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Abandoned by his family … trapped in a house of shadows … destined for more than 7th grade math.
 
Arthur Paladin doesn’t fit in. Not at home with the ultra-strict grandmother who had to raise him after his mother died and his dad disappeared. And not at school where the teachers think he’s trouble and the other kids think he’s a freak. But every night he dreams about learning amazing things, the sort of things you need to know to save the world. 
Then Arthur finds out his grandmother may send him to military school, which leads to a fight with his “perfect” cousin, which leads to the mysterious plate over his heart getting broken, which leads to … his whole world turning upside down.
Shadow creatures appear out of nowhere to kill him. An angelic being from another dimension begs for his help. He gets locked in a house that looks like an English cottage on the outside but is actually a mansion on the inside. It’s packed with shades, flying across the universe, and he’s only got Morgan Apple to help him — Morgan Apple who apparently sits beside him every day just to call him a moron.
And that’s when life gets really weird. That’s when Arthur finds out he’s the next Multiversal Paladin.
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  Chapter One


   


  Slinging Pre-Algebra Books


   


   


   


  Arthur Paladin was about to be flung across the universe, but as far as he could see, his life was going nowhere. And it was going to keep going nowhere until he died at a dreary old age — bored out of his skull — never having left this bleak, backwater town.


  Arthur was a lanky seventh grader with bronze, almost Native American skin, perpetually mussed-up, shock-white hair, and sullen, gold eyes. It was a strange set of features he had inherited from his father — features that had filled his childhood with teasing and exclusion. He stood right in the middle of the open main doors of Rockville Middle School and stared miserably down the dingy, crowded hallway.


  The first bell rang, triggering a mad rush into the building. Annoyed students bumped and shoved past him on their way to lockers and homeroom classes. 


  He didn't care that he was in the way.


  He just couldn’t make himself go in and face another day of it.


  I don’t belong here.


  A girl brushed by and stopped in front of him. She flicked her bleached hair back and said, “Can't you ever do anything right?”


  Arthur shrugged. 


  She looked him up and down. “Dirty jeans and that same old grey hoodie … you’re never gonna change, are you?”


  “Don't guess so.”


  “You’re such a troll.”


  Nose held aloft, she huffed away. Arthur frowned as he tried … and then failed … to remember her name. He vaguely remembered seeing her in class, but not recently, not in this year’s — oh! She was in the grade above him — the grade he used to be in, before he was held back a year. Arthur sighed. He knew why she couldn’t stand him: it was because he had a way with people … a bad way.


  A boy elbowed him hard, knocking him down to his knees. 


  “You're in the way, doofus.”


  Arthur stood and rounded on the boy: McKinley, a stumpy, neckless lump of meanness that somehow had enough intelligence to attend school. McKinley had a special hatred for Arthur, but Arthur had forgotten why a long time ago. Arthur ducked as McKinley swung a meaty fist at his face. He grabbed McKinley's jersey and was about to throw a punch of his own — but Coach Lewis stepped out of one of the classrooms and spotted them.


  Arthur and McKinley broke apart.


  “Paladin!” Coach Lewis shouted, jowls quivering. “You're not fighting again, are you, boy?”


  “No, sir.”


  “Then get to your classrooms —” he glared at the other students “— all of you!”


  With a mournful sigh, Arthur shuffled inside.


   


  *****


   


  Arthur fell into a prehistoric, pockmarked, wooden desk and pulled out his tattered Pre-Algebra book, a spiral notebook with most of the wire torn loose, and two worn-down pencils. He began to doodle on a blank page — drawing imaginary alien creatures with tentacles and eyestalks and batwings, while Ms. Hue droned on about equations and fractions.


  He didn’t pay her any attention. He didn't need to know anything more than basic math, and if he was wrong about that … well, he was sure he could easily learn the rest whenever he wanted. School was wasting his time. He was supposed to be learning … something else … something far more important than anything in his textbooks.


  Every night, Arthur dreamed his dad — a man he could scarcely remember — was trying to teach him amazing things, the sort of exciting things you’d need to know to save the world: martial arts, sword-fighting, marksmanship, surviving in the wilderness (really strange places at that), and riding … horses and giant wolves and giant cats and flying beasts. But once awake, Arthur could never remember the specifics, only the sense of companionship and purpose and the thrill of adventure. All day during school he was haunted by the dreams. It was extra frustrating to face day after long, boring day of being alone and out of place, when he knew there was somewhere out there that he not only belonged but was desperately needed. This feeling bothered him the most when he was doing equations or diagramming sentences or translating Spanish — tedious things he didn’t need to know. It made him irritable … angry … rebellious. Once, he made the mistake of telling a teacher about the dreams. That led to two weeks of intensive counseling, on top of the regular weekly sessions the school already made him attend, with his Grandma Nelson’s approval.


  “Arthur, I am only going to say this one more time. Would you please go to the board and do problem number seven?”


  He looked up from his doodles and stared blankly at Ms. Hue. “Seven?”


  “Yes, seven. Do you think you can find your way to the board?”


  A wave of snickers flowed through the class.


  “Er … yes, Ms. Hue. I can. But … um … what page number is that?”


  Morgan Apple, the girl sitting next to him, sighed with irritation and hissed, “You’re such a moron.” 


  Most of his classmates disliked him; some even despised him. But Morgan … Morgan hated him. 


  With her athletic figure, flowing black hair, heart-shaped face, and pouty lips, Morgan was without a doubt the prettiest girl in their class … maybe in the whole school. She was the smartest, too. She should have been the most popular girl in school. When she had moved here, the boys all fawned over her, and the girls were jealous. But Morgan just didn’t care about any of that. Instead, she was distant, rude, and more than a little strange. Her popularity had faded fast.


   Every day Morgan wore the same outfit, a monochrome version of a classic school uniform: black shoes, a gray skirt, a white top, and a black necktie. This was all especially odd given that their school didn’t require uniforms. Arthur thought it was cool, but he was apparently alone in that. Everywhere she went, Morgan carried a ThinkPad laptop, and if she had a free moment, her eyes were locked onto the screen with her fingers machine-gunning away. In class, she somehow always knew what was going on, even though she spent all her time discreetly sketching giant robots, reading manga on her iPhone, and writing in her journal in some kind of secret code. She never got caught doing any of this, and that really drove Arthur nuts.


  Arthur thought they shared a lot in common, being outsiders and freaks. He had told Morgan so a few months after she had moved to Rockville last year. After briefly considering it (maybe), she apparently disagreed. She thought he was a moron, and said so frequently. Clearly, she was out of his league. Of course, Princess Morgan was apparently out of everyone’s league. 


  Ms. Hue placed her hands on her hips. “Honestly, Arthur, I don't know why you even bother coming to school.”


  Arthur shrugged and said, “Because I have to, Ms. Hue. It's the law.”


  Lips trembling, Ms. Hue stared at him for several moments, as if trying to figure out what to say. Then, with a groan, she slammed her chalk back into the tray. She ripped her glasses off and gripped them so tight the lenses nearly cracked. “Mr. Paladin! I’ve had enough of your attitude.”


  Despite himself, Arthur did what he always did: he met anger with anger. He slung his Pre-Algebra book against the wall and shouted, “Yeah? Well I've had enough of this stupid class!”


  Ms. Hue thrust her glasses menacingly at him. “Principal's office — now!”


  As he stalked out, Morgan whispered, without deigning to look at him, “They’re going to expel you this time. You’re way overdue.”


   


  *****


   


  Arthur twiddled a loose thread on the seat of his chair. He worked at that same thread every time he was sent to the Principal's Office. He had it pulled out about six inches now. If the school’s secretaries had noticed, they didn’t care.


  Blake Cider, a sixth-grader, moped in and plopped down next to him. Blake lived down the street from Arthur. They weren't friends, but they weren't enemies either. They had played together now and then, when they were younger … before Arthur’s grandfather had died.


  “What're you in here for?” Arthur asked.


  Blake was one of those squeaky clean kids who followed every rule and turned in every homework assignment on time. He was just never in trouble.


  “Graffiti in one of the bathroom stalls,” Blake whispered.


  “You're the one who drew that picture of Ms. Orange?” Blake nodded. Arthur’s eyes widened in surprise. “Really? I can’t believe it!” 


  “I know, but she … she's mean to me — really mean. I'm just not any good at Spanish. I guess we don't get along, and I'd had a bad day and …” 


  “Hey, look who you're talking to. I totally understand.”


  Blake was frowning and wringing his hands. “Someone ratted on me. Don't know who saw me. I didn't tell no one.”


  “Don't worry about it. It's your first offense, right? They'll go easy on you.”


  “But my dad's going to freak out.” Blake took a deep breath and added ominously, “You know how he is.”


  Everyone knew. The higher the pile of beer cans beside Mr. Cider's front porch rocker, the farther you kept away from his lawn. 


  Blake deserved better. Arthur patted him on the shoulder. “Seriously, don't sweat it. I promise it will all work out.”


   


  *****


   


  Dr. Dickinson, the school's principal, leaned across the desk and crossed his hands. The painting behind his desk showed a second Dr. Dickinson in the exact same pose. He did this every time; Arthur always had to try not to laugh. He’d had enough practice that he could hold it in now, but this time it was doubly hard because of the breadcrumb stuck in the real Dr. Dickinson's beard. 


  “It's not acceptable behavior for a second grader, Art.”


  Arthur cringed. Ugh, stop calling me Art.


  “But you're in the seventh grade. You have to grow up, son.”


  “Yes, sir.” I'll get right on that.


  Dr. Dickinson peered over the thick rim of his thick glasses. “You will apologize to Ms. Hue as soon as you leave this office.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Starting tomorrow, three days of in-school suspension.”


  “Three days?!”


  “It's already the third incident like this we've had this year, Art, and it’s barely October. Don’t look at me like that; it's not my fault. I'm not the one who had a tantrum during class. This path you're on … it's not a good one.”


  Dr. Dickinson tapped the desk with his finger. “Look, son, you've got to learn to be yourself and do the things you've got to do — like school work and minding the rules. You've got all this anger inside. You've got to learn to just let that go and move on. You keep bottling that up, and something bad's gonna happen.”


  Dr. Dickinson stood and adjusted his suspenders. “Three days — my office — first thing in the morning.”


  Arthur sighed. There go my grades again.


  Arthur wouldn't get credit for the work he did during an in-school suspension … and his grandma would punish him because the school had punished him … and the suspension would nuke his grades … and then he'd get punished at home on account of them too. But really, he didn't care. He'd just do something like this all over again in a few weeks; he couldn’t seem to help himself.


  Dr. Dickinson reached out a lengthy note for him to take home. Arthur grabbed it and trudged to the door.


  “Art, one last thing. Don't throw your textbooks or anything else again. You hurt someone with one of your tantrums, and you're expelled — automatically. Got it?”


  “Got it, sir. I'll try harder.”


  Dr. Dickinson still felt sorry for him. That wouldn't last. Dr. Sayers at the elementary school had cared for three years before losing her patience. She promised Arthur she'd celebrate when he moved up to middle school. She hadn't been kidding. On his last day of fifth grade, she had lifted a champagne bottle with a red ribbon tied around it and waved goodbye to him as he walked out to the bus. Then his sixth grade principal retired early, after only a year on the job, and so did her replacement after Arthur’s second time through sixth grade. Arthur suspected he'd had a hand in those retirements.


  “See that you do try, son. You've got amazing potential, if only you could focus and realize it.”


  Dr. Dickinson followed him to the door. Blake Cider was still in his chair and was choking back sobs.


  “What on Earth are you here for, Mr. Cider?” Dr. Dickinson asked.


  “Graffiti,” Blake responded meekly.


  “The one of Ms. Orange in the bathroom stall?”


  Blake nodded sullenly. 


  “Oh, I did that, Dr. Dickinson,” Arthur said. “Don't know why anyone would think Blake did it.”


  Dr. Dickinson glanced between the two boys. “Is this true, Arthur?”


  “Of course, sir.”


  “Are you sure you're innocent, Blake?”


  “He is, sir,” Arthur said quickly, not wanting Blake to have to tell a lie. “I promise.”


  Dr. Dickinson sighed. “Well, graffiti is not allowed. Neither is insulting a teacher. I assume you both understand and that this sort of thing will never happen again.”


  “Yes, Dr. Dickinson,” Blake replied.


  “Go back to class, Mr. Cider.”


  Blake scurried off, and Arthur was nearly out, as well, before Dr. Dickinson stopped him.


  “Art …”


  Their eyes met, and Arthur knew Dr. Dickinson knew that Blake was actually the guilty party.


  “You're going to have to stay for an after-school detention to clean the bathroom and remove the graffiti.”


  “Of course, sir.”


  “I’ll see that this one doesn’t make it onto your permanent record.”


  “Thank you, Dr. Dickinson.”


  “Lord knows that record's full enough as it is. Art, I honestly like you. I think deep down you’re a good kid. That’s the reason you haven’t been expelled … yet. The only reason. You could achieve amazing things if you'd just focus yourself and let go of all your anger.”


   


  *****


   


  Arthur gave the note from school to his grandma. She read it, folded it back up neatly, placed it next to her sunflower coffee mug, and returned to reading her worn, leather-bound King James Bible. He stood there … waiting. After two page flips, she looked up and focused her beady, laser-sharp eyes on him.


  “We'll discuss it later, Arthur.”


  They had never discussed it later before. This was a bad sign, a sign of impending doom. She wasn't reading Revelations again, was she? The book was open toward the back.


  As he turned to leave, he noticed, poking out of her crocheting bag, a pamphlet — THE RUGER ACADEMY FOR — but the rest was buried too far down to read. A spasm of fear clutched his heart, but he didn’t dare act like he’d seen it.


  Instead, Arthur scurried out the back door and headed for the woods. That was where he spent most of his time, since his bedroom was smaller than his grandmother’s walk-in closet. The old house had two more, bigger bedrooms, but she kept them closed off to save on the electric bill. It wasn't a big deal though; he preferred being outside anyway. And it wasn’t like he had a TV or computer to keep him in. Unless it was raining, Arthur spent his afternoons wandering through the woods, sketching the half-remembered things from his dreams, or rereading the musty, 1970’s Mac Bolan and Doc Savage paperbacks that he had inherited from his grandfather. And after dinner, he would take out his telescope and watch the stars till bedtime. 


  Arthur’s telescope was his most prized possession. He had told his grandma that he wanted a telescope when he was seven, and she had said, “Way too expensive. No amount of begging will change my mind. Just one of those silly tubes is worth four Christmases.”


  “Then don't give me anything for the next three Christmases!” he had replied.


  If Grandma Nelson was anything, she was true to her word. The next three years after that, she gave him a lame “Seasons Greetings” card, a single candy cane, and a $2 bill. But as promised, he got his telescope when he was eleven. It wasn't top of the line, even for a small reflector, but it was four Grandma-Nelson-Christmases worth, adjusted according to inflation. When he told people about the inflation adjustment part, they never believed him — unless they knew his grandma.


  Arthur spent this Friday night sketching the rings of Saturn and the Andromeda Galaxy. He had hoped to get a peek at the brochure when his grandma tucked in for the night, but unfortunately, she took her crocheting back to the bedroom with her. Unable to sleep, he spent most of the night staring up at the ceiling. His grandma, his teachers … everyone was always talking about how he needed discipline. But they were wrong. They didn’t understand. What he needed was a purpose, and the space to become … well, whatever it was he felt so sure he was supposed to become.


  On Saturday, he searched for the bag in her bedroom, without success, and then all through the house, skulking around when his grandma was in the bathroom, cooking in the kitchen, or taking a nap. But he couldn’t find it anywhere. Surely he hadn’t imagined it.


  But then, when Grandma Nelson settled into her cozy chair to watch TV after dinner, she said to him, “Arthur, could you bring me my crocheting bag?”


  “Where is it?” he asked.


  “In the car. I had it with me when I ran to the Post Office this morning.”


  “You went to the Post Office?”


  “Not all of us sleep in till nearly noon. Not those of us who don’t do the Devil’s work, anyway.”


  Arthur fetched the bag for her, then she gave him the scurry-off-and-leave-me-be look. Patiently, he waited in his room, and when Grandma Nelson fell asleep watching Saturday Night Live, something she'd never admit to having watched, he sneaked back in. He figured the blaring of the TV would cover the sounds he made. 


  He drew the pamphlet out of her bag.


  Arthur’s mouth fell open in horror as he scanned it.


   


  

      THE RUGER ACADEMY FOR THE HOPELESS


    

  

    



  


  

      We'll turn your little has-been-to-be into a winner. Discipline, smarts, muscle, and a future — guaranteed! Our year-round boot camp training will iron out the worst problem cases, from drugs to plain old bad attitudes. Standard academics also provided by qualified teachers.


   

   


  Inside were pictures of a spartan barracks, classrooms that used picnic tables instead of desks, a slimy lake, an unattractive stretch of woodland webbed with dirt roads, and an extensive obstacle course. Worst of all was the picture of the former drill sergeant and P.E. teacher who ran it. 


  “Coach Connors?!” he hissed. “No!”


  His grandma stirred. Arthur replaced the pamphlet, and rushed back out to his telescope. For an hour, he targeted random stars and stared at them mindlessly. The thought of his grandma looking at military schools was gut-wrenching. Arthur tried to block it all out, but every few minutes, the thought would hit him again, full on, so hard he’d feel like throwing up. 


  An image of Coach Connors — scowling, red-faced, veins bulging on his neck — flashed into his mind. Arthur shivered. Just thinking about spending a year with that demon made him want to throw up. Connors had been his P.E. teacher in fourth and fifth grade. That hulking brute of a man had loved intimidating little kids till they tripped over their own feet and messed up the simplest games. Then he would rant about how all his students were soft pansies who didn’t appreciate how good they had it. Arthur had been his favorite target. While Arthur climbed the rope, Coach Connors stood at the bottom yelling about how Arthur was a disgrace to all the brave heroes who had died so that he was free to be an arrogant little jerk. Once, he had gotten right up in Arthur’s face and told him he was a bad egg and he’d never amount to anything. Veins bulging, Connors had screamed that if — and he made it clear that was a big if — Arthur made it to eighteen, he didn’t know if even the military could straighten him out, because he was rotten to the core.


  “Paladin,” he’d told him on their last day together, “you'll never amount to anything that doesn't involve prison or lying dead in a ditch.”


  Arthur had told his other teachers and his grandma about how Connors treated him, but no one had believed him. Everyone thought Arthur was just trying to get out of having to exercise. He wished his grandpa had still been alive; he would’ve believed Arthur and done something about it.


  Arthur had to find some way out of this. If his grandma decided to go through with it, maybe he could make some sort of deal with her, or pick out a school on his own, or … or run away, if he had to.


  It was getting cold, and he didn’t have any answers. He wasn’t even sure yet what Grandma Nelson would do. So Arthur went inside, put away his telescope, and curled up in bed under his secondhand, 1980’s Star Wars blanket. Nervously, out of habit, he ran his fingers across the ridges of the device over his heart: a disc as big as his hand with a bulge in the center and ridges along the edges — like a gear out of a giant pocket watch sitting just under his skin.


  Arthur didn't remember getting the device. He'd had it as long as he could remember. Grandpa Nelson was the only one who had ever talked about it. If he mentioned it to his grandma or anyone else, they'd just stare at him like he was an idiot babbling nonsense. Even his doctor would blankly say, “Oh, that's going to be just fine. Don't you worry about it.”


  Arthur had asked his grandpa once, “Is it okay for me to be outside playing? Is there something wrong with my heart?”


  “Your heart's as fine as any, my boy,” his grandpa had told him, running his hand through his thick, gray beard. “You can do anything anyone else can. More even.”


  “If my heart's fine, then what's the device for?”


  “To keep you safe, Arthur. To keep you alive.”


  “I don't understand.”


  “I know. I'll explain it one day … when you're older. For now, don't you worry about it. Just pretend it's not there.”


  But Grandpa Nelson had died of a heart attack when Arthur was nine, six years after he moved in with his grandparents. And now there was no one to explain about the device … or to stand up for him.


  Arthur looked at the two pictures on his nightstand. One was of his mother holding him on her shoulder. He was just a toddler. They were standing in front of a giant fireplace, and there was a shield with a flaring sunburst on it, hanging over the mantle. The other picture was of Grandpa Nelson in a karate uniform, his scraggly grey beard cascading all the way to his bellybutton.


  Wish you were here now, Grandpa.


  Arthur lay awake long into the night, unable to sleep. Visions of Connors, endless push-ups, and learning how to divide fractions at a picnic table out in the woods raced through his mind. He didn’t think about the next day. For once, he wasn't worrying about the usual, torturous Sunday afternoon he'd have to spend with his aunt and his cousin …


  But he should have been. 


