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PROLOGUE
 
Long ago an old man—a wizard in fact—was imprisoned in an invisible tower. It was built by strong magic above a snaking brown river and rolling green hills, and it shut the world away from the wizard. From this tower he could see nothing but the interior walls of his prison.

For many years he was so angry that he could do nothing but seethe at his absent, far-off jailers. But then, after much time, his anger flagged, and he realized that while he was unable to go out into the world, he could will parts of the world to come to him. And so he summoned men, women, and children; beasts, insects, and plants; stone, soil, and sand. For nearly a thousand years all of these suffered as he attempted to extract from them a means to escape, which was pointless. Escape was impossible.

But then he began to hear of a people landing in great-sailed wooden ships on faraway shores. These newcomers were outcasts and vagabonds and ministers from lands called England and France and Nederland, among others. The world that he had once inhabited was returning, and a plan took root in the wizard’s mind. It would require dedication, cunning, and a lot of luck, but if it worked it would provide him with his freedom.

Once free, his gray, ancient eyes would behold the world again. Once free, his great power would be reborn.

Once free, he would set right all that had gone wrong so long, long ago.


1
IN WHICH WE HEAR OF THE DRAGON SLAYER’S DUMB LUCK

Arthur “Artie” Kingfisher—twelve, rail thin, and not nearly tan enough for a kid in late July—had just finished slaying Caladirth, a female green dragon with sharpened rubies for teeth and curved golden spikes for horns. One of the horns lay shattered on the ground like a splintered broom handle. Artie thought it was a pretty clever weak spot. Seriously, everyone in the Otherworld knew that dragon horns were always best avoided.

The beast lay at Artie’s feet, orange blood draining from her broken horn. Her cave felt suddenly empty, which was remarkable considering it contained a dead ten-ton dragon, three huge black dragon eggs, and a trove of sparkling treasure that would hardly fit in Artie’s empty shoulder bags. He had a lot of work to do.

Artie fell to the ground and examined his double-edged ax, which was named Qwon, for battle damage. It was a little nicked but nothing that couldn’t be fixed by the town smithy. He let out a long breath. He felt satisfied. And totally pooped. There wouldn’t be any new quests for a while.

He closed his eyes and took stock of himself. He was all in one piece and sweating a little, even though the air around him was very cool. The only sounds were his breath, the small kerplunks of dripping water, and the crackling torchlight. After the excitement of battle, he suddenly felt very alone.

But then his neck tingled familiarly, like it was being tickled with a handful of feathers.

Artie always knew when his sister got within a dozen or so feet of him, and at that moment Kay was creeping into their subterranean cave, trying to get Artie. An image of her jelled in Artie’s mind: her long red hair was pulled back in a ponytail, and she was wearing cargo pants and that blue T-shirt with a garden gnome doing karate on it. He could see, without looking at all, that she thought she had a real chance at finally scaring him.

This was predictable. Artie knew that she knew that he knew that she’d be trying to frighten the cookies out of him. They’d spent the better part of their childhood playing this game, and it had yet to work.

They always knew.

“Ha! Gotcha!” Kay blurted as she pushed him hard but playfully in the back, knocking the 3-D virtual reality goggles off his face. Artie gasped, and Kay was shocked to see that Artie was sweating. She asked, “Wait—did I really just get you?”

He wiped his forehead with the back of his hand and smiled. “Of course not. I felt you about thirty seconds ago.” He took the Xbox controller and paused Otherworld, the game he’d been obsessed with since he’d gotten it for his birthday in April.

“‘I felt you about thirty seconds ago,’” Kay goofily mimicked. “Whatever, Chico. I got you good.”

“Nope.”

“Whatever.”

Kay, already thirteen and a ridiculous six feet tall, with limbs like those of a praying mantis, cruised past Artie into the game room. “Whatcha up to?” she wondered.

The video game that Artie had been playing inside his goggles was duplicated on the flat screen bolted to the wall. Seeing the fallen dragon bleeding from her golden horn, Kay yelped, “Artie! You did it?” She leaned closer to the TV. “Holy cow! You did!” She wheeled around and beamed at Artie with her fantastically unusual eyes, one being sky-blue, the other being clover-green. “How’d you figure out how to kill her? How? How?” She grabbed Artie by the shoulders and gave him a little hug.

