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            “Hush, my dear,” he said. “Don’t speak so loud, or you will be overheard—and I should be ruined. I’m supposed to be a Great
               Wizard.”
            

            “And aren’t you?” she asked.

            “Not a bit of it, my dear; I’m just a common man.”

            —L. Frank Baum, The Wonderful Wizard of Oz
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            Chapter 1
Good Morning, Tomb of Terrors!

         
         My name is Avery, and I wish I weren’t the Dark Lord.

         
         It was a fervent wish. One that I repeated daily, but with no effect, because I was the Dark Lord, and the fact that I was—alongside
            a number of other regrettable life choices—probably explains why I was lying in a coffin listening to a voice, dry as death,
            calmly reciting my latest crimes against the multiverse.
         

         
         “It was meant to be an easy assignment for the Twenty-Second Sealer Division, a Mysterian regiment new to the fighting in
            Trelari and detailed with guarding the Western Bore, a small supply gateway carved between Mysterium and Trelari, over the
            past three weeks. The quiet ended in a terrible battle in the Valley Deep at the foot of the Impassable Mountains that saw
            two regiments of Sealers and allied alchemic golems and undead smashed, then torn apart and completely obliterated.”
         

         
         The voice belonged to Aldric, the semi-lich, my once tormentor who had, of late, turned into a reluctant roommate. I had retreated
            to his subterranean stronghold about a week ago to recuperate from the last in a long string of battles I’d waged against
            Moregoth in the never-ending and ever-expanding war between Trelari and Mysterium. It was close to a year now since Valdara
            had reopened Trelari to the rest of the multiverse and challenged the Mysterium to come and get us. Unfortunately, they had
            responded with regrettable enthusiasm, and what had begun as a little private struggle with Moregoth had turned into a true
            Worlds War.
         

         
         While Valdara’s rallying call to the subworlds had not resulted in the mass uprising we might have hoped for, it had been
            heard and answered by a few. She now led a ragtag group of subworlds against the combined forces of Mysterium and most of
            the innerworlds. In theory I was under her command, one of her generals, but the truth was she resented needing me, or at
            least needing to use the means I represented. Not that I blamed her—the Dark Lord was a pretty loathsome guy.
         

         
         Of course, none of this explains why I was hiding in the semi-lich’s tomb, lying in his coffin, listening to him read me the
            morning paper. Although, based on the news article, I suspect the first two questions will be answered to your satisfaction
            before the end of this chapter. As for why the semi-lich had taken it on himself to become my very own twenty-four-hour news
            network, that is a bit trickier to answer.
         

         
         This little ritual had begun two days earlier. Every morning, Aldric marched into the crypt I’d been using as a bedchamber
            to read me articles about the ever-widening war. At least, I assumed it was morning—it was difficult to know time as the semi-lich’s
            tomb had no windows and was buried several hundred feet belowground. He claimed his motivation was purely selfless, that he
            felt duty bound to keep me informed. You can judge for yourself whether a half vampire, half lich spawn of hell would feel
            duty bound to do anything, but personally I suspected a more mundane motive. He wanted his coffin back.
         

         
         The semi-lich cleared his throat and continued his recital. “Over two days, Magus General Moregoth’s army was broken by the
            overwhelming might of the combined forces of Queen Valdara’s Paladins of Light and the Army of Shadow, led by the Dark Lord
            himself. Despite the chaos of the onslaught and the ensuing retreat, the mages of the Twenty-Second “Crimson Claw” Sealer
            Division made a series of gallant delaying stands before the Western Bore, allowing the remaining forces to escape from the
            battlefield. The vanguard paid the price though, as only a handful from those brave regiments—fewer than fifty—made it back
            through the gateway to Mysterium.”
         

         
         There was a pause and a shuffling of paper, which gave me plenty of time to feel truly sick about the growing number of dead
            on my ledger. Aldric remarked, “There’s a section here on casualty numbers and the number of Sealers presumed to have been
            taken prisoner . . .”
         

         
         In the dark of the coffin, my heart sank even further. “There were no prisoners,” I whispered in a voice low enough to ensure
            that Aldric could not hear. I wished he would stop, but I was not yet cowardly enough, or maybe I was too masochistic, to
            make him.
         

         
         After a few more rustles of paper, a dry cough announced that there was more. “The story of the Twenty-Second’s disaster started
            in the foggy dawn several days ago as the men and golems occupied positions . . . I see there is no mention here of the ranks
            of the undead,” he grumbled. “Typical. They don’t really count. They’re already dead. Well, they’re not! They are undead!
            That’s the entire point! It is literally in our name!”
         