   


  



Chapter Two
 
Slinging Pork Roasts and Cousins
 
 
 
“I'm doing all I can with the boy.”
Grandma Nelson wasn't good at whispering. Arthur was standing on the other side of the closed kitchen door, and he could hear her just fine.
“I know,” Arthur's Aunt Carolyn replied quietly.
The only reason he could hear Aunt Carolyn’s whisper was because she was standing just beyond the door, likely with one hand poised on a hip while the other fidgeted with a pack of ultra-stinky cigarettes. 
With a tut-tut, Aunt Carolyn added, “It's a wonder Arthur's not worse off. Just like his father, that one.”
“I stay on him, dear,” his grandma whispered sternly. “I really do … takes all my energy. He’s in detention most every day for something or other. Barely getting by. They say he's bored and restless — that he lacks discipline and maturity — that he's quite smart. You can't tell it by his grades, though.” 
“Well, you can't tell it anyhow, can you? Derek's scores were perfect last time, because he’s a good boy and he’s driven to succeed. You know, if you'd just consider sending Arthur to …” 
Aunt Carolyn's voice faded out as she walked away. Arthur put his ear against the door, but he couldn't make out her words. Whatever she was saying was important. His grandma wasn't raising him out of love. She was raising him because she felt it was her God-given duty. If she ever changed her mind … well, he didn't have anywhere else to go.
“Boarding schools cost way more than I can afford,” his grandma replied in her loud whisper. “And they'd only end up sending him back; they don't have to put up with him like a public school does.”
Aunt Carolyn started talking again, but he still couldn't make sense of what she was saying.
“He does need discipline,” his grandma said. “But I just don't think I could send him to that military school. Seems too harsh.”
That wasn't her I'm-certain-as-the-Bible's-right voice, which she used for most everything she said. Grandma Nelson almost always had a firm opinion.
More mutterings from Aunt Carolyn that he couldn't hear followed, then his grandma continued.
“You're right, dear. You're right. He does wear me out. I'm not as young as I used to be, and he's getting more rebellious by the day. I thought by now he'd have started living up to the standards I've set, but there he goes misbehaving anyhow — happy as you please while sliding away backward.”
Arthur didn't think he could ever really live up to Grandma Nelson's standards, no matter how hard he tried. As for Aunt Carolyn, he stood absolutely zero chance of ever satisfying her … unless maybe he just disappeared like his dad, Quintus Paladin, had done ten years ago. That was when he'd abandoned Arthur to live with his grandparents, a month after Arthur's mother had died.
Aunt Carolyn moved closer to the door; he could hear what she was saying again.
“At least look at the pamphlets, Mom, and think about it. The Ruger Academy is a good place … an old boyfriend of mine runs it.”
Arthur slapped his forehead. Coach Connors and Aunt Carolyn? It was a wonder those two didn't get married. Wow, Derek could've turned out even worse.
“If he's this bad at fourteen, Mom, imagine how bad he'll be once he hits sixteen.”
“I'll look at them, dear, but it costs so much. If your sister had left the boy so much as a dime …”
“I keep praying his dad’ll show up and take him back. He ought to be raising his own son. At the very least, he should contribute a few bucks to his upbringing.”
Aunt Carolyn hated Quintus; she blamed him for Amelia’s death. Amelia was her sister and Arthur’s mother. Unfortunately, his aunt’s hatred of his dad extended to Arthur.
“I know you keep hoping he'll show up and help,” said Grandma Nelson, “but God only knows if that man's even alive.” Though he couldn’t see her, he knew Grandma Nelson was shaking her head; she always shook her head when she mentioned his dad. “I loved your sister, Carolyn, but I don't know what went wrong with that girl.”
“Quintus Paladin!” Aunt Carolyn vented. “She never was the same after she met him … traveling all over the world to God-knows-where with him … only to end up getting killed in a rock-climbing accident. What was she doing rock-climbing in the first place, anyway? And then he left that son of his here so he could go dig up Indian artifacts in the desert. I bet you anything he didn't die out in that desert like Dad thought. Probably went to Vegas and met some floozy. It's no wonder Arthur turned out like this. And poor Amelia … I'll just never forgive that man.”
Arthur had heard this exact same speech so many times that he suspected Aunt Carolyn rehearsed it when she was bored. Grandma Nelson and Aunt Carolyn would speculate for hours about whether Quintus was actually dead, or where he had gone off to if he wasn’t. Since no one could get in touch with him, there was no way to be sure. But Arthur felt like his dad was still alive and out there somewhere, even if his grandpa had thought otherwise.
Pots clanged; plates clattered. It was nearly lunchtime. They always ate a late Sunday lunch here at Aunt Carolyn's house, after over an hour of fire-and-brimstone at church. This was his least favorite time of the week. He would rather have been in school — it was that bad.
“I suppose you're right,” his grandma said. “Here's the pot holder, dear.”
“I tried to warn her about him.”
“We all tried, Carolyn.”
Footsteps! They were heading toward the dining room — where Arthur was standing — he started to back away from the —
“Hey, what're you doing?” said a deep voice that had a tendency to squawk randomly.
Arthur spun around to face his first cousin, Derek Grimes — Aunt Carolyn's precious fifteen-year-old boy. Derek was a year older, taller, and much stronger, and he excelled at finding ways to make Arthur's life miserable. They lived across town from one another, but they saw each other every Sunday, took karate lessons together on Tuesday nights, and went to the same school, though thankfully, two grades separated them. 
Arthur was actually Derek's equal in karate skill, just not in strength or speed; he’d gotten plenty of bruises to prove that. Grandpa Nelson had taught them karate until he’d died, and because of that, Grandma Nelson had insisted her two grandchildren keep on learning it. Those lessons were the one thing she didn’t mind spending money on. Plus, it was supposed to be helping Arthur learn discipline. Karate was the only thing Arthur enjoyed learning. He threw himself into it, and always behaved perfectly during the lessons. Sensei Lewis was the only teacher he’d ever liked and gotten along with. Unfortunately, the effect didn't bleed over into other areas of his life.
“Sniveling little spy,” Derek said. He lunged forward, knocked Arthur into the door, and sprinted away. The door swung back as Arthur fell through — right into Aunt Carolyn, who was carrying her latest foul-smelling, cheese-and-who-knows-what-else-slimy-and-green casserole.
The casserole flew over Aunt Carolyn, and shattered at Grandma Nelson’s feet, slinging gooey vegetables everywhere. Grandma Nelson hopped back in surprise, and the simmering pork roast she was carrying slid off the plate and zoomed across the hospital-green kitchen tiles, leaving a trail of grease in its wake.
Aunt Carolyn sat up and slurred out a string of curse words and insults punctuated by Arthur's name. Grandma Nelson stood statue-still, gazing at her pork roast with her mouth agape. Splattered with cheese and grease and what seemed to be mushy peas, he tried to help Aunt Carolyn to her feet, but she pushed him away.
“I'm sorry — I didn't mean to — Derek pushed me.”
“Oh sure, blame poor Derek like you always do, you little jerk. But you were the one running through the door.”
“He pushed me!”
Aunt Carolyn turned to Grandma Nelson, “You see, Mother? The boy's a troublemaker — a disaster waiting to happen.”
“Grandma, I didn't do anything!” 
Speaking to her was a mistake. She looked away from her pork roast at last, gazed around at the mess, and then locked her eyes — her narrowing, seething, you-will-pay-for-this-Arthur-Primus-Paladin eyes — onto him.
She was angry, super angry. Even bad grades and detentions didn't twist her face up like that. He wasn't getting out of this one, no matter what he said. 
He'd be punished … probably sent off to military school … or worse.
This wasn't his fault! He hadn’t done anything wrong. This wasn’t fair. Nothing in his life was fair. He didn’t want to be with these people; he didn’t want to be here. He was supposed to be … somewhere else … doing … something else. He hadn’t asked for his dad to abandon him here, with a jerk of a cousin, an aunt that hated him, and a school that stifled him.
A cold, heartless anger suddenly erupted within him. 
Arthur had been angry loads of times. He practically stayed angry. But he’d never been angry like this before. Nothing in the world mattered anymore, except revenge. The world turned into a tunnel of shadows, and at the end of that tunnel was Derek.
Arthur stormed back into the tidy dining room with its designer wallpaper and delicate, just-so furnishings. Derek was sitting casually in his usual seat, feet propped up on the table, perfectly relaxed, playing a game on his phone. The smug grin on his flat, ugly face sent Arthur into an even deeper rage.
Everything — the whole world that he could see and feel and taste and smell — went dark.
He grabbed Derek by the shirt, and dragged him from the chair.
“Hands off, creep!” Derek shouted in surprise.
A wide, sliding glass door led from the dining room onto the back porch of the house. Before Derek could react and use his greater size and strength, Arthur twisted his body and slung Derek into the glass door. 



Chapter Three
 
The Angel and the Shadow Men
 
 
The safety glass in the sliding door shattered into a thousand tiny fragments — a downpour of crystal cornflakes. Having used all his weight to toss Derek, Arthur fell through after him, snarling like a mad dog.
CRUNCH!
Arthur landed on his back. Glass fragments tore through his shirt and pricked the skin all over his back. He rolled over, and scrambled to his feet — getting more shallow cuts on his hands and forearms as he did — cuts he didn’t care about. The pain was nothing compared to the anger surging through him.
Derek stood and gritted his teeth. Blood dripped from cuts on Derek’s cheek and hands. Arthur grinned. He was ready to fight; he wasn't running away this time. Nothing was going to keep him from beating the crap out of Derek. Sure, he'd never bested him before, but there had to be a first time, and this was going to be it.
Derek tensed his muscles and prepared to throw a punch, but then he spotted his iPhone lying on the deck — screen cracked — metal casing bent. Derek’s eyes boiled.
But Arthur's anger was greater — it burned like a primal force — as if a monster’s venom raced through him. All these years he had put up with Derek teasing him — tattling on him — beating him up … 
Arthur had endured more than enough.
He clenched his fists tight and stepped forward.
Grandma Nelson and Aunt Carolyn ran into the dining room. Aunt Carolyn's red face was bulging like a tomato in a microwave. Grandma Nelson’s face was expressionless, but her body was coiled like a spring. Her eyes burned with hellfire … and worse: disappointment. 
All the venomous anger spilled out of Arthur.
He’d gone too far. It was military school for him … if his grandma didn’t just toss him out on the street. Before Derek could focus on him again, before his aunt and grandma could close in, Arthur did the only thing he could think of: He fled down the steps and out into the backyard.
Derek screamed something obscene and took off after him.
Blood trickling down his arms and back, Arthur plunged into the woods behind Aunt Carolyn's house. The trees grew close there, especially down in the hollow. The leaves had turned but hadn't fallen yet, so there was still plenty of darkness to hide in. Arthur just needed to find a dark tangle of underbrush and wait until their tempers cooled. But first, he had to escape Derek, who was sprinting recklessly and gaining on him with every step.
Arthur hit a slick patch of mud and leaves, and as he slid out of control, Derek caught up to him.
Derek's fist popped against Arthur's jaw and sent him reeling. Head buzzing, Arthur tried to pick himself up, but Derek kicked him in the ribs and scored a direct hit on the device over Arthur's heart — 
CRACK!
The disc broke, and a shard tore through Arthur's skin and shirt. A short hiss followed, like helium from a punctured balloon.
Arthur rolled away, fought back tears, and clutched at his chest. Hot blood trickled out between his fingers. He tried to hold back his tears … to not show any weakness. He expected another attack, but Derek just stood there … like a statue … with its mouth hanging open. 
Was Derek even breathing? 
Something was wrong. Arthur got up onto his knees and glanced around, confused. The rest of the world around him seemed normal, though it was eerily quiet.
The air shimmered, and a young woman appeared — hovering in the air — shining radiantly. Arthur gaped stupidly and fell back onto his bottom. The woman was transparent, as if she were a hologram projected from … somewhere. Hauntingly beautiful, she had burnt-orange skin, slanting emerald eyes, a stirring dress of white silk, and flaming copper hair that fell past her shoulders and curled up on the ends. She looked … not quite human … like an angel, maybe. Her image flickered, as if the signal was barely getting through — maybe the reception was bad? 
Derek must’ve given him one super-nasty concussion. That was the only thing that could explain this.
The angelic girl faced Arthur and spoke. Each syllable of her mesmerizing voice was like the ringing of a clear bell. Unfortunately, most of her words didn’t make it through to him.
“Arthur Primus … at last … Lady Ylliara … Herald of the Aetheria.”
“Um … hello.” 
“Cloaking device … broken … fulfill your destiny … become … Multiversal Paladin.”
“You want me to become a … what?”
Her eyes flared like miniature supernovas. “You … not know?”
“I don't have a clue what you're talking about,” Arthur replied. “And your signal is weak.”
“Trans-Multiversal projection … outside Manse … vast amount of energy … quite …”
This was all absolutely insane, and Derek still wasn't moving. This couldn't be actually happening. It just couldn't.
“Are — are you real?” he asked, timidly.
“Of course. Manse … on its way … first you … answer the Call.”
“The Call?”
“Everyone … choice. You could … but … doom your universe and mine.”
“You need me to agree to become a … whatever it was you said. Is that it?”
“Yes,” she said, with a hint of desperation in her voice. “No others left.”
Regardless of how nonsensical this seemed, in his gut it felt real, more real than anything else in his life. And he knew — knew in his bones — that if he agreed to what she was asking, his whole life would change. A sudden panic gripped him … but that was what he wanted, wasn't it? A purpose. A meaning to his life. 
Maybe this was what he was missing.
Arthur shook his head. Keep your wits. Don't fall into the rabbit hole. You're just dazed. Probably knocked unconscious and dreaming.
Ylliara stared at him with a pleading expression that tugged her lips into a frown. “Please … desperately need … no others left …”
Well, what could it hurt to go along with a hallucination? 
“Okay, sure. I'll become the next … Multiversal Paladin.”
“You have … wisely … find the Manse.”
“The Manse?”
“Nearby … probably a cottage … only a few … away. Be careful … broken device … enemy can find … Interfacer assassins … warlocks … shades … every world … if they —”
Ylliara jerked her head up.
“Shades … already found … run … Arthur.”
“What?” he asked her.
“RUN NOW!”
Ylliara vanished. Derek shook his head and blinked his eyes, as if he had been in a trance. He stepped awkwardly toward Arthur, but then stopped and squawked out something unintelligible as he stared off to his right. 
Scrambling to his feet, Arthur followed Derek's gaze … and then understood his fear.
Shadow men! Five ahead and six more to the left — as dark as starless night and shaped like skinny men with absurdly long necks, arms, and legs — but without eyes or clothes or faces. They had no features at all! Then Arthur began to feel them, or rather, he felt … nothing … complete emptiness, as if all the emotions he had ever felt, from anger to laughter, had drained away, while all the colors of the world faded. 
The woods fell silent and turned winter-cold. 
Arthur shook his head and let the breath that was caught in his lungs out with a whoosh. The daze cleared as he began to breathe deeply. He still felt the shades’ presence, but not nearly as intensely. Arthur knew now, without doubt, that they were real. Not a prank, not a hallucination — real. 
Derek had fallen under their spell, too. Arthur reached out and touched his shoulder. Startled, Derek nearly jumped. The spell on him was broken now.
“What — what are those things?”
“Shadow men,” Arthur responded. “Shades. Demons maybe. I dunno.”
Derek shuddered. “Do you feel them? The way —”
“Yeah, I feel it.”
The shades headed toward them.
Arthur glanced around. Behind them, the ground sloped down towards the hollow. It was rough, rocky terrain with lots of briars and underbrush, but he didn't see any shadow men in that direction.
“This way! RUN!”
Arthur and Derek plunged into the depths of the forest, leapt over stumps, twisted through vines and briars, ducked under low-hanging limbs, and splashed through streamlets and puddles. But every time they glanced back, the shades were there, giving chase. Which was weird, because the shades moved languidly, as if they were only jogging. However, they slid over and around obstacles like water flowing over rocks. Nothing actually got in their way; their speed never changed. Arthur and Derek just couldn’t shake them. Eventually, they were going to tire out, and Arthur had a feeling the shades would never quit coming.
Arthur leapt over a fallen tree, stumbled out of control as he dodged a big, jagged rock on the other side, and continued on. Derek was a step behind him, right on his heels until — 
“OOF!” Derek sputtered, followed by a crash — then a cry of pain.
Arthur ran a few more steps before he realized Derek hadn’t gotten up and wasn't following anymore. He turned back. Derek was clutching his leg and rolling around on the ground just beyond the fallen tree. He had struck the rock Arthur had narrowly dodged.
The shadow men closed in.
Even if Arthur could reach Derek in time, he wasn't certain how he'd get him away. Derek wasn't going to be running, or walking, anywhere. His foot was twisted out at a sharp, unnatural angle; his ankle had snapped.
Derek crawled toward Arthur, desperately glancing back at the shades. He stopped when he saw them coming over the fallen tree. Arthur was still heading toward him; he would get there a moment before the shades. 
Grimacing in pain, Derek shook his head. “Go!”
Arthur hesitated. His eyes met Derek’s. Arthur wanted to say, “I'm sorry.”
There was no time.
Arthur launched into a sprint. He didn't head down into the hollow as before, but around its edge and up along a slight hill. He hoped he could work his way around the shades and get back up to the houses on the cul-de-sac. He had to get help.
Derek screamed — one sharp burst that cut off suddenly — then there was nothing but silence.
 



Chapter Four
 
A Girl, Twelve Shades, and a Cottage
 
 
Arthur ducked under low-hanging limbs and tore through vines. Thorns ripped through his shirt and into his skin, adding to the dozens of tiny cuts from the shattered glass door. He ran faster than he had ever run before — so fast he finally outpaced the shadow men tailing him. But at that pace, he soon lost track of exactly where he was. 
Arthur burst from the woods into a narrow clearing that overlooked the hollow. A familiar, black-haired girl stood at the edge of the steep slope that led down toward a stream in the hollow’s basin.
Morgan Apple was staring at her phone, with her back turned to him and a pair of designer headphones clamped over her ears. She couldn’t see or hear him thundering through the woods and heading straight toward her.
Out of control and sprinting full-tilt, Arthur didn’t have enough time to stop or change course. All he could manage was to slow down a little.
“Look out!”
That got her attention — but it was too late. She turned around and shrieked as Arthur crashed into her. Together they tumbled down the slope, banged over rocks and tree limbs, and skidded through leaves and debris. Finally, they slid to a stop in a shallow puddle of mud just short of the stream.
Arthur sat up with a groan, and then fell back and rolled around as a sharp pain spiked through his chest. At first, he thought he’d cracked a rib, but no. A piece of the broken plate over his heart had been jammed back into his ribs, and now the wound was bleeding again. 
Morgan pulled herself up. Her clothes — even on a Sunday she was wearing the same monochrome school uniform — were mud-splattered, and one sleeve was torn and bloodstained. A trickle of blood seeped from a scratch on her cheek. Nearby lay a busted pair of headphones and her iPhone — the sunlight glittering off its face revealing a spidery web of cracks. 
Her fierce storm-blue eyes were wide with shock … until they glanced up and focused on him — sparked with recognition — then narrowed in anger. 
Oh crap.
Tears streamed from her eyes as she leapt to her feet and slapped him. “YOU JERK!”
She reared back — he scooted away — she pursued. She attacked again. He threw his hands up to block, and she slapped him on the arm. 
“Ow!” 
Her slap wasn’t that hard, but his arms were already bruised and cut up.
She tensed up and was about to attack again.
“Stop it, Morgan!”
She made her hands into fists and held them at her side. She stared at him, fuming — a cobra ready to strike.
He stood and took a step back. “Morgan, I’m really sorry.” He glanced at the ridge above — no sign of the shades … yet. “I didn’t mean to run into you.”
“Could’ve fooled me,” Morgan snapped. She rifled through her muddy backpack, muttering something about magnesium roll-cages and foam padding.
“Do you really think I wanted to charge off that bluff?” he said.
She shrugged. “I dunno. You are a —”
“Yeah, yeah, I know. I'm a moron. You hate me, blah blah … I’ve got it. We don't have time for this. We can’t stay here. We have to leave.”  
She didn't budge. With a stunned expression, she stammered, “I — I don't hate you, Arthur. Why would you think that?”
“You really have to ask that?”
“Arthur, I sit beside you in every class.”
“Yeah, what's up with that? Who sits beside someone they hate?”
“No one, you idiot.”
“Then why do you sit beside me?”
“Because we're friends … duh.” 
“Since when?!”
“Since you told me we had a lot in common, being freaks and all.”
“Morgan, that was last year!”
“I’m aware of that.” 
“You told me I was a moron and … and that's about it.”
“I started sitting beside you in class after that. Don’t you remember? And across the table at lunch …”
“You've never said a word to me at lunch.” She shrugged in response. “If you think that makes us friends, then … then you really need to work on your social skills.”
“I do,” she said gravely. “Two hours, every Thursday afternoon. It’s the worst.” 
“Wait, what?! No, don't answer. We don't have time for you to explain it.”
Morgan flipped open her laptop and sighed with relief. “Not a total loss. Guess I’ll let you live.” She returned it to the backpack. “Why are you in such a hurry? And why were you running like an idiot?”
He glanced up — still no sign of the shades. Had they lost the trail? He doubted it. They had been right behind him. What was taking them so long? 
“Look, you’re not going to believe me …”
“Yeah, I probably won’t,” Morgan responded.
“But there are these … shadow men … demons, I guess. They're chasing me and … look, we've got to get out of here. I’m certain they’ll be back any minute. I can explain it all later.”
Morgan snorted. “Demons? Okay, short bus. Sure thing.”
“Hey!” he retorted. He struggled for a comeback … but gave up. And then he realized something remarkable: Morgan had struck him, and all he’d done was defend himself calmly — without going crazy-mad-angry like normal … without striking back. This had never happened to him before. Was it because she was a girl?
She examined the cut on her arm and shrugged. Then she really, finally looked at him. “Ugh, Arthur, you’re covered in blood.” She cocked her head to the side and crinkled her face into a worried frown. “You know, you’re really messed up.”
“I’m aware of that.”
“Are you okay?” 
He nodded. “Nothing’s broken. Just a bunch of little cuts and scrapes.” He didn’t mention the broken plate that went over his heart. That would just lead to questions he couldn’t answer. “Hurts like crazy all over, though.”
“You didn’t get all those injuries in that tumble.” He shook his head. “What happened?”
“Really, there’s no time to explain. We have to go. You need to trust —”
His eyes locked onto the ridge. The nightmare wasn’t over. He pointed up at the slope. Eleven shades stood in a line at the top. The setting sun's light was full against them, and yet they were still shadows.
“What … what are those?” she asked in horror.
“I don't know, but like I said, they’re after me, and we've got to run.”
“This can't be real,” she muttered, staring up at the shadow men. “This has to be a trick.”
“It's not,” Arthur replied. “Can't you feel them? The emptiness …”
Morgan shivered. “Yeah, I can feel it.”
“We have to get away. They've already …” Arthur took a deep breath and choked back his emotions. “They caught my cousin Derek a few minutes ago — he screamed and …”
Morgan threw a hand over her mouth. “Is he …”
Arthur shook his head. “I — I don’t know. I couldn’t help him, so I just kept running.”
“We need to go get help.”
“Yes, I agree,” he said with frustration.
But still she didn’t budge. “Why aren’t they moving?”
“I have no idea,” Arthur said. “But we need to start running now, Morgan. Come on. They’re slow, but they’re also relentless.”
She picked up her backpack and took a lurching step toward him, favoring one foot. 
“You’re limping.”
A note of fear trailed through her voice. “Just tweaked my ankle during the fall. It’s not bad.”
“It’s enough to get you killed,” Arthur stated bluntly. Running wasn’t going to be an option for them. “Change of plans.” He thought about the angel’s words. “We need to find a small house … a cottage. It should be nearby.”
Her eyes went wide, and she pointed a shaking finger toward something behind Arthur. “Like — like that one?”
Arthur whipped around and spotted an ivy-webbed stone cottage tucked back into the trees about fifty yards beyond the stream. A warm glow poured from the windows and from the front door, which was cracked open. A thin wisp of smoke drifted out of the chimney. 
“Um, yeah.” This had to be the cottage Ylliara had told him about. “Come on, we’ll be safe inside.” He hoped.
“Arthur …” Morgan was still staring at the house. She seemed to have completely forgotten about the shades. “I’ve been down in this hollow a dozen times. There's never been an old house here before.” 
“I know,” Arthur replied.
“You knew it was going to be here, didn’t you?”
“No … well, sort of. I — I’ll explain later. We need to go. Now!”  
The shades finally spotted them and charged downhill. After a few seconds of sprinting, Morgan fell behind, her limp worsening with each step. 
Arthur slowed and held out his arm. “Here, you can lean on me.”
She glanced at his hand, and then back at the shades. Grimacing, she picked up her pace. “I’ll manage.”
It was a good thing the house was so close.
Arthur would have sworn that he’d actually seen this cottage before. But then, there were loads of little houses like it in travel brochures for European villages. Grandma Nelson was a travel agent; she kept old brochures stacked everywhere. That had to be why it seemed so familiar.
Together, they splashed across the knee-deep stream and trudged up onto the opposite bank.
“You know,” Morgan said, “I did ask you if you wanted to chat at lunch one day.”
At first he thought she was insane, trying to talk while they were fleeing the shades. But maybe it was better to talk than think about the demonic shadow men chasing him. Or maybe she was crazy enough to think that this was a good time to talk.
“Oh, I remember that,” he replied. “I said that I’d like to chat, but you didn’t say anything. After several minutes of you staring at your screen, I asked you if you liked Ms. Casey's class, and you shot me a look and never said anything else.”
“I meant chatting online, doofus. But when you didn't pull out a phone or a computer, I figured you were just dumb … or you weren’t interested.” She sighed. “I hate small talk, especially in person. Can’t do it. Messaging, on the other hand, is the perfect form of communication.
Arthur filed that one away in the Morgan-sure-is-strange folder. No one likes small talk, but who couldn’t do it? Especially with someone they consider a friend? On the other hand, this was the most he’d ever heard Morgan speak. 
He glanced back at the shades and nervously kept talking. “Well, I can’t chat online anyway. I don't own a computer.” 
She stopped. “Wait — you what?!”
He waved her on, and she started jogging forward again. “All I've got is a drug-dealer phone that's out of minutes … again. So I can’t really text, either.”
“A drug-dealer phone?”
“Yeah, that's what my cousin Derek calls it. You know, a cheap pay-as-you-go phone? You pick one up at Wal-Mart, and it already has minutes on it, and the number’s not attached to your name, so if you’re a criminal you can be anonymous and —”
“Yes, I know what the term means … it’s just … well, you’re not a drug dealer.”
“Obviously. Not everyone that uses one is.”
Morgan eyed him suspiciously.
“I live with my grandma,” he said, panting. It was hard to run and talk at the same time. “We don’t have a lot of money, and she's cheap. She thinks computers and mobile phones are a fad, that people will go back to typewriters and landlines.”
Morgan’s eyes went wide and her brow furrowed. “That’s — that’s —”
“Insane?”
“Criminally. How can she believe something that ridiculous?”
“Because she’s old-fashioned, and she wants to believe it.”
“Well, your technological status is unacceptable.”
“Um … okay … thanks.”
“When we get back, you're getting some of my hand-me-down tech. I’ve got an aging MacBook Air you can have.” Slowing for a few awkward, limping steps, she gasped for breath. “I upgraded to a Pro. And you can have this iPhone after I get the screen repaired.”
A MacBook and an iPhone?! Holy crap, that was generous. “Morgan … that's really super nice of you. Seriously. It’s awesome.”
“Nice has nothing to do with it — it just ain't right. And I’ve got four laptops. Besides, we’re friends. That’s what friends do, right?”
“Yeah.” Sure. Whatever. Actually … no, not really. Geez, Morgan was without a doubt the weirdest person he knew. 
They reached the house. He looked back at the shades. They were already crossing the stream, and it wasn’t slowing them down at all.
Morgan heaved the door open and ducked inside. 
Arthur was right behind her, but when he neared the doorway, a new shade leapt up out of the ground and reached for him. He tried to spin away, but the shade grasped his arm. Its touch — like ice and fire — burned through Arthur’s shirtsleeve and seared deep into his skin. He should have screamed, but he didn’t have the will for it. His emotions drained away … his mind went blank … the shade reached its other hand toward his throat … he couldn’t even make himself try to stop it.
Morgan grabbed him by his belt and yanked him toward the cottage. Her touch brought him back to his senses. He wrenched his arm away from the shade, and flung himself inside.
Morgan shouldered into the door. It closed with a thundering BOOM! — just as the dark form surged into the doorway. They clicked all five deadbolts into the locked position and stepped back. 
Without even looking around at the inside of the house — if something jumped out and attacked him now, he’d just have to die — Arthur breathed a sigh of relief and clutched at his arm. A blister was already puckering where the shadow had touched him, though it didn’t hurt as much as he would’ve thought.
“If a burn doesn’t hurt at first, that means it’s bad, right? Because the nerves have been damaged …”
Morgan didn’t answer; she was staring into the cottage with a dumbfounded expression. “It — it was so small outside.”
Great, what now? Arthur spun around — oh! This was now officially the most ridiculous day ever. Shadow men … an angelic girl asking him to become the Multiversal Paladin … a cottage that appeared out of nowhere … and now … and now this. What had looked like a quaint cottage from the outside was actually an enormous mansion on the inside. It was easily four times the size of Aunt Carolyn’s house, and that was just based off what he could see. There was probably more to it, maybe much more. Strangely, the windows they had seen from outside weren’t visible from the inside; there were no windows at all.
“This … this just can’t be happening,” Morgan whispered. “It violates every law of physics.”
“Well, then it must be magic,” Arthur replied numbly.
Morgan shook her head. “There’s no such thing. There’s a logical explanation. There has to be.”
As Arthur looked around the room, a chill ran across his skin, triggered by a sense of déjà vu. This place seemed familiar, but in a hazy way, as if he'd dreamed about it many times … only it was too real to have been a dream. “You know, I think I've been here before. A long time ago.”
The main room had giant fireplaces as tall as a man to either side, with unlit firewood piled inside. Tapestries draped the stone walls. An enormous, multicolored rug covered the wood floor. High-backed chairs, ottomans, frumpy couches, and coffee tables were spread around the room. Dust coated the furniture; cobwebs were everywhere. A massive chandelier hung from the incredibly high ceiling, like a cloud of raindrops suspended in midair, reflecting the flames from the gas lanterns on the walls. Only about half of the lanterns were lit, which made the enormous room gloomy. Shadows seemed to lurk in every corner. Arthur's eyes darted around; he expected a shadow man to come out of one of the pools of darkness at any moment.
Staircases, one to each side, led to a loft above the back of the room. Centered beneath the loft was an arched set of double doors twelve feet across. A weird, white-glowing symbol with a round middle and three arms that curled off of it floated in front of the doorway.
“Check that out,” Arthur said, pointing at the foot-wide symbol. “Looks like a magic rune.”
“It’s shaped like a triskelion,” Morgan replied. “I’m sure there’s a logical explanation for why it’s — ugh, what is that?” Her eyes had drifted to the left. Arthur followed her gaze … 
The giant head of a strange creature that looked like an emerald green insect with blazing yellow eyes and fur-covered antlers stuck out horrifically above the mantel over the right fireplace. That image triggered Arthur’s memory. 
“I have been here before,” he said.
The shadow men screeched and beat against the door outside. The hinges rattled — the deadbolts groaned — the timbers bulged and creaked.
“That door's not going to hold them for long,” Morgan said. “We've got to get out of here. Maybe there's a back door and we can slip away without —”
“No,” Arthur said with certainty. “We'll be safe here.”
“But the door,” Morgan argued.
“It'll hold. The house came here for me.”
The shrieks grew louder; the door quivered. 
“What makes you say that?” Morgan asked. “And how do you know it’s safe?”
“I know this place,” he replied.
There was a picture he kept in a drawer at home. In it, his parents were standing together with him, no older than two or three, perched on his dad's shoulder. A huge smile was plastered on his face. He had always thought the insect head over them was a trick of the light, because the picture was blurry and the colors were off, with everything a bit too green. He had been certain it was a deer's head, nothing more.
Faint memories bubbled up, scenes that were little more than impressions: the giant fireplaces, the couches, the insect head on the wall, a shield embossed with a sunburst — the same one from the picture with his mother — a library packed with books, a room with toy guns and gleaming swords, a cat so big he could ride it, and a big wolf, too. He turned to the mantel on the right side. Sure enough, there was the shield, and a long, thin sword was mounted beneath it. Was there a room with toy weapons? Was there actually a cat and a wolf here that were so big someone could ride them?
“I was here when I was little, before I was old enough to start school,” he said, “when my mom was still alive … before my dad left me with my grandparents. I didn't remember it before, but I do now. I think … I think this is my home.”
A strong pulse thumped three times in his chest, like suddenly an extra heart was beating, a heart three times bigger than normal. The house began to vibrate and hum, as if the earth quaked beneath them. Bright colors swirled throughout the house. A wave of dizziness hit Arthur. He felt as if he were yanked upward, outward, sideward, and every-which-wayward — even into directions that he hadn't known existed until now. 
 



