous. I remember hairless types in the jungles and plains. They only had one trunk and the tusks weren’t as deadly looking, but they would attack without provocation.”
 
   Luke watches the beast as it stretches one of its trunks toward a bushel of bananas that its rider is holding. “The alconeri have been tame for a long time, so I wouldn’t worry. To answer your question, Everthorne is a foothold on the northern coast. It sits between the Swamp of the Sun and the Ice Fields, but it’s a mild temperature zone. A few hundred years ago, people believed it was blessed during the Great Cataclysm, so there was a race to claim it. The calicos won even though they’re originally from Cerascent. This makes Everthorne their only city on Ralian, which gives it some influence. The city is kind of like an alliance between Serab and the Calican Nation.”
 
   “I never had the stomach for politics,” Dariana replies as she carefully stands. She stretches her arms over her head, her white eyes watching the coiling briar. “I don’t understand why either side would let the city suffer. There must be something that can be done.”
 
   “I assume they send what they can, but Everthorne has a strange system when it comes to politics and economics. My father tried to deal with them when I was ten and he eventually gave up,” Luke explains while rubbing his legs. He goes into a crouch when it looks like Nyx and Sari are about to topple over, but relaxes when they move back into a safe position. “They have these nobles called Pillars. I haven’t heard much about them, which isn’t surprising. These people wear masks when in meetings with local and foreign politicians. I’ve heard that even they don’t know the identity of every member. My dad ran into the common problem of some Pillars agreeing to a trade agreement and others saying no, which created a confusing stalemate. This happened during a period where one side wasn’t talking to the other or something childish like that. He couldn’t figure out who he was supposed to talk to, so he gave up and settled for using a middle man to get supplies through their docks. I’m dreading the mess we’re walking into if we have to deal with them.”
 
   Dariana sits down again, placing Delvin’s booted feet in her lap. “So how do they survive? Why not change the system?”
 
   “Pillars fight, but they come from all life,” the ice goblin interrupts from atop its mount. She rubs the icicles that grow from her chin and flashes a toothless smile. “They have great insight and push for what is right for their life. When city on edge, they find common ground. City will always survive even if it not thrive like siblings. Be warned that one does not insult Pillars within Everthorne. Never know if talking to one.”
 
   With a friendly cackle the ice goblin climbs onto the alconeri’s back and nestles within the thick fur. Luke and Dariana go back to their meditation, a fraction of their attention remaining on Delvin and his attempts to move in his sleep. Within minutes, they have fallen into trances where their thoughts drift together and they find themselves standing within an open field. The knee-high reeds whistle in the wind, screaming whenever a griffin passes overhead. Stiletto bounds around the area, happily barking at the snake fiend that is hiding in the branches of a solitary tree. The serpentine creature hisses at the friendly dog before leaping to the ground and burrowing out of sight.
 
   A cold breeze traps the reeds in a layer of frost that cracks at the slightest touch. Two ghostly forms float out of the earth and climb to the sky where they hover. When one of the figures punches the other, Luke is knocked to his knees by a sudden pain in his chest. The specters brawl among the clouds with every blow being felt by the confused half-elf. He tries to get back to his feet when he hears the griffin crash in the distance and sees Stiletto cowering beneath a tree. The snake fiend reappears in agony and thrashes among the icy reeds, nearly striking Dariana with its poisonous tail.
 
   “Silence!” the silver-haired woman screams. Images of Sari and Kira rush into her mind when she freezes the feuding ghosts. “This isn’t an accident. What are you doing to yourself, Luke?”
 
   “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he gasps, avoiding her piercing gaze. The half-elf stumbles over to where the griffin has landed, a swath of crushed reeds showing him the way. “I guess I picked up a few random spirits while meditating. I’m sure they won’t be a problem again. I can only change into beasts anyway.”
 
   “Please don’t try to trick me. I know those are phantoms of Kira and Sari,” Dariana calmly points out as she dispels the squirming beings. The field regains its warmth and roses bloom from the tops of the reeds, but half of the flowers are a disgusting green. “I can taste the guilt and fear that created them. You’re blaming yourself for their pain and locking it away in your subconscious. People can’t do this to themselves without causing damage. Why do none of you understand what happens when you let your mind suffer in silence?”
 
   “Shouldn’t you be apologizing for invading my thoughts,” Luke snaps. He leaps away from a disembodied limb that kicks at his head and blocks an ice-covered knee that leaves his hands aching. “What do you want me to say? They know I blame myself, but they continue to pursue me because they also know I’m in love with both of them. I ruined their lives and locked them in this stupid game. It may have been Kira’s traditions that set things in motion, but I could have refused Sari and stuck to my own culture. I thought going along with things would make Kira happy and help Sari heal from losing her clan. I was wrong. Now both of them are suffering because of me. I can’t even stay by Kira’s side when she needs me and I’m sure she’s worried that her absence is giving Sari an advantage.”
 
   “You had to leave her side because you have a destiny to follow.”
 
   “We’re chasing down a toymaker! Not going after a temple or battling the Baron’s minions!”
 
   “Attack me and release your negativity.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Please do so or I will attack you. This is for your benefit.”
 
   The half-elf stares at his companion for a few seconds before he feels a sickening rage roil within his gut. Realizing that he has to cleanse his mind, Luke charges Dariana to throw an awkward punch that she catches by the wrist. With a flick of her arm, she flips the warrior onto his back and pins him to the ground. Stiletto hurries to help his friend, but is rendered unconscious by a blast of energy that erupts from an eye in the back of the woman’s head. The other beasts remain where they are, confused about if they should help Luke or stay where it is safe.
 
   “I agree that this is a deviation from our true purpose, but it is still connected,” Dariana calmly states, easily keeping the half-elf restrained. She plunges her hand through her friend’s chest and the earth beneath him, the wound leaking black ooze instead of blood. “You know that we cannot do this without your help. It never crossed your mind to leave for Gaia and abandon us, so don’t tell me you’re not concerned about these toys. Something about this mystery has your interest.”
 
   “I don’t know what you want from me,” Luke says as he stops struggling. He relaxes as he feels his guilt and pain ebb from his body, the negativity being replaced by a soothing calm that brings tears to his eyes.
 
   “I want nothing,” the telepath replies before releasing him. She revives Stiletto and creates a leg of lamb for him to devour. “You should figure out what you want. I sense you already made a choice, but fear that it will change after you make it.”
 
   The forest tracker stays on his back among the rose-topped reeds and stares at the darkening sky. “If I choose one then I crush the other. Maybe it’s better if I choose neither and get them to hate me. Then again, there’s a downside to that too. It would be tough traveling with Sari after that, which could put all of us in danger. I’m also not sure what Kira would do since she claims to have nobody else.”
 
   “I know very little about relationships, but I’m realizing a few things by watching all of you,” Dariana claims while rubbing her throbbing temples. Her form becomes transparent as her distant body is touched by the dawning sun. “Nyx and Delvin are not together, but they talk about their feelings. Him directly and her inadvertently when he’s standing behind her. I don’t know why that is. He knows her reasons for distance and is being patient, which is why there is no pain there. You keep everything pent up, releasing it in spurts whenever cornered. Sari is trying to figure herself out while worrying about you. I sensed Kira was doing the same while reveling in being with you when she needed you the most. They are more than willing to be honest and open like you were at the beginning. From what I’ve seen, it was when you confessed to Sari that you became emotionally conflicted. Not only about them, but about your own journey. You exist between two lives and the woman you choose will determine the overall path you take. Just like your grandfather and your father. Maybe it is part of the Callindor wanderlust that your beloved sets the pace for your future. Still, you will find yourself alone and broken if you continue to keep things hidden.”
 
   “Maybe I deserve it,” Luke mentions before a painful slap wakes him from his trance. He stares at Dariana as her eyes open, her fingertips bleeding from blindly scraping against a coil of briar. “You’re really taking this seriously.”
 
   “I’m sorry to have struck you, but you are my friend,” she replies as she wraps a strip of cloth around her hand. “You have been very kind to me, so I refuse to watch you get hurt even by your own hand. Please find some time to talk to Sari and be honest. You owe her that and I feel you have much to say to her.”
 
   “Please time it for when we get out of the briar forest,” Delvin adds, startling the pair. Luke and Dariana move away from the groaning warrior, noticing that the others are already awake. “I think I speak for all of us when I say we’ll give you two some privacy in Everthorne. After business of course.”
 
   Luke turns to see Sari staring at him from behind Nyx, the gypsy’s eyes filled with curiosity and fear. All the embarrassed half-elf can muster is a silent nod, which she returns with a half-hearted smile. He tucks his hands into his pockets and flips over the others, drawing his swords to slash at the thorny plants that lance up to grab him. A burst of air guides him safely to the path and he moves to follow the plodding alconeri as it continues along the path.
 
   *****
 
   A dark tunnel covers the last mile of the briar forest, the damp path leading under the immense fortress that acts as the government building for Everthorne. The adventurers emerge to the sight of icy hills to the east and the glow of a murky swamp to the west, which is both beautiful and disorienting. As they walk along the poorly paved streets, the champions expect to be hit by a blast of cold or a wall of heat. Instead, they are greeted by pleasant weather as they are led by a white-tailed calico named Jani, the friendly girl dressed in the gold shirt of a city greeter. With her glittering top and well-pressed pants, their cheery guide stands in alarming contrast to the drab appearance of Everthorne. Most of the buildings are two-story structures with bare walls of hardened mud and crudely thatched rooftops. Symbols and numbers are painted above the wooden doors to identify the place as a business or residence. Within minutes, the citizens are timidly approaching the familiar figures and extending their cherished toys to be touched. Unlike the mob in Gods’ Voice, the people act with a sense of calm reverence and child-like awe. The loudest noise that they make is a barely audible thank you before they return to their daily life.
 
   When the adventurers reach the simple docks, Jani brings them to a four-story restaurant that has been decorated with flags from around the world. Bringing them inside, the young calico waves to the bartender who points upstairs. The champions are softly cheered as they walk through the busy public bar and take the simple stairs. Following their guide, they climb to the top floor where they find a single room with a finely crafted table and matching chairs waiting for them. Two suits of recently polished armor flank the doorway and banners of red silk run along the rafters. The windows are wide open on the ocean side, giving the adventurers a clear view of the craggy bay and splashing mermaids. It is a beautiful and comfortable room, which the champions sense is a rarity in Everthorne.
 
   “The Pillars will send for you when they have gathered at the fortress,” Jani announces while bowing at the waist. She hands out menus and lingers at Nyx before turning to reveal a battered figurine of the channeler that was hidden beneath her long shirt. “Please relax and order whatever you want. I’d recommend any of the seafood because the merfolk catch it fresh every morning. For drinks, we have a wide selection of ales and wines.”
 
   “I take it each greeter works for specific businesses,” Delvin casually mentions as he examines one of the suits of armor. He catches the smell of tobacco from the visor and wonders if the helmet has been thoroughly cleaned or only made to look nice. “You guide visitors to the inns and restaurants that hired you. That’s actually a pretty smart tactic. I’ll have crab legs and whatever Dwarven ale your bartender keeps hidden in the back. A cup of coffee too if you happen to have any.”
 
   “Fizzle have apples!” the drite shouts from the rafters.
 
   The others gradually give their orders, everyone staring at Nyx in surprise when she requests an expensive lobster. It takes a few extra minutes to help Dariana decide on her meal, it being centuries since she has had seafood. By the time they finish, the champions have put their gear on the hooks found around the room and left their boots below the open window. The young calico continues to stand expectantly in the doorway, clutching the menus to her chest. Sari notices the growing disappointment on Jani’s face and snatches a diamond sphere out of Timoran’s pocket. She flips the sparkling orb to the girl who catches it and stares at it with wonder in her amber eyes. The calico starts to hand the money back to the gypsy, but she pauses when she realizes everyone is staring at her.
 
   “You’ve never seen one of those before?” Luke asks, hiding his surprise.
 
   “I’ve seen plenty of them, sir,” Jani answers, blushing at the blunt question. The black tufts of hair on her ears flick while her matching tail wraps around her leg. “I . . . I’ve never had one of my own before. I get paid in silver, room, and board like most guides. Diamond spheres are special. I don’t even know what to do with it.”
 
   “Save it or spend it,” Sari says before giving the stunned calico a hug. “Just remember that it’s your money and nobody can tell you what to do with it.”
 
   “Thank you so much,” the girl whispers as a few tears roll onto her whiskers. Her eyes fall on the table where seven boxes have been placed. “I almost forgot. The Pillars sent a gift for each of you. They were chosen after speaking with Lady Kellia. Some of our leaders saw which of us became your guide and sent these ahead. I hope all of you like them.”
 
   The girl smiles and backs out of the room as the tired champions take their place around the table. Every box has a name written in a messy scrawl alongside crude pictures that make them think kids put the presents together. Inside each one they find a figurine, revealing that Kellia told the Pillars that they did not have their own. Dariana is the only one who is truly surprised and happy when she pulls a soft doll out of her box. The straw-like hair has been painted silver and it has a wide smile beneath ivory button eyes. Blue clothes have been colored onto its white body, but only on the front. The stitching along the toy’s sides is fragile and a puff of stuffing is already sticking out of the left foot, so she gently places the gift back in the box.
 
   “I wish I got something like that,” Nyx admits, placing her figurine on the table. Noticing that Sari is playing with her replica, the half-elf slides her present to the gypsy. “You can have mine since you’re enjoying these more than the rest of us. Do we have a plan for when we meet the Pillars?”
 
   “Ask if they know where the toys come from,” Timoran casually replies as he pushes his figurine to Sari. He yawns and scratches his arms, the skin still irritated from when he attempted to travel through the briar forest without protection. “After that we either get directions or wander around the city in search of information. Though it might be easiest to let Sari handle that.”
 
   “I have a feeling we’re going to get what we want,” Delvin claims, putting his bare feet on the table. A hand of force shoves his legs to the side and he looks across the table to where Nyx is staring at the ceiling. “The Pillars gave us copies of the toys and we saw people treating us with respect instead of pouncing like a pack of wolves. It’s an entirely different atmosphere than what we’ve dealt with so far. I can’t believe the smaller villages were similar to Gods’ Voice. One would think these toys have an enchantment on them with the way people have been acting towards us.”
 
   “Even I couldn’t move around the last town without getting mobbed,” Dariana softly says, shuddering at the memory. A tickling sensation runs along her skin as if unfamiliar hands are touching her. “I suggest we stock up on supplies before we leave Everthorne. We might not find another place like this when we set out again. What are complimentary fried tentacles? They sound disgusting, but the chefs are proud of the recipe.”
 
   “Has the world really changed that much?” Nyx asks while she watches Sari go to the window. The gypsy takes a deep breath of the salty air, a shudder in her back betraying he attempt to avoid laughing. “It’s rather easy to figure out, but I guess they didn’t have it in your . . . younger days. Fried tentacle is the cute name that the wait staff gives to fried squid. An apprentice I trained with did some waitressing for extra money and told me some of the sillier terms. Give it a try and don’t complain if you hate it. Unless you whine with your mind, which is an option for someone with telepathy.”
 
   There is a rapid knock at the door and Fizzle swoops down to open it with his tail. Four waiters walk in with trays of food expertly balanced on their callused hands. Timoran catches the drite before he can dive into the bowl of apples, letting go only after the entire meal is placed on the table. Nyx and Delvin hand out gold coins to the waiters, apologizing for not having enough diamond spheres to split among them. Dariana is already filling her mouth with fried squid by the time her friends return to their chairs. The telepath sheepishly pushes the plate to the middle of the table, but snatches three more pieces before turning to her fish. Nyx stops when she notices Sari is still in the window, the gypsy lazily dangling her leg over the railing.
 
   “Food is here, little sister,” the half-elf whispers as she places a gentle hand on her friend’s arm. Hearing the silence at the table, she signals over her shoulder for the others to keep eating. “Are you okay? You were fine a few minutes ago.”
 
   “I’m tired,” Sari mutters in a dreamy voice. “Do you think I’ll ever be like them?”
 
   “Like who?”
 
   “Like the merfolk out there.”
 
   Nyx squints and enhances her eyesight to see men and women with sea foam hair splashing in the ocean. Dolphin-like tails break the watery surface whenever one of the creatures dives for seaweed and fish. Several are tanning on the rocks, the men sprawled on their front because of their rigid dorsal fins. A few pups can be seen playing with a ball that they throw back and forth with a group of calico children on the docks.
 
   “They’re so peaceful and happy,” Sari says with a deep sigh. She reaches out to the sea, but her power is not strong enough to influence it from so far away. “I remember being with my family and playing like that. It feels like a lifetime ago and some days I don’t think I’ll ever get it back. Not with all of our fighting, suffering, and death always looming over our heads. You know, Nyxie, there are days where I hope I’m the one to die against the Baron. Just let me take him down with me and I won’t have to live knowing one of the few people I hold in my heart is gone. Do you think I’m stupid?”
 
   “Yes because you owe me a lifetime of headaches,” Nyx replies, easing the gypsy out of the window. She hugs the blue-haired woman tightly and rubs her back. “I’d hate to turn to necromancy to make sure you hold to your promises. Now stop worrying and eat with your family.”
 
   “I’ll wait for dessert, mom.”
 
   “I can launch you into the ocean if you really want to be like the merfolk.”
 
   “Smart move to threaten the naiad-blooded girl with water.”
 
   “Naked.”
 
   “Still not a threat.”
 
   “Bald.”
 
   “Stop hogging the squid, Dariana!”
 
   *****
 
   Standing in the middle of the stony room, the champions feel less like honored guests and more like prisoners. The air is smoky due to blaring torches set high on the rounded walls and the ceiling vents being only moderately effective. Appearing on a raised dais that runs around the circular chamber, the Pillars sit in simple chairs of gnarled wood. Each of the twenty-three council members is dressed in black robes and bronze gloves that help hide any discernable traits. Every Pillar has a unique mask to help them reference each other during conversations or when reviewing notes from previous meetings. The scribbling of a quill can be heard, but there is nobody else in the room besides the champions and their hosts.
 
   “We hope you have enjoyed your meal and accommodations,” says a star-masked Pillar in a child-like voice. “It has come to our attention that you are curious about the figurines that pass through our city. Is this correct?”
 
   “Yes, sir,” Delvin replies, stepping forward and bowing. He can hear a muffled complaint to his right and notices one of the members shift in their chair. “We are looking for the source of these toys. Our path has lead us to Everthorne, but it does not appear that they are made here. So I guess we are still in need of answers.”
 
   “What will you do when you find the factory?” asks a baritone voice from behind a green and white mask. The slender figure’s tone exposes their concern and the others become visibly tense. “It would be wrong for us to reveal the source without knowing your goals. That is bad business and could be met with retaliation. Even worse, we could lose the income that we get from this merchandise.”
 
   “That makes this a little awkward,” Sari whispers to the others. Flashing her brightest smile, the gypsy puts her arms behind her back and clears her throat. “We’ve had some problems with these dolls and need to talk to the creators. You see, we were mobbed in Gods’ Voice and a few of the nearby villages. This makes it hard to continue our adventures and puts people in danger if they try to follow us.”
 
   “There’s a few design issues that we want to discuss too,” Nyx politely adds, hoping to dissuade any fear of them attacking the factory.
 
   “Fizzle too squishy,” the drite declares to the chuckles of a few politicians.
 
   A burly Pillar stands and addresses the adventurers with a musical voice that contrasts with the grinning goblin mask. “I don’t like where this is going. Please be honest with us and tell us your intentions. Do you wish to shut the factory down?”
 
   “If we have to,” Timoran answers while his hand goes to his great axe. “There is much at stake here and these toys have caused us trouble. We need them under control.”
 
   “I was really hoping we’d get further in our negotiation before angering our hosts,” Delvin mutters as the Pillars repeatedly stomp their feet. “Everyone listen to me. Please don’t draw any weapons or show any magic because that will make this a bigger mess. Stay visible, Fizzle, since disappearing might make them nervous.”
 
   The drite lands on the floor and stretches out his entire body. “Fizzle be ready to fly for help. Nobody catch Fizzle.”
 
   “I thought upfront honesty would be better,” the barbarian replies, lifting his hands over his head in a show of peace. “I did not expect them to take it this poorly. Then again, their guards appear to be slow to react. We could have attacked or escaped by now.”
 
   “Their stomping activated a defensive barrier, so the guards can take their time,” Nyx mentions, her eyes a shimmering gold. She fights the temptation to pull at the strings of the flimsy shield spell, the central cord dangling within a few inches of her face. “I don’t know whether these guys are cocky or inept. Do your local casters and guards not care about their jobs?”
 
   The doors burst open and a squad of heavily armored warriors march into the room. Behind the knights are several agile archers that leap onto camouflaged ledges, their longbows swiftly trained on the adventurers. Taking up the rear of the spear-wielding soldiers is a stone-faced woman dressed in polished leather. A boney glove is on her hand, which is gripping an enchanted chain that swings violently behind her. Nyx’s face turns pale when the white-haired calico drags a Krypter into the room, the black and red creature screeching in fury. Its eyeless face turns to the channeler and it greedily licks its lips while hopping on its clawed feet. A burst of magic runs down the chain to shock the undead monster into submission.
 
   “You have a minute to explain what that thing is doing here,” Nyx announces, fire covering her arm. The Krypter pulls at the unbreakable chain, but calms down when Timoran steps between it and the half-elf. “I’m guessing you know my connection to this thing, so you better have a good reason for bringing it into the same room as me. I’ll take down this entire fortress for an answer.”
 
   “We know our barrier is nothing to you, so the Krypter is a regrettable deterrent,” a skull-masked Pillar states in a gravelly voice. “Our sources say that a handful of survivors went south to the jungles and desert, but a few have ended up on the black market. We confiscated this one and were about to destroy it until we learned of your visit. Many of us fear you and your friends will attempt to shut down the factory of Nevra Coil. We can’t have that because they can provide our economy with the stability it has needed for so long.”
 
   “Bunch of paranoid jerks,” Luke says, his senses trained on the archers. “We’re not going to get anywhere with that thing here.”
 
   “The Krypter stays until you agree to a few terms,” the star-masked Pillar declares while steepling its fingers. “You can’t blame us for trying to protect our interests.”
 
   With a terrifying screech, the creature arches backwards and claws at the floor. One of its arms falls off like that of a doll whose shoulder stitching has been effortlessly undone. The Krypter’s right leg splits at the knee while its lower jaw drops into its throat. Pieces meticulously separate from the monster, turning it into a pile of twitching parts that slowly melt into a puddle of foul-smelling ooze.
 
   “I think your guards should leave so we can discuss things like adults,” Dariana announces while cracking her knuckles. She lets out a nervous whistle between her pursed lips when everyone looks at her. “Please send your men away and lower your barrier. Otherwise, I will share your identities with each other and the populace. You must have heard of my powers, so you know this is something I can do. I doubt I will have any guilt after you threatened my friend with a creature specifically designed to devour her. Do you wish to rebuild your entire political system or are you ready to negotiate?”
 
   “When did you get so brave?” Nyx asks in surprise.
 
   “I’m siphoning some of your defiance. Sorry.”
 
   Without hesitation, the Pillars stomp their feet and the guards cautiously return to their posts throughout the fortress. The doors are left open a crack and the shadow of a remaining soldier blocks part of the light. A distortion shimmers in front of the council as the barrier spell returns to its dormant state within the dais.
 
   “Now we don’t want to cause any problems for you. At least any more than we already have,” Delvin begins to explain while walking around the room. He does his best to make eye contact with the Pillars, switching to whoever he is passing. “But you have to understand that these toys have made it impossible for us to enter cities. Everthorne is the first place we’ve been to where we can walk around the streets and not be mobbed. Our . . . lives require that we continue traveling, so we need to put that first. I’m sorry, but we can’t let this continue. At least not in the way that it is now.”
 
   “The figurines have brought a boon to our economy,” claims a weeping Pillar even though the sword-masked form is not crying. “We have lived on the edge of ruin and being used as a departure station for Nevra Coil has started to draw us out of the hole. In return for our help, we ask that you do us a favor. Do you agree?”
 
   “I don’t see why not,” Sari happily replies, relieved that the tension in the room has dissipated. “Name your price and we’ll see what we can do.”
 
   “Please be aware that we’re adventurers, so we may be severely limited in what we can demand from the creators,” Nyx swiftly adds, worried that they will request something impossible. She meets the disapproving glare of Sari with a gentle elbow to the gypsy’s ribs. “I don’t want to make this situation worse, little sister. We can’t agree to something that is beyond our grasp. We’re in enough trouble already and we might have to come back through Everthorne to continue our travels. I’d rather not have to sneak or run through town with an angry mob on my heels. Having an entire city hate me is not something I want to deal with again.”
 
   “You’re no fun when you’re worried,” Luke teases, laughing alongside Sari. The pair stop when they feel their hosts staring at them. “Sorry. Some of us joke and get into childish fights when we’re nervous.”
 
   The torches dim and cloak the Pillars in thick shadows, their whispers coming from every direction. A few raised voices cut through the darkness and they are joined by a shriek to prevent their guests from hearing them clearly. The noise is so harsh that Timoran is forced to cover his sensitive ears. It takes an hour for the politicians to finish their debate and stomp their feet to revive the torches. Several of the Pillars are no longer in the room and their chairs have been removed. A member with a Draconic mask steps down from the raised dais and approaches the champions, the towering person’s arms crossing their chest.
 
   “As we have said, the place you seek is Nevra Coil,” the man says in a clear, unaltered voice. Mutters of agreement fill the room, but Timoran can hear a chorus of disapproving grunts from behind the walls. “It is the new capital of the gnomes and it is located over the ocean. We can contact them about your presence here and pass along your request to see the factory. The gnomes have given us a communication orb for emergencies, but those of us here agree that this will be acceptable. A . . . transport should arrive in the morning to take you to the city. The landing area is in the northwest where the dockyards end.”
 
   “Why would a ship go to where the docks end?” Luke asks, his curiosity peaked by some of the Pillar’s words. A few vague conversations with Fritz Warrenberg return to his mind, bringing a smile to his face. “Is this city on the water? You mentioned it being over the ocean, which makes me think Nevra Coil is something special.”
 
   “The gnomes raised their capital into the sky several months ago,” the politician answers with a sense of pride. A scrap of mangled metal is pulled from his robes, the piece smoking as if recently removed from a fire. “We were allowed to see the event and swore to keep it secret in return for being a product port. That brings us to our request. It will sound complicated, but I assure you it is not. We have agreed that all we can hope for is that you ask and the rest is up to the gnomes. Though we do pray that you push for what we wish.”
 
   “Are you stalling?” Dariana curiously asks, concerned that she cannot read the man’s thoughts. All she can see is the grinning face of the dragon that winks at her every time she tries to peek into the Pillar’s mind. “You’re wearing a powerful telepathy deflector. I’m not used to being blocked. It’s an honor to meet someone I can’t see the mind of.”
 
   The cloaked man gives her a polite bow and extends his hand to Delvin, his grip surprisingly strong. “Thank you, ma’am. I take that as a great compliment from someone with your mental abilities. Now, we wish to be more than a delivery port for Nevra Coil. There was word among the gnomes that a bigger transport system was being designed. It would require a land location as a nexus to all of the routes they are planning. We wish for them to use Everthorne, which means we can discuss a full import and export agreement. Being in the sky, Nevra Coil is sure to need basic supplies such as food and clean water.”
 
   “Now how far off the ground are you talking?” Sari interrupts. She scratches her head as she tries to imagine a large city hovering above the ocean. “Too low and ships would hit it. Too high and nobody can get to it without permission. Why would you put a city in the sky anyway? It could fall.”
 
   “I am sure they have planned for such an event,” Timoran claims with a smile.
 
   “They’re gnomes after all,” Nyx points out, rubbing her amethyst necklace. She jumps when she hears her father’s tired voice ring in her ears. “Sorry, dad. I didn’t mean to call you. I must have slipped. Won’t happen again. We’ll talk later. Love you.”
 
   “Are you okay, Nyx?” Dariana asks, noticing that the channeler is sweating. “You don’t look very good.”
 
   “I just thought of something that I don’t want to talk about,” she timidly replies, catching Luke’s gaze. The two stare at each other for a few seconds before the forest tracker figures out what is on his best friend’s mind. “Yeah. Luke and I might have some personal business in Nevra Coil. Fizzle too.”
 
   Delvin tightens his grip on the Pillar’s forearm, neither man wanting to be the one to break the hold. “Sorry about those distractions, sir. As you can see, we really want to visit Nevra Coil. You have my word as the Mercenary Prince that we will petition for Everthorne to be a nexus location. Hopefully we can bring you good news when we return. All I ask is that you be patient, sir, because we don’t know what we will face up there. It suddenly feels like we’re going into a viper’s pit.”
 
   “Thank you,” the man says as the other Pillars vanish into the thickening shadows. “Please return to your accommodations and we will contact the gnomes. Though we encourage you to enjoy our city before you leave. Have a good voyage.”
 
   The doors burst open to release a cloud of billowing dust that temporarily blinds all of the champions. When they can see again, the chamber is empty and the torches are dead. The circular room shows no sign of having been used, including the smoke that once hung in the air. Warm sunlight pours through the vents in the ceiling, which are working perfectly and have multiplied. A collection of tapestries depicting each of the current Pillars hang on the walls, covering the plain stones. What had been a dark meeting chamber is now a small ballroom complete with a tarnished chandelier.
 
   *****
 
   Not wanting to intrude, the curious citizens give Luke and Sari some space and avoid staring directly at them. Every now and again, a child bounds up to the two champions to ask for a hug or to tell the gypsy she is very pretty. Their parents stare at the ground in embarrassment until the kids return to be dragged away in the modest crowd. Located in a large courtyard, the marketplace is quiet and slow compared to those of the other Sister Cities. The adventurers find themselves wandering through a laidback atmosphere where nobody is in a rush. Even the storeowners are relaxing within their canopied stalls. Each one waves to anyone who looks in their direction, but they never shout or force their wares on potential customers.
 
   Hoping to take advantage of their peaceful surroundings, Luke and Sari stop at an open air restaurant. The view is mostly of the marketplace, but they can see the tops of the ice field’s glaciers in the distance. The frozen caps emit ribbons of vapor that become vertical rainbows when embraced by the sun. With such serenity around them, the pair finds it difficult to talk about what is on their minds. For a long time, they quietly sip at their drinks and pick at their steadily cooling food. Every time Luke tries to speak, he gives up and takes a bite out of his sandwich. As if clinging to this bizarre defense, the half-elf orders two more dishes and a small dessert.
 
   “Have I mentioned that I’m jealous of how much food you can eat?” Sari casually asks while stirring her steaming soup. Her stomach is in knots, making it difficult to enjoy her simple meal. “You didn’t transform recently, so I assume you’re only nervous. Can you just spit it out so I can get on with my day?”
 
   “I’m not sure how to say it,” Luke admits with a mouthful of food. Swallowing the large bite, he leans back in his chair and flicks his blonde ponytail off his shoulder. “You know that I don’t want to hurt you or Kira. I feel . . . guilty about all of this. I should have stopped after our first kiss, which I tried to do. Then I let my lust get the best of me.”
 
   “You’re saying this has all been lust. How can-”
 
   “It is love, Sari,” he interrupts before the gypsy gets upset. The relief on her face puts him at ease and helps him breathe easier. “I’ll never say that I don’t love you. No matter what happens, part of me will always have feelings for you. That sounded direr than I expected. My point is that I don’t know what will happen. There’s no way to tell right now.”
 
   “Because we’re changing,” Sari says, placing a few coins on the table. She slurps down her soup and heads into the street, Luke following with his remaining sandwiches and the chocolaty dessert in his hands. “I . . . I can’t disagree. I saw how you were in Bor’daruk. Domestication looks good on you, but I don’t think it works for me. I’m always going to be a wanderer. Even if I have a place to call home, I won’t stay there all the time.”
 
   “That sounds like my grandparents.”
 
   “Not a helpful point to make here.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “When you break a girl’s heart, you don’t want to give her hope.”
 
   “So I have to decide right now?”
 
   “No . . . I don’t know.”
 
   “Glad this talk is clearing everything up.”
 
   Sari smacks him on the shoulder and storms off to the nearest stall, its front table covered in champion figurines. Two dolls catch the gypsy’s eye, both of them perfect replicas of her. One of them is in a black dress that sparkles in the sun and she feels a little resistance when she attempts to lift it. Letting go of the figurine, she is surprised to see it float to the table as if it has her magic boots. The other doll is in a tight, crimson bodysuit and has a button hidden beneath the soft, blue hair. When the strange bump is pressed, the tiny Sari grins and becomes impossible to move until the enchantment is deactivated.
 
   “They copied some of my powers,” she whispers when Luke joins her. Looking over the table, she cannot find any other copies of the dolls in her hands. “Excuse me, ma’am. I’ve never seen these kinds before. Are they brand new? How much are they?”
 
   “Never seen those designs before either, but I wasn’t really paying attention while unpacking the last shipment,” the old woman replies while chewing on her long-handled pipe. Examining the figurines, she shrugs and puffs out a few smoke rings. “The gnomes might be slipping a few prototypes into the deliveries without telling us. I say two gold for them since it’s you and I don’t know if anyone else would be interested. People are getting a little bored with the amount of Sari dolls that are being made. I stopped counting when they hit ten and that was last month.”
 
   “Oh . . . thanks,” the gypsy says, reaching for her money pouch. She stops when Luke pays the merchant and directs his friend away from the stall. “Is that why you’re growing distant again? I have no thoughts to the future, so I’m no longer interesting? Would you say I’m boring, Luke?”
 
   The half-elf stares at her dumbfounded and puts an arm around her shoulders, his restrained chuckling making both of them shake. “Boring is not a word I would ever use to describe you, Sari. You’re a constant source of excitement and fun, which may be another reason I’m pulling away. I don’t want to tame you and I fear that it would go that way if we keep pursuing this. At least, if we settle down as we are right now. I keep trying to explain this without saying we’re done and it will never happen. The truth is that I don’t know what we’ll be like when these adventures are over. Kira could pull away in my absence or you could mellow out. There’s even the chance that I’ll become someone that neither of you want to stay with. Every day I imagine another possibility and all of them involve someone getting hurt.”
 
   “I think I understand,” the gypsy claims, putting her head on the warrior’s shoulder. “I keep saying I’ll never settle down, but one can never truly know at this point. Our battles will change me into someone that a younger me wouldn’t recognize. Especially if you or one of our friends gets killed by the Baron. Stephen proved that our non-champion friends are in danger too. What if Kira gets pulled into this again?”
 
   Luke turns down a side street and they leave the marketplace behind, the ocean glinting a few blocks ahead of them. “I’ve had nightmares about that. That’s why I’m not sure what I’ll be like when all of this is over. If any one of our friends gets killed then I don’t know what I would do. It’s scary.”
 
   “You rely on friends who share your pain, so it’s hard to handle one of them being gone.”
 
   “Can I ask you a difficult question?”
 
   “I figured one was coming, but wait until we reach the water.”
 
   Curious about the request, the forest tracker removes his arm from her shoulders and walks a little faster. They make it down the street with only a few citizens stopping them to talk. Every conversation is quick and filled with awkward praise, typically ending with a brief hug. A sense of relief washes over the adventurers when they see that the dockyards are quiet. Sari hurries to the edge of a pier and looks into the water where a few merfolk pups are playing beneath the surface. They wave to her before darting back to the rocks where their parents are cautiously watching the strangers. With a few graceful movements of her arms, the blue-haired gypsy creates a small ice statue of a naiad next to the adults. The merfolk back away to the sunnier side of the rocks, deciding to give the young woman some privacy.
 
   “We’re alone, so fire away,” Sari states, handing Luke an arrow of water. With a frown, he tosses the dripping weapon back into the ocean. “Sorry. That was mean and I don’t even know what you’re going to ask.”
 
   “You aren’t far off the mark,” the forest tracker claims, rubbing his damp palms against the pommels of his sabers. “I want to know the truth and I’m going to ask Kira this question the next time I see her. What would you do if I chose her instead of you?”
 
   “I can’t answer that if we continue working off the idea that we’re changing,” the gypsy argues while crossing her arms and facing the drab city. She turns away when Luke steps in front of her, but he gracefully moves around her again. “Very well. I’ll answer your question, but you’re going to agree to my demand at the end. I’m getting some peace of mind out of this discussion.”
 
   “Deal.”
 
   With a twirl of her skirts, Sari hops onto a crate and lets the sight of the ocean relax her twisting nerves. “I wouldn’t be happy about it and it would be years before I let someone into my heart again. Nyxie already agreed to stick with me or let me stay with her. Even if she settles down, I’ll have a home and family with her. I believe that would soften the blow. It’s funny how I don’t want to lose you to Kira, but I can’t see myself shattering like a cheap lock if it happens. I think part of me feels used by both of you even though I entered this situation willingly. One could say I concocted some manipulations of my own since I was terrified of being alone back then. Still if I don’t win then it’s hard to believe I was anything more than a temporary replacement for Kira. You can’t blame me for being crushed about that.”
 
   Luke hugs Sari and gives her a kiss on the cheek, causing her to press her face to his shoulder. Every tear that falls onto his shirt is removed before he can feel it, but she knows he can hear her choking sobs. When he moves her away and strokes her chin, she can see a sadness in his eyes. It is shocking as she remembers the passion the chocolate brown orbs once held for her back when they were a beautiful green. There is still love behind the misery that the warrior is putting himself through, which makes her feel even worse about not knowing what the future holds for them.
 
   “You were never a replacement,” Luke whispers, placing a finger on the gypsy’s lips. He catches a tear with his thumb and lets it run down to his wrist. “I do love you, Sari, and I hope you never forget that. If I could find a way to be the only one to suffer here then I’d do it. You and Kira don’t deserve the pain I’ve caused you. Maybe-”
 
   The slap across his face knocks him back a few steps and stuns him enough for Sari to easily grab him by the shirt. “Look here, Callindor! Stop taking all the blame and acting like a foolish child. You’re not the only one in this relationship, so accept that all of us are going to be hurt in the end. There’s no way around that. Now I want you to promise something to me. If I die against the Baron or even before we face him, I want you to marry Kira. I know this sounds like her winning by default, but I need to know you won’t be alone. After all, Luke, I love you and want you to be happy even if it isn’t with me. Remember that if you break this promise, I will haunt you for the rest of your life.”
 
   “I promise, but I expect you to find happiness if I die.”
 
   “You want me to marry Kira?”
 
   “I . . . If that makes you happy.”
 
   “And the truth behind this game comes to light.”
 
   “I don’t understand what you’re talking about.”
 
   Sari smiles and gives the half-elf a quick kiss on the lips, lingering for only a second. “Let’s never lose this, Luke. I don’t want to live a life where we’re not talking and making each other laugh. That would hurt more than . . . what in the name of every god is that?”
 
   Winds whip at the dock and a dull whirring scares the merfolk back into the water. A huge ring of metal is passing over the jagged rocks and heading for the city, the strange object veering toward the western side. The outer body of the vessel is a network of iron beams and the glint of light off glass reveals that the spaces are sealed windows. Seven bars run into the middle of the ring and meet at a strange tower that is topped with a spinning mechanism. As the strange object slows down, several metallic legs extend to the ground and the vessel lands in a cleared area. As the ring stops whining and comes to a halt, Luke and Sari clearly see the long blades that are attached to the device on the central column. They watch as slender, brown forms appear on top of the ship and remain at attention while a ladder falls from a hatch.
 
   “Feed and water those golems because we want to get out of here soon,” orders a female gnome as she clambers down the ladder and runs along the dock. Her white hair is molded into spikes and she wears thick goggles that are covered in grime. “Hey, you two! The name’s Jo Ralpago and I’m looking for some champions. We received word that they were here and decided not to waste any time getting them. The stone golems are really tired after getting here in record time, but I want to get back to Nevra Coil quickly. I just want to find these champions, tend to my sturdy crew, and get on home. Any idea where I can find them?”
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   “I lied!” Sari screams as she clings to the railing. Her eyes are clenched shut, but she can still remember the sight of the ocean speeding by beneath the Gnomish transport. “I’m not really a champion! I just wanted attention! Please let me out and I’ll swim back to Everthorne! I don’t want to die like this!”
 
   “Can someone stop that one from screaming like a toddler?” Jo sternly requests while pulling several large levers. The ship lurches higher into the air, causing the gypsy to shriek in terror. “I might take her up on the offer and toss her out. I heard rumors that she can survive long drops and enjoys the water.”
 
   “Think of this as something similar to riding a very fast griffin,” Luke says while he watches the clouds stream by the windows. “You’ve never been afraid of heights before. If it helps, Timoran looks really pale and jittery too.”
 
   Refusing to open her eyes, the gypsy does her best to glare at the half-elf. “This is nothing like a griffin, Luke Callindor. I’m trapped in a metal container as the world rushes by and we’re instantly dead if it crashes. You know what I’m talking about, Timoran?”
 
   “I have yet to decide if I trust Gnomish technology or not,” the barbarian admits from where he is sitting cross legged. He sips at some mild ale to steady his stomach and repeatedly takes deep, calming breaths. “I am not sure what propels this creation, so I am cautious. All I can tell is that it is not magic, which I am not sure is a good thing. At least magic can be reworked to protect on impact.”
 
   “The flight blades are rotated by pedaling golems,” the grinning pilot explains from her elevated chair. Jo hits a button and the windows gain a dark tint, blocking the sun’s increasing glare. “We created the golems to work in sync and there are spares in the hold. The system works off a more complicated version of what you use to get water from a well. At least that’s the best way to describe it to someone who has no knowledge of technology. You know, we’re thinking of marketing the golem chairs as land transports for kids since we’d only have to add some wheels and a steering mechanism.”
 
   “Hold my hand, little sister,” Nyx offers, taking a seat on the railing. The unbreakable grip of the gypsy sends a jolt of pain up the channeler’s arm. “Please ease up because I still need those fingers. Thanks.”
 
   Delvin wanders over to where Dariana is sitting with Fizzle curled in her lap. The silver-haired woman leans against the wall and stares at the mesmerizing rotation of the rotors in the ceiling. Her eyes shift from pure white to a deep black, giving her a beautiful and eerie appearance. One of the telepath’s fingers moves in unison with the mechanical parts, the motion driving her deeper into a trance. A tickle in the back of the warrior’s brain puts him on edge, so he clears his throat to get his companion’s attention.
 
   “I think your mind was wandering,” Delvin mentions as he gets comfortable next to Dariana. “You’re taking this better than some of the others. I’m really impressed at how you’ve accepted something as drastic as this machine.”
 
   “To be honest, I turned off my fear before I climbed on board,” she replies with a sheepish smile. Gently running a finger along Fizzle’s belly, she looks over at Sari who is back to complaining. “I would probably be worse than her. Things like this never existed in my time, so it is a lot to take in. I assume the city itself will be shocking. You have no idea what it’s like to live for so long, but never see the great changes as they occur. Every time I woke up, I felt like Windemere left me behind and I had to catch up. This time is easier since I have friends to help with the transition.”
 
   “Maybe we can get your father in one of these and he’ll die of a heart attack. After all, he’s been absent from the world a lot longer than you.”
 
   Dariana cannot hide her shock at Delvin’s words, her mouth remaining open as if to yell at him. “I . . . I never really thought about my father dying. I might have to kill my own flesh and blood now that the prophecy is coming to an end. There have been so many failures that I forgot what would happen if there were champions who made it to the final battle.”
 
   “Can you do it?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   A screeching alarm goes off inside the vessel, signaling for everyone to pay attention to the pilot. Jo flicks a few switches above her head, amplifying her voice so everyone can clearly hear her. “We’re coming to Nevra Coil. Get ready for docking at Inspiration Tower instead of one of the Ring Houses. If you want to see the city then come to the front, but you better not complain while I’m giving the tour. I’ll be going too fast to repeat myself. We’re starting with the bottom, so don’t be scared. There hasn’t been a crash in a month. Two months since a fatality.”
 
   The champions gather around Jo’s chair and watch as the clouds part to reveal the underside of the flying city. The steel gray earth has several narrow tubes of yellow crystal spread along its gleaming surface, the enchanted objects creating a spiral that leads to a red, metal rod. An occasional spark falls from the central pole and dissipates into the clouds, giving the illusion of lightning. Jo has the vessel steadily rise to give everyone a clear view and she taps her ear to silently get her passengers to listen. Beneath the sounds of the ship’s rotors, the champions hear a dull hum whenever they pass close to a crystal. Those with keen eyes can see a sapphire orb that flickers like a flame inside the yellow tube’s core, but the strange object is definitely solid like a rock.
 
   “The flight crystals are designed to push off and ride the waves of the ocean. The outer tube is the reflector and the ice gem is the controller,” Jo explains as they flip around the far side of Nevra Coil. She scowls at the whimpering gypsy and begrudgingly slows the vessel down. “The central rod is what keeps us in a small area as we spin like a very slow top. Without that, we’d be floating all over Windemere’s oceans. You’ll feel the rotation at first, but the awkwardness will pass within a few hours. Before you ask, the system does nothing to the ocean below. We keep ourselves at a great height to prevent that and we turn off the crystals if we have to drop. That’s only in case of severe damage, so they would probably be malfunctioning in such an event anyway. Our backup system is a small army of pedaling stone golems that we activate in the core of Nevra Coil.  Let’s get to the real event. Hey! Watch where you’re going, you son of an oil slick!”
 
   The vessel swerves out of the way of a small, windowless craft that is powered by a pedaling gnome. Once their heads stop spinning, the champions get their first look at the city of Nevra Coil. Glistening towers are everywhere with a vast collection of flying devices and beasts moving among them. Several structures are missing pieces, revealing metal beams and hardworking gnomes who are trying to finish the construction. The city is a beautiful creation of metal, stone, and glass with nothing on the earthy ground besides several colonies of orange slimes. The burbling creatures feast on the garbage that falls out of hatches, which are built into the lower floors of every tower. Compared to the enormous buildings, Jo’s vessel feels like a rowboat as it weaves among the chaos. Several times they come close to hitting another ship, their skilled pilot meeting each encounter with a slew of insults and curses. They hover when a claxon goes off and the circular tower ahead opens one of its floors to reveal another ring-shaped ship.
 
   “This is where we would normally dock, but you’re wanted on the one-hundred and eighty-sixth and a half floor of Inspiration Tower,” Jo says while waving to the other ship. She waits for them to leave before rising to the higher sky lanes where there is more space. “If you look to the right, you’ll see the Lizard. It’s used by those of us who don’t have a flying device due to no interest, accidents, revoked license, or whatever else can go wrong. I’ll swing by to give you a better look, but don’t stare directly into the golem’s eye. You never know if it’s going to be friendly or . . . churlish.”
 
   Dipping toward a metallic rail, the ship comes alongside a green-scaled reptile with seats grown into its wide back. A throbbing bubble covers the sitting area, the oily membrane protecting riders from the elements until the transport comes to a stop. Gnomes are comfortably sitting in the chairs, most of them reading notes or sleeping. The creature’s tail is merged with the track to prevent it from falling off while it pulls itself along using powerful front legs. A driver on its head opens a hatch in the top of its long nose to drop in a shovelful of screeching beetles. The Lizard slows down while everyone hears the insects getting crunched in the construct’s mouth. When the strange transport hisses at the ship, Jo pulls away and heads for where a trio of metallic birds are sitting on a windowless tower.
 
   “Those are our product transports, which we call the Flock. We have nine of them, but there are usually three out at a time,” the gnome says with a yawn. With the pull of a lever and a few stomps on an accordion pedal, the ring-ship gently turns toward a tower that ends in a forked spire. “Sorry we can’t get closer to the birds, but they’re being loaded right now. So we’re heading straight to Inspiration Tower where you’ll be staying. There are two hundred floors that include personal labs, government offices, honored guest suites, and the Founder Museum that doubles as a Temple of Voran. I’m not sure what you’re going to be shown, but I assure you that it’ll be exciting.”
 
   “I guess we can stop at a government office to discuss using Everthorne as a port,” Luke mentions while they stop to let a group of young gnomes on flying discs pass by. “Do you know who we can talk to about that?”
 
   “Those idiots are at it again?” Jo groans, adjusting their altitude as they get closer to the elegant building. They circle the roof and watch multi-colored lightning dance between the spire prongs. “They want us to create a Lizard stop within their territory, which was part of the original deal. Then we realized how bad an idea it was because of the distance. Instead, we’re working on a Ring House that can be erected in the current landing spot. It’ll be smaller than the ones here and we need to perfect the design to avoid disturbing the aerial fauna, but it will be done. Those Pillars need to be patient and stop using our guests as messengers. You’re the fifth group this month to bring this headache up.”
 
   “So where we go?” Fizzle asks from Dariana’s shoulder. “We need find doll maker.”
 
   “I’ve called ahead,” the pilot announces while pounding on a few buttons. She licks her lips as she pulls a lever that creaks and unleashes a loud clunk. “Remember to hold onto the railing as you walk across the entry bridge. The winds from the flight blades can be dangerous. Good luck in there.”
 
   A scaffolding arm lowers to the proper floor and meets the ship as it waits for clearance from the building supervisor. After an unintelligible squawk over the intercom, Jo docks and the vessel comes to a shuddering halt. With Sari in the lead, the champions file out of a door that opens in front of the pilot’s chair and connects to a metal bridge that visibly sways in the strong winds. Not wanting to waste time, they hurry into Inspiration Tower and wave to their departing ride from the comfort of a shielded balcony. Once Jo and her vessel disappear into the crowded sky, Timoran pushes the door open to a platform that sits between the two floors. There are a few gnomes hurrying up and down the stairs, but none of them are close enough to notice the new arrivals.
 
   “It’s a half floor because it’s nothing more than a transition between the other two,” Dariana whispers as she closes the door behind her. She attempts a quick scan of the area, but an invisible force smacks her upside the head. “They have some rather aggressive psychic blockers. I assume to stop anyone from stealing ideas. I’m sorry, but I won’t be any help here.”
 
   “They would not put us on this floor unless someone was going to meet us,” Timoran points out while stretching his stiff legs. He stumbles back when he turns to see a full grown sheep patiently waiting behind him. “I cannot believe I was caught off-guard by a sheep. Did anyone hear this animal walk up to us?”
 
   “The thick rugs must have cushioned its footsteps,” Delvin guesses, scratching his chin. He chuckles as the animal meets his gaze. “I wonder why we didn’t see it when we came in. All seven of us missing an adult sheep is rather strange.”
 
   Sari kneels in front of the beast while trying to disbelieve it as an illusion. With a friendly bleat, the sheep licks the gypsy’s face and trots over to Luke. It hops up and down, getting even more excited when Fizzle lands on its wooly back. Bleating with glee, the sheep goes to nuzzle Nyx’s hip until she pats its head.
 
   “It’s Bessaria!” Luke exclaims when he recognizes the animal’s scent. The half-elf yelps and jumps when he feels a pinch on his rear. “What was that?”
 
   “I really didn’t do this part of you justice,” a female gnome says while jotting down some notes on a pad that is attached to her leather glove. The curious woman is wearing grease-stained pants and a nice shirt of metallic blue silk. “I won’t be able to fix it before the next shipment goes out tomorrow. I’m sure none of the customers will notice, but I do wish I had this information earlier. Let’s take a look at the rest of you.”
 
   “Who are you?” Sari asks before being shushed by the grinning gnome.
 
   “Please be quiet while I’m working,” she replies while meticulously examining Delvin’s arm shield. The black-haired inventor licks her lips as she gently taps along the armor plating with a tiny hammer. “Sari was easy to do since I needed a pretty girl doll. Kids who like that kind of thing don’t really care how exact it is. On the other hand, Nyx required some exaggeration because I wanted her to appeal to both genders. At least that’s what our research told me and we haven’t had any complaints.”
 
   “So you’re the one who made me . . . top heavy,” the channeler snaps, stepping forward to confront the gnome. “We really need to-”
 
   “I’m working!” the woman shouts through a strange tube that makes her voice echo throughout the building. Nyx backs down and rubs at her ringing ears, a flicker of flame rolling around her eyes. “Thank you. You’re next, big boy.”
 
   The gnome’s bronze shoes hiss as they transform into stilts that allow her to touch Timoran’s chest. Her nimble hands travel under his vest, which causes the towering barbarian to step out of reach. With a childish pout, the eccentric inventor retracts her shoes and makes some final notes.
 
   “I need to make your chest and arms more defined. The vest is a great touch and answers the request to make an alternate Timoran Wrath figurine,” she says, blowing a playful kiss to the uncomfortable barbarian. The gnome whispers a quick spell that runs an illusionary finger up Delvin’s spine, making him shiver. “I knew Timoran and Luke were toned, but I didn’t expect you to have such a tight body, Mr. Cunningham. Must be the chainmail that makes your muscles look less taut than your friends. Again, easily fixed in the next batch. Loving that armor sleeve because it gives you more character. Swords and shields are far too common. Did you make that yourself? Can I see it?”
 
   “I found it in Helgard,” Delvin nervously answers. He takes the sleeve off and hands it to the gnome who greedily snatches it. “Be careful with it. I don’t know where I can find another unless I go to Cerascent. It isn’t common around Ralian.”
 
   “Calm down,” the smiling inventor states as she hops onto Bessaria’s back. “I can build you another one if you want. Maybe add a hidden crossbow to this area, but there would be a trigger issue. A clenched fist activation can result in the wearer shooting themselves in the foot or worse. Let’s discuss everything over some tea and whatever my assistant claimed from the cafeteria. I told him to steal the noodle bar, but he might not have the tools to win that fight this time.”
 
   “Who are you?” Luke asks, backing away when the woman gets very close.
 
   Her red eyes soften and she pats the half-elf on the stomach. “Dad was right. You aren’t very bright unless your life is on the line. My name is Catarina Arnica Warrenberg of the Innovator League. Glad to meet you. Now let’s have some tea.”
 
   *****
 
   The long, metal table is like nothing the champions have ever seen before, but they easily figure out its purpose and usefulness. Large bowls are built into the top and have been filled with noodles of various shapes, flavors, and colors. Glass jars have been attached to the cart’s underside, their tops poking up to give access to whatever unique sauce they hold. It is difficult to sit around the table because the bottom is a series of drawers and cabinets, the handles striking the champions’ knees whenever they shift on their stools. Protruding shelves have been hastily clipped to the sides, so the diners can put their plates down and focus more on talking than balancing food on their knees.
 
   “Good job getting the noodle bar,” Catarina tells her faithful assistant who is resting in the corner. The bald gnome waves to his boss and goes back to enjoying the healing wrap that encircles his head. “I’m sorry he couldn’t get any apples for you, Fizzle. Though I think there’s an applesauce that goes good with this type of noodle. Have Sari whip you up a plate. Any tea requests? I have a vast collection.”
 
   “Surprise us,” the gypsy replies with a mouthful of food.
 
   Catarina opens a closet that is filled from top to bottom with canisters of tea. Her shoes elevate her to grab her favorite from the top shelf and she takes an extra bag for Sari who she thinks will enjoy it too. Going by what she knows of her guests, she meticulously looks through her vast assortment of flavors. She repeatedly looks at Dariana, the silver-haired woman still a mystery to the inventor, which makes it difficult to choose a tea. Catarina pauses near the highest shelf and turns around to examine her mysterious guest.
 
