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      Tomorrow morning will probably be my last. That’s why I’m writing this. So maybe someone, somewhere, someday will know what happened to us. Most likely, the Manse will get taken over by shadows, then the Aetherial being animating it will die, and the whole thing will disintegrate in less than a year. Of course, if that happens, it’s not likely that anyone will get the chance to read this. But my therapists all say that writing down your problems will make you feel better, so here goes … 

      ￼Me

      I’m Morgan Kristina Apple, 1st Companion to Multiversal Paladin #107, and this is my tale of daring and adventure. To any person reading this without permission or before the year 2121: Obviously, I can’t stop you, which means I’m dead. You managed to open and decrypt this file from my c|slate — bypassing a 32-digit passcode and 256-bit encryption — which means you have mad programming skillz. Congrats: I hate you. 

      I’m a fourteen-year-old girl. 

      Five feet — 90 lbs. — black hair — gray eyes — pale skin.

      Blood type: AB negative.

      From the planet Earth, though you may call it Terra.

      I love manga, drawing, and anything tech-related. I don’t like wearing colors, so I only dress in black-and-white. Red is okay in tiny amounts — super tiny — think buttons. I wear a school uniform, even though my school doesn’t require one. I even wear it on the weekends. I’m super smart, but I got held back a grade because I didn’t relate well with others. I still don’t. Also, I had family problems. I’m not going to talk about those right now. Everyone says I’m very pretty, but I don’t see the point of being attractive if it doesn’t make people like me, which it doesn’t. That’s okay, because I don’t like people. Except for my best friend — my only friend … 

      Arthur

      Arthur Primus Paladin is the 107th Multiversal Paladin. 

      He is a moron.

      He’s fourteen years old, too. Also held back a grade.

      He’s a good bit taller than me and sort of lanky — gold eyes — chalk white hair — bronze skin. 

      Blood type: unknown (note to self: must find out!). 

      Most people think Arthur looks really weird, but I think he looks cool. He’s actually kinda cute, too … if you like sullen and mopey. And I think he’s part alien. That all comes from his dad, the last Multiversal Paladin. Arthur inherited the title after his dad died, like ten years ago, but Arthur just found out a couple of days ago. So he doesn’t have a clue what he’s doing. Which means we’re totally screwed. 

      Did I mention Arthur’s a moron? The doofus didn’t even realize that we’d been friends for a year, ever since I came to Rockville Middle. We have two very important things in common. We both like to draw, and we don’t fit in. We also see the same shrink, but that’s a coincidence. We even sit beside each other every day in class and at lunch. Well, I sit beside him. Like I said, he’s a moron. 

      How we got here

      Arthur only found out about his dad and the whole Multiversal Paladin thing because this special plastic disc over his heart broke. The device was hiding him from the Manse and the Aetherians, as well as from the Entropians — those are the bad guys. Basically, Aetheria = good, and Entropy = evil. That’s what we’ve been told, and it seems true. We don’t know why Arthur was hidden from both the bad guys and the good guys. Really, there’s a whole lot we don’t know. It would be easier to list the things we do know. But I’m not going to do that, because it would be depressing. These featureless shadow men, called shades, showed up and chased Arthur. He ran into me and knocked me down a hill — because he’s a jerk who doesn’t look where he’s going. The Manse showed up to rescue Arthur, because it’s his home and his destiny. But then it left Earth with us inside. Which would be fine, except that the Manse is full of Entropians. Mostly shades, but there are nastier ones, sort of uber-shades, called wraiths. Those are really hard to destroy. And then there’s their nasty boss, the warlock. Some rescue, huh?

      The Manse is how the Multiversal Paladin crosses the universe to help the Aetherians and fight the forces of Entropy. You may know this already, but there are three universes: the Aetherian, the Entropian, and the regular one. The Manse is sort of like a ship, and it travels along the Song Between the Verses, whatever that means. It looks like a cottage on the outside, but the inside is like a complete mansion, so the layout kinda defies the laws of physics as we know them. Rooms that should overlap, based on their size, don’t. And like I said, it was filthy with shades, along with some wraiths. We haven’t tried to take on the warlock in the Inner Sanctum yet. That’s for tomorrow morning. He is serious bad news and will almost certainly kill us.

      When it found us, the Manse was dead, thanks to all the shades inside, and because it had used the last of its energy to rescue us. Ylliara, one of the Aetherians, arrived sort of by lightning bolt and gave herself up to power it and keep it alive for a while longer — indefinitely if we can defeat the warlock. Ylliara gave us our numina too: Lexi and Vassalus. Vassalus is a wolf. He's mine. Lexi is Arthur's, and she's a bit of a mess. Naturally. Half the time she's his grandmother (the Paladin one, not the awful one he lived with on Earth after his parents died) and half the time she's all lynx. The numina are made of condensed, solidified light in the same way that the shades are made of shadows. 

      So now it's me, Arthur, Vassalus, Lexi, and the servitors. The servitors are sort of part of the Manse and … well, they serve the Multiversal Paladin and his (or her) companions. They are made of light like the numina, but they don't have faces and can't talk. Honestly, even though they’re super nice, they really creep me out. I really like the Aetherians’ style, though. Everything they make is black and white and gray. Same style as me! It’s almost like I was born for this job. Which is lucky since, like I said, we’re probably going to die tomorrow. But you know, in the last few days I've fired a raygun, used a force field, and fought alien monsters in a house that's also a spaceship — with my best friend. And that’s just about the coolest thing ever.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          Chapter One

        

        
          Deep Cover

        

      

    

    
      It was a dream; perhaps a memory as well. Arthur was three years old, at the most. He was sitting in someone’s lap, watching.

      A woman faced off against five bull-sized monsters that looked like angry hyenas with tusks and quill-spiked tails. A silvery cloak trailed down her back, covering a black and gray Multiversal Companion uniform. She wore a silver circlet that held a ruby in place on the center of her forehead. On her hip was a holstered raygun; she didn’t draw it. Instead, she held her gloved hands out and made a fist with each. Immediately, a blade of energy about a foot in length sprouted from the back of each hand. A smile lit up her face, and her blue eyes sparkled. Arthur hadn’t seen this woman in person in eleven years, but he remembered her: Amelia Nelson Paladin, his mother.

      One of the beasts leapt toward her. She sliced it with one of her blades and pirouetted out of the way. A gash opened on its side, but it didn't go down. The only way to kill these monsters, he knew, was to hit them in one particular spot, marked by a red dot. The remaining four charged toward her, all at once, picking up speed as they closed in. Arthur flinched and nearly screamed.

      “Don’t worry, little one,” said the man holding him. It was a very familiar voice, but he couldn’t quite place it. He didn’t look at the man to see; he was too focused on the battle. “Your mother is one of the best. It would take more than five chugas to defeat her.”

      As the beasts pounced toward her, Amelia jumped and did a backflip high up into the air. Two of the beasts collided. One scrambled aside. The last skidded to a halt, and Amelia deftly landed on its back. Arthur’s eyes went wide. Amelia scanned the creature, and then rolled her eyes. She turned to someone off to the side as the creatures began to regroup.

      “Seriously? You put the mark on its belly?”

      Arthur recognized the figure she spoke to: Arms, the servitor in charge of the Training Room. Arms was a construct of Aetheria, entirely monochrome, with every inch of skin covered in what looked like bandages. He wore an old-fashioned army helmet, a flak jacket, and gray-and-white camouflage pants. A broadsword was belted to his waist. Servitors like Arms couldn’t talk, so his response to Amelia was a simple shrug.

      The creature began to buck, trying to throw her from its back. She leapt off, rolled under one of the others, and stabbed into its stomach. The creature turned into a cloud of smoke that immediately sped across the room and poured into a cylinder that Arms held in his hand. She got up, took three steps, slid under another, and dispatched it as well. The three remaining chugas had looped around and were all charging her. Once again, she leapt over them. This time, when she landed, she knelt, threw the hood of her silvery cloak over her head — and disappeared. 

      Where had she gone? The beasts didn’t know either. They circled around, sniffing and twitching their ears. As one drew near to the spot where she’d knelt, suddenly she reappeared, knifed it in the belly, and then disappeared again as soon as she stopped moving. 

      One of the last two chugas charged the spot where she had vanished and fell for the exact same trick. But the last one was smarter. It stayed rooted in a spot thirty paces away, waiting for her. Several tense seconds ticked by, but the beast refused to budge. Finally, she stood and threw back her hood, reappearing with an exasperated sigh. “Fine,” she said to the beast. “Have it your way.”

      The beast charged at her, and she closed her eyes. Rings of red light spiraled out of the gem on her forehead.

      “Stop!” Amelia said in a commanding tone, and the beast ceased moving immediately. “Stay put.”

      She opened her eyes; the energy rings stopped streaming toward the beast. She walked up to it. As she reached her knife under its belly, the chuga started to twitch, but it was too late. 

      The cloud of smoke zoomed into the container, and Arms capped it.

      “Without a single raygun shot,” she said to Arms.

      He nodded his approval.

      A man stepped out of the shadows, clapping. “Well done, my love.”

      The man had long, snowy hair tied back in a ponytail, tanned skin, and gold eyes. Quintus Paladin: Arthur’s dad. Quintus had a broad, muscular frame, and he was wearing the full Multiversal Paladin armor, including the helmet. For some reason he couldn’t recall at the moment, that pleased Arthur. He had two rayguns in holsters. Also, magnetically clipped to his belt was the handle of a sword — a handle of glimmering steel wrapped in black leather with a simple crossbar and a pommel bearing a sparkling diamond with a weave of gold webbing around it.

      But if that was his dad, then whose lap was Arthur sitting on? He was about turn to see, but his mother distracted him. She patted him on the head and ruffled his hair. He stared into her smile, a mixture of bliss and melancholy stirring inside him. It was strange, but he remembered his dad a lot better than he did his mom.

      The man whose lap Arthur was sitting in spoke, again in that familiar voice that was deep and sibilant. “Well done, Amelia.”

      “Thanks,” she replied as she grabbed a towel and dried the sweat off her face.

      Arms released the chugas again. Quintus waved his hand for more, and Arms opened another canister. From this one emerged a smoke cloud that turned into a truck-sized monster with horns and a spiked tail. Arthur knew this one: It was called a takaturio, and it was incredibly tough and dangerous.

      “Showoff!” Amelia shouted.

      Quintus flashed her a wide smile, then turning to face his enemies, he took the sword from his belt; or rather the handle, because that’s all it was. But then a four foot long blade of pure, blue energy haloed with white light blossomed out from the cross-guard: Bright-Cage, the sword of the Multiversal Paladin.

      Arthur’s eyes were fixed on the blade as his father leapt into battle, swinging it with his right hand while firing shots with the raygun held in his left. His mother sat down beside Arthur and the man with the familiar voice.

      “If something happens, you will take care of Arthur, won’t you, Kjor? Promise me you will.”

      Kjor’s rich voice went soft and grave. “I will look out for him as my own. I promise. But you will return, Amelia.”

      She leaned over and brushed Arthur’s cheek with the back of her hand. “I would never have had a child if we’d known then what we know now. I love Arthur to death, but I wish I’d waited a year. Then I would’ve known what a mistake it was.”

      “Hindsight, Amelia. I fear I shall never see my little ones again either. They will grow up without a father.”

      “Only months ago, I had hoped that when they were older that Arthur would marry your daughter. It was a silly thought then. It seems even sillier now.”

      “It was a good thought.”

      “She is safe? Both of them, and your wife?”

      “As can be.”

      The two fell silent. Arthur continued to watch his father fight. Strangely, Quintus hadn’t destroyed any of the beasts. With a shock, Arthur realized that Quintus was toying with them. The red dots were clearly visible. But the smoke beasts weren’t a threat at all. This was nothing more than a workout for the Multiversal Paladin.

      “He’s showing off for me,” Amelia said as Quintus struck, fired, dodged, and weaved his way between the enemies. “He has always shown off for me.”

      “You know, I don’t even know how you two met.”

      “You don’t? How unfair of me. You told me all about your marriage months ago.”

      “Well, we have had pressing matters to distract us.”

      “All too true,” she replied. “We met on my home world: Earth. I was an archeologist. Quintus had gotten a lead that one of the Artifacts of the Ancients was hidden away there. I uncovered it from what I had thought was a Mayan tomb while he was en route. As soon as I touched it —”

      “Elder shades awoke,” Kjor said.

      Amelia nodded. “A dozen of them. I was scared out of my mind. Quintus arrived just in time. He defeated the shadows, and then whisked me away in this house. Quintus and I fell in love … you know how you do. I only ever returned to Earth to visit family a few times.”

      “The artifact — do you still have it?”

      “It crumbled to dust in my hands.”

      “Did it?” Kjor sat up straight. “That’s strange. They’re supposed to be indestructible.”

      “That’s what Quintus said,” Amelia replied. 

      “Are you sure it was an Artifact of the Ancients?”

      “I felt a tingle of power as it went, and it did wake those elder shades. I took photos before touching it. Quintus said it looked legit.”

      “Could I see those sometime?”

      “Of course. Just ask Quintus after I leave. He has copies.”

      After a few moments of silence, Kjor shifted and said, “Watching you move, Amelia, I’d never have thought you were an archaeologist.”

      She laughed, and her laugh was like music to Arthur. “My dad, Arthur’s Grandpa Nelson, is a martial arts instructor. I took karate lessons as soon as I was old enough to throw my first punch. And I was a good gymnast. I almost competed in the Olympics when I was a teenager.”

      “The Olympics?”

      “An international sports competition; it’s a huge honor to even enter. An untimely knee injury kept me out. I did compete in gymnastics while in college, though.”

      Arthur hadn’t known she was a gymnast — no one had ever told him! Why hadn’t anyone ever told him?! The karate lessons were obvious; Grandpa Nelson had taught him too, until he died. At least he’d known that she was an archaeologist.

      His mother ruffled his hair again. “I’m going to miss this little booger. I’ll probably be gone for six months, maybe more. This is deep cover, deeper than anything I’ve ever attempted before. And with the Interfacers still out there, I may not … I worry about him so much.”

      “I will remain here in the Manse at all times, Amelia. Even if Quintus has to leave, I will be here to watch over Arthur. I swear on my life that I will do my best to keep him safe.”

      “If something does happen to me, and Quintus too, hide him with my parents. My father knows … he knows enough to understand.”

      “It will never come to that. You will —”

      THOOM!

      A great boom shook the Manse, and Arthur felt a sudden shift, as if they had stopped moving.

      A look of terror flashed across his mother’s face.

      Kjor tensed.

      Quintus stopped fighting. He looked sad and ill all at once. One of the chugas leapt for him, and he batted it away with his sword as if it were nothing. The beasts closed in on him. He flicked his wrist, the blade of Bright-Cage vanished, and he clipped the handle onto his belt. He placed his palms together and spoke a word Arthur didn’t understand. A giant, glowing triskelion symbol appeared in the air in front of him. It flared so bright Arthur had to look away for a moment. When he looked back, the training creatures had all vanished, and Arms was capping the two cylinders.

      Arthur was stunned by the display of power. The room hummed with energy, and the hairs on his arms were standing on end. Quintus and Amelia ran to each other. 

      After a deep embrace, his father said, “Amelia, you don’t have to do this.”

      “Quin, you know I do. What we’re doing will change everything for the better. And no one else can do this. Not you, not Kjor, and … well, there’s just no one else left that we can trust.” She kissed him deeply. “Now, I’ve got to get moving. The Manse can’t stay here long or we’ll be discovered.”

      Arthur laughed as his mother picked him up and swung him around. She hugged him tight, and a shudder passed through her, as if she were restraining a sob. She held him at arm’s length. A brief pulse flashed from the circlet gem, mesmerizing Arthur for a moment. It was almost like a plucked string vibrated in his mind, and the note was soothing and peaceful. “If something should happen, my sweet, you will remember me.” The ruby flashed a second time. “You will remember this moment someday, when you most need it. So you can hear me say: I love you, Arthur. I always will. While I’m gone, your father will be here with you. And if he has to go on a mission, your Uncle Kjor and the servitors will watch over you — okay?”

      Arthur nodded.

      “That’s my good boy.” She handed Arthur over to his dad and turned toward the far end of the Training Room. “Alex, wake up! We must go, and we’ve no time to waste.”

      Out from the shadows slinked a large, white panther — it must’ve been his mother’s numen. The powerful beast yawned, nodded to Arthur and Quintus, and followed Amelia as she headed out from the Training Room.

      Arthur felt a tear leak down his face. His three-year-old self said, “Bye, mommy! I’ll be brave.”

      She turned and blew him a kiss. “I know you will, my sweet.”

      Quintus held Arthur out. “Can you take him, Kjor? I want to see Amelia off at the door.”

      “Of course.” Kjor took Arthur in his strong hands. “We are staunch friends, the little tyke and I.”

      Down from the darkness above swooped a majestic white eagle, which must’ve been his father’s numen, and it followed them out of the Training Room.

      Smiling, Arthur at last turned toward the man whose lap he had been sitting in, the man whose voice was so eerily familiar. And he was shocked to see a large man with solid black eyes, gray-blue skin, and no earlobes. The man spoke to him again, but this time without moving his lips. The words simply passed into Arthur’s mind.

      “Arthur Primus, I swear to you that should anything ill ever befall your parents, you will always be safe with me.”

      Arthur recognized the voice at last. It was the warlock.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          Chapter Two

        

        
          More Than Just a Dream

        

      

    

    
      Arthur awoke, screaming, and shot off the couch in the Smoking Lounge. He had no idea what time it was; the lights were turned down so low they were almost off.

      “Arthur, lad, what the devil?” Vassalus’ stately voice, like a British radio host, called from his post beside the door. 

      “My mother — I saw her — she was a companion — she left — and the warlock …”

      Had it been a memory, or just a dream? It had felt so real.

      “Yes?” Lexi prompted. She stood and arched her back in a cat stretch. A yawn muffled her normally smoky, Hollywood starlet voice. “What about him?”

      Morgan sat up on the couch across the room and groaned. “What the heck is going on?”

      Arthur didn’t respond. Without putting his boots on or grabbing his rayguns, he rushed out of the Smoking Lounge, crossed the now safe-to-travel Grand Hallway, and threw open the door to the Armory. Vassalus and Lexi chased after him, followed by Valet and Arms. 

      Even though both servitors had been wounded in the battle to clear the Grand Hallway, they still insisted on guarding Arthur and Morgan. Of course, since they couldn't talk and had no faces, insisting meant that they either shook their heads or ignored Arthur’s requests altogether. Luckily, their injuries weren’t too bad, and they were healing fast. Vassalus and Lexi had taken some nasty wounds fighting wraiths, but they were healing even faster, and ought to be fine in a couple of days. Cook was pretty banged up, and Waiter had been gravely wounded. They were recovering in the Smoking Lounge. They’d all had one solid day of rest already, but could use several more.

      The Armory’s narrow hallway always reminded him of an old WWII bunker, or maybe a battleship, like the one Arthur had seen on a school field trip. But right now, all he cared about were the glass cases lining the walls. There were seven cases on the left side and six on the right, one each for the Multiversal Paladin and his twelve companions. Of course, Arthur only had Morgan. Theirs were the only ones illuminated; the rest were so dark inside that you really couldn't see what was in them. With all the danger they’d been in, he’d given no thought to the other lockers.

      Arthur started with the first one on his right, the case labeled COMPANION #12. The glass doors didn’t have any handles, but whenever he touched the locker that stored his gear, the door automatically swung open. Arthur touched his hand to the door. The interior didn’t light up, and the door didn’t open. I’m the Multiversal Paladin, and it won’t open for me? He put his face so close that his nose touched the glass, but he still couldn’t see inside it.

      “Arthur, what’s the matter?” Lexi said as she burst into the Armory along with Vassalus, Arms, and Valet. 

      Not responding, he went to the other side and tried the locker for Companion #11, but it wouldn’t open or reveal its contents either. 

      “Are you looking for something?” Vassalus asked.

      He went to Companion #10’s locker, saw nothing, and groaned. “Yes, I am.”

      Arms walked past him as Lexi said, “What are you —”

      Morgan stormed into the Armory and spat a word at Arthur that would have gotten him three days of detention or his mouth washed out with soap.

      “Goodness, Morgan,” said Vassalus. “Do you eat with that mouth?”

      She shrugged unapologetically.

      “Probably kisses her mother with it, too,” Lexi sniped. 

      “I would — if she wasn’t dead.”

      Arthur didn’t know how to respond to that, and apparently no one else did either. He glanced at Morgan and the others, then returned to his search.

      “Arthur, what are you trying to do?” Morgan asked with exasperation. “And why?”

      “I’m trying to find my mother’s gear … to see if the dream I had was something that actually happened.”

      “It was most likely just a dream, darling,” Lexi said, “a dream that recalled some random things from your past.”

      Light poured out of the locker for Companion #2, and Arms, who was now standing in front of it, gestured toward it. Arthur hurried over. He touched the glass door, but it didn’t open. That didn’t matter, though. Inside sparkled the silver cloak his mother had worn, hanging alongside the circlet with the ruby and her special gloves. All the normal companion gear and armor was there as well.

      “It was real,” he muttered. “Morgan, I saw my mother in the dream, and this was what she was wearing.”

      She stepped up and whistled. “Wow, that cloak is amazing.”

      “It lets you turn invisible if you put the hood up. I think you have to keep still too, though.” Arms gave him a thumbs-up, which was always his way of saying yes. “Each glove can project an energy knife, while the circlet makes these rays that can mesmerize your enemies.”

      Morgan raised an eyebrow. “You didn’t remember any of this until the dream?”

      He shook his head. “It wasn't just a dream. It was a specific memory of … well, I think it was the last time I saw her. I was really young, and she, my mother, hit me with the rays from her circlet. She told me if nothing else, I would one day remember that afternoon and her telling me that she loved me. I didn't remembered any of it until today.

      “My mother was going off on a mission, deep undercover. She was afraid she wouldn’t make it back. My father was there, too, and he had his sword, Bright-Cage. I saw him use it — he was amazing. I’m nowhere near as powerful as I should be. I can’t even do a fraction of what he could. He fought the takaturio like we did plus five other monsters in the Training Room. And he toyed with them; they were nothing to him. When he had to quit fighting suddenly, he summoned this giant, glowing triskelion in front of him. It flashed once, and the creatures were turned back into smoke instantly.”

      Morgan turned to Arms. “Is that possible?”

      Arms gave a thumbs-up, and Valet nodded.

      “Wowza,” Morgan muttered.

      Arthur put his hands on the case and peered inside. This was the closest he had felt to his mother in a long, long time. He had always thought about his dad more, just because for so long he had thought his dad might come back for him while his mother couldn’t. Everyone had told him she had died. 

      “You know what’s weird,” he said, furrowing his brow, “I don’t remember my mother’s funeral.”

      “Well, you were really little, right?” Morgan said.

      “I was three, maybe almost four, so you’d think I’d remember at least a little something about it. I’ve never been to the cemetery, and Grandma has never mentioned it.”

      “Well, if your mother was killed on another planet while undercover,” Vassalus said, “then your family might not have a body to bury.”

      “But how would they know she was dead?” Arthur asked. “They didn’t know anything about the Manse. Grandpa Nelson might’ve. Mother said he knew a little bit about what was going on, and he seemed to know something about the device over my heart. But the others didn’t know anything. What could my father tell them to convince them my mother was dead but that there was no body to bury?”

      “What did they tell you she died from?” Morgan asked quietly.

      “Rock-climbing accident.”

      “Huh,” she replied. “That really doesn’t make a lot of sense. But maybe you just don’t remember the funeral, and your grandparents couldn’t bear to talk about it.”

      “Maybe … Arms, Valet, do you guys know anything about this?”

      Both shook their heads. Of course, they didn’t. The Manse’s memory had been wiped clean after Arthur’s father had died, and the Aetherian who powered the Manse had died just getting it to Arthur. So the servitors had all just been rebooted to clean slates. All they knew was how to do their jobs.

      “I wonder if that was her last mission … if that’s when she died …”

      Morgan touched one of the cases, but it would neither light up nor open for her, either. “If your mother had a cloak that could turn her invisible, and a mind control gem, that stuff would be super useful. Why can’t we use it, too?”

      Arms approached her and gestured for her to take off her gloves. She did, and Arms gave them to Arthur. Though they were tight, he managed to slip them on. They didn’t glow or hum. He pressed the gems together to activate the force field, the same way Morgan did, by putting his wrists together, but nothing happened — nothing at all.

      “So,” Morgan said, “they’re attuned to a specific wearer, and the Manse figures out which set of gear is appropriate for a companion?”

      Arms gave a thumbs-up.

      “Huh,” she replied. “Why does it work like that instead of … wait, never mind, you can’t talk so you can’t really answer that, and even if you did, it might not make sense, and then I’d just be irritated about it.”

      Lexi giggled, and while Morgan shot her a dirty look, Vassalus looked away, almost certainly suppressing a laugh.

      Now that Arthur felt certain it was a real memory, and the excitement of remembering, really remembering his parents wore off, the shock and horror that had woken him came rushing back. Chills rushed along his skin, and his heart began to race. As the truth sank in, Arthur’s knees buckled, and he sat down hard on the floor. Morgan knelt beside him, an unusually comforting gesture for her, and said, “Arthur, you’re shaking. Is it … is it about your mother dying?”

      He shook his head. “There was another person there — that day, with my parents. A man they trusted with their lives … a man they trusted to look after me. He was nice. My mother called him my uncle and I sat in his lap. He said he would protect me if anything ever happened to my parents. He swore he would. They believed him.”

      “Who, Arthur?” Lexi asked, rubbing her head along his arm and settling in beside him, trying to comfort him.

      “His name was Kjor and … and he’s the warlock in the Inner Sanctum.”

      “The warlock?!” Morgan said. “How can that be?”

      “I — I have no idea.”

      “Are you sure it was him?” Vassalus asked.

      “Certain. I recognized his voice, but didn’t figure it out until the end of the dream — that’s what woke me up. I saw him, and he was an alien with slate blue skin and no earlobes, and at the end, he spoke directly into my mind.”

      “What if the dream was the warlock playing with your mind, like before,” Morgan suggested. “Maybe he pulled up some forgotten memories and used them against you.”

      “Maybe,” Arthur admitted. He doubted it though. The dream had felt so real. “But what would be the point? I think he'd save his tricks till we fought him.”

      “You know, maybe he was a good guy, and then something went wrong with him,” Morgan said.

      “I don’t know,” Arthur replied. “I just don’t know anything.”

      Lexi stood straight up and puffed her whiskers out demonstrably. “Well, I know one thing — wait, I know two things. First of all, you both need a good breakfast, and a shower wouldn’t hurt. You stink. And second, it’s time we got some answers to our questions. Let’s start exploring the rest of this Manse and see what we can find out on our own. There are bound to be other things here that can help us.”

      “Alexis, my dear,” said Vassalus, “I think you just listed three things.”

      “I most certainly did not,” she countered, starting an argument that was likely to go on for some time.
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      Still feeling unsettled, Arthur trudged out of the Armory with the rest of the group. He couldn't help wondering: if his parents’ friend Kjor — he was pretty certain that part at least was an actual memory — really was the warlock, what did that mean? Had he betrayed them? Or had he turned bad later, after they were already dead? 

      “Wow!” Morgan stopped so suddenly that Arthur stumbled and nearly fell over Lexi to avoid running into her. Morgan hated being touched, and he expected her to snap at him, or at least glare, for getting so close. But she was too busy gaping at the Grand Hallway.

      The long hallway certainly was grand: from the polished floors and mahogany walls to the cathedral ceilings. Ornate lanterns lit the space and made the golden doorknobs sparkle. Along each wall, about every twenty feet, stood a door with a golden plaque on it. Glittering white statues sat in niches, and huge tapestries and paintings hung along the walls. At the far end was the Inner Sanctum and the warlock. 

      But it wasn't like they had never seen the Grand Hallway before. Then Arthur noticed what exactly had captured Morgan’s attention. He followed her gaze up and up and up to the soaring ceiling. Detailed mosaics covered the spaces between the arching supports. Each one showed a different scene featuring a Multiversal Paladin and their companions. Some were epic battle scenes, but some were clearly treaties and celebrations. As Arthur moved, the light glinted off them, making them seem alive.

      “Wow!” Arthur said, echoing Morgan’s exclamation. 

      After their last battle, when they had cleared the Grand Hallway of shades and wraiths, they had looked around briefly. But they had been too exhausted, beaten to a pulp, and worried about Lexi, Vassalus, and the servitors to pay much attention to the details or explore any of the rest of the house. After doctoring their injuries as best as they knew how, they had gone to the Kitchen, searching for food. They had found peanut butter and jelly sandwiches (and in Morgan’s case, just peanut butter, since she thought mixing the two was a travesty) waiting for them on the Kitchen counter, and inside the fridge was a pitcher of lemonade and two old-fashioned, glass bottles of Coke.

      After eating, they had crashed in the Smoking Lounge and slept the rest of the day and through the night, till late the next morning. No one had had the energy to do more than tend their wounds, fix more sandwiches, and nap the next day. (They found bread, peanut butter, and chocolate bars in the pantry, and there was jelly in the fridge with more drinks. Otherwise, the Kitchen was completely empty of food.) 

      Not even the desire for a proper bed had motivated them to venture out into the rest of the Manse. Today, however, would have to be different, even if all he wanted was to just sleep, eat, and sleep some more.

      Looking over his friends, Arthur realized that the numina and servitors had all healed remarkably fast. He could tell Morgan felt better, too. And thanks to his dream, Arthur was restless and ready to learn more. But like Lexi had said: they needed to eat breakfast.

      Shoes and weapons came first, and they’d left those in the Smoking Lounge. All of their gear was neatly organized in one of the comfy chairs. Arthur suspected Valet of doing that. He vaguely remembered dropping his things in a heap on the floor next to one of the couches. Even the alien books they had gotten off the bookshelves had been tidied away. Waiter was still sprawled out on the pool table. His awful wounds weren’t bleeding silver blood anymore, but they still looked bad. At first, Arthur had been afraid Waiter wouldn't make it, but he seemed to be getting better. None of them knew for sure what happened if one of the servitors died.