Artie and Kay were as close as a twelve-year-old boy and his thirteen-year-old sister could be—especially since for some reason they’d always shared identical-twin-level ESP, which was even weirder considering that Artie was adopted. Artie was happy that Kay was giving him some props. Usually it was the other way around. Kay was no slouch when it came to gaming—or anything else for that matter. She wasn’t as good as Artie at Otherworld, but she was so good at Call of Duty and Fallout that she’d already won about five grand playing in tournaments. Artie was certain that she would notch yet another win the following week when their dad, Kynder, took them to a huge tournament Kay was set to compete in.

Artie put the controller and the goggles on the floor and kicked his feet in front of him. He took a sip of Mountain Dew from an unlabeled plastic bottle and told her how he’d done it.

Basically, after a lot of tries he got lucky. There was a nook high on the eastern wall of the cave that he’d maneuvered his mage-warrior, Nitwit the Gray, into. The dragon knew Nitwit was there but she wouldn’t attack because in the nook were the three black dragon eggs. Essentially, Artie was using them as shields—she wouldn’t dare sacrifice her unborn hellions just to down Nitwit. The dragon didn’t like this and she made a big dance in front of the nook, wagging her head back and forth and slapping her tail on the ground, but Artie wasn’t scared. He was, however, very frustrated because, no matter what, he just could not kill the thing. He decided to try another fireball. It was the strongest spell he had.

However, due to some clumsy button pushing, he cast Find Item, which revealed the nearest and most powerful magic item that was not in the caster’s possession. Caladirth’s horns were immediately haloed in a red glow. Artie said to Kay, “At first I thought that if I could kill her, a sword made out of her horns would be pretty sweet, but then it came to me. It was, like, an inspiration or whatever. Just to double-check, I cast Find Item again, and sure enough, her horns glowed red again. So I flipped to hand-to-hand, targeted her horns, and went to work with Qwon. As soon as I got a direct hit, she screamed and fell over. And that was it.”

Kay stared and shook her head. “Wow. The horns. Who’da thunk it?” She grabbed the soda from Artie and drank three big gulps. She shrugged and said, “You’ll have to let the Dr Pepper heads on the boards know about that.” Artie could never figure out why, but to Kay Dr Pepper heads meant “geeks.”

“C’mon, Sis, you know I hate the game forums.”

“Yeah, yeah, ‘gaming purist’ and all that. Never go to walk-through sites. Whatever, Artie. You deserve the kudos. Go show off a little!”

Easy for her to say. Artie loved his sister, but the fact remained that he wasn’t her. While she was a supergamer, crazy, fast runner, ex–Little-League all-star, straight-A student, who could also dance—in other words supercool—he was a pretty good gamer, wispy, lightweight punching-bag bully target, and straight-B-minus student, who never danced and was only somewhat cool on account of his supercool sister.

But the main reason Artie didn’t like getting recognition was because of Frankie Finkelstein. Years of bearing the brunt of Frankie Finkelstein’s anger issues had taught Artie that a low profile was best. Even a medium-low profile provided ample opportunities for Finkelstein to punch, kick, headlock, noogie, push, and swear at Artie.

All of which sucked big-time.

However, as these things ran through Artie’s mind, he realized his sister was probably right. He’d slain Caladirth, for crying out loud! Why not gloat a little?

Artie looked at Kay and said, “Yeah, okay. I think I will.”

“Great!” she chirped. “But not yet, Chico. First you and me have to help Kynder in the yard.”

“Oh yeah.”

So Artie and Kay made their way up the stairs and into the kitchen. Artie recapped his Mountain Dew and stashed it in the back of the refrigerator. Kynder didn’t approve of soda pop in general and especially hated Mountain Dew, swearing up and down that “it will literally turn you into a drug addict,” even though it hadn’t yet and Artie had been drinking it for three years (okay—and six cavities). Then they went into the backyard to the little vegetable garden that, after his kids, was Kynder’s pride and joy.

Kynder was also tall and thin and redheaded. Both of his eyes were hazel. He wore a nicely groomed mustache that gave his very-straight nose the look of an upside-down T, and on his nose rested a pair of large, squarish glasses that might—might—have been cool in 1980. He still wore his ridiculously short running shorts from his morning jog but had replaced his sneakers with a pair of green wellies that must have been boiling, since it was nearly ninety degrees outside.