   “You were right the third time. I would like some lemon mint,” the telepath mentions, earning a concerned look from the gnome. “I’m sorry. I may have located the source of your psychic blocks, which are organic in nature. We had a chat and I promised to be on my best behavior.”
 
   “I am not much of a tea drinker,” Timoran admits, hoping he sounds polite in his refusal. A metal canister is tossed to him and he sees the word ‘ale’ written on the side. “Then again, I am always up for new experiences. Thank you.”
 
   Catarina gathers the rest of the tea and takes a long step to the stove, her shoes lowering as she moves. It is surprising to see a normal appliance in a room full of half-finished inventions and extra parts, most of the items unclear in their intended function. The room appears small because of the clutter and worktables, one of which is smoking under a whirring exhaust fan. Another assistant quietly works at a distant table, carefully piecing together a cube of colorful crystals. With a burst of energy, the gnome is sent crashing into the far wall and her project melts through the ground. An alarm goes off as barriers are activated on the half-floor to prevent the dangerous object from falling further.
 
   “I told you not to put too many heat crystals in that,” Catarina lectures her assistant who is dangling in a mess of wires. She reaches down to pat Bessaria on the head, calming the anxious sheep. “It’s an indoor temperature controller, not a weapon. Now untangle yourself, get the protective gear, retrieve the prototype, and don’t tell Lorne about what you did. That violent bastard would try to sell it to a warlord within the week and then I’d have to go through all of the paperwork to stop him. Now let’s get down to business, my friends.”
 
   “We need you to stop producing the toys,” Nyx says while accepting her tea. She takes a sip and tastes a spicy chocolate that warms her throat. “That’s delicious. Anyway, we’d really appreciate it if you stopped because they’re making it hard for us to travel. We keep getting mobbed whenever we enter a town.”
 
   “More importantly, it poses a danger to everyone,” Delvin continues, licking his lips after tasting his coffee-flavored drink. “We’re dealing with an ancient darkness that can gain power through these figurines. Sort of. I’m not sure how to explain this clearly without saying too much. You see there’s a curse that’s being weakened by your toys.”
 
   Fizzle pulls his head out of his meal to state, “Bad man return faster if toys continue. It dangerous and people die. That clear?”
 
   “Let me see if I get this straight,” Catarina replies while sipping at her cherry and cinnamon tea. She stands on her chair to make everyone, except Timoran, look up at her. “You want me to stop producing the figurines because they make you too famous? I can see how that’s a problem, but I assure you that the fervor will calm down in a few weeks. Six or seven months if my estimates are correct. These dolls are fairly new and have remained within Serab for the most part. From what I’ve heard, your more recent adventures are taking you beyond the kingdom’s borders. So you won’t have to deal with this for long.”
 
   “You’re not going to stop making the toys, are you?” Sari asks, pushing her food and drink away. Wanting another taste of the sweet and spicy tea, she pulls the cup back and takes a quick sip. “Don’t you realize what will happen if you continue?”
 
   Rolling her tongue in her mouth, Catarina gets off her chair and retrieves a few items from around the room. One of them is a small, fake leg made from the same glossy material as the toys. It has hinged joints with tubes that run up to where they would connect to their owner’s living flesh. Handing the prosthetic to Sari, she presents an orb that she aims at the table. With a hard squeeze, the device fires a spray of sparks that ignite one of the noodle bowls. An assistant hurries with a bucket of foam to put the flames out and takes the orb away from his boss. The final object is a thick ring made from the same strange material, which Catarina slips over a pipe and tightens with a screw to lock it in place. She takes her seat and tosses the device to Timoran, who immediately hands it to Delvin.
 
   “I’m going to say no because there is more at stake here than your comfort. Nevra Coil depends on those figurines for money and advancement,” Catarina explains while taking the fake leg back. She falls into a small trance as she examines the hinges, snapping out of it when Nyx clears her throat. “Imagine what the world will be like if I mastered replacement limbs like this one. You see, the material we use for the figurines was created by a gnome in Rodillen named Geoff. He calls it waterstone because it is tough when solid but it can be melted into a liquid. It is very malleable and we’re still exploring what happens when it returns to a hardened state. Durability is an issue and what better test for that than a child’s toy. If I can find the perfect method to making waterstone resilient to damage or even make it self-repairing then I can help a lot of people who need new limbs. These would be lighter than metal, which would lessen the strain on a person’s body. It isn’t easy using metal legs and doing arms in anything other than wood is impossible because of the weight. Furthermore, the toys are prototypes for a variety of devices. The sparks from Nyx and Trinity are a watered-down part from a self-defense item that I just showed you. By putting a harmless version in the toy, we can gauge lifespan of the device and how it handles with constant use.”
 
   “You can do that without putting the world in danger,” Delvin argues, putting the strange pipe on the table. “I understand that this is important to many of your projects, but you don’t have to include the public. These toys are making them remember things that they shouldn’t and that can release our enemy before we’re ready.”
 
   “Baron Kernaghan isn’t coming back early,” the exasperated gnome declares, leaving the champions in open-mouthed awe. She can see the question in their eyes and takes a tiny sip of tea to calm her nerves. “The gnomes know all about him. We were freed from Gabriel’s curse when one of our kind became a champion and tried to change the prophecy. Her actions created a backlash that awoke the entire race and caused a few . . . incidents to occur. Let’s just say we used to have more cities around the world and leave it at that. Anyway, we’re aware of the Baron, the temples, and your destiny. To prevent others from getting curious, we play along with the curse. Not everyone has the benefit of having the mind of a gnome, which is why my kind were able to handle the returning memories. I know how sensitive your destiny is, which is why I didn’t include any of those details.”
 
   “But your toys are creating a similar backlash,” Nyx argues, leaping to her feet. A jar of sauce bubbles and overflows before the half-elf can curb her temper. “People are getting curious and freeing themselves from the curse. Gabriel is keeping it under control, but it will get worse if you don’t stop. Silly dolls won’t make or break the Gnomish people.”
 
   “They bring in enough money to keep several of our public services running,” one of the assistants chimes in as he hangs up his apron. The red-haired gnome bows to Catarina when she scowls at him. “I’m sorry, ma’am, but they need to know that this is not only about you and progress. Most of what the toys bring in goes directly to the city coffers. Lady Warrenberg is not only an inventor and one of the architects of Nevra Coil. She’s one of the Matrons who keeps the city going.”
 
   Blushing from embarrassment, Catarina takes a slingshot out of her back pocket and loads it with a pink cube. She hits the cringing assistant in the mouth, which is covered in a sour-tasting gum. Tossing the slingshot onto a nearby couch, the inventor goes back to her meal with exaggerated slurps. When her assistant tries to muffle a complaint, she blindly points at the door and snaps her fingers. He continues muttering as he goes to get the sticky mass removed from his lips.
 
   “That title makes me seem so old and I’m only in my forties,” Catarina says with a small chuckle. She sighs and reaches up to remove a silver pin from her hair, unleashing her waist-length tresses. “So you can see the situation. The city loses a lot of money if I stop production and I can’t wait for you to defeat the Baron. That could take years and Nevra Coil doesn’t fly solely on raw magic. At least not yet.”
 
   “Then we need to find a middle ground,” Luke claims, finishing his honey-flavored tea. He pauses to devour his fifth plate of noodles, his hunger finally being satisfied. “If we think about it then we can find a way to make everyone happy. Would we be able to see the factory? Maybe something there will give us an idea.”
 
   “I can give you a tour in the morning before the shipment goes out,” the inventor promises with a casual wave of her hand. Her mind is starting to wander to a solution, so her voice becomes faint and distant. “I’ll have my assistants show you to some of our guest quarters. Though I would like to show something to Luke, Nyx, and Fizzle first. There’s no rush, so finish eating and I can make more tea if anyone is interested. I’m still waiting to hear a verdict from Sir Wrath.”
 
   The barbarian pauses with his cup at his lips. “Delicious. Do you happen to have an Ifrit mead variety?”
 
   “I might have one bag left.”
 
   Catarina goes to check her tea closet, leaving her guests to continue their meals in awkward silence. The clink of forks on plates and teacups on dishes mix with the sounds of the busy assistants. Luke tries his best to remain calm, but he finds himself unable to look in the smiling gnome’s direction. Sitting next to him, Nyx quietly moves her food around since her stomach is too twisted to eat.
 
   *****
 
   The Founder Museum covers the top three floors of Inspiration Tower and is a collection of everything that led to Nevra Coil’s creation. The first level has prototypes of famous inventions that are encased in glass boxes or chained to tables to allow guests to activate them for a few seconds. Each one sits under a brightly lit warning sign that reminds guests that they must be responsible and not aim anything at others. Notes and diagrams cover the walls, most of which are barely readable even by those who can understand what they are talking about. Sitting in the middle of the second level is a statue of Voran, his red eyes glowing whenever someone steps onto the dais at his metal feet. All of this is casually pointed out by Catarina as she leads Luke, Nyx, and Fizzle to the top floor on Inspiration Tower. She assures them that there is plenty of time for sightseeing, but their current destination is of the utmost importance.
 
   The pipe-covered, iron doors push open on well-oiled hinges and the smell of sweet incense wafts into the stairwell. Divided into sections, this level of the museum contains a room for every gnome whose work led to the creation of Nevra Coil. Each door is a finely crafted painting of the associated inventor and can only be opened by stating the name of whoever is pictured. A few visitors are looking at the small devices that adorn the walls of the maze-liked hallways, stopping only to silently pat Catarina on the shoulder as she passes by.
 
   “Here we are,” she whispers, stopping at the painting of a familiar figure. “I’ll let you get a good look at this before we go inside.”
 
   Unlike the more refined paintings they have seen, Fritz Warrenberg’s smiling face is covered in grime and he is holding a polished wrench. The sheen of his greasy hair and the spark in his red eyes are perfectly captured by the artist. Smoke is wafting off his clothes as flames burn in the background, vague enough to be either a fireplace or an explosion. Standing next to him is Bessaria with a nervous expression on her face, her head slightly turned toward something off to her left.
 
   “Fritz Warrenberg,” Catarina says while tenderly stroking the metal frame.
 
   The door swings into the lantern-lit room where glass cases adorn the right and left hand walls. Notes and tools are displayed with glowing buttons that can be pressed to project the item’s history on the blank ceiling. Set against the back wall is an iron statue of Fritz sitting astride Bessaria. The memorial is flanked by long, narrow pools of running water that end at empty flower pots. Illusionary fish swim among lotus leaves and a mechanical frog sings from one of the corners. Nyx wipes at her tears as she touches the face of the statue, forcing a smile when Luke puts an arm around her shoulders. Wanting to leave a gift, Fizzle hovers over the water and whispers a spell to add a purple fish to the collection. The drite smiles at Nyx who waves her hand to create two more illusions, one a fiery goldfish and the other an emerald catfish.
 
   “My father helped us design Nevra Coil’s flight system and inspired the creation of the Lizard,” Catarina says while she wanders around the room. She lingers in front of a case where a collection of notebooks are on display before she returns to her guests. “He was a great inventor, a loving father, and . . . amazing at everything. After mom died, he raised my brother and me while continuing to build his inventions. We grew up in his workshop and he would always stop to help us with our studies or to build a toy with us.”
 
   “It’s hard to believe Fritz was ever married,” Nyx admits with a chuckle. She peers into one of the empty pots and moves away when metal roses sprout from the bottom. “No offense, but I remember him coming off as a lecherous womanizer. Took a little time to realize how kind and sweet he truly was. I guess we really didn’t get to know him. You see, he never talked about you. This is the first we’ve heard about a son too.”
 
   “The womanizing was an act to hide his pain. Dad missed mom a lot, but he refused to let anyone feel sorry for him. So he faked it,” the somber gnome explains as she rests in front of the statue. She remembers being a child and sitting under her father’s worktable, her curious eyes watching him for hours. “He never liked telling people about his kids unless he could introduce them. I was called to Hamilton Military Academy once to meet Selenia, but it was rare that he pulled me away from my work. Proper gnomes don’t gloat about the successes of their immediate family unless those people are physically there or have passed on. Doing so on the behalf of other is very rude and unbecoming of a noble inventor. As for the three of you, he said that he didn’t want me to get pulled into whatever you were involved in.”
 
   Reaching into her back pocket, Catarina pulls out a leather wallet and opens it to reveal a small portrait. A young Fritz is standing next to a beautiful Gnomish woman, her blonde hair in six thick braids. Standing on a worktable is a little girl in an oil-stained dress and a smaller boy is hiding below with a hammer in his hand. She hands the wallet to Luke who smiles at the warmth that flows from the happy scene.
 
   “My father didn’t like to talk about my brother after the accident,” Catarina says as she stands and extends her arm to Fizzle. The drite hops onto her shoulder and nuzzles her cheek, smearing the layers of grease. “Max was investigating Weapon Dragon technology to build some specialized defenses. There was an explosion in his lab and he lost all of his limbs. You see, the void only warns us of death. We play it off as predicting everything, but it doesn’t protect us from severe injury. Accidents happen even with precautions, which is why we have an entire building dedicated to caring for those who have been crippled by their own inventions. As you can guess, I’m very interested in prosthetics to help my brother and everyone else who suffers from the loss of a limb or four. My father helped me with his studies on how living things moved. He never had a knack for medical devices even though his blood sharing technique has been refined and adopted since he messaged me the preliminary report.” She takes a deep breath and pulls a small box out of a hidden compartment in the statue. “Anyway, I didn’t bring you here to tell you stories. I wanted to give each of you something.”
 
   “But I’m part of the reason Fritz is dead,” Luke bluntly states, his body shuddering from guilt. “I know he doesn’t want me to blame myself for what happened, but I feel respons-”
 
   “I heard that you hold too much of the world on your shoulders and need to get smacked every now and again,” Catarina interrupts, nodding at Nyx. The channeler gently flicks the warrior in the back of the head, sharing a smile with the gnome. “You were one of his dearest friends even though you didn’t know him for long. All of you. My father had associates, but he didn’t have close friends like those he made at the academy. That’s why he left something for each of you, which he sent to me on the night he died.”
 
   Opening the box, she hands a small notebook to Fizzle who gingerly holds it in his hands and hops to the ground. He squeals in delight at the pictures of apples, each one with a detailed description of their taste and where they can be found. Nyx accepts the wrapped package and delicately opens it to reveal a fiery dress with thousands of tiny sparkles. She can see that it is perfectly tailored to her body and the fabric is as soft as griffin fur. The final item that Catarina removes from the box is a bronze pendant shaped like a real human heart. Luke holds the necklace in front of his eyes, a look of confusion on his face until he sees the inscription on the back.
 
   “Don’t lose this, kid,” the forest tracker reads with a smirk. Unclasping the simple chain, he puts the pendant on and tucks it under his shirt. “It beats along with my heart. That’s going to take some getting used to. What’s with the dress?”
 
   “When we were in Freedom, Fritz suggested I get a tailored dress because my favorite one kept giving me trouble,” Nyx replies while tenderly folding the clothing and tucking it into her pouch. “I guess he sent in my measurements and had this made. What does the inscription mean?”
 
   “That I shouldn’t lose my courage or let failures damage my heart. As he said, I carry the world on my shoulders like an idiot,” Luke says as he bends down to scratch Fizzle on the head. “You have a long journey to taste every apple in that book. I’d be happy to help in your quest when we finish with the Baron.”
 
   The drite flutters into the air and gives a quick kiss to Catarina’s cheek. “Fizzle do it for Fritz. Please tell what Aedyn get.”
 
   “Lord Karwyn was given a very special gift since Fritz grew really close to him,” the gnome explains, placing the empty box back into the statue. With a long breath, the gnome slumps to the floor and lets the tension leave her body. “My brother refuses to marry due to his injuries and I was given my mother’s wedding dress as per our traditions. So Aedyn was given my parents’ wedding rings to use when he gets hitched. Took three visits and contacting my father’s spirit to convince the stubborn priest to accept the gift. I thought Nimby would be the most difficult person to give his present to, but Aedyn was the unexpected challenge.”
 
   “You met Nimby?” Nyx asks in surprise.
 
   Catarina holds up her hands to stop her companions from raising their voices within the memorial. “It was an odd encounter. He snuck into my father’s funeral and hid in the shadows during the ceremony. He approached me the next day and was a mess. There were apologies, begging for death, and . . . he was simply miserable and pathetic. My father left a letter for him that he wrote while on his way to the bridge where he died. I never read it, but I got the basic idea from what Nimby said before he left. He was forgiven for everything and told that it’s never too late to be a hero. That’s all I know.”
 
   “So he’s still on our side,” Luke whispers while touching the arm of Fritz’s statue. “Even in death, you’re looking out for your friends. Take care, old gnome.”
 
   The young warrior heads for the door while Nyx stretches to give the statue a gentle kiss on the cheek. Catarina takes the channeler by the hand to lead her out of the room, neither woman having the strength to talk. Fizzle lingers behind to blow a puff of rainbow mist on the metallic face. He whispers a spell to make the statue smile and wave for a few seconds before the enchantment ends.
 
   “Bye-bye, Fritz,” the drite says before darting out the closing door.
 
   *****
 
   The Baron’s sword pierces Delvin’s chest as if he is not wearing any armor. The warrior’s body is thrown at Timoran to stop the barbarian’s charge, but the brute slices through the corpse to continue running. Weapons clash and the bare-chested nobleman pushes against the great axe while his free hand casts a lightning bolt at Sari. The gypsy ducks the spell and counters with a blast of cold that strikes her enemy in the back. With a subtle flex of his spine, the Baron shatters the thickening ice and moves to let Timoran stumble into the remainder of the spell. Stepping around his defeated opponent, the warlord shatters the frozen barbarian with a quick strike to the forehead. Flipping his sword over his head, the Baron beheads Fizzle and catches the weapon to hurl it into Sari’s chest. The impact is powerful enough to rocket the young woman into a tree where she remains like a gory decoration.
 
   “I’ll kill you!” Nyx screams from above before she unleashes a wave of black fire.
 
   As the Baron prepares to block the spell, he notices two forms darting in from his sides. He leaps away from Luke’s attack to strike Dariana in the stomach. The blow knocks her into a distant boulder, which crumbles on top of her. Drawing a thin dagger, the warlord parries the forest tracker’s attacks and kills him with a quick slash to the throat. It is too late to block the fire spell, so the Baron lets it roll over his body. Nyx lands near the edge of the cliff with a sword of flame in her hands and her violet eyes nervously watching the dying inferno. Bursting from the fire, a smoking hand punches through the half-elf’s chest to grab her own blade and pull it through the gaping wound. The Baron casually slices the channeler’s head off and lets the corpse tumble into the abyss below.
 
   “I see you let Dariana live again,” Nyder says as he approaches the battlefield. He steps over the body of Delvin, which is already transforming back into a blue-skinned demon. “Is that a wise tactic? She is a champion after all.”
 
   “She is my daughter and I am not a monster,” the Baron states while grabbing a towel to wipe black blood from his arm. “I fear I am getting soft and weak. There is a drop of sweat on my neck and I gave too much ground to the barbarian. Captivity is beginning to take its toll on me.”
 
   “Or it could be that you weren’t using your full strength,” the gnome suggests while peering over the cliff. He can hear the sound of tearing flesh as a horde of demon spawn devour the fake Nyx’s remains. “You’re bored and want a challenge. It’s only natural to subconsciously hold back to give yourself a thrill. After all, you’re only human.”
 
   “Clever rejoinder,” the warlord says, his eyes turning gold and falling on the box in Nyder’s hands. “There is mild magic in that package. What is it?”
 
   “The reason Yola went crazy . . . crazier . . . This is what set her off.”
 
   His curiosity peaked, the Baron opens the box with the expectation that something amazing will be inside. Instead, he sees a collection of toys in the form of his enemies, their allies, and a few of his agents. Picking up a Luke figurine, he runs his thumb along the strange material and crushes it in his hand. The simple mechanical insides fall to the ground, revealing parts of the griffin that the toy could have changed into.
 
   “I am about to say something that I have not said in many centuries. Not with any truth behind it,” the Baron admits while examining the Trinity figurine. He drops it back into the box when he sets off the sparks and scowls when he causes the Fizzle doll to spurt mist. “I am genuinely confused. What are these and why are they important? Are they cursed to drive beings mad and that is why Yola acted so odd?”
 
   “Incredible that you can tell when the Chaos Goddess is acting strange,” Nyder says as he takes the toys away. He holds up one of the Lich and makes its eyes glow, waving it around to prove it is harmless. “Apparently, a gnome in a flying city created these to make money and test out a few inventions. Trinity sent these to me from this Nevra Coil after having snuck in with the gypsy. Yola is angry that there isn’t a doll of her, so she wants to make an impact. They are awaiting orders, but I’m not sure what to tell them.”
 
   “You come from such an ingenious and creative people, Lord Fortune,” the Baron says as he waves his hands over the broken Luke toy. It rises off the ground and is repaired before it falls back into the box. “How are people reacting to these things?”
 
   “According to Trinity, the champions are developing a cult-like following and have found it difficult to enter the cities. To put it bluntly, they get mobbed,” the gnome answers while taking a seat on a warm rock. He stares out at the rumbling storms that cover the horizon of the Chaos Void, the voices of demons coming from every direction. “I want to say that these won’t create a problem for us, but there’s a scenario that we have to consider. These toys can turn the population of Ralian into an army that stands behind the champions. When you return and destroy your enemies, these things could force you to battle those who would otherwise become your citizens. It would make your rise to leadership bumpier and could result in more revolts than we originally predicted.”
 
   “Crush a few rebellions and the rest will fade away,” the Baron casually says as he strokes his beard and eyes the toys. He is tempted to examine another, but decides it is best to leave them in the hands of the curious inventor. “Though you have a good point. I want an audience for my victory, but not one that I have to destroy. With such fervor, the champions would become martyrs and there’s nothing I hate more than someone who plagues me after they’re dead. Tell the ladies to destroy the factory and teach our enemies a lesson. If Yola wants to make an impression then she can have fun, but none of the champions shall be killed. I still have a need for them.”
 
   “Yes, master,” Nyder replies with a low bow. “What should I do with these toys?”
 
   “Incinerate them all.”
 
   “It isn’t like we have a complete set anyway.”
 
   “If you wish to keep them as a collection then feel free.”
 
   “I’m missing a Nyx doll and I don’t have the time to go hunting. Strange that one wasn’t in the box.”
 
   The Baron rubs his eyes, the rumble of thunder drawing closer. “You are interested in gathering replicas of my destined enemies. Why would you do such a thing?”
 
   “To study the technology and create figurines of you that we can hand out to your citizens upon your victory,” Nyder replies with a mischievous twinkle in his eyes. “I will deliver your orders right away, master. By the way, I checked in on Stephen and he’s still asleep. Is that a good thing?”
 
   With a tired sigh, the immortal warlord waves his hand and casts the gnome through a portal to the castle. He retrieves his sword from the dead demon and runs his hand along the blade to erase some notches. A burning rain falls from the incoming storm, but the Baron ignores the steaming drops that harmlessly pelt his skin. Feeling dirty and frustrated, he strips off the rest of his clothes and stands beneath the soothing deluge of acid. He slips into a relaxing trance as the rain wipes the worry and stress from his body.
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   The lounge is serene and soothing thanks to the small waterfall that flows down the middle of a glass inner wall. Couches and plush chairs are scattered about with a circular table in the middle to hold an array of drinks and snacks. Large windows give people a clear view of Nevra Coil, the shimmering towers reflecting the light. Unlike yesterday, the city floats among a sea of white clouds that remains unbroken for miles in every direction. Several relaxing gnomes are watching a Lizard travel in the distance, the midday sun making its scaly hide glistening. Only a few of the inventors and assistants pay attention to the champions who are resting in a corner after their factory tour. Luke and Nyx are fast asleep with Fizzle draped across their laps, all three exhausted from a late night of talking about Fritz. An occasional squawk slips from the forest tracker’s lips whenever the griffin tries in vain to shift him into a meditative trance. The other adventurers quietly sip at their drink as they watch the curious situation occurring by the snack table.
 
   “Are you sure you had them?” Catarina asks Sari, who is frantically looking through her skirt pockets. “I never made dolls that can do what you described. To be honest, I don’t even know how I would copy your immovability. The floating is possible, but I never designed such a thing. This isn’t to say one of my assistants didn’t make them. We had a light-emitting Aedyn go out once without my knowledge.”
 
   “That would explain it and I wish I knew where they went. I’ll check my room later,” Sari replies as she gives up on the search. “So what do we do now? Not that I didn’t love touring a building full of loud machines and horrible smells. I’m really more of a nature, outdoors, magic girl.”
 
   Delvin clears his throat to get the grinning gypsy’s attention. “Really? Nature, outdoors, magic girl?”
 
   “Very well, Cunningham. I’m more of a tavern dancing, road untraveled, you’re buying the next two rounds type of girl.”
 
   “It’s a shame you never got to meet my father,” Catarina says while making a large cup of coffee. She puts several scoops of sugar into the brew before carefully adding a single drop of milk. “He would have loved you, Sari. Not only because you’re attractive, but you’re very honest and funny. No wonder Luke is with you.”
 
   “That’s not going on any more. Sort of,” the blue-haired woman mutters with an awkward smile. She can see the curiosity on her companion’s face and decides to give a brief answer since Luke is not awake to get in her way. “We’re friends and it might become something more depending on how this prophecy ends. The two of us are stuck with each other, so it’s just an awkward situation that is steadily improving as we mature. So did you think of anything to help with our real problem?”
 
   Catarina stares at the sleeping forest tracker while slowly stirring her drink, the metal spoon vibrating as it moves. “Shame that cutie got himself into so much trouble. This news is going to make my idea of packaging figurines together rather difficult. Maybe I can do threes instead of twos. Now you said he can turn into his dog and a snake fiend?” The ambitious inventor takes a sip of her coffee and scowls before dumping more sugar into the brew. “If I find the idiot who made this batch, I’ll dump the entire kettle over his or her head. A travesty upon our people. This is why I only trust my personal collection. Some gnomes wouldn’t know a good drink if you gave them detailed instructions.”
 
   Sari grabs a few cookies and returns to her friends, flopping onto a soft chair that molds to her body. The young woman sighs in contentment while kicking off her enchanted boots and wiggling her sore toes, a few of the joints popping. Leaving her undrinkable coffee behind, Catarina drags a stool to the group and grabs a handle hidden beneath the dark red carpet. With a grunt, she pulls a low table out of the floor and kicks the metal flaps closed. The conscious champions move closer, all of them being careful not to wake their sleeping friends. They are about to put their drinks and snacks down when their host clears their throat.
 
   One by one, Catarina draws large cards out of her satchel until the tabletop is covered. Each of the thick pages has pictures and writing with a figurine’s name at the top. She waves a yellow rod over her creations, revealing a dormant illusion that changes the language to whatever the reader is most comfortable with. Most of the champions fail to notice the difference since they use Tradespeak most of all, but Dariana has to choose one of the many alphabets that she has learned in her lifetime. The final item that the inventor reveals is a hand-sized rectangle of polished, silver metal. A detailed etching of Nyx hurling a fireball is on the front and the other side is blank.
 
   “I can’t do anything about the shipment that’s about to go out,” Catarina admits while spinning the card in her hand. She stops with the picture facing the others and rubs her thumb against the smooth design. “It will take a little time to get a printing and painting machine for these cards, but I think they’ll make everyone happy. The idea is that one side will have a colored picture of the associated figurine. We’ll have different poses for each of the dolls and maybe a few limited editions that go out on your birthdays. There’s a master etching artist named Jason who specializes in this kind of work.”
 
   “How will pretty pictures solve things?” Dariana asks while picking up the page with her name at the top. “Why is this here? I’m not part of this.”
 
   “Almost forgot about something.”
 
   Dariana watches the inventor rummage through the satchel and pull out a simple replica of the champion. The head is that of Sari with black lines to show where alterations will be made to get the proper appearance. A mop of silver hair has been delicately connected to the waterstone scalp and the rough tresses have been shaped to resemble the telepath’s shoulder-length style. She is impressed with the clothing that includes her black pants, crimson slippers, and a white tunic with silver buttons along the side. Leaning forward to examine the hands, she can see notes that imply the final product can make fists and the arms will be more flexible than those of the other figurines.
 
   “The prototype is very crude, but I’ll perfect it now that I’ve met you,” Catarina promises while handing the figurine to the curious woman. “I’ll be talking to you more about this once I’ve worked more on the other side of the cards. You see, the engraving is simply to get people’s attention and make sure kids hold onto them. I’m going to make it a game too, but the rules are still being created. Under the current design, it’s far too easy to cheat once you get a Hellfire Elf.”
 
   “I am lost on your reasoning,” Timoran politely admits. He notices that Delvin is quietly examining his page, a pensive expression on his face. “You appear to be lost in thought, my friend. Do not hesitate to share your concerns.”
 
   “Actually, I think this is a great idea if I’m understanding it correctly,” the warrior replies, placing the thick piece of paper back on the table. “The problem isn’t that these toys exist, but that they make people curious about us. These cards can be the way around that issue without shutting down the factory. On the other side of the picture will be information about us. Nothing too detailed, but the general description of our role within the group and our history. We can make up a few stories to replace anything that involves the prophecy. For example, our adventure in Bor’daruk can involve summoned demons instead of monsters unleashed from an ancient scepter.”
 
   “Basically, we hide everything about Dariana,” Sari chimes in while playfully poking the other woman in the ribs. Noticing the worried look on her friend’s face, she gives her a tight hug of apology. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you. I’ll sit down with you tonight and we can work together on this. Best that we know our own stories in case somebody asks. I have a question, Catarina. There are seven Sari dolls, so I’ve no idea what I’m going to do.”
 
   “That is where adventure cards are going to be used. They’ll talk about your journeys instead of your personal histories,” Catarina explains with a proud smile. She draws a pointer out of her shirt pocket and taps at one of the pages that has Sari’s name at the top. “At some point everyone will have more than one figurine, so we have to vary the information to convince people to buy them all. We’ll also need to have new cards when new versions come out and possible have special ones sold separately. That sounds a lot more money-grubbing than I intended. Anyway, these cards will reveal your adventures with the severe alterations that all of us will go over before you leave Nevra Coil. Your loving fans will get your entire story and not become curious about hidden temples, ancient destinies, and an approaching darkness. They might still have questions if they meet you in person, but the dangerous tales remain obscured by our carefully crafted lies.”
 
   “Half-truths will be better,” Sari interjects as she helps Catarina gather the pages. “That means anyone who is still curious can confirm part of the tales. The rest can be chalked up to the inventor embellishing reality.”
 
   Timoran takes a deep drink from a decanter of wine, the sweet taste relaxing him. “I worry that other problems will occur. Many people already own these toys. It is unlikely that they will buy the same ones for the benefit of a card. By the time you finish designing the game to entice purchases, the damage might already be done.”
 
   “I didn’t say the plan was perfect or finished,” the tired gnome replies while rubbing her eyes. “We have two weeks before the next shipment. That’s plenty of time to get almost everything right.”
 
   Nyx leaps to her feet, knocking Fizzle to the floor and waking Luke who violently shakes the slumber from his head. The channeler’s eyes are blazing flames and she anxiously licks her lips, a bead of sweat trickling down her cheek. Lightning runs along her arms, which causes the startled gnomes to move away from the young woman. Many of the citizens rush out of the lounge before an explosion from above rocks the building. Screams can be heard and several bodies plummet past the window, the workers’ tools and inventions still in hand. A plume of fire erupts in the hallway, searing the flesh of those who thought they were escaping. Catarina is about to run for the other exit when she is struck by a void that locks her in place. The moment fades and she huddles in her chair, the foreign sounds of battle and death driving her senses into a panic. She barely notices when the champions draw their weapons and follow Nyx out the door, the half-elf’s body covered in raw aura.
 
   “I’m sorry, daddy, but I might have made a really big mess,” Catarina whimpers, hugging the picture of her family.
 
   *****
 
   The factory is in chaos as fire spreads along the rafters and several machines have been cracked open like metallic eggs. The remaining gnomes hurry to move the finished products through several sets of bay doors that sit on a wide platform. Every step they take causes the loading dock to crack and crumble. The wooden crates have been stacked in the exits, trapping the workers who are using large pipes as rams and sledgehammers. A bubbling sea of melted waterstone covers the floor and the buzzing of a defensive barrier ripples through the dangerous liquid. Another explosion powderizes one of the outer walls and a heavy press tumbles out of the building, the machine nearly hitting a passing pedal-powered vehicle. A playful laugh bounces throughout the factory and freezes the blood of the gnomes who fearfully look up at the dancing form of Yola Biggs.
 
   “This is so much fun!” the goddess screams as she transforms a workbench into a roaring lion. The beast bounds after the workers and tackles one into the waterstone, both of them screaming in agony as they sink. “We’re running out of toys. Why aren’t you doing anything, Trinity?”
 
   “Because I have bigger prey coming,” the chaos elf replies as she stands on a suspended walkway. Her heart races as she keeps her eyes on the door to the stairwell. “I can practically taste Nyx in the air. She’s become stronger like me. You get the rest of them.”
 
   “Nyder said we can’t kill the champions,” Yola hisses, drifting down to her friend. The goddess bites her lip and her green hair coils tightly around her. “You’ll get us in trouble if you kill them. I don’t want to get in trouble. I’m a good girl and the Baron will give me a pet demon if I behave.”
 
   “You’re the one who caused this mess in the first place,” Trinity snaps, her voice filled with anger. She squints through the thick smoke that is gathering, her wind magic unable to dispel the enchanted fumes. “Besides, I’m not going to kill her. There are plenty of things I can do that she’ll survive. Nyx might not have all of her parts when I’m done, but I promise the precious thing will be breathing.”
 
   “Oh! Breathing is what they have to do to stay alive, right?”
 
   “This is why we don’t let you help very often.”
 
   The goddess grabs a nearby railing, turning it into a fanged serpent that spits orange juice. “I know the real reason. I’d overshadow all of you with how efficient I am.”
 
   “Yola, I love you like the sister I never asked for, but you’re a fickle idiot.”
 
   “That’s so sweet.”
 
   “Go over there,” Trinity demands, pointing toward the gnomes. The workers are crawling through a hole in one of the crates, the finished toys strewn across the dented platform. “Let them go. They earned their lives by not losing their minds to fear. Have to adm-”
 
   Nyx bursts from the smoke and knocks Trinity across the factory with a condensed wind blast to the chin. The chaos elf stretches her arms to grab two support beams and launches herself like a slingshot. With a building-shaking smash, the channelers collide and destructive spells fill the air. The pair crash through two walkways and land on top of a metal platform, each of the combatants gripping the wrist of the other’s dominate hand. Nyx delivers a kick to Trinity’s stomach, the blow exploding with rolling flames and sending the women slamming against opposing rails. Not waiting to catch their breath, the rivals leap forward with battering rams of force forming on their fists. The spells shatter on impact, which pushes the channelers back to the edges of the platform.
 
   “You’ve been practicing with Casandra,” Trinity says, blood dripping from the corner of her mouth. “I think you cracked a rib at some point.”
 
   “I don’t remember you ever being this weak,” Nyx claims while flicking wind arrows at her enemy. She growls as the nimble chaos elf effortlessly dodges her spells. “All you’ve learned is how to run away. To think you gave me a beating last time we fought.”
 
   “It’s never about power,” the other channeler retorts with a wide grin. Growing an acidic blade from her hand, she cuts off a piece of the railing to use as an off-hand club. “It’s all about who’s the most cunning fighter.”
 
   Ducking under a feeble spray of ice, Trinity sprints at Nyx and feints at her shoulder with the green blade. The magical weapon is dissolved by a shield of roiling flames, but the chaos elf follows up with her makeshift club. Due to the thick bracelet on her wrist, the champion’s left arm jerks to the side and knocks her off-balance. Trinity thinks she has the upper hand, so she puts all of her strength into the blow that hits the enchanted jewelry. A stunning force pushes the channelers apart and the metal rod sails into the churning waterstone below.
 
   “Pineapple,” Nyx growls, deactivating the bracelet. She tries to create a wall of fire, but nothing happens. “I’m not going to compliment you on that trick.”
 
   “Like I care,” Trinity replies as she attempts to send a bolt of lightning at the half-elf. The spell veers to the left due to a wave of crippling vertigo. “Perfect. That damn thing hurt me more than I expected. I can’t even take a step without wanting to vomit.”
 
   Nyx cracks her knuckles and runs toward her weakened enemy, her fist pulled back for a punch to the nose. She skids to a stop when Yola drops in front of her and repeatedly slashes at the ground with razor-like hair. The champion is driven to the edge of the platform where a wall of solidified waterstone rises to prevent her from escaping. Feeling her magic return, Nyx emits a wave of heat that melts the grasping hands that stretch from the barrier.
 
   “This one is too dangerous,” Yola says, her arms combining to form giant scissors. “I can snip her aura off and be done with her. Poor little channeler will never feel the warmth of magic in her veins again.”
 
   “No . . . That’s too much,” Trinity states as she catches her ally by the elbow. The thought of being without her aura makes the chaos elf shudder, a voice in her head screaming that such a fate should never be inflicted on a channeler. “I want her to keep her powers. Nyx is mine to defeat and she isn’t worth my time if she doesn’t have her magic. I told you to handle the other champions.”
 
   “Other champions? Is that why there are those other toys?”
 
   A spinning great axe slams into Yola’s chest and sends her flying off the platform, the goddess laughing as she falls into the waterstone. Trinity catches the incoming ice hammer in one hand and a globe of fire in the other, hurling both of them at Sari who has Dariana on her back. Still floating to the ground, the gypsy can only redirect her spell into Nyx’s approaching flames. The dense mist billows over the platform and hides Fizzle as he flies low enough to take the chaos elf’s legs out from under her. In griffin form, Luke drops Timoran and Delvin onto the far side of the platform and makes a wide circle around the factory. The forest tracker lands next to Nyx and returns to his normal state, but the channeler refuses to wait for her friends to get in position. She pounces on Trinity and they rocket into the air to continue their battle away from the others.
 
   “I guess we get the other one,” Delvin says as he watches spells explode against the ceiling and walls. “Then again, I doubt she survived falling into this mess. Is your axe going to be okay in there, Timoran?”
 
   “It is enchanted, so it will be fine once I retrieve it,” the barbarian calmly states. He draws a small knife from his bracer, the tiny weapon looking ridiculous in his large hands. “Who was that woman?”
 
   “Yola Biggs the Goddess of Chaos,” Dariana answers while watching for any sign of the deity. She can hear the mental cackling of the deity in her mind, the eerie static making it difficult to focus. “I hope she went back to Shayd because we can’t defeat her. To be honest, I’m surprised she’s even here. My father has only used her for messages and transport because she is wanted by the other gods. Something about breaking the Law of Influence centuries ago and she ran away instead of accepting a trial.”
 
   “He has a goddess as an agent?” Sari groans, covering herself in ice armor. The blue and white platemail sprouts barbed spikes from the shoulders and a vortex of boiling water appears on her chest. “I hope this means Gabriel or Ram will step in to save us. I’d even be happy to see Lorvis or one of the destruction gods.”
 
   “I’m surprised they haven’t shown up either,” Yola admits as she materializes next to the gypsy. Scratching her head, the goddess stares at the axe in her chest while her other hand tears off Sari’s armor and tosses it over her shoulder. “My axe is sore. Does anyone know what to do about this? It’s really . . . little Dariana!”
 
   The Chaos Goddess rushes to give her master’s daughter a hug, but the silver-haired woman ducks under her arms and yanks the great axe free. Dariana tosses it to Timoran before she is embraced by coiling limbs and spun around at a nauseating speed. Yola stops and glances around at the other champions as if seeing them for the first time. The stench of their fear and anxiety wrinkles her nose, but a delicious whiff of defiant bravery catches her attention. Her eyes turn dull green as they fall upon Luke, the half-elf searching for an opening to attack.
 
   “I can’t kill you, but I can hurt you,” she whispers, tossing Dariana away like a doll. A third arm erupts from her back to catch Fizzle by the tail and ties the appendage around his body. “I don’t like dragons. They taste like leather and the teeth tear up my tummy. Wait a minute, little thing. You’re not a champion, so you’re not safe here.”
 
   Yola throws the drite at the bubbling sea of melted figurines, but a plume of water bursts from the deadly sea to knock Fizzle back onto solid ground. The champions charge the goddess who sends Timoran slamming into the ceiling with a flick of her hair. Dariana leaps to catch the plummeting barbarian, using herself as a cushion for his landing. The ringing impact shakes the platform and the floor beneath them turns into a vat of honey that they struggle to escape. Delvin and Sari keep Yola moving with a flurry of slashes and bursts of jagged ice. A spike pierces the goddess and she splits in half, both parts bouncing around on their solitary legs. The halves pop into swarms of bees that cover Luke and pin him against the railing. The goddess reappears behind Sari and Delvin to knock their heads together. Their skulls fuse together and they can feel their brains get tangled, preventing them from speaking or moving.
 
   “No killing!” Trinity shouts as she lands with Nyx pinned beneath her. The channelers roll around, blasting holes in the factory with their deflected spells. “Free those two before they die! We’re done here!”
 
   “They still have to suffer for leaving me out of the toys,” Yola angrily growls while freeing the two champions from her fusion spell. She yawns when Dariana leaps at her, the telepath’s hand detaching at the wrist to punch its owner in the face. “You said we can hurt them as long as we don’t kill them. Guess I’ll get rid of the bees too.”
 
   As soon as the insects melt into a puddle at his feet, Luke spins his sabers and sprints at the goddess. A metallic fist lances from the platform to hit him in the stomach, but a desperate slash manages to graze Yola’s shin. The pain that shoots through her veins is like nothing she has ever felt in her lifetime. She leaps onto the railing and crouches like a cornered beast, the mortals freezing at the sight of the shuddering deity. An electric charge runs through the atmosphere and igniting several pockets of flammable gas that transform into screeching rainbows. 
 
   “You can cause me pain,” Yola rambles while staring at the bleeding wound. The blood is a bright crimson that is both mesmerizing and horrifying to the goddess. “Champions can cause me pain. I can’t kill champions. Master needs champions. Trinity says we can’t hurt champions. Need to punish champions. Make the champions suffer for hurting a goddess. I am forbidden from killing any of the champions.”
 
   “Don’t do anything you’ll regret, Yola,” Dariana says, a sense of dread heavy within her mind. Flickers of disturbing images appear in her mind, the deity’s thoughts too powerful for her to block. “My father gave you orders, so you have to follow them. If you’re upset that you weren’t included in the dolls then destroying the factory won’t help you. Put everything back to normal and go back to Shayd. There’s no reason to make a mess here.”
 
   “Dolls . . . I like dolls,” the Chaos Goddess coos with a wicked grin that rises to the corner of her eyes. “Everyone likes dolls.”
 
   An explosion of swirling light and shadow erupts from Yola’s chest, enveloping everyone on the platform. Dariana can hear her friends screaming as she steels her mind against the pounding aura of the goddess. For a brief moment, she can sense Trinity and Nyx’s thoughts shatter before the channelers seem to blink out of existence. With a sickening pop, the shouts of her friends are silenced and the telepath finds herself trapped within a chilling darkness. The only sound she hears is the mad cackling of Yola Biggs and a child-like whimpering that she fails to realize is her own voice.
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   Dreary light envelopes Dariana as she lays on the cold, metal floor amidst a sea of choking shadows. With a weak groan, she moves her fingers and toes to see if she has control of her muscles. It takes several minutes for the twitchy digits to respond perfectly to her commands, which gives her time to gather her hazy thoughts. She cannot sense her friends, but there are distant voices in her mind and blurry images of gnomes flicker around her. An hour passes before she can confirm that she is conscious and not trapped within an astral landscape designed by her own trauma. Dariana stands and bites her lip at the painful tingling in her limbs, the sensation causing her to stumble forward. Her vision flips and she is unsure if she is on the floor or the ceiling, which nearly triggers a panic attack. She is startled by a gentle pressure on her stomach, so she leaps away and slams into an invisible wall. Tiny hands catch the confused telepath and try to manipulate her, but she battles her way out of their grasp. The voices become louder and full of concern as she staggers ahead. She makes it a few steps before her eyesight abruptly turns off.
 
   Tripping over her partially numb feet, Dariana flails in the darkness and catches what feels like the edge of a metal slab. Her knuckles graze cool flesh, which sends a tremor of emptiness through her mind. The unexpected abyss is disturbing and reminds her of the times her mind has touched on the hollow shell of the recently deceased. There is just enough residual energy for her to make contact, but all she feels is a sucking void. Dariana rubs her temples to focus and sees a burly arm come into existence before her. The image vanishes when she loses her concentration and recoils from the area, her shoulders bumping into another metal object. Whirling around, the telepath sees the shimmer of a yellow dress with nothing inside. Her breathing becomes labored and her lungs feel like they are about to explode until a sharp pain strikes her in the thigh.
 
   “This is why you sedate the patient before they panic,” a gravelly voices mutters as the darkness is devoured by a blossoming light. “She could have died from a heart attack or her mind could have shattered. It is important to take magic and special abilities into account when treating a patient. This woman is a telepath, which means she will be extra-sensitive upon awakening. I want everyone to write a ten page paper about the importance of caution and compassion in the medical field. Get it done by tomorrow afternoon. Are you okay, Lady Dariana?”
 
   The silver-haired woman’s eyes blink rapidly as the hospital room materializes in front of her. Cabinets of tools and medical supplies line three of the walls while the fourth shows a peaceful forest scene that moves as if it is real. Dariana finds herself relaxing at the sight of the grazing deer, the illusion so detailed that she can skim simple thoughts of grass from the fake animal. Robed gnomes are working among the metal beds, the mattresses looking only slightly more comfortable than the dull gray floor. When the windowless door opens, Dariana can see a hallway full of workers rushing around with strange pieces of equipment. There is a lot of shouting and the occasional crash can be heard in the distance. Dented clipboards are constantly flung back and forth between the doctors, nurses, and the bustling central desk. Though the activity looks chaotic, there is a subtle sense that everyone knows exactly what they are doing and where they are going.
 
   Shuddering at the din of voices in her head, Dariana moves further into the room and jumps when a foot touches her arm. With her senses settling, the first thing she notices is that she has been stripped down to her underwear. The champion reaches for the nearest sheet and wraps it around her before realizing it was covering a body. Dariana’s psychic scream freezes the entire hospital when she sees Luke on the bed, the naked half-elf staring at the ceiling with cloudy, unseeing eyes. She slaps the needle from the hand of an approaching gnome and finally notices that Timoran, Delvin, Sari, and Fizzle are on the other beds. All of her friends are naked and attached to potted plants. Shining roots have grown out of holes in the brown pots and merged with the patients’ skin.
 
   “Wh . . . What . . . What happened?” Dariana asks, falling to her knees. She does not fight back when a gnome takes the sheet from her to cover Luke. “They . . . my friends . . . where are they?”
 
   “They’re right here,” the doctor replies as he takes her arm. With the help of two nurses, he leads Dariana back to her bed where she sits and clutches the foot railing. “We found all of you unconscious in the factory after the Chaos Goddess repaired it and disappeared. That was two days ago. She left a box of figurines of herself too. We have priests checking to make sure they’re safe and then deciding on what to do with them. At least all of you are alive. You were in the best condition since you moved and reacted when we touched you. The others are still cold and dependent on the salvation plants to keep them nourished. With you awake, it’s only a matter of time before they regain consciousness.”
 
   “No they won’t,” Dariana whimpers, slipping off the bed and walking to Timoran. She touches his forehead, pulling away and crying from the lack of thoughts. “They’re empty. Yola . . . removed them from their bodies. I can’t feel anything. Not even a whisper of dreams or basic thoughts that keep people alive.”
 
   “Your friends do have the same symptoms as someone who is brain dead,” the gray-bearded gnome points out while adjusting the leafy plant attached to the barbarian. “Though there is one difference, which has us confused. It’s more pronounced in the drite and we stumbled onto it when he was being attached to the plant yesterday. Maybe you can shed some light on this mystery.”
 
   A nurse walks over to Fizzle with a bucket of ice water, which she places on a small table next to the bed. She tenderly strokes the drite’s cheek to demonstrate that he does not react to the contact. Taking a deep breath, the young gnome takes a piece of ice and runs it along Fizzle’s tail. The drite tenses and flaps his wings until the piece is removed and the cold water is wiped off his scales with a warm cloth. He goes back to his eerie stillness, the rising and falling of his chest fading back to a barely perceptible level.
 
   “Does it hurt when the salvation plants connect?” Dariana asks, rummaging through the nightstand next to her bed. She gets her clothes and hurriedly gets dressed, desperate hope filling her heart.
 
   “It pinches a bit when they burrow into the skin,” a male nurse answers while handing the champion her red slippers. “Lasts no more than a few seconds, which was still enough to see their reactions.”
 
   “That means the mind is still connected to the body,” the telepath replies, wiping a few remaining tears from her cheeks. She rolls her head and feels her neck crack, the sound making the gnomes cringe. “It’s a small bond, which is why I can’t read their thoughts. They must have been sent very far away, but pain and pleasure can travel any distance. If I can create a reaction then I can track it to an approximate region. I don’t want to hurt my friends, so pain is not going to be an option. Who should I use . . . and how do I make them feel pleasure?”
 
   “May I remind you that this is a hospital,” the doctor politely mentions with a chuckle.
 
   “I wasn’t going to go that far,” Dariana states, her cheeks turning a little red. “If Nyx was here, I’d get her to kiss Delvin and . . . where’s Nyx?”
 
   The doctors and nurses exchange worried glances before one says, “She wasn’t in the factory when we arrived. We’ve searched all over the city, but she is nowhere to be found. It’s possible that Yola Biggs and Queen Trinity took her.”
 
   “That would be very bad,” the champion replies, pushing her tired mind to scan every inch of Nevra Coil. She finds ghosts of Nyx and Trinity fighting in the factory, but nothing recent enough to reveal her friend’s location. “She isn’t in the city, but I’m not ready to believe Yola took her. That would mean she’s being brought to the Baron who would either kill, corrupt, or torture her. I pray she isn’t handed over to Stephen, which would result in all three of those scenarios and worse. If she’s in the same comatose state as the others then her mind could easily be rebuilt to suit his desires.”
 
   “What will you do?”
 
   Dariana cracks her knuckles and moves from one bed to the other, her hand tapping a toe on each of her friends. “I trust Nyx to survive while I revive our friends. There’s a way to track her down and work on the others, but it would leave me at half strength. If I was to find her with our enemies then I would fall into their hands as well. So it’s best that I focus on this problem and use that other spell when I have someone to help me. The difficult question is, who do I use here? Timoran is loyal to his wife. Delvin only reacts that way to Nyx and I won’t trick him. Fizzle is not an option unless you count apples. Luke and Sari are rather damaged even though . . . I’m very sorry about this, my friends. This is the only way to save you.”
 
   The champion massages her temples as she moves between Luke and Sari, pulling the beds close enough for her to touch both of them. She slips her clear ring off and places it on the table, the item nearly vanishing from sight. Pressing her fingers to their clammy foreheads, Dariana takes a deep breath and focuses on their empty psyches. Seeking out her friends’ pleasure centers, the telepath sends lustful images and thoughts into the eerie void. The mental implants bounce within the suffocating darkness until they strike the faint thread that connects the bodies and minds. A burst of raw pleasure ripples through all three and Dariana falls into a crouch while gasping for air. She struggles to maintain contact while her arms shake and sweat forms on her brow. The urge to collapse and succumb to the surging emotions causes her to bite into her lower lip. Luke and Sari continue to writhe and squirm beneath the telepath’s hands, which come close to slipping several times. The more uncomfortable gnomes slip out of the room, leaving only two nurses and the doctor who turn their backs on the embarrassing display.
 
   “I’m very sorry,” Dariana whispers as she removes the vivid images from her friends’ minds. She shudders as the ripples of pleasure fade from her nerves and she stands at her full height. “I hope they don’t remember this and I trust nobody will tell them.”
 
   The remaining gnomes shake their heads, fearing that the woman might do something to them if they disagree. Luke and Sari reach toward each other, a crackle of lightning from him leaping out toward a tendril of water that snakes from her palm. Nobody can move in time to stop the energy from meeting and a burst of electricity ripples throughout the room. Everyone is knocked off their feet and the door is blown out into the hallway. People scream and dive for the floor, the projectile taking out two gem-powered imagery machines as it hurtles across the crowded lobby. The terrified patients and workers stare at the hunk of smoking metal that remains embedded in the far wall.
 
   “I hope you found what you were looking for,” the doctor says to Dariana. He waves to the scowling head nurse, assuring her that everything is under control. “We’ll make sure to keep these two separate from now on. This is on top of doing our best to keep them alive for as long as we can. The salvation plants don’t last forever.”
 
   “I got a sense of their location, but it will still be a challenge. They’re somewhere in the city of Gaia,” the champion states while getting a drink of water from the sink. Her hands shake as she splashes some of the warm liquid over her face. “It could take more than a few days to figure out where they are since the city is so big and I haven’t been there for years. I don’t even know what they’re connected too, so they could be anywhere.”
 
   “You have a week and a half to find them. Two weeks at most,” the gnome says, refusing to sugarcoat the situation. Grabbing the chart from Delvin’s bed, he reads over the information in search of a way to give Dariana more time. “This bond you speak of is obviously not enough to sustain their vital systems. As I said, the salvation plants will eventually fail and then the bodies will start to rot. We may have some experimental techniques and medicines, but I cannot be sure of their success. If this is similar to a deep coma then reviving them after a certain point will either turn them into zombies or cause them to die instantly. There is a one percent chance that they’d survive, but I wouldn’t depend on that chance.”
 
   With renewed worry and horror, Dariana takes in the sight of her friends and imagines them never waking up. Even more terrifying is the thought that she will fail and be forced to kill the undead champions. She has no idea how she would explain such actions to Nyx if the caster is still alive and attached to her body. Not wanting to waste any more time, she creates an image of herself at each bed and has them kiss her friends on the forehead. One by one, all of the Darianas disappear including the real one.
 
   *****
 
   Catarina grumbles and curses under her breath as she crawls off a pile of dog-eared notebooks. The incessant knocking continues even when she incoherently snarls at the unwanted noise. Her hair is a mess and she has deep bags under her crimson eyes, which are so blurry that she trips over Bessaria. The sheep rushes into the next room where the gnome hears a crash, the beast’s bleating lasting for a few seconds. Her father’s loyal steed timidly returns with several shirts stuck to her wool and a dresser drawer over her head. Catarina hits a creaky button on the wall to unlock the door before she goes to free Bessaria from the mess.
 
   “We need to talk,” Dariana declares as she barges into the room. She nimbly steps over the clutter even though her attention never strays from the gnome. “You’re going to help me figure out where my friends are.”
 
   Catarina gently hands a figurine to the woman and goes into another room, the door closing with the faint click of a lock. Steam flows out from under the entrance and the faint sound of running water drowns out the inventor’s angry muttering. Not wanting to lose her only ally, Dariana flops onto a sagging couch and stares at the bizarre toy in her hand. The black and white form of Yola Biggs is topped with a mop of rough hair that slowly changes from one shade of green to another. Cringing at every curious touch, she presses the limbs and spins the head in search of hidden tricks. Nothing happens, so Dariana tosses it onto a nearby chair, which explodes in a burst of green smoke. A purple chicken emerges from the cloud and sprints into another room, startling Bessaria as it jumps into the closet.
 