Chapter Five
 
A Dark Gem Glitters
 
 
For a few moments, Arthur felt like he was riding an out-of-control tilt-a-whirl at the county fair — but the sensation stopped abruptly, and he stumbled into Morgan.
She shoved him away. “Get off me!”
“I didn’t mean to!”
“That’s twice you’ve run into me now. Do it again and —”
“And you’ll what?” Arthur snapped. He held up his arm. “Burn me? Cut me? You don’t scare me, Morgan. You’re the least of my problems.”
Morgan folded her arms and huffed.
Arthur groaned, and then muttered, “I’m sorry I stumbled into you.”
She made no reply.
“Morgan, this is when you’re supposed to tell me you’re sorry for shoving me.”
“But I’m not,” she countered.
“I only stumbled into you because I was dizzy. It was like everything was spinning and bouncing. Did you —”
“I felt it … and then I saw all these colors swirling around me … and then — and then you ran into me — again.”
“Yeah, and just before all that started, it was like I had a second heart pounding in my chest.”
She cocked an eyebrow. “Well, I didn’t feel that.”
Arthur held out his arms as if trying to balance himself and closed his eyes. He pursed his lips, took a few deep breaths, and said, “I can’t tell if we’re still moving.”
Morgan rolled her gray-blue eyes. “We can’t actually be moving. Houses don’t move, genius.”
“They aren’t normally bigger on the inside either, are they? Have you noticed the shades aren’t pounding on the door anymore?”
“Maybe they gave up.”
“Maybe we’ve traveled away from Earth,” he argued. “We’d have to open the door to find out.” 
“Can’t do that,” she said. “The door stays closed until we figure out all this.”
“Maybe we teleported,” Arthur suggested. “You know, like in —”
Morgan slapped her hands against her ears. “Argh!” 
Arthur thought she was about to throw a tantrum, like a four-year-old. But she composed herself, took deep breaths, and chanted something so softly he couldn’t understand the words. Whatever worked for —
Arthur doubled over as pain spiked through his shade-burned arm. He fought to control the sensation, trying to think of the rest of his body, instead of the burned place on his arm. But that didn’t do much good. The cuts from the glass door were starting to hurt more now; he was oozing blood on his arms, face, and back; and he still had a shard of plastic poking out from his chest. He was actually surprised that injury didn’t hurt more.
“You okay?” Morgan asked.
“I will be … I think. That shade burned me bad, and I was already messed up.”
“What happened to you before the shades found you? Because you didn’t get cut up from them — they would’ve burned you.” Her eyes narrowed; she pointed at his chest. “And what’s that poking out through your shirt?”
“Oh, that. It’s a device that fits over my heart. It got broken, and this plastic shard poked out. It doesn’t hurt as much as you’d think, but it is getting worse. I’m starting to hurt all over.”
“You’re running out of adrenaline.” She stepped forward and peered at the piece of plastic. “That’s gross.”
“Thanks.”
“Are you going to die?”
“I don’t think so … but I actually don’t know what the device does.”
“How can you not know what it does?”
“My doctor won’t tell me. He actually pretends not to have a clue it exists. And I don’t think my grandma knows, or else she’s in league with the doctor.”
“You’re joking, right?”
“Dead serious. It’s not like I haven’t tried to find out. No one will tell me anything.”
“Curious,” she responded. “Bet it has something to do with your genetic condition.”
“My — my genetic condition?”
“Well, you are a freak, after all.”
“What the heck is wrong with you?! I am not a freak.”
She smirked and nodded. “Yeah, you kinda are.”
Arthur turned red in the face, anger bubbling up inside of him. The pain started to fade a bit.
She held up her hands. “Geez, don’t be so sensitive about it. That’s …” She turned away. Was she blushing? Nah, couldn’t be. “That’s my favorite thing about you.”
“It — it is? But I’m not that different from anyone else …”
“Oh, come on. How many people have you seen with Native American skin, pure white hair, and gold eyes?”
“Not many,” he snapped. He was sensitive about his appearance. When he was younger, the other kids had teased him about it. Sometimes they still talked about it, only they whispered behind his back when they didn’t think he could hear. Everyone had stopped teasing him directly, except Derek, because his outbursts scared them.
“I was just thinking that whatever’s wrong with your heart is probably connected to your unusual appearance. Maybe something you inherited, you know?”
His anger subsided. “Oh. Well, you could have said so.”
“I did,” Morgan replied impatiently.
“My dad had white hair and gold eyes and the same skin as me. It’s a family trait.”
“But not your mom?”
“She was very pretty, pale skin, red hair. I didn’t take after her at all.”
“Did your dad have a plate over his chest?”
“I don’t know. He disappeared when I was four, not long after my mom died. All I know is what Grandpa Nelson told me — that the device keeps me alive, but that my heart is fine. Of course, now that it’s broken …”
“That doesn’t make any sense,” Morgan replied.
Arthur shrugged. “He said he was going to tell me about it when I got older, but he died.”
“So how come you’re a mess?” Morgan asked. “And what broke the plate? I know the shadow men didn’t do that.”
“I … I crashed through a glass door — before the shadow men — it’s not really —” 
“You were fighting with your cousin?” 
“Derek. Yeah.”
“You do that a lot?”
“Yeah.”
“I guess it’s not surprising,” she said, “given how you act at school, being a jerk and all.”
“Hey!”
“Look, since we’re friends and we’re having to talk like … like …”
“Normal people?”
“Ugh, yes. Arthur, you should know that I just say things straight out.”
“I noticed.”
Her voice turned defensive. “Well, it’s … it’s just what I do, okay?”
“Okay,” he answered. He clearly wasn’t the only one who was touchy.
“Now, you also seem to actually know something about the shadows,” she said accusatively, “and you knew this house might be here. There’s something you’re not telling me.”
“Well, there was —” 
Out of the corner of his eye, he spotted a purple glimmer. Above and to the left, floating right under the crystal chandelier. 
“Did you see that?”
“See what?” Morgan asked.
“There it is again!”
The glimmer came from a strange, fist-sized gem so dark a purple that it was nearly black. As he pointed at it, the gem flickered several more times. Oddly, those flickers were the only light it gave off. Whatever the gem was made of, it didn't reflect light from the lanterns.
“What do you think that's about?” Arthur asked. “It wasn't flickering before, was it? I didn’t even notice it up there. I wonder why —”
“We've got a problem.” Morgan was glancing all around the room with fear etched onto her face. “Shadows!”
From the pools of darkness Arthur had already examined carefully, shadow men were now emerging — moving slowly — taking shape as they went. 
Morgan slapped his arm. “Do something!”
“Me?”
“You said it's your house! You said it came to save you!” She gave him a look so scathing he worried she might just team up with the shadows against him. “You’re the one who got us into this mess.”
“Well … maybe I was wrong.”
Morgan shook her head with a sigh. “So we're screwed after all.”
Two shadow men stepped out from each corner of the room. He had to do something … 
The sword on the mantle!
“Stay here!” he yelled.
Adrenaline surging, he pushed away all the pain he felt and launched into action. He stepped up onto a couch and vaulted over its back. He hit the ground — slid on a rug — then caught his footing. Reaching the fireplace, he hopped up and grabbed the hilt of the steel longsword.
“Watch out!” Morgan shouted. “To your right!”
Arthur rotated as he stepped away, and swung the sword in front of him instinctively. The blade cut through the shadow man reaching for him. The creature fell back with a hand-wide gap separating its top half from the bottom. 
But it didn't disappear, and its upper half didn't fall away — it just floated in the air.
“Duck!” Morgan yelled.
Arthur bent his knees and fell into a crouch. A shadowy hand passed overhead. He ran. He couldn't clear the couch from the back, so he went around. By the time he reached Morgan, the shades from the other side of the room were moving toward them.
Morgan shook her head and pointed in the direction Arthur had just come from. “Didn't work.”
The shade he had split in half was reforming, tendrils of shadow joining its separated halves.
“Doesn't matter. I've got a plan. Watch your head.”
Morgan ducked down and covered her head with her hands. Arthur leapt up and swung the sword, aiming at the strange gem. The sword struck the stone. He was worried that he'd just knock it down, but as soon as the blade touched it, the gem shattered into dozens of shards that rained down on them. 
Arthur landed and tucked his face into the crook of his arm. Once the last of the shards had fallen, he pulled his head up.
Just like that, the shadow men were gone. 
He pumped the sword in the air, full of excitement. “That got 'em!”
The fireplaces roared to life. The warmth coming from them vanquished the cold, autumn air that had entered with them through the door leading in from the outside. All the lanterns brightened suddenly, giving the room a warm, cozy feeling. The musty smell faded. The dust and cobwebs remained, but it wasn’t anything a good cleaning couldn’t take care of. The room was now bright, cheerful, and welcoming. 
Morgan shook her head, and bits of purple crystal fell out of her hair. “How'd you know?”
“I saw the gem flicker eight times,” he answered. “And then there were eight shadow men.”
“Brilliant. I didn’t even —”
BOOM! 
From out of nowhere, a thunderbolt struck, incinerating one of the couches. The searing light blinded Arthur — the boom deafened him — and the concussive force hurled him across the room. He struck the wall and fell to the floor … dazed … battered … fading …