Yes, Kynder was a Dr Pepper head, too. A modest, pseudowealthy, semiretired geek, and his kids loved him.

“Hey, guys, done practicing?” Amazingly, this was what playing video games was called in the Kingfisher house.

“Yeah. Hotshot over here finally killed Caladirth.”

“No kidding? That’s great, Arthur! You’ve been working on that since the day Qwon kissed you on the cheek, huh?”

This was how the last day of sixth grade would forever be known in the Kingfisher house, and Kay and Kynder had been ribbing Artie about it ever since. Artie had no idea how Kynder knew that Qwon—not the virtual battle-ax, but the schoolmate who it was named after—had kissed him, but he did.

“Nice going on that one too, Slick,” quipped Kay.

“Oh, shut up, both of you,” Artie moaned. He plunked down by the tomatoes and began weeding, wondering what would come next in that crazy game he loved so much.


2
HOW ARTIE IS CONTACTED BY HIS HUMBLE SERVANT

Artie, Kay, and Kynder lived in a yellow clapboard house on Castleman Street in Shadyside, Pennsylvania, about four miles east of downtown Pittsburgh. Both Kay and Artie had been calling their dad by his first name since they were around eight years old. That’s when Artie learned he was adopted, and while Kynder was the only father he’d ever known, he stopped calling him Pop and started calling him Kynder. Within a few months Kay was doing it too. Kynder thought it was a funny quirk and liked it, so he never insisted on being called Pop, or Dad, or anything else.

Kay’s mom had left them when Kay was three and Artie two, and Artie had lived with them since he was exactly one year and three days old. Kynder rarely spoke about Kay’s mom, and never talked about why she left. Artie didn’t even know her name, and Kay never bothered to share it with him. When it came to her mom, Kay never shared anything with Artie. Hey, all kids have secrets, right? Even sisters like Kay?

That night after dinner Artie logged onto Otherworld’s game forums to share a little secret of his own. He started a new thread called “killed Caladirth w/o walkthrough” and waited. Within minutes there were over a dozen posts patting Artie on the back. He read all of them proudly. Artie thought that this was what it must feel like to be Kay.

Most of the posts were from registered members, but some were anonymous, and some of these were trolling. One of the trolls called Artie a wimp on account of him choosing to play the mage-warrior class. Apparently that guy had it in for mage-warriors. Artie could not have cared less. The heck with trolls.

Artie was about to log off and go to his room when the board live-updated with a post titled “Arthur’s Easter Egg.” Curious, he double-clicked it. It read:

Arthur, you need to find your Easter egg tonight. Look in the most obvious place. —MrT

Everyone who’s really played video games knows what an a joke, that’s hidden in the game, kind of like, well, an Easter egg. As hard as Easter eggs could be to find—usually you had to look them up on the internet to have any chance of uncovering them—they were there for everyone. How could it be that Arthur had his own Easter egg in Otherworld?

Also strange was that MrT’s post was private—only Artie could read it.

Artie clicked the reply button on MrT’s entry and simply wrote, “Huh?!” and clicked Post.

Within twenty seconds came the reply:

Arthur, it has begun. Find your egg. It is with Caladirth. You must do this. I have already said more than I should. Go to your egg, and to your destiny. —MrT

What the heck was this guy talking about? Artie had a destiny? In a video game? This was too weird to ignore.

Artie logged off and ran down to the game room. He turned on the TV and picked up the controller and unpaused the game. The soundtrack played over the stereo system as he moved Nitwit the Gray from one end of Caladirth’s lair to the other, looking for something out of the ordinary. He didn’t see anything. He sifted through the pile of treasure. It was a good haul, and it got him excited to continue playing, but nothing about it stood out.

“Look in the most obvious place,” the post had said. The most obvious place … the most obvious place…

The eggs!

Artie guided Nitwit to the dragon’s three large, stone-black eggs. Nitwit picked one up—nothing strange—and put it back. He picked another one up and turned it over. On the bottom it said, “Break me.”

Artie shook his head and made Nitwit throw the egg to the floor. It exploded in a sparkling orange haze. There was no dead dragoling or gooey egg white—only dust.

But then the dust settled, and there, cradled along the inside curve of a large piece of shell, was a note.

Nitwit picked it up and went into the Inspect Item mode.

Artie was overcome with nervousness.