   “The dolls transform objects into random things when thrown!” Catarina yells from her shower. “I haven’t run any tests, so the rest are still in the factory with the priests. If I can dispel the enchantments then I can replicate them, put them into the next shipment, and keep that crazy goddess out of my hair. All of that is going to have to wait until we fix this mess.”
 
   “They’re in Gaia,” the telepath reports as she retrieves the toy. Not wanting to cause any trouble, she gently places it on paper-covered desk. “I followed a mental tether from their bodies to the city. I have no idea where Nyx is, but the others can help me find her once we revive them.”
 
   “I know all that,” the gnome says while she steps out of the bathroom. A rain of warm water follows the naked woman down the hall, turning off when she reaches her bedroom. The sound of powerful winds erupts from the floor as heated gusts evaporate the puddles. “After you left the lounge, I got my head together and watched the factory through one of the sensory orbs I had installed. I heard Yola and Trinity say they couldn’t kill the champions. That gave me some hope and the courage to get down to the entrance. So I was the first one inside after Yola sort of fixed everything and I had time to examine all of you before the emergency team arrived. You were merely unconscious, but the others were in deep comas. I rigged one of the pumping machines to keep their hearts and lungs going, which was much easier than I expected. After all that I sealed myself in my quarters to figure this disaster out.”
 
   Her ebony hair tied up, Catarina steps out of her room wearing a white tunic and simple breeches as if preparing for a long journey. A revitalization potion is clutched in her mouth, the gnome occasionally jerking her head back to swallow some of the orange liquid. With her strength returning, Catarina grabs a patch-covered satchel and stuffs it with books, potions, pouches, and food for Bessaria. The sheep hurries to a strange tower in the corner where the whirring of gears announces the attachment of her polished saddle.
 
   “I’ve got a pedal-powered flying machine waiting for us,” the inventor declares with a wide yawn. She frowns before tossing a few more orange potions into her luggage. “You have stronger legs and you’re probably more rested than me. If we’re lucky and the ship remains intact then we can arrive in Gaia within five days. Three if you chug a few energizing potions, but I don’t want to lose you once we arrive.”
 
   “Can you slow down and explain what’s going on?” Dariana interrupts while a headache steadily blooms behind her eyes. “You know where our friends are, but you stayed here. Do you know where Nyx is too?”
 
   “I was really hoping to handle questions as we traveled,” Catarina replies with an exasperated sigh. She takes a seat on the windowsill and puts on some scuffed, mud-covered boots. “First, I didn’t go anywhere because I needed you. I figured out approximately where our friends are, but only you can track them down in a city as large as Gaia. Even if you can’t locate their precise location, your telepath can get you close enough for your other senses to finish the job. If I went alone, I’d be chasing my own tail and probably get arrested for harassing people. As for what’s going on, I was confused until some of the factory workers talked to me this . . . I’m not really sure how long I’ve been in here. I’m going to go with yesterday evening. Anyway, the workers sent the remains of the latest shipment of figurines to Gaia and they swore there were muffled voices coming from some of the crates. Of course they checked for stowaways, but nothing was out of the ordinary. It doesn’t take a highly intelligent gnome like myself to put all of those pieces together.”
 
   “Yola put their minds into some of their figurines.”
 
   “Minds and auras from what I can gather.”
 
   “Then we need to get Nyx first.”
 
   “The others will be lost if we waste time looking for her.”
 
   “But-”
 
   Catarina cuts Dariana off with a harsh shush, a telescoping fingertip coming off her glove to press the other woman’s lips. “There’s no trace of Nyx in the factory. Yola did something else with her and it could take weeks or months or forever to figure it out alone. Unless you can scan every inch of Windemere without melting your brain, she’s going to have to wait.”
 
   “We could not agree more,” a melodic voice says from the other side of the room.
 
   Gabriel and a beautiful chaos elf stand amid the clutter of Catarina’s apartment, the deities ignoring the mess. Wearing his ebony platemail, the God of Destiny snaps his fingers to erase the door and prevent anyone from walking in unexpectedly. He smiles at the cobalt-skinned woman who is wearing a low-cut, crimson dress that shifts in a breeze that nobody else can feel. Her hand reaches toward the window, releasing a wave of force that masks the god and goddess from the senses of everything in Nevra Coil. She takes her husband’s gloved hand and keeps a close eye on Dariana, who nervously moves to an empty corner.
 
   “I’m honored to have Gabriel and Ambrosine in my home,” Catarina states with a bow. She gives a hopeful look around the room and sighs when she fails to find whatever she is looking for. “I guess Voran won’t be joining you. Considering the trouble my creations have caused, I expected him to contact me.”
 
   “Your god has been busy minimizing the damage while holding to our only law,” Gabriel replies, his body becoming transparent. He takes a deep breath and concentrates on solidifying his illusionary form. “You have some powerful barriers in this city. The combination of magic and technology is enough to make me focus more energy on this task than I am used to. I trust your people will not attempt to turn this power against us.”
 
   The gnome looks shocked and appalled at the suggestion, earning a brief smile from the deities. “I’d never do something like that. Trying to harm or control the gods is ridiculous. Even if I was to do it, what would be the point? The slightest mistake would result in me being stuck with a bunch of enraged beings who could kill me with a thought. Besides, history has shown that Windemere will always find a way to balance itself. I kill a deity and someone will rise to take their place. So you have nothing to worry from me and my people. There may be a few bad apples, but that goes for any group.”
 
   “I like this one,” Ambrosine whispers with a giggle. She reaches out to caress Catarina’s face, her touch leaving a warm fingerprint on the inventor’s skin. “She knows her place and understands the order of our world. I can sense that she learned it from her father. If things go well and the crisis is averted, I might petition to reward her.”
 
   A vivid image is placed in Catarina’s mind and a small shield is created to prevent Dariana from spying. The gnome sees her brother walking on functional legs and grabbing tools off low shelves with new arms. She can tell that they are prosthetics, but they are flawlessly attached to his stumps and move with the fluidity of real limbs. Even the footfalls sound like those of flesh and bone instead of the clunk of metal or waterstone. The vision is taken away before she can discern any of the mechanics, leaving her confused and excited.
 
   “You would give me the knowledge to make those?” Catarina asks, touching the goddess’s soft fingers. She practically cries at the fading memory of her brother walking, a single tear threatening to roll out of the corner of her eye. “I swear, I’ll do whatever it takes to fix this if that is what you’re promising me.”
 
   “I will talk to Voran and convince him to start you on the path,” Ambrosine promises, waving her free hand at Gabriel. The frown on his face abruptly becomes a smile, but he still growls his annoyance. “Do not be such a grump, my love. I can promise whatever I want if she helps my favorite child. Besides, she loves her brother so much that it would be wrong not to reward her in such a way.”
 
   “Some days I wonder how you became so kind,” Gabriel says while he watches his wife continue to stroke the gnome’s cheek. It crosses his mind that she sees the woman as a pet and decides to let Ambrosine have her fun. “We are here to tell you that the channelers have been taken care of. Yola put them somewhere special because they resisted some of her spell. They will be returned to their stations once they have recovered.”
 
   “She hit Trinity too,” Dariana says in disbelief. She cowers for a second when the deities face her with glittering eyes of gold. “If they weren’t put in the toys then what happened to them?”
 
   “We do not know if Yola struck my chosen on purpose since nobody can really figure out the Exiled One’s reasoning. It’s possible that she did it by accident,” the elegant chaos elf answers. Her features briefly become cat-like and she licks her lips with a rough tongue. “The channelers were able to combine their energy to deflect the curse, but there was backlash. All we can say is that they were badly injured on all levels and Yola . . . delivered them to a special facility.”
 
   Gabriel growls, the noise shaking the entire building. “I would like to know how she learned of that place.”
 
   “Now is not the time, dear,” the goddess hisses, gently whipping his ebony hair into his face with a breeze. “We are on a tight schedule.”
 
   “So Nyx and Trinity are safe,” Catarina says as she gets on Bessaria. She sees a flicker of doubt on Dariana’s face and swallows a lump growing in her throat. “Don’t tell me something else is wrong. If they’re being taken care of then there shouldn’t be any reason for us to worry about them.”
 
   Not wanting to waste time with questions, Gabriel whistles and the three mortal creatures are teleported to their transport. Confident that events are unfolding properly, he turns to his wife and gives her a kiss on the cheek. The goddess pats his armored chest and walks through the furniture to look out over Nevra Coil. Her eyes become orbs of sparkling light and she casts her vision around the globe. The ghostly energy passes harmlessly through living creatures, land formations, and whatever else is in their winding path. In a few seconds, Ambrosine has spied on her favorite locations and lets out a melancholic sigh.
 
   “You play a dangerous game with this manipulation,” she says with a slight tremor in her voice. “I hope you explain your reasons to me when this is over. After all, I do not see how these events can help in defeating my father.”
 
   “I promise to tell you everything when all of the pieces have fallen into place, my love. Do you not trust your little half-sister?”
 
   “Not when Windemere is in danger of being blown to dust by two damaged sources of raw aura,” Ambrosine sharply replies as her husband puts an arm around her shoulders. Her skin becoming oily, she slips out of his embrace and moves out of reach. “Even after all of these centuries, Dariana remains untested as an individual and her social experience is worse than that of a child. These new champions have helped her, but this adventure might be beyond her current abilities. I will keep an eye on her from afar, so do not disturb me until this is over. Consider my distraction and lack of interest in your attentions a suitable punishment for causing this much peril, my hellish husband.”
 
   Gabriel shoots his wife a withering look, which she casually ignores and gives him a quick peck on the lips. Ambrosine fades away, leaving only a single, cobalt moth that flies through the closed window. Her husband transforms into a slightly bigger moth of the darkest black and follows, passing through the buildings and flying vehicles like an annoyed phantom.
 
   *****
 
   Doctor Eltzer walks with a purpose through the wide halls of Zelacryd, the voices of a few screaming patients echoing off the blandly painted walls. The blonde-haired elf has become used to their outbursts, but her keen ears still pick out a few choice phrases that she jots down in her battered notebook. The loud banging of an enraged orc makes her stop at the heavily reinforced door and she hits a silver button on the quivering frame. Rainbow mist slips out from under the entrance before the doctor hears the dull thud of the patient falling to the padded floor. She whispers a small thank you to the gods, the doctor happy that most of her patients are well-behaved and showing signs of recovering from their magic-induced insanities. It is the hard luck cases that tear at the slender woman’s heart and she is on her way to check on the saddest of her charges.
 
   “How are my favorite patients today?” the Elven doctor asks as she approaches the male nurse guarding a shimmering door. She flips her notebook to an empty page, frowning at the sight of an impression from what she previously wrote. “It’s been a week since I last visited them, so I’m well overdue. Do you think the ladies are docile enough for talking today, Nurse Bola?”
 
   “They aren’t acting up, but I’d still tread carefully. You know how these two get when riled,” the deep-voiced dwarf replies. He bangs on the door and listens for the scuffling of movement. “Doctor Roda Eltzer is coming in. Be on your best behavior because I’ll be outside with the foam if either of you start trouble.”
 
   “I’m sure that won’t be necessary, Nurse Bola.”
 
   With a squeak of the hinges, the door opens to a room that is surprisingly bright compared to the bland hallway. Several high windows look out to the smooth mountains that surround Zelacryd, several of the peaks topped with snow. The furniture is perfectly symmetrical with a bed, desk, and wardrobe positioned across from each other. A door in the middle of the back wall has a raindrop emblazoned on the front, a clear sign that it leads to a private bathroom. Plastered along the walls are pictures that range from childish scribbling of monsters to detailed depictions of battles. Doctor Eltzer stops to study a new drawing of a water giant battling a sand creature outside of a walled city. Leaning forward and squinting, the faint form of a woman can be seen inside the liquid beast.
 
   Sitting at the windows are the two patients, both women dressed in the standard white gowns of Zelacryd. Nyx has drawn a rainbow-colored tower on her clothes while Trinity has left hers immaculate. Instead, the chaos elf has painted purple gems on her forehead and palms. The women watch the doctor with a mixture of fear and confusion, neither willing to move away from the window. They whisper to each other while their violet eyes never stray from the doorway where Nurse Bola is standing with a hose. Trinity repeatedly pokes Nyx in the ribs, jerking her head at the doctor to get the half-elf to talk.
 
   “I don’t want to say it,” she hisses to the chaos elf. “You say it.”
 
   “They believe you more often.”
 
   “I got hosed down last time.”
 
   “Is there something you wish to share, ladies?” Doctor Eltzer asks as she pulls a chair out of her gray tunic’s breast pocket. The elf waves the vigilant nurse away and the door is closed, the dwarf’s eyes still visible through a narrow slit. “I promise that you won’t get in trouble. We only use the calming foam when you are about to have an episode. Our primary goal at Zelacryd is to help you, so know that we only do such things as a last resort and for your own good.”
 
   “We saw giants today,” Nyx blurts out, sliding off the desk. She flinches when several crayons fall to the floor, the half-elf unsure if she should clean them up while they have company. “They were walking across the valley before the mist cleared. Trinity said they were hunting.”
 
   The doctor smiles as she crosses her legs. “There are such creatures in the mountains. You are very fortunate to have seem them. So how have you two been?”
 
   “You mean to ask if we still believe we’re destined to fight each other in a battle for Windemere,” Trinity contends while she moves closer to the wall. “I . . . dreamed of the man who kept hurting me. He did horrible things to me and they felt real. How can you say those things never happened?”
 
   “After all these years, you still misunderstand me,” the kind elf replies, patting one of the beds for them to sit down. Nyx is about to take the offer when Trinity catches her arm and pulls her back onto the desk. “I’ve never said that your trauma is a delusion. It’s very clear that a man in your past abused you and attempted to do the same thing to Nyx. The part that I believe is false is that this is part of a prophecy created by these gods. Everyone knows that if such beings existed, they wouldn’t toy with mortals in such a way.”
 
   “Is Delvin fake too?” Nyx timidly asks, clinging to Trinity out of fear of the answer. “What about my other friends? What about finding my parents?”
 
   “What about me being a queen?” the chaos elf adds.
 
   “Are you sure I wasn’t raised to be a caster?”
 
   “How do you explain Nyx’s scars if these are only dreams?”
 
   “Trinity has scars too.”
 
   Doctor Eltzer sighs and rubs her sapphire eyes, all of the questions having been asked countless times over the years. She leans back and stares at the ceiling, which has been covered with more drawings. Most of them are of a purple dragon or a griffin, but there is a more recent one of a towering metal dragon looming over a sleeping woman. The doctor is concerned that the images have become more detailed and vivid since the mysterious siblings were found on her doorstep as children.
 
   “The truth is that we don’t know what caused your scars,” she admits, returning her attention to the patients. As usual, Nyx nervously rubs at her chest as if there is something dangling from her neck. “The answers are locked in your minds, which have been severely damaged by a childhood filled with magical abuse. I could take guesses as to what happened, but such ideas can make things worse. It’s best that we continue talking and let your memories slowly sort themselves out.”
 
   “Can I show you something and not get the foam?” Nyx politely asks as she pulls away from Trinity. Once the doctor nods, she creates a ball of silver aura in her hands and rolls it between her palms. “Both of us can use magic without words, gestures, and supplies. We’ve talked to other patients who were casters and they said such a thing is impossible. Yet here we are. Why would we be born with these abilities if there were no gods to make it happen or a prophecy that needed us to be so powerful?”
 
   “Let’s see you get out of this question, doctor,” Trinity says while curling her hair around her fingers. “Good one, little sister.”
 
   “I thought I was the big sister.”
 
   “I’m taller.”
 
   “Are we really sisters?”
 
   “We have to be since we both have these powers. Our eyes match too.”
 
   The doctor clears her throat for attention and gestures for Nyx to put away her magic. “It is evident that there is something special about you. Again, there are several explanations that one could dream up. Your similarities do prove some kind of familial relation, but sisters might be too much. Cousins or half-siblings is more likely. It’s quite possible that you were experimented on as children in order to give you such magic. There have been many cases where a person has been altered for a specific reason. Necrocasters and immoral gnomes are not unheard of in our world.”
 
   “So we could be weapons designed by someone who wants to rule the world,” Trinity suggests while examining her hands. A coating of acid appears on her fingers, but she quickly ends the spell when she hears Nurse Bola cough. “If Nyx and I are nothing more than weapons then wouldn’t it be a bad idea to help us? For all you know, our creator wants you to fix us after something went wrong. By making us independent and sane, Doctor Eltzer, you could be dooming the entire world.”
 
   “Do you feel like conquering or destroying the world, Trinity?” the elf asks, her hands aching from writing so quickly. She massages her fingers while the chaos elf scratches her head and thinks. “What about you, Nyx?”
 
   “I . . . I do dream about being in grand battles and using my magic to help my friends,” the half-elf answers, shying away from the angry stare of the other channeler. “I guess if they’re not real then it doesn’t matter. Still, I want to protect and save the world. Maybe we were created to be guardians of Windemere like the legends say about dragons.”
 
   “I dream about ruling a free people, but not the whole world,” Trinity answers before returning to her bed to lie down. She reaches out to take down a picture of a desolate landscape where several blue figures hide within the black crags. “I don’t think it’s a bad idea to believe in gods and feel like you’re destined for something. So what if we have a few facts mixed up? We’re obviously meant for something important. It isn’t like we’d destroy Windemere if you let us out of here.”
 
   “I don’t know,” Nyx mutters while staring at the energy running around her hands. “I think I could do it. Not that I want to.”
 
   “You’re far too timid to do it, little sister.”
 
   “And you’re too lazy.”
 
   “At least I’m staying in shape, pot-bellied pig.”
 
   “This gown billows out too much.”
 
   “Your excuses are as pathetic as your magic.”
 
   “I’ve beaten you enough to prove otherwise.”
 
   “I’m pretty sure you’ve lost most of our battles, Nyx.”
 
   “Stupid cow!”
 
   “Ogre whore!”
 
   Trinity leaps off her bed with her fingers transforming into long claws that drip acid on the floor. Nyx’s arms are coated in lightning as she prepares to defend herself. Neither of them make it very far before the door is kicked open and Nurse Bola enters with a hose. The jet of thick foam sends the channelers crashing against the bathroom door. The dwarf continues covering the women until they are shivering in a thick puddle of the anti-magic goo.
 
   “I can never tell if we’ve made progress or not with these two,” Doctor Eltzer sighs while tucking her chair back into her jacket pocket. “It ends in a strange fight almost every time. It’s as if they love each other like siblings, but hate each other like rivals. That only strengthens their belief that they’re destined by some gods to battle for Windemere.”
 
   “Should we try separating them again?” the dwarf asks before hitting Nyx with another blast of foam. The sparks on her head go out with a hiss and she curls into the fetal position. “I know they had issues last time, but they’re a few years older now. If anything, it could break this shared delusion.”
 
   “I think they benefit from being together,” the doctor explains while wiping a blob of foam off her sleeve. “They don’t feel alone and confused, which helps them heal. I will increase their one-on-one sessions though. Keep an eye on them for the rest of the day and tell the other nurses to have the hoses ready in case they have another outburst. It’s rare that they fight more than once a week, but it’s happened before.”
 
   “Yes, doctor.”
 
   Nyx and Trinity keep their eyes closed as the doctor and nurse leave, both women waiting for the sound of the door locking. A feeling of helplessness burrows into their bones now that their magic has been temporarily blocked. They quietly strip off their soaked clothes and tiptoe into the bathroom where a tub of lukewarm water takes up most of the space. They slip into the basin and scrub their bodies with round sponges in the hope of making the foam wear off quicker. Within seconds, the top of the water is covered in bubbles that smell of medicinal soap and sandalwood.
 
   “I don’t feel crazy,” Nyx says before dipping underwater. She leans back, so only her face is above the surface. “Then again, I don’t think I would know if I was crazy, so the vivid memories could be anything. What do you think, Trinity?”
 
   “I think we’re both crazy,” the chaos elf bluntly replies. The cooling water makes her cringe, so she gets out and grabs one of the rough towels. “Still, if we had these allies and friends, they’d have rescued us by now. It’s been at least ten years and nobody has arrived. I don’t know what to believe.”
 
   Nyx gives the taller woman a hug from behind, pressing her forehead against the soft, cobalt skin. “There’s the other option that we don’t talk about. We were experimented on, considered failures, and abandoned in the mountains. Doctor Eltzer keeps saying we were delivered here, but I heard Nurse Bola mention we were found wandering the grounds one day. With our magic, we could have snuck in to escape the wilderness.”
 
   “Abandoned, living weapons, insanity, prophecies, magical abuse, and who knows what else is in our past. Do we have anything going in our favor?”
 
   “We’re together.”
 
   The chaos elf’s violet eyes sparkle as she hugs Nyx and playfully drapes a fresh towel over the half-elf’s head. They crack open the door to see if the foam has evaporated, but there is still a steaming pool of the muck. Not wanting to touch the white liquid, they huddle on the stone stairs. Within minutes, they fall asleep next to each other and a crackling glow of magic dances around their bodies.
 
   *****
 
   “I think we’re going to be rewarded when we get home,” Yola declares as she races across the ocean. The goddess skids to a stop and grabs a passing shark, freezing the large beast so she can sit on its fin. “I forgot how to get home. Teleporting is too risky because I can bump into another god on the way. Then I’d have to kill them, eat the body, and explain to our master why my tummy is bloated. Do you know how we get back to Shayd?”
 
   The Chaos Goddess looks down at the Trinity figurine in her hand, expecting it to say something. She shakes and juggles the toy when it remains silent, a few sparks flying from its hands. Yola dangles the doll by its leg and dips it into the ocean as if it is asleep.
 
   “Why aren’t you talking to me? Are you mad, Trinity?” the goddess asks before releasing the shark and flying into the clouds for privacy. The figurine’s eyes glow when she squeezes its shoulders, causing Yola to hug the toy to her chest. “You’ve been turned into a doll. I wondered why you were so quiet. I thought I did something wrong. I will avenge you, my friend! The fiend who did this to you will be destroyed! Not a speck . . . Did I do this? No, I sent you and the other broken lady to the brain hospital to get fixed. I think. There was something else I did there to help you, but I forgot. Do you know, person who has been following me ever since I left Gods’ Voice and thought I wouldn’t smell her breath? You eat too much garlic.”
 
   “It’s onions, not garlic, you idiot!” shouts a female voice.
 
   The clouds to Yola’s left swirl and transform into another goddess who creates a dress that resembles a tornado with two tails. The woman’s red and silver hair is repeatedly yanked by the violent clothing, so she strips naked and tosses the storm at a nearby island. The weather rips along the rocky coast and carves the detailed picture of a monkey into the solid earth. Feeling exposed, the stranger reaches out to Yola and yanks a copy of the other woman’s skin off. With a happy coo, the orange-eyed goddess slips into the new covering and admires herself in a gigantic mirror that rises out of the ocean.
 
   “It isn’t my favorite color scheme, but I can change it later,” the woman says while spinning her head. The stolen skin melts into a simple dress of white with sapphire skull trimming around the neck and hem. “This is definitely later. Now hand over your title and powers. I’ve defeated you.”
 
   “Did I put up a fight?”
 
   “No, you died crying.”
 
   “That’s a shame.”
 
   “You weren’t a worthy opponent.”
 
   “Are you sure because I always thought I was?” Yola asks as her green hair grows and thickens. The whip-like tresses smack their owner in the face with enough force to knock her head off, but she swiftly catches and reattaches the body part. “Thank you, Matilda. Who are you, my old and powerful rival? I don’t think we’ve met before.”
 
   “I’m Aeriel the Goddess of Insanity!” the woman declares with a mad cackle. She stops when her enemy yawns and tries to walk away. “Get back here! I’ve waited centuries for a chance to drag you back to Ambervale. The others kept stopping me, but Gabriel gave me permission this time. Well, he said he’d love to see me try to capture you then he got called away before he could tell me to behave. So come with me.”
 
   Yola floats around the other goddess and stretches her neck to get a closer look. Aeriel grows sharp fangs and tries to take a bite out of the extended flesh, but her incisors shatter on the stone-like skin. Reaching into her mouth, she pulls out a fresh set of teeth and reattaches them while Yola retracts her neck. Once the other deity is done, the Chaos Goddess goes back to her circling until Aeriel tears herself in half. With excited giggles and a torrent of curses, the two parts bounce into the clouds in the hope of being chased. Instead, Yola continues on her way to Shayd while whistling an ancient funeral dirge.
 
   “Dammit, you idiot! Fight me!” Aeriel roars as she reappears in front of her enemy. “I want your title, so fight me or gimme!”
 
   “Who are you again?”
 
   “I’m Aeriel the Goddess of Insanity!”
 
   “You said that already.”
 
   “Oh, sorry about that.”
 
   “Don’t worry about it. Nice to meet you.”
 
   “Happy to finally meet you too,” the younger goddess says, shaking her rival’s hand. A third hand appears from Aeriel’s wrist and snatches the Trinity figurine. “Surrender to me or I kill your friend. It won’t take long to . . . why is she so small and shiny? Did you know your friend doesn’t have an aura? Anyway, give me your title and I’ll spare this mortal.”
 
   “That’s only a doll,” Yola replies, scratching her head with arms that grow out of her lower back. “I misplaced my friend and I should get her back. She’d be lost without me because she has trouble focusing on her tasks. A real flighty girl, but she’s very sweet.”
 
   A cruel smile plays across the Insanity Goddess’s lips and a fiery oven sprouts from her chest. “I took her from you. See? I’ll burn her alive if you don’t do as I say.”
 
   “You monster. How dare you threaten an innocent toy in my presence? I, Yola Biggs the protector of . . . stuff, will rescue my . . . thing from you.”
 
   Aeriel turns into a swarm of mosquitos as Yola’s spear-like arms pass through her. The insects buzz around the Chaos Goddess’s head until her mouth becomes a vacuum that sucks all of them into her throat. An arm erupts from her right ear as the Insanity Goddess escapes and coils around her enemy like a hungry serpent. Yola melts into a floating puddle of butter that makes her enemy trip and fall into a nearby thunderstorm. Aeriel returns with crackling lightning stuck in her nose, which she sneezes at her rival. With a scream, the puddle evaporates into a yellow vapor that distracts the wild-haired deity long enough for her to get tackled from behind. The pair become a whirlwind of movement as they wrestle, each one trying to punch and kick the other in the knee. Yola grows a glass needle out of her palm and jabs Aeriel in the back of the skull, but the Insanity Goddess strikes with her own syringe to her enemy’s forehead. Screeching sparks fly from their eyes and a cocoon of emerald aura forms around the battling women. They struggle to separate themselves, but the energy gets tight enough to cause their bodies to begin merging into one.
 
   “Not good,” the goddesses mutter before they plummet toward the ocean below.
 
   They hit the water with frightening force, the impact sending a tsunami across the seas. Four small islands are wiped out by the waves and every ship within fifty miles is decimated. The goddesses plunge to the bottom of the ocean, trapped within their incredible power and too angry to untangle themselves. All that is left of the battle is a shining, half-melted figurine of Trinity that floats upon the calm water.
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   The inside of the large, wooden crate is dark and cramped with all of the figurines tightly packed. There are thick wads of cotton between the products to protect them from getting damaged if the container shifts or falls. Most of the toys show no signs of concern that they are enveloped by something that would suffocate a living creature. Yet this is a terrifying thought that takes hours for the disembodied champions to forget. A slight sense of calm washes over them when they realize that their new bodies are unable to breathe in the first place. They have no idea how long they have been trapped and talk only when they know there are no workers in the hold. Luke still has no idea how his sound sight can work without functional ears, but he refuses to question the solitary scrap of good luck they have had since their battle with Yola and Trinity.
 
   “Should I try to talk to them again?” Sari asks, her voice coming from multiple directions. “Maybe they’ll believe me this time.”
 
   “You already tried it four times and they still think you’re a bunch of prototypes,” Luke replies while rubbing the pommels of his sabers. The touch of waterstone on his palms is unnerving, especially since his hands still feel like they are made of flesh. “I say we wait to get delivered and sneak off when nobody is looking. We’re in trouble if any people see us walking and talking.”
 
   “I agree, but we need to make a plan in case we get separated,” Delvin mentions from somewhere near the bottom of the crate. The others can hear him struggle in vain to climb the other dolls and cotton. “If that happens then everyone will make their way to Rainbow Tower. Nyx isn’t in here, so we can contact her through Cyril and Willow. Dariana is probably hunting for us too since there wasn’t a toy for her to be put into. Then again, she could be in something else, but I’m trying to be optimistic. I’m surprised they haven’t contacted the ship to turn around.”
 
   “I heard a few of the workers discuss how the communication orbs were destroyed in the attack,” Timoran interjects while climbing to the top of the crate. He lifts the lid to peek out at the other containers. “Yola Biggs could have placed Nyx in a random figurine and she could be in another box. We will find out more when we reach our destination.”
 
   “We’ve been hovering for a while now, so unloading will be soon,” Luke whispers as he joins the barbarian. He scans the hold for the shifting sounds of movement, but all he can pick up is the distant hum of the ship. “If Nyx and Dariana are in another crate then they’ve spent this entire trip in silence. I’m sure Dariana would have tried to contact us with her mind. What happens if somebody buys us?”
 
   “Fizzle no want to be pet,” the drite whines from his corner of the container. He struggles to move among the other soft dolls, but all of them are squished in tight. “Fizzle think have small magic, but no control. Scared to try. What about Sari?”
 
   “I have a little magic, but nothing connected to my naiad heritage,” the gypsy replies from all over the crate. “Let me take a look outside too.”
 
   The entire crate shakes and rocks as twelve Saris climb out of the cotton to peer out the slit that Timoran has made. A few grumbling voices can be heard from the ones that get stuck beneath the collapsing figurines and padding. Only one of the complaining toys sounds like Delvin while the others resemble Sari if she had food in her mouth. Unable to stand on the shifting contents, Luke and Timoran lose their balance and fall into the mess as the lid slams closed. Once organized and neat, the champions are now trapped within a sea of wadding and inanimate figurines.
 
   “How many of you are in this crate?” Delvin asks as he searches for his missing shield. He gives up looking and takes one from a nearby figurine, its face staring blankly at him. “I swear there were only three of you yesterday.”
 
   “There’s always been fifteen of me in here. Most of us woke up today,” Sari answers with a chorus of giggles. One of them crawls through the cotton and toys to snuggle up to Luke. “I think we should find a way to stick together. Maybe tie ourselves back to back and people will buy us as a pair. Or we can go front to front.”
 
   Another Sari pounces on the first one and they tumble through a gap in the cotton. Two more try to grab Luke’s arms, which click and come out of their sockets. More Saris try to get at the half-elf until they are beaten away by one in a torn dress and dirt patches painted on her exposed skin. The growling gypsy drags Luke into a corner and hunkers down in front of him, snapping at anyone who approaches. She hugs the dismembered arms while cooing, the crazed toy eventually reattaching them. As the others close in on the corner, a shimmering cloak of aura falls over them and they collapse with their eyes open.
 
   “I’m really worried about me,” the only conscious Sari admits while she gets her foot untangled from the ponytail of another Luke doll. Her red top and yellow skirt resemble something Nyx would wear, but with a lower neckline. “I’ve been fractured between all of these toys. Most of them are caught up in playfulness and lust, which is why they went for Luke. I’m surprised they didn’t try anything earlier, but I think he was always standing near the overprotective one. Guess they finally saw an opening. Though I already sense that a few of them are shifting their interests toward Delvin and Timoran. It’s weird, but I can only catch a hint of their desires. They’re rather vague because I’m the rational mind and don’t share their wants. Such an undercurrent of misery within them too. Why would this be done to me?”
 
   “It might not have been on purpose,” Timoran suggests while he tucks the Saris into the cotton. The grinding of distant gears and hurried voices urges him to work faster, the others following his example. “I am not an expert on Yola, but her followers have always admitted that she is easily confused. She might have been unable to decide on a single figurine to put you into and splitting you was her solution. It is strange that most of you are prone to be lustful. I would think each aspect of your personality would go into one doll.”
 
   “I’d think that too,” the gypsy admits, scratching her head. She daintily lifts her skirt to examine the dagger painted on her thigh. “This whole thing makes no sense. We should consider sneaking out of the crate and hiding on the ship. Letting all of . . . me out of here might be more trouble than we realize.”
 
   “I think there’s a set of lockers nearby,” Delvin says as he returns the shield to the other figurine. “If even one of us can get there then that person can get help. I say we run over there in groups of three. Going out there at once might make too much noise.”
 
    A loud bang shakes the ship and the sound of rushing feet wake the slumbering Saris who tumble down to the bottom when the container is tipped on its side. The crate is carried outside, the morning sun sending beams through gaps in the knotted wood. Shouts and screams erupt from all around the champions who try to burrow further into the thick wadding. They can catch a few words in the growing din, but it is not enough for them to figure out where they are or what is going on. As if battling against a strong current, the container moves back and forth in a desperate attempt to push forward. Fizzle manages to press his eye against an open knot, but all he can see is a beautiful sky.
 
   “Not raining. That good. Maybe in Gods’ Voice and friends find us. Sound like same mob.”
 
   With some cursing from the exhausted gnomes, the crate tips over and crashes onto the hard ground. The lid pops off and tiny fingers yank Fizzle out of the pile of toys before the cover can be reattached. Two of the Saris scramble to the top and attempt to lift the lid as they are jostled and bounced along. Another shout erupts when the container is placed down and the top is removed, hands of all sizes immediately grabbing at the toys.
 
   Timoran and several of the Saris are gone in seconds while Delvin is repeatedly picked up and dropped back into the crate. He recognizes Gaia’s marketplace from the quick views he gets during his brief moments out of the container. A yelp from the right causes the warrior to turn and he watches Luke get lifted away by his head. Someone grabs Delvin and holds him high enough to see a young boy giving money to the shopkeeper. The child hurries into the crowd with the forest tracker clutched to his chest. Again, the person who has the former mercenary tosses him back into the crate where he lands on the red and yellow Sari.
 
   “This is definitely a worst case scenario,” the gypsy mutters as more toys are taken out of the container. “People aren’t even waiting for us to be put on the table. Do you have any-”
 
   Sari is roughly lifted out of the pile by her hair and dangled in front of a familiar, and slightly unwelcomed, face. Knowing she has to be careful, the gypsy holds back a flood of curses as Kira Grasdon stares at her. Something about the woman’s expression makes Sari wonder if the Luck Goddess is subtly involved and trying to help the champions regain their body. Far below, the gypsy sees Delvin get taken by the shopkeeper and placed on the counter with a discount sign at his feet.
 
   “Guess I have all the others, so I need one of you for the set,” Kira mutters as she checks the toy for damage. Tossing a few coins to the shopkeeper, the heiress grips her new toy by the hair and pushes her way out the busy marketplace.
 
   *****
 
   “What do you mean you’re sold out?” Catarina asks the halfling shopkeeper while violently shaking him by the collar. Bessaria shifts to keep her rider on the saddle and pleadingly bleats at Dariana. “These were delivered two hours ago. We raced over here with the help of potions and gods. How can you be sold out?”
 
   “It’s not my fault, lady!” the red-haired halfling exclaims, slipping out of her grasp and hiding behind his stall. “The shipment was late, so people swarmed the marketplace when the delivery arrived. It took us thirty minutes to clear a spot for that strange vessel to land and people crowded around as soon as it stopped making noise. It’s usually bad at the beginning of the month, but it was worse because of the delay. I suggest you take your argument up with the creator and leave me alone.”
 
   “I am the creator!”
 
   “I’m sorry, everyone,” Dariana apologizes before wiping her companion’s last statement from the witness’ minds. She pats Bessaria on the head and smiles at Catarina, a touch of irritation in her white eyes. “You’re right, my friend. We should find a place to rest for a bit and get something to eat. It’s a shame we couldn’t get here in time, but there will be more deliveries in the future. No sense in making a scene and causing a riot.”
 
   “Good point,” the gnome responds, catching the warning in the champion’s voice. She bows to the shopkeeper and tosses a gold coin onto his table. “My apologies for the outburst. I was really looking forward to seeing if the rumors were true. I heard that some of the new toys could move and talk on their own. Guess you would have noticed that.”
 
   “I certainly would,” the halfling agrees while straightening his remaining wares. “I know your people are geniuses, but that sounds pointless. It would be like having a pet golem and those aren’t much fun. The ability to speak means talking back too, so one can easily see where all the trouble would come from.”
 
   “Very true,” Dariana says before mentally urging Bessaria to saunter towards a nearby tavern. “Have a good day, sir, and may you sell all, but your shirt and shoes.”
 
   Still feeling guilty, Catarina throws another coin to the halfling as the sheep trots away. The beast gets nervous as it nears the horses tied to the hitching post, the only open space between a pair of majestic stallions. The larger animals whinny and snicker at Bessaria who bleats in protest to being left behind. With a comforting pat on the head, her rider gives her a carrot that she happily shows off to the snorting horses. When the brown and white mount on her left leans over to snap at the snack, Bessaria slips under the hitching post and makes a show of devouring the food.
 
   “Try to make friends, old girl,” Catarina whispers into the sheep’s ear. “I’d say act like you would for my father, but I know the stories.”
 
   The gnome makes sure Bessaria is secured and her tether is laced with a sour liquid to prevent her from chewing through the leather. Confident that the beast will not get loose, the tired and slightly frustrated travelers head into the tavern. The waitresses and bartender are taking advantage of the light crowd by cleaning the free tables and restocking the glasses, but all of them take a moment to wave to the newcomers. Everyone stares for a little too long at Dariana, her height and silver hair making her stand out. She changes her tresses to a dull brown as if dropping an illusion and breathes a sigh of relief when she loses their attention. Catarina is already at the bar with two drinks, one of which she offers to Dariana.
 
   “Thanks, but I don’t drink alcohol. I’ll have water,” the telepath says while flashing a smile at the frowning bartender. “I can still pay as if it’s ale. Though I can . . . smell that you have a few juices for cooking, so I can take a glass of one of those. Any flavor is fine.”
 
   “You’re an odd one,” the bearded man claims while pouring her a mug of apple juice. “Can I interest you in something to eat?”
 
   “A loaf of bread and two big bowls of beef stew,” Catarina requests, her stomach roaring at the sight of an orc stirring a large pot in the kitchen. The bartender knocks on the window and holds up two fingers for the cook before walking to the far side of the bar. “Can you sense any of them, Dariana? We can wander around and ask if anybody has heard rumors of strange figurines, but that could take days. By my guess, we have a week left.”
 
   “It’s rather confusing,” Dariana admits while massaging her aching temples. The cool juice takes the edge off her headache, so she drinks half of her mug in one gulp. “Timoran, Delvin, and Luke are clear, but they’re not together. Still, they should be relatively easy to locate. Fizzle is faint, so I can’t get even a general location. The one that worries me is Sari. She’s all over the city. I count fifteen . . . sixteen thought patterns that match her. At least I think they’re all her. I’ve never felt anything like this before. If I had to guess, I’d say she’s been divided between multiple dolls. That does sound like something Yola might do.”
 
   “We should pick up the boys first,” the gnome suggests as she flips through one of her notebooks. She swiftly tucks it into her pocket when their steaming meal is placed in front of them. “They could help with Sari and Fizzle.”
 
   “How do you know they can talk and move?”
 
   “I don’t, but I figured it couldn’t hurt to ask.”
 
   “We should investigate Sari first.”
 
   “It’s your decision.”
 
   “If I can get my hands on one of them, I can call the rest to me.”
 
   “And we can use the multiple Saris to collect the others.”
 
   With a small nod, Dariana eats her meal and lets her mind drift along the threads that lead to her friends. Every time she comes close to making contact with one of them, they move out of range and she goes back to wandering along the thoughts of Gaia. When Timoran disappears, she becomes curious and waits for him to return. A cold wind whips at her psyche and she can sense ice forming in her brain, the realization coming a moment too late for her to stop the attack. The pain hits Dariana like a hammer to the face and she snaps herself back to her body. It is such a jolt to her system that she spills her stew and loses all feeling in her hands. She desperately shakes them, but her fingers remain in twisted, unnatural positions. Glancing at the mirror behind the bar, she sees that her lips are blue and the comforting warmth of the tavern feels like the heat of the desert.
 
   “Are you okay?” Catarina asks as she sprays a yellow mist on the mess. The liquid of the stew evaporates and becomes an aromatic cloud that spreads across the tavern. “You’re sweating and a lot paler than you were a moment ago. Plus your lips were blue for a few seconds.”
 
   Dariana finishes her juice and inhales some of the warm fog that was once her meal. “Yola’s magic makes it difficult for me to track them. I don’t know how helpful I’ll be at long range. It’s like my friends run away whenever my telepathy gets close. If I linger at their previous location then I get attacked by a defense that tries to freeze my brain.”
 
   “In that case, you don’t need all of your abilities,” Isaiah interjects from a table in the corner. The fireskin stomps his staff on the floor and a spell washes over the tavern to put everyone, but Dariana, into a temporal stasis. “We need to discuss your focus. Gabriel and Ambrosine were unable to tell you some things, but they sent me a vision. Consider it a benefit of being a god’s mortal tool.”
 
   “You’re being awfully polite,” the champion says as she touches Catarina’s arm. A pulse of energy moves through the gnome and she begins to shudder out of the enchantment. “I prefer to have another set of ears and eyes for this. Not that I don’t trust you, but Ms. Warrenberg might have some insight that will help us.”
 
   The crimson-robed caster scowls and licks his scaly lips, but shrugs his acceptance. “I doubt it because all I bring are orders and warnings. Still she is part of this adventure, so it would be rude to leave her out.”
 
   “So your treatment of me really is personal.”
 
   “I never said it wasn’t.”
 
   The gnome fully awakens to the sight of Isaiah and Dariana staring at each other, the fireskin’s eyes narrowing into yellow slits. The telepath considers reading his thoughts, but she would be too tempted to make a few changes to his memories. After years of being distrusted and hated by this bulky dragon-man, she is not sure she can hold back her darker urges. From his sneer, Dariana knows that he has the advantage in this encounter and will probably always be in control of their meetings. Without her friends, she does not have the strength to stand up to Isaiah and push for an answer to why he hates her.
 
   “I’ll sit here quietly unless you need me or I have something essential to add,” Catarina interrupts while going back to her meal. As an afterthought, she hands the rest of the bread to Dariana and slides a tray of butter across the bar. “Best not to fight and argue on an empty stomach. I have a feeling you’re going to need the energy.”
 
   “Good to see you have an ally with wisdom,” Isaiah says with a polite bow to the inventor. He approaches the women and lifts Dariana’s chin with the rounded emerald of his staff, the cold surface making her uncomfortable. “The only person who can return your companions to their bodies is Yola Biggs and she’s trapped in the ocean. I’m sure you could track her if you tried, but you need to retrieve her too. That means you need to be in two places at once because you are the only one who can locate the other champions. At least to some extent. It does appear that something is blocking you from progressing quickly. Time is of the essence considering Yola is the only one who can repair Nyx and Trinity too.”
 
   “Repair?” both women ask.
 
   Isaiah turns around and waves his staff to create illusions of Nyx and Trinity in the center of the room. Their bodies are crackling with lightning and a fiery energy emanates from the deepest part of their core. The pulsing magic becomes a horrifying light that swiftly roils out of control, the flames leaving shimmering burn marks on whatever they touch. When the channelers’ auras meet, the two powers bash into each other like battling rams. The tavern shakes while the air heats up, causing the frozen patrons to sweat. With a screeching explosion, the room is wiped away in a wave of darkness, leaving only those who are still conscious. Nervously perched on her chair, Catarina drops her spoon and watches it plunge into the endless abyss beneath their feet.
 
   “I hope that comes back,” she mutters, her stomach still growling. The utensil returns to her hand and the bowl of remaining stew materializes before her eyes. “Thank you. I’ve a feeling this will help me be calm while I hear this.”
 
   “The channelers blocked enough of Yola’s spell so that they kept their bodies. Their defenses weren’t enough to protect them entirely, which resulted in their minds being broken,” Isaiah explains while the tavern gradually returns to normal. To help drive his darkness spell away, the fireskin repeatedly taps his staff on the floor. “They have been placed in a facility and their memories have been altered to slow their mental degradation. We don’t know the details of Yola’s spell, but we do know that it has caused their auras to build like water behind a dam. A meltdown from channelers with the power of Nyx and Trinity could destroy most of Windemere. At the very least, Ralian would be turned into an ocean-filled crater.”
 
   “So it isn’t enough that I find my friends, but I need to find Yola too,” Dariana says as she crosses her legs and closes her eyes. “How long do we have before the explosion? We have a week to save the others, so I’d like to know which is more urgent.”
 
   “If the servants of Zelacryd keep them under control then you have a little more than a week,” the caster replies while scratching his chest. He flicks a dead scale away, the missing patch exposing pink skin beneath his natural armor. “The timing of both situations match up, which took an extra push from Gabriel. He has struggled to control some of this disaster without overstepping his boundaries. I trust this toy problem will be settled soon.”
 
   Catarina raises her empty glass to Isaiah and smirks. “We’re working on a way to make everyone happy. Let’s focus on getting your champions back in their bodies and preventing two channelers from exploding. Besides, all production has been halted until this is handled and we can create a curse protection system. Are you ready to go, Dariana?”
 
   “I’m sorry, but I need everyone to be quiet while I concentrate,” the telepath requests while she keeps herself on the edge of a deep trance. “This must be done very carefully. If I’m broken out of my mind too early then it will fail and I will be useless for days. I should mention that I will need a night’s rest after this, but we can discuss that later.”
 
   With a droning hum, Dariana plunges into her mind and drifts to the silent center of her psyche. The pristine core resembles a bubble that is spinning within a white chamber. A thin blade grows from the telepath’s right arm as she circles the primal source of her essence and abilities. Releasing a slow breath, Dariana cuts the core in half and captures one of the pieces before they can recombine. As her body shudders, she forces the new core out of her mind and it appears over the empty barstool next to Catarina. With a hissing burst of energy, another Dariana forms around the ivory bubble and hops to her shaky feet.
 
   “I will track down Yola Biggs and the main me will stay here,” the new Dariana states while her shirt changes from white to red. She gives off a powerful air of confidence and determination that makes her seem like a different person. “Once one of us finishes our mission, we’ll merge where we are still needed. At least I think that’s how this works. To be honest, I’ve never done this for anything more than scouting. So I will go out and return as soon as I can. Good luck to all of you and keep the other me in one piece.”
 
   “You got it,” Catarina whispers as she watches the double sprint out of the tavern. She turns to ask Isaiah a question and finds that the fireskin has disappeared, everyone is moving again, and the original Dariana has fallen to the floor. “This is why I stay in my lab. Anybody know where we can get a room?”
 
   *****
 
   The docks are busy as the sun disappears and the green moon rises, urging the sailors to finish their tasks before dark. Ships of all sizes and styles have dropped anchor, most of them merchant vessels from around the world. All of the vessels have raised their sails and thrown out extra mooring lines in preparation for a windy night. Brave gulls swoop at the scraps of fish that the local fishermen have left behind and a few brown pelicans lazily perch on the wooden pylons. Several sailors are leaning over the ships’ railings to talk to the friendly sea elves who are preparing to return to the Island of Pallice. A few more deals are made for the rare deep sea items that only they can reach before the small group of aquatic merchants dive into the rising tide. With the sun nothing more than a sliver on the horizon, the hard-working seamen talk of the day’s adventures and the desire for a warm meal. Even as the shadows stretch, the docks are filled with boisterous energy that puts a smile on everyone’s face.
 
   The confident Dariana patiently sits on the edge of the dock, her bare feet dangling over the lapping waves. She notices a large form swimming beneath her and sends a gentle warning to the shark that it best hunt away from the city. A few sailors call out casual warnings to those scraping barnacles off their ships when they see the giant fin rise out of the water. The champion is impressed how they refuse to panic in the presence of such a dangerous predator, which makes it more difficult for her to choose a ship. After scanning the minds of the sailors for a few hours, she has only learned that the open ocean is not a place for the timid. She cringes when the sea shanties appear in her mind again, the catchy tunes having outgrown their amusement a long time ago.
 
   “Is there anything I can help you with?” an old sailor asks as he approaches Dariana. He is covered in heavy clothes and his circular hat is so low that it nearly covers his blue eyes. “It’s going to become rather lonely out here in about an hour. Be a shame if you miss your chance to get whatever you’ve been waiting for.”
 
   “Thank you, sir, but I shouldn’t be much longer,” she replies as she reaches out to scan the man’s mind. She finds herself slipping on his psyche, the difficulty reminding her of walking on ice. “I haven’t felt that sensation since before the Great Cataclysm. Though, I thought all of the placids were wiped out during that time.”
 
   “We still have a few colonies hidden around the world,” the man says with a yellow-toothed grin. He removes his gloves and rolls up his sleeves to show that his arms are made completely out of pristine water. “I’m only a half-river, but it’s enough to make me interesting. Much like someone old enough to remember the old Windemere. By the way, the name is William ‘Drip Fingers’ Lacyn. You can add a captain if you wish, but I’m humble.”
 
   “Dariana,” the telepath replies before accepting the old man’s handshake. She is surprised that the touch of his watery skin is wet, but solid like real flesh. “You don’t seem phased by my age.”
 
   “It’s in your eyes,” William claims as he sits next to her. He removes his hat and places it on his lap, his thumb running along one of the seams. “I’m sorry if I sound insulting, but they look old. Something about the way you stare at things tells me that you’ve seen much throughout your life. You’re possibly even a little confused about what’s around you now. Being alive for so long would explain that and I’ve seen enough strangeness out there to believe anything is possible. After all, the gods exist.”
 
   “And did they send you to help me?”
 
   The sailor runs a hand over his thinning hair, which makes the locks slick and moist. “A fireskin told me you needed assistance and that he was tired of watching you waste precious time. Something about needing to find a lost goddess and rescuing the champions that everyone is talking about these days. I wouldn’t have paid him any mind if not for a few stories I’ve heard from a fellow captain. Well that and the money he gave me.”
 
   “That bastard won’t let me handle things at my own pace,” Dariana growls, scanning the docks for Isaiah. She finds him in a tavern and makes him belch several times as he orders a drink, leaving the caster apologizing profusely to the disgusted waitress. “So he hired you to help me. I’m surprised he didn’t recruit you into his fake organization. When do we depart?”
 
   “Actually, I already have a job for tomorrow, so I’m handing over most of the money to you,” William admits before tossing a bag of gems to the scowling woman. He plucks a few sapphires from the collection and tucks them into his pocket. “The rest will get you a ship and crew for your journey. Look for the one with a winged horse figurehead. The captain is an old friend who loves these kinds of adventures. Woman by the name of Claria Furytide. Tell her I sent you and she’ll give you some consideration.”
 
   Dariana grabs the edge of the dock and flips to her feet, gaining the applause of a nearby crew. “Thank you, Captain Lacyn.”
 
   With a final bow to William, she jogs toward the south side of the dockyards in search of the suggested ship. Dariana finds the small vessel sitting between a pair of fully-armed dreadnaughts that fly the peacock crest of Duke Solomon. The winged horse of her destination shimmers with magic and its paint matches the dark blue sails that are carefully being furled. Most of the crew are halflings who move around the deck and rigging with mesmerizing acrobatics, all of them singing the song that the telepath recently got out of her head. A pair of dwarves grunt as they move heavy crates and bags of supplies across the deck, their blonde beards braided with dried seaweed. Standing at the helm of the slender ship is a gorgeous female orc who is wearing a black tunic and ivory pants. Her hat is adorned with two long feathers and she has a bandolier of daggers across her chest. The tall captain towers over her diminutive crew, which makes her seem even more imposing.
 
   The gangplank has already been lifted, so Dariana effortlessly leaps onto the ship. The moment she lands, the sailors stop what they are doing to draw their weapons and surround the intruder. Their steely eyes and steady hands make the telepath smirk, which causes a few halflings to take a cautious step back. The dwarves muscle their way through the crowd and aim heavy crossbows at Dariana, the powerful bolts designed to puncture the hull of a ship. Still at the helm, Captain Furytide watches the silver-haired woman and yawns.
 
   “I really hope you have a good reason for this,” the blonde orc announces as she juggles a pair of dice. She rolls them on the deck and calls them back to her gloved hand as soon as they stop. “You have four minutes to explain yourself. Otherwise my men will escort you off my ship and I don’t mean back onto the dock.”
 
   “Captain Lacyn sent me here,” Dariana calmly answers. The captain draws a cutlass and leaps to the lower deck, her bare feet hitting the wood with a thud. “I have a job and he couldn’t take it. He said you were into adventures.”
 
   “That man is a cowardly worm, but he’s right,” Claria states while she makes her way through her crew. She stops in front of Dariana, bringing them nose to nose in an attempt to intimidate the slightly shorter woman. “My crew and I love a good treasure hunt. Though, I sense you’re looking for something else. I don’t smell the musk of an old map and you wouldn’t be so bold if you had something like that memorized. That kind of attitude can get you killed. I think I’ll give you an extra minute because I’m curious.”
 
   “You’re mercenaries,” the telepath says as she leans on the railing. Her foot twitches when she realizes how easy it would be to kick the captain in the chin. “I have a bag of gems that I’ll give you upfront and five hundred gold coins when we return. The only thing you have to do is bring me out to sea in search of someone.”
 
   “Sounds too easy, so there has to be a catch. Who are you looking for?”
 
   “I can only share that information if you take the job.”
 
   “Well nothing is stopping me from taking your money as compensation for trespassing on my ship. Now tell me what I want to know.”
 
   “I don’t have time for this.”
 
   With a flick of her wrist, Dariana throws the bag of gems at Claria’s face. The captain instinctively ducks the pouch, which hits one of the dwarves and opens onto the deck. Nobody moves to touch the glittering jewels as the crew keeps their eyes on the intruder. Dariana hops onto the slick railing and leaps over Claria, who spins to strike with her cutlass. The champion catches the blade between her fingers and locks her opponent’s arm muscles. Her other hand strikes with the speed of a snake and playfully taps her enemy’s forehead, freezing the orc in place. All of the information about Yola Biggs and the trouble she caused in Nevra Coil is delivered to the captain’s defenseless mind. Dariana refuses to release the other woman due to a constant wave of aggression that thickens the air.
 
   “You want me to chase a goddess?” Claria angrily asks, her snarl revealing her sharp incisors. Leaving her sword in Dariana’s hand, the orc pulls away and draws a dagger to defend herself. “I get that you’re one of these champions and you have the power to defeat my entire crew. You may even be able to take control of us if I refuse. Still, these men are my family and I won’t throw them into this type of danger for such a simple treasure.”
 
   “I need a ship and you have the fastest in Gaia at this time,” Dariana declares while she thinks of a way to get the captain’s help. Her eyes fall on the cutlass and she flips it in her hand, the edge stopping a hair from her palm. “I can swear on my blood that you and your crew will be safe. The only way harm will come to you is if I die first. I’m ready to swear on your figurehead like in the old days.”
 
   With an exaggerated bow, the blonde-haired orc points her dagger at the winged horse. She is surprised when Dariana walks across the deck and jumps onto the bowsprit. The silver-haired woman hooks her legs around the projection and swings upside down to face the figurehead. She slashes the back of her hand and wipes the blood on the horse’s muzzle, the shallow cut burning at the polished wood’s touch. With a grunt of exertion, Dariana pulls herself back onto the bowsprit and walks back to the gathered crew. She wipes the cutlass clean on her sleeve and returns the blade to Captain Furytide’s scabbard.
 