Chapter Six
 
Too Brief An Explanation
 
 
A hand gently stroked Arthur’s brow. His eyes opened … reluctantly … to a dim, blurry view … as if he were seeing the room and the figure before him through a glass bottle. His distorted vision wasn’t nearly as bad as the pounding in his head, the aching in his body, and the ringing in his ears.
“Be healed, Arthur Primus,” said the figure. Her voice seemed to be a distant whisper. Then she chanted words that were either in a foreign language or just too faint for his damaged eardrums to decipher.
Warmth spread through him; his vision cleared; the ringing in his ears stopped; the pain throughout his body faded — except in his chest and on his arm, where the shade had grabbed him.
Alluring, bronze-skinned Ylliara knelt before him, with a tender, almost sad, smile creasing her face. This time she wasn’t a flickering hologram; she was here, in person. And she was even more astonishingly beautiful. No one in the world could be more beautiful than her. 
Her voice was now loud and clear as she asked, “Is that better, Master Paladin?”
“A lot. Thanks.”
“Master Paladin, please accept my apology. I did not intend to arrive here so violently. However, moving between universes is difficult and requires a lot of power and practice, and unfortunately, this was my first attempt.”
Arthur nodded dumbly, only half understanding what she was saying. Then he came to his senses. “Hey, where’s Morgan? Is she —”
“I’m right here, moron.”
Looking shell-shocked, Morgan was sitting with her back against the wall, with her head tucked between her knees and her hands locked together on the back of her neck. Arthur pushed himself up and sat beside her. “You okay?”
“I can barely hear you, I can’t see a blasted thing, and I feel like I’ve tumbled down that hill a few more times.”
“Allow me, young lady,” said Lady Ylliara. 
She took Morgan’s hands and chanted in a strange language. A warm glow flowed from Ylliara’s fingertips. Morgan took a deep breath and relaxed — then she yanked her hands back and glanced down at them as if they were dirty.
The angelic being smiled at Morgan. “I am Lady Ylliara of the Aetheria.”
“I’m Arthur’s friend Morgan Apple … actually, I think I’m his only friend.”
Arthur shook his head. If that were true, he still didn’t have any friends — he just had a Morgan. 
“Morgan’s here by accident. The shades were chasing me and I ran into her … literally, like I knocked her down a hill. We took shelter in the house.”
Morgan gestured at his arm. “You’re still hurt.” 
The puckering blister from the shade and the shard of plastic poking out his chest were the only sources of pain left. The little cuts from the glass window and the bruises from rolling down the hill barely registered; it was like he’d spent a week or so resting and recovering.
“I shall tend to your other wounds now, Master Paladin. The first application of healing could only repair your lesser injuries.” 
“Just Arthur, please,” he said.
“As you wish.” She touched the wound on his arm and chanted. When she drew her hand away, the burn looked no worse than what he might have gotten from touching a hot pan on the stove. It was far from pleasant, but it was a hundred times better than it had been. She reached toward his chest. “I fear this will hurt. There is nothing I can do about that.”
“Maybe … maybe we can leave it in there?” he offered.
“Now that it no longer hides you from us, the device serves no purpose. Besides, it is cracked and still jabbing into your flesh. The wound will eventually become infected.”
“So you’re — you’re going to rip it out?”
Ylliara nodded gravely. “You may wish to look away. I will be as quick as possible. Take off your shirt, please.”
Arthur set his shirt aside, and Ylliara placed both palms against his chest. Relaxing warmth flowed into him. This wasn’t bad … he could handle it — the warmth surged to a searing heat — he felt a tugging sensation as the plate began to pull away from his rib cage. He turned his head. With wide eyes, Morgan watched, but not in a horrified way — she seemed fascinated. She really was one seriously weird girl.
With a rip, his skin tore — blood splattered Ylliara — the plate clattered onto the floor. Pain lanced through his chest; he tried to scream — failed — and swooned. Continuing to chant, Ylliara caught him. The blood on her disappeared, and the pain diminished, but he still passed out …
He woke to see Morgan studying the plastic disk on the floor. She reached toward it, but Ylliara shook her head. 
“I would not touch it.”
Arthur looked down and felt his chest. The skin had been sewn back into place, and the wound was scarred over, as if several days had passed.
“How … how long was I out?” Arthur said groggily. His wounds might be healed, but he still felt battered and exhausted.
“Only a few minutes,” Morgan replied. “Lady Ylliara just finished telling me about your encounter in the woods and you being the Multiversal Paladin … whatever that means.”
“Again, I am sorry for the nature of my arrival,” said Ylliara. “Moving between universes is no easy matter, and truthfully, I never thought I would have to.”
“What universe did you come from?” Morgan asked.
“The Aetherial Universe,” Ylliara replied without further explanation.
Arthur pulled his shirt back on. His muscles were stiff, but at least he didn’t feel like he was going to die anymore.
“Did you come here to help us?” he asked.
“I came here to restore the Manse,” said Lady Ylliara. “When you entered and the Manse shifted away from Earth, the last of my mother’s life-force faded away.”
“Wait — your mother was here?” Arthur asked. “When we arrived? I didn’t see anyone.”
Morgan shook her head. “I didn’t either.”
Ylliara’s shoulders sagged. “My mother’s essence is what powered the Manse for more than two millennia. And now that she has gone, the Manse will diminish. Within an hour, all the lights will go out, in a couple of days the Manse will begin to break apart, and in a few weeks it will be naught but dust floating in the aether between the universes, a forgotten hope of better days.”
“I’m … I’m sorry about your mother,” Arthur said.
“So am I,” Ylliara replied.
“What happened?” Morgan asked.
“Truthfully, I do not know. Five years ago, Arthur suddenly disappeared, and his father Quintus refused to explain why. Our most powerful psychics scanned the Multiverse for Arthur, but failed to find him. Not long after that, we lost contact with Quintus Paladin as well, and, even more disturbing, we lost contact with the Manse itself. My mother, with all her power, could no longer communicate with us — nor could I find her. We assumed that Quintus, Arthur, and even the Manse itself were gone … until today, when the device over Arthur’s heart was broken, sending a clarion call to Aetheria. I contacted him immediately, and arrived here as soon as I could.”
“So it was like a cloaking device?” Morgan asked.
Ylliara nodded. “It hid Arthur from Aetheria and Entropy. Neither my people nor the shadows could find him. I assume this was his father’s way of keeping him safe. I have no idea why the device was placed on Arthur. I have never heard of such technology before in my life, but I can guess at who made it.”
They looked at her expectantly, but she didn’t say anything further about the device.
“So, I’m not safe anymore, am I?” Arthur asked.
“No, you are not. The Manse is filled with shadows.”
Ylliara walked over to the doorway below the loft and traced her hand over the glowing, three-armed symbol. The triskelion, which had started to fade, began to glow brightly again. “You fought against a few shades summoned through a crystal. They are nothing compared to the wraiths and the warlock I sense deep within. Something allowed these dark forces in the house. Whatever it was, my mother tried to prevent them from taking over — hence the glowing sigil you see hovering in the doorway.”
Ylliara turned and gazed at Arthur with a look he hated, for he knew it well. It was the same look Dr. Dickinson gave him before punishing him: the I’m-sorry-I’ve-got-to-do-this-to-you look.
“With my mother gone, there may be no way to know for certain what happened,” said Ylliara. “It is possible that the computer systems in the Manse retain the information … but I doubt it. Someone, Quintus I presume, went to a lot of trouble to hide what was happening here, just as he went to a lot of trouble to hide Arthur from both Aetheria and Entropy. It was good fortune that the device broke, and I could find you. There is hope again, little as it may be. The Manse would have disintegrated within a year, even if it had remained stationary, for the shadows within are eating away at the life force of the Manse.”
“So my father is dead …”
“That is why you were called, Arthur. To take your father’s place. There can only be one Multiversal Paladin. That is the way of things.”
Arthur choked back a sob. He’d always known his father had to be dead. Why else would he never come back for him? But that didn’t make it any easier to hear. “When … when did he die?”
Ylliara shrugged. “I would guess when we lost contact, but we cannot know for certain unless he left a message behind for us. Your father was behaving in a strange manner when last Aetheria communicated with him. Mother assured us everything was okay. Clearly, she was wrong.”
“Or she lied,” Morgan stated.
Arthur was worried Ylliara would be offended by Morgan’s statement, but she merely shrugged and said, “Possibly. But if she did, I am certain she did it for good reason.”
“So what happens now?” Arthur asked.
“Obviously, Ylliara will give up her life to power the house again,” Morgan said, “just as her mother did.”
“Miss Apple is correct,” Ylliara said. “Only the soul of an Aetherian can power the Manse. That duty has fallen to me. It is my terrible honor.”
“Why not take us home and return to your world instead?” Arthur said.
“Would you truly rather return home than serve the light and battle evil throughout the Multiverse?”
“No, but I don’t want you to die, either.”
“For me, this is not a true death; my spirit will live on. The cause could not be any nobler. And besides, as your skill increases, you will be able to commune with me in the Inner Sanctum.”
“You know I’m just a kid, without any useful evil-fighting skills … right? I don’t even have a clue what a Multiversal Paladin is.”
“Of course, of course … normally, you would have been taught all of this from the time you were born.”
If a light bulb could go off over someone’s head, Arthur would’ve had a giant, 1,000-watt floodlight hanging over him at the moment. “Oh! I bet my dad did tell me about all the Paladin stuff. I bet he was telling me about all the things I’d be doing and learning as I grew up. But then he left me, and I was too little to actually remember the details. That’s why I’ve always had this feeling in school, like I’m supposed to be learning something bigger and more important, like I’m supposed to be learning how to save the world. And I’ve always dreamed about spaceships and strange alien creatures, too.” 
Ylliara nodded. “And by now you would be far along in learning to be the Paladin. You would be actively training for battle, alongside your cousins and siblings, if you had any. But alas, there is only you. No one else can do this.”
“Wait, all the members of my father’s family are gone? I’m the only one left?”
“All of them were assassinated, one by one, over the span of a decade. Then your mother was assassinated, shortly before we lost contact with your father.”
“My mother was assassinated?! She didn’t die in a rock-climbing accident?!”
“No, of course not. I thought you knew …”
Arthur’s heart ached; a lump formed in his throat. “I … I really don’t know anything. Who killed her?”
“We never found out. I assume your father was working on that when we lost contact with him.”
“So they … they must’ve gotten him too, then?”
“Perhaps.”
Morgan leaned forward, chewing at her lip. “You said there was a powerful shadow man in the Manse …”
“A warlock. Under his command are powerful wraiths and, if I’m sensing correctly, hundreds of shades like the ones you encountered — summoned from more crystals, like the one you destroyed.”
“So they must be the ones who killed my mom and dad?”
“I doubt a warlock and a group of wraiths could kill your father, especially in the Manse. Under normal circumstances, with the Manse fully powered, there is no way a wraith could even cross the threshold and enter.”
Suddenly, the lights dimmed noticeably, and the flames in one fireplace died out. Ylliara shot a nervous look toward the door leading deeper into the Manse and said, “We have little time left. I must tell you everything you absolutely must know, as simply and quickly as possible. I am sorry, but you will have to learn the rest on your own.”
“You mean we have to fight the wraiths and shades inside by ourselves?!” Arthur exclaimed.
“Obviously,” Morgan sighed.
Ylliara nodded, and so Arthur turned to Morgan. “You should leave. This isn’t your fight, and I don’t want you to get hurt, or … or worse.”
Morgan stared at him intently. “Friends stick together in hard times, right?”
“Well, yeah … I guess so.”
“Then I will stick with you.”
“But that’s crazy. You could walk out that door and return —”
“To a normal life?” She chuckled. “Yeah … I don’t have one. Besides, if I die … I die. Big deal. It happens. Besides, opportunities like this just don’t come around … well, ones like this aren’t supposed to ever come around.”
“I am glad that you feel that way,” Ylliara said. “I think you will make an excellent official companion to the Multiversal Paladin. I am doubly glad, because there is no way for you to return home right now. The Manse has shifted into the Song Between the Verses. If you walked out of the Door To Many Worlds right now, while the Signal is red, you would step out into nothingness.”
“What signal?” Arthur asked. “What door?”
Lady Ylliara gestured toward the door through which they’d entered the Manse.
Two old-fashioned light bulbs protected by wire cages — the sort of lights you’d see on a ship or in an old bunker — were fixed above the door. One light was red; the other green. The red one was glowing; it was noticeable but not very bright.
“So if the light is green,” Morgan said, “and we open the door …”
“You will step out into a new world, but not just any world. You will be in the one place in the universe where the Multiversal Paladin is most needed. Finding that place and getting you there safely will be my job.”
“So you could guide us back home,” said Morgan, “if we wanted to return?”
“I could … under normal circumstances. But there will be no return to your home — no going anywhere — until the Manse is restored, and all the Entropian forces within are eradicated.”
“Well, that’s not going to happen, because we don’t have any way to kill them.” Arthur said. “All I’ve got is a blue belt in karate.” He pointed to the sword that he’d dropped when Ylliara’s explosive arrival blew him across the room. “And that didn’t do me much good.”
“That is but a ceremonial blade,” Ylliara replied. “There are powerful weapons capable of destroying wraiths — you will find them in the Armory. As for your skills … there is nothing we can do about that.” 
The flames in the other fireplace fluttered and went out. Ylliara took a deep breath and spoke fast. “Listen carefully, and please, do not interrupt. We have no time left for questions. Arthur, we call you the Multiversal Paladin because you carry within you the royal bloodlines of the Aetherian Universe and the Entropian Universe, as well as some of the best genetics humanity has to offer. Your universe is called the Prime Universe. You may find it easier to think of the other two as higher planes of existence.
“I am, of course, from Aetheria. And the shades you fought are from Entropia. Where we represent light, order, and creation, the Entropians represent darkness, chaos, and destruction. The history of our war is long and complex. Suffice it to say that we have battled one another for eons. We have fought directly, and we have fought through our agents in your universe. 
“The Paladin family has long represented Aetheria, and while all of them are above and beyond normal humans in their abilities and training, a single member of the family, the one most qualified, male or female, takes on the mantle of the Multiversal Paladin. This mantle brings with it raw power and supernatural abilities that you, unfortunately, have not had the chance to prepare for, so be wary: Power is not always a good thing. If you are not careful, it can overwhelm you. 
“Using this power, the Multiversal Paladin travels the universe, from planet to planet, helping those in desperate need and fighting against the forces of Entropy — sometimes directly and sometimes indirectly. Of course, one Paladin cannot defeat the enemy alone. The universe is almost unimaginably massive. No, the Aetheria merely sends the Paladin to where he or she is most needed, and the Paladin serves as a beacon of light and hope. Hope, you see, spreads like a ripple in a pond — that is how we counter Entropy’s forces, which are stronger and far greater in number.”
“You don’t have any other agents?” Morgan asked, defying Ylliara’s request that they ask no questions.
Ylliara shook her head. “Once we did, but all have now perished. For the first time since the Manse was created and the first Paladin anointed, the Entropians are attacking our universe directly. We will not be able to hold them off much longer. A hundred years at best; a decade at the worst. With the Manse restored and you, Arthur, successful, we may be able to fend them off permanently, or at least extend our survival.”
“So let me get this straight,” Arthur said. “Aetheria is about to fall, and I’m the last hero you’ve got to represent you in this universe. I’m especially powerful, but I don’t know how to control the powers you don’t have time to tell me about. And all of my family is dead.”
“That is correct. But you do have one companion now.” Ylliara smiled at Morgan. “All your father had in the end was your mother, and she spent most of her time raising you. Traditionally, every Multiversal Paladin traveled with twelve companions. Frequently, these were siblings and cousins, uncles and aunts, who might take on the Mantle should the Paladin fall and who had the training to combat the forces of darkness. Though that wasn’t always the case: There are brave individuals of unique skill throughout the Prime Universe. “
“Okay, so what do I do now?” Arthur asked.
“Rest for a few hours, then go through those doors and into the Grand Hallway. Fight the wraiths and shades within and free the Manse. Otherwise, the three of us will die.”
“Great, we’re doomed,” Arthur muttered.
“Off the Grand Hallway you will find the Armory. It is the third door to your right. Go there first and arm yourselves. Hopefully Bright-Cage, the Sword of the Multiversal Paladin, is still here somewhere. It is the most powerful weapon we have, other than the Paladin himself.
“The shades you fought in here were summoned from a dark-heart. I feel confident that all the shades in the Manse came from dark-hearts. That will make things somewhat easier for you. But the wraiths and the warlock do not have such a weakness. I also fear that my arrival has further alerted the Entropians to your presence. As the stone in here was once dormant, then awoke when you entered, I am certain that all of the stones have now come alive.”
“Are you sure you can’t help us fight them?” Arthur asked.
Ylliara shook her head as a lantern winked out. “There is no time. And the Law of Aetheria forbids me to take direct action in the Prime Universe.”
“You can’t break that law?” Morgan asked. “Because this is looking pretty bleak.”
“I would break the law if I could, but I cannot,” Ylliara said, sadly. “I will be able to help you in other ways, though. You saw me strengthen the glowing triskelion sigil that has the enemy locked out of this room. If my senses are correct, my mother had a chance to place them across many doorways throughout the Manse. The sigils are fading now, but once I restore the Manse, that should rejuvenate them. Your enemies cannot cross that barrier unless … well, you should be safe. You and Morgan, however, can walk through the sigils without difficulty.”
She took a deep breath. “Now, there is one other quite significant thing I can do to help you out — a way in which my particular power can aid you immensely. I shall numenate you.”
“You’ll what?” Arthur said.
“I don’t have time to explain,” she said, as another lantern flickered out. The room was almost as dark now as when they had first entered. “What I’m about to do will knock you unconscious for a short while. You will be safe, however. And when you wake, do not be alarmed at what you see. No harm shall come to you. I will be gone by then, my essence bound to the Manse, but I will be here with you in spirit. Farewell, Morgan Apple. Farewell, Master Paladin. I wish you good fortune. On you much depends.” 
Ylliara reached out and touched her forefinger to the middle of Morgan’s forehead. Morgan collapsed, unconscious. Before Arthur could react, Ylliara did the same to him. As he fell unconscious, he heard the howl of a wolf and the growling of a big cat.



Chapter Seven
 
The Lynx, the Wolf, and the Valet
 
 
Something cold and damp nudged Arthur’s cheek. He swatted it away and fell back into a deep slumber. Something rough and wet scraped across his nose. Annoyed, he shoved … whatever it was … away and returned to sleep. Something batted him on the jaw. That roused him halfway. Another strike followed — ow! — and someone hissed:
“Oh, for Pete’s sake.”
Arthur awoke, groggily — forced his eyes open — and nearly screamed as he shoved himself back against the wall. A lynx was looming over him, an actual, honest-to-goodness lynx — thick fur, wide paws, tufted ears, and all. The lynx was entirely monochrome: her body was gray-white, as if she’d been primed but never painted. Where the shades seemed to be made of solidified shadow, this big cat seemed to be composed of something like … like moonlit fog, perhaps.
“You know what’s strange?” the lynx said. Naturally, it could talk — that’s the way Arthur’s life worked now. “I haven’t the slightest idea who Pete is — do you?” Her voice was flowing yet husky, like that of a glamorous star from an old movie who had smoked way too many cigarettes after her career ended.
Arthur shook his head.
“I’m Alexis,” she said, dramatically. “But please, call me Lexi.” Her solid black eyes flicked up at the ceiling, and she chewed her lip, just like a person trying to unravel a puzzle. “Well, you know that’s kinda dodgy. Why would I prefer to be called Lexi?”
Arthur shook his head again.
The lynx sat back on her haunches and looked at each paw in turn. “Well, I haven’t got your tongue, so it’s definitely not my fault you can’t speak.”
Morgan stirred beside Arthur. “He’s just dumb. Don’t pay him any —” Morgan opened her eyes and shoved herself back against the wall. “Yikes!”
Lexi waved a paw at her. “Hello, girl-who-finally-speaks!”
“Hi!” Morgan chirped back in alarm.
“You are scaring the both of them, Alexis,” said a voice that sounded like a Shakespearean actor heard through an old tube radio.
From the shadows prowled a monochrome wolf. Like Lexi, he seemed composed of moonlight. Arthur and Morgan both scooted closer to one another. Where the heck had these two … ghost animals … come from?! 
“I am Vassalus,” said the wolf. “You may not address me in any other manner. Though, like my comrade Alexis, I am not certain as to why that is my preference.” 
“What — what are you?” Arthur asked.
“Oh, I do know that, darling,” Lexi said. “We are numina.”
“Numen in the singular,” Vassalus added. “I am a numen; we are numina. You may also think of us as guardian daemons, if you must. I would prefer if you did not. We are formed from Aetheria. Lady Ylliara of the Manse brought us forth from the subconscious of each of you.”
Morgan pointed at Lexi. “You are from my subconscious?”
“Oh heavens no, my dear,” said Vassalus. “I am from your subconscious. Alexis came from Arthur.”
“Oh,” replied Morgan, “that makes sense.”
“It does?” Arthur asked.
Lexi flicked her fluffy tail back and forth with irritation. “What, you’re not happy with me?”
“Oh, I’m … I’m not unhappy,” Arthur said. “Just a bit puzzled. I don’t understand any of this.”
“Well, it’s hardly my fault if you lack self-awareness and don’t remember your Grandma Paladin except in the deepest recesses of your — hey, how do I know about your Grandma Paladin?” Arthur shrugged. Lexi flicked her head one way and then the other while pouncing around in a circle. She became more agitated with each pounce. “Does anyone know where I left my c/slate? I need to download this month’s copy of Today’s Intergalactic Woman — there’s an article in there that I must read. And where is my cup of Darjeeling and my lingonberry scone? You know I can’t function if I haven’t — wait, where did that come from? I don’t eat scones and drink tea — I’m a cat!”
“It is a residual impulse,” Vassalus said. “It will pass … well, we can certainly hope so, anyway.”
“If Alexis … sorry, Lexi,” said Morgan, “is based in part on Arthur’s Grandma Paladin, who are you based on, Vassalus?”
“Sorry, my dear, but I have no idea. Perhaps I am strictly from your imagination.”
“So the two of you,” said Arthur, “are the help Lady Ylliara promised us?” No wonder she had said not to be alarmed — a talking wolf and a talking cat! But then … he had remembered, vaguely, there being a wolf and a cat in the manse before, but these two weren’t as big as those, which were so large you could ride them. Or was it that he was so small then that they seemed big enough to ride?
“We are your help indeed,” said Vassalus. He eyed Lexi who was bobbing her head up and down, sniffing. “What are you doing, madam?”
“Trying to track down some food — I’m hungry!”
“But you can’t eat scones,” Morgan said.
“Not scones, dearie — I want tuna!”
“We do not need to eat, Alexis. We are numina, remember? In fact, I am rather certain we are not capable of eating or …” a slight tinge of regret entered Vassalus’s voice “… or drinking tea.”
“Oh … well, that stinks,” she groaned.
“Maybe there are some little numina mice running around somewhere …” Arthur suggested.
“See,” said Lexi, flicking her tail happily. “We do match. I like the way you think!”
Arthur closed his eyes and wished he could roll back time and ask Ylliara for a different guardian. The big cat part was fine — lynxes were awesome, one of his favorite animals — but it was her personality he wanted to change.
“So,” Morgan said, “do either of you know what’s going on?”
“Sadly,” Vassalus said, “we only know a little more than you. Lady Ylliara intended to encode additional information into us, but she ran out of time. We may have a few choice bits of data bouncing around in our heads, but not much. Sorry.”
A sudden burst of fog appeared behind the animals, and out from it stepped a ghostly man. He wore a belted tunic, knee-high boots, and gloves that came almost to his elbows. His arms, legs, and neck were wrapped with what looked like bandages. His face was completely covered with a single cloth that showed the shape of a face but no distinct features. On his head sat a bowler hat. A sword in a scabbard hung from his belt. Arthur had dreamed of beings like this before … probably because he had actually seen this one as a child. The blank faces had certainly terrorized him throughout many nightmares.
“Do not be alarmed,” said Vassalus. “Lady Ylliara told us Valet would arrive soon. It takes a few minutes for the servitors to be restored, after a room has been cleared from essence of Shadow.”
“The servitors?” Arthur said.
“The Aetherial servants of the house,” Lexi said. “Technically, they’re numina just like us, but there are differences. The primary difference is that they are formed out of need and not from anyone’s subconscious — or maybe they’re from Lady Ylliara’s subconscious. They can understand anything you say to them, but they can’t talk. Wow, I really do know some extra things.”
“Because Lady Ylliara told you,” Vassalus said in exasperation.
“Oh, guess I just absorbed it — I wasn’t really paying attention.”
“Valet,” said Vassalus, “is named for his position. All the servitors are.”
“When you say valet,” Arthur said, “do you mean valet?” He pronounced it val-ay instead of val-it like Vassalus kept doing. “Like someone who parks a car?”
“You moron,” Morgan said. “He’s a personal attendant, and you can pronounce it either way.”
“Oh.”
“Valet will see to your personal needs, Master Paladin,” Vassalus explained. “He will help you dress and arm yourself. He will fetch anything you need.”
“But he can’t talk?” Arthur said.
“None of the servitors can,” Vassalus answered. “Though they can respond silently.”
“How many others are there?” Arthur said.
“Five,” Vassalus replied. “Valet, Cook, Maid, Priest, Librarian, and Arms.” 
“Are the servitors robots?” Morgan asked.
“Not exactly, my dear,” Vassalus answered. “They are Aetherial constructs.”
“And that means …” Arthur prompted.
“That they are, like us, made of solidified light,” said Lexi. “Just as the shades you just fought are constructs of darkness.”
“Solidified light?” Morgan said. “That’s not possible.”
“It is not the common sort of light you are familiar with,” said the wolf. “It is Aetherial light, just as the shades you encountered were made of Entropian shadow.”
“So how long were we asleep?” Arthur asked.
“About an hour,” answered Lexi.
“Sixty-three and a half minutes,” Vassalus corrected.
“Lady Ylliara said we should rest a while before daring the Grand Hallway,” Arthur said. “Guess we should rest some more, huh?”
“Oh, sounds good to me!” Lexi said. She curled up into a giant fluff-ball next to Arthur, and immediately began softly purring … or maybe snoring.
Vassalus shook his head. “I would not take too long. Maybe another hour. Nap if you like. If you need help with anything, do not hesitate to ask me.”
Arthur looked to Valet who was simply staring at him. “Do you need rest or anything?” Arthur asked him.
Valet shook his head no.
“Are you any good with that sword?”
Valet drew the blade. It was a long, thin sword — a rapier. He went through several attack routines, swished the sword with a flourish, and returned it to the scabbard. He stared at Arthur, who, not knowing what else to do, nodded in approval. 
“All the skill of a long-retired, septuagenarian fencing instructor,” Vassalus muttered. “But beggars cannot be choosers.”
“Will your sword hurt the shades?” Arthur asked.
Valet pointed to the sword on the floor that Arthur had used and shook his head. Well, that was too bad.
“Can they hurt you?” Morgan asked.
Valet nodded yes, and Vassalus said, “Oh, they can hurt all of us.” He bared his teeth. “Though, we can most certainly hurt back.”
The way Valet just stood there watching them made Arthur nervous. “Valet, could you guard the door. Just in case they break through.”
Vassalus eyed Arthur, but said nothing as Valet walked over, drew his sword, and faced the door. Arthur picked up the other sword, since it was all he would have to work with until they reached the Armory. He flopped into one of the big armchairs. Lexi woke, followed him, and curled up at his feet. She was soon fast asleep again.
Morgan retrieved her backpack and took the armchair opposite Arthur. She rummaged through her pack. Vassalus stood beside her, gazing on with interest. Arthur felt a pang of jealousy. He couldn’t help but think that Morgan had gotten the better numen.
Morgan examined her ThinkPad, and booted it up. A minute later, she sighed with relief and sank back into the chair. After sorting through various cords and what he thought was an extra battery, she checked her iPhone with the shattered screen. “It’s still working, but obviously there’s no signal. And of course, you can’t see the screen very well. Probably good that I packed light today.”
“That’s light?” Arthur said.
“Well, most days I’d have my iPad and my Chromebook with me as well.”
“Your backpack must weigh a ton.”
“I’ve gotten used to it. I’m stronger than I look.”
“And you really need all those devices at once?” Arthur said.
“You wouldn’t understand.”
“You could try explaining it to me.”
“Don’t you think you’ve had your mind expanded enough for one day?”
Arthur chuckled. “Know what’s funny?”
“Haven’t a clue.”
“We’re talking! You know, like how actual friends do.”
Morgan stared at him as if he were something completely alien, and then almost smiled. “I don’t think I’ve ever talked this much in a single day before.”
“See, it’s not that hard.”
“Are you kidding? It’s making my skin crawl. I’m running on pure adrenaline, and if I don’t have some down time all to myself soon, I’m going to start having panic attacks.”
“Ah, see, you’re even joking with me.”
Vassalus shook his head, and Morgan sighed, “That was not a joke, Arthur.”
“Oh — okay.” 
He didn’t say anything else. It was probably best to leave her alone for a while. Unfortunately, that meant having to sort through his thoughts. He’d almost rather go ahead and charge into the hall full of shadows, even if it meant dying, than to have to think over all that he’d been through … everything he’d learned today … everything he’d seen … from the terrifying to the absurd … 
He just might have a breakdown soon, as well. He really needed days, weeks … maybe even years to absorb all of this.
He’d been right after all. He was meant for something more. He was supposed to be learning something more than Algebra and Spanish — only this was far more than he had expected — and it was too much, too soon. The entire universe — the Multiverse! — depended on him, Arthur Primus Paladin. All that weight on his shoulders, and no one had prepared him. Was there something wrong with him? Was that why his dad hid him away without training him? Or had his dad just been trying to keep him from getting assassinated like his mom? 
Arthur angled the sword across his lap and gazed at his reflection. I’m the only one left. He looked at Morgan fiddling with her computer. And it’s up to me; not just to take on the bad guys throughout the Multiverse, but to get Morgan back home safely … or at least keep her from getting killed. He couldn’t let her be like … like Derek.
If only he’d known about all this sooner …
Anger bubbled up from deep within. The shadows in here might be responsible for his parents’ deaths — at the very least they were threatening Lady Ylliara and Morgan. They stood in between him and his legacy and the truth.
Arthur stood up and brandished the sword. “I’m tired of resting … tired of waiting. I’ve been waiting my whole life. This is my house, and I’m taking it back. Let’s go.”
Lexi woke and sprang up. “That’s the spirit! Let’s get ’em!”
 



Chapter Eight
 
To Arms! To Arms!
 