The note read, “Arthur. In one week’s time you will come to me at the IT. You are special, Arthur, and I have need of your service and power. I have been waiting so long for you. Your humble servant, M.”

Wait. He was special? And he had a servant? A humble one?

What?

Artie stood rooted to the rug for two minutes. He felt a little woozy. The controller slipped from his grip and when it hit the floor, Artie came to. He read the note again. What was going on? Artie was suddenly scared, like Finkelstein was bearing down on him with a baseball bat and no lunch money.

He shut down the system, ran to his room, and dived under the covers, where he concluded that, yes, he’d just had his leg pulled and it was just coincidence that his name was Arthur, and there was an Easter egg in Otherworld that was addressed to somebody also named Arthur. Yes, that’s what it was. A coincidence.

Eventually Artie fell into an uneasy sleep.

Six days after Artie’s Easter egg hunt, about which he had decided to never tell a soul, as Artie was reading the latest X-Men on his bed, the telephone rang. He didn’t move to answer because he knew Kynder, who was in his room packing for their trip to the tournament in Cincinnati, would get it.

After a pause Artie heard a muffled but insistent “Who?” through the wall but didn’t pay it much mind. Then he heard something in Kynder’s voice he’d never heard before: fear. It was sudden and undeniable.

“My ex-wife? Oh my. It is you.” Artie sat bolt upright and dropped his comic book. A call from her was about as likely as a call from a giant saber-toothed tiger.

Artie crept to the wall and pressed his ear to it. Kynder said, “Why on earth are you calling me now? And why do you sound so far away? No one sounds far away anymore.” Kynder’s fear was gone. It had been replaced with anger. Artie felt proud of his dad.

“Really, I don’t care. What do you want?”

Pause.

“What? How do you know about that? What do you mean?”

Pause.

Kynder sounded extra flabbergasted when he asked, “Why on earth not?”

Short pause.

“What do you mean, it’s not safe? It’s Ohio, not Afghanistan.”

Pause.

“What? Since when do you care about the children? Since when do you care about anyone but yourself?”

Artie remembered that there was an old corded phone with a busted ringer in the hall. He left his room and tiptoed to it and carefully picked up the receiver. A weak voice finished saying, “not safe for me—or you, either.”

For a moment Kynder said nothing. Then, very forcefully, he said, “Listen. You’re loony. I’m hanging up now. For the last time, good-bye! Don’t ever call here again!” And he hung up. Kynder had cut her off so abruptly that Artie was sure she’d call back. But she didn’t. The phone didn’t ring again at all.




3
IN WHICH ARTIE MEETS AN OLD, CRAZY TATTOOED DUDE

Artie didn’t know what to say about the phone call. He wanted to tell Kay but he couldn’t bring himself to. Kynder didn’t mention it either.

So the Kingfishers left for Cincinnati early on Thursday morning, as if the phone call had never happened.

They pulled into a downtown Hilton at one o’clock and checked in. Then Kynder left Artie with the room service menu while he took Kay to register for the tournament, which was slated to get started at noon on Friday.

Artie ordered a hamburger with curly fries and a Coke and hooked up the Xbox to the room’s TV. He looked in Kay’s bag for her lucky controller—a shiny silver number that she’d adorned with faux jewels—but he couldn’t find it. She must have had it with her. Room service came, and he reclined in the lounger while eating and channel surfing.

When Kay and Kynder got back, Kay went over to the game console and said, “Thanks, Homey, for hooking this up.”

“No sweat, Kay.”

She picked up the standard-issue controller and turned it in her hand. “Where’s my lucky controller, though?”

Kynder pilfered a fistful of Artie’s fries.

Artie said, “Dunno. I thought you had it with you.”

 “No. It’s in my bag.”

“Uh, no, it isn’t.”

“Uh, yes, it is—oh no!” Kay’s eyes widened as she dug through her stuff. “Omigod, I can’t believe it but, but… I think I left my controller at home!” She stood in front of the TV and started to pull her hair. “Seriously, Kynder, what am I going to do?”

Kynder sat on the foot of one of the beds. He put his hands on his knees and said, “Kay, let’s try to stay calm. Maybe we can get someone to FedEx it, or maybe we can get you another controller and have it blessed or something before the tournament starts.”

Kay plopped down next to Kynder. “No way. I can’t win with some vanilla out-of-the-box thing.”