   “I guess we’re setting sail,” the mercenary says with a grin. She stomps on the deck three times to spur her men to action. “Welcome to the Ghost Pegasus, Ms. Champion.”
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   Doctor Eltzer quietly waits for her patient to speak and uses the break to sip at a glass of ice water. It has been silent for ten minutes, which is not unusual when she meets with Nyx for one-on-one sessions. Unlike her defiant sibling, the half-elf is very timid and spends much of her time curled in a ball on the plush chair. She is braver when she has Trinity to attract most of the attention, but those meetings rarely give the Elven doctor any insight into the soft-spoken woman. After a little over a decade, Nyx still refuses to discuss her dreams and thoughts due to a deep-seated fear of being told she is wrong. It is as if the delusion of being a champion is the only thing she knows even though there is a mountain of proof against it being true. Scowling in response to her deep pity for Nyx, Doctor Eltzer places her drink on the table between them and steeples her fingers to gain her patient’s attention.
 
   “I was hoping you would start our session for once,” the elf says in a soft voice. She breathes on her hands, the action releasing the hint of tension in her muscles. “You know I don’t want to upset you, but we need to talk. It’s the only way to uncover the source of your delusions. Don’t you want to leave Zelacryd and live a normal life?”
 
   “What’s a normal life?” Nyx innocently counters.
 
   The doctor shifts uncomfortably in her chair, surprised by the question. “It’s whatever you want it to be. The important part is that you’re happy and able to live within society. Your belief that gods have chosen you to battle an ancient darkness is dangerous. If it progresses then you could hurt an innocent person that you mistake for a threat.”
 
   “I’d never hurt anybody,” the young woman argues, pulling her legs closer to her chest. A shudder runs through her body and her voice chokes up as she speaks. “I . . . I think I’ve already hurt people. You say they’re delusions, but I can remember the deaths. The screams and the bodies haunt my dreams. So many have died by my hand that I can’t believe they’re anything other than reality.”
 
   “We’re back to Hero’s Gate. Let me show you this again.”
 
   Doctor Eltzer goes to the small library that she keeps in her office, every book having been memorized over the years. Tying her blonde hair back, she pulls a wheeled ladder to the corner of the towering bookcases that cover the door-side wall. The deep shelf above the entrance is filled with old scrolls that have been collected from around Windemere. Each one is about a major event that birthed a flood of patients for Zelacryd, which is information that Doctor Eltzer keeps on hand to help people face their fears. She pulls a small scroll out from the bottom of the tightly packed collection and unrolls it to make sure it is the right one.
 
   “I believe many of your delusions are caused by post-traumatic stress,” the calm elf explains as she climbs down the ladder. She opens the scroll on the table and leaves it there with the hope that it will coax Nyx out of her chair. “We do know you’ve been trained as a caster since childhood and you witnessed several spells gone wrong. You lost many friends to these accidents and you began to believe that the reason it never happened to you was due to this destined hero concept. Your sister has the same thought, but she is driven more by ego than feeling like she is cursed. Then again, you could have turned out like her if it wasn’t for Hero’s Gate. Look at the scroll and tell me your thoughts.”
 
   “No,” Nyx states, flicking her hand to blow the parchment off the table. “I don’t want to remember that. It made the Krypters and they’re still out there.”
 
   “Yes, but they are not your problem,” the doctor says as she retrieves the scroll. She holds it out for Nyx to see, but the half-elf clenches her eyes closed. “You were in Hero’s Gate when a goblin swarm attacked and you were nearly killed. That much is true, but you didn’t kill them with this supposed Genocide spell. Such a thing doesn’t exist and even if it did, you wouldn’t have the power to cast it. Instead, you were rescued by Mayor Highrider and his guards. As for these Krypters, they were created from the dead goblins by a Lich in order to destroy Tzefira the Mercenary Queen and Luke Callindor. None of that has anything to do with you and it’s on a much smaller scale than an ancient darkness threatening to consume us all.”
 
   “Tzefira is my mother and Luke is my best friend!” Nyx argues in a surge of anger. Fire bursts from her hands and she falls back into her chair, the cushions igniting and turning to ash within seconds. The young woman leaps to her feet and backs against the glass wall, shaking her arms and crying steaming tears. “Put it out! Get the fire away from me! I don’t want it on me! It hurts!”
 
   “Calm down and will it away,” the doctor says as she inches closer with a bucket of magic-cancelling foam. When the flames run up the half-elf’s arm, the doctor dumps the goo on her and the spell puffs out. “Don’t worry about the outburst because, as usual, we are always prepared for such an event. I hope you see that your pyrophobia is proof that many of your champion-based memories are false. In our talks, you have said that you wield fire, but you are still incapable of going within five feet of a lit candle. Come back over here and I’ll get you some ice water.”
 
   Her heart beating harder than ever, Nyx lets the doctor lead her to a wooden chair and patiently waits for her drink. The clink of ice against the glass makes her pause with the rim touching her dry lips. Fresh tears form in her violet eyes and she runs her fingers through her short, unkempt hair. She drops the cup on the floor, the glass shattering on the wood and the ice skittering in every direction.
 
   “I had another sister,” Nyx cries, curling up in the chair. Rolling onto her side, she reaches out to attract an ice cube to her hand and hugs it to her chest. “She wasn’t a blood relation, yet I loved her like family. She could control water and ice. I can see her in my mind, but I don’t remember her name. Maybe she was another champion. Why is she blocked and the others aren’t?”
 
   “You speak of Sari who was very real to you when you first arrived here,” Doctor Eltzer explains as she gets a broom to clean up the glass. Worried about the safety of her patients, she is very careful and crouches to examine the floor for even the smallest shard. “Sari Kayn was another patient in Zelacryd. She suffered from kleptomania and vivid nightmares. A sweet child that took pity on you and was your friend until she was rehabilitated. She left to go back to her family and you added her to your delusions. It’s similar to Tzefira and Luke Callindor. You heard of the Mercenary Queen and imagined her as your birth mother. I would not be surprised if her burn scars factor into the reason you’re terrified of fire. This relates to the delusion that you and Tzefira were separated in an attack on your village. Again, we have no real proof for any of this. Luke is an odd one though. Much like this Timoran Wrath that you mention, there’s never been any connection to you. They’re famous names, so you might have absorbed them early on in your delusions. Possibly before we found you.”
 
   “So Sari is out there somewhere. All of them are, but only Sari knows me. Fizzle and Delvin could be out there too.”
 
   The elf holds back a tired sigh while dumping the glass shards into a sheep-shaped trashcan. “Drites don’t interact with people and Delvin . . . you know he was a fellow apprentice who died during your training. We’ve been over that event many times and you keep putting him back into your delusions. I know we made progress with the death of your teacher, Fritz Warrenberg, who was killed during a mugging. You’ve accepted that. Please try to hold onto the truth of Delvin because it is an important step toward your recovery. If it helps, imagine reuniting with Sari once you and your sister are able to leave Zelacryd. That should give you strength.”
 
   “I’d like that, so I’ll do my best,” Nyx agrees, her hand searching the middle of her chest for something. For a brief moment, the channeler thinks she feels the smooth surface of a triangular gem, but the sensation vanishes when a sharp pain erupts behind her eyes. “I’m having another headache. I think I should go back to my room and rest.”
 
   “Very well,” Doctor Eltzer says, hitting a white button on her silver bracelet to call Nurse Bola. Instead, a curly-haired halfling walks in, his green eyes filled with apprehension. “This is unexpected. Is there a situation? Nyx needs to be escorted back to her room. She’s feeling ill again.”
 
   “There’s an incident in the top floor lounge,” the sweating nurse reports, his eyes flitting between the doctor and her patient. “Trinity is on the verge of having an episode. Nurse Bola went to handle it.”
 
   “Take Nyx to her room and let her pick a dessert from the cafeteria along the way. One for her sister too,” the elf hurriedly says while grabbing her white coat off a wall hook. She clips a black and red badge onto her belt, the polished glass sparking when attached. “Stay at their room and have three of the other nurses wait with you. Try to get one of the doppelgangers in case Trinity needs to be calmed.”
 
   “Please don’t hurt her,” Nyx begs from her chair. “She doesn’t mean to cause trouble. She’s just scared and overprotective.”
 
   Doctor Eltzer smiles warmly at the worried half-elf. “I promise she won’t be hurt. After all, we’re only here to help you.”
 
   *****
 
   Nurse Bola bangs on the doors to the top floor lounge, which have been locked by a powerful barrier. The other nurses rush to find another way into the room while the furious dwarf glares through the circular windows. All he can do is watch as a group of patients surround Trinity who is standing on a metal table. The cornered channeler’s hands have fire dripping from their fingers and she slowly turns to keep an eye on all of her attackers. A tall elf is already holding his broken nose while a woman, who keeps reaching for Trinity’s ankles, struggles to see out of a swollen eye. Prowling around the circle of patients is a short man with a shock of orange hair and arcane symbols etched into his chest, the carvings having healed into scars years ago. Three nurses have been trapped behind a black leather couch that has been merged with the walls. Whenever they push against the piece of furniture, the orange-haired man points at them and his hostages are pressed even tighter into the corner.
 
   “I told you I’d get my hands on you, princess,” the scarred caster claims while climbing onto another table. He flings a chair at Trinity, but the flexible chaos elf ducks and lets it strike a salivating orc in the face. The grunting brute shakes off the pain and gingerly touches the bleeding gash between his eyes. “I only had to bide my time and behave myself. The nurses were bound to put us together again. Too bad I wasn’t left with your sister first. I could have used her to control you.”
 
   “That just means you’re lucky. I would have killed you if you did anything to Nyx,” Trinity snarls, lifting her foot away from the flailing woman. She drives her heel into her attacker’s face, the sound of crunching bone making her shiver. “Leave me alone because I don’t want to kill any of you. Let the nurses go too, Steven.”
 
   “Do it yourself,” he replies, gesturing toward the couch to set it on fire.
 
   Trinity stares at the burning object and tries to counter his spell, but the flames only rise higher. Unable to use her magic, she leaps over the crowd and sprints toward the defenseless nurses. They scream in fear even when she is throwing the burning pillows off and tearing at the upholstery. Her bare hands are in agony by the time she puts the fire out and she is too injured to remove the rest of the couch. The only thing she can do is clear the smoke with a small breeze, allowing the nurses to breathe. As the three women point behind their rescuer, rough hands grab Trinity from behind and hurl her to the floor so Steven can stand over her.
 
   “Maybe we should call someone to help you,” the grinning man suggests with a frightening cackle. He licks his lips at the thought of making the chaos elf suffer. “Not so mighty, are you, princess?”
 
   “That’s Queen Trinity, you worm,” the channeler snaps. She spits up Steven’s nose and grunts when he stomps on her stomach. “I never did anything to you, so leave me alone. All I want is to be free and protect my family.”
 
   “Such pitiful dreams from a woman who claims to have great power,” he says, sneering as he lifts her by the neck. He pushes her into the arms of a female dwarf, but the stocky woman immediately tosses the slender chaos elf aside. “Don’t you want to get your mind back together and fix your sister? Then the two of you can conquer whatever land you want. Very few creatures can stop you. If you remain benevolent rulers and don’t reach for Ambervale then those rumored gods won’t bother creating champions.”
 
   “I don’t care about the power,” Trinity states, crawling to the wall and dragging herself to her feet. A wave of dizziness strikes, forcing her to hold onto a chair with enough strength to make her blistered palms bleed. “All I want to do is protect my sister and my people. They need me, especially Nyx who is so fragile and timid.”
 
   “Your sister might need you, but it’s probably too late for the chaos elves.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Everyone knows those creatures have been extinct since the Great Cataclysm.”
 
   “Such a pathetic lie.”
 
   “An ancient being emerged from the Chaos Void and wiped them out.”
 
   “Then how do you explain me?”
 
   Steven snaps his fingers and the couch falls to the ground, freeing the nurses who rush for the sealed door. “We’ve all seen you slip from time to time. The hair and eyes stay the same, but the skin goes tan for a second when you’re stressed. Those marks on your body aren’t from enhancer gems like the chaos elves once used. You etched them into your flesh like I did with my protection symbols. Did you ever wonder why your little sister is a half-elf and you’re a chaos elf? You never questioned how that’s possible? The answer is because you altered yourself with illusions to become something that no longer exists. All you want is to be special and unique, so a chaos elf is the perfect choice.”
 
   Trinity is about to argue when her stomach lurches and she falls to her knees. Pain pulses through her eyes, causing electrified tears to fall down her cheeks. The tiny drops of lightning gouge paths of sun-licked skin through her cobalt hue, but she does not realize the transformation until the streaks reach her bare arms. Panicking and holding her aching gut, Trinity tries to stop her skin from losing its beautiful color. Within minutes, she looks like a regular half-elf and the only remnant of her previous form is a pool of blue magic evaporating at her feet.
 
   “Doesn’t it feel better to stay true to yourself?” Steven asks as he signals for the others to close in on their victim. “Let’s remind her that it isn’t nice to lie. Work quickly because the spell on the door won’t last much longer.”
 
   Her hand transforming into a hammer of bone, Trinity charges through the other patients and leaps at Steven. The man catches her by the wrists and bends her backwards, exposing her face to a punch from one of his friends. Reverting her hand to its normal form, she slaps the floor and flip kicks Steven in the jaw, the blow sending him crashing into a table. Trinity coils her ankle-length ebony hair into a hardened braid and whips it around to batter the other patients. All of them back away with cuts and blossoming bruises on their faces. The patients let their fear take over as they stampede for the doors and try to help the nurses open them.
 
   “Maybe you took the form of a chaos elf because people call them monsters,” Steven laughs while getting to his feet. He wiggles his broken jaw, which does nothing to prevent him from talking clearly. “After all, we speak of them in nightmares because of the evil that lurks within their veins. When alive, nobody trusted them and always feared the day they would leave their continent and attack. It was probably a good thing they were eradicated before they ever got the chance. Do you wish to rule and conquer the world through fear like they planned?”
 
   “Shut up!” Trinity screams as she vaults over the table. Her fist strikes Steven’s chest and he shatters into thousands of shards, the pieces falling into a pile at her feet. “What did I do? By the gods, I think I killed him. I’m really sorry, but he pushed me too far. You all saw what he was doing to me. I didn’t even cast a spell. I just hit him with my fist and . . . does anybody believe me?”
 
   The doors burst open and Nurse Bola shoulders his way in with the foam hose. Everyone gets out of his way before he drenches Trinity, the force of the blast pushing her against the far wall. The dwarf advances on the stunned channeler and keeps the deluge going as the other patients and nurses escape into the hallway. He finally stops when the screaming woman transforms back into a chaos elf and goes limp.
 
   “It looks like you had another episode,” Nurse Bola states, dropping the hose to the ground and taking a seat. He looks over his shoulder when the doors creak open and Doctor Eltzer walks in, the elf rushing to her trusted assistant. “Things just got settled down, but it was a weird one, Roda. I was told that Trinity enchanted the other patients to attack her and trapped the nurses against the wall. By the time I arrived, she was cornered on the table by her victims. Then she set the couch on fire and tried to save the nurses from her own spell. I have no idea what she was doing after that. It looked like she was arguing with someone and she did a strange backflip that tells me she was fighting.”
 
   “Was it Steven again?” the doctor asks as she moves a fallen chair away from the whimpering chaos elf. Kneeling over Trinity, she tenderly moves the woman’s hair out of her eyes. “That is a powerful voice in your head and I believe it stems from the man who abused you during your training. He makes you wish you never existed, but angers you enough that you want to live. Such confliction in your mind, so it isn’t any wonder you fall into these fits. At least nobody was killed or severely hurt this time. Not like when you melted Tyler or threw Vile out the window and to his death.”
 
   “I never did those things,” Trinity mutters, the empty void created by the foam making her feel like she is about to die. “Tyler was killed by Luke Callindor and Vile . . . he disappeared while on a mission.”
 
   “Interesting how her allies are the enemies of her sister’s supposed friends,” Nurse Bola points out while he watches the hose retract into the hallway. “Do you think there’s some jealousy or hate on Trinity’s part? I’ve never seen anything more than overprotectiveness when it comes to Nyx, but it’s a big difference between their similar delusions.”
 
   “It is strange that this only comes up when Trinity is alone,” the doctor replies as she helps the chaos elf stand. Noticing a trickle of blood on her patient’s forehead, she examines the dazed woman’s eyes. “She appears to have taken a blow to the head, which may have started this episode. Check her for a concussion then bring her to her room. Nyx is waiting there with some food.”
 
   Trinity grabs the doctor by the arm, the force of her grip making the surprised woman yelp in pain. “Please tell me what’s going on. This isn’t right. I know this isn’t how it’s supposed to be. None of you feel right to me. Tell me who put us in here and what they want. There has to be a reason why things are so wrong and make no sense.”
 
   A bolt of black and white magic strikes Trinity from the ceiling and she collapses in a barely breathing heap. Nurse Bola curses under his breath as he puts on thick gloves and grabs the chaos elf by the shoulders. Unburdened by the slender channeler, he carries her toward the doors with the doctor following close behind.
 
   *****
 
   “Torches out!” Nurse Bola shouts before all of the lights die.
 
   A few patients bang on their doors and the sound of one sneaking out can be heard for the first ten minutes. With no reaction from the nurses, they give up on trying to get attention and fall into a restless slumber. Only Nyx and Trinity remain awake in their room, the sisters wearing matching yellow gowns and lying on their beds. They flick tiny stars at the ceiling to create patterns that become more complex as their competitiveness increases. Occasionally, one of them gets frustrated and tries to erase the work of the other, which causes a brief battle that always ends with muttered curses. By the time they get bored, there is an intricate picture of a tower-filled city flying above the ocean.
 
   “I have a strange question. Do you think I’m really your sister?” Trinity asks, sitting up in her bed. She sees a light appear around Nyx’s face and notices that the half-elf is leaning against the wall. “Think about it. I’m a chaos elf and you’re a half-elf, so there are only two options. Either we’re not really related or I transformed myself. Neither of those ideas makes me happy because it means I’m living a lie.”
 
   “We both are if the doctors and nurses can be believed,” Nyx replies, wrapping her blanket around her. Her hand slips under her gown to curiously finger the scar on her belly. “If we’re really suffering from delusions then everything we know could be wrong. If that’s the case then we’re living a false life for some reason. I think we should hold onto being sisters until we know the truth. Maybe it’s the only thing that will get us through this. Do you remember being in here for the last ten years?”
 
   The chaos elf scratches her head and rubs her eyes as she tries to recall the past decade. “I believe I’ve been here for that long, but I don’t remember much. Things get mixed up with what Doctor Eltzer calls my delusions. Not sure if it’s the same with you, but I can’t be sure of anything that isn’t in front of me. Then again, I might not be able to trust that either. I could have sworn somebody was attacking me in the lounge and I shattered him. Apparently, it was all in my mind and I manipulated everyone.”
 
   “Maybe Windemere is safer with us in Zelacryd,” the half-elf suggests, averting her gaze from the shocked glare of her sister. “I don’t like it either, but we’re dangerous and it doesn’t sound like we’ve improved in all these years. We can’t even remember what happened to put us in here.”
 
   “I think it was an explosion.”
 
   “That would make sense considering we’re casters.”
 
   “Then we should be free.”
 
   “I know, but think of-”
 
   “We could live in the mountains where we can’t hurt anybody,” Trinity argues, throwing her pillow at Nyx. The soft projectile is shoved back by a weak wind spell before it veers around the gust and hits its target. “I agree that we’re dangerous. The gods know I proved that today. Still, that doesn’t mean we should be locked up in an asylum. Windemere is full of isolated regions where we could live in peace and not threaten anyone. Maybe we can create a flying ship and go all the way to Cerascent. I hear there are some islands with nobody living on them, so we’d be safe and happy.”
 
   “Are you doing that?” Nyx asks, pointing at their sparkling picture of Nevra Coil.
 
   The lights on the ceiling swirl and shift into a horizontal portal that moves to the middle of the room. The star-like dots rain toward the ground to create a beam from which two figures emerge. Casandra helps Gola reach a nearby chair that walks across the floor to meet the Goddess of Magic. With a toothless smile, the elderly woman waves her staff and removes the portal. Before the gateway closes, a feathered form darts out of the shrinking light and hovers in front of the door. Rapidly flapping of its wings, the phoenix covers the window with ashes to prevent anyone from spying. The two channelers stare in wonder at the intruders, neither recognizing either of the women.
 
   “Hello,” Nyx says, shrugging at the groan she receives from Trinity. “It’s only polite to greet guests.”
 
   “They stepped out of a glowing portal created from our own magic,” the chaos elf points out. She gets comfortable on her bed and tucks her hands under her head. “Nothing more than figments of our imagination.”
 
   “I’m insulted,” Casandra mutters under her breath.
 
   “Now, dear, they are confused, so do not take it personally,” Gola whispers, patting the ancient channeler on the arm. The goddess peers into the auras of Nyx and Trinity, a frown forming on her wrinkled face. “Yola made a mess of them. An explosion is unavoidable unless she repairs the damage. I was hoping we could accomplish this, but the curse is connected to our little exile. The energy she left behind has it constantly changing, which means Yola is stronger than the last time I saw her. I cannot do anything without breaking the Law of Influence. Are you able to do anything, Casandra?”
 
   “So someone named Yola cursed us?” Nyx asks, jumping to her feet.
 
   “Stop indulging the delusions,” Trinity interrupts, knocking her sister back onto the bed with a hand of force. “Last time you did this, we were caught feeding apples to one of the nurses’ cats. I should say we stuffed the poor thing since it wasn’t alive past the fifth one. What did we call the thing? Fizzle, right?”
 
   “Yes, but hear me out. Just because they’re from our minds doesn’t mean they can’t tell us anything,” the half-elf contends, clutching her pillow to her chest. A relaxing breath steadies her nerves while her feet excitedly kick over the edge of her bed. “At least we get to talk to someone besides doctors and nurses. Now that I think about it, I only remember ever talking to Doctor Eltzer. Zelacryd is so big that one would think there’d be more doctors than her.”
 
   Nyx and Trinity freeze in mid-conversation, their skin growing a layer of frost and their breath appearing in the air. Casandra ignores the stern glare from Gola and attempts to remove Yola’s aura from her descendants. It is like pulling gum out of long hair, but only if the sticky substance kept sprouting tendrils to remain attached. The cautious channeler pauses when the powerful magic goes slack and stops resisting its removal. She can tell that the energy is pretending to be defeated and wonders what it could be planning, an undercurrent of playfulness coming across their connection. Casandra pokes at the magic one more time before breaking contact and letting the women fall asleep.
 
   “I don’t want to push my luck,” the channeler says while tucking Trinity under her thick blanket. “The infection fought me and stopped when it sensed my power. Last thing we need is me being turned into a living explosion spell like these two. I know you wanted me to handle this, but it looks like you have to trust Gabriel’s plans.”
 
   “I am afraid so,” Gola whispers as she looks at Nyx. The half-elf’s covers roll up to her chin and shimmer with a soothing warmth. “Zaria’s daughter is already on the move. I was simply hoping to take some of the pressure off her. This prophecy is difficult enough without such distractions. To be honest, I had hoped to do this for Yola’s sake too. The poor thing has dug herself into an even deeper hole.”
 
   “I was under the impression that she was allowed to mess with the champions due to her situation,” Casandra admits. Curiosity overtakes her and she attempts to reach out to the other patients and the staff to check their aura. “What am I sensing here? There’s nothing else in this place. Not even a flicker of energy from a rat or a cockroach. By the Mistress of Magic, don’t tell me this horror is Yola’s doing.”
 
   “Strange to have someone swear by my name while I am standing next to them,” the Primordial Goddess chuckles in amusement. The weight of something unnatural in Zelacryd is painful for the ancient deity and she struggles to hide her anguish. “Yola wanted Trinity and Nyx to be protected while they recovered. To do that, she needed to alter all of the people who were already here. She is not a subtle or practical goddess, so she removed the aura of every living creature within these walls. They are not even zombies. It is strange that they can function like they are alive and still doing their jobs.”
 
   “Sounds like golems, but more advanced and necromantic,” the channeler says with a violent shudder. Now that she is aware of the empty vessels, their presences makes her feel sick to her stomach. “These two would have noticed the voids if they weren’t damaged. Let’s hope they can get out of here before things get worse.”
 
   “Hope is one of the few things gods and mortals share,” Gola states, raising her staff to strike the ground. The sense that she is being watched causes her to pause, the idea of someone attempting to seal her more of an irritation than a fear. “It appears there is nothing else we can do here. If you would be so kind as to open a portal back to Helgard, I will use it to make my way back to Ambervale. I would do it myself, but I am tired and want to go back to bed even though I cannot fall asleep. Not with all that is going on within my realm. Thank you for helping me, my eldest child.”
 
   Casandra holds out her arm for the yawning phoenix, the molting bird climbing up to nuzzle her neck. With a final glance at her most powerful descendants, the brown-haired channeler creates a fiery doorway on the floor. Gola’s chair glides to the portal and tips forward, the drowsy goddess sliding into the magical exit. Eager to escape the chilling emptiness, Casandra leaps into the doorway and leaves the horror of Zelacryd behind.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   10
 
   Luke remains quiet and still while he is jostled within the satchel of his new owner, the boy running awkwardly through the streets. He tries several times to figure out where he is, but all he can see through a small hole are gray cobblestones. Schoolbooks, loose paper, and pencils repeatedly bang into the champion, making it impossible for him to focus long enough to use his sound sight. Drawing one of his fake sabers, Luke makes the hole a little bigger and clings to the frayed edge to avoid getting tossed around. It is still a terrible journey as the boy’s belongings repeatedly smack the half-elf’s backside. After what feels like hours, the few glimpses of shadows that he can catch tell him that it is early evening.
 
   “I’m in the city, Luke,” Dariana whispers in his head. She calms him before he can shout and draw attention to himself. “Talk very low and I will hear you. It is difficult to read your thoughts while you’re in the doll. The person who has you is a young boy, but I dare not delve deeper into his mind.”
 
   “Good to hear from you,” the warrior replies as he rolls into one of the satchel creases. “All of us got separated. What’s the situation look like?”
 
   “I think I should lie to you.”
 
   “Or you could tell me the truth and I won’t believe you after that line,” the half-elf wryly says while pushing a half-eaten chunk of bread out of his face. “Are you with Nyx? We didn’t find her in the ship, so we’re assuming she’s okay.”
 
   Dariana loses contact for a few seconds before returning, her voice becoming a comforting presence. “I’m here with Catarina and Bessaria. We’ve been told that Nyx and Trinity avoided your fate, but Yola scrambled their minds. Both of them have been sent to a safe location while we search for all of you. We have a week before your bodies are no longer viable, so we will start the hunt in the morning. I contacted you because you appeared to be the closest person to where we currently are.”
 
   “You could always get me now,” he suggests, sensing that there is more to the story. He decides not to pry since he doubts he would be able to do anything in his current form. “I should warn you that Yola split Sari into fifteen dolls. Focus on her and tell the others to get to Rainbow Tower.”
 
   “I will do my best, but I’m unable to locate Fizzle,” the telepath claims, showing Luke the drite’s faint thoughts. The strongest emotion is a desire to fly, hinting that he is trapped and unable to see the sky. “I’m hoping to locate him by getting closer. If we can gather all of you then we can split up and I’ll use you as beacons to find him. It will be taxing since I’m not at my full strength.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “Only Yola can reverse the curses, so I had to create a fake Dariana to retrieve her.”
 
   “Then you really should get me now.”
 
   “I’m sorry, but I’m asleep while talking to you.”
 
   The connection snaps when the satchel is abruptly dropped to the ground, the boy having returned home while the champions were talking. Holding his nonexistent breath, Luke waits patiently as he listens to the heavy footfalls on the wooden floor. He can hear the boy walk away and close a door, so he climbs to the top of the school supplies to cautiously stick his head out of the flap. Unlike the mess inside the satchel, the small bedroom is clean and organized. All of the furniture glistens with fresh polish and books are neatly stacked on all of the shelves. It takes a few minutes for Luke to realize that there are no toys in the room, but he can imagine that they are in the closet or one of the dressers.
 
   “I promise not to make a mess, mom!” the boy shouts as he returns. He carefully places a plate on his desk, the sandwich dropping a few crumbs on the smooth top. “I knew I needed a bigger plate. Mom hates messes.”
 
   After closing the door, the brown-haired boy tiptoes to the satchel and opens it as if he is terrified of making any noise. He carefully takes Luke out and hangs the bag from an empty hook on the wall. Returning to his sandwich, he puts the fake sabers into the figurine’s hands and places it next to a small pile of thin books. The boy tries several poses, finally stopping when the weapons are crossed in front of Luke’s chest. He eats in silence, stopping to clean every time a crumb falls on the desk instead of the plate. Due to his constant cleaning, it takes fifteen minutes for the boy to eat the small meal.
 
   “My name is Dennis. I did a lot of homework for my classmates to earn you,” the blue-eyed boy whispers to the half-elf. Hands neatly folded on the desk, Dennis rests his head on his forearms and examines the doll. “I’m not supposed to have toys because they distract from studies. It would be really bad if my mom found you, so we have to be careful. Just to warn you, she gave away all of my baby toys once I started school. Not sure she’d be very gentle with you. I’ll be right back.”
 
   Dennis takes his empty plate and leaves the room, making sure to gently close the door behind him. Luke remains in position, fighting every urge to run for the open window. He can hear the symphony of rain on the eave and risks a glance to see that a spring storm has struck without warning. A distant flock of gulls call out in glee as they soar through the curtain of warm drops. Shouts from people caught in the sudden downpour nearly distract the half-elf from the return of his new owner. Luke swiftly moves his head back to its original position as Dennis steps inside.
 
   Before the door can close, a thin-fingered hand catches the edge and a tall woman in black clothing pushes her way into the room. She has the same brown hair and hazel eyes as Dennis, but it is her look of exasperation that tells Luke she is the boy’s mother. It is an expression that he vividly remembers his own mom having for most of his childhood. Though he notices there is a spark to this woman’s eyes that would have chilled his nerves if he still had them. The way she stands reminds him of a warrior, but there is something both different and familiar that he has trouble putting his finger on.
 
   “What is that?” the woman asks, pointing at the figurine. Her strides are long and barely make any noise as she approaches the desk. “I told you that toys are a distraction and we can’t afford such luxuries. If your father was still alive then I’d think differently, but I need you to focus solely on your education and making friends outside of this house. Do you want your mother to be a burglar for her entire life?”
 
   “You could always stop and find a real job,” Dennis argues, regretting his words right away. He steps back as if to avoid a blow, but his mother never makes a move toward him. “I only wanted a Luke Callindor figure. He’s an inspiring hero and everyone in my school has at least one champion toy. If it makes you feel better, I was going to get you a Sari doll because you’re pretty and stealthy like her.”
 
   “I congratulate you on your flattery,” the woman replies with a smirk. She picks up the toy and juggles it in her hands, stopping when she thinks she sees it cringe. “Where did you get the money for this?”
 
   “Some of my classmates paid me to do their homework,” the boy replies as he inches closer to his mother. With a quick movement of his arm, he takes Luke from her and backs toward the wall. “I made sure to give them a few wrong answers and not the same ones on each paper. I still have better grades than them and I forged their handwriting to keep myself clean.”
 
   “Very good, but I wish you wouldn’t use those skills,” she says, leaning on the chair and tapping her chin with a nail that looks to have been chewed on. “It’s the perfect weather for my job, so I have to leave in an hour. How about this? I’ll take the toy and lock it in the safe. Of course I’ll change the combination, so you can’t get at it when I’m gone. You are my son after all, so I know you’d leap at the chance to sneak a few hours with this thing. You can have it back if you’re one of the top three students in your class and make five new friends by the end of the month.”
 
   “I know what you’re going to do!” Dennis shouts, holding Luke to his chest. His mother bites her lip, fearful of the looming outburst. “You’re going to sneak my toy in another kid’s house like you’ve done before. That way it’s gone and I’ll never get it back. I bought this with my own money and I can do whatever I want with it.”
 
   “Calm down, Dennis. We don’t need to have another fight like this.”
 
   “If I can’t have this toy then nobody can!”
 
   The boy turns to the open window and hurls the figurine at the flooded street below. Luke lands with a small splash and curses as the current carries him away. He can hear Dariana trying to talk to him, but he is unable to respond as he struggles to get his fake body to fight against the water. The way he bobs in the stream makes it impossible to move the way he wants, so he focuses on finding some debris to use as a raft. To his horror and surprise, he hears a dull sucking sound and cranes his neck to see that he is steadily approaching a sewer drain. With renewed desperation, he thrashes in the water and prays that someone will see him. Luke even tries to imitate the sound of a kitten calling for help in case a stray cat is nearby. Nothing works and an undertow drags him beneath the surface where his body is banged against the solid cobblestones.
 
   “Stay with-” Dariana starts to say before her friend plunges into the sewers and disappears from her mind’s reach.
 
   *****
 
   “What in all of Windemere is going on here?” Kira groggily asks when she wakes up to a bizarre scene.
 
   The heiress’s ebony hair has been styled into rainbow-colored spikes that go in random directions and her nightgown has been shredded up to her waist. The young woman’s manicured nails have been coated in every color of polish that she owns and she finds a few of the leaking bottles on the floor by her bed. Glancing at a warped mirror, Kira finds that her teeth have been painted too and there is a swear word written on her forehead. Books and clothes have been strewn about the modestly furnished room, which is brightened by morning light from the open windows. Wrapping a warm sheet around her waist, she goes to close the shades only to find that they have been frozen to the wall and reek of sweet wine. She waves to her neighbors who are having a decadent breakfast on one of their high balconies, the two manors sharing a marble wall. The elderly pair cautiously wave back, but the woman gives Kira an openly judgmental look before turning her chair around and enjoying her tea.
 
   “Like she didn’t cause trouble when she was my age. Not that I know what happened here. Who was in my room last night?” the heiress asks while she carefully sticks her head into the hallway. She can see one of her maids dusting a statue down the hall, the brown-haired elf freezing at the sound of the heiress. “Sorry if I sound angry. I’m having trouble remembering what happened last night and my room is a mess.”
 
   “We heard a commotion, Lady Grasdon,” the servant replies. Tucking the feather duster into her apron, the elf steps toward Kira, but stops when the heiress gestures for her to stop. “When we knocked, you told us that you were practicing with your kusari-gama. Then you requested three bottles of wine and locked us out for the night.”
 
   “That’s right. I guess I overdid drowning my sorrows,” Kira says, not remembering any of what she has been told. “Thank you. I’ll be down for breakfast in an hour or two. Might need a bath first. I’m very . . . sweaty.”
 
   “What happened to your hair, milady?”
 
   Reaching up to touch the solid spikes, the embarrassed woman forces the biggest smile she can muster. “I had an accident with the new gels. One clumsy swing with the sickle and you’re covered in a few diamond spheres worth of beauty supplies. I’ll clean it up . . . somehow. I might need some of the stronger shampoos and soaps with that bath. Enjoy the rest of your morning, Dana.”
 
   Kira slams the door and locks it before searching the messy room for clues to what happened. She finds the empty bottles of wine under her bed along with the decimated remains of her cosmetics. A bump from the far side of the room brings her attention to the shelves above her chestnut desk. Sitting on the lowest shelf are her champion figurines, most of which appear to be untouched. The only disturbance is that the Luke toy is partially stripped with tiny kiss marks on its bare chest and face. Once standing next to the forest tracker doll, the heiress’s own replica is hanging from the corner of the shelf by the tattered remains of its emerald dress. Even more unnerving is that its head has been twisted backwards and all of the limbs have been rearranged.
 
   Picking up the broken toy, Kira hears the bump again and looks down to see the locked lid of her jewelry box shake. Her senses on edge, she places her figurine on the shelf and gets her weapon from a nearby rack. Cautiously returning to the desk, she watches as whatever is inside the wooden box knocks it onto the floor. She bends down with the blunt end of her weapon in one hand and her other reaching for the golden latch, which has been jammed with a circular earring. A small form lands on the jewelry box and smacks Kira’s hands away, causing the heiress to scramble back.
 
   “Please don’t open that. It took me hours to catch her,” the Sari figurine mentions, her red and yellow dress torn in several places. Her sapphire hair has been cut to her shoulders and one of her arms has been broken at the elbow. “I can explain if you let me. Though it looks like you’re about to overreact.”
 
   Kira swings the blunt end of her weapon at the figurine, but the possessed doll dives out of the way. The heiress frantically chases the Sari across the room, following her under the bed where she loses both the toy and her improvised skirt. By the time Kira scrambles out from under the furniture, the tiny figure has disappeared. The sound of the neighbors shouting draws her attention to the window and she realizes how she must look to them. Running her thumb along the wooden handle, the glistening sickle of her kusari-gama turns red and emits a balmy heat that reminds her of the desert. She taps the weapon against the drapes, which thaw and fall across the windows. Kira is surprised to find the Sari doll pressed against the exposed wall.
 
   “I swear this wasn’t done by me,” the figurine states, inching away from the enraged woman. She casts a silence spell around the room to prevent anyone from hearing the ensuing scuffle. “I know we have issues, but there’s a rational explanation for this. Another Sari snuck into your room to cause mischief and I trapped her in the box.”
 
   “I’m not that stupid,” Kira says as she lunges at the toy. Her shoulder slams against the wall when the Sari dives out of the way, but she catches the figurine by the foot. “Why would you make more than one of you to torment me and not make them get along? I give you credit on making yourself look like you were in a fight. That’s a nice touch. What kind of trap did you put on my jewelry box?”
 
   “You figured me out. My master plan was to booby trap the box then stop you from opening it,” Sari snaps, trying to stop her skirt from falling over her face. “Please turn me right side up because this position is embarrassing. Anyone walking in can see my underwear, which the other me drew a goblin’s face on when she pinned me under a vase.”
 
   Finding the confession odd and out of place, the heiress checks the figurine to find a drawing on her butt. “That’s my favorite shade of lipstick and it looks kind of fresh. I’ll admit there’s no way you could draw something this detailed on yourself. Do you have any idea how ridiculous your story sounds?”
 
   “Yes, but that doesn’t make it any less true,” the pouting figurine answers as she is flipped and held in Kira’s fist. She notices the grip around her is getting tighter, the fake joints in her body creaking. “I understand that you blame me for most of the trouble you’ve had with Luke and it’s created a lot of hate between us. You’re well within your rights to be angry, but now isn’t the time for us to act immature. Our friends are in trouble.”
 
   “The real Sari could have used a mirror to draw that goblin and then enchant it to look fresh,” the black-haired woman mentions, unwilling to listen to reason. She throws the toy to the floor and watches it bounce a few times. “You almost tricked me, gypsy. Now I really want to believe you’re playing fair, but this is too crazy. To prove you’re being honest, I want you to open that jewelry box. If there’s another Sari in there, I’ll listen to you. If not, I’ll pop your head off.”
 
   Unsure if she can be killed in her current form, Sari cautiously makes her way to the jewelry box. The container has bounced several feet from where it fell during the scuffle and it is gently banging against the leg of a white sofa. Waiting patiently for the captured doll inside to stop thrashing, the one in red and yellow mutters a quick prayer to Cessia. She moves as if pushing her hair over her shoulder and whimpers at the realization that her tresses have been sliced off and stuffed into several perfume bottles. Sari removes the earring from the lock and flips the latch, the gypsy jumping back when the lid is kicked open from inside.
 
   A Sari wearing a blue and green dress leaps out of the jewelry box and hurls an earring backing like a dagger. The tiny projectile hits the other figurine in the eye, causing her to scream and hold her face even though she does not feel any pain. It is enough of a distraction to give the mischievous toy an opening to sprint at Kira. Ice appears under the heiress’s feet and she falls on her back, the thudding impact knocking the wind from her lungs. The giggling Sari runs up the woman’s leg and repeatedly pokes at her with the pin from a brooch, each stab making the living human scream in pain. The doll is swatted away with the heavy end of Kira’s kusari-gama and lands against a potted plant. Her right arm is crushed and part of her face has been caved in by the blow, but the figurine still stands and smiles like nothing is wrong. From across the room, the red and yellow Sari flings a ball of sleep-inducing dust, but the other one dives away from the spell.
 
   “More of me are coming, Grasdon!” the crazed toy declares with a dramatic cackle. She coats her body in an invisibility spell and the last sign of her is the sound of something leaping off the window ledge.
 
   Kira sits up and winces at the throbbing pain in her leg, the stabbing leaving several bleeding wounds on her brown skin. She grabs a nearby rag to clean the mess and sucks in a breath at the unexpected burning sensation. Recognizing the smell of wine, she realizes that the scrap of fabric has been drenched in the liquid. Stumbling to her feet, she limps over to a dresser and pulls out her least favorite shirt to tear into bandages. The sound of muttered curses draws her attention to the remaining Sari, who is yanking on the earring in her eye. Kira uses her kusari-gama to snag the figurine and flips it into the air. She catches the startled gypsy and places her on top of the dresser before yanking the jewelry free.
 
   “Thank you. It appears some of the other Saris have access to their naiad powers,” the doll says while sitting on an overturned bottle of face cream. “Honestly, I never thought any of me would come after you or that they even remembered you were in Gaia. I should probably explain what’s going on since you’re involved now.”
 
   “That’d be nice,” Kira replies while wrapping her leg. Turning away from the dresser, she sheds her ruined clothes and searches the floor for anything clean enough to wear. “The two of you made such a mess last night. If I had to guess, I’d say one of you hit me with a sleep spell before the fight broke out. I’m listening, but I need to get dressed if I’m going to help you hunt the other you down.”
 
   “Actually, there are at least fourteen other Saris in Gaia,” the toy politely explains as she climbs down to the floor. Searching through the jewelry box, she claims two pins to use as makeshift daggers. “You obviously know about these champion figurines since you have a collection. Well they’ve become a problem for us. We get mobbed whenever we enter a town and these things are creating cracks in the curse that contains the Baron. People are remembering him before they’re ready, so Gabriel sent us to get the situation under control. Catarina Warrenberg is behind the toys and is operating out of Nevra Coil, so we made our way there. We were on the verge of solving the problem when things went bad.”
 
   “I’d replace bad with horribly wrong,” Kira interrupts. She smiles when she sees a clean pair of pants under an overturned table. “So this is a gnome-induced accident?”
 
   Sari drags a pair of leather boots out from behind an overturned chair, the footwear having a few scratches on the heels. “Not really. The Baron has Yola Biggs on his side. I’d heard stories about how random and insane the Goddess of Chaos could be, but I never imagined she’d be angry about being left out of a collection of toys. She and Trinity attacked the factory while we were meeting with Catarina. There was an explosion and most of us woke up in our replicas, which were shipped before anybody knew what happened. Luke, Timoran, Delvin, and Fizzle are somewhere in Gaia too. I’ve no idea what happened to Nyx or Dariana. We’re hoping they’re okay and on the way to rescue us. Our plan was to meet at Rainbow Tower if we got separated, but I’ve a feeling the rest of me aren’t going to follow that order.”
 
   “You seemed to get the worst of it,” the heiress points out while frowning at the pile of socks that has been encased in ice. “Did your personality get fractured? The other you was aggressive and angry while you’re polite and mellow.”
 
   “It’s been suggested that Yola couldn’t decide on which doll to put me in, so she split me into pieces,” Sari explains with a tired sigh. She gives up trying to pull the heavy boots and climbs onto a chair to scan the room for more clothes. “I’m the rational side of my psyche, but most of the Saris are from the part that craves love and attention. I never realized that was such a big part of my personality or how out of control it could get. It was fortunate that you bought me instead of one of the others. The gods only know what would have happened if I hadn’t been here to trap that other toy. Cessia must be looking out for both of us and, hopefully, our missing friends.”
 
   Kira rummages through the mess at the bottom of her closet, pulling out a tight shirt with leather patches sewn in to protect her vitals. She throws the top onto the bed with a few other clothes and returns to her dresser to fix some of the damage the trouble-making Sari caused to her face and hair. Grabbing a spray bottle, she shoots a few jets of lemon-smelling liquid on the stiff spikes projecting from her head. The gel dissolves enough for her to undo the unflattering style, but her tresses remain stiff and clumped together. A rough sponge dipped in brown gel helps her get rid of the obscene word on her forehead, the heiress cringing at the burning itch that runs around her face.
 
   “I’m helping you for Luke,” she announces as she checks herself for more unwanted decorations. Using the mirror, she notices a fuzzy drawing on her back where she is unable to reach it with the sponge. “First, I need a bath to get the rest of this mess off and then I need to have a little food. Maybe I’ll do both at the same time. You can stay here and keep an eye out for . . . more of you.”
 
   “You know he loves you more than me, right?” Sari asks, causing her rival to blush and turn away. “I mean, he does love me, but it’s changed after what happened with your family and my inability to think of the future. Guess I did myself in by thinking it would always be an adventure and the next level would never happen.”
 
   Wanting to quiet the doll, Kira throws the balled up remains of a shredded shirt, the projectile missing her target by a few feet. “I really don’t want to have this conversation with a toy. Let’s get you back to normal and then we’ll talk. Besides, I told you I didn’t want you to surrender.”
 
   “I’m not surrendering because you’ve defeated me,” the figurine says. She scowls at her casual manner, sure that she would be crying if she had tear ducts. “Luke and I talked and nothing else is going to happen. He might be distant from both of us now, but I know where he’ll end up when the time comes. Even if I change my mind about marriage, I don’t think he and I can recapture what we had. Not when you’ve been ready all along.”
 
   “I really want to hate you, Sari, but you’re making it so hard.”
 
   “As you can tell, part of me feels the same about you, Kira.”
 
   “You’ll take care of him while you travel, right?”
 
   “Yes, but I do have one request.”
 
   “I’m afraid to ask.”
 
   The figurine hops off the chair and approaches Kira, motioning for the heiress to kneel on the floor. She climbs onto the woman’s shoulder and pushes the thick hair away to lean as close as possible. Sari fidgets with her hands, the bizarre cracking of her fake knuckles making her shiver.
 
   “I want to have a last kiss with Luke,” the gypsy requests when she finds her courage. She waits a few seconds to see if the heiress tries to strike her, but nothing happens. “It will be at the time and place of my choosing. No enchantments or attempts to sabotage whatever is going on with you and him. All I want is to be able to kiss him one more time. A real one on the lips with feeling behind it. As long as you grant me this one favor, I’ll support you even though it hurts to step back from him.”
 
   “I guess so,” Kira replies, her anger for the gypsy dulling slightly. Part of her still expects a trick from the other woman, which prevents her from agreeing wholeheartedly. “Though any funny stuff and I’ll use the tools I recently bought to defeat you in battle. Now I feel like I wasted money on all of these things. The heat-enchanted weapon and anti-ice armor weren’t too bad, but the Mermaid Ring was pretty expensive.”
 
   “You were planning to fight me to the death?”
 
   The young woman gently puts the doll on the floor and kneels in front of her, a few loose beads pressing against her shin. “Maybe not to the death. I do feel bad that you got hurt in this and I know it’s my fault. In some ways, you’re the biggest victim here and I should make amends with you. If you ever need my help then never hesitate to ask. I’m not talking just this once, but in the future. After all, I’m sure you’ll still be around after I marry Luke. He’s said many times how special you are to him even if he chooses me.”
 
   “Why are you still talking like you might lose?”
 
   “Because he still has to make the decision to be with me.”
 
   “So our final fate is in the hands of a guy who has the emotional maturity of a pomegranate.”
 
   “Why a pomegranate?”
 
   “I really want something to eat even though I don’t get hungry in this body and it just popped into my head.”
 
   A solid knock on the door startles the women and Kira pulls a stained gown tight around her barely clothed body. Faint whispering can be heard before it is drowned out by a sudden flood of curses in Sari’s voice. Another solid blow to the entrance makes the yelling stop and a figurine’s arm rolls under the door. Kira inches across the room with her weapon ready and her companion ready with a charm spell on her waterstone lips. Both of them relax with they hear the bleating of a sheep and the gentle hushing of her master.
 
   “It’s Dariana!” the telepath shouts from the hallway. A brief scuffle seems to ensue before another blow strikes the wall with enough force to make a crack in the stone. “I’m here with Catarina Warrenberg and Bessaria! I tracked a Sari to your manor and caught her at the outer wall. I’m guessing you have something to do with her being damaged. Can you let us in, Lady Grasdon?”
 
   Happy to hear from someone who is not a toy, Kira throws the door open and half-heartedly smiles at her guests. She can see one of her butlers standing behind them, the elderly man looking apologetic and gesturing at the saddled sheep standing next to an unfamiliar gnome. Dropping her weapon, the relieved heiress hugs Dariana and pulls her into the decimated bedroom. She accepts Catarina’s handshake and casually points toward the other Sari doll, who is waving from a chair. Once everyone is inside and introductions have been made, Kira goes into the hallway and slams the door behind her. Dariana stares at Sari while Catarina tightens the bonds on the struggling figurine hanging from her belt.
 
   “It’s been a rough morning,” the gypsy states with a smirk. “Any luck finding the others?”
 
   The awkward silence fills her with a pang of dread that she knows would make it difficult to breathe in her real body.
 
   *****
 
   Using his sabers, Luke catches a crack in the edge of the walkway and climbs out of the swift moving sewerage. He crawls to the slimy wall and drags himself up to his feet, his mind telling him that he should be exhausted. Instead, the only sign of fatigue is that it is more difficult to move his limbs. Glancing down at his clenched fists, he sees that one of his weapons is gone and the other has been bent at an odd angle. He tries to fix it, but the waterstone weapon merely snaps in half.
 
   “Guess it wouldn’t have been useful anyway,” Luke mutters before tossing the broken toy away. He touches the slick ground and realizes that the sensation of wetness on his fingers is very clear. “Touching things has been weird since I was put in this body, but it’s become more natural now. I hope this doesn’t mean I’m bonding to this toy. I need to get to the surface and find Dariana. First, Luke should stop talking to himself like a crazy person.”
 
   Examining the tunnel, the half-elf is relieved to see several rivulets of rain water flowing down the walls. Straining his ears, Luke is able to hear the rain pelting the ground above, which means he is not very far below the surface. With a burst of static, his sound sight roars to life and he can see for a mile in every direction. It is a crippling barrage of images that drives him to his knees until he regains control. As he turns his unique ability off, Luke catches another noise that is gone by the time he tries to hear it again. Driven by curiosity and worry, he calmly falls into a trance and tunes out the burbling river before him. The half-elf gradually phases out the noises that he recognizes and peels the layers of sound in search of the elusive one that caught his attention. Echoing from his left is a tiny sneeze followed by a familiar whimper, which causes him to break into a sprint downstream.
 
   “Fizzle!” Luke shouts as he runs around a corner. He charges at the large gap in the walkway and leaps across, a burst of wind giving him an extra push to the other side. “Guess I got those powers back. Does that mean I’m not alone?”
 
   “I am here to some extent,” the griffin replies, sounding distant and tired. “The others are helping me reach you. We are sealed within your real body. The gnomes are taking good care of it.”
 
   “That’s a comfort,” the half-elf says while he continues following the sound. He leaps along a series of pipes, pausing to let water spit out of one of them. “This body can transform into a replica of you. I wonder if that would put you in control. If I run into anything dangerous then I might have to find out.”
 
   “If it pulls me into that form then I will do my best to defend it,” the griffin swears, her consciousness becoming stronger. She takes a few seconds to search the waterstone body for the parts that are associated with her. “I do not like this thing. It is an insult and a travesty. Your people are so strange in what you wish to own.”
 
   Luke chuckles as he vaults over a stream, a powerful wind knocking him into the distant wall with more force than he planned. He falls into a mound of sticks and muck, disturbing the rats that were living inside. The hissing beasts circle their broken nest as the small intruder pushes his way out of the mess. Twenty pairs of yellow eyes watch the strange creature that resembles a person, but is much smaller. Sniffing at Luke, the rats try to figure out what he is and their chattering make him feel like they are more concerned with discovering if he is edible. He takes a step toward a gap in the mob, but one of the animals snaps at his leg. The teeth graze his knee, leaving a faint scratch on the waterstone. Having tasted the strange material, the rat spits and hacks in disgust.
 
   “In that case, I should be allowed to leave,” Luke says, part of him hoping they understand his words. “I’m not made of anything edible. In fact, I’ll probably make you sick if you try to make a meal of me.”
 
   The rats hiss and close in, their pink tails slapping the ground behind them. Praying an apology to Silvestris the Nature Goddess, Luke jumps into the air and kicks the nearest animal in the nose. The beast is sent tumbling back and the half-elf races through the opening with the other rats snapping at his heels. Using quick bursts of wind, he darts out of reach whenever his feels their breath on his back. He manages to remain out of their reach, but the animals are still too close for him to do anything other than charge ahead at full speed. Risking a peek over his shoulder, Luke sees that a lot more of the vermin have joined in the chase.
 
   The tunnel eventually opens to a shaft that plunges deep into the sewers, the area reminding the half-elf of what he has seen under Bor’daruk. Not wanting to slow down, Luke leaps for a narrow ledge that he would have missed if he was in his full-sized body. He grabs the rough edge and flips onto solid ground as the rats gather across the chasm. A few are knocked into the darkness by the impatient shoving of their brethren, but the horde quickly settles down. The forest tracker groans in frustration when he sees the dark forms climbing the far wall and clambering onto the beams that span the shaft. Heading for a tunnel, he tries to move quickly while watching the rats scamper above and ahead of him. Several of the braver creatures jump to the ledge on both sides of the half-elf, making his only option the dark abyss.
 
   A faint sneeze catches Luke’s attention and he looks ahead to see the opening of a small pipe. He scrambles forward as the animals get closer and he squeezes into the tunnel, his body creaking as he rolls onto his back. A rat catches him by the ankle, but he twists his leg hard enough for the limb to snap at the lowest joint. Not expecting the foot to detach, the screeching animal tumbles off the ledge. The others hiss while the nearest one follows Luke, its furry body squishing into the narrow tube. Dragging himself backwards, the half-elf can only listen as his pursuers file into the pipe.
 
   “I told you that I’m not made of meat,” Luke says, kicking the nearest rat in the face. To his relief, he hears another sneeze from the far end of the tunnel. “If somebody’s there then I could use some help! Not that anyone can fit down here. You know, I think I’ve got a way out, so please wait for me. I’ll only be a few seconds. Also, get away from your end of the pipe!”
 
   “Are you sure this is a good idea?” the griffin asks, sensing the warrior’s thoughts. “You have only used the wind to enhance your physical abilities. What you are attempting now is much more difficult and closer to what a caster would do. Do you really know what you’re doing?”
 
   “I’m doing the same thing I always do,” Luke admits while stretching his arms over his head. He kicks the hissing rat again and presses his hands to the cold metal. “Kind of like using a sled in the winter. I think.”
 
   Luke moves as if he is yanking his body along the pipe, which creates a powerful wind between himself and the rats. Compacted by the tight tunnel, the force is more than the half-elf expects and he is launched down the tunnel with a scream of surprise. He can hear the rats getting ejected from the other end, those that were caught in the full blast being sent hurtling into the chasm. Once Luke is free of the tight space, he flips and tries to kick off the wall that he is hurtling towards. Forgetting that he only has one foot, he ricochets at an odd angle and slams into the low ceiling. Unable to stop his descent, the half-elf waits for his body to break against the ground, but he lands on a soiled mattress instead.
 