      Arthur grabbed his shoes and went over to check on him. “Doing better?”

      Waiter tried to shrug. Arthur had a hunch that Waiter was feeling depressed, or maybe frustrated. It was nearly impossible to read someone who didn’t have facial features.

      Arthur slipped on his shoes. “Anything I can do for you?”

      Waiter shook his head slightly.

      “Let Valet or Maid know if I can, okay?”

      Waiter nodded. Though the servitors couldn’t speak out loud, they could communicate with one another telepathically, if they were in the same room together.

      Arthur buckled on the belt which had his raygun holsters, and then looked to Cook, who was sunk deep into one of the armchairs in the back of the room. “You okay?”

      She straightened up and nodded curtly.

      The huge Dining Hall, with its thirty-person table set with fine china and delicate crystal, its chandeliers and tapestries, seemed a lot less imposing now that they'd seen the Grand Hallway in its full glory. Morgan immediately headed for the door to the bathrooms on the other side of the room. They were currently only using the girls’ bathroom. The boys’ bathroom still had shades in it and, since the dark-heart wasn't visible from the doorway, anything they killed would just regenerate till they destroyed the gem. But the shades couldn't get through the glowing triskelion guarding the doorway, so while getting rid of them shouldn't be all that difficult, it wasn't a priority. 

      Cook limped in behind them and waved for them to wash up. The rotund servitor wore a fresh apron and hairnet, but the scars of their recent battle were still visible. The paring knives, spoons, spatulas, and rolling pin on her tool belt rattled and clanged with every awkward step on her injured leg. (Though, as they had discovered, her weapon of choice in a fight was an iron skillet.)

      “Cook!” Arthur was surprised to see her up and about. “You didn’t have to get up.”

      She made shooing motions towards the bathrooms.

      “It's okay. You don't need to fix us anything,” Arthur told her. “We can get food for ourselves. You should be resting.”

      But she shook her head demonstrably and disappeared into the Kitchen. She didn’t bother asking what they wanted. Poor Waiter wasn’t here to take their orders anyway. 

      After he washed up, Arthur took his seat at the head of the table, and Morgan sat in the chair to his right. Lexi hopped up on the table, but jumped back down when Vassalus growled at her. As soon as he turned to look elsewhere, Lexi stuck her tongue out at him. Morgan rolled her eyes, and Arthur suppressed a laugh. 

      “I guess we’re going to get whatever Cook feels like making for us,” Arthur said.

      “She knew I didn’t like jelly on my peanut butter sandwiches,” Morgan said, “so I trust her.”

      Taking Waiter’s place, Valet brought the food out to them: bowls of cereal (bran with raisins for Arthur and without raisins for Morgan), toast and strawberry jelly, orange juice, and strips of crispy bacon. They tucked in, and only as he ate did Arthur realize just how hungry he was. 

      After finishing her steaming cup of English breakfast tea, Morgan glanced at her iPhone. That required a lot of twisting it one way and then another, since the screen was shattered. “It’s 10:30 AM now. We should get started. Where do you want to go first?”

      “You know,” Arthur said as he drained the last tea from his cup, “we never went up the stairs to the loft in the Great Room. Let’s start there.”

      

      Morgan took two steps into the Grand Hallway before stopping short. Arthur nearly ran into her — again. This time he tripped over Vassalus and barely managed to catch himself on the doorframe. Vassalus gave him a disapproving look that reminded Arthur of an older, stuffier version of Morgan’s stare.

      Morgan stalked across the hallway and stopped with her hands on her hips in front of … a new servitor. “Who are you?” 

      This servitor was definitely a girl, and a young one. She had wavy black hair and was wearing a black dress with a white apron over it and a frilly white cap. The dress was … well … really short, with a puffed out skirt and a fitted top. Like the others, she was featureless and seemed to be wrapped up in bandages. She had an assortment of feather dusters and two cleaning rags tucked into the copper bucket on the floor beside her. 

      She was mopping the floor, but paused to curtsy to Arthur.

      “That would be Maid,” said Vassalus.

      “Where’d she come from?” Morgan asked.

      “Must’ve appeared in the hallway after the battle,” Lexi said. “I guess she’s been out here cleaning and we just didn’t know.”

      Arthur wondered who had decided to make Maid look like … this … because, except for the bandages and the lack of a face — which was kind of creepy no matter what — she was … well, she was wearing a French maid outfit. 

      “Wow, her skirt's almost as short as yours, Morgan.”

      Morgan spun around and looked at him as if he were nuts. “My skirt is not that short!”

      “Um, yes — it is.”

      “Arthur, it's school regulation! And you know it!”

      The length of Morgan’s skirt was something all the boys in their class were aware of.

      “Morgan, school regulation is within three inches of the knee. You’re not even close. Honestly, I can't believe you haven't been busted for it.”

      “Yeah, well, I don’t get busted — not since fourth grade. I make straight A’s and never cause trouble. Unlike you, I don’t bring attention to myself.”

      “Your parents don’t say anything about it? Wait!” Arthur jumped on the half-muttered admission with a grin. “What happened in fourth grade?”

      “Didn’t you hear me, moron? No negative attention. I mind my business and fly under the radar. You should try it sometime.”

      “Um …” Arthur's mind spun as he tried to figure out how she had turned the conversation around on him — and dodged his question. Weren't they supposed to be talking about her skirt?

      Before he could think of anything smart to say, Morgan rolled her eyes and marched off towards the Great Room.

      Arthur glanced at Lexi for help, but she just gave him the cat version of a shrug. And Vassalus refused to meet his eyes. So he trudged after her, assuming the skirt issue was over. He was wrong.

      Morgan paused before opening the door to the Great Room. “You don't like my skirt?” 

      “Um … I do.” It came out halfway between a statement and a question.

      Morgan narrowed her eyes. “You do?”

      “Yes. Of course.”

      “You don't think it's weird?”

      “Well, yeah. But in a good way.”

      “Do you think my skirt is too short?”

      Arthur sighed. “Morgan, I think your outfit is awesome. Let’s leave it at that — okay?”

      She chewed at her lip a few moments. “Yeah, okay.”

      Arthur pushed open the door, and Morgan stepped through the foot-wide, glowing triskelion that still guarded the room. Arthur smiled. This room was the only one in the Manse that he actually remembered. It reminded him of something out of a castle and felt comfortingly familiar. Tapestries draped the stone walls, and an enormous, multicolored rug covered the wood floor. Maid had a lot of work cut out for her in here. Dust coated the high-backed chairs, overstuffed couches, plump ottomans, and coffee tables spread throughout the room. Cobwebs hung in the corners and on the massive chandelier, giving it the look of a cloud of raindrops suspended in midair. Gaslights flickered on the walls, making everything warm and cheery despite the dust. 

      Directly across from the entrance to the Grand Hallway was the only door that led out of the house: the Door To Many Worlds. Above that door was a red light and a green light. When the green one was lit, they could open the door and step out onto whatever world they had come to. When the red one was glowing, like now, going outside would mean stepping into empty space … or, as Lady Ylliara had called it, the Song Between the Verses. Either way, stepping out now while the light was red would get them killed.

      Fires roared in the giant fireplaces on each side of the Great Room. Over one mantel hung the enormous head of a strange, emerald-green insect creature with yellow eyes and fur-covered antlers. A shield hung over the other mantel. The sword Arthur had borrowed to fight the shades when they first got there was again hanging below the shield. He’d dropped it fighting the takaturio in the Training Room. Valet or Arms must’ve put it away. Which was fine; the sword couldn’t hurt the shades at all.

      Staircases, one to each side, led to a high loft above the door to the Grand Hallway. Arthur had noticed the loft when they had first entered the Manse, but there hadn’t been any reason to go up there then. Arthur and Lexi went up the staircase on the right side, while Morgan, with Vassalus taking point, methodically marched up the left side, scanning everything. The loft was deeper than he had expected. Little café-style tables that could seat two each stood near the edge of the loft, just far enough back that you couldn’t see them from down below. Fresh daisies puffed out of vases on the tables. Squat, leafy trees in giant clay pots dominated the spaces between the four doors along the back wall.

      “Fresh flowers?” Morgan said, with a hint of exasperation in her voice.

      Arthur shrugged. “Maybe they’re fake?”

      Lexi jumped up and sniffed one. For a moment, Arthur thought she was going to eat it. “No, this is a real flower.”

      “I suppose the Manse magically creates them,” said Vassalus.

      It didn’t matter to Arthur. He looked at the rooms. Each door had an identical gold plaque that simply read: GUEST SUITE. 

      Shaking her head, Morgan groaned. “This place doesn’t make a lick of sense.”

      “It’s a small cottage outside and a mansion inside. What did you expect?”

      “I expected internal consistency. The arrangement of the Training Room and the Armory was already straining that, but I thought maybe I had missed something. But this — if there are rooms behind those doors, then the loft would jut out into the Grand Hallway. But we know it doesn’t, because it would be kind of obvious with those cathedral ceilings in there.”

      “Maybe the rooms are above the Grand Hallway’s ceiling …”

      She shook her head. “We’re not that high up. I counted the steps. So much for my theory about the inside of this house just being a pocket universe designed to fit a large house inside of a small one.” 

      Arthur shrugged and stepped up to one of the guest suites. He grabbed the doorknob, but Morgan slammed her hand against the door, stopping him from opening it. 

      “Wait.” She tapped her wrists together; the gems on her power gloves struck one another; her shimmering force field activated. She had to keep her forearms up and mostly together to maintain the energy shield. The more she separated her arms, the larger the force field became, but also the weaker. If she were to spread her arms too far apart, the shield would disappear. “Okay. I'm ready.”

      “Morgan, there aren't any triskelions on these doors. If there were shades behind them, they’d have attacked us already.” 

      “Nothing else in here bothers to follow the rules of physics, or logic, why should the shades?”

      “Better safe than sorry, I guess.” Arthur pulled out his raygun and got a better grip on the door handle. “Here goes.” He swung open the door, and found himself face-to-face with … a blank stone wall. The back wall of the loft continued, uninterrupted, behind the guest suite door, like the door had been built right on top of the wall. “What’s the point of that?” 

      She leaned over till her nose was only inches from the stone inside the doorway and poked it. Nothing happened. Her eyes narrowed, and then fuming, she stalked down the loft, opening each door. Arthur holstered his rayguns and stepped back to avoid Morgan.

      She ran her hands through her hair, pulled out one of the café chairs, and plopped down in a huff. “Why would the doors lead to blank walls? This makes no sense — none at all.” 

      Arthur sat down across from her. “Sorry.”

      She glared at him a few moments, then said, “It’s not your fault. It’s not like you … wait a second …”

      “Hey! You can’t blame me just because you don’t understand how this all works!”

      “I’m not blaming you, moron. I just figured out the guest suites. Not the wonky physics, mind you. I still have no idea about that. Lady Ylliara said the Manse was tailored to your needs. And equipment is attuned to each individual and — oh! — the equipment lockers!”

      “What about them?”

      “We only have access to our equipment, and not even you can see inside the lockers or open them. But Arms showed you your mother’s equipment in a locker.”

      He nodded. “Because I was looking for it.”

      “No, because you needed to see it, Arthur. That’s the thing. The Manse only gives you or me what we need — nothing more.”

      “So you think the other lockers are just empty?”

      She nodded.

      “Then how come the Manse didn’t recreate my father’s sword for me?”

      “Well, it must be unique and not something that the Manse generates.”

      “So, if a guest arrived …”

      “The Manse … or maybe Lady Ylliara, if there’s a difference … would create a room for them. Just for them. A guest with a wheelchair would have a wheelchair accessible room, while a guest who loved flowers might have floral pictures on the wall and vases with flowers on the stands. It makes sense, because the Multiversal Paladin might have to host alien guests who have strange needs.”

      Arthur gestured at the stairs. “I don’t think it’s wheelchair accessible.”

      Morgan shrugged. “The Manse would probably convert one of the staircases to a wheelchair lift. There’s a basic structure here with the hallways and the Kitchen, all the common areas and things everyone would need. Beyond that, rooms only exist when needed.”

      “So you and I have must both have bedrooms here …”

      “Duh.”

      “I mean, of course the Multiversal Paladin has a bedroom. But I thought maybe the companions all slept in a barracks or something.”

      Morgan shivered. “Gross!”

      He shrugged. “Sorry, I’m a moron.”

      “Well, you should be sorry. Did you seriously not notice my room yesterday? The doors off the Grand Hallway all have labels.”

      “We were kind of busy fighting evil up and down the hallway.”

      “Yes, but I noticed.”

      “Yes, Morgan, but you’re …”

      She cocked an eyebrow. “Yes?”

      He shrugged. “Well, you’re special.”

      “Thank you, Arthur.” 

      Leave it to Morgan not to take that as an insult; which, of course, was fortunate for him.

      She stood. “Come on, doofus, I’ll show you.”
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      He followed Morgan back down the stairs to the Great Room and out into the Grand Hallway. She marched past the rooms they had already explored: the Armory and Training Room on one side and the Dining Hall and Smoking Lounge on the other. The next doors on each side of the hallway were both simply labeled COMPANION SUITE. Morgan was about to keep going, but Arthur stopped. He drew a raygun and reached for the handle to the suite door on the right.

      Morgan turned around. “It’s going to be just like the rooms in the loft. The Manse only creates what’s needed.”

      “Probably,” he said, “but not necessarily. You’re the one who said this place doesn’t make sense.”

      “Yes, but —”

      “Your pocket universe theory didn’t pan out, remember?”

      “Fine,” she huffed. “Have it your way.” She activated her shield. “But that means we have to check every door.”

      “It does not hurt to be cautious,” Vassalus said.

      Lexi bobbed her head. “And checking them all won’t take long.”

      The numina readied themselves as Arthur opened the door, and again faced a blank wall. It was just like with the guest suites: the wall continued on behind the door.

      “See?” she said, triumphantly.

      They opened all eleven Companion Suite doors, and found eleven blank sections of wall behind them. When they reached the last one, it was labeled MORGAN APPLE. How she had noticed the names on the doors while the hallway was dark and monsters were trying to kill them was beyond him.

      He had expected Morgan to say, “Told you.” But she didn’t gloat. Instead, she stood in front of the door, staring, with a blank expression on her face.

      “It’s a room designed just for you. Aren’t you excited?”

      Morgan shrugged. Clearly, something about having her own room bothered her, but he knew better than to ask what. He took a few steps farther down the hallway, and smiled. “Check it out, the next door leads to the PALADIN’S CHAMBERS. We’re right next door to one another!”

      “Yeah … great … fantastic.”

      Arthur frowned. He was all excited about them having their own rooms, and couldn’t wait to see his, but Morgan was being a serious downer. 

      “No triskelion over your door,” he said, “so there shouldn’t be any shades inside.”

      “Of course not,” she replied. “The Manse created this room after we arrived.”

      “Don’t you want to go in and check it out?” he urged.

      Morgan shook her head, and with a tremor in her voice said, “No … not yet. We need to … to explore the other rooms. Mine can wait.”

      Whatever. She was weird about a lot of things — he’d just add one more to the list. She shuffled along behind him, lost in her thoughts, as they moved on to his room. “Bet it’s a lot bigger than the closet I slept in back home.”

      Morgan whipped around. “You slept in a closet?”

      Arthur sighed. “Not a real closet. My room is just really tiny.”

      “Oh — oh, I think you told me about that the other day, when we first got here.” She sighed and looked across the hallway to see what was opposite his suite. Immediately, she began bouncing on her heels. “Ooh! Arthur — look!”

      He turned and saw: THE LIBRARY. Of course, that would restore her interest. If it had said TECH LAB or COMPUTER ROOM, she probably would’ve rushed across and barged through the doors without a single care about the sigil hanging in the doorway.

      “We have to see the Library!” Morgan said.

      “Shades inside, possibly wraiths for all we know,” Arthur said. He had wandered farther down the hallway. He had just seen the next door down from his suite: THE PALADIN’S OFFICE. A sigil hung in this doorway, as well. “If we’ve got to clear out a room, we should start with the Paladin’s Office. It’s probably going to be more important.”

      Morgan shot him a dirty look, but she didn’t say anything, which meant she knew he was right. She marched down the hallway and muttered, “Well, this one should probably come last.”

      Arthur turned around to face: THE MUSEUM. Yeah, it was going to be hard to rationalize putting their lives in danger to clear a museum. But he was pretty sure that every shade and wraith in the place was — somehow — harming Lady Ylliara and the Manse. Maybe they were draining power away from her, like Entropian vampires or something. 

      Arthur continued walking. The next door on his side of the hallway was labelled LYONESSE. There was no glowing sigil, and something about the room just seemed warm and inviting. He reached toward the handle — 

      “Arthur! What the heck are you doing?!”

      “No sigil, so it doesn’t have any enemies …”

      “Didn’t we just have this conversation? A room doesn’t have to have shades or wraiths to be dangerous. Do you know what Lyonesse means?”

      “Er … no. Do you?”

      She shook her head. “Until we know, I think we should wait, or go in prepared.” She jerked her head toward the door behind her. “Same thing goes for this one.”

      Arthur walked over to the door labeled THE WASTES — and shivered. It didn’t have a glowing sigil across the doorway, but Arthur’s stomach clenched when he looked at it. He backed away. There was something very wrong about that door.

      Morgan patted the door. “Gives you an oogy feeling, too, doesn’t it?”

      Arthur nodded as he kept backing away. “How can you even stand to touch it?”

      She shrugged with a sly smile. “I like oogy. Why else would I hang around you so much?”

      Arthur rolled his eyes. “Whatever.” He glanced at the final doorway that led to the INNER SANCTUM, where Kjor the warlock awaited him. Arthur shivered. “Let’s get the numina and clear the office. I’m ready to find out more about my destiny, and where I came from.”

      

      With Lexi and Vassalus flanking him, and Morgan right behind him, Arthur opened the door to the Paladin’s Office. An almost formless mass of shadow stood just beyond the doorway. The shades, at least a dozen of them, which was how many each dark-heart could summon, crowded near the door. Each shade was skinny and a little more than six feet tall, with unnaturally long arms and legs. They were completely featureless. Gathered like this, it was almost impossible to tell where one shade ended and the next began. Unlike some they had faced before, these were smart enough not to run right into the glowing sigil and destroy themselves.

      But while the shades couldn’t pass through the triskelion sigils, Arthur and his companions could. More importantly at the moment, his raygun blasts could. Arthur opened fire with both guns. White energy circles blasted out from the array at the end, growing from an inch to almost a foot wide as they traveled. Since the guns only hurt what Arthur wanted them to — they wouldn't even kill unless that’s what he wanted — he didn't have to worry about shooting up the room or destroying things accidentally when he missed. 

      Arthur let loose, enjoying the distinctive WHUM-WHUM-WHUM sound the guns made. He pulled the triggers as fast as he could. In moments, he had taken out all the shades they could see.

      “Did you get all twelve?” Morgan asked.

      “I couldn’t tell,” Arthur answered.

      “I think you only got eleven,” Vassalus said.

      “Nope, nope,” Lexi replied. “Only ten.”

      “Any sign of the dark-heart?” Arthur asked. The Office was bigger than his Aunt Carolyn’s dining room and living room put together, and the door was in the middle. There was a lot of space to either side where a shade could be hiding, or behind the big desk toward the back of the room.

      “Don’t see it,” Morgan said.

      “Must be out of view,” added Vassalus.

      “Only one thing left,” Lexi cried. “Charge!”

      Lexi rushed toward the door, but Vassalus stepped in front of her.

      “Watch it, garbage breath!” Lexi growled as they collided.

      “We need to let Lady Morgan go first,” said Vassalus. “She has the shield. We follow along behind her.”

      “Boring!” Lexi snarled.

      “It’s a lot safer, though,” Arthur said.

      Morgan stepped into the room with her shield up and spread as wide as it would go. She turned toward the right, and as soon as she did, a shade leapt out from the left side toward her.

      “Morgan, watch out!” Arthur cried.

      “I see it!” she yelled. But she didn’t turn.

      Arthur understood why half a second later, when a shade crashed against the front of her shield. Lexi had been right — there were two of them left: one to each side of the door. Arthur took two shots at the one behind Morgan. One shot soared over the shade’s shoulder; the other blasted one of the creature’s arms off. That didn’t even slow it down. Their arms could regrow. Only a headshot or a shot to the chest could destroy them. The touch of a shade could burn flesh, so all it really had to do to hurt Morgan was run into her. Arthur had gotten burned by one the first day. It had felt like both fire and ice at once. And Morgan wasn't even wearing the companion armor the Manse had made for her. 

      Just before the shade hit Morgan, Lexi and Vassalus slammed into it and ripped it to shreds. They were immune to the shades’ burning touch. Wraiths, on the other hand, were a whole lot tougher and more deadly. 

      Morgan glanced back and saw what had happened — her eyes went wide — then she bashed the one in front of her with her shield. “Dark-heart is on my side. Above the bookcase in the corner.

      Four shades began to reform in the shadows behind the door. Arthur darted in behind her and took three shots. The second one struck and shattered the stone. All the shades in the room vanished.

      Morgan dropped her shield with a relieved sigh. She held out her hand and Vassalus moved up beside her, so she could scratch behind his ears.

      “You saved my life.”

      “Hey!” Lexi said. “I helped just as much.”

      Morgan rolled her eyes, and Lexi started to say something, but Arthur interrupted her. “Good work, everyone.”

      The Paladin’s Office had wood floors so dark with age they were almost black, and the walls were covered in gold-on-gold wallpaper. A giant desk made of an exotic, deep-green wood dominated one end of the room. The wall behind it was hidden behind thick, velvet curtains. A second, tiny desk — maybe for a secretary — sat under a row of portraits that lined the right side of the room. It held an old-fashioned manual typewriter and a rotary phone, both the same burgundy red as the curtains. A velvet-covered loveseat and several sets of bookcases stuffed with leather-bound books stood on the opposite side. There were wall sconces and lamps everywhere, but they couldn’t seem to outshine the aura of age and history. World-changing decisions had been made in this room. 

      “Well, this place wasn’t made new for me,” he said. There was a door to Arthur’s right that was labeled PALADIN’S CHAMBERS. “I can get straight to my room from here. That’s convenient.”

      “I think Maid needs to get in here,” Morgan commented. “This place smells musty.”

      Lexi trailed a paw along a lower shelf on the bookcase, and then peered at it. “No dust.” 

      “It’s just a very old room,” Arthur said.

      “Looks quite modern and fashionable to me,” Lexi said. She often flashed little bits of Arthur’s Grandma Paladin, whom he must have met when he was a baby. She must’ve made quite an impression for her to hang around in his subconscious so long. 

      “Check this out, Arthur,” Morgan said. “Pictures of you.”

      She was examining a shelf lined with framed photos of him and his parents. They all looked so happy; he could hardly bear to look. 

      Vassalus nosed between the curtains and then uttered a surprised, “Yelp!” It was maybe the most doglike thing he’d ever done.

      “Vassalus, you okay?” Morgan asked.

      “Fine … all … fine, miss …”

      Morgan frowned and hurried over anyway. She grabbed higher up on the curtain Vassalus was tugging open with his teeth — and gasped. Arthur tore himself away from the family photos and rushed around the desk. He skidded to an abrupt stop as Morgan and Vassalus wrestled the heavy curtains apart.

      “Whoa!” Lexi said with wide eyes.

      That was an understatement.

      The entire back wall was a giant window that looked out into deep space. Bright swirls and streaks of color — purples and blues shot through with shades of green, reds bleeding into yellow and white — zoomed past. It was like they were moving through a nebula. And behind it, in the far distance, they could see stars speeding by like meteors. They had to be moving fast. 

      “Is that the Song Between the Verses?” Morgan muttered. “It’s — it’s amazing.”

      “Yeah.” Arthur breathed. He tried to find a word to describe it, but the only thing that popped into his head was “awesome,” which entirely failed to do this view justice. “How fast do you think we’re going?”

      “Definitely faster than light, which isn't possible.” The window was so overwhelming that Morgan didn't even seem irritated at the Manse’s newest way of ignoring the laws of physics. 

      “I looks kind of like we’re flying through a nebula,” Arthur said. “But they aren't that big, are they? At this speed we’d have already come out the other side, don’t you think?”

       “I think … maybe … maybe it's another dimension of space time?” Morgan said. “Like hyperspace. That would explain how the Manse can move throughout the universe. Because even at the speed of light, it would take four years to travel from Earth to the nearest star, Alpha Centauri. At that kind of speed, the Paladin certainly couldn’t rush all around the universe fighting evil. You’d be lucky to have one battle in your lifetime.”

      “Well, whatever it is,” said Arthur, “it’s the most amazing thing I’ve ever seen.”

      Lexi sat quietly beside Arthur, staring silently. Unless he was mistaken, she was purring softly. Vassalus sat so close to the window that his nose touched. They were all mesmerized, and Arthur would’ve sworn that none of them budged for a good half hour. Eventually though, his legs got tired, and he leaned back against the giant desk, setting his hands on the glass that protected the top. 

      The glass suddenly came alive with images and text — the entire desktop was a display.

      “Cool!” Arthur grinned and touched another spot experimentally. “The Paladin’s desk — my desk — is a computer.”

      Morgan spun around and shoved him out of the way. For a moment, Arthur thought she was going to either hug the desk or start drooling. “This is the best thing ever!”

      Arthur nodded toward the window looking out onto space. “What about that?”

      “Well, yeah, okay … this is the second best thing ever.”

      Arthur laughed. “Oh dear. Lexi, Vassalus, do you think you're strong enough to help me drag Morgan out of here?”

      “Well, of course,” Vassalus said. “But why would we need to do such a thing?”

      “Because that's the only way we're ever going to get her away from an alien computer.”

      Morgan glanced at them. “Did you say something about me?”

      “Nope, not at all.”

      The open windows on the computer screen showed video surveillance of different rooms in the house, and were labeled accordingly. They could see into the Great Room, the Dining Hall, the Training Room …

      “This is awesome,” Morgan said. “And I don't just mean because it's an alien computer. Having video of all the different rooms could really help us out.” She stomped her foot and started to say another washing-out-your-filthy-mouth word, but a glance at Vassalus, who was wincing in expectation, stopped her. Instead, she huffed. “All the rooms we haven't visited yet are blacked out.”

      “I bet that's because of the shades, like the way the lights are all dimmed in a room that’s infested with them,” Arthur said. “You know, I didn’t see video cameras anywhere.”

      “I did not either, Master Paladin,” answered Vassalus.

      “Me neither,” Lexi piped in.

      Morgan shook her head. “Maybe they're hidden.”

      “Or maybe it’s magic,” Arthur teased.

      Morgan ignored him and continued to open and close screens and move things around the desk.

      “Can we see into our rooms?” Arthur asked. “We haven’t visited those yet, but they don’t have shades in them.”

      Morgan tapped a few control buttons on the screen. “We can — but we won’t.”

      Arthur held his hands out. “Sorry. It was just a suggestion.” Whatever bothered her about her room bothered her a lot.

      Morgan pointed to the set of four symbols that appeared on each window. “The + and — symbols are obviously for zooming in and out. And I think this one's an ear and the other is a mouth. And that would make sense.”

      “If you say so. You know I don’t have a clue about computers. I've only ever used the ones at school. We don't have one at home. Grandma won't spend money on something she doesn't believe in.”

      Morgan shook her head. “I still can’t believe that. Is she retired?”

      “She works as a travel agent.”

      “And she still doesn’t use a computer. How?”

      “Telephone, notebook, and one of those calculators that prints out on tape.”

      “Really? But that’s so … primitive.”

      “Well, she doesn’t make much money anymore. She’s basically halfway retired. Honest to goodness, she really thinks vinyl records are going to make a comeback, along with typewriters and handwritten letters, once people realize computers are a waste of money and time.”

      “She must be ancient!” Morgan said. “Those things are all cool, but they are never coming back.”

      “She's old, but not that old. She's … I don't know, weird about some things. Especially things she doesn't understand.”

      “Well, I’ll have this figured out in no time.”

      “Not just a pretty face,” Arthur said lightly.

      Morgan actually turned away from the computer. She spun her chair around and gazed at him with eyes like laser beams. Instinctively, he took a step back.

      “You think I’m pretty, Arthur?”

      “Uh, well …” His cheeks flushed. “Yeah.”

      She cocked her head and chewed at her lip as if confused … as if it wasn’t obvious how attractive she was.

      “Morgan, everyone thinks you’re pretty.”

      “Everyone is not someone, Arthur.”

      “Huh? What the heck does that mean?”

      “Those people … the ones who think I’m kind of cute or whatever —”

      “Beautiful,” Arthur said, flushing to what he was certain was a deep crimson. He couldn’t believe he was telling her this. “You’re like the prettiest girl in the whole school.”

      Her eyes glinted for a moment, and her cheeks flushed. “Well … I mean … thanks. But … but my point is … those people don’t count.”

      “Why?”

      “Because they don’t know me. You do.”

      Arthur wasn't sure he'd claim to know Morgan, but if she thought so, he wasn't going to argue with her. “So because I know you, and still like you, my opinion matters?”

      “Of course.” She went back to the computer as if the conversation had never happened.

      He started to say something more, uncomfortable with leaving it there, but she stopped him.

      “Shh. Listen.”

      “Can’t hear anything,” he whispered after several moments. The screen was showing Maid cleaning in the Smoking Lounge.

      “Oh, wait. I see how the volume is controlled now. This setup is simple and intuitive, but definitely not like any operating system from Earth.”

      “Doesn’t look simple.” 

      She did something, and the sound of Maid’s dust mop got louder. 

      “So if we press the mouth symbol …”

      “We should be able to talk to someone in the room we’re looking at,” Arthur said.

      “Exactly.”

      Arthur expected her to give it a try, but she didn’t. She started dragging some of the display windows around through touch, and then she started playing with some of the panels that weren't showing video of the rooms. It really was like one big tablet computer. 

      “Luckily, I can read all these strange characters,” Morgan said. “I just don't recognize some of the symbols that would be common to whoever designed this operating system. I don't know what most of these applications do, either. One is for writing documents and another for recording voice, but the rest … I suspect they control different aspects of the Manse or something like that. I'm just going to have to sit here and play with it.”