Artie suddenly remembered something. “Kay, you know Erik? He used to live here. We could call him to see if there’s a good place to get a custom controller.”

“Erik? Ugh.” Kay sighed. Erik sat behind Kay in art class, where his favorite pastime was pelting her with eraser nubs he’d yanked off number two pencils. In other words, he liked her. “Okay. I guess so.”

Kynder stood up and clapped his hands. “Great. Why don’t you give him a call, Arthur?” He stole another fistful of Artie’s fries.

Artie got out Kynder’s cell phone and dialed Erik. Kynder pointed at Artie’s hamburger and said, “You know, Arthur, you really shouldn’t eat that. Do you know what they feed those cows?”

Artie did and honestly didn’t care. He was twelve.

Erik picked up, and Artie had a quick conversation with him near the window. He hung up and said, “Well, Erik said he’d go over to our house and get the controller if you want—”

Kay interrupted. “I don’t think so. I don’t want Erik Erikssen poking around my room. Like, at all.”

“Right. But he also said that there’s a crazy store we should check out—some place called the Invisible Tower. It’s like a comics-slash-gaming-slash-D-and-D shop run by a really strange old dude. They sell custom controllers—Erik has two from the store himself. I’ve seen them. They’re pretty sweet.”

Kynder, now fixated on Artie’s meal, held up the Coke. “Arthur, you know how I feel about soda pop! You know I think you drink more than you should, right?”

“Dad!” Kay yelled. Kay reserved the use of that word for only the direst of circumstances.

Kynder put down the soda. “Oh, right. Okay. Arthur, since you’ve already ‘eaten,’ why don’t you find out where this Invincible Tower place—”

“Invisible Tower, Kynder,” Artie corrected.

“Whatever it’s called, find out where it is and take a cab to check it out. Kay—why don’t you and I go get some lunch? You’ll feel better.”

Kay reluctantly agreed and shuffled off to the bathroom. Artie looked up the place on their laptop. “It’s only six blocks away, Kynder.”

“Fine. Here’s some money. Only spend it on cabs and the controller, if there’s a good one.”

“Got it.”

“Bring me the receipt. And try not to be gone for more than an hour.”

“Right.”

“I mean it.”

“Okay, okay.”

As Artie passed the bathroom, he could hear his sister sniffling. He resolved to help her however he could.

The doorman flagged a cab and Artie climbed in. The young driver was huge and wore reflective aviator sunglasses and he would have been menacing-looking if he hadn’t also had a baby face that was smiling the whole time.

After a short ride they pulled up to the store. As Artie paid, the driver lowered his sunglasses and gave him a pronounced—and slightly creepy—wink in the mirror.

Artie hopped out of the cab and hurried away, but when he saw the Invisible Tower for the first time, he immediately forgot about the weird cab driver.

It was located on the ground floor of a squat, hundred-year-old red-brick building with gray granite lintels and stonework lettering in an arch below the roof line that read “Vine Street Cable Railway.” There were plenty of tall plateglass windows lining the sidewalk, and displayed in them were the contents of every twelve-year-old’s dreams.

There were action figures, masks, books, posters, costumes, games, swords and axes and arrows. There were Batman, Spider-Man, Iron Man; there were Halo warriors, rogue-looking special ops members, not-to-be-messed-with lady commandos; there were Frankenstein, Dracula, and the Mummy; Star Wars, Lord of the Rings, Avatar; all manner of Tolkienesque wizards, elves, trolls, orcs, fairies, and sprites; robots, Transformers, droids; dragons, snakes, hydras; screaming manga heroes on motorcycles and doe-eyed anime girls in private-school miniskirts; generic monsters and godly titans of every kind and at every stage of decay or anger or sorrow. The logos in the windows included Marvel, Dark Horse, Wizards of the Coast, DC, D&D, Transformers, Sony, Xbox, and Lucasfilm.

Artie pulled open the store’s heavy oak front door. A brass bell attached to it tinkled. He could swear that in the little bell’s ring was a voice that said, “Welcome, good sir.”

But bells couldn’t talk, right?

He crossed the threshold. Artie couldn’t explain it, but as he did, he felt stronger. It was like he’d gained twenty pounds of muscle. His fingertips tingled. His hunched back—the default posture for any tallish preteen who preferred to keep a low profile—straightened out. He turned his neck from side to side and it cracked. He took a deep breath. He felt amazing.