   “Luke!” Fizzle exclaims, the plush drite staring down at him. “You find us! Fizzle get taken from city and brought here. Not sure ever be found. Now Luke be hero and rescue Fizzle’s new friend.”
 
   “New friend?”
 
   Fizzle is held tightly by a small boy who is covered in dirt and grime. The child’s stomach rumbles and he whimpers, which turns into the sneeze that Luke has been tracking. His clothes have been reduced to thin rags that provide very little warmth and protection within the damp sewers. Instead of shoes, he has layers of wet fabric wrapped around his feet and sloppily tied off at the ankle. Pieces of garbage that Luke cannot identify are stuck in the child’s wild, dark blonde hair. When the half-elf stands, the boy backs into a corner and buries his face in Fizzle’s softness.
 
   “I’m not going to hurt you,” Luke claims, putting up his hands and taking a few awkward hops toward the child. “Fizzle and I are friends. Do you have a name?”
 
   “My name is Jack Pursin,” the boy whispers, peeking out with tear-filled eyes. “Are you going to take my toy away?”
 
   “I . . . I don’t know,” Luke replies as he notice the boy’s gauntness. Looking around the alcove, he sees a collection of basic supplies, but there is not even a scrap of food. “Fizzle and I have a big quest and we need to reclaim our real bodies. Still I don’t want to take him away from you. Can you or Fizzle explain what’s going on? I mean, I see what’s obviously going on, but I’m confused and lost here.”
 
   “New friend take Fizzle from crate,” the drite explains, nuzzling the child’s dirt-caked cheek. “He take Fizzle here. This where new friend live. Why new friend not living with parents?”
 
   “Mommy and daddy died when I four and nobody take me. Now I’m five,” Jack answers, curling his body around his beloved toy. With a shaky arm, he opens his fist to reveal a tarnished coin that has a jester cap on one side. “Did this bring you here? I pray to Cessia like adults do with this coin. She bring good luck. That what old friend tell me before she sleep forever in winter.”
 
   “That’s right,” the half-elf replies in a cracking voice. Even after such a brief and simple tale, Luke cannot imagine leaving the child behind. “Can I talk to my friend over here? We just need to discuss what we should do now. I promise we’ll stay in sight. Besides, I can’t get very far with only one foot and we don’t know our way around the sewers. You can start packing up anything you want to take along because we’ll need your help.”
 
   Jack releases Fizzle and goes about stuffing all of his belongings into a frayed backpack, stopping whenever his stomach hurts. He eats a scrap of dried meat that he gets out of an envelope, the food making him feel a little better. The boy pauses when he sees Luke get on the drite’s back and flutter toward the ceiling. Jack is about to cry out of fear of being abandoned, but stops when the toys land next to a lantern. He watches as the half-elf hops off Fizzle and carefully examines the battered light source.
 
   “Thank you for taking new friend,” the dragon says, his button eyes twinkling with a spark of magic. “Why people let little ones suffer? People supposed to be civi . . . civ . . . closer and kinder than cruelty of animals. Even animals adopt lost little ones.”
 
   “Because as civilized as we are, there are times we’re worse than wild beasts,” Luke replies without hesitation. Slipping behind the lantern, he closes the oil burner and returns to the drite before the heat melts his body. “I really don’t have a general explanation aside from life can be unfair and cruel. Some people find it easier to ignore such suffering while others assume it will be taken care of by someone else. Others are focused on their own survival. My point is that his situation isn’t unique and that fact really makes me question a few things about the gods and my own path as a hero. I don’t like it any more than you, which is why I’m not leaving him down here.”
 
   “Where we go?” Fizzle asks as he takes flight. He grabs the lantern’s handle and lowers it to the ground while pushing the boy’s curious hands away from the hot face. “You know where Jack live?”
 
   “The only thing I know of is a place that will take care of him for a bit,” the forest tracker replies while he awkwardly climbs down the wall. His leg stump slips and he falls, but the boy catches him before he can hit the stone floor. “Thanks, Jack. If you can lead us to the surface then I can get us to Rainbow Tower. We’re friends with the masters and I’m sure they’ll help you if we ask. After that, I’m going to talk to Daniel Skyblade. I know this falls outside of his area, but maybe he can start some kind of orphanage program. Really surprised they don’t have anything like that already.”
 
   “Fizzle decide on plan too,” the drite announces. He lands on Jack’s head and grabs Luke with his tail, putting the half-elf on his back. “Fizzle no like this. Cities need stop bad stuff. Little ones need help.”
 
   “Thank you, Fizzle,” the boy whispers while he wipes at his bloodshot eyes. He is about to thank Luke when he remembers something and places the toys on the soiled mattress. “Storms make the surface bad, so we’ll take the sewers to Rainbow Tower. I know the way, but there’s biting bugs. I have swords for Luke to use.”
 
   Jack reaches into one of the pockets of his backpack and draws a pair of basket hilt swords that are three inches in length. They are made of metal and lack an edge, but their points are sharp. Luke is pretty sure they are fancy, reusable toothpicks that nobles use at small gatherings instead settling for the plain, wooden varieties. He gladly accepts the perfectly sized blades and puts them in his empty belt loops, his palms rubbing against the pommels as if they were his precious sabers.
 
   “Carry the lantern by the handle and hold Fizzle’s tail with your other hand,” Luke tells the boy. The drite takes flight and wraps his soft tail around Jack’s wrist. “You’re our map, Mr. Pursin, so you’re in charge. Which way do we go?”
 
   The child has a bright smile on his face and points to the shadowy tunnel ahead. “That way!”
 
   *****
 
   Jack slowly climbs the slimy ladder while Fizzle flies alongside him, the child yawning and blinking his hazel eyes. They have been traveling for hours, which worries Luke because their guide is becoming sleepier with every passing minute. Every time he suggests resting, Jack holds his head high and proudly declares that he can keep walking. Half the time this announcement is said while the child is swaying on his feet and his stomach is rumbling. Being trapped in such weak bodies, Fizzle and Luke are unable to force the determined boy to stop and listen to reason. All they can do is keep their senses keen and pray that they avoid any threats that require a hasty retreat.
 
   “We close,” Jack says as he walks with his shoulder dragging along the wall. “I got lost because I don’t go here. There’s more food and dropped coins in the marketplace, but only during day. Sometimes, ladies give me candy because they feel sorry. One time, I got five pieces of candy from one pretty lady.”
 
   “That’s great, Jack, but we should head for the surface,” Luke replies, hopping off Fizzle’s back and onto the boy’s shoulder. “The storm is over and I’ve seen a few rays of sunlight through the high gratings. So let’s concentrate on walking and find the nearest ladder out of the sewers. You’re too tired to make it much further and passing out down here is too dangerous for a child.”
 
   The drite’s soft body straightens and he turns in the air, his fake tongue slipping out of his lips. “Fizzle hear something. Shifting, chattering, clicking, humming things. They smell bad and getting close. Over there!”
 
   Wrapping his soft tail around the lantern’s handle, Fizzle struggles to fly with the heavy object. The drite hurls the light source into the shadows to show that the walls are covered in black insects. Snapping pincers and vibrating wings make a nerve-wracking din that echoes along the tunnel. A very large beetle grows yellow spines and pounces on the remains of the lantern, its body erupting into flames. Terrified by the screech of the dying insect, the rest of the swarm takes flight and rushes toward Jack.
 
   “Biting bugs! Biting bugs!” the boy screams as he runs down the tunnel.
 
   “Run for ladder!” Fizzle shouts. He soars through the insects, uselessly slapping at them with his tail. “Fizzle no use!”
 
   Luke draws his blades and does his best to remain balanced on Jack’s shoulder. He stabs at any beetle that comes within reach, but the metal toothpicks do very little damage to the armored insects. The warrior kills a few bugs by slipping his weapon through a crease in their carapace, the blades finding the beetles’ heart or brain. The sound of Jack gasping for air and crying, drives Luke to leap into the swarm and bound from one insect to another. Desperate to protect the child, he slashes and stabs until the makeshift weapons snap.
 
   “Stay with Jack!” Luke yells at Fizzle as the vibrating swarm envelopes him. “Make sure he gets to Cyril and Willow!”
 
   With loud clicks and snaps, the half-elf transforms into the griffin. His back opens to release waterstone wings that unfold and lock in place. Luke’s head is covered by that of an eagle, the beak able to open and close. The limbs and torso turn inside out to reveal a layer of light-colored fake fur. A spring falls out from where his missing foot would be, the metal coil hanging onto a rubbery cord. Before the hatch closes, a rigid tail flips out and clicks into place. Luke can feel his consciousness get squeezed into the same space as the griffin, which causes the pair to struggle for control of the body.
 
   “How do we do this?” the griffin asks while trying to move to the left. “We do not even have all four feet.”
 
   “I know, but it’s not like I can grow a new one,” the half-elf replies, fighting in vain to get the wings to move. Their body is dented as they are battered by the swarm and shoved toward the ground. “The wings can’t flap, but they hardened when they locked together. If we use the wind and fly quickly then we might be able to smash them. I’ll leave it to you since this is your form.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   The figurine dives for the ground to build up speed and rockets back into the swarm. She shatters the carapaces of the beetles, spinning to strike as many of the insects as possible. With a roaring screech, the griffin zips in random directions to keep her enemies guessing as to where she will go and slow their advance on her friends. Twisting into a spiral, she blasts through the swarm and erupts from the rear in the hopes of breaking the solid formation. All she accomplishes is splattering the walls and floor with pulverized beetle, her wings dripping with the remains. Concerned about Fizzle and Jack, she races back into the fray and continues to smash the chattering insects.
 
   At the other end of the swarm, the boy stumbles ahead with the drite on his head. Fizzle tries his best to keep the beetles off his friend, but there are too many for him to contain. He growls every time Jack whimpers in pain and smacks the attacker off before it can do anything more than break the child’s skin. Hoping to turn the insects against each other, he releases thick puffs of his rainbow breath. The fake mist does nothing and another large beetle sprouts spines to tackle Fizzle, piercing the drite’s soft body. The pair tumble to the floor, which leaves Jack to defend himself.
 
   “Help me!” the boy shouts as he swings his backpack at the hungry beetles. Moving against the wall, he can see a ladder a few feet away. “I find way out! Follow me!”
 
   Jack hurries for the ladder, but the pain from the biting beetles and his roiling hunger causes him to fall. He tries to hide under his backpack and kicks his legs, his strikes occasionally hitting a buzzing insect. Fizzle jumps onto the boy and attacks all the creatures while the spiny beetle continues thrashing against his plush side. The cries and whimpers of the child drives the drite mad with anger and frustration.
 
   “Leave new friend alone!” Fizzle screams, spinning into the air. He growls in Draconic as his body shimmers a vivid yellow, the light attracting the insects. “Make bugs go poof!”
 
   Fizzle flies into the churning swarm and releases a disintegration spell that destroys most of the beetles. Rounded grooves are in the stone for the entire length of the blast that can be felt by those walking above. The handful of surviving bugs retreat into the distant shadows as the destructive magic veers up and punches a hole in the sewer’s ceiling. The drite lands next to Jack to coax the boy toward the ladder, but a loud crash makes both of them jump. Turning around, they see the smoking half of a small tree has tumbled into the gaping crater.
 
   “Do you and your friends have to destroy my garden during every visit?” Willow asks, the powerful caster appearing at the bottom of the ladder. Her white robe and ankle-length hair hover above the dirty ground so that she remains a pristine vision of beauty. “I hope you have a good reason for all of this. Cyril is already trying to find Nyx and demand an explanation. Are you trapped in a toy, Fizzle?”
 
   The drite darts around the caster, happy to have made it to their destination. “Nyx not with us. Fizzle and others cursed by Yola Biggs. Luke find Fizzle and new friend. Little one not have home or parents. Can you help?”
 
   “My name is Jack Pursin and I’m five,” the boy declares as he stares at the woman. He is mesmerized by her amber eyes, averting his gaze when she crouches in front of him. “I promise to be good.”
 
   “I am sure you will be, sweetie,” the gentle woman says while stroking his sticky cheek. The dirt on his face dissolves and his blonde hair untangles, the clumps of dry muck falling to the floor. “We can discuss everything after getting this young man a bath, clean clothes and a hot meal. You mentioned that Luke is here. Where is he?”
 
   Fizzle looks at the smoking hole and the remains of the beetles that were not entirely swallowed by the spell. Darting around the area, all he can find are the broken wings of the griffin near the edge of the walkway. They are partially melted from the spell, but the drite cannot tell how they came off his friend. One of the wings looks to have snapped at the joint while the other is soft like moist putty.
 
   “Fizzle make friend go poof?” the drite whimpers, letting Jack pick him up and hug him tightly. “Fizzle sorry.”
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   Yola whistles as her eyes flutter open, their color shifting from white to red to a swirling pink. She sits up to look around the strange landscape of dark stone, moist sand, and cracked coral. Turning her head to the sky, the goddess is amused that all she can see is the inky darkness of the ocean depths. Fish and other marine creatures lie dead throughout the circular area, including an enormous hammerhead shark. More of the predators are swimming on the other side of the watery dome that surrounds the patch of dry, uneven land. Yola walks to the edge of the clearing and reaches out to pet one of the deadly animals, but a shock of pain shoots through her body when she touches the wall. She stomps her foot like an impudent child, which shakes the ground and sends a ripple throughout the ocean.
 
   Curious and bored, the trapped deity claps her hands over her head and hears someone imitate the noise behind her. Turning only her upper body, Yola sees Aeriel standing a few yards away. The other woman’s body is in the same position as the Chaos Goddess, so her face is hidden from view. When Yola spins her lower half to match her torso, her companion imitates the maneuver and wavers on her feet. The green-haired deity moves in a circle, which is matched by her rival and reveals that Aeriel is still unconscious. Recognizing the fun she can have, the Chaos Goddess stretches her arms. In perfect sync, the Insanity Goddess performs every step, scratch, and silly dance that Yola does. With a cruel smile, the mischievous woman gets Aeriel to tie her red and silver hair in large knots. Wondering how far she can go, she pulls her arm off and squeals with joy when the snoring deity does the same.
 
   “Limb fight!” Yola shouts, swinging her arm like a club. She forgets about the other side of this new game, so she is stunned when her enemy smacks her in the face. “This isn’t fun anymore. I want to go home, but we’re tangled. Wake up, little goddess. Come on. At least say something and entertain me.”
 
   Yola reattaches her arm and swiftly approaches the other goddess, the two nearly ramming into each other. Aeriel remains unconscious even when she is tickled and her rival licks her cheek with a long, sloppy tongue. Every action is repeated on the Chaos Goddess, who gets annoyed and smacks the other woman across the face. She is ready for the incoming attack and ducks quickly, which is mimicked by her puppet and causes the blow to connect. Feeling more malicious and frustrated by the second, Yola searches for a tool and grins when she finds a large, dead sea urchin. She backs away to lead her enemy to the spikey creature, being careful not to trip and ruin her plan. When Aeriel is in position, she is made to pick up the dangerous animal and slap it on her rear. The spines pierce the silver gown of the Insanity Goddess and her crimson eyes fly open from the jolt of pain.
 
   “Damn you, Yola!” Aeriel shouts, leaping into the air and clawing at the sea urchin. She is confused when she sees her sworn enemy do the same thing, a look of glee and fear on the Chaos Goddess’s face. “We’re tangled! This is why you should have given your power and title to me right away. We’re trapped until we can separate and recover our lost energy. That could take years, Yola. I’m too young and ambitious to lose all that time.”
 
   “Your followers will miss you,” the green-haired goddess says as she goes to give Aeriel a hug. She senses her companion trying to resist, but the older deity easily wins the power struggle and completes the rib-crushing embrace. “I know how you feel. My dearest pet was left behind on Ambervale when I was sent away. I think his named was Odigar. He was so cute with a twitchy nose and a fluffy tail.”
 
   “Odigar is the God of Order and your twin brother.”
 
   “My twin brother is a rabbit?”
 
   Aeriel violently shoves Yola away and screams when the force of her attack sends her into the barrier. Orange sparks fly from the water and her back opens enough to release shimmering blood, which attracts the sharks. One of them leaps out of the ocean and clamps its mouth around the surprised goddess’s head. The beast helplessly thrashes as Aeriel walks away from the wall, her acute senses helping her keep track of her rival. Grabbing the long-tailed predator by the jaws, the Insanity Goddess pries it off and slams it over her enemy like forcing a glove onto a twitching hand. The beast is shoved down far enough to swallow Yola to her knees, which causes the animal to die from shock and trauma.
 
   “That wasn’t very nice,” the Chaos Goddess says as she wriggles out of the dead shark. She strokes the large beast and transforms it into a purple squid with razor-like tentacles. “Go have fun with your friends, little one.”
 
   “You can’t do that!” Aeriel shouts, stealing the new species and barely avoiding the counter grab. She tears the creature in half like a piece of paper and throws the remains to the hungry animals outside the dome. “This is why you got in trouble. You don’t have the authority to create new life, Yola. Thanks to you, we have all those lycanthropes when only werewolves and weretigers should exist.”
 
   “I said I was sorry and that I had too much to drink at Zaria’s birthday party,” Yola whines while glaring at the other goddess. She is about to stomp her foot, but refuses to let Aeriel imitate her again. “The new creatures were my babies and Silvestris found places for them. Besides, I couldn’t remember how I made them, so I couldn’t unmake them. Eporwil should have been blamed for it because she made that fizzy water too strong. Now are we going to be friends and get some ice cream?”
 
   “What’s ice cream?”
 
   “Frozen cow juice with flavoring. I’ve made it before, but the cows are hard to squeeze when trapped in ice.”
 
   “I assume you use a large press instead of your hands.”
 
   “Oh, I much prefer to juice the old-fashioned way. So are we friends now?”
 
   A maddening rage builds in Aeriel’s mind and the silver of her hair is swallowed by the red, which resembles fiery blood. “You are an embarrassment to your title! As the new Chaos Goddess, I will make sure every living thing remembers that I exist. I won’t let the other gods push their agendas and send visions to their people without a little random fun getting thrown into the mix. All you’ve done is hide in exile and you still have loyal followers, but they do nothing to promote disorder. Do Windemere a favor and give up your station, so I can do the work you should be doing.”
 
   “Why not use your own followers?”
 
   “Because I don’t have any!” the Insanity Goddess roars, her head growing twice its size and sprouting twisting horns. “Nobody wants to worship insanity because they think it is part of what you do. I have two shrines in this world and both are in your shadow. I mean physically placed in the shadow of a Yola Biggs statue. I’m a minor goddess connected to a major deity who gathers followers without doing anything. People flock to chaos because it is neither good nor evil and they want to make mischief. Imagine what an active Chaos Goddess could do.”
 
   “I have.”
 
   Yola snaps her fingers and the goddess’s intertwined auras unravel, leaving both of them drained and tired. They fall to their knees, but land in different poses, proving that the connection has been severed. Aeriel can feel a worm of fear wriggle into her heart at the realization that her rival could have fixed their situation at any moment. Her eyes widen and two extra sets appear on her face when Yola stands, the effects of the aura untangling having been shrugged off like it was nothing more than a mild sneeze. The older deity holds out her hands and all the color of her skin flows into a swirling ball of black and white. All that can be seen of the Chaos Goddess is her green hair and a clear body that resembles flawless glass.
 
   “This is chaos,” Yola announces in a musical voice. The orb grows a face that cackles and screams before sinking back into the swirling energy. “It does not wish to control others or be controlled like you seem to believe. It exists and will always exist because that is how it has always been and always shall be. Chaos never has to prove its influence or importance because it does not care. Neither this energy nor I have any ambition beyond living. That is why I do nothing to tame this power and have retained it in my exile. We bonded on the day I was born and have been together ever since. Now if you wish to hold the title then you can have it, but you are not worthy to hold even a drop of this precious essence.”
 
   “Not worthy,” Aeriel repeats, razor whips growing out of her back. Getting on all fours like a wild animal, she lashes the rocky ground in frustration. “I am the Goddess of Insanity! I was spawned from chaos and will claim it as my own. Don’t you dare tell me that I’m unfit to replace you. I’ll kill you if I have to!”
 
   “Again, you misunderstand this force,” the elder deity states as she sits on the orb and floats toward the ceiling. She runs her transparent hand through the water, the jolt of pain making her giggle before she flicks the sensation into a dead octopus that explodes. “It can never be claimed even by the gods. All one can do is accept it and enjoy the ride for all eternity. I do not wish to harm you, little one, but I will defend myself. There is still time for you to give up and return to Ambervale. Besides, I do not think you fully comprehend what you are requesting.”
 
   The other goddess foams at the mouth and shivers with rage. “I’m demanding that you give me your power. Why is that so hard for you to understand?”
 
   “Such a foolish child,” Yola chuckles before she bends in half to kiss the chaos energy. The orb coos and burbles in joy at its vessel’s affection while the pair drift to the ground. “You are blind to the obvious. I speak with clarity now because I do not have this in my head. Constant voices and whimsical thoughts that want to do everything that has ever been dreamed of and more. I let them fight within my frame and the stronger ones get their wish. As long as it does not endanger all of us because chaos is not stupid. Forgetful, spontaneous, and silly, but never stupid. I sense that you could never handle the pressure of my role. Perhaps all you need is more time to mature and then chaos will accept you as its new vessel.”
 
   Aeriel screeches and leaps at Yola, her back whips striking at the pulsing sphere. She is thrown back by the explosion that sends swirling ooze splattering over the clearing. Her skin and teeth ache from the wave of force that spreads for miles across the ocean. The Insanity Goddess stays on her back and watches the chaotic aura seep into the deceased sea creatures. The bodies shudder as the raw energy mends, reanimates, and twists them into bizarre abominations that Windemere has never seen before. A high-pitched whistle causes the newly created beasts to retreat through the wall and vanish into the distant depths.
 
   “Chaos can create life and usher in death,” Yola says as her barely visible form materializes next to Aeriel. The scattered ooze flows across the earth and returns the goddess’s body to its beautiful black and white hue. “You are too angry. This ancient power will consume you and then come home to me. Believe that I do this for your own good, little godling.”
 
   “I’ll rip your throat out!” Aeriel screams, multiple limbs sprouting from her flesh. Each hand turns into a unique weapon and her legs lengthen with several pairs of knees appearing along them. “I will be the Goddess of Chaos even if I have to devour every scrap of you. That power is mine by birthright.”
 
   With a tired sigh, Yola vanishes and reappears far behind the other goddess. A spike grows out of her nose before she fires her face like a cannonball. The projectile hits Aeriel in the shoulder and sends her crashing to the ground. The Chaos Goddess’s tongue snakes out to wrap around her rival’s and slap the woman in the face a few times. The disembodied face screams in agony when it is chewed up by a metal-toothed maw that bursts from the younger goddess’s flesh. Splitting into multiple versions of herself, the Insanity Goddess surrounds her floating enemy.
 
   “I have friends too,” Yola happily declares while clapping her hands. “Everyone play nice and finish your meals.”
 
   Shadowy versions of the goddess’s allies appear around her, including a shirtless version of Baron Kernaghan. The fake Trinity unleashes a stream of pink lightning while Nyder spits gobs of fiery oil and soars on metallic wings. Unleashing a united yell about wanting to sleep, the other shadows join in the battle as Aeriel creates more doubles. With their servants battling around them, the goddesses join in by hurling random objects at each other. The raw power that is unleashed is barely contained by the shuddering dome and waves of force roll across the open seas. Neither goddess notices the churning water above them, which gets stronger and faster with every ocean-shaking blow.
 
   *****
 
   “Uh, Dariana?” Claria says as she knocks on her passenger’s door. She glances at the elegant woman standing next to her, the goddess’s red hair shining in the dim hallway. “I know you wanted to get some sleep because you’ve been pushing yourself for the last few days. It’s just that you have a guest. The woman appeared on deck and claims to be your mother. I’m not going to ask since I feel like I already know too much about your situation. In fact, never hire me and my crew again after this.”
 
   “Has it been that bad?” Zaria asks the captain who towers over the Purity Goddess. “I was under the impression that this trip has been uneventful.”
 
   The orc cracks her knuckles, suddenly bowing in case such an act can be mistaken for a threat. “That’s what worries me, milady. Something like this should be a challenge from the beginning. Instead, we haven’t seen a hint of danger. I don’t like it. Anyway, I’ll let you two have your privacy. I assume you’ll leave as mysteriously as you appeared.”
 
   Zaria patiently waits for the captain to be out of sight before she glides through the locked door. She is met by a mess of blankets, sailors’ clothing, and empty waterskins that spans most of the creaky floor. Asleep on the unmade cot is her daughter, clothed in a borrowed nightgown that has very few uses left before it is nothing more than a rag. A bowl with the remains of a simple fish dinner is near the exhausted telepath’s hand and her fingers gently tap the rim in a steady rhythm. Zaria sits on a chair that is next to the bed and pushes a lock of silver hair from the young woman’s face.
 
   “Things are not going well,” Dariana explains, her white eyes fluttering open. She reaches under her pillow and extracts a waterskin, the bland liquid helping her sore throat. “I was tracking Yola, but there was a backlash a few hours ago. Something is going on between her and whoever is trapped with her. To give me even more of a headache, the other Dariana is having trouble in Gaia. She lost Luke and the Saris keep creating decoys that she’s falling for. Even worse, every time she captures a few of the dolls, a pack of them show up to break their friends out. I talked with the other me and told her to get Delvin and Timoran, but she says there are problems with that too. All I know is that Catarina and Kira Grasdon are trying to get to those two without causing a scene. Personally, I think they’re ignoring the boys because Sari is such a handful.”
 
   “You are too hard on yourself,” Zaria says, fighting the temptation to clean the room. She is not sure if that would break the Law of Influence, but she knows too many of her enemies would jump at the slightest opportunity to seal her. “I have come with a warning about what is waiting for you. The gods were hesitant to tell you about this little matter because they did not know the severity of the situation. Now they believe that sending you in blind would be a mistake. Since the problem involves two goddesses, we’re allowed to approach you. Of course, I demanded that it be me.”
 
   “Do you think you’d be able to kill my father if you were in my position?”
 
   The sore champion groans as she crawls out of bed and lets her blunt question hang in the stale air. She grumbles about her decision to not bring an extra pair of clothes, all of her gear having been left with the original. Everything smells like sweat, cheap ale, and saltwater, which forces Dariana to put on her original garments that feel stiff from being worn for so long. The scent of fresh pine fills her nose as it wafts off the softening fabric. She faces the goddess who is staring at the porthole and toying with a lock of crimson hair, oblivious to whatever is going on in the room.
 
   “I’m sorry for my bluntness,” Dariana says, kneeling before her mother and taking her hands. She sighs when she sees a flicker of pain in the goddess’s eyes. “I was asked that question and have been pondering it ever since. Even though I’m destined to fight my father, I don’t know if I’m capable of delivering the final blow. For all that he’s done, he is still my blood and he has shown mercy on me many times.”
 
   “The history between myself and Ar . . . Baron Kernaghan is complicated,” Zaria carefully admits as a few of her mental barriers begin to crumble. She rubs her arms and extends the short sleeves of her dress to her wrists even though it is warm within the ship. “I can understand why you would be confused. Your father can be very kind and compassionate when it works to his advantage. Nothing like your half-brother, which makes me think Stephen takes more after his horrible mother. I am sorry, but I do not know how to answer your question. If I were in your shoes and retained my shared past with Baron Kernaghan, I would most certainly have some hesitations at the pivotal moment.”
 
   Dariana looks into her mother’s eyes, searching them for a flicker of insight. “Even though he took you through force and manipulation?”
 
   “One day, I will tell you the whole story,” the Purity Goddess promises, averting her gaze and wiping a few tears from her cheeks. With a shuddering breath, she regains her composure and pushes the looming memories from her mind. “The situation with Yola Biggs involves Aeriel the Insanity Goddess. She is a minor deity who has wanted the title of Chaos Goddess since she appeared on Ambervale about seven hundred years ago. We are not sure where she came from, but she claims to have been born to replace Yola. Whether this is true or not is beside the point. It is a belief that has caused her to initiate a battle that has trapped both of them beneath the ocean.”
 
   Dariana takes another long sip of water, her powers altering her mind to make her think it tastes sweet instead of leathery. “So I’ll have to help Yola against Aeriel. That should work to my advantage. Delvin once told me that helping an enemy can create allies or at least earn you a favor. Yola will be more agreeable to my request for help if I defend her. Though I have no idea how I can survive against a pair of battling goddesses.”
 
   “You are more powerful than you realize, my daughter,” Zaria states. The chair moves out from under her and she drifts to the wall, part of her attention drawn to the distant horizon. “This is not something that you should challenge at half strength. For now, the goddesses are physically contained, but that will not last much longer.”
 
   “Then I’ll call back my other self and leave the other champions to Catarina and Kira.”
 
   Dariana folds her legs beneath her and lets her arms hang loose, her hands lying palms up on the floor. The telepath’s psyche drifts into the mental ether and follows the thin strand that connects her to the other half of her mind. She is a few miles from the ship when her world becomes twisted and chaotic. Waves of primal energy knock her around before one powerful blow nearly rips her completely off the tether. Unable to continue forward and terrified at the prospect of being cast adrift in the astral plane, Dariana plunges back into the newer body. She gasps for air and clutches her chest as her heart beats loud enough for it to drown out the noise of the sailors running above deck.
 
   “There’s too much raw power out there,” she whispers, touching her ears to find that they are bleeding. “We must be close to Yola and Aeriel. The waves of aura and whatever emotions they’re feeling have made it too dangerous to contact my other self. I have to wait for her to finish in Gaia and snap back to me. I’ll have to continue on and fight smart. If I can find a place to safely hold my position then I will do that. Do you have any advice, mom?”
 
   “I am not permitted to do such a thing,” Zaria replies as her body fades into a cloud of diamond mist. Like a beautiful ghost, she floats to her daughter and delivers a hug with wispy arms. “I wish you luck. Please do not be reckless.”
 
   The goddess disperses, leaving a soothing warmth on Dariana’s skin. The champion feels drowsy and her eyes begin to close until the ship is rocked by something hitting the hull. The crew is screaming on the top deck and she can hear Captain Furytide screaming orders, the ring of steel weapons leaving scabbards rolling across the ship. Another impact shakes the Ghost Pegasus and the sound of cracking wood sends a chill down the woman’s spine. Not bothering with her boots, Dariana races out of the room and sprints for the stairs as the ship is battered on both sides by the mysterious assailants.
 
   *****
 
   Harpoons and arrows fly across the deck as the crew battles strange creatures that have risen from the depths. Bounding over the entire ship, a school of skeletal fish leap out of the ocean and spit their needle-like teeth at the sailors. The projectiles burn with acid, which is potent enough to eat through the deck even after they have been removed from living flesh. Hovering above the crow’s nest is an inky cloud with forked tentacles that violently whip at the masts and sails. Most of the slimy limbs pass harmlessly through the ship, but one or two strike to cause severe damage to the rigging. Circling the vessel are large forms with two dorsal fins and wide heads that end in hardened spikes. The altered sharks slam into the hull of the Ghost Pegasus, their metal tails firing lightning into the sky with every blow. The only time they stop their barrage is when a sailor or an injured creature falls into the churning waves. With terrifying speed and ferocity, the predators tear the splashing meal apart and make the surrounding sea red with blood.
 
   “We’re dead in the water!” Claria shouts as she defends the helm from a spiny creature. Her cutlass slices off one of its muscular arms and she grabs the remaining limb to flip it back into the ocean. “I hope your friends eat you!”
 
   “How many have you lost?” Dariana asks as she jumps to the helm and balances on the railing. She sees the skeletal fish leap out of the water and scrambles their minds to prevent them from attacking. “If you want to have your men go below decks while I handle this, I’ll understand. This is my problem. I made an oath to protect you and your crew.”
 
   “Forget your oath. We both know such things are only for show. Besides, we’ve lost nine men and we’ll be damned if we let a stranger protect our ship while we hide,” the captain replies while drawing a dagger from her bandolier. She throws the weapon into the bulbous eye of a spider-like beast that is crawling over the railing. “That flying thing is the biggest threat. It’ll take days to repair the damage and continue on our way. That’s if we survive this in the first place.”
 
   “So this is the end of our journey together.”
 
   Claria stares at the silver-haired woman, her eyes filled with rage. “Don’t you dare abandon my ship right now! My men and I might be in this fight, but you’re still right that it’s your problem.”
 
   Dariana’s attention is stolen by the sight of a dwarf about to go overboard. She watches as he stabs the yellow and blue creature in front of him, but its death thrashes knock him off balance. Not waiting another second, she leaps over the deck and rushes through the battle to catch the sailor by his ebony beard. One of the sharks erupts from the ocean, but the dwarf is hauled out of danger before the toothy mouth can catch him. Seeing an opening, Dariana punches the beast with enough force to put her fist through its soft stomach. Shaking the blue blood from her hand, she watches it fall back to its brethren who rush to devour the dying creature.
 
   “My apologies to you and your beard,” the telepath says with a small bow. She backhands a pouncing man made out of coral, turning the monster into powder. “You should be proud that it is strong enough to not come off in my hand.”
 
   “This isn’t the time or place for chitchat,” the gruff sailor states before charging back into the fray.
 
   With so many enemies, Dariana is unsure what she should attack first. She makes her decision when one of the top yards crashes to the deck and injures several sailors. Jumping into the rigging, she is swiftly attacked by the inky cloud creature’s tentacles. Its mind is a jumble of gibberish, so it is impossible for her to tell the difference between the real limbs and the illusionary decoys. Bounding from one perch to another, Dariana nimbly dodges every possible threat while making her way to the battered crow’s nest. Sensing danger, the creature floats higher and wraps its tentacles around its fluffy body. With an ear-wrenching crunch, the forked limbs harden to create a dark red shell like that of a crab. The telepath makes a powerful jump that rocks the Ghost Pegasus and she tries to shatter the monster’s shield with an elbow strike to one of the faint seams. Her attack does nothing except make her arm ache, so she kicks off the beast and lands back in the crow’s nest.
 
   “Tough, but not impossible. I’ll be right back,” the champion says with a wide grin.
 
   Dariana dives off the main mast and aims for the churning water, the silhouettes of the hungry sharks gathering below her. Increasing her muscles, she lands with a punch that creates a towering geyser and brings the Ghost Pegasus dangerously close to tipping over. The sailors continue fending off the beasts, but all of them are keeping an eye on the ocean. Claria beheads and guts a sword-wielding fish creature, giving herself an open path to the railing. She jumps onto the slick wood and holds onto the rigging, her eyes squinting to locate any sign of the other woman. The waves are filled with blood and several of the altered sharks are floating belly up, their only movements being caused by the eerily gentle tides.
 
   A few silent seconds pass before Dariana bursts from the water, lands on the railing, and leaps back to the crow’s nest. In her hands is the biggest of the sharks, the predator dotted with bleeding holes left by the woman’s punches and kicks. The tentacle creature tries to fly for the clouds, but it is not fast enough to escape the champion. Dariana jumps off the Ghost Pegasus with enough force to crack the mast and wields the shark like an oddly shaped pick-axe. Its pointed head pierces the hard shell and impales the soft body inside. Not wanting the corpses to land on any of the sailors, Dariana flips around the shark and kicks it with both legs. The dead creatures crash into the distant ocean while the champion falls into the rigging, the ropes barely suspending her over the continuing battle.
 
   “Let’s not let our guest do all the work!” Claria shouts while raising her cutlass over her head.
 
   No longer scared of being eaten if they fall overboard, the sailors shout in agreement and charge the remaining beasts with renewed vigor. A net is thrown out to catch the skeletal fish and they are battered against the deck by an enraged dwarf. With the sharks and tentacle cloud defeated, the battle is finished within several minutes and there are no other casualties on the side of the sailors. A cheer of victory erupts from the crew, but the sound dies down when they see the state of the Ghost Pegasus. Even with their well-stocked supplies, their precious ship will not be sailing for a long time.
 
   “Are you going to stay in there all day?” Captain Furytide asks as she climbs to Dariana. All she gets from the silver-haired woman is a look of utter exhaustion. “You overdid it, didn’t you? I don’t understand your powers, but I’m guessing a mortal body can only use them for so long before it can barely function.”
 
   “I’m not even at full strength,” Dariana admits while weakly holding onto the ropes. With Claria’s help, she slips out of the rigging and drops to the deck. “I’m sorry about the trouble I brought to your ship and crew. I’ll give you all that I have to make up for this.”
 
   “I doubt you have enough right now, so we’ll settle our accounts when we return to the docks,” the orc says as she heads for the helm. She looks out over her ship and makes a quick assessment of the damage. “It could have been worse, but I haven’t seen the hull yet. The old girl seems to be listing a little to the right. You five go check it out! Do a patch and pump if you think it will work. It looks like we’re stuck for a while, Dariana. Any idea what you’re going to do?”
 
   The champion yawns and leans on the dented railing. “I have to keep moving. A few hours of meditation will be enough to recover my energy. Though I have no idea what to do without a ship.”
 
   “I’m wondering the same thing,” Claria admits while she watches her crew begin the repairs. With a sigh of resignation, she pulls a brown and green shell from her pocket and rolls it in her palm. “There’s something I can do to help you. It’s a deal I have with a special friend who I can summon relatively quickly. He’s the reason you don’t see any lifeboats on the Ghost Pegasus. All I ask is that you keep this a secret.”
 
   “I promise, but why would you share this with me?”
 
   “Because you defended my ship and the ocean will be a safer place if you succeed.”
 
   “Thank you, my friend.”
 
   “You still owe me for the damages, so friends might be pushing it.”
 
   Claria blows into the shell and throws it into the ocean, a spark of magic drifting along with the ripple. Knowing it will take a few hours to get a response, she leaves Dariana to meditate at the helm. The captain watches the medic tending to the wounded, who are trying to be useful by handing out waterskins and rations to those healthy enough to work. Wanting to get her hands dirty, Claria helps her men clear the deck by piling the pieces in the middle and repairing whatever is salvageable. The chunks that are too damaged to be of use are marked with the Ghost Pegasus symbol and lowered into the ocean where they drift in blind search of help. High above, a trio of halflings fix the rigging and work on bolting metal patches to the cracked sections of the main mast. The work continues until the sun is at its peak and the uncomfortable heat forces the sailors to rest.
 
   Even Claria finds herself yawning and sprawled in the shade of the remaining sail by the midafternoon. She is falling asleep when the sound of something wet striking the deck makes her draw her cutlass. A laugh of genuine relief bursts from her throat when she sees the black-haired merman using the railing to stay upright. Being of the deep sea species, he has brown scales that glisten in the sunlight and a longer dorsal fin. His tail is adorned with seaweed and colorful stones that clack on the wood whenever he moves. There are scars from many fights covering his dark-skinned torso and arms, the old injuries not taking away from his beauty.
 
   “You’ve looked worse, Furytide,” the merman says with a charming grin. His front teeth are sharp like that of a shark, but his molars are flat to crush seaweed and crack oysters. “I hope this is a simple request. Things are really bad under the waves. You wouldn’t believe what is going on down there. I’ll tell you anyway because I love your expression of confusion. A pair of goddesses got trapped on the sea floor and they’re brawling.”
 
   “I know, which is why I’m out here, Yarly,” Claria replies, smirking at the merman’s attempt at a pout. “There’s a woman resting at the helm and she’s been told to free the goddesses. She needs one of them to save her friends. Time is of the essence and, obviously, my ship is too damaged to finish the journey. I was hoping you’d take her the rest of the way.”
 
   “You know I don’t like escorting strangers. Besides, how can a mortal stop two goddesses?”
 
   “I am the daughter of Zaria, Goddess of Purity, and a champion of Gabriel the Destiny God,” Dariana declares as she approaches the merman. She kneels next to Claria and strokes the orc’s face, her touch easing the captain’s fatigue. “Thank you for all of your help. I promise to repay you when I return to Gaia. There’s a large merchant ship nearby and I let her crew know your location. They feel compelled to help get you safely back to the docks. I’ve also told them about a nearby school of tuna that can be caught for food.”
 
   “You’re full of surprises,” Claria admits, dragging herself to her feet. “Still, I’ll be happy to get rid of you. That is unless Yarly is too much of a pompous coward to lend a hand.”
 
   The merman spits a jet of saltwater at the captain’s face, causing her to sputter. “Never question my courage. Carrying this one will be much easier than hauling your oversized frame across the seas. Though I’m not a fool. I won’t stay near the battling goddesses, so you’re on your own to survive and get home.”
 
   “Good because I don’t want to have to protect someone while fighting,” the champion calmly replies, crossing her arms to match Yarly’s posture. She sidesteps the stream of water from the merman and grabs a nearby waterskin. With a loud clap, she sends the leather-tasting liquid into his face.
 
   “I like her,” the scaly man claims, taking Claria’s hand to kiss. “Until we meet again, my little land lily.”
 
   The captain blushes and growls at her laughing crew while the merman pulls himself over the railing. He dives into the ocean and disappears among the normal sharks that have been attracted by the sweet blood. With a gull-like call, Yarly breaks the surface alongside a small boat that is covered in barnacles. The vessel looks like it was once a lifeboat that he salvaged from the ocean floor and enchanted to suit his purposes. He has a harness around his shoulders and back with a leather cord connected to a sparkling hook of gold on the tiny boat’s bow.
 
   “Good luck, daughter of Zaria,” Claria says, shaking the woman’s hand. A wry smirk is on her face, which exposes one of her pointed incisors. “If you ever need another ride, don’t hesitate to ask someone else. Though maybe I’ll agree to having a friendly drink with you.”
 
   “I don’t drink.”
 
   “Then you’ll always be paying.”
 
   Dariana smiles and steps off the Ghost Pegasus to gracefully land on the smaller boat. She holds the gunwales tightly when Yarly blasts ahead, the merman cutting a swath through the waves. As the champion gets further away from the damaged vessel, she gets a taste of the raw power that is beneath the surface of the ocean. The dizzying sensation fills her with dread and she prays that her other self will be victorious in time to help against the goddesses.
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   Delvin keeps his body stiff as it cartwheels through the air and lands on the floor with a solid crack. He holds his tongue when he sees his arm snap off and skitter a few inches away, the limb having broken several times over the last few days. As with the previous injuries, it will be reattached with a sloppy spell and fall off in the morning. More figurines land around him as his destructive owner and a black-haired boy revel in tossing their toys into the air and watching them plummet. The startling sight of another Delvin doll’s head popping off on impact makes the trapped warrior nauseous and angry. It also makes him wonder if he is going to die at the hands of these delinquents, which would be a truly embarrassing end for a destined champion. Both of the teenagers take a quick break to devour a plate of snacks, the pair practically racing to see who can get back to their silly game first.
 
   “You’re right, Jenny. This is a lot of fun,” the boy claims as he spins a Hellfire Elf figure over the bed. It lands on the pillow and bounces toward the floor, but the blonde girl whispers a spell to cushion its landing. “Why do you keep protecting some of them? Part of the fun is hearing them break.”
 
   “The others do tricks, but the Delvin toys are worthless,” the short girl says, casting a spell that brings all of the figurines to a nearby table. She changes the Luke doll into a griffin and summons a wind spirit to fly it around the room. “I don’t know why they bothered to make Delvin. I know he’s a champion too, but there’s nothing special about him. Former mercenary, talented swordsman, tactician, and that’s really it. He doesn’t have magic, impressive strength, or an alternate form like the others. Even Nimby is more interesting, but I’ve always been curious about thieves. What do you think, Henry?”
 
   “It’s possible that he’s a fodder hero,” the scrawny boy replies with a mouth full of food. He swallows the snacks and belches, receiving a pillow to the head for not covering his mouth. “I remember a few bard tales where there’s a character who is nothing special. He or she dies at some point, which rallies the superior heroes to win.”
 
   “Never considered that, but adventurer history isn’t a big subject at the academy,” Jenny says in an attempt to save face. She takes Delvin and his broken arm, muttering a spell to fuse the limb back together. “It’s getting late and I have a summoning test tomorrow. This one requires a medium, so I’ll bring a Delvin toy in case I make a mistake. Not that I will, but I don’t want to lose something I care about. Four other kids are competing with me for the top spot. The students with the highest grade in each class get to duel a Rainbow Tower apprentice of the same level.”
 
   Henry scratches his head, the workings of magic beyond his understanding. “I have a numbers test to study for and the students with the highest grades get out of being yelled at by our parents. We’ll meet up at the docks tomorrow. Don’t forget that it’s your turn to bring the snacks and fake beer. Night, Jenny.”
 
   The two friends hug and Henry slips out the first story window, the boy cursing when he trips over the thick bushes. The pretty girl shakes her head and closes the curtains before gathering the figurines into her lithe arms. She gently places most of them on a shelf alongside the Nyx and Trinity replicas that she treats with tender care. She kisses her fingers to press them on the forehead of each channeler before making a silent prayer that she will grow up to be as strong as her idols. Jenny callously tosses the Delvin toys into a crate that she keeps in her closet, which is also home to old shoes and broken spell targets. The girl is about to change for bed when she stops and rummages through the wooden box, pulling out the possessed toy.
 
   “You’re more durable than the others, so I’ll use you for the test,” Jenny tells the figurine while testing its arm. The fragile limb snaps off in her fingers and she flicks it into a nearby trash can. “I’ll put that back on tomorrow morning if I feel like it. Can’t believe I’m talking to a toy and not even one of the interesting heroes.”
 
   The girl puts Delvin in her orange satchel, which is hanging on a hook next to her bedroom door. Once he is out of sight, the warrior touches the hole in his shoulder and silently worries that he will return to his body without the use of his arm. The smell of perfume and chocolates gives him a headache, so he climbs to the top of a colorful notebook to get some fresh air. He falls back into the mess of quills, pencils, and jewelry when Jenny opens the door and slams it shut. Too stressed and frustrated to continue fighting, Delvin passes the time listening to the distant sounds of the city. He can hear gulls and the occasional shout of those outside, none of the words clear enough for him to even guess at the conversation. When the flickering candlelight disappears and he is plunged into total darkness, the warrior still refuses to move or speak for fear that his condition will be discovered.
 
   Hours pass before the satchel is violently yanked off the hook and all of its contents are dumped on the ground. The warrior’s surroundings are framed by a faint aura of white light, giving the room an eerie atmosphere. Jenny continues to sleep, unaware that her belongings are sitting at the feet of Gabriel. The god shrinks to match Delvin’s size as the champion stands and bows his head in respect. It is an act that betrays his hope that he will soon be free from his cruel owner and restored to his real body.
 
   “Why are you still with this child?” Gabriel asks, kicking a hairbrush out from between him and the warrior. “I understand why the barbarian is trapped and the others are being pursued. Yet you remain with a girl who is on a path to becoming a spoiled caster with an interest in torturing fairies. An entertaining destiny if I do say so myself.”
 
   “She’s kept me locked in the house and I’m too weak to open a window,” Delvin explains while searching for his gear. He finds the shield that she had given him after one of his replicas was launched off the roof and damaged beyond repair. “The one time I got out of her room, she blamed her little brother and destroyed his favorite doll. I worry that she’ll do that again. I might not be as amazing as my friends, but I can’t cause trouble for other people by leaving. Dariana or Nyx will find me before it’s too late.”
 
   “Good that you have faith in them,” the god says. He hears Jenny stir and whistles a spell to put her into a deeper slumber. “Still, I never saw you as the type to wait for rescue. Especially after all the times you have jumped into the fray to defend others. Even as a mercenary, you had many moments of loyalty and honor. The only one who trumps you is the barbarian and that is not by much. It is a shame that this mess has revealed the truth about you.”
 
   Delvin suspiciously eyes the god, an act that makes him turn his head backwards to avoid the terrifying gaze he gets in return. “Forgive me for being a foolish mortal, but I don’t know what you’re insinuating. Are you able to explain or have you appeared to poke at me like a caged lion? If you’re bored then I’m sure Sari or Luke are much more entertaining.”
 
   “There is the bite that I was hoping to see again. It is unfortunate that you can no longer maintain it,” Gabriel claims, taking the warrior by the hand. The god grows to his full height and holds the figurine in his palm. “I sense jealousy, confusion, fear, and pain within your aura, Delvin Cunningham. These weaknesses have always been there, but now they are coming to the surface. I wonder what has corrupted your spirit.”
 
   The warrior turns away, feeling ridiculous since he is still standing on the deity’s gloved hand. He stares at the shelf where the replicas of his friends and enemies have been tenderly positioned. There is no Delvin figurine among the displayed toys, all of them having been tossed into the crate. He can only imagine the treatment that his facsimiles are getting throughout Ralian. If people were only uninterested in him then it would be easy for him to accept and go on with his life. Yet Delvin has spent the last few days hearing people wonder what role he plays among the champions and guessing at how he will inevitably die. It has been made very clear to the warrior that most of Ralian sees him as expendable, which has brought up emotions that he thought he buried during his training days.
 
   Ignoring the impatient growl from Gabriel, the champion jumps to the floor and goes about putting Jenny’s belongings back into the orange satchel. He tries his best to stall while he sorts his inner turmoil and come up with a mature response. The only thing Delvin can think about is that he has a gap in his life that his friends do not share. All of them have a lifelong identity that they have cherished and nurtured while he is nothing more than a void tucked within the façade of a simple warrior.
 
   “Strip me of my gear and what am I left with?” Delvin asks, briefly forgetting that he is not alone. He shivers at the god’s chuckle and takes a seat on the satchel, his fake knees clicking as they bend. “I was the last one to be bought in the marketplace, so I got to hear a lot of opinions on the champions. Everyone looks at the others with some level of awe because there’s something unique about them. All they see in me is a warrior who isn’t as flashy as Luke or as powerful as Timoran. Compared to Nyx and Sari, I’m worthless because I lack magic. It got me wondering about myself and all I see is a blank. I live in the now and the future, but I rarely consider the past.”
 
   “And by doing so, you have made yourself into a bland figure that is overshadowed by his friends,” Gabriel interrupts, a hint of frustration in his voice. “Being a champion is not about fame, but I guess it was inevitable considering the scope of your destiny. Even so, I truly do not care if you accept your past or run from it. All I want you to do is stop wasting time with this girl and return to your body.”
 
   “Why forge a painful past for me if it doesn’t matter?” the warrior inquires. An invisible force picks him up and jams him into the satchel, which floats back to its hook. “I’m sorry if the question offended you, but look what you did with Nyx and Sari. Why did their suffering enhance their reputation while mine stays a faded memory? I’ve been trying to figure that out for days.”
 
   “Because they used their suffering to become stronger. You ran away from your past and never looked back. If you need me to tell you that then maybe you truly are nothing more than fodder.”
 
   Delvin loses his voice at the cruel words of the god, who sinks into the emerald moonlight that pours through a space between the closed curtains. For the rest of the night, the warrior stays within the cluttered satchel and fights to remember his early childhood. To his horror, he cannot recall the details of his parents’ faces or the names of fellow tribesmen. After all of these years, Delvin’s past is nothing more than fractured memories that feel like they belong to a scared boy who perished long ago.
 
   *****
 
   The ivy-covered wall around Sparkflag Academy is topped with cherubs that have been enchanted to eject anyone who tries to climb onto the school grounds. The solitary building is a brown stone triangle with a corkscrew-shaped tower of white at each corner. While there are windows all over the building, only a single door can be seen at the end of the wide, cobblestone entryway. Griffin-shaped bushes line the stone road while a coiling dragon-like hedge runs along the rest of the perfectly maintained grounds. Smoke wafts from the fake beast’s nostrils, stirring a rumor among the students that it is a real dragon that has been transformed by a curse. It is because of this story that many ambitious apprentices try to animate the hedge, resulting in a magical backlash thanks to the protective spells around the academy.
 
   Each floor has a single, tan-colored hallway that runs around the entire structure with only three stairwells connecting them. Spectral guards wander the stairs and wail if they come across a student who is skipping class. Hanging from every other crossbeam is the academy’s symbol and namesake, a blue flag with the orange emblem of a spark. Many of these silken decorations are dotted with burn marks from years of students attempting to enchant them with permanent electricity spells. Due to the danger of such a stunt, every staff member has been taught a spell to eliminate such a prank. Not a single employee has ever made it through a tenure at Sparkflag Academy without having to cast the dispeller at least twice.
 
   Students push and jostle each other as they either rush to their morning class or procrastinate at the edge of the mob. The younger students travel together to protect themselves from getting trampled, the outer members of the groups ready with minor protection spells. Some of the older kids fling harmless balls of light into these packs to startle the children and send them stumbling into other people. Occasionally, these pranks are met with a swarm of weak force spells that knock the more experienced apprentices on their back. Such incidents are handled quickly because time is always being counted and watched in the school. Being late is seen as a student’s failure of character and dedication, which is why winged bells fly above the students’ heads between class sessions. To keep the day moving smoothly, these enchanted objects release an irritating five-minute warning that shatters all conversations.
 
   “Are you ready for the summoning test?” an Elven girl asks Jenny as they hang their satchels on hooks in the closet.
 
   “It’s going to be so easy, Amelia,” the blonde replies while bending down to fix her boot laces. “I wish they made it in the morning though. Waiting until after lunch is ridiculous. There’s no way I can concentrate on my studies and this gives my competition time to improve. Some of them might even try to take my focus object.”
 
   “That’s why I’m using my favorite bracelet,” Amelia proudly declares, showing off her gaudy jewelry. The cloudy, yellow gems are hideous against the gold ring. “I heard you’re going to use a Delvin figurine. That’s a strange choice.”
 
   Jenny wipes some dirt from her knee and puts a condescending hand on her friend’s shoulder. “The less you care about something, the easier it is to sacrifice. I can summon something a lot stronger than you because you want to keep your bracelet intact. As far as I’m concerned, this stupid toy can become a melted puddle after I’m done with it. If I can get the creature I want then that’s exactly what will happen.”
 
   “Excuse me,” whispers a bald dwarf with a tattered backpack. He has the bare beginnings of a beard, which is nothing more than dark stubble. “I need to put my stuff away.”
 
   “Go away, Robert. We’re talking,” the golden-haired elf snaps at the boy. She glares at him in the hopes of scaring him away, but he merely holds his bag in front of his face. “Fine. Put that thing over there. Don’t let it touch our stuff. It looks filthy.”
 
   Without looking at his classmates, the steel-eyed dwarf hangs his belongings next to Jenny’s orange satchel. He hurries out of the closet while the girls mutter with just enough volume that he knows they are talking about him. They wait for Robert to take his seat before Amelia hisses a spell that snaps the hook that his backpack is on. The bag lands with a small crack as something fragile breaks from the impact. Neither of them bother to check or tell Robert about it as they take their seats in the front row. The girls make themselves comfortable while putting on their best smiles for their friendly instructor.
 
   Delvin peeks out of the satchel to make sure nobody is watching and he is thankful that none of the students can see his side of the closet. The distance to the floor makes him nervous since he will be trapped if his legs snap off. Not wanting to leave evidence of his escape, the warrior dangles from the edge of his canvas prison and aims for the fallen backpack. With a rushed prayer to Cessia, he kicks off the satchel and plummets toward the patch-covered bag. He hits his target, but something hard inside causes his shoulder to crack along the seam. At the same time, Delvin hears something grunt from inside the backpack.
 