      She started digging through menus, opening and closing windows. Arthur stood admiring the space outside, until he became restless, then he scanned the bookshelves. There were titles like Space Tactics of the Androzi, How to Conquer Planets and Subjugate Their Populations, and Infiltration for the Faint of Heart. These were probably all books Arthur should have been reading instead of Seventh Grade Literature and To Kill a Mockingbird. 

      Arthur reached the door to his bedroom. “I’m going to check out my room, okay?”

      Morgan suddenly said, “Oh, Arthur … thanks.”

      “For what?”

      “For saying I’m pretty.”

      “You’re … you’re welcome.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          Chapter Five

        

        
          Arthur’s Sweet Suite

        

      

    

    
      Arthur opened the door from the Paladin’s Office to the Paladin's Chambers … his chambers … and froze. 

      “Oh —”

      Lexi rushed over. “Something wrong, dearie?”

      He shook his head, dumbfounded. 

      Vassalus joined them in the doorway and glanced inside. “Well, I say, that is a rather … unconventional mess — I mean, arrangement — you have.”

      “It … it’s not a mess,” Arthur replied. “It’s … wonderful. Hey, Morgan!”

      “I’m busy, moron.”

      “Morgan, you have to see this.”

      She sighed dramatically as she walked toward him. “Fine. But this had better be good. You’re interrupting important — oh — wow.” She had stepped up beside him. “Well, get moving, moron. We can hardly see anything from here.”

      His chambers were so wonderful he didn’t even mind being called a moron (he was starting to get used to it anyway.) He stepped in, and the others followed. 

      Arthur had expected a large bedroom with an attached bathroom, but there wasn’t even a bed in here. Directly across from the door hung the biggest TV he had ever seen. A plump, cozy looking, red-plaid couch sat facing it. He wandered over, the others trailing behind. All kinds of video game systems waited in cabinets built into the wall under the TV. 

      The wall to his left looked like a used bookshop he'd seen in a movie once, with narrow shelves all the way up to the ceiling and a metal ladder that rolled from one end of the wall to the other. And every shelf was crammed full of books. He checked the titles. All his favorite pulp thriller and sci-fi novels were there, including what had to be the entire run of Doc Savage. There were whole shelves of authors he only had one or two books by at home. There were even shelves of manga and graphic novels and how-to-draw books. 

      A door that Arthur assumed led to the Grand Hallway was on the wall opposite his personal library. But the space between it and the door to the Paladin’s Office was clearly an art studio. Two different types of drafting tables took up the corner. A long counter with an enormous metal sink stretched along the Office side of the area and, on the side closest to the Grand Hallway, were storage cabinets. Arthur peeked in one and discovered they were stuffed with art supplies: every sort of brush, pen, pencil, paint, and paper he could ever dream of using. He didn’t even know what half of the supplies were for. One of the drafting tables was made of pale, glossy wood and had a lamp hanging right over it. The other seemed to be made of glass and didn’t have an overhead light. He touched the smooth surface, and suddenly it came to life. It was a giant computer screen, like the one on the Paladin’s desk, except the operating system seemed specifically tailored to be used for drawing.

      “Morgan, you’re going to want to see this. It’s like a giant iPad just for art.”

      She glanced up, saw the lit up screen, and rushed over, abandoning her search on the opposite side of the room.

      “This is so cool.” She opened a drawer underneath the table. “Look, dozens of styluses. I love it.” She leaned down and hugged the screen; Arthur laughed.

      “I’ve never done any digital art. Obviously, since I don’t have a computer. I barely have pencils and paper.”

      “I prefer digital.”

      “Of course you do.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Just, you know, you get along well with computers. And I bet you don’t like to get your hands dirty with paint and ink and all that anyway.”

      “Hah! As a matter of fact, I … yeah, you know, I can’t even say it to spite you. I hate getting my hands dirty.”

      “Knew it.”

      “Shut up.” With a stylus, she drew a few strokes on the tablet and nodded. “I didn’t know you liked to draw so much, Arthur. I mean, I’ve seen you doodling in class, and you’re pretty good when you’re focusing.”

      His cheeks flushed a bit. “Thanks. I draw a lot at home.”

      “And read?” she asked, glancing over at the bookcases.

      “I don’t do much else.” He pointed at the television and the array of video game consoles connected to it. “Don’t know where that came from. I hardly ever watch TV, and I don’t get to play video games unless Derek lets me join him, which is almost never.”

      “The Manse must have sensed an unconscious desire for the entertainments you were denied,” Vassalus commented as he walked over to the crates lining the wall nearby. 

      Arthur had no idea what to say to that. Instead, he changed the subject. “Let’s have lunch.” His stomach rumbled as if on cue.

      “Yeah … okay. But I don’t want to walk down to the Dining Hall. And I just want something small.”

      “Too bad we can't just have some sandwiches here; that’d be perfect.”

      Valet stepped forward from out of nowhere, bowed, and left.

      “Oh,” Arthur said. It was going to take a long time to get used to having someone do things like that for him.

      While they waited for the food, Arthur picked up a stylus and drew a happy face on the blank screen, next to Morgan’s test scribbles.

      “I bet there’s a file system for storing your images,” Morgan said. “It should link to an individual computer for you and also be accessible from the main computer through some sort of cloud network storage. Except we don’t have individual computers.” She said the last bit with a sigh.

      Lexi leapt on top of one of the crates. “Oh, this is your father’s stuff, dear.”

      Arthur joined her. One crate was labeled: PERSONAL EFFECTS OF ARTHUR QUINTUS PALADIN, and the other was labeled: PERSONAL EFFECTS OF AMELIA NELSON PALADIN.

      “Quintus …” Morgan muttered. “Arthur, what’s your middle name again?”

      “Primus.”

      “Seriously? Your family numbers the children?”

      “We … we do what?”

      “The Romans used to do that sometimes — they would number each child. So if you’d had a brother, he’d be named Arthur Secundus.”

      Arthur cringed. “Guess I got lucky.”

      “Better than Tertius or Sextus.”

      “How’d you know that?”

      “My old school taught us Latin.”

      “So what number was my dad?”  

      “Seriously?” Morgan said.

      “What? I don’t know Latin.”

      “I’m not telling.”

      “Five, dear,” Lexi said.

      “Alexis, you should have let him figure it out on his own,” Vassalus said. “It is not good for us to do everything for him.”

      Arthur reached down and scratched Lexi behind the ears. She let a short purr slip, looked embarrassed, then leapt down and began surveying the room again.

      “I suspect the servitors, once they are able, will be moving these out,” Vassalus said, nodding toward the crates. “Though I am not sure where to.”

      “You should probably open them up and take a look,” Morgan said. “There might be something useful in there.”

      Arthur gave the crates an anxious glance. The idea of going through his dead parents’ stuff made him feel … strange. And he definitely wasn't going to do it with Morgan peering over his shoulder. She wouldn't even let him see her room. “Maybe later.”

      Just then, Valet arrived with their lunch, saving Arthur from having to explain himself further.

      Morgan chose a sandwich off the tray and wandered back over to the shelves. “You’ve got some weird old novels in here.”

      “Hey! Those are my favorite books.”

      “Seriously?”

      “They were my Grandpa Nelson’s. I only ever got to buy a couple of new books, and a handful of comics here and there. And Grandma hated driving across town to the public library.”

      “It’s only a few miles.”

      “Tell her that.”

      “Well, your tastes in manga are … poor.”

      Arthur ran his fingertips along the spines of twenty books in a series he only had two volumes of at home. “The Manse gave me the full series of the only ones I’ve ever read.”

      “This is it? Three series? Three mediocre series?”

      Arthur shrugged and bit into his own sandwich. “I found them on sale. Books are expensive, and my allowance is laughably small, when I'm not grounded and actually get it.”

      “Well, if the Manse gave me what I would like in my room, it’ll be manga heaven on my shelves.”

      “For you, wouldn’t the Manse just put them all on a tablet?”

      She paused and cocked an eyebrow at him. “You know, you’re probably right.”

      “You might have a personal computer of some sort in your room,” he suggested, trying to lure her.

      “Nice try. We are not looking in my room.”

      Arthur imagined Morgan’s room would be filled with computers, tablets, phones, and other devices. And all the décor would be in black-and-white … with maybe a few anime posters.

      “I haven’t read all the novels in these series, so I’m glad they’re here. But it would’ve been cool if the Manse had given me stuff in another series or two that I might want to read. Like, something modern maybe.”

      “I suspect it picked out what we wanted by scanning our brains and then … well, I don’t know how it can provide books you haven’t read before.”

      Arthur shrugged. “This is good, though. It makes me comfortable.”

      “I daresay that is probably the point,” Vassalus said. “It is your room in a new and stressful place. Comfort should be important.”

      A loud scratching noise came from the far corner. Lexi had crawled up onto a perch on a cat tree just like one for a house cat, only it was five times larger, making it the perfect size for Lexi. Arthur hadn’t even noticed it at first, since it was in the corner behind a giant potted tree with green and purple leaves. 

      “Ooh, this is perfect,” she said, rolling around. “Catnip! Catnip! Catnip!” At that point, she nearly rolled off the top and only barely scrambled back on.

      Vassalus shook his head and made a disdainful groan. “Comforts, indeed.”

      Arthur headed toward the couch and the giant screen. “I bet the TV only plays my favorite movies, or sequels to them that I haven’t seen yet.”

      “What’s your favorite movie?”

      “It’s a tie between the Blues Brothers and Fellowship of the Ring.”

      “That’s eclectic,” she responded. “Fellowship is your favorite of the three?”

      “Well, only because I have to pick one.”

      “I think it’s fair to count all three as one movie.” She checked the couch, the coffee table, and the end tables. “I don’t see a remote anywhere. I bet it’s voice activated. Try it.”

      “What do I say?”

      “You’re such a moron. Just tell it what you want it to do.”

      “Play the Blues Brothers movie,” Arthur said in the direction of the TV. As the screen came to life, a thought struck him. “The first one! Not the second! Never play the second one.” Within moments, they were looking at a smog-filled, industrial part of Chicago in the early 1980’s. He sat on the couch. “Excellent. Now play The Fellowship of the Ring.” The TV instantly switched to Frodo in the Shire. “This is going to be awesome. I don’t even own a copy of my favorite movies. I just watch when they come on cable.”

      “Oh, this is the theater release,” said Morgan with a hint of distaste. “I only watch the extended editions of Lord of the Rings movies.”

      “There are extended editions?”

      “Oh, god, Arthur. You’re like … a barbarian … you know that, right?”

      “I’m starting to figure it out.”

      “I really can’t believe I’m friends with you.”

      “Know anybody else who likes manga, drawing, and … er …”

      “Being a freak?” she said, almost with a laugh. “No, I don’t. And until two days ago, you were easy to be friends with. Never asked for much. Didn’t make me have to talk all the time.”

      “Until two days ago, you were stuck on Earth and didn’t have the chance to cruise the universe with me.”

      “Touché,” she replied.

      Of course, until two days ago, they had only been friends in Morgan’s imagination, but that argument was pointless. Arthur finished his second sandwich, dusted off his hands, and then wiped them on his pants.

      Morgan, who had only eaten one sandwich, glared at him.

      “What?”

      “You’re such a pig.”

      Shaking his head, Arthur hopped off the couch and went to examine the large metal square on the floor, halfway between his bookcases and the door to the Paladin’s Office. He had noticed it right away, but had decided it could wait until they’d finished the rest of the room. The metal plate was about five feet across, and there were three buttons on the wall above it, numbered 1, 2, and 3. He looked straight up. There was a matching metal square on the ceiling.

      “Morgan, I think this is an elevator.”

      She came over and nodded. “Must be. And it makes sense. You’ve got to have a bed somewhere. And there might as well be multiple levels, since this place insists on annoying me by defying logic. Press 2.”

      Vassalus stepped onto the platform. “Yes, I am quite certain this is a lift.”

      Lexi leapt off the cat tree, sending it rocking back and forth, and raced across the room. “Wait for me!”

      As soon as she scrambled onto the platform, Arthur pressed the button. The metal square above them opened up, and the metal plate they were standing on rose into the air. He wasn’t certain it was entirely safe, since he was pretty sure they could step off at any time. But maybe there were safety precautions … maybe.

      The platform stopped on the second level: his bedroom. It was just as large as the living area below, and the massive bed in the center of the room was larger than his entire bedroom at home. Lexi, still under the influence of the catnip, launched herself onto the bed, pounced the pillows, and rolled around. 

      One wall was covered by a crystal waterfall that made a soothing sound as the water cascaded down into a pool lined with rocks. A small desk beside a big fireplace with a bunch of squashy beanbag chairs in front of it took up the wall by the elevator. Another perch for Lexi, a much larger one with multiple levels and a sleeping hammock, filled the opposite wall. There were enormous houseplants and living trees scattered all throughout the room, so it felt like jungle. He guessed they got enough light from ceiling, which was glowing brightly. Six armoires lined the last wall. He opened one and discovered all kinds of clothing, from jeans and t-shirts to tuxedos to strange alien garments.

      “A Paladin and his companions must frequently wear clothing appropriate to the cultures and societies they are visiting,” Lexi said, with that strange look she got on her face when she knew something but didn’t know how she knew it. “If your armoire doesn’t contain what you need already, it will generate it for you.” She shook her head, eyed a pillow, and attacked it.

      Morgan pointed toward a door on the wall across from them. “What’s through there?”

      Arthur shrugged, and they walked into … the bathroom. The shower was enormous, with wall jets and ceiling jets and probably floor jets. The hot tub — it had a hot tub! — was almost the size of a small swimming pool. Other than that, it was all what he’d have expected from the Manse: marble tile and fancy sinks and sparkling mirrors and a toilet that had a row of buttons for … he had no idea what the buttons on the toilet were for. 

      Arthur stepped back onto the lift. “Want to check out the third floor?”

      “Boy, you sure do demand a lot, don’t you?” Morgan said as she and the numina joined him. “What else could you need?”

      “Hey, I have almost nothing at home. Maybe I deserve a bit of luxury if I’m going to be risking my life all the time to save the universe.”

      Morgan shrugged. “So what do you think is up here?” 

      “No idea.”

      The platform took them up to the third level, and into what was the most amazingly wonderful place he’d ever been before in his life.
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          The Observatory

        

      

    

    
      Arthur stood there, dumbstruck, scanning his surroundings with tears forming in the corners of his eyes. He didn’t even try to hold them back. If Morgan saw him cry now, he wouldn’t be embarrassed — not for this. But she was completely silent and obviously not paying any attention to him; she was, of course, just as overwhelmed as he was. The large picture window looking out on the Song Between the Verses from the Paladin’s Office was impressive, but this … this was a thousand times better than that. 

      The lift had brought them up into the center of an actual observatory; it had a long telescope projecting out from a dome and everything. It was almost exactly like the one at the state university, with the fully rotational, forty-inch reflecting telescope. He’d seen it on the same field trip that took them to the Governor’s Mansion. That used to be one of the highlights of his life. 

      But this observatory was different, because the dome was made of clear glass and was exposed to space, or in this case, the Song Between the Verses. Streaming around the dome were the rainbow of nebula-like gases and star trails, and from in here, they were even more vibrant. Suddenly, for half a moment, the dome lit up with a golden-white light so bright Arthur couldn’t see anything. Then it was all back to normal. Lexi hissed; Vassalus growled.

      “Did we … did we just pass through a star?” Morgan stammered.

      Arthur nodded. “I … think … so, maybe.” 

      Lexi nudged him, and he stepped forward off the elevator platform. Morgan didn’t even point out how the Observatory’s position didn’t make sense.

      “It’s hard to believe all this is real,” Morgan said.

      “I know,” Arthur replied. “But even if it was fake, I don’t think I’d care, because it would be the best amusement park ride ever.” He walked around, examining the telescope. “I’m guessing the scope’s pretty useless right now. I’ll have to wait until we’ve stopped.”

      “Oh, give it a shot, Arthur!” Lexi said as she padded around the end of the dome.

      Why not? He climbed into the chair at the bottom of the telescope and peered through the lens, but there wasn’t much point with all the swirling colors. In fact, it was a bit disorienting. He leaned back in the chair and sighed. A joystick was attached to the right arm of the chair. He grabbed it, and pulled back on it. The telescope inclined. He pushed forward, and the telescope lowered. He moved it to the right, and the entire dome began to rotate clockwise.

      “Wicked,” Arthur said.

      “I do not see anything the least bit evil about it, Master Paladin,” stated Vassalus. “It really is quite — oh, I get it.” He added, distastefully, “Slang. You think it is … ‘cool’ … and … ‘awesome.’”

      “Yes, I do,” Arthur said.

      Vassalus rolled his eyes, and Morgan stifled a giggle.

      Lexi suddenly leapt six feet up into the air and pounced the glass hard as a bright red supernova passed in the distance. A THUMP reverberated through the dome, and Arthur worried that she’d cracked the glass and would kill them all. Clearly, the catnip-high was still in effect.

      “Alexis! You big, dumb cat!”

      Lexi hit the floor, spun to face Vassalus, and bared her fangs.

      “Lexi! Vassalus! That’s enough.” Arthur hopped down from the chair. “You two are not going to ruin my Observatory experience.” His voice must’ve been pretty fierce, because they both nearly cowered and fell silent before stalking off to opposite ends of the dome. 

      “Um … so,” Morgan said, “astronomy is your thing …”

      “I have a telescope at home,” Arthur said. “It’s not much, but it’s my favorite possession. Saved up for four Christmases to get it. I like to go out at night and see the stars, sketch the rings of Saturn, and that sort of thing. I always dreamed I’d be the first to spot something new … somehow.”

      “Now you’ll be seeing a lot of things no Earth astronomer has ever seen,” Morgan replied.

      There were two lounge chairs to one side of the dome; they each took one. They watched the bright, streaming swirls of Multiversal stuff go by. Each time they blazed past a star or within sight of a particularly bright galaxy or nebula, they would ooh and aah. 

      “I don’t think we’re going full speed,” Morgan said. “Because for us to really go fast enough for this to work, stars and galaxies would go by so quickly we’d never even notice them.” Morgan slapped her forehead. “We are such idiots!”

      “That is not true,” said Vassalus.

      “It might be,” Lexi countered. “We might all be. How would we know? There’s no one to compare ourselves to.”

      They all looked at her, and then she giggled.

      With a sigh, Arthur said, “What is it, Morgan?”

      “We’re traveling …”

      “Yes, obviously.”

      “Okay then, where are we going?”

      “Oh. Um … we’re … I have no idea.”

      “Precisely. I can’t believe it didn’t occur to me sooner.”

      “It is a lot to take in, my dear,” said Vassalus. “You are being overwhelmed with new things.”

      “True,” Morgan replied. “Usually I’d be having an anxiety attack right now.”

      Arthur snorted. “I wonder what Dr. Tetris … er Dr. Edelman … would say if we told him a magic house flying through space cured what years of therapy couldn't?”

      “Cured? I doubt that.” Morgan sighed. “My point was that wherever we’re heading, the Manse isn’t in a hurry to get there.”

      “Maybe we aren’t heading anywhere,” Lexi said. 

      Morgan nodded. “Exactly. Maybe we just need to keep moving so more Entropians can’t find us.”

      “You know,” interrupted Arthur, “right now I don't care. This,” he threw his arms wide as if to encompass the dome and the telescope and the Song Between Verses, “is too … wow … to worry about anything else.”

      Arthur stuck his hands behind his head and watched the universe stream by, a big smile plastered on his face. After a while, he felt Morgan staring at him intently.

      “What?” he asked.

      “I’ve never seen you this happy before. Makes you look different.”

      “Is that a bad thing?”

      “Being happy?”

      “No, looking different.”

      She shrugged. “You really were born for this, I guess: traveling amongst the stars.”

      “Maybe you were, too …”

      Morgan shook her head. “No, I’m just lucky. Maybe the luckiest girl ever.”

      Arthur looked over at her, staring up at the sky, the wild colors flickering across her face and flashing in her eyes. A big smile was plastered across her face, too, and that was something he'd never seen before. He was glad he’d run into her, and not just because he would’ve been screwed without her help. 

      “Morgan, I never actually asked you if you wanted to be a Paladin’s companion …”

      She stared daggers at him. “Are you saying you don’t want me to be?”

      “No. Not at all.”

      “Good, because I’m not giving it up.”

      “I just figured I should’ve asked you … officially.”

      “The Manse gave me a room, equipment, a Companion number, and everything.”

      “I know, I know. But I didn’t ask you, and that doesn’t seem right to me.”

      She groaned. “Well, get on with it then.”

      “Would you like to be my …” Suddenly, his palms and forehead turned clammy, and his heart began to race. His cheeks flushed. Those words made it kind of sound like he was asking her to be his girlfriend or something, and that wasn’t what he meant — not at all. He stumbled through his thoughts, trying to find the right way to say it so that it didn’t suggest anything or make him uncomfortable or her angry …

      “Arthur, yes. Yes, I will be your official Paladin’s companion. I’d hardly turn it down. Happy now?”

      Arthur leaned his seat back and watched a large sun flare past them. “Yes, yes I am.”

      “You’re such a weird doof.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          Chapter Seven

        

        
          Shadows of the Bath

        

      

    

    
      Arthur sat up and rubbed his eyes. Despite the wondrous view, he had dozed off in the chair, with Lexi curled around his feet. 

      “What time is it?”

      Morgan woke with a start — stepped on Vassalus’ tail by accident, and then clapped her hands over her ears when he howled.

      “Sorry, Vassalus.”

      He spun around and licked his tail twice, then breathed a sigh of relief. “I am okay, dear girl. You merely surprised me. No harm done.”

      Morgan glared at Arthur. “Was that really necessary?”

      “All I did was ask you what time it was … softly, too.”

      Lexi nodded. “Really, that’s all he did.”

      Morgan fumbled into her pocket for her busted iPhone. “Oh … it’s almost 4:30.”

      “So what now?”

      “Why don’t we go back to the Paladin’s Office, and check out the computer some more?”

      “What more can you learn? There’s no information on it. Besides, I can’t help you with it.”

      “Fine then. What do you want to do? The Library?”

      “I’m not ready for another battle,” Arthur replied. It wasn’t so much that he was physically tired, though he was exhausted. It was that he was emotionally drained from the lows and highs of seeing family portraits in the Office to seeing his very own, awesome suite and experiencing the Observatory. “Let’s do the Library after dinner … or tomorrow, maybe. We really need a little more rest, I think.”

      “You do have access to a proper bathroom now,” suggested Vassalus. “Perhaps it is time to wash more than your hands and faces?”

      “Smashing idea!” Lexi wrinkled her nose. “You both stink.”

      “Okay, then,” Morgan said. “Arthur, you take the first bath. Then we’ll switch out. Take your time, you're really filthy.”

      “Thanks. But you don't have to wait on me, you know. I’m sure you have a bathroom of your own, too.”

      “Eh, yours is fine. And I can work on the computer while you bathe.”

      Arthur didn’t even bother protesting; Morgan was so weird.

      When Arthur got off the elevator on the second floor, Morgan continued on down. He walked into the bathroom, stripped off his dirty, torn, and bloodstained clothes, and stepped into the shower. Before he could turn the water on, Valet marched in, snatched the pile of clothes off the floor, and hurried away with them held at arm’s length.

      “Hey!” He scurried after Valet, but stopped at the door to the bedroom, just in case Morgan had come back up. Peering around the doorframe, he saw he was too late anyway. The servitor had already disappeared down the elevator. Arthur shrugged. Maybe he was going to clean them; that was something a valet did, wasn't it? Though he had no idea where the servitors would take clothes to have them cleaned. If nothing else, there was an armoire full of clothes he could wear.

      On his way back to the shower, Arthur paused and looked at himself in the mirror. For the first time in his life, the shock white hair, the gold eyes, and the bronze skin didn’t seem so strange or different. He’d found his place in the world; he’d discovered his destiny. He also, it seemed to him, looked a lot older now. He certainly felt more mature, more grown up than he had just a few days ago. He had always felt really young before, even though he was a year older than everyone in his class — maybe because everyone always told him that he was immature … undisciplined and unfocused. Well, he certainly wasn't anymore. He had faced things most adults would never have to face — and he had survived. So far.

      Arthur stepped back into the shower, pressed a button, and the jets showered water down onto him. He pressed another, and water sprayed out of the sides. A third button paused the shower and made hot, soapy, berry-scented foam shoot out at him from every direction. He accidentally pushed another button while trying to get the unexpected soap out of his eyes — at least it didn't sting — and a panel slid open to display a wide variety of things Arthur assumed were for scrubbing yourself clean. He pick one and got to work. 

      When he finally stepped out, Valet stood waiting for him, holding a towel over one arm and gesturing toward the whirlpool tub which he had filled up.

      Arthur passed on the towel and eased into the tub. “Valet, tell me when it's been half an hour. Morgan needs a turn, too.”

      The steaming water was amazing; it had a flowery scent, kind of like orange blossoms. It smelled a bit salty, too. Valet must’ve put something in it to help loosen his muscles, because as soon as he settled in, he felt himself start to relax. 

      He never would have imagined — had it really been less than a week? – that he would go from the verge of being sent to a military school run by sadistic Coach Connors to finding his home, his first real friends, and his destiny. All because of a fight with Derek that broke the weird device over his heart. Derek … he didn’t know what had happened to Derek … they might have just burned him on their way past. Arthur was the one they wanted after all.

      Arthur might not ever know what had happened to Derek. He might not ever see Rockville again. It took a while for that to sink in, and he felt weird once it did. He might never see Grandma Nelson … Derek … Aunt Carolyn … Principal Dickinson … or Dr. Tetris again. In theory, he supposed, if they managed to survive this fight and free the Manse from the warlock, then the Manse ought to be able to take him back, if he asked it to. But only for a visit. He would never live with Grandma Nelson or go to Rockville Middle again. His parents had visited there several times at least, and once they were gone someone — Kjor, maybe — had taken Arthur back to his grandparents. But the thing was, Arthur wasn’t certain he ever wanted to go back, even for a visit. And what would he say if he did go back? That he’d run away? That he was back for some of Grandma Nelson’s peach cobbler and to let her know he was okay but he’d be leaving again in the morning? And poor Derek … if he wasn't fine … if they had found him out there … dead … Arthur would get blamed. And there was no way he could explain what had actually happened; they would never believe him.

      Arthur could admit now that he'd always been jealous of Derek. Clearly the Manse felt it; otherwise, why put a giant TV and all the video games that Derek always had but Arthur didn't in his room? Grandma Nelson and Aunt Carolyn had always thought Derek was smart and perfect; they all loved him more. Arthur was just the boy who nobody wanted. And Derek had rubbed it in; he'd been a bully. But he didn't deserve to die, especially not like … Arthur flinched away from the thought.

      Arthur probably shouldn't go back, even if he wanted to. But what about Morgan? She didn’t want to go back to her old life, of course, but this wasn’t fair to her family; her dad, at least, who would be worried sick about her. Arthur knew what it felt like to always wonder if someone you loved was ever coming back. They needed to know she was okay. But then, what caring parent would let their kid leave again, with no explanation? Maybe Morgan had a plan, but Arthur wasn’t brave enough to ask something sensitive like that. 

      Morgan … she reminded him of something Grandma Nelson said about some people: crazier than a bag of cats. Just when he thought he had a handle on her, she said or did something that completely threw him for a loop. But he was glad it was her with him. Arthur chuckled to himself as he imagined Morgan meeting Grandma Nelson, leaned his head back, and closed his eyes.

      Valet woke him later. Arthur dried off with two of the biggest, fluffiest white towels ever, and again wondered where the servitors went to do the laundry. He combed his hair and brushed his teeth — of course, the Manse had provided everything that he needed. There was even a tray in the bathroom that had Morgan’s stuff on it. Valet must’ve brought it in, knowing she wasn’t going to go to her room. 

      Valet led him into an area between the entrance and the sinks. There he found new clothes waiting for him, on a heated rack, no less. No more threadbare gray hoodies, worn-out jeans, and scuffed up shoes for him. He had a uniform now — and it looked awesome.

      The tan pants were made of canvas with red leather kneepads and a crimson stripe down the side of each leg. The button-up shirt that went on next was also perfectly fitted just for him and was a cream color. Over the shirt went a light canvas jacket with leather reinforcing the elbows. He thought it would be too warm and heavy, but it was surprisingly comfortable, even inside the Manse. On the jacket, where a pocket might normally go, was a sunburst symbol like the one on the shield in the Great Room. He sort of understood the triskelion, since it was a protective symbol, but he had no idea what the sunburst meant.

      Next, he sat on the bench beside the rack, and pulled on a pair of black leather boots that came halfway up to his knees. He’d never worn boots before, much less ones this tall, but the leather was soft and, as he walked around, he thought they might even be more comfortable than his old tennis shoes. Valet offered him a black belt and gloves. He put on the belt and declined the gloves. Valet shook his head and showed Arthur how to tuck the gloves into his belt so that he would have them for later, though why he would need them, he had no idea.

      The whole get-up was surprisingly comfortable for something so official. 

      “Guess if I’m going to be the Multiversal Paladin, I’ve got to look the part, huh?”

      Valet nodded.

      The outfit had loads of pockets. Several on each pants leg, and the leather belt had pouches, empty raygun holsters, and a place where he could hang a sword. All the armor and equipment he’d gotten in the Armory fit over the uniform like they had been made to go together. Once he’d gotten everything on, he did feel a little weighted down, but it wasn’t anything he couldn't get used to.

      Arthur admired himself in the mirror. He’d never looked so sharp — and if he dared think it himself, handsome — in all his life. It fit him perfectly. This was the new him. Now he just had to learn to live up to this uniform.

      He met Morgan in the Office. Her jaw dropped as she spun around in the desk chair. “Holy crap, what did they do to you?”

      Arthur spun around. “Isn’t this awesome?”

      “You look so handsome, young master,” Lexi cooed.

      “Right proper now,” Vassalus added.

      “You don’t like it?” he asked Morgan.

      “It’s … very smart.” She nodded. “Yeah, I do like it. You’ve been needing a uniform. You were always so … messy before. Now you look official.”

      He rolled his eyes. Naturally, she would approve of him wearing a uniform. “I bet you have one waiting for you, too.”