The inside of the store was dimly lit. The windows were totally blocked by all of the stuff on display in them, and Artie couldn’t see outside at all. Not even a crack of sunlight. Artie blinked as his eyes adjusted.

The shop was narrow and high ceilinged. There were three rows of lofty shelves stretched out before him. On the end of one of the shelves was a large sign in silver letters that read:

SHOPLIFTERS WILL BE PUNISHED. MALCONTENTS WILL BE BANNED. LOYALISTS WILL BE BLESSED.

—MANAGEMENT

 Something about its lettering conveyed its seriousness. Artie instinctively doubted that the Invisible Tower was robbed very often, if at all.

He walked around and touched the shelves and the spines of the books and comics with reverence. Things were crammed together and not always well organized. Low, Celtic-sounding music played over a tinny sound system from beyond the bookshelves.

Artie suddenly remembered what he was there for and wandered deeper into the place, looking for the video game stuff.

At the back of the store was a checkout counter unlike any he’d ever seen. Instead of the usual waist-high case with a cash register on top, there was a hulking ebony-black desk that looked plain ancient. Its legs were carved in the shape of a draft horse’s—hooves, muscles, tendons, and all. On top of the table was a gigantic and ornate cash register. There was also a normal-looking ledger, a brass desk bell, and a liter bottle of water.

No one was behind the desk. Artie stepped forward to ring the bell, and that’s when he saw them.

In a locked case to his right were the customized gaming controllers. There was one for PlayStation encased in snakeskin, another that was fire-engine red, and an Xbox one that was striped like a tiger and had little cat eyes for buttons. There was a pink one with orange flames on it, and a glittery purple one with silver buttons. There were also several boxes of standard controllers that hadn’t been opened. But, above all these, on the highest shelf and with a light shining on it, was a golden Xbox controller that looked like it was made of real metal. All of its buttons were jet-black, and its connector cable was red velvet. It was, without a doubt, one of the coolest things Artie had ever seen. In front of it was a small placard with golden hand-lettering that read, “Display Only.”

“Ahem.”

Artie turned. Standing behind the black desk was an old man in a red long-sleeved T-shirt and billowing linen pants. He was shorter than Artie, and thin like Kynder, but he had a little gut that filled out his shirt. His skin was very wrinkled yet very healthy-looking. He had on round eyeglasses and a black porkpie hat, and had huge sideburns that curled below his jawline. He wore a long necklace with some sort of wooden pendant weighing it down.

The old man smiled like a Buddha, and Artie couldn’t help but move toward him. As he got closer, Artie realized that what he’d taken for deep wrinkles on the man’s face was in fact a maze of black tattoos crisscrossing in every direction.

“Like what you see, eh?” His voice was clear and substantial sounding.

“Uh, yes sir. I’ve never been in a place like this before.”

“Yes, it is pretty cool, isn’t it?” He chuckled and placed his hands palm down on the desk.

“Say, uh, I was wondering—”

“The golden one? Display only, like it says.”

“So does that mean you have others like it that are for sale?”

The man looked down at the table and chuckled again. Without looking up, he said, “No, I’m afraid not, child. Can I ask you something, though?”

“Uh, yeah, sure. And I’m almost thirteen. I’m not really a child anymore.”

“Ah, pardon me. To these eyes, everyone seems a child. Here’s what I want to ask: May I try to guess your name?”

That was weird, but hey—why not? “Okay. Shoot.”

“Excellent.” The old man laced his fingers together and closed his eyes. He rocked easily on his feet. “Hmm. Yes. You’ve got a royal name, I think. An old name. English. Not Charles. Not Henry or James. Edward? No, no. I think it starts with A.” Artie felt his palms clam up. Then the man stopped rocking, opened his hands and his eyes, and leveled a gaze on Artie that made his knees buckle. “You’re Arthur!”

Artie couldn’t believe it. Then suddenly the message from the Otherworld game, the one he’d forced himself to forget, hit him like a bolt of lightning: Arthur. In one week’s time you will come to me at the IT. You are special, Arthur, and I have need of your service and power. I have been waiting so long for you. Your humble servant, M.

The IT. Invisible Tower.

Which made this old guy M.

Artie took a small step backward as he realized that the Easter egg had not been a coincidence at all.

Then a silly notion sprang into his mind. He said, “Yeah, and I guess that makes you Merlin, huh?”