         
         “If the story is making you angry, you don’t have to read it on my account,” I said through the velvet-lined lid of the coffin.
            I sent a prayer to as many deities as I could recall that he would stop. As usual, none of them were listening.
         

         
         “No, no. It’s important for you to know what’s being written. Particularly given your extended absence from the field.”
         

         
         He stretched out the word extended beyond all need and then paused, probably hoping for a response. I gave him none. There was a bit more muttering, and then
            a sharp crack as the parchment paper was reopened with a great deal more violence than was warranted.
         

         
         “Now, where was I . . . men and golems . . . positions . . . ahh . . . occupied positions in and around the foothills of the
            Impassable Mountains at the head of the Valley Deep along a rocky, wooded ridge twelve miles long and a little over a mile
            wide that fronted the landing zone for the Western Bore. The division was spread pitifully thin along a twenty-mile front.”
            There was pause and then the voice drawled, “Is that a little jab at our favorite field marshal? I think I like this correspondent.”
         

         
         I had been thinking the same thing, and so asked, “What’s the byline?”

         
         “It just says, ‘By the Mysterium Press, embedded with the Twenty-Second Sealer Division in Trelari.’”

         
         For those of you not familiar with magus media, the Mysterium Press is Mysterium’s answer to Earth’s AP.

         
         For those of you not from Earth, the AP stands for the Associated Press, which is a news service.

         
         For those of you in realities that are still in a pre-mass media phase of development, first, my congratulations, and second,
            it’s like an official form of the exchanges that newspapers use to fill up their columns when they have nothing original to
            say.
         

         
         For those of you in preliterate worlds, how exactly are you reading this?

         
         The point being, the Mysterium Press was as mainstream as it got. Everything that went out over its multiversal wire was checked
            and rechecked by a dozen editors and censors before it was allowed for release. And using its power over the pen, the Administration
            had done an excellent job controlling the narrative about the war, even going so far as to plant articles in nonmagical publications
            in neutral innerworlds like Earth to try to dissuade any wavering diasporic mages from joining Trelari’s cause.
         

         
         If you are from Earth, and don’t yet get all your news in 140 or 280 characters, or whatever it is now, you may be saying,
            “Hey, I don’t remember reading anything about a magical war between two alien worlds.” You probably have and didn’t know it.
            They are usually cleverly disguised in things no one ever reads: wedding announcements, Family Circus cartoons, and your parents’ Facebook posts. Still, if you are a magus, the message is unmistakable: oppose us at your peril.
         

         
         If the Administration’s hold on the Mysterium Press was beginning to waver even in the slightest, it might be a sign that
            an internal resistance to the war was beginning to emerge.
         

         
         “Interesting,” I murmured. There was a sudden, sharp rap on the side of the coffin. I sat up with a start and banged my head
            against the lid. “Ow! What?”
         

         
         “Don’t mumble. I can’t hear a word you’re saying in there.”

         
         “Had you ever thought that might be the point?” I asked, rubbing at the lump on the top of my head.

         
         “No,” he answered with a sharp hack. Although I couldn’t see him, I could picture the semi-lich staring crossly at the closed
            coffin, the fires of hell literally burning in his eyes. And he wondered why I preferred to keep the lid closed.
         

         
         “Oh, now this is interesting,” he said, his voice perking up from dry as death to merely dry as the grave. “There is an article below the fold
            on the Mysterium’s use of skulls, animated cloaks, and chains as a way of conserving necromantic energies. ‘For further details,
            see Necromantic, scroll 5, col. 2.’”
         

         
         “I really have no interest in knowing this,” I said with a groan.

         
         My complaint was drowned out by a lot of muttering and papers being shuffled and discarded. “Where is that fifth scroll? Is
            this it? Ahh . . . maybe here. Here it is!” he shouted in triumph. He cleared his throat with a vile hacking. “‘The Economics
            of Skulls.’ What a great title! ‘As everyone who has ever studied magic or economics knows—’”
         

         
         “That’s enough!” I shouted. “It is one thing to have to relive the horrors of the battlefield, but it is quite another to
            have to sit through an essay on economics and necromancy, particularly when you haven’t had your morning coffee. I admit the two subjects are inextricably intertwined—I
            mean, in my own world, Roosevelt effectively accused Hoover of being an economic necromancer during the presidential campaign
            of 1932. Nevertheless, they are also subjects so mind-numbing and horrible in both theory and application that several innerworlds
            have labeled their study as a form of indecency—particularly economics.”
         