      The smile left her face, and her eyes narrowed. “The only uniform I'm ever going to wear is the one I’ve got on. Nothing else.”

      “Whatever. It’s your turn for the shower. Getting anywhere with the computer?”

      “Yeah, I think I’ve got all the basics figured out.”

      Arthur stepped up beside her. “Scoot over.” 

      “No.”

      “The office chair’s enormous. We can both fit.”

      “Can we fit? Yes. Will I let you sit in this chair with me? No. Don’t let that uniform go to your head. No touching.”

      Arthur sighed. Whatever. He dragged over a chair from the other side of the desk and sat it down next to her. “Figured out anything about what we should be doing?”

      “I have confirmed that there’s no information stored on it, unless it’s locked away somewhere secret, somehow.”

      “I guess Lady Ylliara was right about the Manse’s memory having been wiped,” Arthur lamented.

      “Here’s what I can do: I can write, save, and open documents.” She pulled up an onscreen keyboard and typed a bit to show him. “I can move through the application list, though none of them have text labels. You have to figure them all out from the pictures, and the symbols are a lot weirder than the ones we use on Earth. They’re more like hieroglyphs. I can record audio and video in here, or in any room of the house.”

      “Even the bathrooms?”

      She nodded. “Disgusting, huh?”

      “Why would it let you do that?”

      “I don't think it's intentional. It's just …” She frowned. “Don't get any bright ideas about watching me in the shower!”

      “Good grief! That didn't even occur to me.”

      She shrugged in response.

      “I don't even see the panels that let you see into the bathrooms.”

      “I closed them.”

      “Well, I promise I won't open them.”

      She narrowed her eyes at him.

      “You really think I can figure that out on my own?”

      “Well … okay.” 

      “I will see that he remains honest,” declared Vassalus.

      “Arthur wouldn’t do any such thing anyway,” Lexi mumbled before going back to sleep.

      “Most of what I've discovered isn't that different from using a computer on Earth,” said Morgan, “except it doesn't have internet access or any sort of equivalent that I can find. Which means it’s kind of useless. No data, no games, no internet. Not much of a computer. It’s like the 80’s up in here. Although, there are programs for controlling different functions of the Manse —”

      “That sounds promising,” Arthur said.

      “Yeah, it does,” Morgan said with exasperation. “But I can’t tell what they’re supposed to control or how they work. All I can tell you is that the executables are all inside a folder labeled MANSE CONTROLS. Maybe they got scrambled when the Manse’s memory was wiped … or maybe I’m just missing something still …”

      She started to open up another window, but Arthur tapped the desk. “Bath — now.”

      She stood. “Fine. Don’t touch the computer. I don’t want you messing anything up.”

      “I don’t plan on it. I’m going to relax in my room.”

      Arthur grabbed a Doc Savage book off the shelf and fell onto the couch. By the time he heard the water running in the bathroom upstairs, he was already falling asleep again. He woke to the sound of Morgan screaming.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          Chapter Eight

        

        
          Are We Having a Moment?

        

      

    

    
      Arthur rushed over to the elevator, with Lexi right behind him muttering, “Oh dear, oh dear, oh dear …”

      He shifted impatiently as it rose to the next floor, and darted off before it had completely stopped. As he neared the bathroom, he tripped over Vassalus and landed in a heap near the bathroom doorway.

      “Ouch!”

      “Good sir, watch where you are going, please. This is a most delicate situation.”

      “Is Morgan all right?” Arthur asked, scrambling to his feet. “Why aren’t you checking on her?”

      “I was told, Master Paladin, to stay out of there, and so out here is where I shall most definitely stay.”

      The bathroom door swung open, and Maid fled from the room as if chased by a wraith. Arthur and Lexi rushed to the door. Morgan was standing right beyond the threshold, her face twisted up and bright scarlet in fury.

      “Get out! And don't come back, you perv!”

      Morgan started to say something else, but fell silent as she noticed Arthur. She hiked up the towel she had wrapped around her and narrowed her eyes. He turned his head, held up a hand, and started backing away, with a quick “I'm sorry” thrown in for good measure.

      “Arthur, go away!” Morgan fumed.

      “He didn't do anything wrong,” Lexi told her as Arthur retreated further. “We were just trying to check on you.”

      “Well, he needs to watch where he's looking!”

      “I wasn’t trying to look at anything,” he replied. “What on earth is going on anyway?”

      “I got out of the bath and that servitor came in. While I was naked.” Morgan said that as if it were a terrible crime, as if it were the worst thing that had ever happened to her. Maybe her nerves were fried; they had been through a lot.

      “Morgan, they're just constructs. They aren't real people. You know … they're sort of like robots.”

      “I told her to leave before I got in the bath. She had no right. I don't care what they are, I don't like them seeing me naked.”

      “Well, I’m sure they won't do it again.”

      “They had better not!” Morgan yelled out so everyone could hear her, throughout the entire Multiverse. Then she slammed the door shut.

      “Wow, touchy bundles of nerves, aren’t we?” Lexi said.

      “It has been a long day,” Vassalus said, “and the poor dear has been crying in the tub. I could hear her from in here. We should expect her to be a bit overwhelmed, I think.”

      “Aren’t we all …” Lexi commented.

      “Morgan’s super weird about her personal space anyway,” Arthur said.

      

      When Morgan came down, Arthur didn’t say a word about what had happened, and she didn’t bring it up. She was wearing her uniform, as always, but it was sparkling clean and —

      “Hey! They got the rips and stains out for you!”

      Morgan shook her head. “This is brand new.” She ran her hands over her skirt. “The fabric is different, which I wasn’t sure about, but I actually like this better … if you can believe that.”

      “I can’t,” Arthur replied. “You’d think they could have made the skirt longer, though.”

      She clenched her fists. “Arthur!”

      “I’m just kidding. Calm down.”

      She sat on the couch as far away from him as possible and glared at him.

      “Seriously though, I bet if you get cold they can make you some tights like you wear in the winter. It’s kind of cool in the Manse, like the thermostat’s turned down too low.”

      Her glare changed to a look he couldn't identify. “I'm fine. I don’t mind the cold.” 

      Arthur shrugged “So, dinner?” 

      “I’m only a little hungry.” She looked at her iPhone. “But it is nearly seven now.”

      “I wonder if Cook feels up to pizza. I’d kill for a cheese pizza with peppers and mushrooms.”

      “Mm. That does sound good.” Morgan nodded. “Extra mushrooms, though. But only if we can eat in here again. I’m too tired to walk down to the Dining Hall.”

      Valet, who had been hanging around near the back of the room, stepped forward, nodded demonstrably, and departed. 

      “We like the same kind of pizza?” Arthur asked, shaking his head in disbelief. “What are the chances of that?”

      “Pretty good, actually. We’re obviously a lot alike.”

      “Um … sure.” Obviously? Not.

      “Arthur,” Morgan said, “you noticed I wear tights in the winter?”

      He shrugged. “Since you wear the same thing every day, it’s kind of easy to tell when something’s suddenly different.”

      “Huh.”

      Arthur didn’t understand why, but Morgan seemed pleased and a little more relaxed now. He really wasn’t sure which was stranger: the Manse and the whole Multiversal Paladin thing, or Morgan. 

      Valet returned bearing a tray of sandwiches, freshly-baked potato chips and cookies, and strawberry milkshakes. Clearly, Cook was starting to feel better. They tucked into the food.

      “What should we watch?” Arthur asked.

      “Oh, I do so love Betty Davis movies,” Lexi purred.

      “Yeah, I don’t think so,” Arthur said. “How about Ferris Bueller’s Day Off?” 

      Morgan groaned as the movie started playing. Arthur settled back, content to watch a movie he’d seen a few dozen times already. As soon as Matthew Broderick appeared on the screen, the tension melted out of Arthur.

      “At least the picture and surround sound are amazing,” Morgan said. “It’s just wasted on this film.”

      “Take that back,” Arthur said.

      “Or?”

      “Or I’ll sit closer to you. Just close enough that our shoulders are touching and then I’ll —”

      “Okay, okay, okay — it’s a good movie — one of my favorites — I’m glad we’re watching it.” She scowled, and he smiled. “Just promise me if we survive and get a proper chance we can watch the extended edition of Lord of the Rings …”

      “Sounds perfect to me.”

      

      As the movie ended, Morgan said, “Do you think it was a mistake not to see more of the house today?”

      “I don’t think we could’ve done much more today. We were still exhausted.”

      “But if Lady Ylliara can’t hold out …”

      “We’ll know if things get desperate, because the lights will start flickering.”

      “I guess so. Tomorrow we cover everything except the Inner Sanctum, okay?”

      “I agree,” Arthur said. “What time is it?”

      “Late. Another movie or bed?”

      “Bed, I guess.”

      “Arthur, do you mind if I sleep on the couch?”

      “You really don’t want to see your room, do you?”

      “Not … not yet, okay?”

      “If you’re scared, you’ll have Vassalus with you. I can send Lexi and Arms in, too.”

      “It’s not that.”

      He let it go. “You take the bed, then. I’ll take the couch.”

      “Thanks, but that’s not fair.”

      Arthur sighed. Nothing was ever easy with her. “Why don’t we just share the bed?”

      “Yeah, right,” she harrumphed.

      “Seriously, it’s even bigger than a king-size bed, and it’s piled with pillows. We can put the extra pillows and blankets down the middle and split it in half. That way it’s like two beds.”

      Morgan cringed. “I have never slept that close to someone before.”

      “You’d be at least five feet away if you slept on the edge. It’d be a lot like sleeping on the couches in the Smoking Lounge, except way more comfortable.”

      Morgan chewed at her lip and fiddled with her hair. She looked dubious.

      “Vassalus and I can pile up in the middle,” Lexi said.

      “I hardly think that is proper, either,” said Vassalus.

      “Scared of a little kitty fur?” Lexi said.

      Vassalus looked away and shook his head.

      Morgan picked at the fabric of the couch. “I’ll think about it.”

      After a few minutes of silence, Arthur said, “I wish I had Ferris’s parents. They’re awesome.”

      “I’m pretty sure your folks were way awesome.”

      “But I barely remember mine — I was so young when they died. The funny thing is that I want to miss them, but it’s hard to because I really never knew them. Even though I know now that it couldn’t have been their fault, I still feel like they just abandoned me.”

      “It's … it’s all right to feel hurt. That’s what my counselor says.” Morgan sighed. “I’m honestly the perfect person to be your companion. And not just because I’m a lot smarter and prettier than you.”

      “Gee, thanks.”

      “I’ve been through a lot of the same stuff you’ve been through. And … and I'm an orphan too.” She took a deep breath and straightened the pleats of her skirt against her leg. “When I was six, my mom died with cancer. It was long and terrible. All my memories of her, she was sick and frail. When she died, my dad … he didn't take it well. He remarried two years later, started drinking and got involved in some bad stuff …” Her voice trailed off, and she looked misty-eyed.

      “What happened to him?” Arthur asked, though he wasn’t sure if it was the right thing to say. This was Morgan, after all. He was certain she’d never before voluntarily talked to someone this much about something so private and sensitive.

      “Died in prison three years ago. They said he fell and hit his head.” She shrugged. “I didn't see him. My stepmom, she got remarried. He's a nice guy. They adopted me. They're good people. They don't love me, but they do care about me, and it’s enough, you know? I've got everything I need … more, really. I can't complain.”

      “I'm sure they must love you.”

      She shook her head. “No, I've seen how they look at my little brother and sister. That's real love. If I wasn’t so weird, or if I didn’t remind my stepmom of my dad, I think it’d be different. I think then they’d love me just as much, adopted or not. But hey, I've got no complaints. Given what happened to my parents, I got lucky. A lot of kids would've ended up screwed in that situation.”

      “Yeah. I got my Grandma Nelson, so I understand. Hard to complain.”

      “We can pile the pillows and cushions,” she announced suddenly, as if she had made a momentous decision. “But we pile them wide and the numina sleep between us. You do not cross over for any reason.”

      “Not even if my life depends on it?” he said with a grin.

      “You cross over, and your life will be over.”

      They took the elevator up, and piled pillows and cushions until Morgan was content. Lying down, they wouldn’t even be able to see each other over the top.

      Arthur turned to Valet. “I’m going to need pajamas.” Valet inclined his head. “I’m betting Morgan will need some, too.”

      Morgan made a little grunt, staring at the bed.

      “What now?” Arthur asked.

      She shivered as if something were crawling up her back. “Maybe this was a bad idea …”

      “You want to go check out your room and sleep there?”

      “No.”

      “Well then, what’s the problem?”

      “I have special pajamas I sleep in.”

      “Of course you do,” Arthur sighed. “Just wear your uniform to bed. It’s just for one night. We slept in filthy clothes the last two nights. I think you’ll be fine tonight in clean ones.”

      She relaxed. “Good idea.”

      “For a moron?”

      “Yes, doof. Sorry, I just kind of freaked out. It’s one thing to sleep in your clothes on the couch, but it’s another to do it in a bed, you know. Just seems wrong.”

      “Of course,” Arthur replied, though he didn’t understand at all.

      Valet returned with two sets of pajamas. He held one bundle of pale blue pajamas out toward Morgan. She gasped in surprise and yanked them out of his hand. Arthur wasn’t certain, but he thought he saw pale pink ponies on them. She rushed into the bathroom to change.

      Stifling a laugh, Arthur changed into black pajamas with sunbursts on them and crawled into bed. Lexi curled up near his legs. Morgan settled in on her side. Vassalus slept between them on top of the Great Wall of Pillow. Valet clapped, and the room fell dark, except a bit of orange glow coming from a night light near the bathroom entrance.

      Arthur didn't think a softer bed existed anywhere in the Multiverse. The sound of crashing waves began to play throughout the room, overpowering the sound of the crystal waterfall.

      “That’s soothing,” Arthur said.

      “I prefer rain,” Morgan said.

      “Me too.”

      The waves ceased and were replaced by a distant roll of thunder and the soft sound of rain pattering a rooftop.

      “Brilliant,” Arthur said.

      “Arthur … about what I told you earlier … my family and all … I’ve never … I’ve never told that to anyone before — except my counselor and Doctor Edelman.”

      “I won’t tell anyone.”

      “I know you won’t. Thanks … thanks for listening.”

      “Anytime.”

      “It’s really hard for me to talk so much.”

      “Don’t have much choice, do we?”

      “When we’re done clearing out the house, I’m not going to talk for two weeks. Don’t be offended.”

      He was certain she meant it. “I won’t be. Goodnight, Morgan.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          Chapter Nine

        

        
          The Infiltrator

        

      

    

    
      Arthur realized almost immediately that the dream was actually another memory. It had a quality to it that he couldn't have explained, almost like he was living it and watching it happen to someone else at the same time. And even his most realistic dreams never had this much detail to them or stayed so focused. His dreams always jumped off the rails and become wacky after a few moments.

      The real question this time was: whose memory was this? 

      Because it wasn’t his. Arthur could not have been here when he was younger, and certainly not like this. He was hovering in the rafters of what looked, in many ways, like a gothic cathedral. He’d never been in one before, but he’d seen loads of them in Grandma Nelson’s travel brochures, and in several movies. 

      There were significant differences, though. The building didn’t form a cross in the center like a medieval church did. Instead, it was a giant oval. The windows were arched, but the glass was red. Either that or the sky outside was a deep crimson. There were no pews or seats for an audience. On the raised platform where an altar should have been, eight high-backed chairs formed a semi-circle. Instead of a crucifix above them, there hung a symbol like a triskelion, only the center was an oval, and rather than three arms, this thing had eight. The symbol glowed with the same purple as the dark-hearts.

      A man-shaped figure shrouded in a flowing, black cloak knelt before the raised chairs. There was something strange and unnatural about that cloak. It didn’t reflect light at all, like the bodies of the shades, and it was blurry around the edges. Arthur narrowed his eyes to focus, and recoiled once he realized what was causing the blur. The cloak was moving along its edges, constantly expanding and contracting a few inches — as if it were breathing, as if it were alive. Maybe it was; he’d seen stranger things since he’d arrived at the Manse.

      Was this a warlock he was seeing? It wasn’t a shade or a wraith; he could tell that much for sure. Arthur tried to will himself to drift down so he could get a better view, but he had no control over the dream. He was rooted to this vantage point.

      Arthur looked out the nearest window. Wherever this place was, on whatever planet, it was in the middle of nowhere. He could see a group of tall buildings in the distance, across a barren plain of rock and sand. Above them, what might be airplanes of some kind, or maybe spaceships, glimmered. When Arthur looked back down, eight black-robed, hooded figures were standing on the platform. Where had they come from so quickly? Like the other figure, they seemed to be humans and not shades, and their robes seemed to breathe as well. From their necks hung glowing amulets that matched the eight-armed symbol on the wall above them. Their faces were hidden within their deep hoods, and even their hands remained out of sight, tucked within their sleeves.

      “The Eight are gathered,” one of the figures (Arthur couldn’t tell which) said in a sinuous voice.

      A bell boomed overhead. Dust drifted down from the rafters. Even in the dream, Arthur could feel the reverberations.

      The kneeling figure bowed once, then threw back his hood. It was a man — a man somehow wearing a cloak of shade-stuff without getting burned to a crisp! A man with slate blue skin, a bald head, and a distinctive lack of ears — that explained Arthur’s connection to the dream. But he still didn’t understand why he was seeing this.

      The Eight took their seats, then one (Arthur again couldn’t tell which) said in a deep tone, “Rise, Kjor of Skrimanta.”

      “Honored Hosts,” Kjor said as he stood. Arthur now noticed that Kjor had dark purple lines that wove a pattern on his head and ran down his neck.

      “Kjor of Skrimanta, you have requested to join the Order of the Guardians of the Endless Archives, is this correct?” asked another in a high-pitched, feminine voice.

      “Yes, Honored Hosts, that is my desire.”

      The Hosts bowed their heads. When they spoke at last, they took turns. Arthur knew this only because their voices were distinctive. None of them moved when they spoke.

      “Kjor of Skrimanta,” said one, “graduated the College of Shadows with perfect marks, achieving the highest scores ever recorded in Summoning.”

      “He endured the Rites of Pain,” said a second.

      “He is Skrimantan,” said a third, “and therefore has the ability to communicate telepathically.”

      “He has an exemplary record as a warlock,” added a fourth.

      “Three times already, he has been battle-tested off-world,” said a fifth.

      “And he more then held his own in those engagements,” said a sixth.

      “In no way,” said a seventh, “is his devotion to Entropy in doubt.”

      The Hosts all looked up, and the eighth said, “For these reasons, Kjor of Skrimanta, we have denied your request to join the Order of the Guardians of the Endless Archives.”

      Kjor flinched in surprise, and stammered, “You — you wish me to remain a warlock in the Off-World Service — for a second tour?”

      The Hosts, as one, shook their heads. 

      “No, Kjor of Skrimanta,” said one. “We think that would be a waste of your talents. You are rising quickly in the ranks, and soon your fame will skyrocket. We wish to assign you to a different order before you are too well-known.”

      “Kjor of Skrimanta,” said a second, “you are hereby accepted into the Order of Infiltration.”

      “Thank you, Honored Hosts,” Kjor replied with surprise, and if Arthur wasn’t mistaken, a hint of disappointment.

      “And though you are young,” said a third, “we are assigning you a mission of the highest importance.”

      “You are to find the Multiversal Paladin, gain his confidence, and infiltrate the Manse,” said a fourth.

      “Become,” said a fifth, “a companion even, if you must.”

      Kjor staggered backward a step.

      “Your mission, which you shall not divulge to anyone,” said a sixth, “is to discover who or what is assassinating the members of the Paladin family. Assess the threat and determine whether this entity also poses a direct threat to Entropy or to our allies and interests abroad.”

      “If it does not pose a threat to us,” said a seventh, “then aid their cause and eliminate the Multiversal Paladin. If it does pose a threat to us, report back, and then aid the Multiversal Paladin in stopping them if you can. If possible, we will divert resources to aid you in any such fight, so long as the Aetherians or Paladins don’t know that we are helping.”

      Arthur could tell, even from up in the rafters and without seeing his face, that Kjor was stunned. The Hosts were obviously asking a lot from him, if not the impossible.

      “Honored Hosts, we — we do not know the identity of the assassins?”

      “None of our spies or contacts knows who or what is doing this,” said the eighth. “If anyone knows, the Paladins do. And it is possible that they do not know, either. Obviously, a mission involving deep cover like this may take you some time to complete.”

      “I — I have a family …”

      “While on this mission, you will receive ten times the normal pay for your rank. And you will be well rewarded should you succeed. Your family shall never want for anything. And afterward, you may choose any post in any order that you desire.”

      “But … Honored Hosts, the Multiversal Paladin will never be fooled by a warlock wishing to join his ranks. He will easily detect my mantle of shadow.”

      “Not if you have this,” said one of the Hosts. A withered gray hand emerged from his sleeve, clutching a baseball-sized, clear crystal. “A recently discovered device of the Ancients: the Stone of Unbecoming. You need only touch the stone; it will do the rest on its own. Keep it hidden and safe.”

      The stone floated across to Kjor who reached toward it hesitantly. As soon as he grasped it, the shadowy cloak and the purplish lines flowed like ink away from him and filled the crystal. But there was more than that inside of him; shadows continued to pour out of Kjor until at last he collapsed to his knees, panting. He now looked identical to how Arthur had seen him in the first dream.

      Kjor tossed the stone on the ground as if it were a snake, and it rolled away from him. “This cannot be.”

      “The Ancients,” said one of the Hosts, “were masters of Entropy and Aetheria. That is why the search for their devices is so important. That single stone can absorb the Entropic essence of two, perhaps three, warlocks. Be careful not to let it fall into the enemy’s hands.”

      “How do I get my mantle back?” Kjor asked.

      “What is unwillingly taken can be willingly regained,” said one of the hosts. “You have only to touch the device again and will it to return what is yours.”

      “However, each time you use the crystal,” said another host, “the test of will to win it back shall become more difficult.” 

      A Host waved a hand, and the stone flew back to Kjor, who took it once again. “Be forewarned, Kjor of Skrimanta. If, for some reason, you must use the Stone of Unbecoming against the Multiversal Paladin, we have no idea what it will do. Against an Aetherian, it will not take their power as it does with ours; it will instead take their memories and erase their identity.”

      Kjor focused his gaze on the Stone of Unbecoming, and after a few moments, the shadows and ink of his Mantle flowed out of the crystal and back onto him. He sighed with relief, and then stood.

      “Though I fear success is unlikely, I will do, Honored Hosts, as you command, to the fullest of my abilities.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          Chapter Ten

        

        
          Forgotten Secrets

        

      

    

    
      The dream continued, the scene shifting from what he thought of as the Shadow Cathedral to a room that looked almost the complete opposite. It was somewhere in the Manse, he could tell that. Yet he couldn't have explained how, because it wasn't one of the rooms he had already seen. 

      The large, square room was made entirely of gleaming, white marble and was full of light. A triskelion of golden fire hung on one wall, high above a silver door. Whoever’s or whatever’s eyes Arthur was looking through floated near the top of the opposite wall. Below him stood a second door, a wooden door, a door he recognized. The door under him led from the Grand Hallway to the Inner Sanctum. 

      Arthur had expected the Inner Sanctum to be a warm, comforting place. It wasn't — not to him, anyway. Everything here was so bright and so clean and so precise that it felt cold, almost clinical. Honestly, Arthur felt sure it was very wrong to even think this, but … if you got rid of the creepy red light, the Shadow Cathedral would actually be more inviting. 

      Maybe if he had even a clue about what the Inner Sanctum was for, it wouldn’t bother him. Because it wasn’t a chapel like he had expected. There were no pews, no seats, no altars, no podiums — just a perfectly square room of cold marble. And the silver door: where did that lead? Ylliara hadn't mentioned another room beyond the Inner Sanctum. 

      Something glimmered on the wall to his right: a pattern of lines forming a complex symbol. The lines were brighter than the marble, almost glowing. But when he tried to focus on the shape to see if he recognized it, the symbol disappeared. He spotted another and tried again. But as soon as he tried to zero in on it, it vanished. He purposefully unfocused his eyes — and took in a deep breath of surprise. The walls, the ceiling, the floor: the whole room was covered with symbols. Whatever they were for or represented, that was the purpose of this room.

      Arthur frowned. So why was he in here all by himself?

      As if on cue, Kjor strode through the door from the Grand Hallway, once again wearing the cloak of shifting darkness — his mantle of shadow. His hands were stained with dried blood. Every symbol in the room instantly changed to a triskelion and blazed with light. The shadows began to peel away from Kjor, as if the light from the sigils were burning them away. 

      But Kjor didn’t seem disturbed by this. He calmly drew a shard of crystal from inside his cloak. He spoke a word Arthur didn’t understand, and the room began to darken. The brilliant white light from the sigils steadily dimmed, replaced by the sort of gloominess all the rooms had when they were infested with shades. Kjor’s cloak of shadows returned to its full form. He tossed a dark-heart into each corner, and they rose up until they were almost touching the ceiling.

      Arthur couldn’t believe that Kjor was strong enough to out-fight the power of the Manse in the Inner Sanctum. But maybe the Manse was already damaged in some way, or maybe the crystal in Kjor’s hand was some sort of powerful artifact from the Hosts or the Ancients, whoever they were. As usual, Arthur didn’t know nearly enough about anything.

      Kjor placed the large crystal shard on the ground and chanted alien words that Arthur couldn’t interpret. Whatever the power was that normally translated things for him in the Manse didn’t work here in the dream. An arched portal appeared over the shard — a frameless doorway that opened onto another world. Through this doorway, Arthur could see towering stone and glass skyscrapers and enormous oblong spaceships hovering in a crimson sky filled with four small moons. 

      A line of wraiths dozens deep appeared in front of the portal. Arthur winced as one stepped through, and then another, and another. After eight had entered, Kjor spoke a word, and the portal closed. The wraiths spun on him, clearly confused by what had happened. They must have expected their brothers to come through with them.

      “You are the best,” Kjor told them. “You are more than enough.”

      This seemed to satisfy the wraiths. One went to each corner, where shades were already forming, and two each took up stations beside the doors.

      The symbols Arthur couldn’t quite focus on winked out, leaving the triskelion symbol above the silver door as the only light. The inherent brightness of the Inner Sanctum was now completely gone, and Arthur could barely see anything in here. 

      Kjor marched toward the silver door. “Stay here,” he ordered the wraiths. “Do not leave this room. Do not let anyone pass.”

      The next room wasn’t at all like what Arthur had expected. 

      It wasn’t a room at all, or even inside.

      Floating along, he followed Kjor from the Inner Sanctum and straight into a clearing in the midst of a deep forest. Around the edge of the clearing stood a series of twelve standing stones. They were made from some sort of opaque crystal, each one pulsing with a different color. 

      A rainbow of energy streamed out of the stones and across the ground towards the center of the circle. The light from four of the stones merged to form a thick red band. Four more flowed together into a single yellow stream, and the last four joined to form a blue one. The three arms of a giant triskelion. And where they met at the heart of the triskelion, in the center of the clearing, they formed a bright white pillar of energy that rose up into the sky as far as Arthur could see. 

      In the midst of this pillar of light floated an angelic woman. She was sitting with her legs crossed in the lotus pose. She wore a shimmering dress. Her skin was rust-colored; her slanted eyes emerald; her hair copper flames. A golden triskelion glowed on her forehead. This had to be Ylliara’s mother, the Aetherian who had powered the Manse, who had sacrificed herself to bring the Manse to Arthur once the disc over his heart broke.

      She glared at Kjor as he entered. Kjor waded across the streams of energy, and they didn’t affect him in any way. He also didn’t affect them. The streams flowed right under his feet as if he weren’t there at all.

      “You cannot be in here,” the Aetherian seethed. “It is impossible for anyone to enter the Heart without my permission.”

      Kjor grinned. “Lies and tricks do not make something impossible, Orella. Especially when I do not care about breaking your rules.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “How then did you make it through the Inner Sanctum? That, too, should have been impossible.”

      “I had help.” Kjor tossed the shard into the air, and it stopped to hover in place about ten feet away. Within the shard appeared a bright purple eye with a catlike, vertical slit. The eye blinked. A shiver ran along Arthur’s spine. 

      “Where is Quintus … and Arthur?”

      “Dead, but you know that already.” Kjor lifted his bloodstained hands. “I killed him and the boy myself. It wasn’t as hard as I would’ve thought. Quintus never saw it coming. And with the boy gone as well, your mission is over.”

      “You are lying.”

      Kjor drew a sword handle out from his cloak: Bright-Cage. He tossed it onto the ground.

      Orella’s eyes blazed with fury. “I will destroy you!”

      “If you could, you would’ve done so already. Without your champion, you don’t stand a chance against the power I now wield.” 

      “I cannot believe you would kill the boy,” Lady Orella said, with sadness staining her voice.

      “Go to him then, give him the Call. I don’t know what good it would do to make a four-year-old the Multiversal Paladin. But go ahead and try.”

      Orella closed her eyes and creased her brow. After several moments, she muttered words to herself, and her column of light burned brighter. Nothing happened, and she gave up with a sigh.

      “Can’t find him, can you? Honestly, I did him a favor. That boy was doomed from the day he was born.”

      “You swore you would protect him. I thought you were a man of honor.”

      “I am, but my honor was pledged elsewhere, long before I ever met a Paladin.”

      “You have doomed the universe.”

      “I doubt that,” said Kjor with a smirk. “I ended your diabolical scheme while furthering my own cause. Oddly enough, I aided both Aetheria and Entropy at the same time. You see, I figured out what was going on. I know who was killing the Paladins. And I know the boy was going to be your special weapon. You and your … faction … had designs on him. He’s different than the other Paladins, because his mother is special. It took me a long time to figure that out. Quintus didn’t know. Even Amelia didn’t know. But you … you knew what the boy was. He could change everything. He could’ve advanced your faction’s cause by a thousand years or more. Now he won’t change anything other than the feeding patterns of the maggots in the dirt where I buried him.”

      Orella’s eyes narrowed again, and she gritted her teeth. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “No, of course you don't,” Kjor said, shaking his head. “Lies, Orella. Tricks and lies.” He pulled out the Stone of Unbecoming and threw it at her. “But they won't be lies for long. Soon you truly won't know.” 