   “Sorry,” he whispers out of habit.
 
   “It is not a problem, my friend,” Timoran replies, his voice slightly muffled by the fabric. “It is a relief to hear your voice again.”
 
   “By the gods, you have no idea how happy I am to run into you,” Delvin excitedly says a little too loudly. He ducks behind the backpack when the teacher steps into the doorway to see if a student is hiding in the closet. The woman’s eyes sparkle to see through invisibility spells, but she leaves when a loud crash brings her back to her students. “Get out of the backpack and let’s get out of here. Gabriel mentioned you were trapped, so I’m guessing you were stuck in a house like I was. Cessia must really be on our side today.”
 
   “Actually, I have been carried to this school since I was purchased,” the barbarian admits with a tired sigh. He grunts as if straining against an unmovable weight. “Crawl into the backpack and see why you will have to go to Rainbow Tower alone. At least you know where I am, so you can lead the others to me.”
 
   Delvin slowly undoes the backpack’s zipper, fearful that the noise can attract the instructor or a curious student. He gets it open enough so that he can wriggle inside, but he freezes when he hears footsteps approaching the closet. The backpack is lifted off the ground, which sends the warrior tumbling toward the bottom. His damaged arm gets caught on a small chisel and breaks off, the limb falling into Robert’s lunch pouch. With a frustrated curse, the person outside jams the backpack on a shelf and returns to class.
 
   Pushing pencils and tools out of his way, Delvin gradually realizes that he is sitting on smooth glass. The surface is flawless and the warrior feels along the edge to discover that it would be taller than him if stood upright. A nagging thought in his mind, he rolls off the box and hunts for a patch that he can undo for some light. Delvin does his best to cause as little damage as possible to the dwarf’s backpack, choosing a spot that is high enough to prevent things from easily falling out later. The feeble beams fall on Timoran’s face, the barbarian encased in the seamless container. The one-armed figurine crawls around to see if he can open the box, but the only thing he finds is a Dwarven glyph at the top.
 
   “Robert Blackore likes collecting toys and keeping them pristine,” Timoran explains, wishing he could turn his head to face Delvin. He manages a smile of thanks when his friend steps into view and sits on the box. “He is a good person, but has a habit of jumping to a conclusion and never letting go. I made the mistake of talking to him, but he did not believe my story. He thought I was a special model, so he put me in this magic container. Only he can open this box and he has yet to do so, which is why I am stuck until you bring help.”
 
   “I’m sure the two of us can get you out,” Delvin argues before sliding off the glass. He grabs a small hammer and hits the box, but his solitary arm is unable to strike with any force. “You seem oddly nonchalant about this. Aren’t you worried that you won’t get back into your body and be trapped as a toy forever?”
 
   “Of course I am worried, my friend, but perhaps it is my punishment,” the barbarian claims as he makes another attempt at flexing his muscles against the hardened gel that surrounds him. The other champion takes another swing at the box, aiming specifically for the top of Timoran’s head. “I sense you are trying to be humorous and friendly. Please try to retain that mood as I admit that I lied about the Compass Key. It reacted to me in Bor’daruk and I said nothing. If I had been honest then we would not be in this situation. You and the others have my deepest apologies.”
 
   “Keep talking because you forgot to explain yourself,” the other warrior says as he tosses the hammer away and goes back to sitting on the box. “To be fair, this situation was brewing for a while and Yola Biggs was out to cause trouble. I’m not sure if you being honest would have made this better or worse. From what Gabriel said to Nyx, there wouldn’t be enough time to uncover the next temple before the curse shattered. After all, those things haven’t been the easiest to find or get into.”
 
   Timoran’s body twitches and a look of anguish is in his blue, fake eyes. “It is named Aintaranurh and it is a holy place to the Snow Tiger Tribe. Before a new king can take the crown, he must survive the challenges of the underground temple. It is a day’s journey from Stonehelm and sits within the lower mountains. It is not difficult to find the entrance since my people have markers along the path. I do not even think the Compass Key would be needed for the front door since it is always open.”
 
   “Now I’m really confused on why you didn’t say anything,” the brown-haired warrior admits, trapped between being angry and concerned. “Why are you hesitant to return to Stonehelm? I’ve never seen you scared of anything besides magic, but this feels different. It’s a conscious, focused fear instead of something primal.”
 
   “All I can say is that my return will not be met with open arms and it would be impossible to avoid my tribesmen,” the barbarian says as he clenches his fists. He considers trying to see if his rage can help him break free, but forgets the idea when he realizes that they would still be trapped in a classroom full of casters. “I promise that I will use the Compass Key and lead us to Stonehelm once we are revived. Facing my past is the least I can do after lying to those who have trusted me with their lives. Perhaps it is best for me to do this and remove the weight on my soul in order to continue on the path of a champion. After all, leaving our past to fester might bring trouble at the worst possible moment.”
 
   “Yeah . . . I agree.”
 
   The sound of students entering the closet forces the champions to remain quiet. They can hear the opening of bags, which is broken by a scream that Delvin immediately recognizes after hearing it for the last few days. Peeking out of a small hole, he sees Jenny hurl her satchel to the floor and runs her hands through her hair. Shoving a few classmates out of her way, the girl tears into the bags that are nearest to hers in search of the missing figurine. Delvin presses against the glass box as the girl’s furious gaze falls on the backpack. He has no time to hide when everything is poured out and he bounces off her foot. Jenny takes him and Timoran, her grip nearly crushing the brown-haired warrior’s body. Enraged beyond rational thought, she storms out of the closet and hurls the enchanted box at the back of Robert’s head. The dwarf cries out in pain and topples out of his chair, his first instinct to scramble after his precious toy instead of checking his injury.
 
   “How dare you take my summoning focus!” Jenny screams at her fallen classmate. She follows the retreating dwarf, occasionally stomping at the toes of his thin boots. “This was in your bag and now it’s broken. I can’t use it, which means I won’t get a good grade. I demand that I take the test tomorrow because this cheater sabotaged me!”
 
   “Can anyone else confirm Ms. Yirk’s accusation?” their teacher says before noticing that all of the students in the back emphatically nod their heads. With the flick of a wrist, the woman materializes a scroll and makes a note of the schedule change. “Very well. You will get a day’s reprieve, Ms. Yirk. Do you have an explanation for her belongings being in your bag, Mr. Blackore?”
 
   “I don’t know how it got there,” Robert answers while remaining on the ground. He curls tighter around Timoran when Jenny lifts her foot, the girl stopping when their teacher clears her throat. “Maybe somebody went into your satchel and broke it. Then they put it in my backpack to avoid blame. It happened last month when Aeriel snapped your lucky pencil.”
 
   “You little traitor!” the elf shouts from the back of the room.
 
   “I can fix the toy during lunch if you’ll let me,” the dwarf offers as he gets to his feet. The look on his classmate’s face causes him to back away until he is against the far wall. “I have my tools, so I can put his arm back on.”
 
   “Like I’ll let you make it worse.”
 
   “You can watch me fix Delvin.”
 
   The blonde girl laughs and slams the figurine on the table, cracking the torso. “Now I understand what this is all about. You want to spend lunch with me. Break my focus item, make sure I find it, and get to be seen with me. Kids would be talking about it for weeks. Well I won’t give you that prize. This thing is nothing more than garbage now, so I no longer have a use for it.”
 
   Gesturing a quick spell, Jenny blindly hurls Delvin at an open window. The one-armed figurine spins awkwardly, but a strong breeze directs him out of the building. He is dropped into the dragon hedge where he tumbles through the leaves and branches. With a sickening crack, the warrior lands on a rough stone hidden beneath the plant. All he can do is stare at his mangled legs and curse his misfortune until his consciousness slips into darkness.
 
   *****
 
   A soothing voice whispers to Delvin as his psyche drifts within a strange abyss. His body is of flesh again, but he is still missing an arm and both legs. There is a sense of calm flowing through his veins, which prevents him from panicking or even concentrating on the injuries for more than a few seconds at a time. All he knows is that everything will be fixed soon and he need only wait. His worries pushed away, Delvin’s eyes close and he imagines a river carrying him through a dense forest. Deer and squirrels appear among the trees, none of them moving to drink or run away. They are statue-like in the way they stand and only their yellow eyes shift to watch him float along the water. He tries to think about the creatures, but the voice grows louder and plunges him deeper into a trance. Unable to fight the spell, the warrior relaxes and waves his remaining arm to spin his body.
 
   The rapids strike without warning and he is battered against slick rocks that do not feel like normal stone. Their glossy surface is too slippery to grab, so Delvin is left at the mercy of the river. He kicks away from a looming crag before he realizes that his legs have returned and are stronger than ever. Pushing off the dangerous obstacles, he uses his recovered limbs to move through the water and gradually make his way to the shore. The sound of a roaring waterfall rises from the distance, dying down when Delvin grabs a tree branch with his regenerated arm. Dragging himself out of the river, he collapses on the thick grass and stares at a sunless sky of icy blue. Holding up his hands, he is horrified to see that they are transforming from flesh into waterstone.
 
   “I wonder what that all meant,” Delvin mutters as he wakes up. He is pleasantly surprised to find that he is on a desk instead of broken on the ground. “Thank you to whoever put my limbs back on. Sorry I can’t do much to repay you.”
 
   Robert stares at the talking figurine and slowly puts his tools down. He watches Delvin stand and stretch, the small warrior testing his arm and legs. Something about the way the toy moves reminds him of how he and his classmates warm up before gym. He is surprised at the fluidity of the waterstone body’s movements since there are no muscles within the figurine and the joints are naturally stiff. The dwarf takes Timoran out of his backpack and places the contained barbarian on the desk. With a whispered spell, he presses his thumb to the glyph and the front pane of glass clicks open. Robert gently takes his precious toy out of the box and places him next to Delvin who is cautiously watching the dwarf.
 
   “Thank you for my freedom,” Timoran says, rubbing his arms as if they are stiff.
 
   “So do you two react to each other?” the young man asks while packing up his tools. Both of the figurines scratch their heads and shrug. “I mean, are you designed to move when you come within a certain distance of each other? Timoran only talked and made realistic facial expressions when I first got him, but now he can walk and stretch too. Will getting the entire set do something special like make you bigger or earn me a one of a kind toy?”
 
   “I do not understand what you are asking,” the barbarian replies, returning to the box for his great axe. He tries to attach the useless weapon, but needs Delvin’s help in putting two small nubs into the holes in his back. “I did not move when we first met because you were holding me too tightly. At the time, I was unsure if I had my natural strength and discovering the answer at the expense of a child’s hand is not my way.”
 
   “Interesting that you’re designed to claim you’re the real champions,” Robert says in bristling wonder. His eyes turn gold and he is about to examine Delvin when a blinding flash of light erupts from the figurine. “Ow! There must be a protection spell on you to prevent someone from deciphering the magic. I guess the creators don’t want any of their ideas to be stolen, which I understand. If you’re listening through these toys then I’m sorry for trying to use magic sight on them.”
 
   “I see what you were talking about earlier,” Delvin mumbles to Timoran. With a stomp of his foot, the warrior flips a pencil into the air and catches it over his head. “As you can see, we’re autonomous and there’s no magic behind our animation. Wait! I mean, there is magic involved, but one of our enemies trapped us in these bodies. We’re not special toys like you seem to think we are. My friend and I are the real Timoran Wrath and Delvin Cunningham who were trapped in these figurines. Luke Callindor, Fizzle, and Sari are out there somewhere too.”
 
   “But your energy was blinding like it was trying to hurt me.”
 
   The warrior laughs nervously and spins the pencil like a quarterstaff. “Apparently, I have a potent aura that enjoys catching casters off guard. Nyx was blind for a few hours after she examined me and she’s a lot stronger than you. If anything that should prove that we’re telling the truth. Putting that much power into a simple toy is ridiculous and probably a waste of energy that could be used on other things. Especially doing it to a simple warrior that people seem to think very little of.”
 
   Robert wipes the sweat from his bald head and goes to put his backpack in the closet. He takes his time returning, a pensive expression on his youthful face. With the silence lingering, the sounds of students enjoying the warm weather during their lunchtime comes through the windows. A few of the other kids run by and give a passing glance at the figure who is still inside the classroom. The dwarf walks back to his desk and quietly eats his lunch, the two figurines standing awkwardly before him.
 
   “I don’t think the real Delvin would be so moody,” Robert says while he searches the cloth bag for a missing pickle. The narrow spear is devoured in a second, the juice running down his stubbled chin. “I know people think he’s the least interesting champion, but maybe they’re just impatient. Though I do see where people get the idea that he’s fodder. Delvin is a warrior like the ones you hear about in all of the stories and he lacks anything truly unique like his friends. Still he could be like me and have a great adventure in the future.”
 
   “Robert has a point, my friend,” Timoran states, slapping the other warrior’s shoulder. The sound of the dwarf choking on his sandwich causes the barbarian to jump off the desk. He clambers up the chair and strikes the boy’s back with his fists, helping him dislodge the chunk of food. “You have to be more careful, young man. It is fortunate that I still have a fraction of my strength. Otherwise, I would not have been able to help.”
 
   “You said my name,” the student gasps, grabbing the barbarian and staring at him. “Only intricate golems can learn names and repeat them. That’s powerful magic and it wouldn’t make any sense to use it for toys. Maybe you two are telling me the truth.”
 
   “Oh for the love of Ram and Ehre!” Delvin exclaims as he tosses the pencil aside. “All we had to do was say your name? Everything else was easily dismissed. Why didn’t you do that earlier, Timoran?”
 
   The barbarian’s mouth opens and closes in stunned confusion before he blurts out, “It never crossed my mind.”
 
   “Is there anything you can tell me that only the real champions would know?” Robert excitedly asks before frowning. He waves his hands to stop the toys from answering. “Never mind because I wouldn’t know something like that. I don’t know what to do here because this could be a trick. I’ve heard stories the last few days about Sari dolls walking around without owners, which is why I thought you were part of a contest. If I let you go and you’re lying then I’ll miss out of the fun.”
 
   “If you keep us and we are telling the truth then you endanger the world,” Timoran says with his arms crossed. The proud barbarian pats the dwarf on the shoulder before climbing back to the desk. “Think about it this way. A contest would have us act like our real selves. Delvin and I are known for being honorable and honest. It would not make much sense to create toys that act like the real champions, but remove those core virtues. So it is more likely that we are telling you the truth.”
 
   A rumbling peal erupts from the bells at the top of the academy towers and the floating ones in the hallway, signaling that lunchtime has ended. Robert grabs the champions and hurries to his backpack while the students stampede into the school. He puts Timoran back in the glass case before searching the closet for a place to hide Delvin. Afraid that his teacher or a classmate might go into anything he chooses, the dwarf tucks his shirt into his pants and drops the toy down his back. He shifts Delvin to his side to hide the odd lump and catches his breath when he hears people walking through the door.
 
   “I promise to let you two out on my way home,” Robert whispers while pretending to look through the lost and find box. He tucks a few collectable pins into his pocket, curious if he already has them at home. “There’s no way you would be able to sneak out of the school without being found. Too many janitors cleaning the grounds and patrolling the hallways due to a few incidents. Don’t say anything or move, Delvin, because Jenny will take you back if she finds you in one piece.”
 
   “My lips are sealed,” the warrior whispers, moving so his face is pressed against the shirt instead of the pale dwarf. “Thanks for your help.”
 
   Robert nervously pats the side of his shirt and leaves the closet before his classmates settle down. He yawns and burps to hide a startled yelp when he finds Jenny and Amelia standing a few feet away. The girls scowl at him and move to the other side of the room, neither giving him a second look. With his heart beating like a drum, the young apprentice takes his seat and tries to forget that he might have a possessed toy hidden under his shirt.
 
   *****
 
   At the end of the school day, Robert pretends to take some final notes as his classmates rush for their bags. He smiles at the smoking head of Amelia, the elf’s summoned beast having set her hair on fire. Several students help the instructor clean the room in a blatant attempt to earn a retest tomorrow since their spells failed miserably. The dwarf is tempted to join them since he conjured a large catfish that flopped around the floor before devouring a summoned fox. Instead of pushing for another chance, he takes comfort in the fact that a creature did appear and he will still get a passing grade. Robert is pretty sure he cannot do any better with less than a day to practice and there are still two more summoning tests in the school year. As far as the young caster is concerned, he has plenty of time to improve his skills and he has more important things to do today.
 
   Closing his notebook, the dwarf calmly goes to get his backpack and groans when he sees his belongings have been strewn across the floor. The strong smell of perfume on the items tells him that Jenny and her friend decided to make a final act of petty vengeance. He lets Delvin out of his shirt and they search for Timoran, finding him at the bottom of the lost and found box. The barbarian is released to help gather the scattered tools into the backpack, the champions being the last items to crawl inside.
 
   “Let me get a block away from the school and then I’ll choose an alley, so nobody sees you,” Robert says into the backpack. He acts as if he is having trouble with the zipper and is so frustrated that he has to use his teeth. “You don’t want to be seen and captured, so we have to be patient. All I ask is that if you’re lying then tell your creators that I was the first one to find you and that I treated you nicely. Maybe I can get a consolation prize.”
 
   The dwarf takes a deep breath and heads for the door, his pace repeatedly switching between a jog and a slow walk. Even from inside his backpack, the champions can tell that he is not moving naturally. Robert waves to his classmates, who stare at him until the teacher claps her hands for their attention. Once he is in the hallway, the dwarf runs around the corner and hurries to get to the front door. He is only a few steps out of the entrance when he is struck by a paralysis spell that freezes him in mid-stride.
 
   “Why are you in a rush, Blackore?” Jenny asks as the gathered crowd parts to let her through. A pair of male orcs and Amelia are with her, the three staying behind their leader in a neat, horizontal line. “I noticed my toy wasn’t in the bushes where I sent it. You ran out for lunch and got back pretty quickly. Makes me wonder where you hid it.”
 
   “I didn’t take him,” the dwarf replies through gritted teeth. The spell wears off and he falls at the feet of the angry girl. “Besides, you threw him away and he probably shattered considering the distance. He’d be useless to you now.”
 
   “I could fix it tonight and sacrifice it tomorrow,” the blonde says. With a flick of her hand and a musical spell, she severs the straps of her classmate’s backpack. “The toy is still mine. I have every right to take it back.”
 
   Robert stands and holds his backpack to his chest. “But you treat him so badly.”
 
   “It’s only a toy, you idiot,” Jenny snaps, grabbing the bag and yanking it out of his shaking hands. She throws it to Amelia, the elf pretending to drop it by slamming the patch-covered object to the ground. “My parents will always buy me a new one if I break it. Maybe I’ll take your Timoran toy as compensation. Consider it a reminder about where your place is while you’re at this academy.”
 
   One of the orcs kicks the backpack to Jenny and she stomps on it for extra measure, cringing in pain when her foot hits the empty case. She is about to yell again when the sound of whispering voices gives her pause and she crouches over the bag. Faint movement can be seen within the canvas as whatever is inside heads for the zipper. Being careful not to make a lot of noise, the girl opens the backpack and peers inside.
 
   Jenny shrieks in surprise when a plastic axe smacks her nose and the two figurines charge into the open. All of the students watch as Timoran and Delvin sprint toward the distant gate, their tiny bodies not getting them very far. The orcs are the first to try and grab the animated toys, but they crash to the ground when Robert dives to catch their ankles. Amelia leaps over her friends to pursue and shrieks when Timoran hurls his great axe at her face, the harmless projectile bouncing off her forehead. Other students get into the chase and the chaos grows until nobody can find the two champions. The pair rush out of the mob and are almost at the exit when a wall of flames blocks their path. Jenny grabs the pair from behind and carries them back to Robert, the towering fire puffing out of existence.
 
   “Impressive animation spells,” she says while examining the squirming figurines. She pokes Delvin in the chest and flicks his nose before he swats her finger away. “I guess you found a niche, Blackore. Almost a shame that I have to take your creations away and remove your enchantments. I can’t use them in a summoning if they’re moving around. It would cause the teacher to ask questions that I don’t want to answer.”
 
   “Please don’t hurt them,” Robert begs, struggling against the grip of the orcs. The stronger boys keep the dwarf pinned to the ground, both of them being careful not to break any of his bones. “They came like that. Delvin kept his walking and talking secret from you, but they’re part of a special competition that the toymaker started. If you remove the magic or destroy them then they’re voided from the contest.”
 
   “I don’t care about some stupid competition.”
 
   “The prize could be money or a special edition that you can sell.”
 
   “My parents have money and that other prize sounds pathetic.”
 
   “Then what do you want them for?”
 
   “I just enjoy seeing weaker people suffer.”
 
   Amelia taps her friend on the shoulder and whispers, “Not to ruin your fun, Jenny, but why aren’t the instructors stopping this? With all the noise, you’d think a few of them would have noticed. Something isn’t right here.”
 
   “That would be my doing,” a polite voice says in everyone’s head.
 
   The students turn to see Catarina, Kira, and Dariana standing in the open gate, the protective cherubs sleeping around the three women. Bessaria is grazing from a nearby griffin-shaped bush, the hungry sheep ignoring the tense silence. Urged by Dariana’s powers, everyone moves off the path except for Robert and Jenny. The two students are not sure where the telepathic voice came from, but they have a gut feeling that the beautiful, silver-haired woman is the source. Neither of them have the courage to look at her, so they focus on Kira who is the only one of the three that they recognize.
 
   Snapping out of his trance, Robert takes advantage of Jenny’s awe and snatches the toys from her hands. He makes it a few steps before she tackles him at the knees, but he throws Timoran and Delvin to Catarina as he falls. The gnome is mildly surprised when the figurines grip her wrists and clamber up to her shoulders. She is so distracted that she does not notice the blonde girl racing toward her. The furious apprentice skids to a stop when Kira steps in the way, the stone-faced heiress lazily spinning her weapon at her side.
 
   “Those are mine,” Jenny growls while backing away a few paces. Something in the other woman’s eyes sends a chill through her body, but her pride is too strong for her to retreat. “I’m not scared of a merchant’s daughter and her bodyguards. So give my property back, gnome.”
 
   “I say we turn around and walk away,” Catarina suggests while patting Timoran and Delvin on the head. “This child is only going to waste our time. Get the name of the boy, Dariana, and I’ll send him a thank you gift for helping us. Maybe a first edition of all the Hamilton Military Academy figurines.”
 
   “My name is Robert Blackore,” the dwarf happily replies with a polite bow. “Thank you for your generosity.”
 
   The gnome returns the gesture with a dramatic flourish and a grin. “My name is Catarina Arnica Warrenberg of the Innovator League, my adorable caster. Don’t let the compliment go to your head, kid, because you’re too young for me. Anyway, I’m the creator behind these toys and I need to take a few back. We had an accident at the factory and it caused some unexpected, dangerous prototypes to go out to the public. These two are mild compared to . . . the other ones. We’ll be on our way and all of you should return home to do your homework . . . or pretend to do your homework. It really depends on how much you care about your future.”
 
   “Don’t ignore me!” Jenny shrieks, her temper reaching its peak. “Nobody embarrasses me and takes my stuff!”
 
   The apprentice hurls her orange satchel behind her and speaks in Draconic, her hands whipping through the air. A shining rune appears beneath the bag, which sinks into the stone path. As Jenny’s voice gets louder, six flaming arms rise from the summoning portal and slam their three-clawed hands onto the ground with quivering force. The spidery limbs lift a furry body into view and a curved stinger twitches on the creature’s rear. A howl rolls from the three-eyed head of a wolf that patiently waits for a command.
 
   “I’ve never seen anything like that,” Kira admits, shuddering at the acidic drool that falls from the monster’s mouth. “Is that a demon?”
 
   “No because I can read demons. This creature has no thoughts, so it’s probably an obscure summoning beast,” Dariana answers while rubbing her aching temples. The creature howls again and hunkers down to nuzzle its mistress. “I don’t have the strength and energy to fight something like that. If only I didn’t send so much of my power away. Why are you smiling, Catarina? This is a problem.”
 
   “I agree and there’s only one person who can handle this,” the gnome replies, her eyes shimmering with glee. She puts her fingers to her lips and unleashes a sharp whistle. “Bessaria! See through the veil and stomp this thing, old girl! You’re all we have.”
 
   Bessaria yawns and saunters onto the path as if she does not see the towering creature eyeing her like a delicious meal. When the summoned beast leans forward to bite, the sheep whirls around and kicks it in the snout. The monster pauses for an instant before reeling back, the delay making Jenny nervously bite her lower lip. Flaming limbs lash out at Bessaria as she charges underneath her enemy, the razor sharp claws slapping together behind her. The calm sheep wanders in a circle beneath the roaring beast and occasionally bleats back to Catarina, the gnome impatiently tapping her foot.
 
   With a little dance of joy, Bessaria snaps at something on the ground and trots back to her beloved rider. To the surprise of the students, the summoned beast flails and howls as it is dragged behind the sheep by an invisible cord. Whenever she shakes her head, the panicking creature sways back and forth. Bessaria eventually chomps down on whatever is in her mouth and bleats in disgust while her body shudders. With a low hiss, a prismatic lizard materializes in her teeth and detaches from its trapped, narrow tail. The reptile falls at the sheep’s feet and tries to run away, but it is swiftly trampled beneath its wooly adversary’s hooves. With a mournful howl, the monstrous illusion bursts into rainbow dust that evaporates in the breeze.
 
   “I taught her how to see through illusions,” Catarina says while giving Bessaria a handful of clovers. The sheep devours the delicious snack and does another little dance. “Figured we should conserve our strength and let the old girl have some fun on this trip. After all, we have our hands full with finding the others.”
 
   “Don’t you dare le-” Jenny starts to shout before she is hit in the face with a paralysis spell.
 
   “Please shut up,” Robert mutters while he gets his damaged backpack. He smiles at Timoran and Delvin as he follows the other students to the gate. “Good luck with your adventures. I’m sorry I didn’t believe you. Remember, Ms. Warrenberg, my name is Robert Blackore and I’m a big fan of your work.”
 
   “I’ll make sure to send a proper thank you package, young man,” the inventor replies with a small chuckle. Catarina sighs and holds the champions in her hands, frowning at the signs of damage on Delvin’s body. “You two had quite an adventure here. Are you able to help us considering your injuries, Mr. Cunningham?”
 
   The battered warrior flashes a charming smile, keenly aware of Dariana hiding a look of worry on her face. “I’ll do whatever I can, but I lost my sword. Do we know where the others are?”
 
   “Fizzle is with Willow and Cyril,” Kira replies before she gets choked up about what she has to say next. A lone tear rolls down her cheek and a small hand reaches out from behind her hair to catch it. “Luke disappeared and Dariana hasn’t been able to locate him again. There’s nothing more we can do besides gather everyone else and find Yola Biggs. Once she reverses the curse, Luke may return to his body even from a distance.”
 
   “I pray you are correct and we do not lose our friend,” Timoran says, focusing on the heiress’s shoulder. He sees the red and yellow Sari materialize, but decides not to bring attention to her. “What is our plan of attack?”
 
   “We’re going to meet with Fizzle at Rainbow Tower,” Dariana replies, leading the way out of Sparkflag Academy. Almost forgetting, she whirls around to wake the teachers from their trances and leave a psychic message about Jenny’s actions. “After that, we’re going Sari hunting.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   13
 
   The gymnasium at Zelacryd stands on the edge of a cliff and is connected to the main building by a metal tunnel. Glass doors are at both ends of the pathway and potted flowers are set onto the sills to give the entrance a comforting smell. To project an atmosphere of serenity within the single floor building, the domed ceiling has fluffy clouds passing along its sapphire surface. The illusions cast shadows on the polished floor, which is covered with weights, mats, and a random collection of exercise gear. Every wall is clear to give the patients a view of the surrounding mountains and to allow for nurses in a nearby lookout tower to keep an eye on those inside. Sunlight glints off the foam cannons that are enchanted to send their payloads through the tempered glass.
 
   Nyx and Trinity keep an eye on the tower, their anxiety about getting drenched having grown over the last few days. Memories of their time at the asylum have slowly returned and plunged them into a depression. It has been a life of breakdowns, outbursts, and constant examinations with their delusions never entirely disappearing. Doctor Eltzer has told them that remembering their past is an important step, but the channelers cannot shake the feeling that they are in for a long and tiring journey that might never end. The stress and fear has been thick enough to cause them to lash out at each other, including a recent brawl over the last blueberry muffin in the cafeteria. Standing at the farthest set of doors, Nurse Bola has his arm in a cast from trying to pull the sisters apart, their spell-enhanced strength making them more dangerous than the dwarf realized.
 
   “It’s nice to be out of the foam tubs,” Nyx casually mentions while she struggles to do a set of pull-ups. She blinks the burning sweat from her eyes and her white-knuckled hands clench the slick bar. “I’m sorry about fighting with you. We should have shared the muffin. Hitting you in the head with my tray was uncalled for. You look good in the new exercise clothes. The red works with your skin beautifully.”
 
   “Thanks. Your green clothes look good on you too,” Trinity says as she beats on a punching bag. The chaos elf stops to grab a towel and pat the sweat off her neck. “I’m not sure what got into me. All I know is that I was furious about you taking something that I felt was rightfully mine. The idea of sharing made me even angrier.”
 
   “I got that from you yelling that you’ll take everything I stole from you,” the half-elf replies with a small smile. With a groan of pain, she drops from the pull-up bar and gets a cup of cool water to dump over her head. “My body is hating this workout after being in the tubs for three days. I think my ears are the only parts that aren’t aching.”
 
   “Stop complaining, Nyxie, because this is the only thing keeping us from becoming lazy blobs. Though we’re in amazing shape for only being at the gym three times a week,” Trinity says, curiously running her hands along her body. The laugh of one of the supervising nurses makes her stop, but a sense of doubt grows in the back of her mind. “Why are we the only patients here? There’s usually a group in the gym, especially on a beautiful day like today. I saw everyone at breakfast, so I know they’re still in Zelacryd.”
 
   Nyx grabs a jump rope and tries to break her record of five skips, but her feet repeatedly fall out of rhythm. “I overheard a nurse say that they wanted us in isolation for the next two days because we were just let out of the tubs. Doctor Eltzer is worried we’ll have another fight and other patients will get drawn into it. The gym is the most likely place for such a thing to happen because we can get competitive.”
 
   “That makes sense,” the chaos elf replies while making sure her hair stays tied back. She returns to the punching bag, but stops after a few powerful kicks. “Are we competitive? I don’t remember ever going up against you for anything. Our childhood is still fuzzy, but we always got along and worked together. I don’t even remember playing any friendly games with you. That seems pretty strange for siblings.”
 
   “Maybe we never had any interest in seeing who was better.”
 
   “Especially since I’m the oldest and would have won more often.”
 
   “Older means you’re slower.”
 
   “Younger means you’re dumber.”
 
   “Be careful or your wrinkles will show, old lady.”
 
   “Go suck your thumb, little baby.”
 
   The sisters grin and hurry to clear an area for a game they vaguely remember from their childhood. Nyx finds two wooden cylinders used by a few patients for swordsmanship practice and sets them up on opposite sides of the room. Trinity digs through a ball bin to find one that is the right size and hardness for their homemade contest. Ignoring the impatient whistling from her sibling, the chaos elf reaches to the bottom of the collection and pulls out a black orb. It takes a minute of squeezing and bouncing for Trinity to be sure it is perfect for their game. She tosses it to Nyx, who awkwardly juggles it until catching it between her elbows.
 
   “Very graceful,” Trinity jokes as she wipes her bare feet on a mat. “I claim the left side goal and you can start with the ball. Do we want to go for time or points?”
 
   “First to ten since we don’t have anything to tell time with,” Nyx replies, spinning the solid ball on her palm. She catches it between her hands, the clap loud enough to make the edgy nurses jump. “No magic. Let’s keep this physical. I’ll start when you get to your side and give me the signal.”
 
   “Just go now. You’re not winning anyway.”
 
   The game opens with Nyx rushing forward and stopping at the halfway point, the tip of her tongue sticking out from between her lips. She slowly moves to the side while Trinity patiently guards the wooden cylinder that sits against the glass wall. Spins and feints do nothing to help the half-elf get an advantage, her opponent simply standing still and waiting for a throw. Nyx cannot make an opening, so she tries to arch her shot over her sister and charges in the hope of catching a rebound. She mutters a curse when the chaos elf jumps to catch the ball and hurls it at the opposing, undefended column. The projectile hits the wood with a loud slap and bounces into a pile of weights.
 
   “Long shots are cheating!” Nyx shouts as she walks across the room. The weights subtly roll away from her as she approaches, clearing a path to the ball. “You know the rules are that you have to travel to the midpoint before you can score. Otherwise, we’ll spend the entire time hurling the ball back and forth until we get bored. You always try to cheat if I don’t remind you about the rules.”
 
   “Do I?” Trinity asks, scratching her head. She catches the ball with one hand and bounces it as she walks to the middle of the room. “That does sound right. Though if we never competed against each other, how could I cheat to beat you?”
 
   “Maybe that’s why we never did it? I don’t really know since our memories aren’t really dependable.”
 
   Trinity shrugs and continues the game, shoulder rushing Nyx in the chest for an easy throw at the goal. She hurries back to her wooden post, but is knocked over by the ball smacking her in the back of the head. The sound of heavy footsteps makes her think the nurses are approaching and she swiftly rises only to realize that her sister is a few feet ahead of her. Pouncing like a desperate cat, Trinity gets her hand on the ball and tries to yank it from the half-elf’s hand. Using both hands and spinning, the chaos elf steals the rubbery orb and runs toward the goal to touch it for two points. Before she can gloat, she is tackled from behind and her face slams into the wooden column. Blood drips from a split lip and a gash over her eye as bursts of strange memories course through Trinity’s mind.
 
   “What is wrong with you, Nyx?” she asks, melting the ball into a puddle of ooze. She touches the wall and changes the enchantment a second before globs of foam explode against the building. “You’re such a violent, irritating pest. I try to be nice and show some respect to you, but there are times where you anger me beyond all rational thought.”
 
   “Well I’m tired of your confusing words and actions,” Nyx rallies back, shoving her sister in the chest. A burst of wind knocks the nurses against the wall, preventing them from getting involved. “Half the time you want to kill me and the other half you’re trying to help me. I can only assume this is some sick game of yours. I don’t want to hate you, Trinity, but you make it impossible to trust you.”
 
   “I can’t afford to be nice!” the chaos elf screams. She grabs the wooden column and turns it into a flaming club, which causes the other channeler to back away. “I don’t know why, but the fact that you’re scared of fire makes me sick. It feels unnatural and you should be put out of your misery for being so damn weak. The truth, little sister, is that I don’t want to hate you either. Yet I also know we can’t be friends, allies, or anything more than enemies. So I slip from time to time and get myself in trouble, but in the end I know we’re going to wake up one morning and have that final battle where one of us doesn’t get up. On that day, I’m going to spread your ashes over the entire world.”
 
   Trinity repeatedly swings at Nyx and drives her across the room, the half-elf maintaining a powerful shield spell. The chaos elf grows an extra set of arms and grabs another wooden column to attack her enemy from both sides. Terrified by the flames, Nyx turns into mist and tries to float for the distant doors. Trinity’s weapons become fiery whips that bind the zigzagging cloud and force her rival to assume a solid form. Panic sets in and the champion thrashes violently, her magic increasing her strength and speed to a point where she is nothing more than an earth-shaking blur.
 
   “Stop struggling or you’re going to bring the building down,” Trinity growls through clenched teeth.
 
   Her arms turn into rubber to prevent them from getting torn out of their sockets, but the change makes it difficult to control the whips. Nyx breaks free and grabs a metal weight, which she snaps in half and melts into liquid that flows up to her elbows. The coating hardens into solid gloves that she bangs against each other, each impact sending sparks onto the floor. A wall rises behind Trinity and sprouts clamps that catch her wrists. The chaos elf’s body erupts in flames to meet her enemy’s strike, but a jet of foam knocks both channelers to the floor.
 
   They struggle to maintain their spells and continue the fight until a pulse of electricity ripples through the thick goo. Trinity’s flames puff out as she loses consciousness, but Nyx screams in pain as her metal gauntlets become locked around her hands. They are slowly crushing her fingers now that her magic is unable to keep them flexible like leather. With a high-pitched shriek, the half-elf shatters the glass walls, dissolves the gauntlets, and sends the roof of the gymnasium soaring over the distant mountains. She gazes at the unexpected destruction and opens her mouth to speak, but she flops to the floor before she can utter a word.
 
   “I’m afraid the time has come to end this,” Doctor Eltzer tells Nurse Bola, the pair standing in the doorway with foam-dripping hoses. Grunting as he takes his arm out of the sling, the dwarf grabs the channelers by their legs and roughly drags them down the tunnel. “Such a shame.”
 
   *****
 
   Nyx and Trinity wake up to bright lights in the faces and cold metal on their bare skin. The channelers try to move, but find they are tightly strapped to the wheeled tables. A cold breeze comes from the ceiling vents and makes them shiver, their simple underwear giving them no protection from the chill that sinks into their bones. They hold their breath in anticipation when they hear the sound of someone getting off a squeaky chair. Both women chuckle at the touch of soft paintbrushes on their bellies, the tickling sensation too strong for them to focus on what is being drawn upon their flesh.
 
   “I’m still hoping we can fix this problem with words,” Doctor Eltzer says as she leans over Nyx. Her fingers are gentle as they widen her patient’s squinting eyes and she gets a closer look at the sparkling pupils. “Your delusions have grown stronger. I believe their influence triggered your joint episode, which corrupted your aura and made it unstable. This makes you a danger to yourselves and those around you. Now are you willing to talk or should I begin the procedure that the nurses are making the incision marks for?”
 
   “What are you going to do to us?” Trinity asks, straining against her bonds. She tries to use her magic, but is subdued by a burst of pain. “Hurt us and we’ll bring this place down around your head. Though not before I get one of those hoses and fill Nurse Bola with enough foam so that it spews from his ears.”
 
   “You don’t even know what I plan to do and you’re threatening me,” the doctor says with a tired sigh. She rubs her eyes and leans back in her chair, watching her assistant finish the drawings on the chaos elf. “If you must know, I plan on turning your aura off if you fail to come to terms with your issues. It has been years and I’m afraid that recent events have forced me to consider this option.”
 
   “If we settle our delusions then you’ll fix our aura, right?” Nyx nervously asks while she wriggles beneath the paintbrush that has moved to her legs. The silence from the doctor tells her more than any worded answer. “It was nothing more than a spat. All siblings have them from time to time. Maybe we went a little too far and our delusions were set off, but we don’t need this procedure.”
 
   “I hope you’re right,” Doctor Eltzer claims, patting the half-elf on the shoulder. She moves Trinity closer, which allows her touch both of her patients. “First we have to put you into an agitated state. That’s the only way we can get to the core of your shared issues. I’ve noticed that you are protective of each other, which I originally thought would help your recovery. Now I wonder if it is holding you back and masking the true problems. I apologize in advance for putting you through this. Please bring me the ogre blood, Nurse Bola, and get your people ready.”
 
   The dwarf carefully hands his boss two pinky-sized syringes that are filled with a dark green liquid. A halfling nurse dabs a numbing gel on the side of the channelers’ necks while Doctor Eltzer makes sure the blood has not coagulated. She waits for her assistants to take their positions with foam hoses, all of them remaining calm. The only sounds come from Nyx and Trinity who struggle against their tightening bonds. As the barriers in their minds crumble, they are driven into a maddening rage by agony pulsing through their veins. Both women are red-faced and foaming at the mouth by the time they are injected with the ogre blood.
 
   “That should give you a focused fury,” the blonde elf explains as she takes a seat between her patients. “I have always sensed that there were some issues that you held back in our meetings. You put up a good front of being loving, protective siblings, but we’ve seen hints that there is conflict. Now we have undeniable proof. Being honest with each other can only help, so start whenever you’re ready.”
 
   “You hit me with a flaming chandelier!” Trinity shouts, her violet eyes shining brighter than ever. “You tried to incinerate me when we first met. I had to borrow a regeneration ring from the Lich and the entire process hurt.”
 
   “I wouldn’t have done that if you hadn’t tried to kill my little brother,” Nyx retorts in a slow, calm voice. Having more experience with her fiery temper, the half-elf’s rage is boiling beneath the surface and slowly seeps into her mind. “It isn’t like I’m always hurting you and walking away unscathed. After I hit you with the chandelier, you zapped me and handed me over to Kalam.”
 
   “And you eventually killed him in battle,” the chaos elf smugly points out. For a second, her body turns to mist that churns beneath the sparking leather straps. “This is what I hate about you some times. You have so much power, but you have to be near death or really angry to use it. That’s such a waste of magic and yet you’re the champion. I’ve honed my skills and let myself be used by a monster. The best I can get from that deal is death or a lifetime of servitude. I would kill to take your place. In fact, I have once or twice.”
 
   “Interesting,” Doctor Eltzer interrupts while she writes her notes. The elf wipes sweat from her brow, vaguely aware that the room is getting hotter. “The older sister is jealous and wants to take the role of the younger one. Yet part of you doesn’t want to kill her outright, so you feel trapped. Your frustration might be fueling your side of the shared delusions. After all, they involve both of you fighting in some destined war. ”
 
   Nyx’s magic flares from her arms and the windows melt before she is struck with a jet of foam. The goo evaporates into white vapor that is sucked out the open portals, the wisps drifting down the mountain. A deep rumbling rolls out of the ground, which causes the furniture to shift across the room. One of the halfling nurses tries to spray the champion again, but the nozzle is crushed by an unseen force. The hose bursts and sends its owner into the wall along with a spray of foam that turns into acid on his skin.
 
   “You’d be a terrible champion!” the half-elf screams, her voice booming throughout Zelacryd. Every window rattles in its frame and cracks appear around the edges. “It isn’t about saving one race, but protecting all of them. The only thing you care about is your own people, which means you’re easy to manipulate. The Baron and Stephen hold the chaos elves in the palm of their hands. That’s why Queen Trinity is nothing more than a magical pet that will dance whenever her masters clap their hands.”
 
   “Let’s try to remain civil,” the doctor says. A prickling sensation runs over her arms and she looks down to see her hair standing on end. “An outburst will force me to begin the procedure. This is your final warning.”
 
   Doctor Eltzer jumps to her feet when tendrils of raw, churning aura erupt from the channelers’ bodies. The energy grows keen edges and swings around the room to sever all of the remaining hoses, preventing the foam from being used. As the enraged women thrash, their bonds snap and more of their power is released. Nurse Bola hurries to knock the doctor away from an incoming tendril, which shatters his torso into fading shards. The dwarf’s lower half staggers forward a few steps and collapses, the silver ooze that filled his empty husk flowing across the white-tiled floor. Horrified by the fate of her assistant, Doctor Eltzer scrambles away until she reaches the door, which fuses with the frame.
 
   “Receptacles,” Trinity growls, her eyes nothing more than predatory slits. She floats toward the terrified elf, her nose wrinkled as if she has caught a whiff of rotten food. “Now I can smell all of you empty ones. I don’t like being toyed with by your kind.”
 
   Before she can attack the doctor, a blast of fire sends Trinity crashing through the wall. Nyx remains standing on the metal table and admires the vibrant flames that coil around her slender body. Even with her temper boiling, the feel of magical fire on her skin plunges the half-elf into ecstasy. It is as if she has been reunited with a long lost lover and they are getting passionately reacquainted. She hops to the floor and leaves burning footprints as she approaches the smoking hole that Trinity left behind.
 
   “Thank you for saving me,” Doctor Eltzer gasps while Nyx walks by.
 
   The channeler stops and turns a cold, emotionless stare on the shivering elf. “I can barely see you now, receptacle. You’re really nothing more than a corpse. A dead thing that tried to take my magic and manipulated me for years. Join your friend.”
 
   With a flick of her wrist, Nyx sends a spear of hardened flame at Doctor Eltzer. The empty vessel cracks like fragile glass and explodes into fine powder. Barely sensing the other nurses running for the door, the half-elf destroys them with a rolling barrier of fire that melts through the wall. None of them scream while their bodies crumble into piles of ashes, their consciousness fading away like the wisps that they always were.
 
   Before she can go after Trinity, Nyx is knocked through the far window. She hooks the building with a flaming tether that stretches and rockets her back into Zelacryd. Her enemy is waiting with an invisible barrier that she slams into with enough force to blow out the ceiling and remaining walls of the white-tiled room. With a screeching punch of sound, Nyx breaks the shield in half and grabs Trinity by the neck. Her fingers slip through the soft skin to wrap around the chaos elf’s windpipe.
 
   “I’m done playing with you!” the half-elf roars. She struggles to crush her rival’s throat, but a flesh to iron spell prevents her from delivering the killing blow. “You’re my enemy and I’m going to kill you like I should have long ago!”
 
   “I couldn’t agree more.”
 
   Trinity transforms into acidic mist that burns Nyx’s hand and forces the champion to back away from the blossoming cloud. A strong gust of wind dissipates the dangerous spell, but it leaves the half-elf open to a surprise attack. Dropping from the ceiling, the chaos elf catches her with a thorn-covered net and hurls her further into the complex. The screams of nurses and patients echo throughout the crumbling hallways as Nyx frees herself from the painful bonds with a small explosion. The flickers of movement from the receptacles irritates her and makes it difficult to pinpoint her enemy’s attacks. One of the empty vessels bumps into the half-elf and causes her to roar in unbridled rage. Streams of white flame fly in every direction and cover all of Zelacryd, destroying many of the sentient husks that Yola crafted from the unfortunate residents.
 
   Trinity bashes through the walls with an ebony battering ram ahead of her, the weapon shattering everything in its path. She grabs the back end of the ram and launches it at Nyx, who slices it down the middle with a fire blade. The halves continue traveling through the rest of the complex and explode against the tunnel to the gymnasium. The cliff breaks and tumbles down the mountain along with the building, which violently ejects the receptacles that were hiding inside. Neither channeler pays attention to the destruction as they continue hurling powerful spells at each other. Within minutes, Zelacryd is nothing more than a pile of rubble and all of the receptacles have been reduced to splinters and ashes.
 
   “Stop holding back!” Trinity yells as she unleashes a blast of green lightning.
 
   “You first!” Nyx counters while blocking the incoming spell.
 
   The half-elf spins away from an incoming javelin and retaliates with a swarm of fist-sized fireballs. Not wanting to give Trinity time to counterattack, Nyx hurls an orb of ice that explodes among her roiling projectiles. Temporarily blinded, the chaos elf is unable to avoid a vicious tackle from her enemy who charges out of the fog. Spikes grow from the champion’s arms and chest, but they break against the armor that coats the powerful queen’s body. They land at the edge of the crack-covered cliff and roll off, both channelers kicking off the mountainside and separating to soar into the sky.
 
   The mountains shake and the weaker peaks crumble to dust as Nyx and Trinity cover their bodies in aura. With their powers surging, the area distorts as if something is violently pulling at the fabric of reality. Clouds silently fall from the sky and harmlessly explode against the jagged cliff sides. Animals can be seen retreating across the mountain ranges, their senses picking up on the looming danger. For a brief moment, the channelers think they hear a familiar voice yelling for them to stop, but their minds are deafened by the howling rage coursing through their essence.
 
   Nyx and Trinity fly at each other with their bodies enveloped in blinding energy. They collide with a thunder-like boom and send a wave of force through the region, which warps the sky for hundreds of miles. Flying beasts caught in the magical blast are driven to the ground where their wings flap and flail against the earth. Appearing like blisters in the atmosphere, pink clouds release strange types of rain that ranges from burning acid to potent healing potion. Rivers are tied into knots and small villages find themselves struck by sleep spells. Both channelers sense that they have done something wrong and stop their fighting to pull the released energy back into their cores. The aura slams into them and creates a black portal that swallows Nyx and Trinity whole before closing with an ear-rending screech.
 
   *****
 
   A churning gateway opens in the ceiling of the dimly lit ballroom and spits the battling channelers onto the polished floor. The women are covered in gashes that reveal throbbing aura underneath their skin. They can barely move beyond random muscle twitches that only exacerbate the wounds, their prismatic energy flowing across the floor. Nyx attempts to take a deep breath only to hack and cough, which covers her face in the liquid magic. It is a horrible noise that startles the curious and scared figures peeking out from behind one of the crimson curtains. Through her blurry vision, the half-elf sees a lean creature with multiple tails dart out of the room. The sound of retreating, stomping footsteps gives her a headache that is so painful it creates another gash down the middle of her face.
 
   “What do we have here?” the Baron asks as he hovers over the injured channelers. He reaches down to grab Nyx, but his glove ignites at the touch of her skin. “This is unexpected and interesting. You are one of my enemies and you appear in my castle alongside my most trusted agent. I am not sure what this means, but this is too dangerous to leave alone. I promise that your death will be quick and merciful, young lady.”
 
   Sparks and bubbles run along the surface of the aura pool that has spread around Nyx and Trinity. A smirk on his face, the Baron crosses his arms as the raw magic transforms into a hulking creature that yawns and smacks its solid belly. The channelers are back-to-back with their heads sticking out of the beast’s neck, their violet eyes glowing even though they are unconscious. With a crackle of energy, the dense form bulges and grows big enough for one of the crystal chandelier to sit on its shoulder. Annoyed by the object, the creature rips it from the ceiling and casually tosses it to the floor.
 
   The Baron refuses to move when the monster tries to intimidate the ancient warlord with a loud stomp. He can tell that the energies of Trinity and Nyx are arguing over what to do next since their creation has yet to attack. Several times a fist raises to smash the stoic immortal, but the arm always shudders and falls to its side. Tired of waiting for the creature to make up its mind, the Baron draws an elegant rapier and slashes the beast across the waist in the blink of an eye. As the top half falls forward, he puts his hand out to catch Nyx by the throat and lets Trinity gently drift to the floor. The half-elf’s burning magic is swiftly quelled by a muttered word, but she still manages to create a few tendrils of smoke around her skin. Her greatest enemy is about to cast a spell to eject the champion’s blood from her body when his voice is forcefully removed from his throat.
 
   “I will give this back if you put her down,” Zaria says while holding a dark, pulsing orb in her hand. The object tries to escape and return to the Baron, but she catches and squeezes it tightly. “Both channelers are a danger to Windemere because Yola Biggs tampered with them. Killing Nyx will release her power and that explosion will set Trinity off. I know you want to rule Windemere and not destroy it, Arthuru. Please give the champion to me and I will take care of her.”
 
   The Baron smiles and tenderly places Nyx next to Trinity, the pair quivering from the pain of their magic trying to erupt from their bodies. Their wounds abruptly heal and he can see their aura squirming beneath their skin like swarms of furious eels. The warlord holds out his hand for his voice and grazes the goddess’s fingers when she drops it into his palm. Swallowing the black orb, the Baron whispers a long incantation that shreds his gloves and makes his fingers glow dark red. With a bellowing yell in demonic, the immortal enemy of the gods plunges his hands into the channelers’ chests. He turns his wrists like they are keys in a lock and holds them in position while raw aura tries to wrap around his body. The energy slashes at his crimson shirt and destroys his ebony cape, the strips of fabric falling to the floor and burning into snakes of winding ash. A second, violent twist of his hands makes Nyx and Trinity gasp for air and arch their backs. The movements beneath their flesh stop and they remain on the floor, their skin and hair having lost some of their natural luster.
 
   “I said I would take care of it,” Zaria snaps. She scowls at the Baron as he waves his hand to create pillows beneath the two women. “You will turn their aura on again, right? It wouldn’t be sporting of you to remove such power from one of your enemies.”
 
   “Forget fairness in the game, my dearest Zaria. It wouldn’t be right to cut these two off from their magic,” he replies with a flick of his wrist. A goblet of aromatic wine appears in his hand and he offers it to the goddess. “Their power will return once Yola repairs them. It will be a slow revival to ensure they don’t get hurt, but they will be fine. Thank you for stopping me from doing something foolish. This little one caught me off guard with her sudden arrival and impressive power. Now I can see why my son is so interested in her. I’ll have Nyder send them back to wherever they need to be for Yola to fix the damage she has caused.”
 
   “You still should have let me handle it, Baron Kernaghan,” she says, refusing to accept the drink. Her body begins to fade away, but abruptly returns to solid form, causing the goddess to yelp in surprise. “What is the meaning of this?”
 
   “First, you could not do anything because of your foolish law. Unless your precious rule is nothing more than a suggestion and can be broken whenever it suits you,” the Baron explains while creating a table and two chairs between them. A bowl of persimmons appears along with matching mugs of frothy ale. “Have a seat and talk, my dearest Zaria. I do apologize about my current state of dress, but I have had no time to freshen up for you. It has been centuries since we were together, so I apologize if I am mistaken about your favorite fruit. The ale is from an old keg that I keep preserved for special occasions. It is from that little tavern near Urgenhyde, which has long since fallen into the dust of time. Do you remember those days?”
 
   “I am not doing this with you, Arthuru,” Zaria declares, raising her hand to break the barrier around her. She lets her arm drop when she sees the warm smile on the handsome man’s face. “It was the tavern where we had our first date. I was the daredevil swordswoman of the Longfield Circus and you were the Master of Beasts. Though I had to pretend to be a man when on stage and . . . transform into a woman near the end of my act. Now that you know I remember, please let me be on my way.”
 
   “Not until you answer my questions, so please have a seat.”
 
   The doors creak open and Nyder casually strolls in, stopping when he sees that the goddess is still in the ballroom. He looks to his master for an explanation, but only receives a cold stare that tells him to move quickly. With a dry throat and sweaty palms, the gnome jogs to the sleeping channelers and anoints their brows with a green liquid. He winds a golden cord around his waist and those of the women before wiping some of the potion on his forehead. Muttering about how he is not an errand boy, Nyder pours the remaining liquid onto the floor. He closes his eyes while making the proper spell gestures, his hands hesitating once when he nearly forgets the next step. A portal opens beneath the trio and they sink into the swirling energy, leaving the immortals to finish their conversation.
 
   Zaria waits for the Baron to take his seat before she joins him, a wave of anxiety twisting her stomach. She cautiously reaches out to take a persimmon and purifies it in case it has been poisoned or cursed. Still on her guard, she opens the fruit by running her nail along its flesh and takes an exploratory sniff of the insides. The sigh from her companion almost makes the goddess smirk because it reminds her of when they were mortal. She pushes the memories out of her mind, replacing them with those of his horrific deeds over the countless years.
 
   “You despise and fear me, my dear Zaria, which makes me want to clear the tension between us,” the Baron says, leaning back in his chair. The red-haired goddess refuses to meet his gaze as she has a few bites of the delicious fruit. “I completely understand your emotions since I did so many terrible things to my fellow man and the gods. Though to be fair, I gave all of my enemies a chance to surrender and was merciful to those that earned it. The ones who were tortured and killed gave me little choice. It is a shame that you never paid attention when I tried to rule with benevolence alone. You would have seen that I was plagued by assassins, revolts, and manipulative lesser nobles. I was not born into royalty, so I had to work hard to maintain order within my lands. Fear and cruelty proved to be the best course of action.”
 