 
Arthur stomped over to the doors, with Lexi hot on his heels. Valet stepped aside.
Morgan stuffed her laptop into her bag, but left it sitting in the chair. “Wait up!”
“You should stay here,” Arthur said. “Where it’s safe.”
“Not a chance.”
“Morgan, this isn’t your fight.”
“It is now. I have a numen, and I’m your companion. You heard Lady Ylliara.”
“Well … that’s fine, but … you don’t have any way to fight them.”
“I’ll stick behind you, the numina, and Valet. I’ll be the brains of the operation. You’re going to need someone with brains for this operation. I’ll keep my eye out for the Armory.”
“Whatever,” Arthur snapped.
He grabbed the handle to one door, and Valet grabbed the other. Lexi and Vassalus stood nearby, waiting to attack. They pulled the doors open — 
A mass of shades charged them. Arthur readied his sword, and the numina bunched their muscles to leap into action.
“Wait!” Morgan said. “Hold your ground!”
Arthur paused. Apparently, he trusted her completely — this surprised him. 
The shades neared them. Arthur cringed, and Morgan, despite her command, eased backward. The sigil flared, and the space within the doorway shimmered like sunlight on a waterfall’s mist. The shades struck this energy field, and with a flash of smoke, disintegrated. A dozen perished instantly, clearing the nearest section of the hallway.
The dimly lit Grand Hallway stretched before them, as long as the main hallway in his school, with polished wood floors and a cathedral ceiling. There were at least ten doors on each side and a final door at the end of the hallway. A glowing sigil floated before most, but not all, of the doorways. That was good news. They’d only have to face the bad guys one room at a time. The bad news was that the opposite end of the hallway was packed with shades and at least a dozen similar, but nastier looking monsters — wraiths, he guessed.
“We need the Armory,” Arthur said to Valet. “According to Lady Ylliara, it’s the third door on the right …”
Valet confirmed that with a nod.
“Then let’s go!” Morgan said.
They took off down the hallway, their sneakers squeaking on the polished wood floors as they went. Vassalus and Lexi bounded ahead of them, and Valet followed alongside. The shades and wraiths at the other end rushed toward them. Arthur searched for dark-hearts as they ran wildly toward the third door, but he didn’t see any — they could be almost anywhere in here.
A wraith and five shades, the nearest Entropian monsters, charged toward Arthur and his companions.
“Hurry, they’ve got the angle on us!” Lexi cried out. 
“No use hurrying,” Vassalus declared. “They will intercept us before we reach the door. Prepare for battle!”
“HAVOC!” Lexi cried, bounding toward the enemy, with Vassalus sprinting right behind her.
Arthur got a good look at the wraith as it got closer. It was clearly a nasty piece of work. Where the shades were lean and featureless, the wraiths had dimly glowing purple veins, bulging muscles, wicked claws, spiked tails, and bulbous eyes that resembled the dark-hearts.
With a great leap, Lexi pounced onto the wraith and knocked it flat. She bit at its neck and raked its legs with her back claws. The shades surged toward her, but Vassalus barreled into three of them, knocking them aside. Then he bit into the leg of a fourth, tearing the limb free at the knee. As the shade fell, it slammed a fist into Vassalus’ back. Vassalus howled and snapped back. He locked his jaws on the shade’s neck and tore its throat out. Arthur was surprised that Vassalus didn’t have a burn on his back. Apparently contact with the shades didn’t work the same for numina as it did for humans.
The wraith swiped its tail at Lexi. It struck her in the back, and a bright, silvery trickle of blood flowed forth. Snarling, she continued to rake it with her claws. As the wraith began to weaken, she locked her teeth around its throat. She bit down hard and shook her head, trying to break its neck. A shade rushed up behind her — Arthur lunged forward and chopped it in half with his sword.
“Get out of here!” Vassalus snapped at him. “We can take care of these few.”
Valet stepped in and cut into one of the shades. Morgan swung open the door, which was clearly labeled ARMORY, and hurried through the glowing triskelion sigil — before Arthur could warn her to enter carefully. What was she thinking?
She screamed. Arthur ran in to help. Morgan ducked under the vicious swipe of a shade and dropped into a crouch. Arthur swung his sword in a wide arc that severed its head. It staggered back, tendrils of shadow quickly reconnecting its head to its neck. He slashed back-and-forth rapidly, chopping through the shade’s chest and into the next shade moving up. Morgan scooted back into the corner behind the door.
The room was rectangular and lit dimly by low-hanging light fixtures that looked like leftover pieces from a World War II bunker. A door on the opposite side was labeled TRAINING ROOM. Glass storage cases lined the walls, like fancy gym lockers. Dozens of shades were packed inside, so thick they could hardly move around. They pressed toward Arthur. 
“We can’t stay in here,” Arthur said.
As Arthur kept slashing, he glanced back out. Valet, Lexi, and Vassalus were backing toward them. Dozens more wraiths and shades were charging toward them en masse. 
“We’re doomed,” he added.
He couldn’t keep this up much longer. No matter how good his attacks were, they didn't kill any of the shades.
“Arthur!” Morgan cried. “The dark-heart is just above the opposite doorway.”
He squinted and saw it just above the sign that said TRAINING ROOM. “I can’t reach —”
Morgan held out one of her black, knee-high Converse boots. “Hit it with this!”
“Are you kidding?” he asked as he stabbed at the shades closing in on him.
“Got a better plan?”
“You throw it,” he said, as he slashed low to prevent one that dove toward his legs from reaching him.
“I throw like a girl!”
“Lexi! I need help!”
On cue, Lexi bounded inside and barreled into the shades, knocking them down and back. As quickly as they recovered, they’d tear her apart if he didn’t do something fast. Arthur took Morgan’s boot, cocked his arm back, and hurled it as hard as he could toward the dark-heart. The boot flew true, struck the stone, and smacked it against the wall above the door. It shattered like a Christmas ornament, and a rain of shards clinked onto the floor.
A shade's hand turned to a wisp of smoke inches from his face, then the entire shade vanished — along with the rest of the shades in the Armory.
“Everyone in!” Lexi shouted.
Vassalus and Valet dove inside. A few shades struck the shimmering force field protecting the doorway and disappeared. The wraiths snarled just outside, glaring at them. Arthur slammed the door shut. Just because they couldn’t get in didn’t mean he wanted to see them.
Valet had a nasty wound that was oozing a stream of silver gray blood. 
“Are you going to be okay?” 
Valet nodded yes. 
“Can you die?”
Valet shook his head yes … then no … and then did a funny motion spreading his hands out wide. Arthur wasn't sure what that meant, but he pretended to and didn’t ask any other questions.
“Are you all right, my dear?” Vassalus asked Morgan.
“Not a scratch — Arthur saved me.” She looked at Lexi. “You’re bleeding on your back.”
“It will heal in a few hours,” Lexi said. “Wait, how did I know that?”
Arthur rolled his eyes and sighed. “I don’t know how you know. But it’s a good thing you’re going to heal. That wraith spiked you a half-dozen times with his tail.”
Lexi whipped her head around and looked at her flank in surprise. “By the stars, you’re right.” She sat and began to lick the wounds she could reach.
A fog cloud appeared, and then condensed into the form of another servitor. Like Valet, he lacked facial features and was covered in what looked like bandages. But instead of a bowler, this one wore an old-fashioned army helmet. He also wore a flak jacket and gray-and-white camouflage pants. A broadsword was belted to his waist. He saw Arthur and immediately threw his hand up in a salute.
“Um … at ease,” Arthur said.
The servitor finished his salute and stood waiting. 
“You’re Arms, right?” Morgan said.
The servitor nodded. He beckoned them forward.
Arthur stepped further into the armory.
Seven glass storage cases lined the left wall; six cases lined the right side. The last case on the right was twice as big as the others. That case and the one across from it were lit on the inside. All the others were dark. Arthur followed Arms down the hallway. Each case they passed contained a suit of armor and an array of weapons. 
A plaque at the top of the last case on the right read: ARTHUR PRIMUS, MULTIVERSAL PALADIN #107.
The case across from it was labeled: MORGAN APPLE, COMPANION #1857.
Arthur looked inside his case and muttered, “Wow, oh wow, oh wow. Rayguns!”
The two rayguns hanging inside the case looked like they’d been taken straight out of an old black-and-white science fiction movie — the kind Grandpa Nelson used to make Arthur watch with him. The rayguns had black rubber handles, bulbous main bodies of a silver metal, sleek barrels with coiled wires weaving in and out, and an array on the end that looked like a miniature satellite dish.
“Looks like a blaster pistol from an old movie,” Morgan said, standing beside him, “only more funky. Bet it shoots out some sort of energy beam that can hurt the wraiths.”
“I hope so.”
Arms nodded vigorously and gave a thumbs-up. That was good news.
“My father’s sword … er … Bright-Cage … it’s not here, is it?”
Arms shook his head.
“Have any idea where it is?”
Arms shrugged his shoulders.
The rest of his case held a sheathed knife and a suit of armor. There was an empty hook, and Arthur guessed the sword probably hung from it.
“What’ve you got, Morgan?”
“Gloves … very fancy gloves.”
Arthur stepped over beside her. Morgan’s case had the same style of armor, a knife, a single raygun, and a pair of strange gloves. The gloves were made of thick, black leather but had raised ridges along the back, like there were coiling wires embedded into them. The gloves looked like a cross between the lightweight sparring gloves he used in karate and an electric blanket. They reached up about two inches past the wrist, and a single ruby button was positioned on the inside of each wrist.
Arms touched Arthur’s glass case, and the door swung open. Reverently, Arms took down the suit of armor, starting with the jacket, which seemed to be made of canvas with reinforced patches of hardened leather over the chest, stomach, and back. As he handed it over, Arthur slipped it on. 
“Wow,” Arthur said. “It's not much heavier than a big winter coat!”
Next, Arms gave him leg armor, which was two separate pieces for each leg. The first one he tied around Arthur's upper leg, so that it protected his thigh. The second went on his lower leg, right above the boot to protect the shin. Both were made out of the same tough leather plates sewn onto the jacket. Next there were two forearm guards that fit over the thinner sleeves of the jacket. Finally, Arms set the helmet on Arthur's head. It was silver, made of steel, and very basic in design, like an old war helmet. Leather sections came down over his ears and the back of his neck, and a chinstrap held it in place. 
Morgan snorted.
“What are you laughing about?”
“You look silly.”
“Hey! This might keep me alive. Besides, you won’t be laughing when you put one on.”
“I am not wearing that helmet. I’m not wearing any of this.”
“You can’t go around in just your uniform all the time.”
“Watch me.”
“At least wear the vest.”
“No.”
“The arm guards?”
“No.” Morgan put her hands on her hips. “And not the leg guards, either. I will not wear any of that. I am happy with the clothes I have on. I don’t want anything else touching my skin. These are the only clothes I wear.”
“You wear white leggings and a black leather jacket in winter.”
“Yes, and it took me forever to find ones I was comfortable in. That’s different.”
“You could try the armor on, you might —”
“No.”
“It’s a lost cause,” Lexi muttered. “Give it up — she’s a weird one.”
“Madam!” Vassalus snarled, baring teeth. “You watch what you say about Companion Morgan. Honestly, I would expect more decorum from the numen of the Multiversal Paladin.”
Lexi snarled. “You’d better watch it, doggy.”
“I suggest you watch your attitude, you … you fluffy, half-witted, catnip fiend.”
“Outrageous!” Lexi said. “You cannot get away with such slurs. Arthur?” She looked at him expectantly.
“Oh no,” Arthur replied. “Leave me out of this. I’m not getting involved in any disagreements between you two.”
“Leave me out of it, too,” Morgan said.
“I guess,” said Vassalus, “that you will have to fight your own battles, Madam Alexis.”
Lexi stuck her tongue out at Vassalus. “You can’t handle me darling. Why I could —”
A rapier blade swished down between them. Both paused and glanced up at Valet, who wagged a finger at them. The two numina shot a dirty look at one another, and then backed down.
Arms tied the belt with the pistol holsters around Arthur’s waist and put the pistols in place. Arthur touched the hilt of one pistol, but Arms shook his head no. Morgan tied her own holster belt on — she wouldn’t let Arms do it — and fingered the pistol. Arms gave her the gloves, and she slipped them on herself. She started to press the ruby buttons against one another, but Arms shook his head no.
He spun and pointed to the sign at the end of the hallway: TRAINING ROOM. They followed him to the door. Arthur reached for it, but Arms slammed his arm across it, barring the way. Then he arched his arms up and acted as if he were a mummy or a zombie in a bad horror movie.
“More shades?” Arthur asked.
Arms gave a thumbs up.
“Any wraiths?” Vassalus asked.
Arms gave a thumbs down.
“That’s a good thing,” Arthur said. “But there’s no glowing triskelion — what’s holding them back? Why didn’t they come through this door?”
Arms shrugged, then pointed at the rayguns. 
“You want me to use them?”
Arms gave him the thumbs up.
Arthur drew a gun with each hand. There were no buttons, no controls, no way he could see to add ammo or recharge them — there was a trigger and nothing else. He’d never fired any sort of gun before — he couldn’t even recall having ever used a squirt gun before. Oh well, it was just going to have to be one more thing that he’d have to learn while on the job.
Morgan drew her pistol and stood beside him. Vassalus and Lexi stood between them, ready to charge in. Valet drew his sword and hung back. Arms turned the latch and threw the door open. 
 



Chapter Nine
 
Canned Monster
 
 
The interior of the Manse just didn’t make much sense, not even for a magical house that was bigger on the inside. The Training Room was easily the size of his school’s gym. The walls and floor of the room were padded, like the dojo where he took karate. Perhaps two dozen shades were huddled in the center of the room. They spun around and charged.
“I see two dark-hearts,” Morgan said, pointing them out.
Arthur aimed his pistol. “You try for the stones, and I’ll blast the shades.”
The two numina bunched their muscles, preparing to leap when the shades got close.
Arthur aimed at the mass of shades hurtling toward him and pulled the trigger of the gun in his right hand. With a psychedelic WHUM-WHUM-WHUM sound, rings of silvery energy pulsed out of the raygun and streaked across the room. By the time the first blast struck a shade square in the chest, the rings of energy had grown to the size of a melon. The shadow man staggered back as it disintegrated into nothing. 
That had to be the coolest thing Arthur had ever seen. He grinned and pulled the triggers on both guns several times. Whenever he managed to hit one directly in the head or chest, they evaporated. A hit anywhere else hurt them badly, and slowed them down. He managed to kill two more and injure three. Not bad for my first time!

Even though the rayguns didn’t kick and were light, Morgan was a terrible shot. Her blasts went too high or too far to the side to hit the gems. Arthur kept blasting, and by the time the shades were close enough for the two numina to pounce at them, he had killed seven and severely wounded four. 
Before Lexi and Vassalus could reach the enemy, he decided to try something different. He held the triggers down. A continuous stream of energy burst out of the guns, blasting the shades, as he swept the pistols back and forth. The continuous blast didn’t destroy the shades; all it did was knock them backward. Using it like that apparently made the shots weaker. 
The guns stopped firing. He let his fingers off the triggers, waited a moment, then pulled the triggers again … nothing. That wasn’t good. 
The shades recovered just as Lexi and Vassalus plowed into them. The three that weren’t tangled up with them charged toward Arthur and Morgan.
Finally, Morgan shot one of the gems. It shattered, and four shades disappeared. Lexi and Vassalus charged the remainder and made quick work of them. 
They stood, catching their breath.
“These pistols are awesome,” Arthur said. “Hope I didn’t use up all the energy doing that.”
“The rayguns are all right,” Morgan replied.
“You just don’t like them because you’re a bad shot.”
She holstered her gun and stalked into the room. “Shut up.”
Arthur grinned; he was so right.
Valet rushed in, tapped him on the arm, and pointed at the other dark-heart hanging in the air.
“But we killed all the shades,” Arthur said.
The gem flashed four times, and in the shadows across the room, four shades appeared. Crap!
As Morgan drew her gun, Arthur took a shot at the dark-heart. Both his guns worked again — that was a relief. He fired several shots before he hit the stone. It shattered, and the shades disappeared.
“So they come back,” Arthur said.
“Hmm … judging from what we’ve seen so far, I think each stone must hold about a dozen shades,” Morgan said. “And then they come back in sets of four at a time. Not sure how long between sets, but the first set came out right after you destroyed them all.”
They walked on into the Training Room and looked around.
“What are those things hanging from the ceiling?” Morgan asked.
“Targets maybe,” Arthur replied, gazing up at the sheets of metal in various shapes and sizes hanging from the ceiling. “I bet there’s a switch that will lower them.”
She pointed to a set of levers on the far wall. “Probably those. I don’t see any other controls.”
Arms walked over and pulled the first lever. One of the sheets lowered from the ceiling. The sheet wasn’t metallic after all, but was some sort of glass material. It was hanging by a steel cable. This particular sheet was the size of a large man, and there was a bull’s-eye painted on its chest. Arthur drew a raygun and took a shot. The ray hit the target dead center. The target flashed bright red and a loud BING-BING sound rang through the Training Room.
Morgan pointed at the levers, counting. “There’s a lot more switches than targets. What do the others do?”
Arms pulled one, and a dozen padded blocks of various heights shot up from the ground all around the room. Arms pulled another, and a rope fell from the ceiling in one spot, nets and walls in others.
“An obstacle course?” Arthur asked, and Arms gave him a thumbs up.
“There are dials under the switches,” Morgan said. “I bet he can customize the entire area.”
Arms pulled a third level, and a platform lowered from above. On the platform were several benches along with dumbbells for weightlifting, plus strangely shaped exercise bikes and punching bags. This gym had everything.
“Well, we know what the rayguns do,” Arthur said. “And my father’s sword isn’t here. So now we just need to figure out your gloves, Morgan.”
Arms stepped up beside Morgan and placed his wrists together. Morgan mimicked him and pressed the gloves together so that the ruby buttons triggered one another. With a barely audible hum and a reddish glow not much brighter than a glow-in-the-dark sticker, the gloves sparked to life.
“Shiny!” Lexi cooed.
“I can feel them vibrating!” Morgan made a fist, and the gloves hummed louder and glowed brighter. “So, what do they do?”
Arthur turned his shoulder to her. “Hit me. Lightly.”
Morgan tapped him on the shoulder with her fist clenched. 
ZAP! The glove flashed brightly and sparked on contact, like a pair of jumper cables being touched together. The delicate punch popped Arthur and made him stagger several feet back. 
“Ouch!”
He was going to have a nasty bruise on his shoulder. That punch was as hard as any punch Derek had ever hit him with. If she had really hit him … yikes.
Following Arms’ gestures, Morgan made a fist with both hands and kept her palms and the rubies facing toward her. With an air-displacing SWISH like that of a spaceship door opening, the gloves projected a force field out in front of her. The humming energy shield was barely visible; it was just a red shimmer, like a heat wave coming up off of concrete at sunset. The field stretched a few feet over her head and was nearly as wide as she was tall. Following Arms’ cues, she practiced making it bigger and smaller by moving her hands toward and away from her body.
“I think the bigger I make it, the weaker it gets,” Morgan said. “See how the energy looks denser when I bring it close to me?”
Arms gave her the thumbs up.
“Well, that’s going to come in handy,” Lexi said, “seeing as you’re a bad shot.”
Morgan and Vassalus glared at Lexi. 
Arms set his helmet down about twenty feet away from them, then demonstrated what he wanted Morgan to do. Mimicking his gestures again, she held out one hand with her fingers flexed wide and bent halfway. The helmet began to drag across the ground toward her.
She started hopping up and down giddily. “This is the best — I can use the Force! I’m sooooo glad we’re friends, Arthur.”
Arthur laughed at her.
The helmet finally reached her and popped up into her hands. Arms bobbed his head and shrugged his shoulders.
“I think he is saying you will need to practice with the gloves more, my dear,” said Vassalus.
Arthur hoped his father’s sword was awesome, because those gloves were way cool and Morgan had them and a ray gun. He knew it was stupid to feel jealous, but it was his house and his legacy. Of course, he was supposed to have some sort of powers … 
Arms gestured to Morgan and pointed at the control board. She reached out and tried to flip a switch from a distance … but couldn’t manage it. Arms made more gestures, but they couldn’t decipher them.
Morgan huffed. “I think it’s going to take a lot of practice for me to —” 
THUNK!
Arthur spun around. A small metal canister had been knocked off a shelf near the front of the room. The shelf held a line of similar canisters. Arthur didn’t know what they were for — he couldn’t read the labels from this far away and he hadn’t paid any attention to them on his way in. 
“Oops,” said Lexi sheepishly. “Sorry — one can’t always help which way one’s tail swishes.”
Vassalus turned to her. “Oh Alexis, my sweet, I just want to note something the others may find of interest: That shelf is higher than your tail could possibly swish.”
Lexi’s tail fell flat onto the floor. “Well … you see … um … curiosity and … I don’t have thumbs and … there was this — what’s that sound?”
Arthur noticed the hissing sound a moment later.
Vassalus reared back. “By the Oort Cloud, what is that foul, sulfurous — oh no!”
A trail of smoke began pouring out from the end of the canister, where the lid had been jarred loose. Arms had seen it, too; he sprinted forward and dove toward the container. Lexi and Vassalus uselessly recoiled from the stench, which must have offended their finely tuned animal senses, because it seemed faint to Arthur. The moment Arms reached the container, the lid popped off and flew across the room.
A cloud billowed out of the container. It spun out into a mini hurricane that moments later formed into a monster of solid shadow that was the size of a four-wheel-drive truck with an extended cab and dual-wheels on the back. 
 



Chapter Ten
 
The Paladin Workout
 
 
Razor fangs, curling ram horns, a spiked tail, a blade-ridged back, and wicked claws — the nightmarish monster had the shape of a dinosaur merged with a lion. As Arms drew his sword, the beast head-butted him. A trail of silvery blood followed Arms as he tumbled through the air and struck the padded wall with a THUD. He fell limp and didn’t get back up.
The monster crouched, bunched its muscles like a cat ready to pounce on its prey, and locked its crimson eyes on Arthur.
Arthur drew his rayguns. “Oh crap.”
The beast roared and charged. 
Arthur fired five shots, and learned an important lesson: Hitting a big target wasn’t as easy as he’d have thought when the target was moving and scaring you out of your mind. One shot struck the beast in the chest, doing nothing; a second shot hit the monster in the foot, also accomplishing zilch; and the remaining shots missed.
Just before the beast reached him, Arthur dove to the side and rolled out of the way. Morgan activated her force field and met the beast head-on. The impact knocked her back against the wall. She struck the pads with a THUMP, but not nearly so hard as Arms had. She sank down to her knees, gasping for air. Her shield had saved her; and she still had her hands up, keeping it active.
Lexi leapt on top of the monster, dug her front claws into its neck, and raked with her back claws. The monster roared and bucked like a bronco, but it couldn’t shake her loose. Unfortunately, all she seemed to do was make it angrier. Vassalus sprang to Morgan's side and stood guard beside her.
The monster stopped bucking, and again charged Arthur. He only managed to get off four shots before it reached him. Three shots struck it in the chest. One shot struck it between the eyes — and did nothing. Unfazed, unharmed — the beast kept charging toward him. 
He didn’t dive aside soon enough. The monster’s horns clipped him in the side. He somersaulted through the air and struck the wall. 
THOOM!
 