The words, while his own, sounded utterly ridiculous. Arthur and Merlin, together alone, in some geek-fest comic-book-collectors’ shop called the Invisible Tower.

The old man smiled and took a deep breath before he spoke. “I’ve gone by many names, dear Arthur, some kind and some horrific. Lately I’ve been known as Lyn. Many of the children who enjoy my shop just call me “dude,” which is a little absurd but fine by me. Merlin, though. My goodness.”

Artie developed a lump in his throat the size of a tennis ball. He choked it back and asked, “So wait. You are, like, Merlin?”

“Aha! There you go again. So easily you say it! Part of the spell has already been broken. The first stones have begun to crumble. So soon I am in your debt.”

Artie was thoroughly confused, and a little scared. He asked, “What are you talking about, mister?”

The man ignored Artie’s trepidation and said, “Arthur, my boy, you may find this hard to believe, but there is magic at work here that has kept me from my proper name for nearly as long as I can remember…” The old man looked at the ceiling then at the huge desk. He looked back at Artie. “Merlin! Not even I have been able to say it! Merlin. Merlin!” Each time he said it, he got quieter and quieter, until he was whispering, “Merlin.”

Artie asked weakly, “So what exactly are you saying?”

“What I’m saying is that you are special, my boy. You see me as I am. Most people look at me and maybe they begin to think of Merlin, but then that idea is dashed from their mind. But you! You see me as I am,” he repeated with wonder. “Tell me—what is the strangest thing about the way I look?”

Artie felt supremely uneasy, but this was a simple question to answer. “Your tattoos, sir,” he said.

The old man beamed. “Exactly. Come here, I want to show you something.”

Artie didn’t want to go anywhere with this old freak, yet something about his tone enraptured him. He had to hear the old guy out. He said, “All the same, sir, I’d like to stay where I am. If you have something to show me, you’ll have to show it to me from over there.”

The man waved his hands through the air comfortingly and said, “Of course, of course. Here. Look.” He bent down and lifted a small color TV onto the great desk. It took Artie a second to realize that he was looking at live surveillance images of the store. The bookshelves, the toy cases, the front door, the desk. There he was, and there was the old man. The man took off his hat. Something was different. Artie took a step forward and looked closely. The man in the monitor was bald but didn’t appear to have a single tattoo on his head. Artie turned quickly to the man. He nodded. His head was definitely crisscrossed by a swarm of lines and runes and shapes, all in dark ink. Artie looked back at the monitor. It was as if the man on the screen had been washed clean.

“How are you doing that?”

“That is how most everyone sees me. As I said, Arthur, you are special. You are very special, my boy.”

A shiver ran down Artie’s spine.

“Special? You mean something’s wrong with me?”

“No, no! Nothing is wrong with you. You are King Arthur, the only one who can break the spell and say my name. Which means, of course, that I am Merlin!”

This was too much. The heck with Kay’s special controller. No way this old guy was the real Merlin and Artie was some kind of reincarnation of King Arthur. What did that even mean? That he was the king of England? Artie had never even been to England!

Surely Artie was going insane. Yeah, that was it.

Artie backpedaled. “I, uh, I’ve got to get out of here, mister. I’m thinking you’re probably just a crazy old tattooed dude and I shouldn’t be talking to you.” Not looking where he was going, he bumped into a shelf and spun around a little. He had to look away to catch himself, and when he turned back, the man had moved from behind the desk and right up to Artie’s side.

Artie backed quickly toward the exit, but while he did, the old man held his hands open in front of him and pleaded, “Please, child, hear me out! You are special! A king, I swear it! Ask your father, if you don’t believe me! Ask how you came to him!”

“I’m adopted, I already know that!” Artie was halfway to the door. His instincts were to turn and run, but something about the power of the man’s voice held his attention. It was like a spell was being cast over him.

The old man continued, “Yes, but ask about Mr. Thumb. Ask him where you’re from. Ask Kynder today, and if he tells you that you are special too, then please consider coming back here tomorrow. You’ve nothing to fear! If you allow me to show you something, then the controller is yours—and Kay’s as well!”

“Kay—how do you know my sis—” He was so close to the door now.

“I know much about you, Arthur. You’ve nothing to fear from me. You are my king! You are my king and I am now and forevermore at your service!”

Artie stumbled
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