   “You could have always given up your throne and left the power for those who wanted it above all else,” Zaria argues, her voice softening against her will. She yanks her hand away when the Baron attempts to touch it, his empty fingers drumming on the table. “I despise what you have become and fear that it will only get worse. It hurts to be near this land because it reminds me of the man I . . . adventured with and how he is no more. When we were briefly reunited in Ambervale, you forced me to become your wife by threatening everyone. That is still an open wound, Baron Kernaghan.”
 
   “Yet we had the child we always wanted because of it,” he replies as Raksha slinks out of the shadows. He rubs the cat’s head and gestures for Melanie to join them, the scared metal girl pretending to be a statue. “I occasionally look back on that day of conquest with fondness, but I admit that I was wrong. When I made you my wife, it was out of a desire that had been denied to us for so long. My love and rage became entwined and I acted rashly. Truth be told, I still hold the anger towards you and the gods that set me on this path. I have simply learned to . . . keep it to myself.”
 
   Taking a deep breath, Zaria touches the Baron’s hand for a few seconds. “I never understood why you possessed such rage. You knew what would happen between us when we agreed to free the gods from their own mistakes. Ram said that the chances of us receiving a happy ending was slim.”
 
   “Slim is still a chance and I expected one of us would be dead,” the warlord explains with a bitter chuckle. He takes a sip of his drink as his eyes become gold and take in the sight of the uncomfortable woman. “You ascended to the gods, which I supported because, at the time, it was not unheard of for them to take mortal lovers. The two of us could still have been together, but then you made that damnable Law of Influence. Nobody tried to stop you from doing something that betrayed the man who loved you and sacrificed so much to put you on the pedestal that you rightly deserved. Even back then, I knew the law was as flexible as a whip since the gods still affect mortals to some extent. That is why I sought to conquer all and revoke the Law of Influence. It still angers me that such a flimsy rule prevented me from getting the woman I swore my heart to.”
 
   “And I swore mine to you, which I have honored all these centuries. Even though you fell into darkness, I have loved no other man or god, Arthuru,” the beautiful deity argues, covering her mouth when she realizes what she has said. Flustered and confused, Zaria stands and gently pushes her chair into the floor. “You were so blind when you ascended and forced me into marriage. Did you not realize that the Law of Influence would have remained, but we were no longer bound by it? All you had to do was be the kind man you once were and let go of your darkness. Instead you remained the heartless warlord and the prophecy was allowed to continue with Gabriel taking your place.”
 
   Raksha hisses when the Baron pets her too roughly, the cat swiping at the nobleman’s hand and drawing blood. He wipes the wound away and teleports his pets to a distant room of the castle, protecting them from his guilt-ridden wrath. Grabbing his unfinished ale, the black-haired man stands and reduces the table to splinters with a single tap. His guest’s drink spills onto the floor and flows like a stream until it makes a large pool in the center of the room. The Baron turns his back on the goddess and stares at his reflection in the dark liquid, smiling at the handsome image.
 
   “Then I am the ultimate fool and will continue on my path,” he replies, a snap of his fingers evaporating the ale. He returns to the ruined table and picks a few persimmons out of the debris to offer to his wife. “My fate has been sealed by our beloved Destiny God and I will play my role to perfection. The day will come when I retake the world of mortals and continue to search for a way to end the Law of Influence. When I succeed, I will leave the choice of who you side with in your hands. I promise that I will never force you again.”
 
   “How many corpses must you make before you stop, Arthuru?” Zaria asks, accepting the fruit and tucking them into her ivory gown.
 
   “As many as I need to return to history and reclaim my throne.”
 
   “There truly is no more goodness in you if you are so callous about the lives of others.”
 
   “I care about those that I find useful.”
 
   “So the chosen few will be spared?”
 
   “You misunderstand me,” the ancient warlord states, appearing in front of the goddess to take her hands. “Only enemies have to fear me. Soldiers, farmers, merchants, and every productive member of my future empire will be seen as useful. I will not sacrifice them without just cause. That is not evil.”
 
   “It is not good either.”
 
   The Baron laughs loud enough to shake the castle, scaring all of its inhabitants. “Very few beings are born pure good or pure evil. We are living proof of that, my warrior woman. Even my monster of a son was a sweet child at one point. I do wonder where I went wrong with him, but after so many years, I feel he is responsible for his own actions.”
 
   “Good-bye, Arthuru,” Zaria says, sensing that her former friend and lover is merely stalling to keep her on Shayd. She can taste his loneliness as it mixes with his burning rage and eternal ambition. “I will hold onto a spark of hope that you find a way to happiness and get off this path. Though we both know it really is too late. Also, I assure you that we will not meet like this again.”
 
   The goddess vanishes from the stormy continent, leaving the cursed Baron to brood in his castle. Deep shadows stretch across the floor and faint flickers of clawed hands rise from their edges. They absorb the broken table and devour the remaining persimmons while their master’s mood spirals into an abyssal darkness. The Baron curses under his breath when the sound of laughter echoes throughout the ballroom, his skin crawling with a combination of anger and disgust.
 
   “You are so pathetic, old man,” Stephen teases from the doorway. Clutching a Nyx figurine to his chest, the naked man twitches and cackles uncontrollably. “Pining over a woman instead of focusing on power is foolish and a waste of time. I admit your goal of controlling a goddess is admirable. Though to actually be in love with her? So ends the fearsomeness and horror of the monster that was erased from history. Nothing but a heartbroken mutt pretending to be a Highcrest Wolf.”
 
   “Watch your tongue and know your place, child,” the Baron growls, his eyes turning a putrid yellow. “The motivation behind a man can drive him to do great things. It does not always mean such things will be for the benefit of others.”
 
   “Were you always this weak?” the younger immortal asks, refusing to be intimidated. He vaguely remembers a time when he had an inner voice to warn him of going too far with his father, but it has been murdered by his sister’s psychic attack. “My memories are still fuzzy. I’d ask you to jog my mind, but I don’t want to interrupt your whimpering. I know, you can invite the champions here and make friends with them. I’m sure they will be happy to lend you a few shoulders to cry on.”
 
   Baron Kernaghan thrusts his arm forward, punching through Stephen’s chest before the young man can blink. The warlord’s hand holds his son’s beating heart, the veins and arteries stretched, but still connected to the rest of the body. He gives the organ a little squeeze, which drives the other man to his knees. The position is very much like a deep bow, one that would typically be combined with a pledge of loyalty to a superior. When Stephen attempts to fight back, more pressure is put on his heart until he coughs blood.
 
   “The fact that my heart belongs to an unattainable goddess is my burden to bear and I will use such pain to drive me forward,” the Baron says, lifting his son above his head. Blood flows down his arm and onto his chest, the crimson liquid transforming into a new shirt. “Let my wife and her pompous ilk cower behind their Law of Influence while I conquer Windemere. None of them are able to stand in my way and I will sacrifice whatever it takes to succeed. The seas can turn red with the blood of millions for all I care as long as I return to history and claim my throne. So do not test me when I have such little interest in who lives and dies in this world. I may claim that I see everyone as useful, but all of you are nothing more than pets that can wear out your welcome in my world. As for the champions, they are agents of my enemy and I will destroy them when the time is right. Go back to your room and play with your toy since that is the closest you will ever come to owning your precious channeler.”
 
   The Baron pulls his hand back and returns Stephen’s heart to its rightful place. He hooks a finger around a rib and effortlessly hurls his son back to the door. His mind red with fury, the warlord opens a portal to the Chaos Void and draws his rapier. Within seconds of the nobleman entering the gateway, the death screams of demons erupt from the other side and the entrance gradually closes behind him.
 
   “Unlike you, old man, I know how to get what I want,” Stephen hisses before kissing the Nyx figurine and biting its head off.
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   Kira crashes into the large trash bin while the three Sari figurines laugh and escape into the nearby alley, one of them mooning her with a flip of her blue and red skirts. The heiress curses as she watches the helpful gypsy on her shoulder tumble into a pile of something that might have been edible a week ago. The young woman hurries to help the flailing doll, but Bessaria and Catarina slam into her from behind, the sheep unable to get a solid grip on the icy street. Kira groans and crawls out of the mess with garbage stuck in her ebony hair. A large snowball drops on her from the rooftops, which is followed by more high-pitched laughter. The snow melts when she hits the bonfire insignia on her sapphire-colored leather armor, the garment humming as it warms her body. Kira scoops up her Sari figurine and looks for the ones that attacked her only to get a jet of salt water in her face.
 
   “They’re making fools of us,” Catarina says as she digs Bessaria out of the garbage.
 
   “Why are there so many of them?” Kira asks while she watches Fizzle dart after another pack of Saris. Delvin and Timoran struggle to hold onto the plush drite as he careens through the air, the gypsies making him dizzy. “Can the others split into other toys? If we have an army of Fizzle dolls then we could easily round up the Saris.”
 
   “The only reason she can possess more toys is because Yola already divided her,” Dariana replies from the middle of the street. She stuns a naked figurine with a psychic needle and pounces, only to find that the gypsy toy is no longer animated. “It appears she can jump out of them now. I just tracked the one that I almost caught and it went to another vessel two blocks over. I’m not sure if she can recombine on her own after splitting, so we might need to bring all of these replicas back with us.”
 
   “I can, but I refuse. I mean, they refuse,” the rational Sari doll reveals. She creates an illusion of a ledge to trick a few of her fellow toys into running off the rooftops. They smash against the ground and sparks of aura dart out of the ruined forms. “At least we can destroy the bodies without causing permanent damage to me. Not that I’m going to get out of this in one piece. Once all of these Saris combine into one, I’ll have all of their memories to sort through.”
 
   “I’m already prepared to help with your recovery,” the silver-haired champion says while taking a seat next to Catarina. She watches the Saris run around the street, the small forms laughing and yelling crude taunts at their exhausted pursuers. “They’re having too much fun and refuse to believe time is running out. I don’t remember Sari being so distrustful.”
 
   “If you’re obsessed with pulling pranks and lying then you will always believe that others are trying to do the same to you,” Kira states while she sneaks up on a trapped figurine. She is about to grab it when Bessaria knocks her out of the way. “Damn it! That Sari is standing right there with her foot stuck. Why would you do that?”
 
   Catarina throws a handful of white powder on the doll, which dissolves to reveal a rusty, double-edged dagger propped up between two bricks. Her hand protected by thick gloves, she plucks the weapon out of the makeshift vice to confirm it is real. With a frown, the gnome hands the dagger to Dariana and gets on Bessaria’s back. Rummaging in her pocket, she draws a metal tube that telescopes out to several feet. A chain net blooms on the end of the strange weapon and rotates until it locks in place with a small click. The calm inventor screws a crystal into the handle, which sends a tremor of energy through the metal.
 
   “They’re getting nastier with their pranks,” Catarina says, putting goggles over her eyes. She taps the right side and the lenses turn a dull orange, their magic allowing her to see through illusions with no mental effort. “It’s possible that she has split herself so much that her impulse control is entirely gone. Don’t trust everything you see from now on. Ask and I’ll let you know if something isn’t real.”
 
   “I can do the same, so we can divide into teams of two,” the Sari doll suggests, climbing onto Kira’s shoulder again. “Though I’m worried that they may begin targeting me. I will do my best to jump bodies and return to you if they succeed in destroying this form.”
 
   Fizzle speeds by overhead and flips to drop Timoran and Delvin into a high balcony’s flower box. The warriors wave to their friends to prove they are unhurt before clambering through the open window. A gust of wind knocks everyone off their feet as a dragon materializes from the spiraling clouds. The crocodilian body is covered in black scales and the stench of methane grows stronger with every flap of the beast’s wings. With a strange hissing bellow, the Kelynmire Dragon takes off after Fizzle in the direction of the docks. The drite returns a few seconds later and dives under Bessaria, refusing to come out as the passing predator grunts in frustration.
 
   “They pooled their magic and made a dragon,” Kira mutters, listening to the deep sounds of the huge creature. “First they tried to trick me into losing a few fingers and now they’re sending dragons after us. I don’t want to know what comes next.”
 
   “This might be a really bad time to mention that my goggles are not seeing through that illusion. It isn’t real, but it isn’t really fake,” Catarina says as she removes the eyewear. She tucks the handle of her net into her belt and watches the dragon soar overhead again, a flock of griffins chasing after it. “This is impossible. The Saris are all over the city and we have no way to contain the ones that we manage to catch. An hour ago, I had four of them in one of my nets until another group tried to crush me with a wagon made of ice. We need to find a way to incapacitate them in one shot.”
 
   “Has anyone noticed that the only people they’re causing trouble for is us?” Delvin asks as he and Timoran hurry across the street. The warriors pant as if they are tired from the fast-paced sprint, stopping when they realize that they lack the ability to breathe. “We noticed it while we were flying. They’re helping people with gardening, playing matchmaker, carrying groceries for old ladies, and lending a hand wherever else they’re needed. I think Sari is working off her desire to make others happy. With so many of her in the city, she’s able to affect more than a handful of people. Sari seems oddly restrained in that respect.”
 
   “On the other hand, we did see a few of them encase a pickpocket in an ice coffin,” Timoran admits while he helps Delvin into one of Bessaria’s saddlebags. “Fizzle freed the man, which is why the Saris sent that dragon after him. So even if they are helping people, they are a danger to anyone they perceive as a threat. We need to stop this before it escalates.”
 
   Knowing that she can no longer conserve her energy, Dariana rubs her temples and focuses her power. “I’ll see what I can do. This may put me under for days, so it will be up to all of you to finish our job. Once we capture the Saris, find Luke and get everyone back to Nevra Coil even if you have to leave me in Gaia.”
 
   Dropping her arms to her sides and taking a long, deep breath, Dariana relaxes her mind and body. She waits for one of the Saris to unknowingly wander within a few yards of her before mentally snaring the toy. The telepath locks the gypsy’s essence inside the figurine and travels along its connection to the next one. She waits for the new target to finish leaping between buildings before repeating her mild attack, the curious figurine freezing on a nearby rooftop. As before, the champion departs for another target and continues pushing her mind through the entire city. Eventually, faint threads of aura appear in the sky above Gaia to create a dense network that absorbs the Kelynmire Dragon. The complicated illusion is processed into raw aura, which gives Dariana a much needed boost of energy.
 
   Once she has found every Sari, the champion attempts to urge them into a slumber. The stubborn dolls fight back with incredible force and a wave of drowsiness nearly overtakes Dariana’s own body. Unable to win the mental battle, she tries to convince the figurines to merge into a single doll and return to Nevra Coil. For a brief moment, the telepath fears that the Saris are apart to tear her mind apart, so she pulls back just enough to keep them at bay. The silver-haired woman is unsure of what to do and the idea of turning her friend off flickers through her mind. The dark and disturbing option flickers out to the army of dolls before Dariana can stop it from escaping. Even though it is an action that she would only do to an enemy, its consideration creates a wave of anger and fear throughout the figurines. A wave of shrieking voices hits the telepath’s mind and she collapses in the middle of the street, blood trickling from her nose and ears.
 
   “This is going to be really bad,” Catarina groans as she leaps off Bessaria and guides her to the unconscious woman. With Kira’s help, she lifts Dariana onto the wooly beast and prepares to lead them into the nearest building. The gnome stops when a wintery chill envelopes Gaia and the rooftops become lined with Sari figurines, each one’s eyes glowing pink.
 
   The looming chaos starts with distant yelling and doors being slammed, the noise growing by the second. Windows shudder as hundreds of people march out of their homes and pour into the icy street. All of them are slow and groggy as if they were abruptly awakened from a deep sleep. Roaring screeches drown out the citizens’ incoherent mumbling, but none of the people stir from the citywide trance. Only the hapless adventurers are able to pay attention to the pandemonium occurring over the rooftops. The small group watches as griffin riders wrestle with their mounts in an attempt to attack those who have threatened their precious mistresses. The soldiers do not get very far because their noble steeds remain unaffected by the magic and refuse to do harm to those they know are innocent.
 
   Not wanting to wait for things to get worse, Catarina swats her loyal steed on the rump to send the sheep charging away with Dariana. The gnome grabs Kira by the arm and yanks her a few steps to snap the heiress out of a trance. Chanting voices can be heard from around the corner and two people fall into view after Bessaria barrels into them. Wanting to catch up, the others are about to sprint forward when the sheep comes rushing back with a mob of citizens behind her. Another crowd is approaching from the far end of the street, forcing the small group to rush into an alley. They can see the Saris staring at them from above while the murderous shouts of the crowd bounce off the walls. With Bessaria in the lead, they burst into the open only to find more people who are enamored by the powerful charm spell.
 
   Before they are engulfed by the mob, a black-feathered griffin crashes into the street and uses its wings to clear a path to another alley. Bessaria wastes no time rushing for the opening and butts her solid head against anyone that tries to grab her. The sheep’s struggling wakes Dariana, who puts several people in the crowd to sleep. The telepath is still too weak to physically fight back when an Orcish blacksmith drags her from the saddle. The blunt end of Kira’s weapon slams into his pronounced jaw, causing him to drop the champion. Catarina dives onto Dariana to protect her from the crowd and throws a metallic blanket over them. The flexible fabric hardens and fuses itself to the ground, shielding the pair from attacks.
 
   “That doesn’t help the rest of us,” Kira points out while swatting and kicking at the glassy-eyed people reaching for her. “I don’t want to use my weapon on them. Can you do anything, Sari? This spell came from your aura too.”
 
   “I’ve been trying, but all I can do is make a few people kiss,” replies the figurine on her shoulder. She attempts another counterspell, but it only makes a burly dwarf grin and giggle like a flirting schoolgirl. “The other Saris combined their magic, so I’m basically fighting an army of likeminded casters. We’re going to need a non-magical way out of this mess. Any ideas on how to defeat an entire city and the gods only know how many Saris? You’re the closest thing to a warrior that we have right now, so I think it’s up to you.”
 
   Kira strikes the ground with her weapon, which sends sparks into the crowd. The people retreat from the wild flailing, their trance weakened by a desire not to get hurt. “That didn’t really sound like a compliment. Besides, there’s no way for me to get to the figurines without hurting their victims. I’m already feeling bad about hitting that orc in the face, which was instinct. So unless you know of a way that I can fight the other yous without interference . . . I should have thought of this before.”
 
   The Sari doll shivers at the twisted smile on the heiress’s face, the expression paired with a sadistic glint in her green eyes. “What are you going to do?”
 
   With terrifying blows to the pavement, Kira makes a path to a nearby lamppost. She spins to clear some space around her and hooks her sickle to the top of the pole. Vaulting off a charging halfling, she yanks herself out of reach and takes a seat on the unlit lantern. The charmed mob try their best to shake her off the perch, but she shatters a nearby window with the blunt end of her weapon to startle them.
 
   “I’m making a public challenge to the Saris!” the heiress announces over the snarling crowd. She can hear the figurines shift uncomfortably at the thought of a physical confrontation. “We go to the arena and settle this. If I win, you stop this and come with us to Nevra Coil. If you win, we’ll let you stay in the toys and only the rational Sari will return to your original body. Do we have a deal?”
 
   The figurines on the nearest rooftop move to let a Sari through, her blue and yellow dress shimmering more than the others. She repeatedly whispers to the nearest toys, but she never looks away from Kira. After a few minutes, the leader claps her hands and points across the street to where a pack of toys are dragging something toward the eave. The heiress audibly growls at the sight of the possessed Luke figurine dangling over the edge of the rooftop, his mouth gagged and his limbs tied to strings as if he is a marionette. One of his feet looks to have been stolen from another doll, the black boot resembling the type found on the Delvin toys. The Saris around the half-elf reach out to stroke his arms and a few bravely lean over to kiss his cheeks.
 
   “I found our love in the sewers. He was about to be devoured by bugs and I saved him,” the leader of the figurines announces to the applause of her followers. “These are our terms. If you win, we will hand him over to you. If we win, you will never claim to love him again and he will be ours. We’ll even go back to Nevra Coil to reclaim our body under both conditions. That way we can be with each other in the flesh. Do you agree to these terms?”
 
   “I agree, but I want to make one change to the contest,” Kira answers, licking her lips like a starving predator.
 
   A rumble of tiny voices rolls over the city before the leader holds up her hand. “Then we have a deal. Winner takes Luke Callindor. What’s the change?”
 
   The heiress drops from the lamppost and wraps her weapon around her body. “This fight is to the death!”
 
   *****
 
   The arena is filled to the top level as people wait for the challenge to commence. Boisterous vendors wander through the seats to sell their wares, many of them running out within the first two hours. Those that cannot get inside the arena have found other ways to see their beloved mistresses battle the despised Kira Grasdon. Some have used their contacts to get a seat on one of the griffins that are hovering overhead, some carrying as many as three people. The beasts are calmer now that they are not being told to attack, but there is a hint of tension whenever the spectators yell. Any rooftop that is high enough to give even a partial view into the ancient structure is dotted with excited citizens. Enamored casters are on the ground with viewing portals that hang above their heads, each one showing the fighting area from a different angle. A cheer rises from the crowd every time one of the Saris waves, smiles, or sends a snowball into the stands.
 
   Kira watches the display from behind an entry gate, the heiress patiently waiting for the judge to appear in the stone basket suspended above the arena. Excited nerves driving her to stay active, she checks the straps on her armor for the fifth time in the last ten minutes. Unable to tighten them any more, she moves on to polishing a turquoise ring, which is shaped like a jellyfish. Another cheer from the crowd makes her curse and she pats the weapon coiled around her body. With a hungry lick of her lips, she imagines tearing into the figurines that have begun shouting insults in her direction.
 
   “I sense you’re looking forward to this a bit too much,” the rational Sari doll says from her perch on a stone shelf. “I thought we were on better terms. Yet you look like you want to murder me . . . repeatedly.”
 
   “They have Luke,” Kira bluntly replies as she paces around the small room. She stops to stretch her legs, the muscles feeling stiff from her tension. “If it makes you feel any better, I’m not lumping you in with them. My anger is specifically aimed at those obnoxious, greedy, arrogant pains in my neck.”
 
   The figurine climbs into the window to see the others make lewd gestures at the gate. “I find it hard to argue with your description. Are you sure you can defeat them? All of them have naiad powers and illusions, so it would be like fighting the multiples of the complete Sari. You’ll be swarmed immediately.”
 
   “My equipment and skills will keep me safe. I have a secret weapon too,” the brown-skinned woman replies, scowling at the idea that she could lose. She hits the metal gate with her weapon when she sees Luke dangled over the suspended judge’s seat. “They keep making it easier and easier to hate them. You might want to avert your eyes from this.”
 
   Fizzle lands on the ledge next to Sari, the drite looking worried. “What happen to friend aura when toys killed? Will return or old Sari be lost? More toys appear and join? That make endless fight.”
 
   A silence washes over the room, broken only by the occasional clop of Bessaria’s hooves on the stone floor. It is the first time anybody has brought up the idea that this fight could go on forever or that Sari might be fundamentally changed in the aftermath. It is the first scenario that presently worries most of the adventurers. They have already seen that the gypsy’s essence leaves a damaged toy and possesses a new one, so they all know it is possible that the battle can go on until Kira is defeated. The heiress curses and hits the gate again, her heated weapon leaving a red gouge in the iron bars.
 
   “There is not an infinite number of figurines in the city, so it is more a question of Kira’s endurance,” Timoran explains. The barbarian is standing on a weapon rack, his arms crossed as he listens to the crowd. “The bigger problem is what happens to Sari’s aura when all of the figurines are destroyed. There is the chance that Windemere will reclaim it as if she is dead. In that case, we would be left with the one that is with us now. No offense, but you are only a fraction of our friend and it appears your power would be significantly reduced as well. It could lead to the end of your time as a champion.”
 
   “A little over the top there,” Delvin says from where he is resting on Bessaria’s saddle. “I trust that Dariana and Catarina have a plan to make sure Sari isn’t permanently damaged. Hope they come back before the fight starts.”
 
   “Sorry, but you only get one of us for a minute or two,” Catarina announces as she enters the waiting room from a back door. Gasping for air after a long run, the gnome hurries to grab the Sari figurine and places her on a bench. “Dariana will be putting the essence of the others into this one. She’s hiding in the crowd, but she needs to hold our friend here to make it work. First, I have to make some alterations to the body. As the various auras gather into the single doll, she might feel an urge to leap into the battle. We do know that if every one of the Saris are destroyed, including this one, then there’s nothing we can do for her.”
 
   Flicking her goggles onto her head, Catarina searches her pocket for a thin hook and an X-shaped clamp that she attaches to the wall. One by one, the inventor pulls the figurine’s arms and legs to make an opening to the joint. Every time she gets a limb in position, she locks it into the cushioned mouth of the vise. Slipping the hook into the creases, the gnome carefully unhooks the internal cords and puts them in her pocket. Catarina leaves the arms and legs on the saddle for the other trapped champions to watch over. Wiping sweat from her brow, the inventor puts tape over Sari’s mouth and gives a friendly kiss on the head that puts the doll to sleep.
 
   “Good luck, Ms. Grasdon. The judge is about to make his speech,” the gnome says before racing out the door.
 
   Kira lets out a slow, relaxing breath as the gate rises into the ceiling. She proudly walks out to a barrage of boos and insults, the hate from the crowd more palpable than she could ever imagine. Sitting high above the ground is a bald nobleman dressed in a green tunic and black breeches. The heiress is happy to see Daniel Skyblade as he holds up a shimmering longsword to quiet the agitated spectators. Unlike the other citizens, his face is not a smiling mask of blind adoration. The famous Grand Counselor watches over the arena with a serious expression that gives Kira hope that he is not under the charm spell.
 
   “I, Daniel Skyblade, have the honor of presiding over this event. For the blessing of our mistresses, I will judge this challenge to the best of my ability. I will use fairness and compassion to most of those below me. My heart will be marred for eternity if I should fail our beautiful mistresses,” the nobleman announces, his praising words striking Kira’s heart like icy daggers. He stares down at the young woman with disgust before turning around and opening his arms towards the army of tiny Saris. “The challenged are our beloved mistresses who give all of our lives meaning. They fight for their freedom, their love, and their desire to spread happiness throughout our city. The challenger is this pathetic, hateful woman from a land of such heat that all of the people’s brains have been overcooked. Kira Grasdon is one of the selfish creatures in Windemere and she has sworn to take our mistresses’ love from them. Even worse, she wishes to destroy them like she did to her own brother.”
 
   “The moment you’re in your body, Sari, I’m punching you in the face,” Kira snarls, her blood boiling with renewed rage. She spins her weapon around her, the heat enchantment enveloping her in a blurry haze. “Right in your pretty, little, fragile nose.”
 
   “Combatants have agreed to the terms and this is to the death or destruction,” Daniel Skyblade continues as he comes to the end of his speech. Holding his sword over the arena, he waits a few seconds and lowers it to his side. “Begin!”
 
   A barrage of ice daggers flies at Kira and they burst into steam as they strike the wall of heat that she has been steadily creating. Charging out of the thick cloud, the heiress rapidly swings the blunt end of her kusari-gama. It is impossible to miss with so many enemies and her open aggression unnerves the Saris enough for her to drive the entire mob across the arena. Kira switches to the sickle to slash through their waterstone bodies, the weapon’s power melting the edges of the wounds. The crowd screams their hate and a few attempt to climb into the battle area, but they are knocked back by the wings of diving griffins.
 
   The tide turns when several of the figurines get around Kira and combine their powers to hurl chunks of ice. The projectiles are big enough to make it through the barrier and still have enough mass to cause pain. Cheering erupts from the crowd when the heiress is struck in the back and knocked to the ground, a bleeding gash on her forehead from landing on a rock. The Saris try to swarm over their opponent, but she activates her enchanted armor’s heat shield to drive them off. Those that are holding onto the heiress scream in agony while staring at their melted hands. Refusing to leave the battle, the injured toys grow watery daggers at the ends of their arms.
 
   The stalemate lasts for several minutes with the figurines failing to get through Kira’s protective shell of heat. Surrounded by her cautious opponents, the heiress can only defend herself and strike at any who dare to come within range. Now that half of the Saris have been destroyed, there is more room for them to dodge the strikes of the kusari-gama. Kira roars in frustration and charges through the swarm, letting the weapon’s heat do its damage. She laughs when one of the dolls bursts into flames and flails around to ignite several others. Before the fire can spread, a geyser bursts from beneath the arena and soaks everyone. The frigid eruption cools Kira’s enchanted gear and bathes the arena in thick fog that the griffins attempt to clear with their wings.
 
   “We’re going to win this,” one of the Saris declares. She whistles and all of them gather at the far side of the arena. “Let’s drown her!”
 
   “Oh this is going to be adorable,” Kira replies while wading through the knee-high pool that is becoming warmer by the second. Her eye twitches and she moves to the center of the battlefield, giving herself ample room to dodge an attack. “Do you want me to feign fear or can I laugh?”
 
   The roaring water swirls around the arena, leaving only a small circle of dry land around the heiress. Steam rises from the bubbling pool and a towering form emerges with all of the Saris inside. Chanting a spell to keep their aura away from Dariana, the toys melt and mix to form the bulky figure’s core. Some of the waterstone floats out of the center to create hardened plates and curved spikes that sit on cooled sections of the liquid body. As if the Saris are arguing, the head shifts and changes until settling on that of a horned lion. The arena shakes when the monstrous figure takes a slow, experimental step toward the heiress.
 
   “I was so focused on your use of ice, I forgot that you could create hot water,” Kira admits, wiping the sweat from her neck. She can only imagine what would happen if she touches the bubbling whirlpool that surrounds her. “I guess I’m trapped, so come on over and finish me off. After all, this is to the death. Everybody want to chant for me to die? I know you all hate me for destroying many of your precious mistresses.”
 
   The crowd yells for the death blow and the hulking form plays up the attention by lifting its arms and roaring. It is so busy enjoying the taste of victory that it never notices Kira slip a vile of red potion from her sleeve. She drops her weapon and pops the warm cork before drinking the searing liquid in one gulp. Doubling over in pain, her throat burns like she has swallowed acid and her skin becomes pockmarked with crimson blotches. People are shouting and pointing for the Saris to turn around when crackling sparks fly from Kira’s armor, the enchanted leather melting off her body. Wanting to end the fight immediately, the gypsies clap the giant’s hands and cause the boiling water swallows the heiress.
 
   The arena is still for seconds that feel like hours, the bubbling water showing no sign of Kira. The spectators scream when a slender woman of solid fire and magma appears behind the Saris. Hair of black flames whip through the air as the terrifying figure pounces and tears off one of the bulky giant’s armor plates. The waterstone melts in her hands and drips into the water that is draining into the sewers. With a sizzling battle cry, the fire elemental dives into her enemy and turns pieces of it into mist with every blow. Holes appear around the massive construct, which helplessly flails and bellows. A savage kick to the stomach explodes the hot water beast and sends droplets of melted figurine into the booing crowd.
 
   “Using elemental blood is dangerous and cheating!” the last of the Saris yells as she slips out of a hole in the wall.
 
   Kira recognizes the yellow and blue dress, her burning arm stretching for the figurine. The toy throws a pair of harmless toy daggers and races toward the nearest gate, the fake weapons disappearing with a hiss. The gypsy tries to trip her fiery enemy with patches of ice, but the obstacles melt as soon as they touch Kira’s feet. The figurine dives between the bars of an iron gate and steps back to stick her tongue out at her opponent. She dances and teases from the other side of the barred doorway while the fire elemental crouches in wait.
 
   “Can’t get me now,” the figurine childishly gloats while making rude gestures at Kira. “I only have to wait for your potion to run out and then-”
 
   The metal bars melt away from the fire elemental’s hand as if they are nothing more than frail illusions. The doll is too surprised to escape and is snatched off the ground, her shriek echoing throughout the arena. She hurls ice and water at her enemy, but the projectiles puff into warm mist as soon as they strike the fiery skin. People are leaping over the barriers to help the last of their mistresses, but the Sari is a puddle of ooze before they can get near.
 
   The charm spell still active, the spectators move to attack Kira even though nobody can touch her fiery skin without receiving severe injuries. Not wanting to hurt anyone, the heiress becomes hotter and burns through the potion that is coursing through her veins. Without the elemental powers, the young woman is left naked and defenseless in front of the approaching mob. Steam wafts off a fiery streak that runs through the center of her ebony hair and continues down her spine, the mark ending just above her tailbone. When Kira opens her mouth to tell the crowd to stop, the only thing that comes out is a plume of ash and smoke. Backing up against the cooling remains of the bars, she searches for a weak point in the crowd and prepares to brawl her way to the nearest stairs.
 
   “Everybody stop!” shouts a booming voice from the top of the arena. The crowd turns as one to see the remaining Sari being held aloft by Dariana, the figurine’s mouth no longer bound by the tape. “All of you are freed from my power. I apologize for what I did and hope you can forgive me. Although, I’m trusting my friend to tweak your memories a bit because I want to be able to return to Gaia one day.” Lowering her voice, she turns her head backwards to smile at the telepath. “Best to make sure they don’t remember that last part, Dariana.”
 
   A wave of blue aura washes over the city, which erases the potent charm spell. The citizens slowly return to their senses with vague memories of what happened. All they know for a fact is that Kira Grasdon made a public challenge against a mischievous caster, used fire elemental blood to win, and lost her clothes in the process.
 
   *****
 
   “I guess saying that I’m only a delivery boy wouldn’t help,” Nyder says with his hands above his head. “I’d like to point out that I’m leaving one of my friends . . . allies . . . Trinity here. Consider it an act of good faith and let me go home.”
 
   The gnome impatiently taps his foot as he stares at the white, glowing staff aimed at his chest. He sighs and glances around the beautiful garden of Rainbow Tower, showing that he is more bored than scared. Not trusting the gnome, Willow and her apprentices keep their weapons aimed at the intruder while Dariana checks the unconscious channelers at his feet. Nyder sees her rub her temples in preparation for probing the minds of his deliveries, so he gently nudges the champion with his foot and shakes his head as a warning. The silver-haired woman eyes him suspiciously until he points at his own head, silently offering up his memories to her.
 
   “It will be faster this way, little Baroness,” Nyder points out, his attention falling on an orange bug crawling over his shoe. Unable to stop his curiosity, he snatches the insect and ducks the accidental blast of magic from Willow. “Hey! I don’t get off Shayd that often, so forgive me for grabbing a new specimen when I see one. That gnome working on her flying machine can vouch for my behavior or the telepath here can open her mouth on my behalf. Now can you hurry up because I have things to do?”
 
   Dariana enters the inventor’s mind and learns about the channelers landing in Shayd. It is a surprise to see her parents in the same room and she attempts to hear what they are saying. A pulse ripples through her mind and nearly drives her into unconsciousness, so she goes back to the gnome’s thoughts. She catches hints of what happened to Nyx and Trinity before their appearance, but it is evident that Nyder is working off educated guesses from their occasional mumbling. When she tries to probe further into his mind for information on her father’s current plans, she is struck with a sudden bout of maniacal laughter.
 
   “Don’t wander into places that you weren’t invited,” Nyder warns her. The hint of tension disappears from his body and he bows to the elegant mistress of Rainbow Tower before him. “I leave these two in your hands and hope that you rescue Yola Biggs. Your other half is an hour or two away from reaching her, so you best work quickly. Now I have a shopping list to attend to and a few hours of freedom before I’m yelled back to my factory. Good-bye.” He turns to leave and stops when his dark red eyes fall on the nearby flying vehicle. “Interesting invention you have there. Nothing like my pets, but I see that Voran has blessed you. I’ll be sure to keep you on my staff when my master gives me Nevra Coil.”
 
   “You’ll never take the city,” Catarina states, her grease-covered head poking out of the belly of her ship. “Gnomes don’t fall without a fight. Go back to the shadows like the rest of your family, Lord Fortune.”
 
   The older gnome grins and puts his hands in the pockets of his ugly, green pants. “I will, but remember that the shadows will encompass all of Windemere one day. Again, I wish everyone a good day and ask that you not talk to me again. I have too much work to do.”
 
   Willow waves the apprentices away while she keeps her staff trained on the departing gnome. The exhausted champions go back to waiting for Catarina who is calibrating the ship’s internal mechanisms. Muttering a series of curses, the inventor continues working on increasing the vehicle’s power and speed. Now that she has two more bodies to carry, she is not sure they will make it back to Nevra Coil with enough time to spare. Her frustration peaks when she drops her hammer and helplessly watches it tumble out of reach. She is about to call for Kira to help when two tiny hands reach under the vessel and lift the fallen tool to her. Catarina smiles at the gaunt, blonde-haired boy staring up at her, his eyes full of curiosity and wonder.
 
   “Thank you,” the inventor says, noticing that Fizzle is asleep on the child’s shoulder. “Are you an apprentice here?”
 
   “My name is Jack Pursin and I’m five. Fizzle brought me here from below. I don’t know any magic,” the boy answers as he takes a seat beneath the ship. He tries to turn his head upside down to match Catarina, but topples over instead. “He said you made the toys that all the kids like. Can I have one when you’re not busy?”
 
   “Something tells me I’m going to hate the answer, but why can’t your parents get them for you? I’m sorry if that was a mean question.”
 
   Jack shifts uncomfortably and pulls Fizzle into a tight hug. “My parents died when I was four.”
 
   “An orphan with nowhere to go,” the hard-working woman whispers, frowning at the idea of a homeless child. “This is why gnomes make sure no kid goes without a family. You never know what type of genius is locked away in a child, so it is important to nurture all of them. Never know which one will change the world. Excuse me for a few minutes.”
 
   Unhooking herself from the vehicle, Catarina gracefully drops to the ground and crawls into the open. With a gentle pat on his head, she gestures for Jack to stay where he is and takes a few steps backwards to make sure he is listening. The gnome hurries to Willow who is kneeling by Nyx, the half-elf’s head in the elegant caster’s lap. Catarina and the caster talk, the inventor pointing in the boy’s direction and the blonde woman nodding every now and again.
 
   Jack lets his curiosity get the best of him and tries his best to sneak closer to the conversation. Being only five, his method of being stealthy involves tip-toeing and keeping a hand over his mouth. He freezes whenever someone looks at him and stares at his feet until he thinks the spectator has turned away. The child carefully moves around a napping Kira and the circle of cloudy asters that she is using as a natural bed. Jack puts his finger to his lips and hushes Sari when she giggles at the sight of the sneaking boy. He smiles proudly when he gets within a few steps of Willow and Catarina, neither woman appearing to notice him. With victory close at hand, he is distracted by Trinity since he has never seen a chaos elf this close before. No longer remembering what had caught his interest in the first place, Jack bends down to poke the cobalt-skinned channeler in the nose with his finger.
 
   “Please don’t touch the sleeping caster who wields enough power to vaporize half of the city,” Catarina tells Jack, pulling him away from Trinity. She puts her hands on the boy’s shoulders and stares into his eyes, a warm smile on her face. “Do you want to play with toys most of the day? I say most of the day because you’ll still have to go to school, brush your teeth, sleep, and do some basic cleaning.”
 
   “Yes! Thank you. When do I get the toys?”
 
   “I think I should explain this a little more, Jack Pursin,” the gnome admits, blushing and running a hand through her greasy hair. “I want to adopt you, bring you to Nevra Coil, and raise you as my son. You can help me test the toys and eventually learn how to make them. I’ll admit that I don’t know a lot about talking to children, so I’m not sure if I’m making this clear. Do you understand what I’m saying?”
 
   “When do I get the toys?”
 
    Fizzle yawns and stretches his wings, their felt tips tickling Jack’s ear. “Catarina wants to be new mommy and take you to gnome city. There you get food, bed, and toys. Also get to play with Bessaria who good sheep.”
 
   With a happy squeal, the boy hugs Catarina and goes running to where Bessaria is grazing on sweet grass. He gleefully tackles the sheep, which results in him burying his face in the soft wool. The animal shoves him with her head and bleats for help when he tries to wrap his arms around her neck. Bessaria eventually gives up fighting and goes back to eating, Jack still holding onto her before he decides to give her food a taste. He spits out the grass and shakes his head in disgust then climbs onto the mount’s loose saddle.
 
   “Dad always wanted a grandson and this makes more sense than me settling down or taking a long break from my work,” Catarina whispers to herself while walking back to the vehicle. She climbs into the ship to see where she can make space for her new passengers and is surprised to find Dariana waiting inside. “I swear you were outside a second ago. You look a little ghost-like too.”
 
   The champion’s body is gradually becoming transparent as she feels her psyche drift across the ocean. “I have to combine with my other half. It’s the only way to free Yola Biggs and make sure she returns to Nevra Coil. Will you be able to get back to the city in time?”
 
   “I have to figure out how to fit everyone on here and dump nonessentials to counter the extra weight,” the gnome explains. Calculating the adjustments in her head, she makes notes of what she can leave behind. “Kira and I will be exhausted by the time we arrive, but we’ll get back to Nevra Coil with a few hours to work with. So go rescue a Chaos Goddess and be safe, which are two things that probably don’t go hand in hand.”
 
   “I’ll be fine once I regain my full power,” Dariana replies with a smile. She closes her eyes as her form fades away, the two halves calling out to each other across the miles. “Thank you and good luck, my friend. I leave you with a final gift that will make sure you arrive on time without over-exerting yourselves. Before you argue, I can afford to leave some residue of my psyche behind”
 
   The champion vanishes in a shower of silver sparks that coat the steering and power center of the ship. Most of the shimmering dust disappears, but a thin layer remains on the bicycle-like device in the center. Catarina chuckles when she sees the pedals move on their own and she goes to usher everyone onboard.
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   Dariana soars through the red-hued sky as she follows the thin tether connecting her to the rest of her power. Far below the phantom is the ocean, which has been transformed into a strange patchwork of slow eddies and swirling waves. Violent winds buffer the telepath and threaten to hurl her into the void that lurks on the edge of her senses. One whipping blast nearly snaps the glistening strand that guides Dariana, but she is quick to mentally bolster the tether. Rippling laughter and mournful cries can be heard as she hurtles forward, the voices breaking into a flood of angry curses every few seconds. White-tipped claws are emerging from the approaching clouds when a loud pop signals that the champion has left the psychic plane and is at her destination.
 
   Bobbing on the water is the barnacle-encrusted boat of Yarly, the exhausted merman resting in the bow. The other Dariana is standing on the back rail, deftly keeping her balance as she scans for the trapped goddesses. They are easy to locate due to their undersea battle, but they routinely blink out of range as if they momentarily cease to exist. The champion senses the arrival of her other self and frantically waves to the floating specter, drawing her attention to the danger that is blocking their path.
 
   An enormous whirlpool sits several yards ahead of the small ship, its core a gaping hole of darkness. Dariana watches the spinning water and notices several shadows moving beneath the surface. A cluster of green and light blue dots gain her attention at the southern side of the vortex, which draws the phantom closer to that section. She is surprised to find that there are sharks and a group of red-tailed merfolk that have become trapped in the whirlpool. The deadly predators are panicking as they fight against the enchanted current, but they attack the helpless pod whenever they get near. From the look of misery on a few of the merwomen, Dariana guesses that several pups have already been eaten.
 
   Refusing to wait any longer, the champion dives toward the tiny boat and slams into her other self. Yarly flips into the water at the sight of the silver orb that envelopes his grinning passenger. Her salt-covered clothes melt off her body and swirl around her feet before returning to cover her flawless skin. Dariana’s shirt is no longer white, but a vivid red with a blue turtle emblazoned on the back. Her black pants and silver slippers shimmer from the residual energy that revived them. With a crack of her knuckles, the display stops and the champion focuses all of her attention on the whirlpool.
 
   “Why were you two sitting here and not trying to rescue them?” Dariana asks as Yarly crawls back into the boat. The brown-scaled merman goes back to relaxing in the sun and showing no interest in helping the trapped pod. “Your people are in danger. I may not have been strong enough to handle this before, but I am now. Bring me over there.”
 
   “I would, but they’re not my problem,” the merman casually mentions. He holds up his hand to stop the looming argument and picks a barnacle off his boat to chew on. “Something you have to learn about my people is that we’re territorial. The coastal merfolk are friendly, but you can’t be that weak in the great expanse. It’s survival of the strongest out here and you can only look out for your own kind. That isn’t my pod, so their fate is not my concern. If they die then that is what Elichai the Ocean Goddess has decided.”
 
   “There is no way for me to convince you otherwise?”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   Dariana sighs and looks to the whirlpool where a merwoman and her pup are yanked beneath the waves. Only the child returns to the surface where he is quickly grabbed by a nearby merman. The scarred warrior stabs at an incoming shark with a bone dagger, the blade carving gouges in the animal’s nose. Clutching the child to his chest, the merman dives to barely avoid another predator that rushes in from his side. The blood within the vortex is becoming more pronounced every minute, which enrages the typically passive champion.
 
   “In that case, you are no longer needed,” Dariana states, fighting the temptation to take over Yarly’s mind. A glimmer of darkness tells her that he would make perfect bait for the sharks, but she shakes her head to erase the sinister idea. “Hold your ship steady and leave when I depart. I promise I will not keep you much longer.”
 
   Rubbing her temples, the telepath reaches out to the sharks and coaxes them away from the merfolk. Enhancing their strength to fight the current, she guides the terrified predators to the far side of the whirlpool and releases them into the calmer ocean. Waiting a minute for them to get further away, she does the same to the merfolk only with a gentler hand on their more complex minds. She concentrates to make them feel like they are finding the way themselves so as not to startle the pod. They eventually get out of the dangerous whirlpool on the side opposite the sharks. Dariana is confused when she severs her contact with the merfolk and they remain where she left them. She watches the pod gather into a tight group, all of them continuing to stare into the churning vortex.
 
   “Why aren’t they leaving?” she asks, forgetting her loathing of the callous merman. “I told them to take the little ones and escape. Is their territory so small that they have nowhere else to go?”
 
   “That’s ridiculous,” Yarly replies before plunging his head underwater. He hears a distant yelp from the direction of the whirlpool and laughs as he sits up. “Looks like you missed a female pup. The pod won’t go away until the little thing is rescued or dies. Not unless you force them to escape.”
 
   Dariana shoves Yarly out of the boat and mentally signals for the pod to depart. She promises that she will save the child as she steadies herself on the bobbing craft and gauges the distance to the whirlpool. Knowing she needs an extra boost, she jumps toward the front of the boat and slams her feet down. The small vessel flips forward and she vaults onto the back, which is cartwheeling a few feet in the air. With a minor enhancement to her muscles, the champion launches herself toward the whirlpool and dives into the churning waves.
 
   The savage current makes it impossible for Dariana to see underwater, so she surfaces and tries to locate the pup. She can barely hear the yelps over the roaring water and they are never consistent due to the child being in a tighter rotation than the champion. Relying on her telepathy, Dariana finds that the girl is dangerously close to the center of the whirlpool. The child is not even a year old and she is too weak to fight the tide. A deeper scan warns the champion that the girl would not survive a muscle enhancement or be able to easily follow her mental directions. All the struggling woman can do is keep the child calm with visions of a gentle ocean while she tries to swim toward her.
 
   Traveling with the current, Dariana sputters and gasps while being repeatedly forced under the surface. To avoid drowning, she strengthens her lungs and manipulates the pores around her neck to suck oxygen out of the water. It takes several attempts to get the makeshift gills to work correctly, the first few times resulting in her absorbing salt with the air. Even with these changes, Dariana is unable to swim fast enough to catch up with the pup. Unlike the merfolk, her body is not designed for the water and she cannot think of a way to change that fact.
 
   “There has to be a way to get through this,” she whispers as she rolls onto her back and attempts a backstroke. A fish leaps over her body to escape the current, slapping her arm with its tail. “I don’t know if you’re from the gods or an accident, but thanks. If through and under won’t work then I’ll go over.”
 
   Flipping onto her stomach, Dariana locks her body into the form of a flexible rod and uses powerful dolphin kicks to get underwater. Angling her ascent, the champion bursts from the water and goes across a section of the whirlpool instead of letting the current direct her. She catches a glimpse of the yelping child before diving and repeating the leap. For a dreadful second, she loses track of the pup and fears that the girl has already fallen into the vortex. It is during the next jump that she sees the tiny form being carried out of a patch of sea foam. She is amazed that the child is able to stay afloat, unaware that the girl has filled her body with enough air to remain buoyant.
 
   When Dariana makes the final leap out of the water, she arches her back and unlocks her muscles. The champion stretches her arms toward the green-haired pup and catches her red-scaled tail as she lands. She immediately curls her body around the child, protecting the tiny creature as they are sucked into the dark maw of the whirlpool.
 
   *****
 
   The uneven seafloor is littered with severed limbs, pools of steaming muck, and the shattered remains of hundreds of weapons. Several craters have been made and are filled with liquids that range from magma to orange juice. Dragging herself out from under a pile of crumbling rubble, Aeriel snaps her spine back into place and turns to face her enemy. Yola Biggs is no longer focused on the fight, the Chaos Goddess staring at the mesmerizing darkness swirling above the dome. The green-haired woman lets the wooden mallet fall from her hand as something in the inky water attracts all of her attention.
 
   “Give me your title and power!” the Insanity Goddess shrieks. She charges with a rusty anchor appearing in her hands, the massive weapon swung like a mace. “That is what I deserve!”
 
   “Your repeated request is boring,” Yola replies with a yawn. She casually waves her arm and Aeriel’s head pops off, the body skidding to a stop and crossing its arms. “I told you before that my power will consume you. If I need to pick a replacement then I want someone who can nurture and protect chaos. It is not something you can control, which you repeatedly refuse to understand. Now shut up and eat your dinner.”
 
   A blast of hot soup knocks the headless body into the dome, which sends waves of pain through Aeriel’s core. The goddess collapses as a rain of pot pies falls from nowhere, one of them sticking to her neck stump and growing a pair of bulging eyes. Unable to counter the older deity’s power, the younger immortal crawls to where her head is patiently waiting to be recovered. A swarm of chicken wings and globs of chocolate pelt Aeriel’s body, forcing her to reach her goal by dragging herself across the rough ground. The culinary attack stops while she reattaches her head and opens her mouth to shout at Yola. Instead, a candle-covered birthday cake hits her in the face and sets her hair on fire.
 
   “Do you hear something?” Yola asks, her attention returning to the void above their circular prison. “It’s like a whisper getting closer. It seems familiar. Maybe Solar is waking up to reset everything.”
 
   “This isn’t the Final Eclipse, you idiot,” Aeriel snaps before she blows frosting out of her nose. She wipes the fire out of her hair, which turns the tresses entirely black. “It might be Gabriel coming to claim you and rescue me. Then again it could be Zaria too. Maybe Ram or Cessia? I think any of our kind could be on their way to rescue us.”
 
   Shocked by the suggestion, the Chaos Goddess looks at her companion with her hands pressed to her chest. “They can’t break the Law of Influence. Besides, there’s no way they can punch through the dome I made. It’s too dense and unstable. Well Zaria and Gabriel might be able to flip it over with a sneeze. Odigar can get in if he gives me back the doll he stole when we were babies. Anceron could get in here since he’s cute. Love a man in uniform even if there’s a sword jutting out of his chest. I could hang a birdcage from it. Still they can’t break our only rule.”
 
   “The Law of Influence only refers to our interactions with mortals,” the other deity replies as she tries to sense whatever has stolen Yola’s attention. She is so focused on finding the whisper that it takes a minute for her to realize what her enemy has said. “Wait a second! The dome you made? I thought this was created by our auras combining, which is why we woke up connected to each other. What did you do?”
 
   Yola scratches her head and stares at the other goddess as if she does not understand the question. Knowing that it has something to do with the dome, she wanders over to the barrier and taps at the invisible energy. A curling spark singes her finger, which she sucks on like a mildly injured child. It tastes of cherries and chocolate, so she suckles at her digit until Aeriel smacks her upside the head with the heavy anchor. The makeshift weapon explodes into a swarm of drill-nosed mosquitos that attack the Insanity Goddess, the insects burrowing into her exposed flesh. With her body itching and blistering, the crazed woman tears off the hardening patches of skin and unleashes a wordless scream that shakes the ground.
 
   Ignoring the outburst, Yola curiously pokes a few more times at the dome. A jolt of pain runs up her arm with every touch, except for the last time when the potent magic sticks to her finger. It separates at the slightest pull, but she is sure that the barrier attached to her skin. With eyes of glistening black, the Chaos Goddess examines their prison and sees a beautiful network of aura strands that mesmerizes her for a few moments. The longer she stares at the tapestry, the more detailed it gets until every inch of the dome is covered in pictures of creatures dancing within a forest village. Most of the colors are dull, but two threads glow with the power of the goddesses they were removed from. As she watches, the line of black and the other of red become entwined and shuddering as if wrestling.
 
   “Aw, they’re trying to kill each other. So sweet,” Yola coos while turning to face her muttering enemy. She approaches Aeriel to put her hands on the younger goddess’s shoulders and stares deep into her eyes. “I think our auras are in love. Should we have a winter or fall wedding?”
 
   “They’re not in love!” the Insanity Goddess shouts, tossing the other deity away. She growls when her arms pop off in Yola’s hands, her dress falling to the ground and transforming into a patch of roses. Once released, the limbs quickly bounce back to their vacant sockets and a bodysuit of thorny vines covers her body. “I’m going to ask a simple question. Did you purposely make this dome and trap us at the bottom of the ocean?”
 
   The Chaos Goddess opens her mouth to speak, but her lips melt off her face when she cannot think of an answer. When Aeriel grabs the puddle and slaps it back on her enemy’s face, Yola confidently declares, “Maybe!”
 
   “Guess you wouldn’t remember how you did this anyway.”
 
   “Oh I know how I made the dome. Why didn’t you ask me that question instead of the other two?” she innocently replies with a wide smile. The other goddess leaps to attack and is sent spiraling through the air before landing on a large couch that snaps shut on her. “We landed at the bottom of the ocean and I used you to cushion the impact. Your head is surprisingly soft and squishy. Not wanting us to get pruney, I combined our auras and that of the nearby creatures to make the dome. Then I danced for a few minutes, ate a cauldron full of raw acorns, and took a nap. The rest you know unless you have amnesia. With the way your eyes keep twitching, you might have some brain damage or a gorilla is trapped in your skull. I find it better to keep large mammals outside of my body where they’re easier to feed and clean. Anyway, I think it’s time to amputate your head and fix the problem.”
 
   Aeriel’s eyes grow wide as Yola skips toward the couch and plucks a large pair of scissors out of her hair. The squirming piece of furniture splits in half and the Insanity Goddess slithers out, racing across the ground to avoid her pouting enemy. She rams the dome in the hopes of hitting a patch of her own aura, but she is sent rolling away. Steam rises from her body as she charges again with a battering ram sprouting from her forehead. Upon impact, the solid barrier hurls Aeriel across the entire clearing. She hits the far side of the dome and is rocketed toward the ceiling, which sends her hurtling into the ground with an echoing crash.
 
   “Undo this barrier because I refuse to be trapped with you for eternity,” Aeriel growls as she crawls out of the small crater. “Tear it down right now! We can finish our fight on the surface where I’ll have more room to defeat you.”
 
   “Small problem with taking it down quickly,” Yola mentions before swallowing the scissors. She burps out a cloud of metal shavings and punches the blade-shaped protrusion in her stomach until it disappears. “If I rush then I’ll absorb you completely. Give me some time and I might be able to unravel the whole thing. Unless you love me so much that you want to become one with me.”
 
   “You’re determined to make me despise you.”
 
   “Only if that means you’ll buy me a cake on the Day of Darkness. The candles will help me see.”
 
   “Just get to work on the dome.”
 