         
         “Are you quite done?” Aldric asked with a soul-rattling sigh.

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “Good. I don’t know these liches you’re referring to . . . Horror and Roast Evil?”

         
         “Hoover and Roosevelt,” I muttered.

         
         “I don’t think so,” he replied with a polite rasp. “No true lich would ever allow themselves to be called Hoover, much less
            Roosevelt. It simply isn’t dignified. Anyway, whatever their names, I’m sure they never faced the daunting costs of today’s
            necromancy. Inflation is killing the undead,” he said with no hint of intended irony. “Now, if you will kindly let me continue.”
         

         
         I carefully said none of the things that I wanted to say and let him read the article, which was every bit as horrible as
            I thought it would be. I was drifting back to sleep when he finished. There was a long pause, during which he probably hoped
            I would say something. I very deliberately held my tongue. I was simply not a good enough liar to remark on the article without
            pointing out that in many worlds his reading that to me would be considered a violation of my fundamental human rights.
         

         
         When I had said nothing for long enough to consume his patience, there was more irritated shuffling of paper, and Aldric read,
            “‘The attack started shortly after dawn . . .’ Surprising. I didn’t think the Dark Lord rose before noon,” he added in an
            undertone just loud enough to carry through the mahogany and velvet walls of my coffin bed.
         

         
         “At this rate your retelling of the battle will take longer than the actual battle,” I complained. “Either read it or don’t
            read it.”
         

         
         “Fine.” He rustled the paper even more vigorously before beginning again. “The attack started shortly after dawn with a charge
            by the Paladins of Light. Led by Queen Valdara, the heavily armored division descended in a sudden and inconceivable rush
            from the eastern heights of the Impassable Mountains, catching the Mysterium forces not only by surprise but totally unarmed.
            The paladins’ charge swept through the first ranks of alchemic golems and into the heart of Magus General Moregoth’s main
            Sealer force. The ferocity of the initial attack appeared to have broken Moregoth’s army, but by early evening they had regrouped
            and were pushing back, aided by reinforcements from the Fourteenth Elemental Group, which had arrived through the Western
            Bore during the afternoon. That is when the Trelarian second assault caught the Twenty-Second’s right flank, as hordes of
            blood orcs burst forth from a series of caves concealed in the sheer southern faces of the Impassable Mountains . . .”
         

         
         There was another pause, and I could visualize the semi-lich tilting his head to one side as he said, “You know, I think these
            mountains are misnamed. They seem eminently passable.”
         

         
         “The name was Vivian’s idea.” I felt my pulse race as I said her name. “To discourage Moregoth’s armies from exploring them.”

         
         “Clever,” he replied dryly, and then went back to his paper. “By night the Trelarians had thrown two divisions of blood orcs
            into the battle and . . .”
         

         
         I stopped listening. This news was old—almost a week old—and my mind was on Vivian now. Aldric had called her clever, but
            she was more than that. Drake called her a military savant, while Rook said she had a natural gift for carnage. I think he
            meant it as a compliment. Whatever you called her, the fact was the Army of Shadow—its discipline, tactics, and strategy—reflected
            her mind. But sometimes she was loath to commit them to a fight. Unlike me she still felt keenly the loss of every man, orc,
            demon, or gibberling that died under her command.
         

         
         How was she doing without me? We had agreed that I needed this break, and for good reason, which I will come to shortly, but
            I was feeling more and more guilty about leaving her behind. It wasn’t that I was that worried about her safety. Not really.
            She had Drake and Rook with her, and Valdara was very careful never to let the Army of Shadow roam too far from her own reach,
            but anything could happen in war.
         

         
         My mind began spinning out ever-more dreadful and implausible scenarios, and I was well on my way to a full-blown panic attack
            when I realized Aldric was asking me a question. “What?” I replied.
         

         
         He hissed his irritation, a noise that I can only describe as the sound a teakettle of the damned would make, if such a thing
            existed. “I asked how long you think Valdara will be able to convince her paladins to continue to work with your Army of Shadow.
            All it is going to take is one berserk blood orc at the wrong place and the wrong time and . . .” He snapped his fingers—dry
            and dreadful.
         

         
         “It won’t matter,” I answered wearily. “All of Trelari, the good and bad, are bound together in this fight. My pattern demands
            it.”
         

         
         Despite my easy dismissal, the question was a good one, and one that Valdara’s War Council had argued vigorously for months.
            It turned out to be a moot point. We had a few disastrous encounters in the early days as we tried to integrate Valdara’s
            army and the Army of Shadow: orcs going on rampages through human villages, humans massacring orc encampments, etc. None of
            that ultimately mattered. When Moregoth arrived, they banded together as though they had always been allies. In fact, when
            questioned, most of them couldn’t recall ever having been enemies.
         