      Orella never had a chance to move, and though Arthur had expected the column of light to protect her somehow, apparently it couldn't. 

      The stone struck her in the chest, causing her to double over and cry out, and then it dropped to the ground, landing in the center of the triskelion. The energy flows all ceased for a moment, then flared so brightly Arthur was almost blinded before returning to normal.

      “My memories … what have you done?” Orella muttered.

      “I am erasing you. Then I will return to Skrimanta, while you and the Manse slowly fade away.”

      “Memories or not, I am eternal.”

      “Not in a Manse populated by wraiths and infused with shadow. Your power is slowly being leeched away.”

      She screamed. “My databanks! Two thousand years of Paladin history!”

      Kjor nodded. “Like I said, you are being erased — your memories as Orella, Herald of Aetheria, and your memories as the Manse.”

      Orella closed her eyes and gritted her teeth. “Then I shall power down to only my essential systems and give one final order, hardwired into the fabric of the Manse itself. As long as the Manse and I endure, however many years it takes, we will continue on this final mission — a mission you cannot undo, no matter how many dark powers you invoke.”

      “What are you doing?” Kjor asked, with worry in his voice.

      “I am sending the Manse to find Arthur Primus, wherever you have imprisoned him, despite whatever dark magic is hiding him from me, so that he may be rescued and take his father’s place.”

       “No! You fool!” Kjor raised his bloodstained hands. “I told you the boy is dead!”

      Orella looked confused. “But … but that cannot be …”

      His face contorted in frustration, and he seemed to be almost on the verge of tears. “You forgot sooner than I would’ve thought. I should’ve realized the newest memories would be the most fragile.” He closed his eyes and sighed. “Even if the boy lived, who would rescue him, Orella?”

      “Rescue who? The new Paladin?” She frowned. “The Manse will continue on in the hope that a new Paladin will arise somewhere … somehow. I have even sealed off all the infested rooms with Shadow Wards to help the new Paladin when he comes.”

      With a groan, Kjor turned to the floating shard. The eye with the slit pupil inside watched him. His voice was strained now, devoid of all the confidence he’d had before. “She cannot accomplish anything this way. In a few hours, she will have no memories at all, and the Manse will steadily decay.” He sighed. “Nevertheless, given the plot she was involved in, I think it would be best if I remained here to see that it is finished.”

      “The boy is dead, though,” said the cold voice of the stone. Arthur recognized it as one of the Hosts. “We know you speak true, for we have searched far and wide ourselves. What could she possibly do?”

      “I do not know, but I don’t think we should risk it. They may have a backup plan of some kind. And though her memories are gone, that doesn’t mean she can’t act on her instincts.”

      The Hosts were silent for a while, then one of them said, “We agree that you should remain. But know that it will take years, perhaps ten or more, before she fades enough for the Manse to disintegrate.”

      Kjor nodded; his shoulders were slumped. “It is a sacrifice I must make. In the trance of suspension, I will be able to wait it out without need of sustenance. I shall ponder the deepest mysteries of the universe — there are worse things to do with one’s time.”

      “Contact us when it is nearly over, and we shall open a portal for you, Fleet Commander Kjor of Skrimanta.” 

      “Thank you, Honored Hosts. Could you tell my family that I am safe, and that I will return? I especially want my wife to know that I love her dearly.”

      “We shall tell her of your love and provide her with a sizeable income. Your fame will spread far and wide, and when you return, you shall be made the Governor of Skrimanta. You will be forever honored by all of Entropia.”

      Kjor bowed. “Thank you, Honored Hosts.” 

      The shard went dark. Kjor knelt on the ground, facing away from it and toward the door to the Inner Sanctum, with Lady Orella to his side but still in his line of vision. She started to say something, but then furrowed her brow in confusion. 

      Kjor looked right up to where Arthur was floating in the dream. Their eyes met. Arthur took a deep breath and braced himself for some sort of mental attack like he had felt during the battle in the Grand Hallway. But after several moments, Kjor simply closed his eyes.
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          Ramifications Inconclusive

        

      

    

    
      With a shock, Arthur woke to the sound of a deep gong vibrating throughout the Manse. He sat up, alarmed, but found his room brightly lit with a cheerful melody playing lightly alongside the sounds of chirping birds. Arthur’s heart was pounding; his mind was groggy. He felt trapped between two worlds: one of nightmares and shadows, and the other of cheery, sun-filled bedroom. He shook his head and took several deep breaths, trying to break free from the weight of the dream.

      He rubbed his eyes and looked around. Valet stood at the foot of his bed. He bowed and motioned toward the bathroom. A towel was draped over his arm. Vassalus and Morgan were gone.

      “Is everything okay?” he asked.

      Lexi arched her back up into a stretch. “Morgan woke about an hour ago and went down to the Paladin’s Office. Vassalus accompanied her, just in case something went wrong.” She narrowed her eyes at him, cocked her ears, and flexed her nostrils while bobbing her head. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing,” Arthur lied.

      “Oh, it’s something, dear. Your pupils are dilated, your heart’s beating fast, and you smell … off.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Well?”

      “Another dream … I’m not ready to talk about it, okay?”

      Lexi curled up, tucking her head between her paws. “As you wish, but don’t bottle it in.”

      “I won’t.” 

      Arthur decided the best thing to do, for the moment, was to write the dream down. Normal dreams have a habit of fading, and he didn’t want to risk that with this one. Every detail could be important. “Valet, I need paper and a pen, please.”

      Valet went down to the level below and returned, carrying a leather-bound notebook and what Arthur thought was a fountain pen.

      Arthur scribbled down every detail he could remember, including those that didn’t seem important to him right then. He read back over it, was satisfied that he had captured everything, then put it aside. He was going to do his best not to think about the dream for a while. It was a lot to process — far too much to think through this early in the morning.

      Arthur washed up and dressed in his uniform. He decided not to put on the armor yet, since they weren’t going into battle. He was tired of carrying the helmet around, anyway — he was always taking it off and having to remember to pick it back up.

      After an enormous, four-course breakfast (Cook certainly must be all well now), they went to check on Waiter. He had healed a lot. He was sitting up now, staring silently at the jukebox. After saying hello, Arthur didn’t know what else to say. The servitors didn’t eat, and as far as he could tell, they didn’t sleep or have hobbies either. Did they have telepathic conversations with one another? He had no idea. Just because they could communicate that way, that didn’t mean they did it for anything more than work. They weren’t really people after all, but it was hard not to think of them that way.

      Morgan decided she wanted to have tea by the fire in the Great Room, but not on the side of the room with the creepy bug creature’s head mounted over the mantel. So they went to the Great Room and settled in front of the other fireplace, where Valet brought them their steaming cups of tea. 

      “I had a dream last night. It felt real, like the dream I had before. But this one didn't come from my mother.” Arthur took out the notebook and handed it to Morgan. “I wrote it all down as soon as I woke up.”

      Morgan read all of it, slowly and carefully as she sipped her tea. “You waited till now to tell me about this?”

      “I wasn't ready. I just couldn't talk about it before. It wasn’t an easy dream to shake. I can still feel it, you know?”

      Morgan nodded. “I do.”

      “May we?” Vassalus asked, nosing at the notebook.

      Morgan set it on the floor, and Lexi and Vassalus began to read it. Lexi would take a claw out to flip the pages, though she was clumsy at it.

      “Well, it’s good that you wrote it down first.” Morgan read it again. “You realize the warlock entered your mind last night and gave you this dream, right?”

      Arthur nodded. “I was worried that fighting him off once wouldn’t be enough. Looks like I was right.”

      “But then, I’m not sure he’s your enemy, after all,” Morgan said. “Not if that dream’s true.”

      “You think so? He did try to take me out when we were fighting for our lives in the Grand Hallway …”

      “Well, yes,” Morgan said. “But let’s assume for now that what you saw is true.”

      “Okay.”

      “Because if it’s true, then Kjor showed you how to defeat him. You know where your father’s sword is … you know where the Stone of Unbecoming is and what it does … you know about that special crystal shard he has … and you know what we’ll have to face in the Inner Sanctum.”

      “Maybe, but he’s still a warlock and knows a lot more about how to fight than we do. We don’t even know what he’s capable of, other than summoning monsters through that crystal. And we still have to fight through forty-eight shades and eight wraiths to get to him. Maybe he’s trying to discourage me from trying.”

      “Then why show you that other stuff?”

      “Because … because he’s trying to confuse me?”

      “Wouldn’t it be easier to show you terrible visions like he did before? And if it’s not all made up, and I just don’t think it could be, and if you did somehow defeat him, then he’s given you top secret information. Arthur, I kind of doubt any Paladin has ever before seen the inside of that Shadow Cathedral. You may even be the first to see the Hosts — think about that.”

      “That’s … a good point,” Arthur conceded with a sigh. “So … so we know that he was given the task of infiltrating the Manse, finding out who or what was killing my family, and then either defeating it or helping it. But we don’t know which one he did.”

      The numina finished reading the account. 

      “It certainly seems most likely that Kjor helped defeat whoever the enemy was,” said Vassalus, “and then took out the Multiversal Paladin while he had a chance.”

      “But he lied about Arthur,” Lexi added. “He told the Hosts and Lady Orella that he’d killed Arthur, when obviously, he’d done no such thing. Quintus, maybe … probably.”

      “He would have been in big trouble if Arthur popped back up later,” Vassalus said. “That is why he was willing to stay here to see the deed finished, no matter how long it took.”

      “Or he was staying to make sure Arthur remained safe,” Lexi replied. “For all we know, Kjor was the one that hid Arthur, trying to protect him. Maybe even though he had to kill Quintus, he had an opportunity to save Arthur and took it, using that device over his heart.”

      After a few moments of silent pondering, Morgan said, “There’s something that really bothers me.” Her brow furrowed as she fiddled with her tea cup. “Kjor wanted to go back home to his family. He never wanted the mission in the first place. And the Hosts promised to them take care of his family while he was waiting for the Manse to decay. Are we missing something? Because that doesn’t sound like evil warlock or evil shadow dudes to me.”

      “Yeah, that bugs the crap out of me, too,” Arthur said. “In the dream, I could really … sense … his emotions about that. He was worried about his family. Assuming this wasn’t some sort of attempt to mislead me, then the Entropians can’t be all bad. I’m not saying they’re the good guys, but …”

      “We’ve been under the impression they were all outright evil.” Morgan closed her eyes and groaned. “We just don’t have enough information!”

      “If I might offer a theory,” Vassalus said, “Kjor claimed to be an honorable man. It's possible he kept his bargain with Amelia. Since he had a family, too, I think he may have felt obligated to protect Arthur.”

      Lexi nodded. “Yep. I bet he was the one who hid you on Earth, Arthur. Then … well, we can’t know for sure if Kjor killed your dad or if he died fighting a mutual enemy.”

      “He had blood on his hands,” Arthur countered. “And he’s tried to kill me here. He nearly did in the Grand Hallway when he entered my mind, and he certainly felt like pure evil then.”

      “Maybe some part of him wants to save you,” Vassalus said.

      “Maybe he’s putting on a good show because the eye in the shard is watching him again,” Lexi said. “He may even have to try to kill you. Think about it: if they find out he lied, his family is in jeopardy.” She mimed drawing a claw across her throat.

      “If they are watching, he’s already in trouble,” Arthur said. “They know I’m alive and that he lied.” Arthur thought of the hooded Hosts and cringed; he wouldn’t want them angry at him. “Kjor’s family is in a lot of trouble. He has to kill me now. As long as he finishes the mission, maybe the hosts will forgive him, or maybe he can make up some excuse about how I came back to life or something.”

      Morgan was nodding along. “Yeah, maybe he gave you this dream because he wanted you to understand why he did what he did, and why he has to do what he's doing now: trying to kill you.” Morgan grabbed his journal and scanned the pages. “Not only that, but if all of this is true, then Lady Orella was involved in some sort of sinister plot. And you were a key part of it. There was definitely more going on than your basic black-and-white, good versus evil conflict. We just don’t have any idea what. And the only person who knows the truth is Kjor, who we can't trust.”

      They sipped their tea in silence, thinking. Morgan's eyes narrowed, but it was Vassalus who spoke. “Why show you this, any of it, if all he wanted was to kill you?” 

      Arthur wasn't listening. “You know what really gets me about all this? I wasn’t supposed to ever get back here. I was supposed to live out my life on Earth with no Manse, no special destiny, nothing. In other words, whoever it was that hid me doomed me to a long, miserable life.”

      “I think they thought they were saving your life, dear,” said Lexi. “How would they know you’d be so unhappy?”

      Arthur shrugged. “Well, they could’ve guessed, I think. I was born to be a Multiversal Paladin — not a regular Earth boy. I was never going to fit in. Besides, on top of that, I’m extra-special … somehow.”

      “Yeah, what’s up with that?” Morgan said. “How was your mother special? I thought she was just … you know, an Earth girl, like me.”

      Arthur shrugged. “No idea. Remember, I didn’t even know she did gymnastics until the first dream. And I can promise you there is nothing special about any of the other Nelsons.”

      “What about that double heartbeat feeling you get, or the tunnel of shadows?” Morgan said. “What if you got that stuff from your mother and not your dad?”

      “Maybe, but like you said, we don’t know enough.” Arthur finished his tea and leaned back in his chair. “Hey, at least now we know how the Manse was wiped clean of its memories.”

      Morgan suddenly slammed her tea cup down and slapped her forehead. “Oh crap! I just realized — Lady Ylliara — to power the Manse, she had to go into the same place her mother was in!”

      Arthur sighed. “The Stone of Unbecoming has probably wiped her memories, too. That’s just peachy.”

      “I bet the last things she did,” said Morgan, “were making us our rooms, reviving the servitors, and reinforcing the protection sigils.”

      “So we’ll never be able to figure out everything.”

      With a yawn, Lexi said, “Kjor knows …”

      “Lot of good that does me. It’s not like we’re going to sit down in the middle of trying to kill each other and have a nice long chat.”

      “Arthur, my boy,” said Vassalus in a deep, serious tone, “Kjor may be asking for your help with these visions. If you can fight through to him, you might be able to save him — and find out the truth about everything.”

      Arthur laughed. “That would be the ultimate in cosmic irony, wouldn’t it? But, honestly, I don’t think I can defeat him even if he does pull his punches, which we don't even know for sure he’d do.”

      “Well, maybe if …” Lexi started to say.

      But Morgan held up a hand. “Enough. We’re just spinning in circles. There are too many questions, too many possibilities. And we don't have nearly enough information.”

      “You know what,” Arthur said, “I could use another cup of tea, and a dessert.”

      Morgan nodded in agreement. Valet departed, and minutes later he bustled back in with a tray of raspberry donuts and two more cups of tea. They ate donuts, drank tea, and silently watched the roaring flames in the fire. When they were done, Arthur closed the notebook and set it on a side table.

      “The only way we’re going to learn more is by exploring the Manse,” Arthur said. “For right now, the dream doesn’t change anything.”

      “So, on to the Library?” Morgan asked.

      Arthur nodded. “Just give me a few minutes to put on my armor.”

      “Do you need to polish your helmet?” she said slyly.

      “Shut up.”

      She snorted. “I’ll get Arms, and we’ll meet you outside the Library.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          Chapter Twelve

        

        
          c|slates — OMG!

        

      

    

    
      Arms pulled the door to the Library open. A mass of shades charged up — but stopped just short of the glowing triskelion. Morgan and Arthur opened fire on them, and kept blasting until not a single one was visible. 

      “Center of the room —” Lexi cried out “— a cat’s leap above the tables!”

      Arthur spotted the dark-heart, but before he could shoot it, Morgan held up her hand and concentrated — sticking her tongue out a little as she did so. She grasped in the air, as if she were trying to catch a fly, and on her third attempt, she force-crushed the stone.

      She did a surprisingly girlish hop. “Yes!”

      “Good work, my dear,” Vassalus said.

      “Awesome,” Arthur added. “You got it in three tries.”

      Lexi bounded into the room and glanced around. “All clear!”

      Despite that, they still entered cautiously: Morgan with her shield up and Arthur with his rayguns ready. But Lexi was right; the room was clear. Arthur holstered his weapons with a sigh. He wished the Inner Sanctum and the Heart were going to be this easy.

      The Library dwarfed the Great Room. Not only were there shelves, taller than Arthur could reach, lining the walls, but the shelves also marched row after row down either side of the room — and every one was crammed full of books. Carved wooden tables sat on plush Persian rugs in the center aisle. At the other end, comfy chairs formed an arc in front of the huge, Art Deco fireplace. A pair of staircases flanked the entrance and led up to the second, gallery-style level. Arthur could just make out smaller tables and some more comfy chairs up there behind the fancy metal railing. 

      “Wow,” Morgan said. “Books — paper books — from all over the Multiverse. Imagine what —” Suddenly, Morgan sprinted forward, squealing, “Tablets!”

      She dove at one of the central tables like she was diving for a fumbled football in the Super Bowl. She grabbed up her prize and spun around, triumphantly holding up what looked like a shiny, silver sheet of card stock. Though her enthusiasm was infectious, Arthur walked calmly toward her.

      “Are you sure? It's awfully thin.”

      As she held it up to show him, the tablet suddenly bent.

      “Oh my god!” Morgan’s eyes were wide. “I killed it.”

      But as she loosened her grip, it popped back into place.

      She jerked her head back in surprise. “It’s flexible.” She tested it, and the piece bent easily without any apparent damage. 

      “Cool,” Arthur said, picking up the other tablet sitting on the table. As soon as he touched the screen, which looked like a super thin piece of glass over silver paper, it lit up. “Makes sense, though. A Manse tablet should be more advanced than what we have on Earth.” 

      “Would’ve been nice if it had given us these in the Great Room or the Paladin’s Office.”

      “I bet this is just where the Manse generates them, like weapons in the Armory. The place isn’t usually packed with shadow creatures, you know.” Arthur flipped his over. There was writing etched into the silvery back of the device. “It’s called a c|slate.”

      “Cool name.” Morgan continued testing the limits of how far it could bend.

      “You sure that’s wise?”

      “If I break it, I figure either the Manse will make me a new one, or I’ll just take yours.”

      Arthur rolled his eyes. “Thanks.” 

      The next moment, Morgan rolled her c|slate up, as if it really were a piece of paper. Something clicked when she did, locking it into place so that it stayed that way.

      “Coolest — thing — ever!” she shouted. “In the whole Multiverse!” She gave it a tug, and it unfurled. “The OS looks similar to what's on the computer in the Paladin’s Office. Wow, oh wow! I don't know where the battery is for this thing or how small it must be or how the screen can bend. Processor … memory … storage … antenna … how can any of this work?” She sighed and cooed, “Oh, Arthur, I'm in love.”

      “Of course you are.”

      “I do not think, my dear Morgan,” said Vassalus, “that you can fall in love with a computer.”

      “Oh, Vassalus,” she replied, “you may be formed from my psyche, but you definitely don’t quite get me yet.”

      “If you say so, dear,” Vassalus replied with concern in his voice.

      Morgan touched her screen twice and smiled even wider. “I can already tell you that the tablet has two things the main computer doesn’t — two totally awesome things that we need — an eBook app and a messaging app.”

      “Cool.” If she figured out how to work the messaging app, he’d probably never hear her voice again. Arthur frowned as something occurred to him. “Morgan, don’t you think it’s odd that we don't have any kind of walkie-talkies? In every sci-fi show I've ever seen, they have earpieces, headsets, or communication watches or something, you know? You'd think something like that would have been with the standard gear we got in the Armory. I mean, pretty much every kid I know, except me, has a phone, and yet the Multiversal Paladin doesn’t have squat.”

      “You have a phone,” Morgan said with a sneer. “It's a crappy, prepaid flip phone, but it is a phone.”

      “Whatever. You know what I mean.”

      “You're right, though, it is odd,” Morgan said. 

      “When we first got here, I assumed everything in the Manse was … magical. But there’s actually a lot of tech here.”

      “There is no such thing as magic,” Morgan said authoritatively. “There has to be a rational explanation for all the crazy physics going on around here. Just because we don’t understand it, doesn’t mean it’s magic. I’ll look and see if we have some way of communicating using these, other than through messaging. I hate talking on the phone, but with the situations we might get into, it seems like we’ll need to be able to talk sometimes.”

      Arthur looked back at his c|slate screen. A message had popped up: “Device unlocked. Welcome, Arthur Primus Paladin. Do you want to activate voice control?”

      “Morgan, do I want to activate voice control?”

      “Of course.” 

      He pressed the icon to accept. “Okay, now what?”

      “Now … now you should let me play with this and figure it out first. I don’t know anything at all about them, and I don’t want you to mess anything up.”

      “I’m not an idiot, you know.”

      She shrugged.

      “It should be simple, shouldn’t it? It’s a tablet. Why shouldn’t I try it?”

      “Because I’m afraid it will be simple, too simple.”

      “What?”

      “We don’t know what all it can do yet. The main computer in the Paladin’s Office can control all sorts of different functions throughout the Manse — functions I don’t understand. What if these c|slates have the same access as the main computer? What if we accidentally opened a door, or there was a way to disable the protection sigils?”

      Arthur narrowed his eyes. “Just because I don’t have much experience with computers doesn’t mean I’m dumb enough to do something like that!”

       “Look, I just don’t want you triggering something by accident. Even I don’t understand what most of the symbols on here mean.”

      “Then how do we know you won’t do something bad?”

      “Because I know how to figure out what something does and how it works before I go messing with it. It won’t take me long, promise.”

      “Whatever.” He rolled up his c|slate, like he was wringing water out of a dishtowel, and jammed it into his pocket. “I’m going to look around. When you’re finished, you can show me how to use it. If you don’t think it’s too much for me …”

      Morgan sat down at the table, completely focused on the screen and oblivious to his anger. “Yeah, good idea.”

      Arthur stalked up the staircase to the gallery and began randomly browsing the shelves, discovering titles like The Mating Habits of Ill-Finned Preekasa and Other Nargurian Sundries and How to Detect a Zabilith. He didn’t have a clue what any of that was, but he bet it was all important for a Paladin to know. He was probably supposed to know what preekasa and zabiliths were instead of who the tenth president of the United States was — not that he actually remembered who that was. He flipped through some of the books, seeing maps of continents on other worlds and alien creatures with multiple heads or tentacles or green skin or antennae. A thrill shot through him as he realized he was looking at actual alien creatures and not just something someone made up. 

      But the thrill didn’t last and, after a while, he grew frustrated and bored. Normally, he could’ve spent an entire day in the Library, but the books were all so strange and so specific that they were practically meaningless. He tried to locate books that covered the basics about the Multiversal Paladin, the Manse, the Paladin family history, or Entropy and Aetheria, but all he found were books with titles like The Battle of Narkon IV, Wherein Multiversal Paladin #73 Battled the Warlock King Tokas. The library didn't seem to have a card catalogue and, as far as he could tell, the titles were shelved randomly.

      As he stalked past the table where Morgan was still poring over the c|slates, Arthur growled, “I’m taking the others to the Museum. We’re going to clear out the shades there.”

      “Okay!” she called out without looking up.

      He wasn’t sure she’d actually heard what he’d said at all.

      With Lexi, Vassalus, and the servitors at his side, Arthur went back out in the Grand Hallway and approached the door to the Museum. 

      “Are you sure it is wise to carry on without Lady Morgan?” Vassalus asked.

      “We don’t need her,” Lexi said. “If she doesn’t want to help out, she can just sit there and play with her new toy all she likes, while Arthur does the dirty work.”

      “I hardly think that is fair,” Vassalus countered. “What she is doing is important work.”

      Lexi shot him a look. “Oh stuff it, you big —”

      “Both of you, shush!” Arthur snapped. “We’re clearing out the Museum, and we’re doing it now.”

      No one dared say anything else. Valet opened the door; shades rushed forward, one splatting himself against the sigil, and Arthur opened fire. Arthur’s third shot toward the shades missed when one of them ducked suddenly. But a split second later, there was a POP and all the shades disappeared. He had struck the dark-heart by accident. Lexi and Vassalus charged in and looked around before declaring the room clear.

      “Well, that was lucky,” Lexi commented.

      Arthur nodded. “I don’t think shades are the best troops the Entropians have. They’re just … what’s the word I’m looking for …”

      “Cannon fodder?” Vassalus suggested.

      Arthur nodded. “Exactly. They’re really only dangerous if you’ve got a bunch coming at you at once, or if they’re mixed in with wraiths. As long as you've got weapons that can hurt them, anyway.”

      “Well, it is a lot easier if you have the sigils to hold them off,” Vassalus said.

      “Yeppers,” Lexi said, “but I’d think if Arthur had received proper Paladin training, he could probably waste these suckers just by looking at them.”

      Arthur walked in, with Lexi, Vassalus, Arms, and Valet following along behind him. The Museum was a narrow hallway that looked like a miniature version of the Grand Hallway, only there were no doors, and the walls were covered in paintings.

      “Wow, it's almost like an art gallery,” he said. “Must be a hundred big portraits in here.”

      “Memorials of the people who were Paladins before you,” said Lexi. “I bet the smaller portraits are of their companions.”

      He walked over and looked at the first painting on the right: ARTHUR SECUNDUS, PALADIN 105. “This must be my grandfather.”

      “Such an incredibly handsome man,” Lexi purred. “Mm-hmm, he is a tasty one.”

      Arthur eyed her, restraining a laugh.

      “By the good gods, Alexis,” declared Vassalus, “show some restraint.”

      Lexi shook her head in confusion and blinked. “The things I say … you know, I don’t think I was made quite right.”

      “Well, I can certainly agree with that,” Vassalus said as he prowled ahead.

      This time, Lexi didn’t have a clever retort.

      Arthur examined his Grandfather Paladin’s picture, trying to summon up at least some small scrap of memory, but then he remembered that his dad was already the Multiversal Paladin when he met Arthur’s mom. “I never knew anything about my Paladin grandfather. The plaque below said he died trying to save the people of Vikarus Prime on May 8, 2737. Weird date. The Paladins must use a different dating system than we do.”

      Crackle … “Arthur?” … crackle … “Arthur, can you hear me?” 

      It was Morgan’s voice, faint and garbled with static, like on a two-way radio. Arthur glanced around in confusion. “Where’s that coming from?”

      “The tablet, my dear,” said Lexi.

      “Oh.” Obviously. He took it out of his pocket and unrolled it. The tablet beeped, and on the screen, a symbol resembling a long, stylized, elf-like ear flashed red. He touched the symbol.

      Morgan’s voice now came through crystal clear. “Arthur, are you there? Did you touch the accept button?”

      “Yes,” he replied tersely. “You figured out the tablet.” He was still irritated with her.

      “Arthur, I can barely hear you. Hold the c|slate up to your head, like a phone. Or talk louder.”

      He held the whole thing against his face so his ear was near the middle of it. The tablet’s edges stuck out all around his head, making him feel stupid. “Is this better?”

      “Yes. Where are you?”

      “I’m in the Museum.”

      Still mad, he pressed the button again, hanging up on the call. A minute later, Morgan practically skipped in to join him. In her hand, she held a phone that matched the c|slates.

      “Hey, where’d you get that?”

      Beaming, she grabbed opposite corners of the device and expanded it out into the full-sized c|slate, which was probably twelve inches across diagonally. “You can resize it. How awesome is that? The most, right?”

      “Where does all the screen and everything go when you make it smaller?” he asked blandly, trying to hide his amazement. He didn't want to give her the satisfaction. But either she was ignoring his mood, or she didn't notice. “Because it doesn’t get any thicker.”

      “No idea. And check this out.” 

      She pinched the c|slate down into a one inch square and stuck it on the sleeve of her shirt. She moved her arm, and it didn’t fall off. She pulled it off, stuck it to her skirt, and spun around quickly. Arthur wouldn’t have dared to point out to her what happened when she twirled like that. 

      “See? It sticks, automatically — you just have to press it firmly. Don’t ask me how that works, either.”

      “That's nice.”

      “If you hadn’t hung up on me so quickly, I would’ve shown you how to change the voice call into a face-to-face call. And you don’t have your ringer turned on, so I had to use something called an override voice message. Not sure what the point is exactly, but you can turn that feature off if you don’t want it, or if you’re some place where that might be a bad idea. Oh, and you can make the device into a watch, too.” She stretched it out, and bent it so that it formed a bracelet, which she wrapped around her wrist. The display immediately adjusted to this new arrangement.

      He shrugged, despite the coolness of it all. “Anything else?”

      “Mm-hmm. So long as we’re in the Manse, the c|slates never need recharging. If we're outside, they'll last two months on a charge, unless we use a lot of video calling and high-end features, in which case two to four weeks is the max. But I’m not really sure what the high end features are yet.”

      “Guess you've got it all figured out then.” Arthur tried to keep sounding like he could care less. But if Morgan did have them all figured out, then maybe she'd let him use one now. They really were awesome. And the longer Morgan went without realizing he was mad at her, the harder it got to stay that way.

      “Not even close. I just found a basic user manual on the c|slate — it's in .txt! Weird, huh? That's as basic as it gets. Apparently universal, too.” She suppressed a tiny giggle. “Multiversal maybe …”

      “Morgan!” Arthur threw his hands up in frustration. “You know, you were really rude to me earlier.”

      “I was?”

      “Yes. You basically called me stupid.”

      “Sorry — you know I’m not good with people.”

      “I know. I forgive you. But it pisses me off when you do stuff like that and …” He sighed. “And I wanted you to know I was mad and to say you were sorry.”

      “Oh, that’s fine. I get it, and I don't think you're stupid.  Honestly, I get along really super well with you — better than I do with anyone else. Most people, I’d have offended them so much by now that they’d probably throw me out into space.”

      He didn’t know what to say to that, because it was probably true. “Look, I found a picture of my grandfather, and the smaller portraits beneath him are the companions who served with him.”

      She leaned in and frowned. “And when they died … oh, great, looks like none of them died of old age. That bodes well for me.”

      “Well, one of them retired: Hans Jurik. He served with my grandfather. If these pictures’ dates are up-to-date, he’s actually still alive.”