   “Hi, little Dari! Thanks for bringing us some lunch!”
 
   Aeriel follows the ecstatic pointing of Yola and sees the faint form of Dariana on top of the dome. The champion is cradling a merfolk pup in one arm while placing her other hand against the barrier. A burst of energy ripples through the water and the goddesses watch as the ocean pressure slams their potential rescuer against their prison. Bubbles of air rush from the woman’s mouth and pores while she digs her aching fingers into the dense aura. Dariana’s mind begins playing tricks on her when she sees her skin peel away from her bones, but the champion pushes herself to hold onto consciousness. After a minute, she can feel her head getting lighter and water flows into her mouth while she desperately yanks on the dome.
 
   “Her father is going to be so angry if I let her drown,” Yola says. She hurries to the barrier and turns her fingers into fine needles that she uses to pluck at the aura strands. “He’ll punish me severely, so I need to find the one cord that will unravel everything. I have some time since mortals can hold their breath for over an hour.”
 
   “Actually, it’s only a few minutes and that’s if they practice. That doesn’t even take into account the pressure on her body and she probably used up a lot of air swimming to us,” Aeriel points out while she watches Dariana start to go limp. “This one will probably die in a minute or two, which will attract sharks. I hate those things.”
 
   “I’m coming, little Dari!” the Chaos Goddess screams. She grabs the threads of goddess aura in her fists and wraps them around her forearms. “It’ll be just like tearing off a scab or a finger.”
 
   “Wait!”
 
   Aeriel leaps to stop Yola from destroying the dome, but she is too late. The elder deity yanks the aura strands from the delicate tapestry and the released energy drains into her body. She turns with an open mouth to absorb the Insanity Goddess, who kicks and shrieks as she is broken down into pure essence. Unable to grab anything with her ephemeral hands, Aeriel is easily inhaled and swallowed. Yola burps, which releases a large bubble that races toward Dariana and the merfolk pup. The foul-smelling orb envelopes the pair and whisks them off to the surface.
 
   “Tastes like thorns, sawdust, and mangos,” the Chaos Goddess states as the ocean rushes to fill the clearing.
 
   *****
 
   The bubble around Dariana opens to gently lay her on the ocean surface, the remaining power of the whirlpool moving the gasping champion in a lazy circle. She can feel her strength returning with every breath and eases her grip on the squirming pup in her arms. With a whimpering yelp, the child wriggles into the water and darts toward the rest of her pod. Only a few look back at the prone form in the water, the merfolk too scared to get any closer to the stranger. A rumble from below startles the nervous creatures and they vanish into the depths where they can hide among the trenches. A circle of foam surrounds Dariana and the water is frozen in time, giving her a solid platform to stand on. The white froth coalesces into a spurting blob that swiftly takes the form of Yola. With muck dripping from her hair, the goddess hugs the champion and gives her a sloppy kiss on the cheek.
 
   “Thank you for rescuing me, little Dari,” Yola happily says, releasing the hug. She stretches her arms around her head and groans in pleasure. “I owe you my life, which I already repaid by saving you from drowning. That means we’re even, so we can split the dinner bill down the middle. Unless you want to eat and run.”
 
   “I’m sorry, but I don’t have time for your antics,” Dariana explains, putting her hands on the goddess’s cheeks. She pulls away when Yola reaches out with fingers that end in ticklish feathers. “I’m very serious, Lady of Chaos. You have to return to Nevra Coil with me and undo the damage you caused. The other champions have very little time before they’re trapped in their figurines forever. Trinity and Nyx are living explosion spells that you need to repair before they erupt and take chunks of Windemere with them. Only you can stop all these disasters from happening.”
 
   “That does sound like a problem,” the Chaos Goddess admits, her empty smile making the other woman uncomfortable. Without warning, she catches the champion by the chin and stares into her nostrils. “You’re telling the truth and your father would be angry if I made a mess of his beloved prophecy. Even better, I get to be a hero and people will sing praises to me. I’ll be known as the greatest savior of Windemere and my birthday will be a holiday. That means I need to choose a birthday. Maybe the first of Aberdon.”
 
   “That’s the halfling new year, but I’m sure they’ll be fine with sharing. So teleport us to Nevra Coil and become a hero.”
 
   With a crooked smile, Yola gurgles and lurches forward, knocking Dariana off the solid water. The goddess lands on her hands and knees while she vomits red foam. Unable to scream, she arches her back until the back of her head touches her rear. Two slender arms burst from her mouth and grab the corners of her lips, the jagged nails piercing Yola’s flesh. The limbs pull themselves further out of the goddess’s body to reveal a bald head that sprouts red and black hair as soon as it touches the ocean breeze. With the cracking of bone and tearing of muscle, Aeriel drags herself out of the older goddess and collapses on the solid water.
 
   “I will not be defeated so easily,” she gasps as her naked body grows a short, black dress and stiletto heels. “I also refuse to be your meal. Now let’s finish this and see who the real Chaos Goddess is.”
 
   “That would be me, but I have to be a hero now,” Yola replies, flipping to her feet and fixing her twisted jaw. She throws a ten-fingered punch at her enemy, but the blow is easily deflected. “That’s strange. I didn’t have trouble with you before.”
 
   “That’s because you drained a lot of my power for the dome,” Aeriel says while cracking her toe knuckles. She kicks Yola in the stomach with enough force to send the green-haired woman to her knees. “I also took the liberty of tangling your aura while I escaped. You’re probably at a quarter strength right now. I’m going to hack you into tiny pieces and eat them one by one.”
 
   “But I want to be a hero.”
 
   “And I want to be you!”
 
   Aeriel lifts her arm and turns it into a drill that drips with aura-eating acid. Her other hand morphs into a twisted syringe that she can use to drain the primal energies directly from Yola’s core. The Chaos Goddess curls into a ball and cowers, but rolls closer to her enemy. Confused by the action, Aeriel pauses and notices that the wind has become heavy. Every breath is like sucking on an invisible soup that squeezes and burns her lungs. Sensing an approaching threat, the tiny hairs on the back of her neck roll away to hide within her dress. Unfamiliar with such fear, it takes the Insanity Goddess a few minutes to realize that she is in danger and Yola is scared of their new enemy.
 
   The attack comes from Aeriel’s left and she is sent bouncing across the waves, coming to a stop half a mile away. She leaps to her feet, but finds herself alone in a world that is holding its breath in nervous anticipation. Expecting another surprise attack, she grows eyes all over her head and a few on her shoulders. Confident that nobody can catch her by surprise, Aeriel turns her hands into venomous spiders that she plans to swing at her mysterious enemy. She feels a sudden pressure on the soles of her feet and is sent airborne, the unknown threat kicking her from below the water.
 
   Determined not to surrender, Aeriel sprouts wings and searches for the telltale shadow of her opponent. A swift movement to her right makes the anxious deity to hurl one of the spiders, which catches a large ray that dies from the magical venom. Muttering a few curses, she drifts closer to where Yola is patiently sitting with her legs crossed and her eyes squeezed shut. Aeriel hears something erupt from behind her and whirls around to see a long-nosed dolphin leaping out of the water. The elegant beast flips and whistles, distracting her long enough for the real threat to silently pounce from the waves. The hazy form drives an elbow into Aeriel’s back with enough force to smash her into the ocean. The goddess is about to roll onto her back when someone snaps the useless wings from her body and violently beats her with them.
 
   “Who dares assault a goddess?” she screams, not knowing what else to say.
 
   Aeriel is flipped onto her back by a solid kick to her stomach and she is shocked to see Dariana looming over her. The champion’s hair has become a deep black and her eyes flicker with veins of red. A haze surrounds her clothes that are bleached white with a few ebony veins clustered over her heart. Most frightening of all, the woman’s body gives off constant waves of power that can be felt as far as two miles away. It is an energy that is choking and horrifying at first, but possesses an odd undertone of unnerving calm.
 
   “My name is Dariana Kernaghan,” the young woman coldly states, grabbing Aeriel by the face. With a violent tug, she yanks the shorter goddess over her head and tightens her grip. “I am the daughter of Zaria the Purity Goddess and Baron Arthuru Kernaghan the Nightmare of the Gods. I may not be one of your kind, but I am powerful enough to make you beg for death. Due to the laws of my life, I never get to use my full strength. Thank you for threatening the one person who can save my friends. It gives me a reason to unleash a part of me that has remained silent for centuries.”
 
   Dariana begins to crush Aeriel’s skull when a gentle hand touches her wrist and a low hum puts her in a trance. The Insanity Goddess is dropped into the ocean where she swims away from the dangerous champion. She relaxes when she sees Zaria standing next to Dariana, the red-haired deity cradling her daughter’s shoulders.
 
   “You made a pretty big mess of the oceans,” Gabriel declares, appearing behind Aeriel.
 
   “Yola put up a fight and refused to give me what we all know I deserve,” the stubborn goddess argues, her obsession allowing her to face one of the most powerful of her people. She refuses to back down, which earns her a genuine smirk from the Destiny God. “She cannot see to her responsibilities while in exile and she allies herself with our greatest enemy. If we bring her back then she will surely be sealed, so I politely demand that you make a decision now. Bestow upon me the title of Chaos Goddess and grant me the power of Yola Biggs.”
 
   “I always liked your bluntness, little godling,” Gabriel admits while patting her on the cheek. Every tap sends a tremor through Aeriel’s body, reminding her that she should never give him orders. “This does present a problem for us. We’ve been ignoring the issue for a long time in the hope that Yola will return to Ambervale. Yet Aeriel brings up an important point. She has sided with the Baron and taken actions against her kin. That is worse than her initial transgression. What do you think we should do, Zaria?”
 
   “Our hands are tied until she repairs the damage she has done to the champions,” the Purity Goddess answers as she awakens Dariana. A crystal chair rises from the water and she helps her groggy daughter take a seat, the champion already reverting to her normal state. “To be honest, I do not know if we can guarantee that she will return to Ambervale when she is done with the champions. We could go with her, but many will say that such action would break the Law of Influence. Although, escaping back to Shayd cannot make her situation worse. She is already looking at an eternal slumber.”
 
   A lightning blast hits Aeriel and turns her body into grayish white ash, the remains holding onto her form. With a small yawn, Yola steps around Gabriel and flicks the defeated goddess in the forehead. The small amount of force is enough to send the ashes into a gust of wind, which carries them back to Ambervale. Cringing at the knots in her stomach, the Chaos Goddess reaches into her ear and twists her brain. When it is too tight for her to continue turning, she lets go and the organ spins to untangle her aura. The repairs end with a sudden jolt that makes her eyes pop a few inches out of her head and slam back into their sockets.
 
   “As you can see, Aeriel is too weak to hold my power and that would be more dangerous than leaving me as the Chaos Goddess,” Yola calmly explains while taking a seat on Gabriel’s shoulder. She gives him a kiss on the top of his head and coos at the scowl on his face. “Sadly, she does have a point. I can’t be me while I’m in exile and you won’t let me return without being mean. More importantly, I’m bored with being hunted. There’s nothing to do in the Chaos Void and Shayd after being there for so long. I want to see the rest of Windemere and I can only do that if I’m no longer a goddess. Relinquishing my title means the Law of Influence cannot be used against me even for past offenses, which are not nearly as bad as you stuffy badgers make them out to be. So I have a deal to make with the two of you and I trust the others will accept them as well.”
 
   Gabriel gestures for her to continue, so Yola pulls a scroll out of her bellybutton and lets it unfurl across the waves. Her finger turns into a long quill pen, which allows her to write in slimy blood. Several silent minutes pass before the Destiny God gets curious about the document and lifts the far end for a peek. He yanks the scroll out of Yola’s hands when he sees it is nothing more than a collection of childish drawings. Examining the crude art, he realizes there is a picture for each of the deities of Ambervale and none of them are flattering. Though he quietly admits that the picture of Zaria with a long, upturned nose is amusing.
 
   “Our time is precious and running out, so stop with your scribbles,” Gabriel states while tucking the parchment under his cape. He catches the inquiring stare of the Purity Goddess and shrugs. “I will be delivering it to her brother since he is always asking about her. Now tell us your terms.”
 
   “I’m willing to give my title, temples, and a fraction of my power to Aeriel. Only enough to grant her the other two gifts because only I can handle all of Windemere’s chaos,” Yola explains with a few tears spiraling down her cheeks. She takes a deep breath and braces herself to voice the deal that will strip her of the only role she has ever known. “All I ask is that you call off the hunt, leave me the ability to teleport at will, my statues stay at the temples, I get to be claimed by Odigar if I die, you give me a personal orange tree on an island that is ten miles to the south of us, and Ram dances a Gnomish jig during the next Day of Darkness. Those are my terms and they are unbreakable.”
 
   “Those made more sense than I expected,” Zaria claims, covering her mouth to stifle a musical laugh. She clears her throat and wipes a surprising tear from her eye. “As one of the creators of the Law of Influence, I say that this is a suitable arrangement. Though I will remind you that while immortal, you will not be as powerful as a goddess.”
 
   “Dariana seems to be okay with that. Do we have a deal?”
 
   Gabriel removes his glove and places his thumb on Yola’s forehead, his touch making her feel hot. A low, soulful song emerges from his throat in a language that has not been uttered since before the Great Cataclysm. Sparkling magic pours from the goddess’s eyes and her skin loses some of its shine. A shudder runs through her muscles when a tendril of black ooze creeps onto the Destiny God’s fingers and gathers in his palm. Gabriel finishes with a word that echoes with finality and the bit of chaos in his hand becomes an orb.
 
   “You may do the honors, Lady of Chaos,” he says to Yola, handing her the severed piece of her power. “Thank you for making this easy.”
 
   The former goddess takes the ball and gives it a small kiss before throwing it in the direction of Ambervale. It streaks across the ocean to strike the recomposed Aeriel in the chest, granting her the title and power that she has wanted for so long. A wild cackle erupts from her chest, but the sound is abruptly swallowed by a wailing cry of loneliness. Emanating from the center of the world, a sparkling wave coats Windemere and declares the rise of a new Chaos Goddess. Within minutes, the temples of Yola have lost their long-worshipped symbol of a decaying hand clasping a healthy one. In its place is Aeriel’s sign of a pristine skull with hypnotic swirls in its eye sockets. The final change is a jolt to Yola’s senses as she loses the ability to hear the prayers of her followers. It had been a constant chorus of voices that gave her comfort and strength for centuries, but now they speak to another. It is an unexpected shift to her reality that leaves the immortal feeling alone and abandoned.
 
   “Your new life awaits,” Zaria whispers to the confused woman. She guides Yola to Dariana and puts their hands together, smiling at the pair. “You still have a job to do, Greatest Savior of Windemere. Good luck.”
 
   “Thank you,” the green-haired woman replies in a numb voice. She takes a final look at the two deities and forces a smile. “Good luck to both of you, too. You’re going to need it if the Baron defeats your champions.”
 
   Yola and Dariana vanish in the blink of an eye and Gabriel attempts to do the same when a wall blocks his path. He whirls on Zaria, who holds up her finger to silence him. Not wanting their conversation to be overheard, the goddess stretches her senses to make sure they are truly alone. She notices a few prying eyes and snaps her fingers to give them a long distance poke, the howls of pain drifting on the wind.
 
   “We are alone and I have questions,” the Purity Goddess states, fixing her ally and rival with a stern gaze. “I know you had Voran give that gnome visions about these figurines. I know you manipulated events to get the toys to Yola, which caused her to go on the attack. You are also the one behind Aeriel being unleashed. Tell me why you did all of this. Windemere and the champions were thrown into great danger and I demand to know why.”
 
   “How is your husband doing?” Gabriel counters with a cruel smirk.
 
   “I went to stop him from making the situation worse and he coerced me into a conversation about old times. I know you have spoken with our old commander too,” Zaria replies, unwilling to give in to the prodding. She draws her longsword and puts it over her shoulder, causing the other deity to do the same with his enchanted blade. “All I want to know is why you did this, Hell Lord. I always felt that you would never do something so risky without a good reason, but my trust only goes so far.”
 
   “Those toys are marvelous creations, but they were never a true threat to the curse. They can remain even though their purpose is done,” the Destiny God explains with a hearty laugh. He flicks his wrist to create a figurine of himself and tosses it to Zaria, the goddess slicing it into chunks. “I needed to draw Yola out and put her into conflict with Aeriel. Even these powerful champions would never be able to defeat a goddess and this was the perfect way to force her into a mistake. Now she is a dangerous, yet beatable opponent. I was surprised she used Zelacryd for her purposes and rather annoyed that she knew about it in the first place. I could have done amazing things with destinies crafted from the insane. Well there is nothing I can do about it now and I have more important things.”
 
   The goddess buffers the area with a raging wind that whips her red hair like a beautiful, narrow flame. “I believe you did more harm than good. The champions can no longer enter cities without being mobbed. You put your own prophecy at risk simply to weaken someone that you could have handled centuries ago.”
 
   “The mortals’ frenzy has already died down. Besides, those who survive will be faced with the same level of admiration and praise. Best to give them a taste of it now.”
 
   “You are hiding something from me.”
 
   “I am always hiding something from you.”
 
   “What did you do?”
 
   Gabriel grins and takes his companion by the hand, holding it tight when she tries to pull away. “I set some very interesting events in motion. Enjoy the show, my dearest Zaria, because it will be like nothing you have ever seen as well as something you have always dreamed of.”
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   “Get back here, Sari!” Kira screams as she charges down the hallway.
 
   “You say that like I’m going to listen,” the gypsy teases before her vision blurs and she stumbles against a white wall. The underwear-clad champion has only been in her body for fifteen minutes and now she is strongly considering that she made a mistake in antagonizing her rival. “Time out for a bit. I don’t feel very good. Can I get away with apologizing for what I did and we’ll leave the rest for a later date? I’m really sorry that part of me brought up Asher. Are we friends?”
 
   Kira leaps for Sari like a ferocious cat and slams into the wall when the gypsy ducks out of the way. A thick patch of ice appears beneath the black-haired woman’s feet, causing her to fall awkwardly on her hip. The loud crunch catches the attention of a few nearby nurses, who hurry to locate a doctor and some security. With renewed anger, Kira continues chasing Sari even though she is limping and her prey is stumbling. It is a slow and sad pursuit with both women repeatedly stopping to rest due to pain and dizziness.
 
   “You broke your promise to me,” Kira says when she backs the gypsy into a corner. She throws a punch, but misses and bangs her knuckles against a metal pipe. “Putrid son of a zombie that hurt! Stop dodging because I owe you this and more. You swore you were going to give Luke up in return for one kiss.”
 
   “Technically, only part of me promised that. The rest is still interested in competing for his heart even if you’re in the lead,” Sari explains with a cocky smile. She moves to duck under the other woman’s arms, but trips over her own foot and crashes to the tiled floor. “Maybe I should have waited a while before bringing this up. I’m exhausted, cold, and hurt. You’re angry, injured, tired, and irrational. We can discuss this over drinks in a day or two. Preferably while I’m clothed and you’re not carrying that weapon around. Did you really have to destroy two water machines and whatever that blinking pole on wheels was?”
 
   “I guess my kusari-gama was over the top. Hope I can get it unstuck from the ceiling back there.”
 
   Thinking she has calmed Kira down, Sari gradually stands and adjusts what little clothing she is wearing. She opens her mouth to talk, but the heiress tackles her against a metal cart of fresh bedding. The women wrestle among the clean linens while smacking and kicking at each other. Sari wraps a pillowcase around Kira’s head and flips her to the side, scrambling to all fours before a sloppy kick to the thigh knocks her down again. She rolls away to give herself some space, but she traps herself against the wall. Kira is on her and rearing back for a punch to the face when a nearby door opens.
 
   “I’m sorry, but I’m exhausted,” Dariana says with a yawn. Her eyes flutter and she comes close to falling asleep, but she shakes her head clear. “You two are making a lot of noise and I would appreciate it if you did this somewhere else. Otherwise, I will switch your minds and fix it when I wake up in a few days.”
 
   “You really wouldn’t do that, would you?” Sari asks as she stands. A violent punch to her face sends the gypsy tumbling into the pile of sheets. “Really, little princess? I thought a sucker punch was beneath you. Are you happy now?”
 
   “I got what I wanted,” Kira replies with a satisfied grin. She cringes when she flexes her fingers, noticing that two of them are broken. “Get some rest, Dariana. You need it more than the rest of us.”
 
   The silver-haired champion mumbles an agreement and watches the heiress limp down the hallway. Sari gives her friend a gentle hug before following Kira, the gypsy cautious enough to stay several yards behind her rival. A few gnomes wander out of a nearby room and go about cleaning the mess. Noticing their patient bending down to help, they politely get Dariana to leave the work to those who are paid to do such things. The nurses hand her a fresh pillow that gives off a soothing warmth and one of them leads her back into the room where she collapses on the messy bed.
 
   Knowing that she still has a guest, Dariana forces her aching body to turn over and glances at the quiet form sitting in the corner. All of the windows have been dimmed to block the midday light, but the one in front of Yola Biggs remains clear. The former goddess is balanced on the back of a tan couch, her foot tenderly stroking the arm of Trinity who is still in a healing slumber. Yola sighs wistfully as she reaches through the window and stretches her arm to pet a nearby Lizard. The beast licks her fingers, but she is too sad to react with her usual childish excitement. She waves to the startled driver and pats the gnome on the head before letting the transport continue on its way.
 
   “Are you going to be okay, Yola?” Dariana asks. She cannot remember the ancient deity ever being so melancholy and the change unnerves her. “I’m concerned that you’re having trouble with your decision. You’re not acting like yourself.”
 
   “Imagine if someone was to remove your pinky toes,” Yola explains while retracting her arm and sliding onto the couch. She arches her body to avoid waking Trinity, her spine bending like a flexible sapling. “You could continue living and maybe get used to them being gone, but things will always be different. That is what I am feeling right now. Over time, I will accept that I lost my title, my followers, my temples, and a piece of my power. For now, I’m sad and wondering if there was another way to get out of the situation without sacrificing almost all that I’ve ever known. Well possibly turning Aeriel into a plump bullfrog and cooking her over a fire. Gabriel and Zaria would have been a problem, but I could have escaped after killing that bratty godling.” The immortal wipes a few tears from her eyes and flicks them into a potted fern, which becomes a twisted cactus. “How do you live like this, little Dari?”
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
   “How do you survive among mortals when you’re so much more?”
 
   “The same way you did.”
 
   “Threatening to eat their children? Blissful ignorance? Actually eating their children?”
 
   Dariana groans as she gets off the bed and walks over to the couch, her settling joints popping with every step. She takes Yola’s hand and places it on Trinity’s brow, the sleeping chaos elf smiling at the soft touch. A smirk crosses the former goddess’s face as she remembers the fun she has had with the young Queen. Even though they have only known each other for a mere fraction of her existence, the ancient being realizes that most of her happiest memories have come from the mortal creature next to her.
 
   “Before Trinity, the leaders of the chaos elves sought to either avoid or kill me,” Yola whispers, sitting down to place her best friend’s head in her lap. “I thought all mortals were foolish insects because they feared real power. Then this five-year-old princess walked up to me and told me that I didn’t seem scary. She said I needed someone to look out for me and she would be that person in return for protection. I tried to threaten her, but she held her ground and . . . I don’t remember how we became friends. She keeps me centered and stops me from doing things that will hurt innocent people.”
 
   “You have a friend and that is what will help you survive,” Dariana states before a long yawn envelopes her voice. She wavers on her feet and tries to use her powers to boost her energy, but she is unable to get even a spark of energy from her mind. “I never had friends before now, so I lived for the prophecy and accepted it as my everything. To be honest, I’m rather envious that you were able to live free and with a friend for all these years. I was always alone because the previous champions never trusted me. When I was asleep, I knew it was only my past and dreams, so there has always been a sense of isolation in my life.”
 
   “You could have always sided with your father to avoid that fate,” the green-haired woman casually replies. She forces an innocent smile, which causes the corners of her mouth to reach the edge of her ears. “I should be getting Trinity home and accept my punishment. Giving up my power will not sit well with your father. I wonder if I can handle the same amount of punishment as I used to.”
 
   Dariana returns to the bed before her legs give out and she collapses across the sheet. “You don’t have to go back to Shayd. Deliver Trinity and travel the world, Yola. My father can’t stop you from living your life. We both know you’re still stronger than all of his agents. You can be free from the game.”
 
   The Keeper of Chaos turns into a furry serpent and slithers out from under Trinity. She takes her human form as she approaches the bed and waves her hand over the champion. Invisible hands strip Dariana of her clothes, the garments left neatly folded and clean on a chair. The younger immortal is levitated while the blanket covers her body, leaving only her head and feet exposed. She is turned so that her head lands on the pillows before she is released from the soft wrapping and tucked in like a sick child. The soothing warmth of the pillows and mattress sap the last of Dariana’s strength and her eyes close even though she is trying to stay awake.
 
   “I owe your father a lot for taking me in during my exile,” Yola explains while she changes the color of the sheets to red. She wrinkles her nose at the sight and snaps her fingers to return them to their original boring white. “Besides, I agree with him. The Law of Influence creates too much order in this world and throws things out of balance. My brother is happy about it, but the law always tied my hands. How can a Chaos Goddess sow the seeds of her craft when she is placed under a strict rule? So I will continue to help Arthuru in his desire to conquer the world and find a way to undo the gods’ only law. Then I will be free to see the world, relax, juggling whales, turn Aeriel’s lungs into porcupines, and whatever else comes to mind.”
 
   “Then I’ll see you on the battlefield. I really don’t want to hurt you, Yola.”
 
   The former goddess coats Dariana in a layer of black dust that sticks to the blankets and induces a deep slumber. Floating an inch off the floor, Yola returns to Trinity and cradles the chaos elf in her slender arms. The final window dims when she steps through the wall and into the bustling traffic of Nevra Coil. None of the gnomes notice Yola and Trinity floating away, the vehicles passing through their translucent bodies without harm.
 
   “I still have you to take care of too,” the former goddess whispers to the snoring channeler in her arms. Seeing a passing helicopter, Yola grows rotor blades from her back and zooms into the distance. “You’re such a handful, your majesty.”
 
   *****
 
   Nyx awakens to the sight of a white-tiled ceiling that causes her to jump out of bed. The jolt of pain behind her throbbing eyes drives her back onto the mattress, which is comfortable and soft. The half-elf realizes that she is no longer in Zelacryd when she spies a painting on the wall to her right. The expertly done sunflower is bright and invigorating unlike the drab pictures of the asylum, many of which she vaguely remembers turning to ash during her battle with Trinity. Fresh air slips through a cracked window causing tears of joy to run down Nyx’s cheeks. Rolling onto her side, she buries her face under the pillows like a child who does not want to get out of bed. A chill runs up her spine from the breeze, the backless hospital gown and simple underwear doing nothing to keep her weakened body warm.
 
   As the cobwebs leave her mind, the memories of her true life and the one she lived in Zelacryd come flowing back. Many of the visions connected to the asylum appear and vanish in the blink of an eye, the expected anguish and confusion never materializing. Nyx wonders how her thoughts can be sorted so easily until she senses another presence in her head. At first she thinks it is Dariana, but a mischievous cackle and the brief sight of a black and white gremlin tells her otherwise. Scampering around her mind, the scrawny creature seems to shush her before going back to work on repairing the damage its mistress caused. Nyx smiles when the last memory to be put in its proper place is the one of kissing Delvin in the Garden of Uli. She frowns when the gremlin makes sloppy smooching noises and giggles mockingly at the precious scene.
 
   “Thanks for fixing me, Yola,” the half-elf whispers, the pain in her head disappearing. The gremlin appears on her chest and pats her on the head before dispelling into mist. “I forgive you for what you did. Just don’t take me away from my family again.”
 
   “Who Nyx talk to?” Fizzle asks from the high shelf he is resting on. The flesh and blood drite hops onto the bed to nuzzle the smiling channeler. “Fizzle happy Nyx okay. Worried since woke up. Others worry too, but they no heal like Fizzle. Also Sari get in trouble with Kira. Luke already eat buffet. Delvin moody. Timoran still Timoran.”
 
   “Slow down, Fizzle,” Nyx requests as she reaches out to stroke his smooth-scaled face. “I’m getting stronger by the second, but something feels . . . wrong. Give me a minute to gather my wits and make sure I’m okay.”
 
   Nyx cringes at the sound of her rumbling stomach, which goes on for several seconds. A bowl of fruit catches her eye and she attempts to use magic to bring it to the bed. Nothing happens and she sits up to extend her hand in case she is too weak to cast without gestures. All she feels is a dull tickling beneath her skin that turns into an uncomfortable burning if she pushes her aura too hard. Getting hungrier by the minute, Nyx swings herself out of bed and her knees buckle when she stands. With muttered curses, she hauls herself back onto the mattress and whimpers at the pins and needles sensation running through her numb legs.
 
   “Can you get that fruit for me, Fizzle?” she sheepishly asks. The drite darts to the large bowl and grabs the rim with all four feet to awkwardly place it on his friend’s lap. “Thanks. You can have all of the apples. I’m famished, but I want to share.”
 
   “You sick and need strength,” Fizzle says while he picks a yellow apple. He takes his time eating it to avoid making his usual glee-induced mess. “Nyx going okay?”
 
   “I’ll be fine after some rest,” the channeler answers while peeling an orange. She greedily licks the sweet juice from her fingers, but sighs when she is unable to erase the stickiness with her magic. “My aura is dormant for now, but it doesn’t feel as bad as it has in the past. The previous times this happened, my body felt like something was stolen from me. There was a sense of violation and a fear that my magic will never return. Well, this time it feels more like I broke my leg and I only need to give it time to heal. I’m not happy about it, but I’m home and with my family again. That makes this temporary issue a lot easier to deal with. At least I can still sense magic around me, so I won’t be useless if we leave before I recover.”
 
   “We wait for you heal. Too dangerous out there. Stephen hurt you like this.”
 
   “Yes, but I have you and the others to protect me,” Nyx replies, hiding the feeling of doubt that wriggles into her heart. She fights the urge to imagine what it would be like to face Stephen without her powers and the brief thought nearly makes her vomit. “Let’s not talk about him. I have a vague idea of what happened to all of you, but I want to hear the stories. I’m sure you had more fun than I did.”
 
   Fizzle finishes his apple by swallowing the core, his unusual silence filling the room with tension. The drite stretches his tail and yawns as he figures out how to explain what is on his mind. Even after spending the last few days thinking about his secret plan, he is not sure how to present it to Nyx. The longer he ponders his brewing decision, the more he realizes that it is a big step and he cannot do it without the channeler’s help.
 
   “Fizzle meet little boy in Gaia. Jack his name and he five and his parents die so he live in sewers,” the drite explains as he sits on his haunches. His forked tongue runs along his lips as he struggles to speak clearly. “Fizzle no see why Jack have be in sewers. Why no big people take boy in and share? Fizzle talk to Luke who say it common in cities. That make no sense to Fizzle. There many homes and food and people who can take little ones. Animals in wild take lost ones, but there times they do not. That harsh place and that is rules. Why city people live by same rule when not nec . . neces . . . needed?”
 
   “It’s complicated and I wish I had a good explanation,” Nyx replies with a half-hearted smile, surprised by the seriousness of her friend’s thoughts. She reaches for a nearby towel to clean her hands so she can cradle the distressed drite in her lap. “There are places that take orphans in and find them new homes. Unfortunately, some kids run away and avoid getting brought to the orphanages in the first place. That’s if it was a possibility to begin with since some have nobody to bring them. Others are too young to know such places exist, which leads to a lot of unsavory situations. I don’t have a good answer for why this happens. It makes me realize I was lucky to have been brought to Rainbow Tower, but I’m a special case.”
 
   “People no try to stop? City folk should help little ones.”
 
   Nyx sighs and grabs a pear from the bowl, turning the hard fruit in her hands as if it holds the answers to the dragon’s question. “Some people do, but most are so busy trying to survive that they don’t realize what’s going on around them. Others ignore the situation intentionally because they feel it is not their problem, they refuse to be sad, or any number of reasons. It’s easier in a small town or village because it’s a closer society. People would be more willing to take in a child because they know them and the family. In a big city like Gaia, you don’t know if a child is a real orphan, pulling a scam, or simply played in the mud all day. Almost like we see them as part of another pack if that helps you understand what I’m trying to say. I wish I could give you a better answer, Fizzle. All we can do is help the less fortunate when we find them and set an example for others.”
 
   Fizzle scratches his head with his tail and flutters out of Nyx’s arms to make lazy circles around the room. He swoops to snag a red apple and eats it while continuing to fly in random patterns. Every few seconds, he talks in a whisper as if responding to a question or arguing with someone. Nyx is sure the drite is talking to someone when he groans in frustration and hovers with his arms and legs crossed, a look of exasperation on his face. He lands with a plop on the pillow next to the half-elf and fixes her with a serious gaze, which is still adorable to his old friend.
 
   “I have a proposal for you,” Fizzle says in Draconic, his voice rich and powerful. He finishes the apple in two big bites and covers his mouth to stifle a burp. “I have grown very fond of the cities and wish to help those who call them home. To do this, I want to help you create a society where children do not suffer. Similar to what Casandra has done for the recently awakened channelers. I know it is impossible to save everyone, but I truly believe that an effort should be made to help those like Jack. They are innocent and must be granted a chance to live a good life. To achieve this new goal, I wish to enter into a magical contract with you. It is similar to what casters do to create familiars, but it is not a master and servant connection. It is an equal partnership where we can share aura, speak through our minds, and read each other’s emotions if needed. I have given you a taste of this by allowing you to perfectly understand my native tongue.”
 
   “This bad way to greet I before me heal,” Nyx wryly replies in her best attempt at speaking Fizzle’s language. She pulls her knees to her chest and struggles to find the correct words. “Me no ruler. Me only channeler and no have aura later. Need one stronger and better with cattle . . . me mean pigs . . . people! What about Visindor Swamp . . . Forest? Me know how Fizzle feel later.”
 
   The dragon grins and pats his friend’s hand with his tail, the scales warm against her cool skin. “Thank you for attempting to speak in my native tongue. You are much better than you believe and we can work on it. My cousin has agreed to assume my duties as guardian of Visindor Forest. He may prefer to eat pinecones over apples, but he is a very brave and powerful drite. I trust he will do an excellent job while I work with you and only you. There is nobody else I would consider making such a bond with, Nyx. Your potential for ruling a kingdom does not matter to me. I trust you and feel that you will do great things in your lifetime. Even if you die against the Baron, you will change the way Windemere works. I would be honored to make such an intimate contract with you.”
 
   “Thank me for that. Me be thirsty to help,” Nyx slowly says, cringing at the words she knows she gets wrong. The half-elf takes a bite of the pear and grunts at the difficulty at trying to eat the unripe fruit. “Me ask wait for heal. No aura to bond and me scared you get hurt. Me know no if channeler spit . . . blood make hungry for magic.”
 
   “I can assure you that such a thing would not happen,” the drite politely declares with a small bow of his head. He hops into the fruit bowl and brings a green apple to Nyx, nudging it into her hand. “Yet I do agree that creating such a bond in your current state could be too much of a strain on your mind and aura. So we will wait until you are well. It would not be right for me to expect an answer now, so take time to consider my offer. If you wish, we can do so after you defeat the Baron and it can be the start of your next adventure.”
 
   “Bear . . . fence . . . deal,” Nyx stutters, extending her hand for a shake. “Why those words so similar? Not even look same when written down.”
 
   “The Draconic language was designed to be spoken with a forked tongue and more saliva than you can produce,” Fizzle replies with a chuckle. He shakes his head and clears his throat before talking in Tradespeak. “Dragons no have written words. Spelling not needed. Darkvawns make one for other races, but we no use. Thank you for help in future.”
 
   “Always happy to help, Fizzle.”
 
   The door to the room bursts open and Nyx reflexively jumps out of bed, her arm pulled back to throw the apple. Her legs give out and she is unable to stop herself from crumpling into a cursing heap on the cold floor. Rolling onto her back, she is relieved to see Sari doubled over in the doorway. The gypsy is gasping for air and holding her aching stomach, signs that she is still recovering from her own ordeal. Nyx grabs the bed to drag herself to her feet and gingerly takes a few stiff steps toward her friend. She stops when Sari looks up to reveal that her left eye is swollen shut and black.
 
   “Fix your face, little sister” the half-elf bluntly says.
 
   “Get some breasts, big sister,” the gypsy snaps before she touches the injury. She ignores the pain and rushes to grab Nyx by the wrist, her tight grip making the half-elf flinch. “We have to go right now. I don’t know how much longer Timoran and Luke can contain him. Just walk off whatever is wrong with you and hurry, Nyxie.”
 
   “What’s going on? What are you talking about?”
 
   Sari bites her lower lip, worried that even a brief explanation will waste too much time. “Delvin is fully recovered. That’s the good news. The bad news is that he’s packed up his gear and is trying to leave Nevra Coil without us.”
 
   Angry and scared, Nyx shoves the gypsy to the side and awkwardly limps toward the doorway. She slumps against the wall and slides to the floor, tears streaming down her face at the thought of being too late. She is about to give up when her arm is draped over Sari’s shoulders and she is practically dragged down the hall.
 
   *****
 
   Delvin calmly sits on the edge of his hospital bed and adjusts the leather straps of his armor sleeve. Unlike the other champions, he is no longer suffering from the negative effects of being returned to his body. The warrior knows it would be easy to force his way out of the room, but he refuses to leave his friends angrier than they already are. Still, the way Timoran supports his weight with the doorframe tells Delvin that Bessaria is more of an obstacle. As if reading his thoughts, the sheep bleats and bristles from where she sits behind the weakened barbarian. Kira is harmless since the heiress is busy pressing a bag of ice to her wrapped hip and Catarina casually rests in the corner, demonstrating no interest in the tension.
 
   The real threat is the fuming forest tracker standing in the middle of the room. Luke is exhausted and he wavers on his feet, but he repeatedly musters a burst of energy to move every time Delvin tries to take back his bastard sword. The heavy weapon is awkward in the half-elf’s sweaty hands and he has dragged the sheathed point across the floor several times in his successful attempts to stop his friend from escaping. Delvin is thankful the weapon is still in its scabbard because its tip would be ruined after the rough treatment it has received at the hands of his friend.
 
   “Try explaining this again,” Luke growls, backing away from the other warrior. He hoists the sword onto his shoulder, the action nearly throwing him off balance.
 
   “I’m going to the Yagervan Plains to see my old tribe and face my past,” Delvin replies, slipping off the bed and taking a step toward the half-elf. He can see his friend’s knees shake and considers swiftly overpowering him. “I don’t want to fight with any of you, but this is something I have to do. The Compass Key is dormant for some reason and many of our enemies are recovering too. This is the perfect time for me to settle my past, which I’ve been running away from for most of my life.”
 
   “I respect your desire to return home, but I must agree with Luke,” Timoran states, rubbing his eyes and struggling to stay awake. “My concern is that we will be attacked or the Compass Key will activate in your absence. I am unclear as to why you desire to take care of this now. What about waiting for the rest of us to recover and we can go together?”
 
   “It’s because he fears that your problems will follow you to his tribe,” Catarina states from her chair. She sips at her hot tea, its soothing flavor washing the tension from her muscles. “He feels that your enemies won’t bother with a simple warrior wandering off on his own. Yola Biggs and Trinity showing up in my factory demonstrates that they are willing to attack you anywhere. From the sound of this Stephen, killing innocent bystanders might even be a goal for them. Keep in mind that Delvin’s people believe him to be dead. He will have a hard enough time coming back from the afterlife without the champion prophecy rearing its head to cause more trouble.”
 
   “That still does not explain why he cannot wait for us to recover and join him,” the barbarian argues as he rubs his aching legs. “It would be wiser for you to face this with the support of your friends.”
 
   “Or wait until we’re done with the Baron,” Luke mutters. He leaps away from Delvin when the warrior makes a grab for the sword. “Still too slow.”
 
   The former mercenary smiles at the half-elf and turns his back as if he is returning to the bed. When he hears Luke take a staggered breath, Delvin whirls around and dives at the weakened warrior. He darts to the side to avoid knocking the forest tracker over and risking an injury. The quicker man effortlessly snatches the bastard sword from the half-elf’s loose grip, a pang of guilt striking his heart at the yelp of surprise.
 
   “I was playing nice, but my patience is wearing thin,” Delvin declares, sidestepping Luke’s sloppy tackle. He catches the forest tracker by the collar and throws him onto a plush chair before raising his sheathed weapon. “The people of Yagervan Plains are superstitious and scared of outsiders. I can work with a small group of simple warriors because the locals are used to mercenaries tracking bounties into their lands. I can’t show up with a barbarian, a telepath, a gypsy, a channeler, a drite, and a famous forest tracker. Yes, Luke Callindor, they have heard of your family even in the nomadic regions. They’ll never trust me with all of you there and that will make settling my past infinitely more difficult.”
 
   “Why do you have to do this now?” Luke asks, swatting at the blade. He scowls when Delvin moves the weapon away from the strike and brings it back to its original position. “Fine. I’m weak and you’re strong. Put the sword down and I’ll behave.”
 
   The brown-haired warrior lowers his weapon, but remains ready to raise it again at a moment’s notice. “There are many reasons that I want to do this now, but mostly because I can’t let it linger for too long. The further we move along our path, the less likely I’ll have time to face whatever is waiting for me in the plains. Besides, I don’t feel like I’m in any position to be with the rest of you. Hearing what people thought of me . . . Well, I think they’re right. I might be smart and good at making plans, but that doesn’t feel like it’s enough. All of you are casting pretty big shadows and I think I’m getting lost in them. I’m not used to feeling so inadequate and it’s creating too much doubt for me to be comfortable going into battle with all of you. Not with the stakes that tend to come with our adventures. So, this journey is one that I have to make on my own. I need to get my confidence back and feel like your equal even if I don’t get any magical tricks or incredible physical abilities as a champion.”
 
   “I understand your reasoning, but it does seem a little selfish,” Timoran says with a gentle sigh. He nods at the defiant look on the other warrior’s face, the expression flickering into one of worry for a brief moment. “Perhaps we should wait and discuss this when we have had more time to recover. Your conviction seems to be wavering, my friend, which tells me that you are rushing yourself.”
 
   “If it means anything, I think Delvin is doing the right thing,” Kira interjects from where she is sitting. She tosses the icepack into the nearby sink and meets Luke’s angry glare with a condescending roll of her eyes. “I can’t be the only one to have noticed that either the Baron, Stephen, or Gabriel have been throwing your pasts into your destiny. Kayn showing up in Hero’s Gate, Nyx’s parents, and to a lesser extent Luke’s relationship with me. Dariana’s entire history revolves around the champions too. Everything is fodder for whoever is pulling the strings and Delvin is being smart enough to tackle his past head on. Better to do it now than wait for it be used against you. After all, do you want what happened to my family to happen to someone else?”
 
   Catarina applauds from her corner and throws a bag of chocolate to the heiress. “My new business partner makes a good point. By the way, those are experimental bone healing candies, so let me know how well they work.”
 
   “What if Stephen attacks?” Luke asks, refusing to give an inch in the argument. “How would you feel if he showed up and took Nyx while you were gone?”
 
   Delvin kicks the leg of the bed and storms over to the window, his sudden anger startling everyone. He stares out at the busy city and calms his nerves with steady breathing that always ends in a shudder. Nyx is the one thing he has been trying not to think about because he worries that the mere thought of her will cause him to stay. Even with such a fear, part of him screams that he is doing this to be a better friend and ally to her. Imagining Stephen taking her in his absence ignites the hatred Delvin feels for the man and makes him strongly consider dropping his gear on the floor. The warrior rolls his tongue in his mouth and pushes the doubt out of his mind, repeatedly telling himself that his leaving is for the best.
 
   “Nyx has all of you to protect her,” he finally states before turning to face his friends. He holds up his hand to stop Luke and Timoran from speaking. “Everything I’ve done to Stephen has been shrugged off. I can’t hurt him like Dariana and Luke have done. Fizzle and Sari have even fended him off while I’ve never slowed him down. The best I ever did was pummel him on Pallice and that was nothing. It’s frustrating and, worst of all, Stephen knows how helpless I feel.”
 
   “Running away from him won’t make things easier,” Catarina points out as she pours herself a fresh cup of tea. The gnome sighs at the calming smell and offers it to Delvin who politely refuses. “Then again, it seems you have a lot on your mind. I might not be a warrior, but even I know going into battle like this would be a mistake. Another thing to consider is that the fight might not be avoidable once Yola and Trinity tell the Baron about your current condition. Both sides have an opportunity to cripple the other even further.”
 
   “That’s more of a reason for him to stay,” Luke says, pushing himself to his feet. He notices the look of doubt on Kira’s face and rubs his eyes. “I can tell you’re going to agree with him. So fire away.”
 
   “Sorry, Luke, but it might be best for Delvin to leave if Stephen is on his way,” the heiress explains while fidgeting with her hair that is winding like snakes due to the enchanted candy. The piercing eyes from around the room make her nervous, so she casually runs her fingers through a puddle of condensation left on the table by the icepack. The lazy, circular movements help calm her and she eats another piece of chocolate before facing her friends. “In his current mental state, Delvin would be susceptible to Stephen’s tricks. It’s similar to something we do in business negotiations, but the tactic is rather mean and manipulative. You figure out what your opponent’s triggers are and push those buttons to rattle them. Maybe they’re afraid of snakes, so you hang a few serpent paintings and rent out a live cobra to keep in a cage behind you. Their anxiety causes them to be distracted and you can calm them by gradually removing the stimuli. If you’re lucky, the accommodating puts them in a slight euphoria and they’ll be more susceptible to a deal that goes in your benefit.”
 
   Kira clears her throat and shifts uncomfortably in her chair. “I did say it was mean and manipulative. The point is that you use your enemy’s fear and anger against them to gain the advantage. Stephen is certainly a person to use a crueler version of this tactic to make all of you suffer. Anyway, I think we’re all missing the real problem with what Delvin is doing. He’s trying to get out of Nevra Coil before Nyx wakes up.”
 
   “I was going to leave her a note,” the former mercenary argues. His patience nearing its end, Delvin straps his sword to his belt and steps around Luke. “My plan is to stop at Hamilton Military Academy and ask for Kevin Masterson’s help in contacting Tzefira. She can get me across the border between Darkmill and Yagervan. Also I can use their necklaces to send a message to Nyx. That way she’ll know I’m okay, we get to talk for a bit, and I won’t risk her convincing me to stay when I really need to face my past alone. Now I’m heading out that door, so please stand aside, Timoran.”
 
   The barbarian stiffens as if he is refusing to move, but relaxes and steps away from the doorway. Delvin nods his good-byes while walking across the room, every step feeling heavy and sluggish. His mind is focused on finding a way off Nevra Coil when a small fist materializes in front of his face and grazes his cheek. The warrior leaps back with his hand on his sword and freezes when he sees Nyx appear a few feet in front of him. Sari smiles and waves from behind her friend who is on the verge of screaming and crying.
 
   “How much did you hear?” Delvin asks as the channeler gets closer. She repeatedly slaps him in the armored chest until her palms ache, the blows having no effect on the warrior. “Please tell me what you know, so I can explain myself.”
 
   “I heard enough,” Nyx mutters while massaging her hands. Still angry, she delivers a swift kick to her friend’s shin. “Why weren’t you going to say good-bye? If you talked to me then I might have supported you.”
 
   Hopping on one foot, Delvin tries to bounce around the channeler. “Because if you told me to stay, I would have listened. I hate to put this decision in your hands, but I don’t want to leave your side if truly need me.”
 
   “That’s so sweet,” Sari coos as she scratches Bessaria’s head. Both of her friends glare at her, but she simply smiles and shrugs. “Also a little mean because Nyxie shouldn’t be put in this position. You’re really bad at this, Cunningham. Either say you’re leaving or confess that you love her too much to abandon her.”
 
   “You’re the last person to give relationship advice,” Kira snaps. A hand rises from the puddle of water and flicks her in the nose. “Don’t mess with me, gypsy, or I’ll give you a matching set of black eyes.”
 
   Forgetting that she cannot cast spells, Nyx stomps her foot and claps her hands in front of her chest. “Shut up! That was supposed to have thunder and some lights. Still everyone be quiet and let me do something. I can’t access my aura, but I think I can borrow some if Fizzle is willing to work with me. Hold out your armor sleeve, Delvin.”
 
   “Fine, but I never got to really use it in battle,” the warrior says while he extends his left arm. He tenses up when she grabs him by the forearm and presses her thick, dull gray bracelet to his wrist. “I don’t know what you’re doing, but I don’t want you to push yourself. Can you cut her off if she goes too far, Fizzle?”
 
    “Fizzle be smart,” the drite promises. The dragon opens his aura to Nyx and shivers at her essence’s cold touch. “She need use item and Delvin magic too. Make up for problem and keep all safe.”
 
   “Thanks for the advice,” she whispers, her eyes turning white and rolling back.
 
   Nyx’s skin turns pale and her hair goes gray as she accesses the sparks of permanent aura that all living things possess. She is about to pass out when she connects to Fizzle’s energy, which revives her healthy glow and color. Slipping her wrist out of the bracelet, the channeler presses it to the armor sleeve and runs her other hand to Delvin’s shoulder. The pair share an awkward smile before the half-elf steadies her nerves and taps into the warrior’s aura. Without her own powers to buffer the surge, Nyx is brought to her knees by the power that tries to consume her mind and soul. Fizzle pumps more of his magic into his friend to eliminate the risk, but all three feel like they are being steadily crushed by the pressure.
 
   With a grunt of stress and pain, Nyx yanks the metal plates down Delvin’s arm and merges them with her mother’s bracelet. The leather pieces of the armor coil into twin straps that tighten around the warrior’s forearm. A gentle heat fills the room as the metal melts and is turned into a perfect, round shield. The crushed jewels of the enchanted bracelet rise to the polished surface to form the symbol of a winged stag. Nyx collapses against Delvin who eases her to the floor and tucks a pillow under her head. He can feel her presence in his aura fading away as she struggles to stay awake.
 
   “I know you were proud of that armor sleeve, but a shield makes more sense. It’s harder for a weapon to deflect off this and stab you in the chest,” the channeler explains while her hands explore the warrior’s face. She rubs her thumbs on his chin, the rough stubble mesmerizing her for a few seconds. “I couldn’t keep the same enchantment that my bracelet had because it was made from my mother’s magic, but this will keep you safe. This shield is nearly impossible to break and you can summon it to you when you lose it because we all know you have bad luck with these things. More importantly, the peryton symbol will guide you back to . . . us when you whisper my name and add ‘I want to come home’. That’s the best I can do. Now find your tribe, reunite with your parents, and return to us before I decide to hate you.”
 
   “I think I’m going to cry,” Catarina whispers, dotting her eyes with a handkerchief.
 
   Delvin picks Nyx up, but he is stopped by Sari who says, “We’ll take her back to her room and set up a watch just in case. You should go before she changes her mind and tells us to restrain you.”
 
   With a final glance at the channeler, Delvin lets her slump against the blue-haired gypsy. He heads for the door, but slows down to pat Luke and Timoran on their shoulders as he passes between them. Once he enters the hallway, he breaks into a jog in order to move quickly and prevent the others from making another attempt to talk him out of going. The hospital seems oddly quiet as he makes his way to the furthest stairwell.
 
   “Turn on your immovability, little sister,” Nyx whispers into her friend’s ear. Tears form in the half-elf’s eyes as she listens to the fading footsteps of the warrior. “Do it now before I lose control and try to run after him. That’ll just make things worse.”
 
   “I got you, Nyxie,” the gypsy says as her friend starts to feebly struggle against her. She is thankful when Luke, Kira, and Fizzle join their hug and Timoran puts his large hand on Nyx’s head. “We’ve all got you.”
 
   *****
 
   Yola bats the curtain tassel with her foot as she gazes out over the barren landscape of Shayd. The black stones have a glossy sheen due to a powerful storm that has driven the chaos elves into their caves. Only a few clusters of workers are toiling under the hungry whips of the demons, but the abuse has lessened since Yola severely punished one of the taskmasters. She licks the remainder of the creature’s sour blood off her fingers before rolling onto the polished floor and stretching like a lazy cat. She crawls onto the four post bed and makes herself comfortable on the silk sheets, the calm immortal sprawling with her head dangling over the footboard.
 
   “Trinity is resting and will recover within the next two days,” the Baron announces as he enters the master bedroom. Once the clasp at his neck is undone, his silver cloak drifts off his shoulders and hangs from a nearby hook. “Thank you for returning to Shayd, dear Yola. With your newfound freedom, I would not have faulted you for leaving my fold.”
 
   “Where else would I go?” she asks, turning her head right side up. The rest of her body violently rolls to reset her skull and she flips off the bed to land next to her master. “I considered going elsewhere, but this is my home. More importantly, I owe you for keeping me safe from the gods and I agree with you about the Law of Influence. Though it is less of a concern for me now since I’m no longer bound by it.”
 
   “I am glad you see my castle as your home and I look forward to letting you take a more active role in our activities,” he responds with a smile. Gently stroking Yola’s hair, he notices that the green locks are not as full and vivid as they once were. “I apologize if this sounds rude, but I must know for my future plans. How much power did you lose?”
 
   “Not as much as Gabriel and Zaria think,” Yola answers as a mischievous smirk appears on her face. She runs her hands down her sides, feeling her black and white skin nuzzle against her palms. “They always underestimate me. I let them take enough for Aeriel to handle my temples and followers. I’m still deciding on if I want to reclaim my title after you conquer Windemere. I may get bored with wandering one day and I’ll need a job.”
 
   The castle is rocked by an explosion that the Baron assumes was meant to be hidden by the rumbling thunder. Instead, the unexpected noise drowns out the storm and rolls across the continent. Another impact cracks the floor and a distant yowl spurs the ancient nobleman and former goddess into action. Rushing into the hallway, they grab the walls when a third and more powerful quake strikes. A childish scream erupts from below and becomes the final clue as to what is going on. The high-pitched voice is abruptly cut off by the sound of tearing metal and squishing flesh.
 
   Without a word, the Baron grabs Yola by the arm and they sink through the floor. The lower hallway is covered in stone from the tumbled walls and there are licks of flame in every direction. A Spurge has been impaled against the ceiling, its stone wings pierced by gleaming swords stolen from the Baron’s armory. The silhouettes of other slaughtered demons and undead can be seen in the distance, each one dispatched in a unique and horrific way. He hurries to where Trinity is resting to find that the door has been reduced to a twisted heap of wood. The inside of the bedroom resembles an eruption at a slaughterhouse with pieces of Raksha strewn across every surface. The metal body of Melanie is sitting in a nearby chair, but her head has been impaled on one of the broken bedposts. Amid the blood and body parts, the bed linens are pristine and delicately straightened on the mattress. In place of Trinity is a Nyx figurine, which has been tenderly tucked under the sheets.
 
   “What happened here?” Yola asks, sniffing at a patch of guts on the wall. “Did that fat lizard with the stick take Trinity?”
 
   “Isaiah would never do something so bold and sadistic,” the Baron whispers while he wonders if he can revive his murdered pets. He ignores the destruction as a long brewing idea comes to his mind and he faces the former goddess at his side. “It appears Stephen has gone too far and must be left to his fate. My son is lost to me, Yola. Would you be open to helping me make a new one?”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   The adventure continues in:
 
   The Mercenary Prince
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