*****
 
“Arthur!” Lexi screamed. “Arthur! Are you okay?”
Arthur woke, hurting and winded. He wasn’t sure how long he’d been out. Morgan was standing over him and shielding him with her force field, as the monster repeatedly head-butted and chomped down at them. With her heels dug into the floor, she held her ground, but just barely, and only because the monster wasn’t charging. If not for Morgan and those gloves, he’d be dead by now. But her shield wasn’t defeating the monster, and it probably couldn’t hold up forever … 
Clawing her way up onto the back of the monster’s head, Lexi was doing her best to kill the monster, but was getting nowhere. Vassalus locked his jaws onto the creature’s tail and bit down hard enough to draw dark, smoky blood from it — but without letting up on its attacks against Morgan, the monster deftly wrapped its tail around Vassalus and squeezed him boa constrictor-style. Clutching his ribs, Valet stabbed the tail with his rapier, but that didn’t help at all.
Despite the danger, Arthur drifted back into darkness — then woke with pain flaring in his forearm. What the heck?! Morgan was still shielding him. What had — 
Morgan lifted her foot and aimed her heel at him.
“Hey!” he said.
“Stay awake and do something!”
“What?”
“I don’t know … anything! I can’t hold out —” her shield flickered “— much longer.”
The beast chomped down, and the shield flickered and shrunk down so that it barely covered him and Morgan at the same time. But as it bit down, Arthur spotted something: a glowing red dot at the back of the monster’s mouth. That was odd.
Arthur scanned around; he had dropped his rayguns when the monster knocked him against the wall. Ugh, one was under the creature, and the other was … over ten yards away. He’d never get to it before — oh, Morgan’s! It was in the holster on her opposite hip from him.
He rose up into a crouch, reached around Morgan’s waist, and drew her gun.
Morgan elbowed him in the throat. “Don’t touch me, perv!”
Arthur doubled over, sucking wind. “Wasn’t — trying — to —”
The beast struck hard — the shield went out. The creature caught Morgan with its horns and flung her aside. Arthur readied himself to die, but the beast thudded after Morgan. The force field must have angered it. Morgan sat up slowly, too dazed to move or realize how much danger she was in. He had to get over there fast. He started toward her, but the beast was already rearing up; he wasn’t going to make it in time. 
No — this wasn’t going to be like with Derek. He wasn’t going to lose someone else — especially not Morgan. He needed her. The world seemed to close in around Arthur, as if he were in a tunnel — just like when he attacked Derek earlier in the day — but this time a white mist surrounded him instead of shadows. A surge of adrenaline pumped through him, and again it felt as if two hearts thundered within his chest.
With unbelievable speed, Arthur rushed over, dove in front of Morgan, and lifted his raygun. When the beast attacked, with its gaping maw speeding down toward them, Arthur squeezed the trigger three times, aiming toward the back of the monster’s throat. 
One shot struck the red dot.
BOOM! 
Thunder echoed through the training hall as the monster burst into a cloud of smoke. Lexi fell to the floor, paws splayed, eyes wide with surprise. Vassalus collapsed onto his side, gasping for air.
The smoke formed into a swirling column that sped across the room and back into the container Lexi had knocked over.
Still clutching his ribs, Valet raced over, and then capped the container. He returned it to the shelf, which held over a dozen similar containers of various sizes. Arms staggered over, weakly, and double-checked that it was closed.
Hurting all over — again — Arthur climbed to his feet. “Morgan?”
“I’ll live.” She staggered over to Vassalus. “Are you okay?”
“I am … fine, dear lady … thank you. Just a few cracked ribs. They will soon heal. We numina are built tough.”
Lexi rubbed against Arthur’s leg. “Master Paladin, I am so very, very sorry about the container. I was just being …”
“Curious?” he said.
“I am a cat, darling. And if I had known …”
“It’s okay,” Arthur replied. “It’s a good reminder that we don’t know how this place works and the servitors can’t easily tell us.”
He examined the shelf. The canister that had opened was the third largest, and it was imprinted with a picture of a creature like the one they had fought, along with a name. Apparently, each canister contained a different monster.
“This says we just fought a takaturio — I guess that’s a particular kind of wraith?” Arthur speculated.
“That wasn’t a wraith or a shade,” Morgan replied. “Couldn’t you tell? It didn’t have that empty feeling to it or that same depth of darkness. That thing was more like smoke than it was pure shadow. I bet it’s some sort of Aetherial construct, probably based on a real monster.”
Arms gave a thumbs-up to her answer.
Arthur shook his head. “So the Paladins keep monster constructs for training? That’s ridiculous.”
“But effective,” Morgan replied. “And at least it was just for training. There wasn’t any risk of us dying.”
Arms shook his head and gave a thumbs-down.
“It would’ve killed us?!” Morgan said. “What kind of training exercise is that?”
“I think it says a lot about how dangerous a Paladin’s work in the field must be,” said Vassalus. “And I suspect each creature has a weakness. Knowing the creature’s weakness would make defeating one of them far easier.”
“Oh sure,” Arthur groaned. “I just had to hit the red dot in the back of this one’s mouth with a raygun shot. You know, if that was easy, I’d hate to see hard.” He sat down and leaned against the wall. “But at least we survived.”
“And now you have another fighting experience under your belt,” Lexi added.
Everyone else sat down nearby.
“I feel like I've been battered to a pulp,” Morgan said.
“I think you probably have a concussion,” Arthur told her.
“Well, I know you do.”
Arthur tapped his steel helmet. “I’d be in far worse shape if not for this.”
Morgan rolled her eyes. “I think I'll feel better after a nap.”
“You can’t,” Arthur said. “You have to stay awake after a concussion. I had a bad one after my cousin hit me with a tree limb one time.” (Derek hadn’t even gotten in trouble for that.) “They took me to the hospital after I started throwing up, and they made me stay awake all night, even though I was sleepy. I don't remember why, but going to sleep is a bad thing. Of course, I had a severe concussion. I’m not sure about a smaller one.”
Morgan groaned. “This is why I must have internet access. So, when can I sleep then?” Morgan asked.
“I think you have to wait at least twelve hours.”
“No way I can stay up all night; I’m already exhausted.”
“Well, maybe if we get some food and you seem alright after a few hours … then maybe it'll be safe for you to go to bed real late tonight.”
“Food … I hadn’t even thought of that,” she said. “We are going to need to eat tonight, to keep up our strength. Where is the kitchen?”
Through gestures, Valet told them it was the first door on the left when entering the Grand Hallway from the Great Room. That should be relatively easy to reach from the Armory, which was the third door on the opposite side; they would be running away from most of the shades. 
Arthur passed the raygun back to Morgan. “You didn’t have to elbow me in the throat.”
“You didn’t have to get fresh.”
“Get fresh? Who talks like that anymore?”
“I do.”
“Well, I was just reaching for the gun.”
“You got too close. Let that be a lesson.”
Arthur shook his head — whatever. “I say we make a run for the kitchen as soon as we’ve caught our breath.”
“I’d like to rest longer, thank you,” Morgan said. 
“The lady has a point,” Vassalus added. “You have been through a lot.”
“I know,” Arthur replied. “But I think if I rest too long, the adrenaline is going to drain right out of me, and all these aches are going to get worse, and my sore muscles will seize up on me. I say we go while we can still move.”
“Let’s do it,” Lexi piped. “Food, food, food!”
“You cannot eat, Alexis,” Vassalus said.
“Well, I can … I can enjoy food vicariously. Let’s go.”
“Who made you two boss?” Morgan said.
“He is the Multiversal Paladin,” Lexi told her.
“Yeah, but he’s also a moron.”
“Maybe,” Arthur said as he stood up. “But I’m right, and you know it.” He retrieved his rayguns. “Let’s go.”



Chapter Eleven
 
A Perfect Meal
 
 
Arms and Valet prepared to open the door. Arthur tightened his helmet’s chinstrap and drew both rayguns; Morgan activated her shield; Vassalus and Lexi eased in between them.
“Everyone clear on the plan?” Arthur said. “All right then, let’s go.”
The two servitors threw open the door, revealing the crowd of shades waiting on the other side. They didn’t destroy themselves running into the sigil-protected doorway this time. Arthur opened fire, pulling the triggers on both guns as fast as he could. He didn’t bother aiming — as long as he kept the guns at chest level, he couldn’t help but hit them.
He must’ve killed a dozen shades and wounded more before the monsters took the hint and scattered. Arthur angled himself against the doorframe so he could fire as far down into the hallway as possible, driving them farther away. Lexi peeked in the opposite direction, back toward the Great Room, where they had first entered the Manse and toward the door to the kitchen.
“I see only three shades on this side,” she said. “Vassalus and I will take them out.”
The wraiths, for whatever reason, had retreated to the other end of the Grand Hallway, and Arthur wasn’t going to complain about that.
“Arms and Valet, you open the door to the kitchen,” Arthur said. “If anyone gets in a rough spot, help them out. Let’s go.”
Morgan stepped out into the hallway with her force field up and spread out as wide as possible, which was nearly six feet across. The numina darted into the hallway and attacked the three shades on the left. Arthur followed and helped out by shooting a shade near the door to the Great Room. Two shades rushed forward — splatted against Morgan’s shield — and staggered backward into their comrades. Others tried to rush around the side, but Arthur shot at them. Once the numina took out the shades at their backs, they rushed in to help cover the flanks.
The plaque over the double doors said DINING HALL, and a sigil hung in the doorway. Valet and Arms pulled the doors open and indicated there were shadows inside. Arthur turned and, with Morgan and the numina shielding him from behind, stepped up to the doorway to open fire on the shades within. He scanned the large dining room, looking for dark-hearts, but couldn’t find any.
“Arthur, we’ve got to go in!” Morgan urged. “Now!”
The Grand Hallway's dark-hearts had already regenerated most of the shadows they had killed coming out. And now, behind the wave of shades, Arthur could make out eight wraiths rushing forward.
“Go!” Arthur shouted.
At his command, the numina dove into the Dining Hall and attacked two of the three remaining shades. Arthur stepped in and shot the third in the gut, dispersing it into a cloud of inky smoke that faded away. Morgan backed through the doorway with her shield up, shrinking it as she went. As soon as she passed the glowing triskelion sigil, she slammed the door shut. 
Arthur hadn’t even scanned half the room for the dark-heart before Morgan said, “I see the stone.”
Arthur raised his pistol. “There were only twelve shades in here, so that’s the only one.”
“Wait, let me get it,” Morgan said.
She dropped her force field, held out her hand, chewed on her bottom lip, flexed her fingers, and … nothing. She huffed and tried again — and telekinetically crushed the sconce hanging on the wall nearby. With a third attempt, she finally force-grabbed the stone and smashed it against the wall.
“That felt good,” she said with a satisfied murmur.
Arthur sighed. “We made it.”
“Not a single injury,” Vassalus said. “Well done, everyone.”
“Well, that sconce didn’t fare too well,” said Lexi.
The Dining Hall was huge, and in its center was a table the length of four classroom chalkboards — a table that could easily seat thirty people. Places were set at every seat, with fine china trimmed in gold and adorned with starburst and triskelion patterns, sparkling silverware, delicate crystal glasses and goblets ... the works. Exotic blue, white, and purple flowers burst like fireworks from towering vases interspersed with old-fashioned glass lanterns down the length of the table. Like the Great Room, the Dining Hall was warmed by two giant fireplaces, now burning at full strength. Crystal chandeliers hung from the ceiling, and the walls were mostly covered by tapestries depicting a mix of nature scenes — on exotic, alien worlds — and massive space battles.
Glancing all around the room, Morgan gasped, “Arthur, I just noticed something weird. Honestly, I can’t believe I didn’t notice it in the Training Room. How many shots did you fire in here?”
He shrugged. “Dunno ... dozens, I guess.”
“And yet there’s not a single mark on the walls — the gunshots haven't done any damage!”
“Dear me,” said Vassalus, “but I think you are onto something, Lady Morgan.”
She was right. In this room filled with delicate objects, the only damage was from where Morgan had smashed the wall sconce.
“I can't believe we hadn't noticed,” Arthur said, shaking his head. “I feel stupid.”
“If you're stupid,” said Lexi, “then we're all stupid. And I really don’t think we are.”
“There was quite a lot going on to distract us all,” said Vassalus defensively. “There were so many new things to take in.” 
“I guess the guns only affect Entropians,” Arthur said.
Arms gave him a thumbs-down, then he picked up a goblet, set it on the floor, and gestured for Arthur to shoot it.
Arms stepped back, and Arthur took a shot. The characteristic WHUM-WHUM-WHUM jet of energy waves zapped the goblet, passed through it harmlessly, hit the floor and vanished.
Arms shook his head and pointed emphatically toward the goblet. Arthur focused — aimed — took another shot — and still nothing happened. Arms threw his helmet on the floor and stormed away.
“Come now, old boy,” Vassalus said to Arms, “be patient. Master Paladin will figure it out …” Vassalus winked at Morgan “… eventually.”
Morgan stifled a giggle; Arthur shook his head and rolled his eyes; Lexi grumbled.
Arms’ metal helmet, still lying on the floor, faded away … and magically reappeared on Arms’ head. He fastened the chinstrap, turned, and gestured for Arthur to try again.
This could go on forever. I’ve got to break it, or Arms might give up on me.

He aimed … 
“Blast it to pieces!” Lexi growled. 
Arthur gritted his teeth and took another shot. The rays struck the goblet, shattered it into dust, and left a scorch mark on the floor.
Arthur staggered back. “Whoa … but how'd I do that?”
“Oh, I think I get it,” Morgan said. She drew her raygun, fired at a vase on a side table, and shattered it. She fired at another vase, but the second shot passed through it harmlessly. 
“Morgan,” Arthur groaned. “Was that really necessary?”
“Yes, it was.” She turned to Arms. “You’ve got to mean it, right? If you want to kill a shade, and you fire the raygun, that’s just what the ray will do, and nothing more. And if you want to break something, and that’s what you mean to happen, that’s what it will do, right?”
Arms gave the thumbs-up, and then adjusted his helmet.
“If I wanted to shoot a person with the raygun,” Morgan said, “but not kill them, if I just intended to knock them out, it would stun them, right?”
Arms gave an enthusiastic thumbs-up.
“Too bad real guns in our world don’t work that way,” Arthur said. “Hey, what if you wanted to kill a wraith and blast a door open with the same shot — could it do that?”
Arms shook his head no and held up two fingers.
“So, two separate shots,” Arthur said. “Good to know. Really is too bad you guys can’t talk. There’s probably all sorts of things we’re missing out on by accident.”
A cloud of fog appeared in the room and, as with Valet and Arms, condensed into the form of a servitor: this one smartly dressed in a tuxedo with tails. 
“Let me guess,” Arthur said. “You would be Waiter.”
The servitor made a half-bow and gestured toward the head seat at the table.
“Not right now,” Arthur said. “But thank you.”
Vassalus nosed at the door on the opposite end of the room. It too had a glowing sigil. “I fear that is the Kitchen, and any hope of you two getting food, lies through there.”
From within the Dining Hall, the other doors weren’t labeled.
“If it’s no more dangerous than this room, we can handle it,” Arthur said. “What about the door to the right?”
Valet sat down in a chair, slouched, and leaned back. He picked up a fork and pulled it to his lips as if it were a cigar or cigarette.
“Ah,” said Lexi, “that would be the oh-so posh and delightful Smoking Lounge … hurm … strange that I should know that … though maybe it has something to do with me wanting a smoke when I first … woke up.”
“I think it is because part of your personality was pulled from Arthur’s Grandma Paladin,” Vassalus said.
“Well, fortunately, my desire for a smoke has completely faded.” She wrinkled her nose, puffed out her whiskers, and shivered. “Smoking is gross.”
“A smoking lounge?” said Arthur. “That’s kind of old-fashioned.”
“Yeah … what is this, a country club?” Morgan asked. She pointed to the door on the opposite side. “What about that one?”
Valet pantomimed washing his hands.
“Bathroom?” Arthur asked.
Valet nodded and pointed to Arthur then Morgan.
“A girls’ bathroom and a boys’ bathroom?” Arthur asked.
Valet nodded.
Arthur gestured to the Kitchen. “Well, first things first. We need food. Let’s get it over with.”
Valet and Arms pulled open the Kitchen doors. Arthur raised his pistols — and laughed.
Chuckling, Morgan reached out with telekinesis and, before the shades could even surge toward them, grabbed and smashed the dark-heart that was floating just beyond the doorway. The shades disappeared.
Inside, the Kitchen was, surprisingly, only about twice the size of Grandma Nelson’s kitchen. Given the size of the table in the Dining Hall, Arthur had expected something bigger. Arthur had seen pictures of his grandparent’s kitchen before they had remodeled it, years before he was born, and this kitchen looked even more old-fashioned. The appliances had this … maybe 1950’s … gleam and curvature to them, with cheerful pastel greens and blues trimmed in chrome.
“Nifty,” Morgan said.
“Very stylish and modern,” Lexi added.
“It is, in fact, a kitchen,” Vassalus said.
Arthur made his way around the island in the center and said, “Well, you know what? I really like it. Seriously — I think it’s cool.”
A fog cloud appeared and condensed into a plump woman (possibly a man) with a giant belly covered by a giant apron. Cook wore big, rubber gloves that probably would’ve been yellow if the servitors weren’t monochrome. Of course, like the others, Cook didn’t have any features. Arthur stifled a laugh when he noticed Cook was wearing a hair net on her bald head. 
Arthur waved. “Hi, I’m Arthur and this is —”
Cook huffed, stomped her feet, brandished a large wooden spoon, and shooed them out of the Kitchen. Arthur quickly shuffled out with the others.
Back in the Dining Hall, Waiter seated Arthur in the throne-like chair at the head of the table, and Morgan in the seat to Arthur’s right. Then he gazed at Lexi and Vassalus, clearly perplexed.
“Do you guys want seats?” Arthur asked them.
“I should think it most proper,” Vassalus replied.
“I’m fine,” Lexi said, as she hopped up onto the table.
Waiter and Valet recoiled in horror. 
Vassalus growled. “Alexis! That is most inappropriate.”
Lexi curled up next to a lamp. “I don’t see how …”
Waiter bobbed on his toes and ran his hands over his head. He clearly wanted to do something about this, but had no idea where to start. Arms shrugged; Valet paced.
“Lexi,” Arthur said. “Please sit in a chair.”
She seemed to suddenly come to her senses. “What? Oh … oh dear. Why am I up here? Sorry — don’t know what came over me. It was just an impulse to jump on the table, you know?”
“Er … sure,” Arthur replied.
“Sometimes I flash a bit of your grandma. And sometimes … well, sometimes I’m just all cat.”
Arthur took his helmet off, and Valet immediately stepped up and took it away before Arthur could set it on the table.
Waiter, his hands trembling, stepped over to Arthur and leaned down. 
“You want my order?” Arthur asked.
Waiter made a curt nod.
“Do you … do you have a menu?”
Waiter shook his head, and then made an expansive gesture. Arthur was too tired to guess what that meant.
“Tell Cook we haven’t had lunch or dinner,” Arthur said. “We’re injured, exhausted, and have been through several fights already. Cook can make for us whatever she wants. We won’t care.”
Morgan started to say something, then choked back the words.
“Let me guess,” Arthur said with irritation, “you’re picky about what you eat?”
“No,” she said quickly and sullenly.
“Yeah, you are — you just don’t want to admit it.”
“I’m … I’ve been trying to work on that. I’ll do my best.”
“Good on you, my dear,” said Vassalus. “That’s the spirit!”
Lexi batted Waiter with a paw as he turned to leave. “I would like one large salmon, lightly salted, lightly cooked … in butter, with a dash of black pepper and paprika — no lemons anywhere near it.”
Waiter stared at her.
“Please,” she added.
“Alexis,” Vassalus said, “this is most ridiculous.”
“It most certainly is not. Even if I can’t eat it, I can smell it … I can admire it …”
“While it pointlessly sits on the table?” Morgan asked.
“Yes,” said Lexi. “So if you please, Waiter …”
Waiter nodded with a hint of irritation and looked at Vassalus, who replied, “No, thank you. I am a sensible numen. I do not require food … even to smell or admire.”
Waiter disappeared into the Kitchen.
“I wonder,” said Vassalus, “how does Waiter give the order to Cook since they cannot talk?”
“Good question,” said Lexi. “I bet they use sign language.”
Valet turned his back to Arms, held up three fingers so Arms couldn’t see, and then pointed to his head with his other hand. Arms then nodded and held up three fingers.
“Telepathy?” Arthur said, and Valet nodded.
“That’s awesome,” Morgan said. “Can you talk to each other from a long distance?”
Arms shook his head no.
“Same room?” Morgan asked.
Valet nodded.
“Good to know,” Arthur said.
Morgan looked at her hands, which were speckled with dirt and dried blood, and frowned. “I need to go to the bathroom and wash up.”
“Yeah, me too,” Arthur replied.
Together they went through the bathroom door and into a short hallway with a Men’s bathroom on one side and a Women’s on the other. 
And there was a glowing triskelion in front of each door.
“You’ve got to be kidding,” Arthur said. “There are shades in the bathrooms?!”
“I’ve been in some pretty rough bathrooms before,” Morgan sighed, “but none that were haunted.”
“Pete’s Pump-and-Go out on 9th Avenue might as well be haunted,” Arthur said. “Grandma likes to fill up there.”
Morgan cringed. “I had to go bad when Dad stopped there for gas one time. I went in and ran right back out.”
“There’s a patch of woods out behind the station,” Arthur said. “I recommend going there if you have to.”
Morgan’s face lit up with a rare, genuine smile. “That’s where I went!”
Arthur drew his raygun and opened the door to the men’s room — all twelve shades were massed at the entrance. The dark-heart wasn’t visible, but since it was L-shaped, he guessed the stone lay deeper within. He shut the door.
“Let’s check the women’s. We only need one bathroom.”
Morgan opened the door. The shades were massed at this entrance, too, but the dark-heart hovered in the air over them. Morgan shot the stone, and the shades disappeared.
“We’ll take turns,” Arthur said.
“What about the other bathroom?”
“We’ll clean it out later,” Arthur said. He motioned to the door. “Ladies first.”
By the time Morgan came back out — what seemed an eternity later — Arthur was doing the pee-pee dance. Morgan had washed the blood and dirt off her face, hands, and arms. Her clothes were still filthy, of course.
Arthur rushed by her. “About time!”
“I was only in there ten minutes, moron.”
The bathroom was more lavish than any Arthur had ever been in. The marble tiles were trimmed with sparkling glass mosaics. The walls of the four stalls were made of mahogany wood. The bronze sinks and accompanying mirrors stood out from a wall-sized mural of a hillside of pink and purple flowers. The water faucets, soap dispensers, and hand dryers were all automated. 
Arthur finished his business, cleaned himself up as best as he could at the sink, and returned to the Dining Hall.
Valet stood tall off to the side, waiting to see if Arthur needed anything. Arms paced around nervously.
“Arms, you’re not used to being anywhere but the Armory, are you?” Arthur said.
Arms gave him a thumbs-up.
“Sit down, please. You’re both still wounded.”
They didn’t budge.
“It would make me happy if you did. So please, don’t make me order you.”
Both of them took a seat — at the opposite end of the enormous table. Arthur sighed. Whatever.
After that, everyone sat in silence, probably all half-asleep and lost in their thoughts — not good ones, in Arthur's case. The smell of cooking food eased into the room; Arthur’s stomach cramped and grumbled. Waiter bustled into the room carrying a pitcher and a basket of freshly baked yeast rolls with glistening, buttered tops. After that, Valet helped Waiter and Cook carry all the trays of food into the Dining Hall. Somehow, in less than half an hour, Cook had whipped up a roasted chicken, mashed potatoes with mushroom gravy, and broccoli drizzled with olive oil. Lexi even got her piece of salmon, which looked amazing.
“Can you eat it, my dear?” Vassalus asked Morgan.
She nodded. “Except the potatoes.”
“You don’t like potatoes?” Arthur asked, and she shook her head. “I’ve never met anyone who didn’t like potatoes.”
She shivered. “The texture is all … ugh.”
Waiter poured sparkling red grape juice into their glasses, and then they ate. Grandma Nelson was a fabulous cook, but her meals were McDonald’s compared to this. Arthur muttered between bites about how wonderful the food was — it was definitely the best he’d ever had. Morgan didn’t speak, but she looked content, and Lexi held her nose over the salmon and frequently oohed and aahed, which made Vassalus continuously groan and shake his head.
Arthur stuffed himself and finished long before Morgan, who ate slowly. As soon as she finally finished cleaning her plate, except for the potatoes pushed to the side, Waiter brought them bowls of blackberries covered in cream. Then, Waiter brought them steaming cups of black tea.
Arthur took a sip and coughed. “Whoa — that’s strong.”
Morgan drank some. “No kidding, but it’s good.”
Lexi bobbed her head in the air, sniffing. “That, my dears, is a proper cup of English breakfast.”
“You, dear Alexis, never seem to know anything of use,” said Vassalus.
Lexi stuck her tongue out at him.
“Well, I can use some strong tea to stay awake,” Arthur said. “I’m exhausted. Must be really late, huh?”
Morgan drew out her iPhone and squinted as she angled it one way and then another, trying to read through the cracks on the screen. “It’s only 6:38.”
“Seriously?”
She sighed with irritation. “Look, if we’re going to have to talk so much, let’s get one thing straight, okay? Otherwise you’ll drive me nuts.”
“Okay, what?”
“I don’t joke much.”
“Got it.”
“And I never joke when numbers are involved.”
“Oookay.”
“Never.”
“Roger that.” So weird. “I guess it just feels later because of all we’ve been through. Plus I’m stuffed with food, and I’m ready for bed.”
“But we have to stay up,” Morgan said, “because of our possible concussions.”
“We still need to figure out where we’re going to sleep, though,” Arthur said, “unless we’re going to spend the night in here.”
“The Dining Hall doesn’t look comfortable to me,” Morgan said.
“Valet, where are the bedrooms?” Arthur asked.
Valet pointed to Arthur and signaled that it was the ninth door on the opposite side of the hall, then he pointed to Morgan and indicated the eighth door on the same side.
“I don’t want to go back out into the hallway,” Arthur said, “especially that far into it. We’d have to fight every monster out there, just to go to bed.”
“The Smoking Lounge has cozy chairs and two plump leather couches,” Lexi said, with that perplexed look she got on her face when she realized that she knew something without knowing how. Grandma Paladin must’ve spent a lot of time in there. Or maybe when Arthur was a baby, this was the only place he’d ever seen her … 
“We’ll have to fight more shades,” Arthur said, looking at the door with the sigil glowing in front of it.
“But so far we haven’t encountered any wraiths in the rooms,” Morgan said, “just shades from the dark-hearts. And we wouldn’t have to go back out into the hallway.”
“I shouldn’t think we would find the mightiest of our enemies congregating in the Smoking Lounge,” said Vassalus.
“Let’s do it then,” Arthur said.