      Valet gestured toward a picture in the section directly across from them, and Lexi bounded over. She placed her paws on the wall and stood up to take a look. “Hans has a picture under your great-grandfather, too. This Hans must’ve been a survivor.”

      “He would have to have an incredible lifespan for that,” Vassalus said.

      Arthur peered closely at the picture and grunted. “Well, Hans seems to have fur, tiny horns, and tufted ears. Very subtle. You have to look close to see them. So maybe whatever species he is, that’s normal for them.”

      Morgan began to walk along the wall, scanning. “Yep, looks like most Multiversal Paladins and their companions die in action.”

      “Well, what did you expect?”

      “Have you noticed,” commented Morgan, “that all the male Paladins are named Arthur?”

      He nodded. “And looks like you were right about the middle names. Primus, Tertius, Octavius — those all sound number-ish. We’re very creative with names. Oh, here's a female Multiversal Paladin! Boudicca Prima. And another before her: Boudicca Octavia.”

      “And a Boudicca Severus,” Morgan added. “That’s cool. I'd forgotten that Lady Ylliara said women can be Multiversal Paladins, too. It turns out the Aetherians aren’t chauvinists. I like them a little better now.”

      “You know, I wonder. If one of my dad's siblings was still alive, would they have become the next Multiversal Paladin instead of me?”

      “Maybe. I would assume that it goes to whoever’s most worthy the bloodline. But how anybody would decide that, I have no idea.”

      Arthur shrugged. “It doesn't matter, though, does it? It’s just me left. Every cousin, aunt, or uncle who could’ve done the job has been wiped out.”

      As they moved back in time, each Paladin tended to have more companions. Often more than twelve were listed, but that was because those that died were replaced. Quite a lot of companions were not human, or not normal humans anyway. None of them were strange aliens with tentacles or insect heads or anything like that. At last, they reached the very first Paladin, from nearly 2100 years ago: Arcturus Paladinius, the only one not named Arthur or with a Latin number name.

      “I wish we knew something more about him,” Arthur said. “Other than who his twelve companions were. And he’s the only one without a birth order name.”

      Morgan sighed. “If the Manse’s memory and computers really are wiped, then all the information about all the Paladins is forever gone, unless the Aetheria know it.”

      “Who knows,” Arthur said. “I’m starting to think they’re not as grand as they’d like us to believe. You notice how Lady Ylliara was the only one to come to the rescue? If the Multiverse really is doomed without me, you'd think they could spare someone else to help clean out the Manse, give us a tutorial … something.”

      “Obviously, they have that rule about not interfering in our universe directly,” said Morgan, “but these are pretty extreme circumstances. You would think they could bend it a little.”

      “I think Lady Ylliara told you the Aetherian home universe was under direct attack, did she not?” Vassalus countered.

      “Still,” Morgan said, “if Arthur’s so important, you’d think they could spare a little help.”

      “Well, you know what?” Arthur said. “I'm not a hundred percent certain they're even the good guys at all.”

      Valet and Arms stepped back in shock.

      “Good sir,” Vassalus said, “such talk is unseemly and beneath yourself. I daresay you should take it back, lest you run afoul of the powers that be … and good manners as well.”

      “I’ll risk it,” Arthur said. 

      “I’m not sure it’s wise to say such things, either,” said Lexi, “though I do hate agreeing with doggy breath here.”

      “Madam!”

      “I don’t care what they think,” Arthur said. “I’m the only Multiversal Paladin left. What are they going to do, strip the title from me?”

      At the end of the hallway was a large glass case covering the entire wall. It was labeled ARTIFACTS, but it was dark inside, just like the lockers in the Armory.

      Arthur turned to Valet. “Let me guess: We can only retrieve an artifact if we need it?”

      Valet nodded.

      “But how would we know what we needed?” Arthur asked.

      Valet held his hands out and shrugged.

      “You probably would’ve been taught everything that was in there,” Morgan told him. “Besides, if the Manse data was all intact, you could probably look up what items are available.”

      Arthur touched the case and said, “I need an artifact that will help me against the warlock. I need a weapon — like my father’s sword.”

      The case remained dark.

      “It was worth a try,” he muttered.

      “Good thinking,” Lexi said. “You never know till you try.”

      As they reached the doorway leading back out to the Grand Hallway, something occurred to Arthur, something that should’ve occurred to him immediately. “Hey! There’s no picture of my dad on the wall. Shouldn’t there be one, since he’s dead?”

      Morgan shrugged. “Maybe … maybe it’s because … you know, I have no idea why the Manse wouldn’t make one.”

      “I think,” ventured Lexi, “that Lady Orella didn’t have a chance to create one before her memory got wiped.”

      As they walked back out into the Grand Hallway, Arthur said, “I searched the Library shelves for information on the Paladins, but I couldn’t find anything that wasn’t super specific. It was kind of hard to find things.”

      Morgan nodded. “The books weren't shelved according to any system I recognized. You should have asked the Librarian. That is what she's there for after all.”

      “Librarian? What librarian?” Arthur hadn't noticed any new servitors. But he did vaguely remember Lady Ylliara mentioning a librarian.

      “Didn't you see her?” Morgan frowned, and then shrugged. “Maybe she came out after you left.”

      “I bet she can get me some basic books on the Multiversal Paladin, Aetheria, and Entropy!”

      “I suppose. A book won't do us much good right now, though. It's not like this is an exam you can cram for. Once we’ve dealt with Kjor and all the nasties in the Inner Sanctum — assuming we survive, of course — the Library will be useful.”

      Vassalus nodded. “Lady Morgan is correct. For now, our time is better spent continuing our exploration of the Manse.”

      “Alright. Let's go check out the other rooms.” Arthur hid a grin. He knew exactly which room he wanted to explore next. And Morgan was not going to be happy about it.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          Chapter Thirteen

        

        
          Morgan’s Room

        

      

    

    
      “Let’s check out Lyonesse,” Morgan said.

      “Nope,” Arthur replied. “It’s time.”

      “Time for what?” she asked dubiously.

      “Time for your room.”

      She cringed. “Let’s … let’s save it for last, okay?”

      “No.”

      Morgan crossed her arms. “I’m not going to do it. Nothing you can say —”

      “Lexi? Vassalus?” Lexi gave him a cat smile. Her stubby tail twitched from side to side. Vassalus dipped his head in a small nod. “Now!”

      Vassalus bit the hem of Morgan’s skirt on one side, and Lexi chomped down on the other. They dragged her toward her room.

      “Let go! Stop touching me!”

      “We’re staybeeng an inderbengion,” Lexi mumbled through her closed mouth.

      “What?” Morgan said as she was pulled along.

      “An intervention,” Arthur replied. “We’re staging an intervention. You need to face your fears.”

      She lifted her hands; her gloves lit up. “Don’t make me stop you, Arthur. I mean it.”

      Arthur stepped right up next to her with barely an inch between them. She backed away, and he kept following.

      “Eew! Personal space! Back off! Now — I mean it. You’re going to make me have a breakdown.”

      “You can avoid that by going to your room. That’s all you have to do.”

      She stomped her foot. “Fine, I’ll do it. But know this: I hate you.”

      “No, you don’t.”

      “Well, I … I certainly don’t like you anymore.”

      “Whatever,” Arthur responded. “Just go in.”

      “You owe me for this.”

      “Owe you what?”

      “Well … you owe me … you owe me …” Morgan sighed and almost smiled. “Arthur, you don’t have anything worth anything.”

      “I know.”

      “I’ll get you back for this, moron.”

      “I’m sure you will.”

      “You just don’t understand why I can’t go in there yet.”

      “Nope, and I don’t care.”

      “You’re mean. I never realized that before.”

      “You’re stalling,” Lexi said.

      Vassalus didn’t say anything, but he nodded along.

      “Tell you what,” Arthur said. “If you don’t like your room, you can sleep over in mine anytime you want. You can use the computer in my office anytime you want — you’re going to do that anyway, I suspect. You can come over and draw with me anytime you want. You can use all my stuff.”

      “You’re so lame. That’s all you’ve got to bribe me?”

      “That’s all I’ve got.” What else could he possibly offer her? She was so difficult.

      “I’m sure I’ll have my own art supplies,” she grumbled.

      “Probably. Now, let’s go in and find out.”

      “No.”

      Arthur groaned. “Do we have to keep doing this?!”

      She grabbed the door handle. “Don’t get your man panties in a wad. I’m going in. But I’m going - alone. The rest of you are staying out here.”

      With a sigh, Arthur replied, “If that’s what you want.”

      “Not even me, dear madam?” Vassalus said.

      She crouched down in front of him and massaged his scruff. “Not even you.”

      Morgan opened the door as narrowly as she could manage while still able to enter, and slipped inside. Arthur craned his neck, but it was too dark inside for him to see anything. He sat cross-legged in the hallway and waited, with Lexi traipsing about and occasionally rubbing back and forth against his back. Vassalus lay on the floor nearby, forelegs crossed with his head on top of them.

      “Lexi, I thought you were a lynx,” Arthur said. “Not a house cat.”

      “What, lynxes don’t deserve love, too?” She harrumphed. “Fine. I shall go elsewhere.”

      “No — not what I meant. Just be a little more gentle, okay? You’re head-butt rubs are powerful.”

      Arthur waited … waited … waited … and finally Morgan came back out. Her eyes were red-rimmed and swollen, like she’d been crying. She shut the door swiftly.

      Arthur stood up and almost reached a hand out to her on instinct. “Everything okay?

      She nodded. “I think I’ll have to take you up on the art supplies offer.”

      “You didn’t get art space?” he asked.

      “I’ve got exactly what I need in there. Nothing more. The Manse read me perfectly.”

      “So you like it?”

      She shook her head. “No … not really, but it’s exactly what I need. Just not right now.”

      “Want to stay in my room then?”

      “Yes, for … for a while anyway.”

      “Fine with me. You want to talk about —”

      “Not now. Maybe not ever. Okay? Just stay out of my room. And stop asking me about it.”

      “Can I try something?” he asked, reaching for the handle. “I promise I won’t go in.”

      Arthur stepped up to the door and grabbed the handle. He tried to turn it, but the handle wouldn’t budge. “See, not even the Multiversal Paladin can go into a companion’s room without permission. Now, let’s see what’s in Lyonesse.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          Chapter Fourteen

        

        
          The Wastes and Lyonesse

        

      

    

    
      The last two doors on either side of the hall were labeled LYONESSE and THE WASTES. After these, there would be nothing left but the Inner Sanctum.

      “I’d heard the name Lyonesse before,” Morgan said. “So I looked it up on my c|slate earlier. There’s a basic dictionary loaded in there, but unfortunately there’s no database. What we really need is a Multiversal Wikipedia. Anyway, Lyonesse is a mythical land in Arthurian legend that sank into the sea. It’s related to Cornwall and Brittany, somehow.”

      “Okay … but what about this Lyonesse?”

      Morgan shrugged. “We’ll just have to find out.”

      No glowing sigil in the doorway meant it was likely shade-free. They still took up combat positions, just in case. Arthur pulled the door open to bright sunlight, a fresh breeze, a cacophony of birds chirping, and the faint sound of waves crashing on a shore.

      “What the heck?!”

      He stepped through the doorway — and out onto a meadow-covered bluff that overlooked a deep blue ocean streaked with emerald and teal shallows. As his boots squished into the soft, springy grasses and wildflowers, he turned around. From this side, the door from the Grand Hallway, which he could still see into, looked like a stone arch in the middle of a wall of trees so thick he couldn’t have squeezed between them. Around and beyond the arch was nothing but dense forest. Birds chirped and fluttered about in trees whose leaves rustled in the salty sea breeze.

      Morgan entered, spun around, and laughed. “I can’t believe it.”

      “It’s a room that’s an outside space,” said Arthur, “like the Heart room beyond the Inner Sanctum. So much for physics, eh?”

      “I’m sure there’s … you know, I’m just going to roll with it. I don’t have the mental resources available to try to figure out how this works.”

      Lexi shot off like a rocket and sprinted through the grass. She tumbled several times, got up, and charged again. She stopped, sniffed something, and then cried out with delight. “Catnip! Oh, catnip! We’ve died and gone to Paradise.” She began to roll around enthusiastically.

      Vassalus wagged his tail, snapping it back and forth — he practically quivered. But at the same time, he lamented Lexi’s lack of decorum. “That is not proper behavior.”

      “Vassalus, we won’t think any less of you if you choose to run around and get some exercise,” Arthur said.

      “I could never …”

      “Go!” Morgan said. “Enjoy yourself. It’s important to stay in shape, right?”

      “For your sake, madam — for your sake.” And then he ran full tilt from one end of the bluff to the other, behaving like a dog that had been cooped up inside for far too long.

      The bluff was probably the length and width of a football field. With a big smile on his face, Arthur walked all the way to the edge and peered down at the glimmering white sand on the narrow beach below. 

      “Careful,” Morgan cautioned. “Remember what happened the last time you got near the edge of a bluff?”

      “Yeah, I knocked you across the universe.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Real funny, moron.”

      A clawing sound came from behind them  — they spun around, Arthur drawing a raygun — and discovered that Lexi was digging excitedly into the earth. Suddenly, she stopped, spun around, and then started rolling on the ground again. Vassalus streaked passed her. She struck out at him and missed, then she cleaned the paw that had missed. Arthur laughed, and Morgan sighed.

      “We probably shouldn’t bring her out here before a battle,” Morgan cautioned.

      “No kidding.”

      Both of the numina looked exceedingly pale in full sunlight, almost like ghosts. Valet and Arms hung back near the doorway to the Grand Hallway. 

      “Don’t want to join us, Valet?” Arthur called back to the servitor.

      Valet shook his head, and Arms gave a thumbs-down. Maybe the sunlight was just too much for them.

      Arthur spotted a path leading down to the beach below. He pointed it out to Morgan, and they headed down. The path was wide enough he didn’t feel like he was going to fall, but it wasn’t wide enough that he didn’t need to be careful of his steps. Soon, they were leaving footprints in the sand. As far as he could see in either direction, the beach stretched on. He knelt and dragged his fingers through trailing surf. He tasted his fingers: saltwater.

      “It all seems real.”

      “I think it is real,” Morgan replied. “At least as real as the food we eat in the Manse, the water we drink, and the beds we sleep in.”

      “You’d think this would take a load of energy for Lady Ylliara to maintain,” Arthur replied. “Maybe she could’ve left this out until we were all safe.”

      “Maybe she couldn’t,” Morgan said. “Maybe this doesn’t take even as much energy as the Armory. We just don’t know. This may be an essential part of the Manse like the Great Room or the Grand Hallway. She may not have a choice but to maintain it. Well, I guess she doesn’t have any choices to make now. She just powers everything and thinks … nothing.”

      Arthur sat down in the sand and tugged his boots and socks off, then he rolled his pants legs halfway up his calves. “It’s just crazy that there’s a beach and an ocean inside the house.”

      “You know, it does make sense to have this.”

      “It does?”

      “Of course. You need sunlight for vitamin D. Fresh air and vegetation are good for you. Being outside is relaxing. Calms your nerves, reduces stress. That’s why I spend so much time outside.”

      “I figured you stayed inside with your computers all the time.”

      “Hello — batteries. That’s why I’ve got a battery slice for my ThinkPad to extend it over twenty hours. Between it and my iPad and my iPhone, I can stay outside plenty long enough without tech deprivation setting in.”

      “But you’re so pale.”

      “I only get seven to ten minutes of sun at a time, and then I retire to the shade.”

      “Seven to ten?”

      “That’s the optimal range for proper vitamin D absorption for my skin tone at Rockville’s latitude, except in winter, when I go for twelve to fifteen minutes.”

      Weird. “Well, looks like we can get sunlight whenever we want. Seven minutes or more.”

      “Don’t mock me just because I’m smarter than you.”

      “What makes you think you’re smarter?”

      “Arthur, wherever we go in the Multiverse, as long as the two of us are together, I will always be the smart one.”

      Arthur shook his head. “Well then, oh smart one, why don’t you take those Converse boots off and walk through the water with me?”

      “Ugh, and get sand between my toes?”

      “Of course.”

      “I’ll pass.”

      He wiggled his toes deep into the white sand. “You’re missing out …” Arthur looked back at her. “You have been to the beach before, haven’t you?”

      “Once. And yes, I got my feet wet and my toes in the sand — and I hated it. The meadow … I might take my shoes off and walk through the grass. Maybe.”

      “Well, we’re going to have to change that, smart one. I saw a swimsuit in my closet.” He splashed his feet through the surf. “And this water is perfect.”

      She shook her head. “Not going to happen. And I didn’t have a swimsuit in my closet.”

      “Let me guess: You had five copies of that outfit.”

      “Six.”

      “Seriously?”

      She nodded. “I don’t swim.”

      “Don’t or can’t?”

      “Don’t,” she muttered a little too quickly and softly.

      “You can’t swim?! Morgan, that’s no good. You’re a Paladin’s companion … what if we have to swim on some planet while fighting bad guys?”

      “Not likely.”

      “It could happen.”

      “I’ll take my chances.”

      “Well, I don’t blame you, my dear,” said Lexi as she and Vassalus ran up to join them. “Water is nasty business.”

      “You do bathe, right?” Arthur teased.

      Morgan shot him his favorite pouty look. “Of course, I bathe, you moron.”

      “Did you get in the whirlpool last night?”

      “Yes, I got in the big tub. I just don’t like the ocean … or lakes … or swimming pools.”

      “Because you can’t swim?”

      “I can’t swim because I don’t like the water. End of discussion.”

      “I can swim,” Lexi said. “It’s a good skill to have. I just choose not to because it’s awful.”

      “You were born with the skill,” Morgan snapped, “it’s not the same thing as — hey, you’ve never been swimming in your three days of life!”

      Lexi huffed and padded off along the beach. “Such attitude.”

      “How far do you think it goes?” Vassalus said. “Will we run into a wall or out of beach?”

      “I don’t know,” Arthur said. “Best that we not go too far until we learn.”

      “That is most unfortunate then,” said Vassalus. “I should very much like to take a long sprint.”

      “I don’t think it will hurt as long as you stay in sight,” Arthur replied.

      “I’d walk outward first,” Morgan added. “In case there’s an invisible barrier.”

      Vassalus and Lexi trotted off in opposite directions. Arthur splashed through the edge of the surf, and Morgan took out her c|slate and stood awkwardly on the sand, thumbing across the screen, gazing at it intently. Arthur knew he should give up on trying to figure out Morgan, but two things prevented him. First, she was kind of like a fun puzzle. Sure, she was frustrating, but it was still fun trying to put the pieces together. Something about her was intriguing … maybe because she was so far from being like everyone else. He appreciated that since he was a lot like that himself — apparently even more than he had thought. The other thing was he knew he needed to know all her strange quirks if they were going to be adventuring on quests together, trying to save the universe. He needed to understand her. And he was going to find some way to get her in the water and teach her how to swim. She could wear her uniform in if she wanted; he didn’t care.

      As if sensing one another’s intent, Lexi and Vassalus spun around simultaneously and charged back down the beach until they skidded to a halt, kicking sand up on Arthur. 

      “I daresay the beach may not ever end,” Vassalus said. “I saw nothing but beach as far as I went.”

      “The same for me,” Lexi said. “Yet … I feel deep inside that it would — if we went far enough.”

      “Well, your instincts should be satisfactory in such matters,” Vassalus said pompously. That was probably as much of a compliment as he could muster.

      “What’s beyond the edge of the bluff?” Morgan asked.

      “A second, shorter cliff,” Vassalus replied.

      “We should probably head back,” Arthur sighed.

      Morgan shrugged. “We could have lunch in the meadow. I wouldn’t mind sitting in the grass for a short while.”

      Sure enough, a picnic basket sat waiting for them at the edge of the meadow. They basked in the sun until Morgan’s skin started to turn a little pink (at about 25 minutes), eating tuna sandwiches and chips and drinking iced tea. Then Morgan taught Arthur the basics of operating his c|slate. She was far more patient with him than he had expected. She only snapped at him once every few minutes.

      At last, they put away their c|slates, Arthur laced his boots back on, and they headed back inside and across the hall to the door labeled THE WASTES. Like Lyonesse, this one didn’t have a glowing sigil in the doorway either.

      “You think this is going to be the opposite of Lyonesse?” Arthur said.

      “Duh,” Morgan responded.

      Arthur felt the same sense of dread and revulsion as before when he approached the door. He reached out toward the handle, took a deep breath, and steeled himself to face whatever was in here. As soon as he pulled open the door, a howling blast of icy air struck them head on. Dust blew into the hallway. Maid wasn’t going to be happy about that. Or maybe she would: she was designed to clean, after all. 

      The landscape was gray, desolate, dry, and empty. Mists drifted over the land, and he thought maybe he saw the faint outline of mountains in the distance. He stepped in, with Morgan and the others right behind him. His boots crunched through sand that looked as if it had been scorched long ago. A wind parted the mists, and he could see now that on the horizon, rock formations — or perhaps stone ruins — dotted the landscape. He glanced over his shoulder. The entrance on this side was a stone arch, similar to the one in Lyonesse. It was built into a steep cliff that seemed to stretch forever in both directions and so tall that the top was shrouded in mist.

      “I don’t get it,” Arthur said. “If Lyonesse is there for the Paladin to relax, what’s the point of this?”

      “Maybe there used to be something important here,” Lexi said, “but it was destroyed … perhaps by the warlock.”

      “If so, then why didn’t Lady Ylliara fix it when she arrived and restored the Manse?” Arthur asked.

      “Maybe she didn’t expend the energy to because it wasn’t something we needed,” Morgan pondered. “But it is called the Wastes, and it does fit the description.”

      “Too true. Perhaps this place is intended for training,” Vassalus offered. “Maybe it’s exactly what it’s supposed to be right now …”

      Shaking his head, Valet stepped in front of them.

      “None of those things then?” Arthur said. 

      A sudden cry pierced the howling winds, and Arthur thought he saw something move in the distance.

      “Is it safe here?” Arthur asked.

      Valet and Arms both shook their heads.

      “So it’s not safe, and we don’t know the point of it,” Arthur said. “On top of that, there are no shades here for us to eliminate. I say we leave.”

      “Agreed,” Morgan replied.

      Both servitors nodded their agreement, as well.

      Suddenly, a beast that resembled a cross between a lion and a bull, but was as large as a car, launched out from behind a rock formation a hundred yards away and rocketed toward them, snarling.

       “Time to go!” Arthur yelled.

      The beast was moving impossibly fast, covering ten yards per bound.

      “Go, go, go!” he yelled.
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      In a mad rush, everyone cleared out through the portal — just in time. Arms slammed the door shut, and the beast slammed into the other side of the door. Morgan reactivated her shield, and Arthur drew both guns. Lexi and Vassalus waited beside the door, one to each side, to ambush the monster if it came through. But Arms and Valet didn’t take up defensive positions or draw their weapons. 

      “Are we safe now?” Arthur asked.

      Valet nodded.

      “The monster can’t reach us?”

      Arms nodded.

      “That was weird, huh?” Lexi said. “What now?”

      Everyone looked at Arthur, who was still puzzling over the Wastes. There had to be a point to it. 

      “Well … now we …” Arthur shrugged. “I dunno. Take a break?”

      Vassalus nodded toward the door to the Inner Sanctum. “Take on the ultimate challenge and prove our mettle?”

      “I don’t think so,” Arthur said. “Not yet.”

      “We’re going to have to do it sooner or later,” Lexi said. “Best not to wait too long.”

      “I know, but we’re just not ready. I think we should go to the Training Room and practice with our weapons until dinner. We need to get better at this. After that, we use the c|slates and see if we can learn more. Then we’ll get a good night of rest and take on Kjor tomorrow. Sound good?”

      “Are you sure, Arthur?” Morgan asked. “Lady Ylliara did say that time was of the essence. And there’s not much we can learn in one evening of practice”

      “It’s better than nothing.”

      “It practically is nothing.”

      “Look, I just don’t want to die …”

      “No one does, moron.”

      “Yes, obviously. But I want to be as ready as possible. We’ve got all that information on what's waiting for us from my dream but no idea how to use it to our advantage. Don't we need a plan?”

      “So let's come up with a plan and go.”

      “Morgan,” Arthur nearly growled in frustration as he tried to put his reluctance into words, “can’t we please wait till tomorrow? I just need one more night here because … because dying now would be worse than dying a week ago. I’ve just figured out where I belong. I’ve got a home, my own room, and I’ve gotten to actually know …” His voice trailed off, and he shook his head.

      “Know what?” Morgan said.

      “Nothing.”

      “Liar.”

      “Fine,” Arthur snapped. “Now that I’ve gotten to actually know you.”

      Was Morgan blushing? She turned and headed down the hallway. “Let’s go train, then … moron.”

      

      In the Training Room, Arms made Arthur and Morgan put their weapons away and stand side-by-side. Then, he pulled a lever. Four cannon-shaped devices lowered from the ceiling. 

      Arthur looked at Arms. “What are those for —”

      WHOOSH!

      THUMP!

      Arthur doubled over as a rubber ball, about half the size of a kickball, struck him in the stomach. 

      “Hey!” he said, gasping for breath, watching the ball roll away and then disappear with a puff of smoke. “What gives — whoa!”

      Arthur dodged to his left as another ball zoomed toward him. He didn’t react fast enough. The ball hit him in the shoulder, and worse, he ran into Morgan and knocked her down.

      “Jerk! You touched me again!” she yelled, climbing to her knees with a grim look in her eyes. “How many times do I —”

      WHOOSH!

      THUMP!

      A ball struck Morgan in the chest. She cursed and got to her feet. 

      “Such language!” Lexi said, deftly dodging a ball shot toward her. “We’ve got to clean your mouth out.”

      Morgan shot her a look — and that got her clipped in the knee when she reacted too slowly to the next shot. She moved to activate her force field. Arms paused the session, pointed at her, and shook his head.

      “I think the point is to not use the force field, my dear,” said Vassalus.

      Morgan sighed. “Fine.”

      Arms reactivated the cannons, and this time Morgan and Arthur paid attention. Arthur dodged well enough that he only sometimes got struck, and then it was never a direct hit. Morgan, on the other hand, was a lot slower at reacting to things like this. She took at least a partial hit from every shot, and several direct shots. It was clear why the Manse thought the force field was a good choice for her. Every time a ball hit her, she grunted or cursed or said, “Argh!” She was growing more irritable by the moment, and that was making her worse at dodging the projectiles.

      Lexi and Vassalus, on the other hand, never got hit. Arthur wasn’t sure they needed training, so maybe the point wasn’t for them to learn but to stay in shape. Did they need to stay in shape, being numina?

      Too much thinking led him into getting bonked in the ribs. The balls did hit pretty hard, almost hard enough to leave a bruise. He understood Morgan’s frustration.

      “That’s it!” Morgan said, with a devious look on her face, “I’ve had it.” 

      Arthur thought she was going to throw up her force field, but instead, Morgan ran straight toward the cannons, and then slid under them. She waved at Arthur from the other side — but a moment later, the smile and the wave disappeared.

      A cannon flipped around, launched a ball, and pegged her in the face at point-blank range. With that, she went down. Arms waved a hand, and the cannons lifted back up into the ceiling. Arthur rushed over. Morgan had tears in her eyes, and blood trickled down from her nose onto the Training Room’s rubber floor. 

      “Morgan, are you all right?” Arthur asked, falling onto his knees beside her.

      “Poor dear,” Lexi cooed.

      Vassalus turned on Arms and growled, “Unacceptable! Cheating, that was. Lady Morgan was not expecting such a villainous move!”

      “It’s okay, Vassalus,” Morgan muttered. “I got too clever. This is what happens when you get too clever without actually knowing the rules.” She pinched her nose and leaned back.

      As Arthur caught his breath, thinking about her performance, Morgan eyed him.

      “What?” he asked innocently.

      “I know you want to laugh at me — go ahead — get it out of your system.”

      “I admit, it was funny, the look on your face when the cannon flipped around and aimed at you. But a busted nose isn’t funny. I hate that feeling. I don’t want to laugh. Promise.”

      Morgan grunted in response. She let go of her nose and leaned forward. No blood dripped down. She pointed at Arms. “Bring the cannons back down. Let’s do this.”

      “Are you sure, madam?” Vassalus asked. 

      Morgan nodded. “Do it. But let’s make it interesting.”

      “What’ve you got in mind?” Arthur asked.

      “Let’s try running and moving around the room. That should be easier than just staying in the same area.”

      The cannons dropped and began firing, quickly proving Morgan wrong. As they moved, the cannons flipped and swiveled, easily tracking their progress. The cannons also decided to up their game, as well. Sometimes, they would fire two balls at them instead of just one. Morgan still got at least clipped with every shot, and Arthur was getting hit more and more. Finally, when he was out of breath and had just taken a shot to the shoulder, he held up a hand.

      “That’s enough.”

      Arms made the cannons stop.

      Morgan looked irritated. She was clearly the kind of person who wanted to keep doing something until she mastered it — even when it was futile.

      “I’m sure we have other skills we need to work on,” Arthur told her. “And you do have a force field to use in battle.”

      “Okay … fine. What now?”

      Arms lowered the targets for the rayguns.

      “Good,” Arthur said. “This will let us catch our breath.”

      They got into position where Arms wanted them to and took their shots. After a few minutes, Arms pulled a lever, and the targets began zooming toward them — worse, they weaved and bobbed and zigzagged as they did so. It took five shots before Arthur got his dead-center, when it was halfway to him. Morgan kept missing her target. When it got three-fourths of the way to her, the target stopped and flashed red. A blaring buzzer sounded in the most irritating way possible.

      Morgan threw her raygun down in frustration. “I’m no good at this!”

      “You will get the hang of it, my dear,” Vassalus said. “It just takes practice.”

      “But Arthur doesn’t have any trouble with it at all.”

      “But he was born for it,” Vassalus told her. “We each have our unique skills.”

      “Yeah, I can’t work any of the tech here,” Arthur said. “That’s something I’m going to have to work at, just like you’ll have to work at this.”

      Sulking, Morgan picked up her raygun and gestured for Arms to give it another go. After half an hour of firing at targets, with Morgan getting buzzed half the time and Arthur getting buzzed once (the targets kept speeding up after each successful attempt), they took a break. But not a long one. Arms, it seemed, was quite the taskmaster in his domain. He made Arthur do more target practice with the rayguns, while Morgan had to use the telekinetic power of her gloves to pick up rubber cannonballs from a distance and move them around. She was better at that.

      After what seemed like another half hour, Arms pulled the smallest canister from the wall and held it up.

      “Crap,” Morgan said, standing.

      Arthur drew his rayguns. “Let’s do this. Numina, you ready?”

      Vassalus and Lexi nodded.

      Arms tapped on the canister twelve times … did that mean they were going to have to face twelve of … whatever those were?

      “We need a plan,” Morgan said.

      “Problem is, we don’t know what to plan against,” Lexi cautioned.

      “Let’s stick close together and back away from the canister,” Arthur said. “Once we see what we’re facing, then we can come up with a plan. And be careful, everyone — we can’t afford to get injured. We’ve got a big day tomorrow.”

      “Should we even be doing this, then?” Morgan asked.

      “Well, if we can’t handle this, then maybe we aren’t ready to face the —”

      Smoke billowed out from the canister and formed into twelve beasts that looked like monkeys with lobster claws for hands and eagle wings. The beasts shot toward them en masse. 

      “Morgan, shield up!” Arthur said. “Protect us from the front. Lexi and Vassalus, you guys protect from the rear. I’m going to shoot at them. As soon as anyone spots the red dot, let me know.”

      Morgan clapped her wrists together. “On the neck, moron. Pay attention.”

      “Oh.” Arthur had been so focused on the plan that he hadn’t noticed.

      Ten minutes later, they were exhausted, scratched, and bruised up a bit, but otherwise okay. Arthur had taken out most of the creatures with shots, while Lexi and Vassalus had taken out a few that had tried to circle around behind them. Arms capped the canister and gave them a nod of approval. Together with Morgan, Arthur slumped down against a wall, exhausted and drenched in sweat.

      “That was intense,” Arthur said.

      “He went easy on us,” Morgan replied.

      “But it was still intense. I’m going into the hot tub, tonight — after my shower, of course.”

      “I’ll need the hot tub too, so don’t hog it.”

      “You don’t have your own hot tub?”

      “Just a small shower,” Morgan replied. “My room is not … as fancy as yours.” She tilted her head. “Wonder what that says about you?”

      “That I’m tired of sharing a bathroom with my grandmother and living in a closet-sized room?”

      “Maybe. I think it means you're a Mr. Fancy Pants.”

      “A Mr. Fancy Pants?” Arthur chuckled. “Yeah, that’s me all right.”

      Morgan took out her c|slate and stretched it to the size of a large tablet. She still had her gloves on, and they weren’t finished powering down. She scrolled and swiped across the screen. Then suddenly, the glove on the hand that was swiping lit up, and her hand made full contact with the screen. The glove gave off a spark, and that slammed Morgan back against the wall. But her hand didn’t leave the screen. Her eyes went wide, staring off absently into space, and she didn’t budge at all.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          Chapter Sixteen

        

        
          Interfacing

        

      

    

    
      “Morgan?!”

      Arthur grabbed Morgan’s hand and ripped it away from the c|slate. If not for the rise and fall of her chest as she breathed, Arthur would’ve thought that she was dead.

      Blinking again, she seemed to pop back into herself. She lifted the glowing glove up in front of her as it powered down. Her eyes drifted to the c|slate, and then to Arthur — narrowing. Annoyance twisted up her face.

      “What did you do that for?!”

      “What?” Arthur asked in surprise.

      “Don’t ever touch me again.”

      “I was saving your life, Morgan. I had to touch you. You had gone into a coma or something.”

      “Nonsense. I was fine. You interrupted me.”

      “How?”

      “I was … I was just …” She frowned at her gloves. “I was … interfacing … with the c|slate …”

      “Interfacing? What does that mean?”

      “My mind was interacting — directly with the c|slate — like I didn’t need the GUI at all.”

      “The gooey? What the heck are you talking about?”

      “The GUI — Graphical User Interface,” she said loudly, as if he were hard of hearing. 

      He shook his head, not understanding. 

      She sighed irritably. “The part of the computer you interact with. The windows, the apps, the buttons, the cursor, the stuff you see and use … all of that is the GUI.”

      “There’s a name for that?”

      “Of course there’s a name for that, moron. And I skipped it and went straight in. The c|slate was responding to my thoughts … whatever I wanted it to do, it would just do it … like … like my brain was a mouse and my thoughts executables, you know …”

      “Sure.” He had no idea what an executable was; something you killed? “But why would the gloves let you do … that? They came from the Armory.”

      “I don’t know. The other functions make sense.”

      “Perhaps,” said Vassalus, “it is useful when encountering alien technology …”

      Morgan nodded. “Makes sense, alien tech may be very … well, alien. We might not be able to interact with it in a normal way, due to differences in biology or concepts or whatever.”

      “Oh. Well, then sorry I touched you,” Arthur said. “We didn’t know what was happening. We were really worried — all of us.”

      “It’s true,” Lexi said. “Very true.”

      “Indeed, madam,” Vassalus added. “I was most concerned.”

      Morgan patted Vassalus on the head. “I — I understand. Sorry. You were just trying to save me. I appreciate it.”

      “If you want, you can give it another try …”

      Morgan looked at her gloves and then her c|slate. “No, that was pretty intense, and I was already exhausted. I’ll try it again if we survive this. I think that’s probably a high level function, you know? Something I’m supposed to learn about before trying. Because I feel like I just took a three-hour math exam, after spending another hour dodging those rubber cannonballs.”

      Even though Arthur knew he sort of had superpowers in him — like that surge of speed he’d used to rescue Morgan from the takaturio — he was a little jealous of what she’d gotten. He had two rayguns and better reflexes; that was it. Well, he did have a special sword, but they couldn't get to it. She had a raygun, a force field, telekinetic gloves, and could interface with alien computers. His father had been able to create a giant glowing sigil that could banish the training monsters in an instant and probably make sigils like the ones hanging in the doorways on his own. The problem was, Morgan had all her gear and abilities available now, while Arthur’s powers were unpredictable and untrained. He didn't even know half of what he should be able to do. And the few things he could do, he couldn't depend on. But it's not like that was Morgan’s fault, or even the Manse’s.

      They decided to forgo a second training session and spend time studying the c|slates instead. That way they could relax and plan their attack strategy after dinner. They took showers and baths before eating a late meal in the Dining Hall. It was practically a feast: roasted quail, mashed potatoes and gravy, corn dripping with butter, broccoli dripping with olive oil, freshly baked rolls, and layered chocolate cake with icing. Arthur was stuffed afterward. And even though he appreciated the wonderful food, he couldn’t help but feel that maybe Cook had understood this might be his and Morgan’s last meal and had gone all out to honor them.

      Morgan played with the desk computer in the Office and her c|slate while Arthur sketched and watched the Blues Brothers. Then Morgan came in and insisted that he pull up the extended edition of The Fellowship of the Ring before bed. She was pleased when the television had it available. Watching the extended version with all the additional scenes made the movie new all over again. Arthur was so happy that, for the next hour and a half, he completely forgot about the danger they'd be facing in the morning. 

      When Frodo offered to take the One Ring into Mordor, despite being small and not knowing the way, because only he could do it, Arthur paused the video. He glanced over at Morgan. She was looking at him, too. Their eyes met, and they stared at one another for a minute — silent — understanding. 

      Morgan smiled wryly. “Never thought I’d end up being Samwise Gamgee.”

      Arthur nodded. “Never thought I'd be charging into Mordor.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          Chapter Seventeen

        

        
          Flickering Out

        

      

    

    
      “Arthur! Wake up!”

      Scared out of his wits and shouting incoherently, Arthur snapped up in bed. Lexi, who had been curled up beside him, shot six feet up into the air. She landed, hissing.

      Arthur looked around. Someone, Morgan he thought, had yelled his name, but she wasn’t in the room. Had he dreamed it? 

      “You heard someone call my name, right?”

      Her eyes narrowed, her fangs bared, Lexi nodded.

      Arthur’s currently-phone-sized c|slate was glowing on the nightstand. Morgan must’ve used the emergency voice feature. He picked it up to call her back, but just then, the elevator rose up into the room with Morgan and Vassalus on board.

      Morgan clapped her hands. “Lights on!”

      Arthur flinched and threw an arm up to shield his eyes. “Morgan, what the heck is —” the bright lights flickered “— going on?”

      “That answer your question? Now, get dressed, quick.”

      Squinting, he looked at her. She had on her power gloves and the belt with her holstered raygun hanging from it.

      Arthur jumped out of bed and rushed to where his uniform hung on its heated rack beside his armor and weapons. His pulse was racing, and his knees wobbled. The lights flickered again.

      “How long has the power been doing this?”

      “About five minutes,” Vassalus said. “Lady Morgan’s third movie cut off near the end, and that is what woke me. Naturally, I alerted Lady Morgan immediately.”

      The lights dimmed halfway and didn’t return to full brightness.

      “Turn your back,” Arthur said to Morgan. The two numina turned as well. He started getting dressed. “Your third movie?”

      “I fell asleep playing with the c|slate while watching a movie. I did wake up during a loud part though, and — oh no!”

      “What is it?”

      She spun around; luckily, he’d gotten his pants on. He pulled his shirt over his head.

      “Valet was there. I asked him to get me a blanket. But I didn’t have one when I woke up — he never came back.”

      “How long was he gone?” Arthur asked.

      Morgan shrugged. The lights returned to full strength.

      “It could not have been more than ten minutes,” Vassalus replied. 

      “Not good,” Lexi said.

      Arthur buttoned his shirt, and then moved on to his armor. He was going as fast as he could, but his hands were shaking. Suddenly, the lights went off, leaving them in total darkness. They stood unmoving … silent … waiting … and then, after about twenty seconds, the lights returned.

      “We’ve got to get out there,” Arthur said. “Lady Ylliara is failing.” He felt a knot in his throat. “What if the wraiths have gotten loose? I hope Valet and the other servitors are okay.”

      “Your armor takes forever,” Morgan said. 

      “Going as fast as I can — almost done.” He laced up his boots, and then buckled on his helmet and the belt that held his holstered rayguns. “Okay, let’s go make sure everything is okay, and then —”

      “We start our attack,” said Morgan, “after very little sleep.”

      Arthur nodded. They piled into the elevator, and halfway down, the lights flickered and the elevator shuddered to a stop. 

      Lexi said, “Oh dear. Arthur’s living room isn’t secure. There’s no sigil on the door leading out into the Grand Hallway. If something’s gotten loose out there …”

      Arthur drew his rayguns, and Morgan activated her shield. Though it gave off a dim red glow, the force field was more distracting than anything; it only helped them see a few feet ahead. Arthur was afraid it just made them more obvious. They crouched down, ready to shoot anything that might have gotten inside as soon as it came into view. The power came back on — not to full strength, but enough to let the elevator finish descending. As soon as it stopped, Lexi and Vassalus bounded into the room, circling from opposite directions. 

      “I don't see any shades.” Arthur breathed a sigh of relief. “I think this room is still safe.”

      “All clear,” agreed Lexi as the numina returned. 

      Morgan groaned. “Oh, I’m so stupid! We can access the camera feeds from my c|slate just like we can with the desktop computer. We can see what’s going on out there without risking our lives or letting an enemy know that we’re on to them.”

      “I didn’t even know my c|slate could do that,” Arthur said.

      “Yours can’t.” Morgan dropped her force field. “You just have a standard account. I’m the administrator on your c|slate.”

      “You — you can be the administrator on my tablet? On the Multiversal Paladin’s tablet?”

      “Sure can.” Morgan took her c|slate off her shirt where she’d pinned it at its smallest size and stretched it out into a full tablet. “I didn’t want you using it to spy on me.”

      “I would never spy on you.”

      “Arthur, I know what boys are like.”

      “You — you know what?” He sighed. “I don’t have time to argue with you.”

      Lexi crept up to the door, pricked up her ears, and bobbed her head, sniffing. Slowly, she backed away from the door. “There’s something moving out there,” she whispered, “and it smells like wraith.”

      “We should go to the Office,” Vassalus said. “If the sigils are still active, it will be easier to defend.”

      “I agree,” Lexi said as she opened the Office door with her paws. They all followed and Arthur locked the door behind them. “If we slide the small writing desk over to barricade this door, then we can kill any enemies in the Grand Hallway while we stay safe behind the sigil.”

      “If the sigils are working,” Arthur said as he moved the little desk in front of the door leading to his suite. The sigil that floated in the doorway between the Office and the Grand Hallway wasn’t visible from this side of the door, so there was no way to know whether it was still there.

      The power flickered again.

      “Argh!” Morgan collapsed into the desk chair. “If the power keeps fluctuating, I’ll never get the views we need. Our c|slates work just fine, but the room cameras work off the Manse’s power system.”

      “So,” Arthur said loudly and deliberately, “we need the Manse to give us a few minutes of consistent power so we can see what we’re facing.”

      Morgan raised an eyebrow. “You think that will help?” She tapped the c|slate. “Ylliara probably doesn’t even remember that we exist.”

      Arthur propped himself against the desk, and pointed a raygun toward each door, ready should an attack happen. “Worth a try.”

      Morgan didn't respond. She was too busy.

      Either through luck or as a response to his request, the power remained on for several minutes straight, long enough for Morgan to say, “Got it! The camera system is up and running.” She frowned. “Valet’s not in my room.” She tapped the c|slate quickly as Arthur rushed over. “And here’s the first view of the Grand —” She gasped.

      Arthur leaned over to get a better view. Standing in front of the open doorway to the Smoking Lounge, which was no longer protected by a glowing sigil, Arms was in a desperate fight against three shades. He was wounded, but his rapier flashed like lightning as he continued to defend himself.

      This was exactly what Arthur had been afraid of. He understood they weren’t human, weren't “real” people, but he’d already grown attached to them. Besides, they had been here when he was a kid, and so he thought of them as part of his family.

      “We’ve got to get out there,” Arthur said. “Arms needs our —”

      A wraith barreled through the shades, took a sword thrust from Arms directly to its gut, and then clawed Arms’ head from his neck with a single, wicked swipe.

      Arms turned into a wispy cloud of smoke that rapidly dissipated. His black army helmet clattered to the floor, and a moment later, it too disappeared. The shades and the wraith rushed into the Smoking Lounge.

      Horrified, Arthur wanted to cry out. But his voice caught in his throat. Instead, he simply stepped back into the wall, shaking his head. This couldn’t be happening. Bile rose into the back of his throat. He was fighting the urge not to throw up.

      Morgan, her voice quiet and shaking, said, “Here’s the interior of the Smoking Lounge —”

      “Wait,” said Vassalus just before Morgan switched the view. “Wait a few moments. Waiter was in there. You do not want to see what comes next.”

      Morgan tapped her slate. Images of the doors to the Dining Hall, the Library, the Armory, and the Training Room appeared. None of the doorways were protected by sigils. A scan of the interiors of those rooms didn’t show shades, wraiths, or servitors. The rooms were dark and gloomy, despite the lights still being on. The enemy had already taken them back. 

      The wraith that had killed Arms returned to the hallway. Morgan switched to the cameras in the Smoking Lounge. There was no sign of Waiter. 

      “I’ll check the Great Room,” Morgan said in a quiet voice.

      She pulled the image up. It was just as gloomy as when they had first entered the Manse. It was like … it was like they hadn’t accomplished anything. The fires were out; the lights were dim. There was no sign of Waiter or Maid or any of the other servitors here, either. But they had seen what that wraith did to Arms. The others wouldn’t have stood a chance.
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          Thump, Thump, Thump

        

      

    

    
      “Let’s see the rest,” Arthur said.

      Morgan flipped through the views quickly. Only two sigils were still glowing: the one on the door to the Office and the one on the door to the Inner Sanctum, though that one obviously must have failed at some point. And now, right outside the door to the Office, wraiths and shades were gathering.

      “Three wraiths and … ten, maybe eleven shades,” Morgan said. “It’s hard to tell with the shades. When they stand beside each other, their bodies sort of bleed together into one shadow.”

      Arthur barely paid attention. He had spotted, lying in the hallway, a white blanket — halfway between his room and Morgan’s. Valet had gone to get her a blanket. 

      A cold anger began to build inside of him.

      Thump.

      His second heartbeat, whatever it was, kicked in. He took deep breaths, trying to contain his anger.

      Thump.

      “Well, it is not completely bad,” he heard Vassalus say, as if from a great distance, or over the radio. Arthur was beginning to pull away into the tunnel of shadows. He had to fight it.

      Thump.

      “How’s that?” Lexi said incredulously.

      “Well,” replied Vassalus, “we do not have to face all eight wraiths and forty-eight shades at once, do we?”

      The lights flickered, and Morgan sighed. “There goes our surveillance.” The lights dimmed to halfway and didn’t come back up. “Probably for good.”

      Thump.

      Arthur swallowed hard. He didn’t want this. He wanted that white, glowing feeling he’d gotten when he had rescued Morgan from the training monster. Fighting creatures of darkness in his tunnel-of-shadows mode didn’t sound like a good idea. For all he knew, he might get the urge to join them. He had to keep his cool. What was it that had given him that feeling of brightness and strength that he assumed was the power of the Multiversal Paladin? 

      Morgan — he had wanted to save her. So it was love, not anger. That’s what he had to —

      Suddenly, Arthur wasn’t in the Office anymore. He was in the Grand Hallway, watching helplessly as Valet got tackled and torn to shreds by two wraiths. 

      Thump — thump.

      Then he saw Arms die again.

      Thump — thump.

      He heard steps behind him. He spun around to face Kjor in his warlock form: cloak of living shadows, tattooed skin, and all. Arthur tried to draw his rayguns, but they weren’t there. He charged instead. But when Arthur shouldered into Kjor, he just passed through Kjor as if he were made of smoke.

      Kjor shook his head and laughed. “Poor, lost boy. You’re out of your league here. I tried to save you. What a waste. It would have been kinder if I had killed you when I killed your father. What a fool I was to think you were worth … anything. Quintus would be so disappointed.”

      Thump — thump.

      “Shut up!” Arthur yelled.

      “And your dear mother.” Kjor shook his head. “She was an amazing woman, and I know she wouldn’t even recognize someone as pathetic as you as her son.”

      Thump — thump — thump.

      “And the girl, Morgan. Do you think as she dies, she will still believe in you? Do you think she’ll still consider you her friend? Or will she become one more person who’s disappointed in what a failure you are?”

      Kjor vanished. In his place stood Morgan. She was bleeding, injured; her force field had failed. Two wraiths leapt onto her … clawing … ripping …

      The blood turned to shadows, a tunnel of shadows. Thump — thump — thump — thump. His second heart beat was pounding rapidly. He was back in the Office. The vision was over, but he still boiled with anger.

      A paw swiped his leg; he ignored it.

      “Arthur,” Lexi hissed. “Get with it.”

      “The warlock, was he in your mind?” Morgan asked. “You can’t let him get to you.”

      There was fear in her voice. And she should be afraid. Not only were there shadows and wraiths and a warlock in the Manse, but her only friend was himself a creature of shadow, in some way he didn’t understand. There were three Arthurs: the Multiversal Paladin, a frightened fourteen-year-old boy, and an angry Shadow Arthur. The last had won out, and it was bringing him in synch with the shadows within the Manse. He could feel the darkness growing, shifting, breathing; it was a living thing he could see and almost touch. This shadow force was overtaking him. He couldn’t stop it. He could only try to control it.

      Thump — thump — thump — thump — thump.

      “The darkness has come,” Arthur said. “Night is falling in the Manse.”

      “Arthur, what the heck are you talking about?” Morgan said. “And what’s wrong with your voice. It’s all —”

      THOOM!

      The Manse shook.

      The lights went out. And this time, they didn’t come back on.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          Chapter Nineteen

        

        
          Blackout

        

      

    

    
      Arthur watched as the others began to panic. He could see … their souls, he guessed. Within each of them, Morgan especially, there burned a bright core, as if they were lit from within by a star. He looked down at himself and saw … darkness … only darkness. If there was a soul within him, it rested deep within. 

      Morgan used her c|slate as a flashlight. “I think the lights are out for good.”

      “We do not have much time,” said Vassalus.

      “The sigils will all have gone out too,” said Lexi. “We’d better start our attack now.”

      Morgan shrunk her c|slate down and pinned it to her shirt. Then she activated her force field.

      “Arthur, do what I did. Then you can see in the dark while you fight.”

      “I don’t need it,” he replied. “I can see in the dark just fine.”

      And he could, in a way. It was like everything was illuminated with a faint, purplish glow. And with his companions’ glowing centers, he understood how the shades and wraiths could spot them so easily. He could even see the shades and wraiths through the closed door. Within the shadow body of each beat a purple and red heart. In the shades it was a thimble-sized thing connected by a thread that trailed all the way back to their dark-heart stones floating in the Inner Sanctum. In the wraiths beat powerful, unconnected hearts. Their hearts beat in a strange but familiar rhythm of darkness and overwhelming anger. And then he realized: his second heartbeat was in tune with theirs. 

      Arthur wasn’t the only one to notice this. The shades and wraiths had taken notice, too. They were staring at him in confusion and fascination. They had not expected to encounter another … another warlock? That’s what they thought he was. A part of Arthur deep below the anger knew this was absurd, but that part wasn’t strong enough to interfere — it wasn’t even sure it wanted to.

      Arthur walked toward the door, holstering his rayguns as he went.

      “Arthur!” Morgan yelled. “Have you gone mad?”

      Lexi ran forward to block him.

      “Out of my way,” he snarled, and she backed off.

      Arthur opened the door to the Grand Hallway. Five wraiths and over a dozen shades were waiting there. More were coming toward him. He was angry, but not as much at them as he was at Kjor and the Hosts. The shades and wraiths were merely weapons, mindless tools.

      He stepped toward them, and they backed away. They were enraptured — drawn to him — as if he were giving them new life. They wanted … they wanted direction. They felt his anger; they wanted it unleashed. They wanted a target. They had done nothing but wait here in the Manse for a decade, doing nothing. Apparently, even beings of chaos and disorder needed some direction.

      Arthur didn’t want to fight them, not when he could direct them elsewhere. He focused his anger on Kjor, picturing him in his mind, trying to project his desire to fight Kjor onto them. “Fight for me,” he said. “I will give you purpose.”

      They listened; they stared; but they did nothing else.

      Morgan slipped out of the room with her shield active and her back against the wall. She slid along the wall, edging her way toward the Inner Sanctum. A wraith moved toward her, with two shades at its side.

      “Leave her alone,” Arthur commanded.

      The wraith growled and lunged toward her. Its claws pounded into the force field. ZZZT-ZAP! The shield wavered. Then the shades struck it too. Their attacks had less effect, but it would all add up and eventually short out the shield. Another wraith was moving to join in. Morgan could barely keep moving toward the Inner Sanctum, since the attacks kept her pinned against the wall.

      “I said leave her alone!” Arthur roared as the wraith struck again. 

      The attacking wraith exploded into a cloud of black smoke. A crystal stone dropped from its center and clinked onto the floor. The black smoke poured into this … this new dark-heart, Arthur guessed, since it had the same purple glimmer within that the others had. The blast had also taken out the three or four nearest shades.

      Morgan stared at him in horror, unmoving. He glared at her and mouthed, “Go!”

      That display of power had an immediate effect. The shades and wraiths all bowed to Arthur. He tried again to direct them. “Kjor abandoned you. He is a traitor. We must take him out.”

      But still, they did nothing. Perhaps they couldn’t act for one warlock against another. Maybe Arthur wasn’t convincing enough. He had no idea.

      Morgan disappeared into the Inner Sanctum. This was getting him nowhere. He needed to be alongside her. He needed to be entering the Heart. He had to face Kjor; he had to defeat him. But these useless wraiths and shades were in his way.

      “You are completely useless!” he yelled at the nearest wraith. 

      It too instantly exploded, taking out a couple of nearby shades. A brand new dark-heart clattered to the floor, and the black smoke that had been the wraith flowed into it. He had no idea what he was doing to them, since this wasn’t what happened when they were killed by rayguns or the numina. And as far as he could tell, no shades had emerged from the first dark-heart he had created by destroying a wraith.

      Arthur was beginning to think more — to feel more like himself. The room was growing darker; the shades and wraiths became less distinct. The second heartbeat was slowing, and he suddenly realized he was panting for breath. He was tiring out.

      The wraiths and shades stood and began to inch toward him.

      “Get back!” he yelled.

      They paused, then started forward again. Arthur pointed at the nearest wraith and focused his anger. “I ordered you to get back!”

      It staggered a few steps away from him, but it didn’t burst into a cloud of smoke. The second heartbeat ceased. The tunnel of shadows sensation vanished. His ability to see in the dark was fading fast. The shades and wraiths surged toward him. He didn’t have enough time to draw his rayguns. By the time they struck, he wouldn’t even be able to see them. He was practically dead already.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          Chapter Twenty

        

        
          With a Little Help from My Friends

        

      

    

    
      A moment before the first wraith reached him, several things happened all at once. First, raygun shots echoed from within the Inner Sanctum. POP! A dozen shades disappeared from the hallway. Then, Lexi flashed into view and tackled the wraith nearest to Arthur. Finally, howling like mad, Vassalus dashed right out into the mass of shades and wraiths, drawing their attention.

      Arthur couldn’t see anything now, except for a flash of light in the Inner Sanctum, followed by another POP. He backpedaled away from the enemy, hoping the growls, hisses, and scuffling he heard meant that Lexi and Vassalus were successfully keeping them away from him. He drew both rayguns and fired randomly aimed shots ahead. He got lucky and destroyed two shades a moment before they reached him. The burst of raygun fire also took out a shade lunging at Lexi and injured several others. 

      The rings of light from the rayguns briefly illuminated the hallway, like lightning bolts in the night sky. It was all he had; he couldn’t risk taking the time to pin his c|slate to his jacket the way Morgan had. Besides, he had no idea how to use it that way. What he needed was for the rayguns to also project flashlight beams.

      As soon as he thought that, a continuous beam of white light shone out from the array at the end of each raygun. He swept the beams around the hallway. 

      Though Lexi had a wraith on the ropes, pinned beneath her, blood dripped from a nasty set of cuts on her side. Vassalus was getting pummeled by a couple of wraiths and several shades. His move to distract them had worked a little too well. He was favoring one leg as he fought, and silvery blood flowed from cuts all over his body. 

      Arthur pulled the triggers. The raygun blast-rings zoomed down along the flashlight beams and struck a wraith in the head and chest — a moment before it could bring its fists down onto Vassalus’ back with a crushing blow. As that wraith fell, another POP sounded, and another set of shades disappeared. 

      Arthur took out two shades charging toward him, then scanned the Grand Hallway, counting wraiths. Besides those he’d seen killed, three were missing. Unless Lexi and Vassalus had quickly taken out three when they charged in, while Arthur was in the dark, the numbers just didn’t add up. 

      With a few more shots, Arthur destroyed a shade near Lexi and injured a wraith fighting Vassalus. With a fourth POP, most of the remaining shades disappeared, though not all of them. He had no idea where those were —

      Morgan screamed.

      As Arthur stepped forward, about to break into a run toward the Inner Sanctum, a powerful blow struck the back of his head — ringing out against his metal helmet — and knocked him off his feet. A second attack hit him in the back, and wraith claws pierced his armor and sliced into his skin. Though the armor kept the cuts shallow, they burned like alcohol poured onto a wound. 

      The world spun around Arthur; specks of light danced in his field of vision. As he instinctively crawled away from his attacker, he was struck again on the back of one leg. 

      With a wraith hot on her heels, Lexi leapt overhead, and tore into the wraith behind Arthur. Arthur rolled over and fired two shots from his spot on the floor, hitting the wraith doggedly pursuing Lexi and destroying it. 

      Dazed, Arthur climbed to his feet, fired multiple shots in Lexi’s direction, and then staggered toward the Inner Sanctum. As he went, he fired at the remaining shades and a wraith fighting Vassalus. His shots were erratic, but he did manage to wound the wraith in one leg. Once he was past them, Arthur holstered one gun, and then used his free hand to unbuckle his chinstrap. He pulled the dented helmet from his head and cast it aside. Blood trickled down the back of his neck; the dented metal had cut into his scalp. 

      The cuts on his back and leg were starting to hurt worse — like four, foot-long wasp stings. He gritted his teeth and pushed through the pain, the nausea, and the vertigo. He drew the other raygun again as he stumbled into the Inner Sanctum. He swept the light beams around and found Morgan backed into a corner with a wraith relentlessly pounding against her force field.

      Arthur aimed his rayguns just as Morgan’s force field went out. The wraith never saw him, and never stood a chance. Arthur blasted it into oblivion.

      He leaned against the doorframe of the Inner Sanctum, panting. 

      Morgan eyed him carefully. “Are you normal again?”

      Arthur nodded.

      “Good.” She walked toward him. “How’d you get your raygun to do that?”

      The sounds of Lexi and Vassalus fighting bad guys echoed behind him, and he remembered suddenly that he had a job to do. He spun around and began firing shots as quickly as he could down the hallway, sweeping his guns from side to side. He was bound to hit something doing that. He wanted to run and help them, but he just couldn’t clear his head enough to manage that.

      “I just thought about how I needed them to work like a flashlight, and they did,” he slurred.

      She paused beside him. “We’ve got to get down there and help.”

      “I can’t. Too dizzy. Took a nasty blow to the back of my head. This is the best I can do right now.”

      “Okay then. Keep shooting. I’ll run down there and help out.”

      “I’ll have to shoot through you.”

      “That’s okay. You did just a few moments ago. It tingles a bit, that’s all. But I’m not sure if the shots will work if fired through my force field.”

      Arthur shrugged. “Guess we’ll find out.”

      Morgan took off.

      “There are still shades out there!” he shouted as he fired several shots through her backside. “I don’t know where they’re coming from!”

      “The boys’ bathroom!”

      Oh yeah, he’d forgotten all about how they’d left those off for later. Though the shots he fired went through her force field, it seemed to weaken them: kill shots turned into mere wounds, though that was still enough to make a difference.