Chapter Twelve
 
No Smoking Allowed
 
 
Rayguns readied, swords drawn, energy shield activated, fangs bared — they charged into the Smoking Lounge, and within a minute, they safely disposed of all the shades. Arthur felt good about how easy that had been. He wasn’t really afraid of the shades anymore, but he was worried about the wraiths, since they were supposed to be a lot tougher. Still, the numina had taken out one of them earlier on the way to the Armory, and that was without any help from his guns or Morgan’s shield. And while Lady Ylliara had spoken of the warlock in a way that had made Arthur assume he’d never stand a chance, he was starting to think otherwise. He was a Paladin, after all. He may not have had the training, but he was born for this. Maybe he’d be okay after all. 
The Smoking Lounge did indeed have big, plump leather chairs and couches, along with a bookshelf packed with musty tomes, a small table with a chess set, a pool table in the back, and a jukebox — in mint condition — with vinyl records. Beside each chair stood an engraved silver ashtray on a wooden pedestal, and on the wall hung a collection of ornate smoking pipes, some with strange curling shapes. Grandpa Nelson had left Arthur his smoking pipe when he died, but Grandma Nelson had taken it away saying Arthur could have it when he grew up, because by then he would have the good sense to never try smoking one. Grandma Nelson was a firm believer that when you turned eighteen years old you suddenly attained a heap of wisdom, as if by magic. Arthur had tried to explain that he didn’t need to be an adult to know that smoking was bad for him, but she just wouldn’t listen.
Arthur examined the jukebox. “I’ve never heard of any of these people: Thelonious Monk … Duke Ellington … Count Basie … Dizzie Gillespie … Sun Ra …”
“I’ve never heard of them either,” Morgan said, “though Ra is the Egyptian God of the Sun.”
“Jazz artists, my dear,” said Lexi. “There is no finer form of music than jazz.”
“Almost half the songs are by this Sun Ra guy,” Arthur said with a shrug. He started to hit the button for one, but Morgan shook her head.
“I can’t handle music right now. I need quiet.”
“Maybe later, then.”
Morgan cringed. “Yeah … maybe …”
Arthur was asleep within a minute of sinking into one of the soft, high-back leather chairs … until a paw batted him hard on the nose.
“Stay awake,” Lexi said.
Arthur took a book from the shelf: Rocket Ships of the Andromeda. He flipped through it … his eyes widening with each page … then excitedly, he read the title out to Morgan.
“Is that fiction?” she said.
He showed her the book and its pictures of rocket ships that looked like they’d come straight out of old sci-fi movies.
“Surely it has to be,” Morgan said. “Those can’t be actual — hey! I can read this.”
“Well, obviously.”
“Look at the letters, Arthur. Look real close.”
Arthur peered at them, focused, and — “Hey, those aren’t English letters! But … but I can read it.” He shook his head. “I honestly thought it was English. Must be magic.”
“Stop saying that,” Morgan said.
“I’m going to keep saying it until you come up with a better explanation.”
“You just wait — I will.”
Arthur curled up in the chair with the book open … and he fell asleep. When Lexi pawed him awake again, Morgan was flipping the pages of another book and saying things like “yuck” and “disgusting” as she went. 
“What are you looking at?”
“Creatures of Pagagluck,” she replied, “which is some planet on the other side of the galaxy. Mostly it's pictures.”
He walked over and looked. Morgan was right — the creatures were disgusting. Everything on Pagagluck was slimy, scaly, tentacled, and oozing something: venom, poisonous vapor, acid, or … muck spiders?! How could something ooze a spider? And he could tell this book — if he squinted just right — was also written in an alien language with twisting letters.
“So,” Morgan said. “Are you ever going to explain how you managed to save me from the training monster?”
“What do you mean?”
“You jumped out in front of it.”
“Yeah, so?”
“You shouldn’t have been able to make it there in time, but you were moving fast — almost superhuman fast.”
“It was just adrenaline,” he lied. He really didn’t want to discuss the power that had come over him, because it was like the feeling from his tantrums, only far stronger — and it scared the crap out of him.
“No, it was definitely more than that,” Lexi said. “I’m not sure that I could even run that fast.”
Arthur sighed. “It felt … sort of like … you know when the Manse shifted, and I told you it was like I had a second heartbeat? I’ve gotten that feeling a few times before, like earlier today when I got really angry at Derek. Usually, it’s like I’m surrounded by darkness, but this time it was like there was light surrounding me instead — and it was stronger.”
“The Power of the Multiversal Paladin,” Lexi declared. “Er … I mean … I guess that’s what it is.”
“It’s happening more as I get older, but it’s usually very brief and I don’t get stronger or anything, I just get uncontrollably angry. Like when I threw that book in class.”
“What triggered it in the Training Room?” Morgan asked.
He stared into her storm-blue eyes. You did. I didn’t want to see you get hurt.

Of course, there was no way he was going to tell her that. 
He shrugged. “I guess the danger we were in … or … whatever.” He glanced rapidly around the room, looking for a way to escape this conversation. “Have you ever played pool before?”
“No,” Morgan replied after a pause, perplexed no doubt by the sudden shift in topic. “And I don’t want to.”
“Well, I’ve got to do something more active if I’m going to stay awake. I’m too tired to read, and if I sit down, I’m going to fall asleep.”
“Fine,” she huffed, “but I’ve never played before.”
“I have … a few times. I know how to play nine-ball … I think. I’ll show you.”
For what seemed a long time, they played pool badly. Morgan was brilliant and beautiful, but she stunk at pool — her aim was just as bad with a cue as it was with a raygun.
“I’m not unathletic,” she said, after losing a third time without sinking a single ball. “I can run for miles. I just can’t do this sort of … precision stuff.”
Lexi and Vassalus cheered them on, though Vassalus couldn’t keep the rules straight and kept referring to the game as snooker. During the fifth match, Lexi leapt onto the table and attacked the balls, sending them flying all over the room. Once she calmed down, she was terribly embarrassed.
“I have no idea what came over me,” she said, as she hid behind one of the big leather chairs.
Finally, halfway through their eighth, or maybe ninth, game, Morgan groaned and tossed her cue onto the table. 
“Arthur, I don’t care if I die from going to sleep with a concussion. I’m exhausted and I’m hurting all over. My head doesn’t even feel as bad as the rest of me.”
“All right then. Let’s each take a couch.”
Arthur curled up on one couch, wishing he had a blanket, while Morgan took the other. Lexi and Vassalus took up positions in front of the door that led to the hallway, while Arms and Valet guarded the door leading back into the dining hall.
“Valet, is there some way to dim the lights?” Arthur asked.
Valet clapped his hands once, and the lights dimmed to halfway. He tilted his head toward Arthur.
“That’s good,” Arthur replied. He didn’t want to sleep in total darkness — not here. “Goodnight, Morgan.”
She didn’t respond, and he figured she’d already gone to sleep, but just when he started to drift off she said, “Arthur …”
“Yes, Morgan?”
“Thanks. Thanks for … for saving my life.”
“You saved me first, remember? Don’t worry about it. We'll probably be saving each other a lot, you know.”
Again, just as he was falling asleep, Morgan said, “Arthur …”
“Yes, Morgan?”
“We are friends …”
“We are,” Arthur agreed. Now.
“Arthur … you … you're my only friend.”
Arthur sighed. “You're my only friend, too, Morgan. Now let me sleep.”
 



Chapter Thirteen
 
Please Clear the Area
 
 
Arthur woke to a steadily brightening room. He rubbed his eyes, stretched — groaned — and sat up. He hurt everywhere, and could barely get his limbs to move. Valet clapped his hands, and the room returned to its normal level of brightness. Lexi was asleep at the door. Vassalus glanced down at her and shook his head — then he stifled a yawn. Morgan was asleep — flat on her back, with her feet crossed, and her hands folded together over her chest, as if she were a mummy. Arthur smiled. She looked … almost angelic … when she was sleeping.
“Is it morning?” Arthur asked Valet quietly.
Valet nodded.
“Doesn’t feel like I was out that long.”
“I would guess you slept eight, maybe ten hours,” said Vassalus.
Valet held up nine fingers.
Arthur stood and immediately grabbed his back. That was definitely the result of an entire day of fighting for his life and getting knocked against a wall, capped off by sleeping on a couch. After stretching, he knelt beside Morgan.
“Morgan,” he whispered. “It’s time to wake up.”
Her eyes peeled open and met his. She stared at him — then blinked rapidly a few times — then, like a snake striking, she slapped him. 
He fell onto his backside. “Ow! What’d you do that for?!”
She sat up and pointed at him. “Don’t watch me while I’m sleeping, perv!”
“I wasn’t watching you — I was waking you.”
“You couldn’t do that from across the room?”
“I was trying to do it nicely. Geez. Some morning person you are.”
 “It can’t be morning.” She pulled out her iPhone and groaned. “Ugh, it’s 6:11 AM … way too early to be up.”
Arthur shrugged. “If I sleep on this couch any longer, I'm not sure I'll be able to move. Besides, I'm starving.”
“Fine.”
They took turns with the bathroom, and sat down at the table in the Dining Hall. Waiter brought them a classic breakfast: bacon, eggs, pancakes, syrup, butter, and orange juice. Arthur wondered where the ingredients came from: Was this real bacon and eggs? After the first bite, he decided it didn't matter. The food was amazing. Arthur thought the butter was the ultimate butter on which all other butter was based. He cleaned his plate, and the servitors brought out bowls of fruit.
Morgan moaned and held her stomach. “We're going to get fat living here.”
“You could stand to gain a few pounds, dear,” Lexi tut-tutted with a shake of her head.
Morgan scowled for a few moments … inhaled deeply … breathed out … and then relaxed.
“Sorry,” Arthur mouthed at her silently while Lexi wasn’t looking.
Morgan shrugged. “So we have a house full of shadows to clear out and a big bad warlock … where do we start?”
“Not with the warlock,” Arthur answered. “Let’s save him for last.”
“Are you certain that is wise, Master Paladin?” Vassalus asked.
“Are you questioning his wisdom again?” Lexi demanded, baring the tips of her fangs. “I think you need to —”
“I just know I’m not quite ready to face him,” Arthur said quickly, interrupting them before they could get into an argument. “We really don’t know anything about this place — and there are a lot of doors in that hallway. There may be something that can help us fight him.”
“So, what’ll it be, then?” Morgan said.
“The Grand Hallway,” Arthur responded. “We can’t explore the Manse fully until we clear the hall. Otherwise, every time we leave a room, we’ll have fight our way across it.”
“Clearing the hall’s not going to be easy,” Morgan said. “We need a plan.”
“Yes indeed,” said Vassalus, “a stratagem would be most appropriate. Any ideas, my dear?”
Morgan cradled her steaming cup of tea. “We have two entrances into the Grand Hallway to work with … one leading out from this room, and one out from the Smoking Lounge. But the two entrances are only about twenty feet apart and … and … and we really don’t have much to work with, do we?”
Arthur shook his head. “All the shades we shot up out there last night will be back, since we didn’t take out any of the dark-hearts they came from.”
“We need to take out those stones,” Lexi said. “Then all we’ll have to deal with is the wraiths. Of course, the wraiths may still kill us on their own …”
“We really could use some more help,” Arthur lamented.
Almost immediately, Waiter and Cook stepped into the dining room, taking practice swings with the heavy iron skillets they were carrying.
“Oh no, you guys are not helping,” Arthur said.
Offended, Waiter lifted his head up and stamped a foot down dramatically. Cook simply swung the skillet around a few more times.
“It is their house, too, Master Paladin,” said Vassalus. “I think they deserve a chance to save it.” 
“I agree,” Lexi added. “If they want to help, let them.”
Arthur sighed. Obviously, he could use the help, but an image of Derek falling to the shades flashed in his mind — he didn’t want anyone getting hurt on his account. Valet and Arms fighting was one thing, they'd clearly had military training; but these two servitors were not fighters.
“You did say we could use more help,” said Morgan. “You got what you asked for.”
“Okay, fine.” He pointed at Waiter and Cook. “Don’t try to be heroes. You’re going to support the others. No charging straight into battle. Got it?”
They both nodded. 
Morgan fiddled with her broken iPhone. “Now we just need a plan.”
Arthur got up and paced the room. After his fourth circuit, Morgan shot him a dirty look, but he ignored her and kept pacing — it helped him think. He considered what they had to work with: two entrances, the numen and the servitors, his guns, Morgan’s shield. They needed to take out the dark-hearts, and to do that, they needed a way to get to them without getting killed, because he felt certain they were at the other end of the hall. 
He paused by the door that led from the Dining Room to the Grand Hallway, opened the door, and took a quick peek before shutting it again. Perfect — no shades were lingering right outside. They had retreated, once again, to the far end of the hallway. The dark-hearts had to be somewhere down there. 
He placed his palms on the table and leaned forward. “I’ve got a plan. It’s risky … but I’m certain it’ll work. Trust me.”
“I don’t know,” Morgan mumbled, “you are a moron.”
Arthur smiled at her. “You are so going to hate this plan.”
“Oh, great — yay for me!”
“Vassalus, you and the servitors wait here.” He pointed at Morgan and Lexi. “You two are coming with me. Morgan and I will go out through the Smoking Lounge doors. Once we're ready, I'll send Lexi back. She will be the signal for you to start your attack.”
Valet handed Arthur his steel helmet and adjusted the chin strap for him. Morgan snorted and restrained a giggle. Arthur ignored her and led the way into the Smoking Lounge and up to the door leading into the Grand Hallway.
Morgan narrowed her eyes at him. “This plan had better not be stupid.”
“It’s not — I promise.”
“And yet I’m still going to hate it …”
“I noticed before that your force field curves around you.”
She nodded. “Yeah … it makes a 180-degree arc …”
“You’re going to put up your force field and walk straight down the hallway, looking for dark-hearts.”
“And where are you going to be?”
“Right behind you. You’re going to be my shield and my spotter.”
Morgan chewed at her lip, thinking. “I don’t see why you thought I’d hate this plan.”
“Right behind you, Morgan. Butt cheek to butt cheek.”
“No.”
“I need you to shield me. You’re going to be my fullback.”
She stared at him with deathly silence.
“That’s the player who —”
“I know how football works,” she said. “It’s my favorite sport.”
“Mine, too! I’m a big fan of the —”
She shook her head. “Don’t tell me who your favorite team is.”
“Why not?”
“Because I’m willing to bet your favorite team is a rival to mine, and if so, I’ll have to hate you — on principle.”
“Er … right. So … while you push forward, you’ll be looking for dark-hearts, and I’ll be shooting all the wraiths and shades we pass to keep them off us. As soon as you find a dark-heart, you tell me where it is, and I’ll pop around and shoot it.”
“I think you can keep a few feet of space between us.”
“Won’t work.”
“Okay, one foot then.”
Arthur shook his head.
“PDA rule!” Morgan demanded. “Six full inches!”
Arthur grinned. “I’m sure we won’t be touching the whole time, Morgan. I can’t stay that in synch with you. But it will only work if I stick as close to you as possible. I can’t be worrying about the shades until you’ve stepped all the way past them. And I can’t be worrying about you freaking out if we accidentally bump into one another.”
Malice flickered in Morgan’s stormy eyes. “I hate you.”
“No, you don’t.”
“Actually, I kinda do.”
“Thought I was your only friend …”
“Doesn’t mean I can’t hate you, moron.”
Arthur shook his head. “Lexi, go tell the others to attack. As soon as the shades charge up to face all of you, back down the hall towards the Great Room as far as you can, and cry out to let me know so we can begin our attack. I just need you to draw them down the hallway. Be careful, though. If you get overwhelmed, retreat back into the Great Room, okay?”
“What about you two?” Lexi asked.
“If things get too bad, we’ll duck into one of the rooms we haven’t explored yet. So far the rooms off the hallway haven’t had anything worse than a dozen shades.”
Lexi padded off. 
Arthur drew his rayguns, and Morgan activated her shield.
“I’m sorry, Morgan.”
She glared at him for several moments, then sighed dramatically and said, “It’s not the worst plan ever. I just … I just don’t …”
“You don’t like touching — I get it.”
“No, moron,” she snapped. “You don’t get it at all.”
“What am I not —”
Lexi roared, and Vassalus howled. 
Arthur yanked the door open. The hallway was teeming with shades. About a quarter of them had already passed the door to the Smoking Lounge. Most were already halfway down the hall, including three of the eight wraiths. The numina and servitors would be overwhelmed quickly; Lexi had waited too long to give the signal. But that would make his and Morgan’s job easier; they just needed to break through the shades so they could reach the other end of the hallway, where he was certain they would find some, if not all, of the dark-hearts.
“We’ve got to hurry,” Arthur said.
Morgan activated her shield, and Arthur stepped in behind her. As soon as his back touched hers, he felt a shudder go through her. She started to say something, but choked it back.
“Let’s go,” he urged.
As soon as Morgan entered the hallway, shades slammed into the force field and recoiled; their impact knocked Morgan into Arthur. She groaned, shivered as if a dozen spiders had fallen on her, set her feet, and stomped forward. Whatever it was the shades were made of, it wasn’t heavy; they weighed a lot less than Morgan, so she was able to stand up against them — which was good, because they kept coming at her.
Arthur immediately began firing the other direction, aiming at the shades heading toward the numina and the servitors. He kept telling himself that if all he meant to do was hurt shades, he didn’t have to worry about hurting any of his friends. Firing both rayguns, he quickly dispatched eight shades. One of his stray shots hit Valet straight on — Arthur cringed — but Valet shook his head as if momentarily confused, then carried on. Whew! The servitors engaged the shades in front of them and held their ground; Lexi and Vassalus did more than just hold their ground. They ripped through the shades … until they came face-to-face with the wraiths.
Arthur fired at the wraiths, but shades kept getting in the way, and as Morgan kept walking forward, there were more and more shades trying to come around the shield, forcing Arthur to defend himself. Luckily, he only had to defend himself on one side; Morgan kept them flush against the left wall. When he’d come up with the plan , he hadn’t even thought of that. Only having to defend a single side made things much easier. This was why he needed Morgan.
“How many of these blasted things are there?!” Arthur said.
“I’m guessing sixty,” Morgan said. “Uh oh. Trouble, Arthur. Two wraiths coming straight at us — fast.”
“Go through them if you can.”
Morgan met the wraiths head-on — ZZZZT-ZAP! — sparks flew — Morgan staggered back into Arthur. The impact of the wraiths on the force field sounded like a giant moth hitting a bug zapper — a stuck moth, because the wraiths weren’t backing down. They kept trying to push through the force field.
For once, Morgan didn’t care that they’d accidentally touched.
The wraiths backed up a step, then propelled themselves against Morgan’s shield again.
ZZZZT-ZAP!
“Arthur, I’m not sure how much longer I can hold this.” She took a step back; the shield flickered. “I think they’re shorting out the force field.”
A group of shades spun and charged toward Arthur. He fired into them, pulling the triggers as rapidly as he could. The light from his raygun blasts reflected off a dark, fist-sized gem hovering high up in the rafters of the cathedral-like ceiling, twenty feet overhead. Arthur fired up, and with his third shot, he hit it. Two of the shades near him vanished. Firing a half-dozen more shots, he cleared the area near him.
ZZZT-ZAP!
Morgan was blasted back into him, and the impact almost knocked him down. Her force field flickered twice and dimmed.
“Arthur! Stop piddling about and do something! The other wraiths are coming toward us.”
Arthur almost laughed, despite the danger they were in. He knew exactly what to do … and Morgan was going to hate it. 
“Drop your shield when they step back again — just for a second.”
The wraiths stepped back; Morgan dropped her shield. Arthur stepped up to Morgan, put his arms across her shoulders, and fired at the wraiths. He hit each wraith in the face, and they dropped to the ground.
Morgan shrugged Arthur off and reactivated her shield.
“I do not like your plans, perv.”
“I prefer moron.”
“Yeah, well … do that again, and it won't matter which you prefer. Because I — will — kill — you!”
She muttered a curse and surged forward, stepping between the fallen wraiths. They hadn’t disappeared, and despite being shot in the face, they were still alive, writhing on the floor. Arthur shot them as he walked between them. Two shots in the chest to each, and then they faded away. 
A different wraith charged out from amidst the shades behind them; somehow, Arthur hadn’t seen it slip through. It leapt toward him. He ducked under the attack and fired. His shots missed and flew into the mass of shades; the wraith passed harmlessly overhead and struck the wall. Arthur spun as it fell, but he was too slow. The wraith reared up and struck him on the head with one clawed hand and on the shoulder with the other. The blows knocked him flat, and his head spun, but the steel helmet had saved him. He was alive and conscious. His shoulder armor was torn and the skin underneath felt badly sunburned, but the claws hadn't reached him. Morgan could mock his armor all she wanted from now on; he didn’t care.
The wraith pounced. Arthur twisted and fired, hitting it in the stomach. The wraith landed on him, but he kicked free of it — to find four shades looming over him.
Morgan spun around, exposing her back, and barreled into them. Arthur shot a shade closing in on her and jumped back up. She spun back around to face the end of the hallway again, and Arthur got behind her. The wraith he’d shot in the stomach began to stir, so he shot it several more times, until it disappeared, then he fired at all the shades closing in on them from behind and to the side. They had nearly reached the far end of the hallway.
“Morgan, get in the corner — it’s not much farther.”
“Working on it.”
As they continued to advance, Arthur shot all the shades he could. He clipped another wraith — one that was coming from the side — in the shoulder, but this one and its companion were smarter than the others. They wove their way toward them, using the shades as blockers.
“Morgan, wraiths coming from your right. Put your back to the wall — now!”
Together they spun around. The two wraiths hit her shield. 
ZZZT-ZAP!
The impact knocked Morgan back into Arthur, and jammed him into the wall. 
“Jerk!” Morgan yelled as she took a half step forward. He wasn’t certain if that was directed toward him or the wraith.
“Morgan, I’m going to have to hug you again.”
“I hate you.”
“As long as you don’t kill me.”
“That comes later.”
The wraiths backed up and then lunged, but Morgan surprised them by surging forward and bashing them with her shield. That dazed and surprised them good, so when Morgan dropped her shield a moment later, Arthur — reaching his arms around her (she squirmed) — blasted them several times each, killing them. 
This time, he hopped back immediately — before Morgan could retaliate.
They slid along the wall until they were finally backed into the corner. He couldn’t see the servitors and numina at the other end of the hallway, but he could hear them still fighting. He was pretty sure some of the shades he’d fought had already returned. And a big mass of them and another wraith were charging toward him and Morgan.
“You can close in tighter,” Arthur said.
“You wish — heads up! Two dark-hearts high up in the opposite corner.” She craned her head back. “And two above us. Told you there were sixty in here.”
“I was right! They were congregating down here because of the stones!”
Morgan nodded toward the door at the end of the hallway labeled INNER SANCTUM. “Or they were trying to stay close to whatever’s in there …”
Arthur’s eyes fell upon the glowing triskelion and the matching sigil carved into the wooden door above it. Suddenly, a chill ran down Arthur’s back. His heart raced, and the world closed in on him — shadows upon shadows. A voice whispered into his mind — a voice that was cold … reptilian … ancient … mocking.
It was the warlock.
“Arthur Primus, come to claim your mantle at last … untrained … afraid … trapped in a manse of shadows … nothing but a boy … abandoned by your father … unwelcome in your own home … unloved …”
Arthur tried to focus, but he couldn’t get it out of his head.
“Come to me,” the warlock hissed. “Come to me, and I will tell you everything you want to know … how your cousins died … how your mother Amelia died … I can tell you who killed them … I can tell you why … and I can tell you all about your mysterious father … why he hid you away … and why he did all the terrible things he did. I will tell you all this and more … and then … then you will make your choice.”
Arthur thought back, “Let me guess. Join you or die.”
“No, Arthur … no. If you do not join me, your little girlfriend will die.”
“Arthur!” Morgan yelled. “Get with it or we’re going to get killed!”
“The warlock in my mind,” Arthur said, panting. “He said …” 
Morgan turned toward him. He looked into her stormy eyes, which were a little paler than normal. A trembling frown marred her perfect lips and her heart-shaped face. “I don’t care what he said. Kick him out and get to shooting! I need help — now!”
The warlock’s voice returned, but it was fainter now. “Oh, do come inside. Bring your anger. Bring the girl. You know you must face me. If you’re not ready now, you never will be, orphan, because —”
“GET OUT OF MY HEAD!” Arthur screamed.
But the warlock just laughed. 
Morgan, the hallway, the battle, everything around him faded away into mists and darkness. Suddenly, he was back at home in Rockville. The scents of cake and snuffed candles filled the house, but Arthur wasn’t celebrating his fifth birthday in the kitchen with everyone else. He was in the living room, crying in Grandpa Nelson’s arms. He remembered the day perfectly. For weeks, he’d had it in his head that his father was going to come to his birthday party, and when he didn’t show, Arthur finally realized his dad was never coming back for him. Grandpa Nelson had held him until the tears dried up, and then he’d told him ridiculous old stories to make him feel better. Grandpa Nelson could always make the pain fade, even if the scars remained.
Then, Arthur was standing in the graveyard, watching as they lowered Grandpa Nelson’s pale blue coffin into the earth. The day was sunny and clear, and it had seemed to him the wrongest thing in the world. It should be raining at a funeral — it should be as gray and cold as their hearts. From then on, Grandma Nelson was the only family Arthur had left. And even though she did love him — in her own way — not so deep down, she resented him. The day Grandpa Nelson had died was the last day Arthur had felt happy.
Weeks … maybe months later, he no longer remembered: It was nighttime, and he was sleeping in bed. Suddenly, he cried out and sat up. His heart was racing — pounding so hard he thought it might explode. He’d forgotten this completely. But it was the first time he’d had that feeling like there were two hearts beating inside his chest. Grandma Nelson had grumpily rushed him to the emergency room, but by the time they got there, the sensation had stopped. Every test had said he was normal.
From then on, the few friends he'd had at school drifted away. His alienation from the other kids, from everyone, grew deeper. He became more lonely and awkward, and eventually rebellious. Steadily, he became convinced that he was supposed to be somewhere else and doing something else — though he’d had no idea what. He was so frustrated all the time.
Endless days of torturous boredom began to pass through his mind, but the warlock had some nerve if he thought he could make Arthur relive school. Those days were over. The anger and stubbornness and rebellion that had gotten him into so much trouble at school finally served its purpose: Arthur fought back. 
Ignoring the series of moments from his past when he felt particularly lonely — rainy weekends cooped up alone in his tiny bedroom or by himself on the playground or alone at lunch — Arthur recalled Morgan telling him that they were friends. He pictured Lexi chasing pool balls around the Smoking Lounge and Vassalus fighting beside him in the training room. He thought of how happy the servitors all seemed to be with him in the Manse now. The warlock forced onto Arthur visions of Derek being lavished with Christmas gifts and attention, but Arthur smiled despite them. He smiled because he finally understood his destiny. He wasn't alone anymore; he would never be alone again. 
A surge of joy cut through the warlock's illusion, and the real world came back into view. Arthur was once again standing in the Grand Hallway — and it was empty of shades and wraiths — they were all gone! 
Then Arthur’s eyes fell onto what lay in front of him.
“No!” he screamed.
Riddled with cuts and scorch-marks, their silvery blood splattered everywhere, the servitors and Vassalus lay dead. Alongside them, Lexi gasped for breath. Her eyes locked onto Arthur.
He fell to his knees beside her and touched her head. “Lexi …”
“Arthur … why didn't you save us?”
Her eyes faded, and she breathed her last.
No — this couldn't be happening. Morgan! Where was Morgan?
Arthur spun, and there she lay, behind him: her perfect school uniform torn and specked with blood, her arms and legs scratched and burned, blood pooling beneath her, and worst of all, her head twisted at an awkward, unnatural angle. Her eyes were no longer storm-blue but a sullen, dreary gray as they stared lifelessly at the ceiling.
 