      Morgan reached the numina and immediately began shielding Vassalus, who could barely fight anymore. It didn’t take long, though, for Arthur’s raygun blasts to take their toll on the remaining shadow creatures. He destroyed one wraith and several shades. The remaining wraith was badly wounded, and Lexi, despite her own injuries, finished it off.

      The lights came back on, but only up to about a fourth of their normal brightness. 

      “Clear!” Morgan yelled. She dropped her shield, drew her raygun, and leaned down to say something to Vassalus. Then she took off toward the other end of the hallway.

      Lexi and Vassalus limped slowly toward Arthur, with Vassalus careening and staggering. Several times he nearly fell. 

      “What’s Morgan doing?” he asked when they entered the Inner Sanctum.

      “Taking out the dark-heart in the boys’ bathroom,” Lexi panted. “She said she could handle it since we’d destroyed all the shades. I think she’ll be fine. At the worst, she might have to face four newly formed ones … Arthur, are you okay?”

      Arthur had slumped down into the doorway. “I will be. I’m not as injured as you are. Vassalus, is there anything I can do for you?”

      The wolf numen shook his head slowly as he collapsed onto the floor. He was bleeding all over; patches of white fur were torn loose and, in some spots, barely hanging on. A section was missing from the end of his tail and one of his ears.

      “My wounds cannot be patched. All I can do is rest and hope. Should I not make it, Master Paladin, remember me well.”

      “You have been a valiant warrior and steadfast rival,” said Lexi as she curled up beside him. She was badly injured too, but her wounds were not as extensive as his. She had all of her ears and her tail, which was good since she didn’t have much of a tail to begin with, being a lynx. As she talked, Arthur thought he spotted a gap where one of her fangs was supposed to be — but it was hard to tell with all the silvery blood staining her muzzle. 

      “Don’t talk like that,” Arthur said. “You’re going to make it, Vassalus. Both of you will … as long as I can take care of the warlock. It’s all on me now.”

      “You will triumph,” Vassalus groaned. “Of that, I am certain. But I am afraid you will have to do it without me.”

      “I’ll help,” said Lexi. “I’ve still got a little bite left in me.”

      Arthur shook his head. “No. Both of you are staying right here. I do not want you in there. I can’t afford to be distracted because I’m worrying about you.”

      “But Arthur —”

      “No. Stay here and guard Vassalus — in case we missed some enemies along the way. I mean it. I wouldn’t even let Morgan come along except that I can’t do this without her.”

      Morgan was jogging back toward them, but suddenly stopped halfway down the hall. “Arthur! There are two dark-hearts lying on the floor!” She looked all around. “I don’t think they’re working.”

      “I created those when I exploded those wraiths!”

      “You made them?”

      “Yeah, but I’m not sure how.”

      “Should I destroy them?”

      Arthur shrugged. “What if they’re not dark-hearts but something else?”

      Morgan left them alone. “Good point. For all we know, you’ve trapped the wraiths in the stones and breaking them will let them back out.”

      Arthur stood shakily as Morgan entered the Inner Sanctum. Though the lights were barely on, the walls and floor and ceiling of marble glistened with indiscernible symbols, just like in the dream. The triskelion on the wall still glowed, but at a candle’s brightness. 

      Frowning, Morgan knelt beside Vassalus and patted him gently on the forehead. “Hang in there.”

      “For you, Lady Morgan, I shall do my best.”

      “Lexi will stay with you.” Morgan turned toward Lexi, clearly expecting disagreement. When none came, she carefully scanned the lynx numen. “Are you okay, Lexi?”

      “Well … I am better than garbage breath, and though I’ve got a little fight left in me, Arthur — Master Paladin — ordered me to stay here.”

      “Ah.” Morgan turned to Arthur and stated, “You’ve got a concussion, and you’re bleeding.”

      “A wraith rung my bell good, but the helmet saved my life — again. The cut’s not bad. I’m already starting to see and think better. Just dizzy is all.”

      Morgan chewed at her lip and glanced around. “Since the lights are partly on and not flickering, I think you can afford to rest a little.”

      “Give me five minutes.” He sat, with his knees up, and leaned his head against the wall. That sent a dagger of pain into his skull, so he leaned forward and laid his head across his knees. “Five minutes, and then we’ll go.” 

      “Take fifteen,” Morgan said. “I’ll set a timer. There’s no point in getting killed because you’re too dizzy to shoot straight. But if the lights start flickering or go back off …”

      “Then we’ll go in immediately,” he replied, nodding.

      “Do you want to talk about what happened?”

      “The second heartbeat with the tunnel of shadows kicked in again when I saw the servitors were dead … but I had it in check. Until Kjor entered my mind. He … manipulated me.”

      “He showed you me getting killed again, didn’t he?”

      Arthur sighed. “Yes.”

      “Arthur, you can’t keep falling for that trick.”

      “I can’t help it.”

      “Want to talk about the other part?”

      “Me acting like I was a warlock or something? No, I don’t. Not now anyway.”

      Arthur closed his eyes, and he must’ve fallen asleep immediately, because it seemed like Morgan’s timer went off only moments later. He stood, stretched, and walked around. His legs didn’t tremble, and his head seemed mostly clear.

      “I’m as ready as I’m going to get without a night of sleep.” He took out his c|slate, shaped it into a tiny square, and pinned it to his chest. “How do I make it light up?”

      She rolled her eyes. “You have access to voice command. We went over that.”

      “So I just need to tell it to?”

      “Yes,” she sighed.

      “And it won’t affect yours?”

      “Your slate is tuned only to your voice. I swear we went over that.”

      Arthur shrugged. “I figured out the raygun flashlights.”

      “Well, you did do that. You’re not altogether clueless. Ready?”

      Arthur turned on the c|slate light and approached the silver door that led to the Heart of the Manse, a door they supposedly couldn’t walk through, and weren’t supposed to. Lexi and Vassalus wished them luck. 

      Arthur turned to Morgan and said, in a trembling voice, “Well, here we go at last.”

      “Ugh — please, no mushiness. If it’s the end, I’ll go out the way I’ve lived — without sentiment and just as I am.”

      Arthur smiled — deviously. He dashed in, gave her a quick peck on the cheek, and darted away before she could react. 

      “For luck,” he said, as charmingly as possible.

      Morgan’s eyes blazed. She stepped in and punched him on the shoulder — hard.

      “Ow!”

      “You deserved that.” Her lips trembled; she almost smiled. “You remember the plan we went over at dinner?”

      Arthur drew a raygun and grabbed the handle to the door leading into the Heart. “I do.”

      Morgan activated her force field. “Then let’s go.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          Chapter Twenty-One

        

        
          The Warlock’s Gambit

        

      

    

    
      Together they charged into the Heart of the Manse. It was exactly like what Arthur had seen in the dream, but with two exceptions. First, the streams of light that emanated from the crystal standing stones weren’t consistent — they were sputtering, and the column of light itself was pulsating and wavering. Second, it wasn’t Lady Orella hovering cross-legged in the column but her daughter, Ylliara. 

      Arthur had no idea where the door was on this side. They had simply stepped into the room and appeared right at the edge of the standing stones, between vermilion and rose. Behind them was only darkness. The moment after he’d taken all this in, he realized with a shock that there was one other difference: Kjor was standing — facing them — and ready for a fight. The eye blinked within the shard floating behind Kjor. Bright-Cage lay between Kjor and the eye — that was going to complicate the plan. The Stone of Unbecoming still lay at the bottom of the light column, beneath Lady Ylliara. As feared, she gazed at Arthur and Morgan with a blank, unrecognizing expression.

      A tremendous blast of dark energy — like a mix of shade stuff and purple fire — shot out from Kjor’s hands, struck Morgan’s shield and knocked her back into Arthur. They both stumbled and nearly crashed into the vermilion standing stone. Arthur had no idea what would’ve happened if they had. For all he knew, touching one of those would get them disintegrated.

      Arthur ducked around the edge of Morgan’s flickering force field and fired twice at Kjor. The shots struck: one to the shoulder and the other to the stomach. Hope flashed swiftly within Arthur, and burned out just as fast. The shots didn’t affect Kjor at all. Either Kjor’s shadow mantle had protected him, or Arthur hadn’t really meant them like he should have. Destroying a shade or wraith was one thing, but Kjor was a person — wicked or good or in-between didn’t matter. Arthur couldn’t kill someone.

      Another blast of shadow-fire struck the force field. Morgan staggered back into Arthur again, but even she was too focused on the danger to complain about them touching. Her shield had held, but only by shrinking down to a smaller size. Arthur was going to have to stay directly behind her now.

      “How are we supposed to get past this?” Morgan muttered as shadow-fire again formed between Kjor’s hands. “Our plan is useless. Another blast will take out my shields and then —”

      “We’ll be dead.”

      Kjor’s voice suddenly entered Arthur’s mind; there was nothing he could do to prevent it. He looked over Morgan’s shoulder and met Kjor’s coal-dark eyes. This wasn’t a vision, but a telepathic link, where they could simply talk through their thoughts. And it was private. No one else could hear them. No one would even be able to tell they were communicating. How Arthur knew this, he didn’t know. But he had experienced this connection once before: in the dream where he was a child again, when Kjor had talked to him via thought alone, when Kjor had promised Arthur would always be safe with him.

      “Do you understand what’s at stake here, Arthur? Do you understand the dream? Lives hang in the balance …”

      “I understand,” he thought back. And he did understand. He could feel the pain and regret in Kjor’s mental voice, and he knew Vassalus was right: Kjor had been begging for Arthur to save him.

      “I will help you … as best as I can, Arthur … but I can only help so much. You have to legitimately defeat me. If I … if I kill you, know that I am deeply sorry. I don’t want to do this, but I have a —”

      “A family,” Arthur responded. “I get it.”

      “Step to the right and brace yourself.”

      Arthur took the step, hesitantly, as another blast of shadow-fire slammed into Morgan’s force field. Though the shield absorbed the shadow stuff and flames, the force of the strike knocked the shield out of commission and blasted Morgan off her feet. Flying backward, she struck the vermilion pillar, back first, and then her head made a solid thunk against the stone. She slumped down — unconscious — her face, arms, and legs blistered red by the heat from the blast. 

      “Morgan!”

      She didn’t respond.

      He fired shots at Kjor, meaning to hurt him but not kill him, but again they did nothing when they hit. Kjor hadn’t even tried to evade them. 

      “This is going to hurt,” Kjor said telepathically as shadow-fire again formed between his palms. “But you can survive it. The Hosts don’t know about the darkness in you. I never told them. That darkness is waking up, and it will protect you. The Hosts won’t understand, not by watching from such a distance. They will think you’re more powerful than you actually are when you survive the blast.”  

      “You’re going to have to hit me first,” Arthur thought back as another stream of shadow-fire streaked toward him.

      Arthur dove to his right; the shadow-fire roared overhead. Unharmed, Arthur rolled up to his feet. Karate and the cannonball practice in the Training Room had paid off. Arthur fired more shots at Kjor, with his mind fully intent on stunning him. With a twist, Kjor dodged one blast. The other struck him in the thigh — and did nothing.

      Arthur sprinted full speed toward Kjor, hoping to get past him so he could reach Bright-Cage. Another jet of shadow-fire rushed toward him. Arthur tried to dodge it, and if he had zigged to the left, he would’ve been fine. But instead, he zagged right into it.

      The hit didn’t knock him flying like it had Morgan, but it did make him stumble back a few steps. Had Kjor pulled the punch, or was this solely the darkness within protecting him? He was blistered badly now; his face was numb one moment and burning the next. But that was from the heat. The flames themselves had parted and flowed around him, as if he were a rock in a stream. As for the darkness that hit him full on, he knew that power — he had felt it before, when he had destroyed the wraiths with his anger. That kind of power was a part of him. It couldn't hurt him, but the force of the impact could knock him back.

      Whether or not he actually was, Kjor looked surprised as he took a step back and stammered a curse that invoked gods Arthur had never heard of before. Arthur sprinted forward again, firing shots at Kjor’s head. If they couldn’t hurt him, maybe the blasts could at least blind and distract him a bit. Arthur rolled under another blast of shadow-fire and past Kjor. He dropped the raygun from his right hand and dove for Bright-Cage. Leaping up to his feet, the handle gripped in his hand, he thought about using the sword. Immediately, a three-foot-long blade of white energy appeared. The sword hummed and vibrated, and it seemed almost to have a pulse, as if it were alive somehow.

      Arthur pointed the sword at Kjor, who snarled at him. Arthur could actually feel the presence of the Hosts’ eye in the shard hovering behind him. So he began to circle, putting himself in between Kjor and Ylliara. He stole a quick glance at Morgan. She wasn’t moving, but he felt certain she was alive and only knocked out. There wasn’t any blood.

      “Make a statement,” Kjor said telepathically. “While I’m surprised and sizing you up.”

      “Scared now, warlock?” Arthur said out loud, hoping his voice was defiant and not trembling. “You should be.”

      “I killed you,” Kjor hissed. “I buried you with my own hands. You were dead — I made sure of that.”

      “I guess it didn’t take.”

      “How is this possible?”

      “Powers you wouldn’t even understand brought me back to life. And after they trained me, I returned here, to take back what is mine. Now I am the Multiversal Paladin, and I will have my revenge.”

      Kjor flung his arms out wide and cast a massive blast of shadow-fire at Arthur. Unlike the other attacks, this one didn’t form between his hands. Instead, it fired out immediately: from his arms and legs, from his chest and stomach, and from his eyes and mouth. Arthur didn’t have time to dodge; all he managed was to hold the sword up in front of him. Again, the flames parted around him, but the heat was far more intense than the first time. He felt the skin on his hands and face melt, as it had on his forearm when a shade had gripped him when he had first tried to enter the Manse. The shadow force punched the air out of his lungs and launched him into the air. He flew, tumbling backward, straight into the column of light. 

      The light burned away all the shadows still clinging to him, and all his injuries — from the excruciating burns on his face a half-moment before to the scabbed-over knot on the back of his head — healed instantly. Even his fatigue disappeared, as if he’d had several good nights of sleep. In that moment, he felt more energized and alive than he had ever felt before. Then he crashed into Lady Ylliara and knocked her out of the column of light. They landed hard on the ground, tangled together in a heap, on the other side.

      Arthur had dropped his raygun, but he had managed to hold onto Bright-Cage — without hurting himself or Ylliara. She groaned and grasped at her head as Arthur stood. Surprised that he hadn’t been blasted by shadow-fire again already, Arthur gripped the sword with both hands and spun around. 

      Kjor hadn’t moved. He was still standing on the other side of the column, staring at the same thing Arthur’s eyes were now fixated on: a glimmering, translucent, image of Ylliara still hovering in the column of light, sitting cross-legged and gazing blankly above their heads. Except for the way he could see right through her, she looked exactly as she had before: powerful and angelic.

      Arthur’s eyes darted to the dazed Ylliara on the ground. Though she had the same bronze skin, coppery hair, slanted emerald eyes, and silk dress as before, she no longer had the shimmering aura of power that made her seem otherworldly. She also seemed more like a teenage girl and less like someone who had lived for millennia. 

      Kjor wasn’t the only one shocked by this. The eye of the Hosts was blinking rapidly. Whatever he had just done, Arthur was pretty sure it wasn’t supposed to be possible. While Kjor hesitated, Arthur took the opportunity to look back to Morgan again. She still wasn’t moving. He had thought she would be fine, but she hadn’t stirred at all, and he was starting to worry. What if she was —

      Kjor had noticed where Arthur’s attention was focused. He turned toward Morgan, raised his hands, and pointed them toward her. As the shadow-fire formed in his hands, he spoke into Arthur’s mind. “Move now — use the sword.”

      Arthur sprinted toward Morgan, but there was no way he could make it there in time to intercept the blast. Morgan would be burned to a crisp and crushed against the standing stone. 

      But he had to save Morgan. He couldn’t do this without her.

      The second heartbeat kicked in immediately, thundering full-tilt, and all the world became a bright tunnel of light between where he was now and where he needed to be. And it worked exactly like it had when he had rescued her from the training beast. His strength and speed became, for a moment, superhuman, and he closed the distance in a single heartbeat.

      With the sword held in both hands, he stood in front of Morgan and shielded her for a change. The blast struck him. The sword acted differently; this time, it drew in the purple flames and absorbed their heat completely. The shadows struck Arthur and vaporized like raindrops striking white-hot metal. Not even the force of their impact affected him. This time, he felt no connection to the shadows that contacted him. This time, he wasn’t infused with darkness; the power of the Multiversal Paladin surged inside him. He was even casting off a subtle glow.

      Kjor drew a long, thin blade of cold, dark steel from his cloak and charged at Arthur. With a strange, high-pitched war cry, he sliced downward. Arthur lifted Bright-Cage instinctively to block. The blades met, pure energy against dark steel. Arthur had expected Bright-Cage to cut through the other blade. Instead, the collision resulted in a solid clunk, like metal striking wood. The reverberation ran down Arthur’s arms, numbing his shoulders.

      He still felt the Paladin’s power coursing through his muscles, but he could tell the second heartbeat was already slowing. It was harder to sustain than the anger that brought out the shadow force. 

      Kjor broke away and slashed low toward Arthur’s legs. Arthur tried to block it, but only managed to partially deflect it. Enhanced speed or not, he wasn’t trained in sword fighting, and he had no idea what special tricks, if any, Bright-Cage could do. The sword sliced a shallow cut into Arthur’s left thigh. Wincing from the pain, he brought Bright-Cage up, but Kjor was already starting another attack.

      “A thrust to your right,” Kjor said telepathically.

      Arthur leaned to the left, but not soon enough. The blade pierced his armored jacket and scored a thin cut along his ribcage. 

      “Faster! From high!”

      Arthur had begun his own attack, but aborted it and raised Bright-Cage overhead to block. He succeeded, but the force of the blow drove him down onto one knee.

      “You’re losing strength. Hard right; follow with a thrust to my chest.”

      Kjor’s directions came so fast Arthur could barely take them in before it was too late to do anything about them. He hopped to the right, avoiding Kjor’s thrust. He returned with his own, but it was wildly off-target.

      “Do you realize how hard it is for me to pull my punches like this? To hold my shadow mantle in check so that I can aid you? Leg sweep.”

      That Arthur could handle because of his karate lessons. He leapt up, though barely in time. Arthur slashed down with his blade, and Kjor easily blocked the attack.

      “I’m trying, but you’re getting faster,” Arthur thought at him.

      “You’re getting slower. Block middle left.”

      Arthur managed the block, but still ended up with a cut on his arm.

      “You do realize the girl needs medical attention, right? She’s dying. To your right.”

      Morgan was dying? The world turned bright; his second heartbeat thundered. He blocked the attack with such strength that he threw Kjor off balance, exposing his side to Arthur. Suddenly, it occurred to him: the sword was his weakness. With increased speed and strength, he should focus on what he did know: karate. Arthur continued the sword block and threw a side kick to Kjor’s ribs. Kjor stumbled back, gasping. Arthur feinted with a sword slash, and then threw the fastest roundhouse kick he’d ever managed. He was certain that even Bruce Lee would’ve been impressed. The kick struck Kjor in the jaw and sent him reeling. Arthur then did his own leg sweep, struck Kjor in the shins, and brought him to his knees. 

      Arthur launched a forward kick, trying to finish Kjor off, but Kjor was ready for that. He blocked Arthur’s kick, redirecting Arthur’s motion so he spun slightly. Then, rising up, he punched Arthur in the side, using Arthur’s momentum to continue spinning him around. Arthur stumbled off balance and couldn’t recover fast enough. Kjor’s blade sliced across his back. Luckily, the cut wasn’t deep — no doubt on purpose — but Arthur cried out as the pain seared into his nerves. 

      He turned back, and Kjor’s blade was speeding straight toward his heart. Arthur couldn’t stop it, and there was no way Kjor could pull this punch. Arthur, in that split second, saw it in Kjor’s eyes. Arthur was about to die; it was all over.
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      Out of nowhere, Lexi leapt onto Kjor, tearing at his arm. The death stroke missed. Kjor, Lexi, and Arthur all collided with one another. Lexi’s injuries were worse than she had made out. As soon as they hit the ground, she mewled out in pain. Kjor kicked free and leapt to his feet. Arthur was still scrambling back up when Kjor brought his blade down, aiming it at Lexi. The cut would slice into Lexi’s neck; Arthur couldn’t get there fast enough to block it.

      Arthur had no idea how he did what he did next, but he understood what it was: the Aetherial equivalent to the shadow-fire. Instinctively, Arthur pointed Bright-Cage at Kjor, and a stream of orange flames and blinding light seared into him. The attack lasted only a moment, but it was enough. Knocked back, Kjor’s attack failed. Part of his shadow mantle had burned away, and his skin was blistered. Staggering, Kjor doubled over, groaning in pain.

      Arthur was going to rush in and attack while Kjor was reeling, but suddenly, Morgan yelled, “Heads up, loser!”

      Kjor snapped his head up — and the Stone of Unbecoming struck him dead center in the chest, propelled by Morgan’s telekinetic gloves. 

      “Gotcha!” Morgan exclaimed.

      She was alive! Arthur glanced back, smiling. Vassalus was slumped beside her, panting heavily. He must’ve come in along with Lexi.

      Kjor’s shadow mantle was peeling away rapidly. He grabbed the orb and tried to pry it free from his body, but Morgan pressed forward with both hands, leaning into it, her brow creased, her lips pursed, her eyes narrowed.

      “Oh no, you don’t.”

      The orb slammed back into Kjor’s body. The mantle was gone, and the shadows within Kjor and the purple ink of the tattoos on him began to draw out. That seemed to awaken something primal within him, and he began to fight harder. With the orb still in his hands, he managed to separate it from his body. Morgan groaned; her strength was failing. Arthur didn’t know if the process would stop if Kjor threw the stone aside before it was complete. Would the shadows then return? Arthur couldn’t risk finding out, and to make this work, he had to properly defeat Kjor.

      He stepped in and — hoping Skrimantan hearts were on the same side of the body as human ones — stabbed Bright-Cage into the right side of Kjor’s chest. The blade pierced all the way through him, as easily as pushing a knife through a block of warm butter. Arthur withdrew the blade, which absorbed ink, shadows, and blood as it went, as if it were some sort of vampire blade. Oh, he really hoped it wasn’t a vampire blade — that wouldn’t end well for him in the long run. 

      Kjor collapsed onto his side and then rolled onto his back. The last of his shadow mantle fled him as he lay gasping and bleeding on the yellow arm of the triskelion. 

      “You’ve won,” Kjor said telepathically, and even his mental voice was strained. “Now you’ve got to sell it to the Hosts. Convince them you did all of this on your own.”

      Feeling terrible as he did it, as if he were some sort of monster, Arthur stomped a foot into Kjor’s stomach, causing him to double up, retching for breath. He picked up the dark steel blade and tossed it as far away as he could. 

      “Lexi, guard him. If he tries to do anything, then rip his throat out.”

      Lexi stood guard over Kjor, unsteadily, leering down at him with malice in her eyes. Arthur straightened, took a deep breath, and marched over to face the eye of the Hosts. He pointed Bright-Cage at them, and thinking of his favorite books and movies, he tried to conjure up some dramatic flair.

      “You do not want to mess with me. I clawed my way out of the grave he put me in. I was trained in secrecy, hidden from you by powers you’ve never heard of. I defeated your infiltrator, and soon, I shall put him in the very same grave he dug for me. If you think I won’t because I’m just a boy, then you do not understand what I truly am. I have my house, my sword, and my birthright now. But I am more than just a Multiversal Paladin. My strength grows by the hour, and I can do things you can’t even imagine.”

      Arthur glanced back at the translucent Lady Ylliara and then to her physical form, the girl which was sitting up now and looking around in complete confusion. The eye followed his gaze and then flicked back to him.

      “I know who you are, Hosts,” Arthur said, lying. “I know what you are. I have power and knowledge passed down from the Ancients. And now I know everything that your spy knew as well. No man can hide secrets from me. You’ve seen that by mere touch I can separate an Aetherian from their …”

      “Essence of ascendance,” Kjor thought to him.

      “From their ascendancy,” continued Arthur. “If you get in my way again, you will incur my wrath, and I will destroy you.” Arthur drew the sword back, readying it for a swing. The eye stared at him, unblinking. “Lexi, I’ve probed his mind sufficiently already. He’s useless now. Kill him.”

      Arthur swung Bright-Cage and struck the floating shard. The eye blinked as the shard shattered into a hundred pieces that rained down and turned to dust upon striking the ground. 

      Arthur spun around. “Lexi, don’t!”

      She stopped, with her fangs nearly touching the skin of Kjor’s neck.

      “Leave him.”

      Arthur ran over to Morgan, dropped the sword (it switched off automatically), and knelt beside her. She was sitting up, rubbing the back of her head. “You okay?”

      “Other than what I think must be a bruise the size of my back on my back and a nasty bump on the head to match yours?”

      “Yeah, other than that.”

      “Well, I’m a bit burned.”

      Her skin was a deep red, like from a terrible sunburn. “Worse than say … 34 minutes in the midday sun?”

      “Shut up.” She touched the back of her head and grimaced. “A few more of these and my brain will be as mushy as yours.”

      “At least you’re going to live,” Arthur sighed with relief.

      “Obviously, moron.”

      “He said you were dying.”

      “I lied,” Kjor replied.

      A surge of anger spiked through Arthur. Eyes narrowed, he picked up the sword, which activated immediately, and stalked over to Kjor. The warlock was struggling to breathe. He had a hand clasped over the wound on his chest, and blood was pooling underneath him. 

      “You do a lot of lying.”

      “Didn’t have … much choice.”

      Gritting his teeth, Arthur pressed the tip of the blade against Kjor’s chest. 

      “Had to motivate you to … use the Aetherial power,” Kjor moaned, “and to make you angry … so you’d use shadow force. Hosts had to see you use both.”

      “If you are my friend, then why did you try to kill me in the Grand Hallway two days ago, when you entered my mind the first time and showed me those horrible visions?”

      “You weren’t really in … that much danger.”

      “Could’ve fooled me,” Arthur snapped.

      “Had to test you. I could sense the anger … inside you. My shadows were a shroud that can be removed. Yours … are a part of you.”

      “So?”

      “So if you’d turned into … a foul, monstrous boy …”

      “You would’ve killed me?”

      “Yes, Arthur. Despite my promise to … your mother. Too much at stake.”

      “And what about Morgan? She’s innocent. She was never supposed to be part of any of this.”

      “Neither were you.”

      Arthur pressed the tip of the sword through Kjor’s shirt and into his skin. “So you would’ve killed her, too?”

      “Yes, and … it would’ve broken me. But one girl’s life … versus that of my wife, son, and daughter? What would … you do?” Gritting his teeth, Kjor went on. “I’d already risked … everything … once before.”

      The tip of the sword pricked Kjor’s skin, releasing a trickle of blood that Kjor could hardly spare now. “There had to be some other way. You could’ve —”

      “Arthur,” Morgan said, “he’s right. He was making the best choices he could. And he did choose another way. That’s why we’re all here now, alive.”

      Lexi nodded. “He made a big gamble. By helping you, even a little, after he had the measure of you, he was giving you the chance to save us and his family.”

      “You were never supposed … to come back here,” Kjor gasped. “Another year and … you would’ve been safe … forever. The cloaking device … was supposed to … be unbreakable.”

      “Did you kill my father?”

      “Yes,” he answered bluntly. 

      “He trusted you!” Arthur yelled, pressing the sword in again. “How could you?!”

      “Because he asked me to,” Kjor said in a pained voice, “and because killing him … it was the right thing …”

      “What?! You’re lying to me again!”

      Kjor shook his head. “It was … the hardest thing … I ever did.” His tone was mournful, and tears welled in the corners of his eyes. “But you know … from the vision that big things were … going on. Your father was … compromised … it’s a lot to explain and …” he glanced at Ylliara, both of her “… and I should probably never … speak of it.” Kjor groaned, clutching his chest. “I’m your friend, Arthur. I swear. I am your … Uncle Kjor, just as I was … when you were …” he coughed blood “— when you were a boy. I’ll explain … everything … when you are ready.”

      “You will explain it all when you have recovered.”

      “You’re not … ready for all of it … you’ve so much to learn. How could I explain … what went wrong if you … don’t even know how things are … supposed to be?”

      Well, that was certainly true. Arthur turned off the sword by thought alone and tossed the handle aside. “Are you going to be okay?”

      “Think I’ll live. I’m tough, even … for a Skrimantan. Though I’m …” he groaned “… going to need a doctor.”

      Arthur looked at the dust that was all that remained of the shard. “Do you think the Hosts bought it?”

      “Oh yes,” he paused to cough painfully … “all that talk … about the Ancients and … unknown powers … and you knew about the Stone of Unbecoming … they saw you use shadow force and … separate Ylliara from her Aetherial form.” He shifted and winced. “That should have been … impossible.”

      Arthur had figured as much about Ylliara. Later, he would decide whether to be worried or thrilled that he could apparently do the impossible. For right now, all that mattered was that everyone was going to be okay. “So it’s all good?”

      Kjor frowned. “My family … should be safe, yes.” His voice was becoming weaker, like nothing more than a whisper. “And you’ve … bought yourself some time. But they will come … and when they do, they are going … to come after you hard. With all the firepower they can muster.” 

      “Great. Yay me.” Arthur sank to the ground as the adrenaline drained away and his injuries caught back up with him. 

      “Get used to it. You’re the most important … person in the universe now. Because, you are more … than just another Multiversal Paladin. You’ll always have … a target … on your back.”

      As Arthur let that sink in, Lexi nudged his knee with her muzzle, and he dug his fingers into an uninjured section of fur. He noticed Morgan watching him, waiting for his reaction. And he couldn’t help but smile, because … he was relieved. 

      Sure, all the forces of Entropy would be gunning for him. But really, if they’d known he was alive, they would’ve killed him years ago — before he could defend himself. Now he had time to figure out who he was and what he could do. Even better, he had someone else to help him, someone who had known both his parents. And he knew that the angry darkness that came over him, with its tunnel of shadows and second heartbeat, wasn’t something wrong with him. It was from his mother; it was his inheritance. Maybe it would be enough to keep him alive long enough to figure out this whole space hero thing.
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