Chapter Fourteen
 
The Tetris Calm
 
 
“NO!” Arthur screamed.
No, no, no. This just couldn’t be. The shades must’ve killed them while the warlock was in his mind, but then where had the shades gone? Had Lexi managed to kill the last one before it killed her? The gems still hanging in the corners — the gems he had failed to destroy — blinked. Shadows appeared in the middle of the hallway, and turned as one towards him. They walked over the bodies of his friends without even noticing them, as if they were nothing.
This was all his fault.
He’d been so certain they could handle this, and he had failed. He had failed Valet, Arms, Cook, and Waiter. He had failed Vassalus and Lexi. And Morgan … he had promised himself he would get Morgan through this alive, that he would never let her get hurt …
Tears falling down his cheeks, he knelt beside her. The shadows could have him. He didn't care anymore. “Morgan, I’m so sorry.”
From out of nowhere, something hit him in the leg. “Ow!”
“Arthur!” Morgan said. “What’s wrong with you?!”
“Huh?” he said with surprise.
Arthur was on his knees behind Morgan. She was still alive, with her shield up. Shades and wraiths were closing in on them. The battle was still raging, yet here he was stroking his hand across the wood floor. It had all been a trick; the warlock was playing games with his mind. But now the spell was broken, and the demented vision was gone.
She kicked him again. “Snap out of it and get to shooting, moron!”
“Oh … right.”
Gasping to catch his breath, his knees trembling, his stomach knotted, Arthur shakily climbed to his feet. He aimed at the dark-hearts above, fired, and missed badly on what should’ve been a simple shot to make. 
A half-dozen shades crashed into Morgan's shield. She screamed his name as it flickered. Finally, Arthur's instincts took over, and he fought for their lives. He fired again, and shattered all three dark-hearts. Their purple shards rained down on him and Morgan. Throughout the Grand Hallway, shades disappeared. The remaining shades on this end of the hallway crowded in on Arthur and Morgan, while a wraith patiently waited behind them.
Aiming at the dark-hearts in the opposite corner, Arthur stood on his tiptoes and took shots over Morgan, who had brought her shield down lower. But as more shades bashed against her shield, she bumped into him, throwing off his aim. He put his back firmly in the corner, and kept Morgan off him with a hand between her shoulder blades. (She snarled.) He reached as high as he could on his tiptoes, and fired again. The shades lunged into Morgan’s shield right as he pulled the trigger, and he missed again. Arthur groaned in frustration.
“Use a continuous beam,” Morgan snapped.
Arthur held down the trigger of one gun and swept it back and forth. The beam wasn't strong enough to break the gems itself, but it banged the fragile stones against the ceiling. The stones struck and shattered. 
The remaining shades in the Grand Hallway disappeared.
The wraith that had been waiting patiently howled and charged forward. Morgan lowered her shield, and Arthur fired shots into it. But the hits to the maddened beast’s chest didn’t slow its charge; it was going to crash into them. Morgan would be driven back into Arthur, pinning him against the wall. 
Arthur dove aside just as Morgan got her shield back up. The impact knocked her against the wall. Panting, she kept the shield up as the wraith continued to strike with its claws. Wounded and enraged, it hadn’t seen Arthur dive out from behind Morgan.
Arthur rolled to his feet and aimed both guns at the beast. “Hi there.”
The wraith turned and glared at him. Arthur fired two shots into its face, and it went down. As soon as it hit the floor, it turned to smoke.
Arthur glanced up. The numina and servitors were still fighting — and losing — against a pair of wraiths at the other end of the hallway. He took off running. “Morgan!”
“I see them,” she responded, as she dropped her shield and followed him.
Arthur fired his raygun down the hallway, distracting the two remaining wraiths. When he got close enough to aim, he stopped, focused, and fired. He hit one in the back of the head. It toppled forward — right onto Lexi, who sliced and diced it, her claws blurring, until it was nothing more than a fading wisp of inky, sulfurous smoke. Morgan force-punched the other wraith in the back of the knee, though Arthur was pretty sure she had aimed at its head. As it fell, Vassalus jumped onto it and tore its throat out.
Arthur rushed up to the others. “Is everyone okay?
“I would have to say no, chap,” Vassalus groaned. He licked at a wound on his side that was leaking silvery blood. “I have most certainly been better. This feels worse than it looks. Wraith claws are far from pleasant.” 
“You can say that again, Buster Chumps,” Lexi said, panting. A jagged wound ran down her back. She flicked her head one way, then the other, trying to reach it, but it was no good.
“Who, Alexis, is Buster Chumps?” asked Vassalus.
“You don’t know?” she replied.
“How could I? I have only been alive for a day, and the knowledge imparted to us by the Lady Ylliara is far from complete.”
“Well, Buster Chumps is … well, you see, he’s …” She sighed painfully and lay down. “You know, I really don’t have a clue who Buster Chumps is. Maybe I just made him up.”
“Well,” Vassalus added, “you did get hit on the head a few times …”
Arthur squatted beside Lexi, examined her wound, and winced — this was his fault. If he hadn't let the warlock distract him for so long, they wouldn't have gotten hurt. “Lexi, this looks bad. What should I do? I don't know any first aid.” He shot a panicked look at Morgan. “Do you?”
With a worried expression on her face, Morgan shook her head.
“It's nothing a spot of tea and a nap wouldn't fix in a right jiffy,” said Lexi. “But seeing as how I can’t have tea before my nap … it might take a little longer than I’d like.”
The two numina looked really beat up, and their banter did nothing to make him feel better — Arthur knew they were just doing it so he wouldn’t worry too much. They had plenty of smaller injuries in addition to the big, ugly cuts. Vassalus was favoring one of his front paws, and Lexi kept shifting around like she couldn't get comfortable. Arthur was worried that she'd broken a rib. 
Vassalus slumped down, miserably, beside Morgan.
“You’ve got burns on your muzzle,” Morgan said to him, her voice starting to quiver oddly. “They look pretty bad.” 
“Nothing a night or so of sleep will not cure, my dear. Worry not for me.”
Arthur noticed then that Lexi had a burn on her side, as well as burns on her paws and her muzzle. He hadn’t recognized what they were at first, since even Lexi’s burn marks were monochrome.
“I didn’t think the wraiths could burn you,” Arthur said.
“The shades can’t,” Lexi replied with a grunt as she struggled to her feet before resettling in a different position, “but the wraiths can. Their claws are even worse, though.”
The servitors, with the exception of Valet, had all shuffled about ten feet away when Arthur had arrived. It suddenly occurred to him that if the numina had sustained this many injuries, the servitors had to be just as bad off, if not worse. They weren’t as strong or tough. What if the servitors weren’t just being deferential by stepping away? What if they were hiding something?
“What about you guys?” He waved for them to come over, not wanting to leave Lexi's side. 
But they didn't hurry over. Instead, Cook and Arms stepped to the side so he could see Waiter slumped on the floor, unmoving. Horrified, Arthur jumped to his feet and rushed over. Waiter lay clutching a hand over his shoulder, near his neck, and his leg had been ripped up bad enough that blood pooled beneath him. When he saw Arthur, Waiter struggled into a sitting position. 
“Waiter! Are you going to be okay?” Arthur asked.
Waiter shrugged.
Arthur reached out to help the servitor, but pulled back again, unsure what to do. “How — how can I help?” 
Waiter shook his head.
“Isn't there anything we can do?” His voice cracked with desperation. “Anything at all?”
“Maybe … maybe we could bind the wound,” Morgan suggested.
“I'm sorry, but that will not work for us,” Vassalus said. “We are not flesh in the sense that the two of you are — not really. The servitors should heal in time … or else … well, there is only so much damage we can recover from … I should think.”
“Will he … will he die?” Arthur asked.
“Nothing for it but to wait and see.” Vassalus said bracingly. “Let them take him somewhere to rest, Master Paladin.”
Arthur nodded miserably. “Of course.”
Arms helped Cook and Valet lift Waiter, and they began to carry him slowly and carefully toward the Great Room. Once he tore his eyes off Waiter, Arthur noticed that Cook had cuts on both cheeks and a rip in her side that dripped silvery blood down her apron. Valet was limping badly, and his sword arm was soaked in blood. Even Arms wasn't unscathed. He had tons of small rips and tears all over his uniform, but at least he wasn't obviously bleeding anywhere. 
Arthur hoped they’d all be okay. He desperately wished that there was something he could do for them. A night of rest had healed Valet after they had fought the monster in the training room; he had to believe some rest would cure the others as well. 
Morgan suddenly muttered something under her breath, and then knelt down on the floor and grasped her stomach. “I think I’m going to be sick.”
“What’s the matter?” Arthur asked her.
Trembling, Morgan shook her head and choked back a gag.
“Nerves,” Vassalus said. “The danger has passed; the adrenaline is gone. Not everyone … not even the most adventurous of souls … is as born to this as you were, Master Paladin.”
Lexi nodded and said with a yawn, “You were made for this, Arthur Primus. And without you, we would all be lost.”
Arthur glanced back down the hallway toward the door at the end and thought of how the warlock had taken over his mind. Only a good kick by Morgan had brought him to his senses and saved them. Without her noticing that he’d faded out, the vision the warlock had used to strike fear into his heart would’ve come true.
That whole plan of charging down the hallway … it was stupid. What had he been thinking, charging out into the middle of the hallway like that? He’d been so sure of himself, but it was pure luck that no one had died — and he wasn’t certain Waiter was going to make it. That could just as easily have been Lexi … or Morgan.
Arthur suddenly couldn't get enough air. It felt like Derek was sitting on his chest, pinning him down like he so often had done. But Derek was gone; Arthur had left him to die. Some hero he was. If the others were depending on him, they were all doomed. Lexi's last words in the warlock’s vision replayed in his mind. Arthur ... why didn't you save us?
He started sweating and shaking as panic erupted within him. If the warlock could play with his mind that easily while still trapped behind a protective rune, then what would he do once they came face-to-face? Everything the warlock had said was true: he had been abandoned, he didn’t have any training, and he wasn’t prepared for any of this.
“Arthur, are you okay?” Morgan asked him, her voice weak. She still looked like she might throw up.
“I’m not the Multiversal Paladin,” he said dully. It was hard to look at the others now, especially Morgan. He kept seeing her broken and lifeless body on the floor.
“What are you talking about?” she asked.
“The Aetheria only accepted me because I'm the last Paladin left. My father abandoned me because he knew I was never going to be good enough.”
“Arthur …” Morgan sighed, “that’s a load of crap.” 
“Remember when I zoned out, down at the other end of the hallway? It was because I heard the warlock’s voice inside my head. He spoke to me and told me that —”
Lexi interrupted him. “It doesn’t matter what he said, dearie. You are the Multiversal Paladin. You can — and will — defeat him.” 
“Don’t forget you’ve got something important your father didn’t have,” Morgan added matter-of-factly. “You’ve got me!”
A hint of a smile formed on Arthur’s face — then vanished. 
The warlock had threatened to kill Morgan. And he would, given the chance.
Something snapped inside Arthur. 
The world shrank to a tunnel of shadows. And once again, it seemed that he had two hearts thundering within his chest. Blood pounded in his ears, blocking out all other sounds, as Arthur’s eyes locked onto the door of the Inner Sanctum and the glowing sigil that kept the evil in that room from killing them all right now. If he had to die, so be it. But he was not letting anyone else get hurt because of him. Ever since Grandpa Nelson had passed, Arthur had felt like he'd been fighting against the boring life he felt trapped in. For the first time, he had something to fight for. He wasn't alone anymore; he had friends — real friends. And he was going to protect them.
Gritting his teeth, Arthur drew his rayguns and started toward the Inner Sanctum.
“It’s time to end this.”
Morgan stepped in front of him. “You can’t take him on now, moron.”
“I have to.”
Lexi bit into the cuff of Arthur’s jeans, and tugged him backward.
“Morgan, get out of my way! Lexi, let go of me!” Neither budged. “I have to face him — alone — now — before he hurts any of you to get to me.”
“You’re not ready to face him,” Morgan said. “And we don’t even have a plan.”
He shook his leg, trying to make Lexi let go. “You heard Lady Ylliara; I don’t have much time.”
“We have a little,” said Morgan. “And we need to spend it exploring the other rooms. We need to figure out what we’re up against and learn all we can about how to fight it.”
“There is no we in this.” He reached out to push her aside, but she slapped her wrists together and threw her force field up before he could touch her. “Morgan, I am not letting you get killed for me! Now get out of my way!” 
“Don't be such a moron!” Morgan snapped. “You can't beat him alone yet, and if you fail, we don't stand a chance without you. You are the Multiversal Paladin, and we are your companions, whether you like it or not.” 
“Too true, chap,” Vassalus added, “too true. We are still exhausted from the last battle; it is a poor time to start a new one. And remember your father’s sword, Bright-Cage. You need it, and it could be in one of the other rooms.”
“Please calm down,” Morgan urged him.
Arthur took a deep breath and tried to calm his emotions, for her. He knew they were right and that he couldn’t face the warlock like this. He had to rest first and prepare. But the power in him — the two-hearts-beating rush of emotion — was overwhelming. And the door to the Inner Sanctum still drew him, as if the warlock was silently taunting him from behind it. He couldn't look away, and he couldn't stop his feet from taking another step toward it. With unnatural strength, he dragged Lexi along as he tried to step around Morgan. 
She popped him in the face with her force field. As he recoiled in surprise, his eyes tearing up, she said, “Calm down and let it go!”
“Morgan, you don't understand. I have to —”
She made a tut-tut sound and shook her head. “Arthur, am I going to have to put you through the Tetris Calm?”
Startled, Arthur took his eyes off the door and looked right at Morgan. 
“I don’t have any cards, but I want you to picture the T-shaped Tetris piece, upside down, in red — no, wait, picture it in purple.”
Arthur stared at her in disbelief, blinking slowly. The shadows faded, and the second heartbeat ceased. For a moment, he actually pictured the piece she had mentioned.
She dropped her shield and smiled. “Good. Now picture the L-shaped piece in a nice, soothing blue falling toward the first piece …”
“Morgan, you see Dr. Edelman for counseling, too?” he asked, perplexedly. 
The Tetris Calm was a meditative technique Dr. Edelman used where he had you visualize playing Tetris with the pieces he showed you on flashcards. Dr. Edelman had developed the technique himself; Arthur doubted anyone else in the world used it.
“Of course,” Morgan replied. 
“How’d you know I went to see him?”
“Well, there are only two psychiatrists in town who specialize in children and young adults, and one of them is too lame to handle you. Besides, I saw your file on his desk one day.” She looked away and chewed at her lip. “And I … may … have had a peek at the contents while he popped out of the room.”
Surprisingly, Arthur didn’t care that she had. Anything she’d read in that file she’d seen or heard firsthand by now. It’s not like his issues were a secret, and any she’d missed before, she’d seen on display over the last day.
“Edelman’s really weird, huh?” Arthur said.
Morgan hesitated, probably because she had expected him to be mad at her for reading his file. “You mean he’s weird like us, right? I like him.”
“You would.”
“He’s much better than my other psychiatrist, Dr. Shanks,” Morgan said. “Shanks is creepy and unsympathetic.”
“Is he fascinated by Tetris?”
Morgan smiled. “He’s fascinated by long-winded phrases and his fingernails.”
“You see both of them?”
“Yeah, unfortunately.”
Arthur realized he’d forgotten, for a few moments, all about the warlock. Morgan was like magic; she could actually calm him down! He had the sudden urge to hug her, but knew better. 
“Morgan, I think you’re right. We are friends, and we have been, ever since we met. I mean, how could we not be? I just didn’t realize it.”
Morgan grinned. “That’s because you’re a moron.”
“Maybe I am.”
Suddenly, the lanterns down the Grand Hallway flared to full strength.
“Whoa,” Arthur said. “Check this place out.”
The hallway was grand, alright. The polished wood floors and lacquered panels on the walls gleamed beneath the blazing lanterns hanging from the rafters; the golden handles and plaques on the doors sparkled, along with elaborate tapestries and paintings, and the statuettes that stood in niches between the rooms. 
The brightened hallway lifted his mood.
Morgan sighed with relief. “Welcome home, Arthur.”
Arthur ran his hands through his mussed-up, shock-white hair. As he gazed down the length of the Grand Hallway, he smiled — despite his exhaustion and injuries, despite the danger, even despite his feeling that he wasn’t really worthy of all this. 
Two days ago, his life had seemed endlessly disappointing, with the threat of military school and years of frustration looming over him … but Arthur had been flung away from all that and across the universe. Now, he wasn’t stuck in Rockville where he would die of boredom at a dreary old age. Now, he had a purpose, and his life was going somewhere. With the Door To Many Worlds, it could literally go anywhere. And the best part was that he wouldn’t be alone.
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