         
         That was the most depressing part of the whole exercise, this feeling that everything was predestined. Trelari was under threat
            and my pattern was trying to stabilize according to its design, by mobilizing all of the world’s powers—the dark, me, and
            the light, Valdara. I suppose I should have been able to predict that reopening Trelari would reactivate my pattern. Perhaps
            I could have warned Valdara before she cleaved that hole in her world with Justice Cleaver, but at the time I was so relieved
            that we weren’t going to be killed by Moregoth that I didn’t give the matter as much thought as I might. Now it was too late.
            Trelari’s position as a central power in the multiverse meant its reality was beyond my, or anyone else’s, control.
         

         
         It struck me that maybe the rise of Trelari was what Vivian had seen all those years ago when we met, when she was looking
            for a way to break Mysterium’s hold over the subworlds. Because of my pattern, Trelari was beyond Mysterium’s reach, and the
            secret that Mysterium had maintained its dominance only by draining and destroying other worlds had been revealed. The multiverse
            knew now that Mysterium was nothing but a loathsome parasite.
         

         
         It was my own knowledge of this truth that kept me bound to my hated alter ego. There was only one path forward. The Mysterium
            had to be stopped and the subworlds liberated at any cost. To do that, I had to be the Dark Lord. At least that was what I
            kept telling myself, but it sounded painfully hollow when the consequences were printed in black and white in the morning
            paper and read back to me by an undead sorcerer.
         

         
         Realizing I would be saying nothing more about how I was planning to keep mortal enemies, like orcs and humans, from each
            other’s throats, Aldric resumed reading. “‘Having secured the ridge, the Trelarians massed for an attack on the Western Bore
            itself. They were stopped temporarily by the Seventy-Second and Fifty-First Necromantic Battalions which fought heroically
            under Colonel Yorick. They were badly outnumbered, and it was mainly by guts that they . . .’ Really? Guts? Surely this reporter
            must know Mysterium only uses demi-liches. Demi-liches don’t even have bodies, much less guts!” he grumbled. “Next, they’ll
            be saying something like ‘the skin of their teeth’ or ‘soulful’!”
         

         
         “I think the reporter is employing a little innocent, albeit insensitive, poetic license, Aldric,” I said patiently.

         
         He snorted his disgust but kept reading. “‘It was mainly by guts that they held off the Trelarian advance through the night. However, as morning rose, the Dark Lord arrived.’ Oh! Here’s your
            part, Avery,” he said excitedly.
         

         
         I tried to sink lower in my coffin, dreading what was to come.

         
         “‘Riding atop his dreaded viper dragon, Loshlaith, the Dark Lord descended on the weakening lines. Driven back by the dragon’s
            deadly breath, the necromantic ranks broke and the Twenty-Second’s retreat through the Western Bore became a rout. This marks
            the second gateway Magus General Moregoth has lost to the Dark Lord in less than a month. Despite the recent setbacks, the
            provost remains confident that the war will be over within the year . . .’”
         

         
         I stopped listening again. The rest would be propaganda: reports from this general or that about all the advances the Mysterium
            was making throughout the multiverse, appeals from ministers imploring mages to conserve mystical energy near the subworld
            fronts, and of course the never-ending adverts for war bonds.
         

         
         Not that the Mysterium hadn’t been winning battles; they certainly had. But for the provost to predict the end of the war
            was pure fantasy. If anything, after a year of constant fighting, the conflict was a stalemate boarding on a quagmire. The
            problem was that there were as many fronts to the war as worlds in the multiverse, and while we had managed to stop the Mysterium’s
            main advance against Trelari, to do so had required us to focus our forces there. A few weaker subworlds that had come into
            the war on our side had already been taken or destroyed by Moregoth, and there was a real danger that the others might begin
            to rethink their alliance with us if we could not find some way to end the conflict soon.
         

         
         “Well, you come out looking quite good in that exchange, Avery. Nothing too dreadful anyway,” the semi-lich said in his cheeriest
            voice, which was about as cheery as a depressed mortician.
         

         
         Still, he was right. The article was as close to good PR as someone called the Dark Lord was likely ever to get. Except it
            was a lie. “It wasn’t like that,” I said soberly.
         

         
         “As you said, the author has taken certain license with the truth,” Aldric replied dryly. “You know how bards and storytellers
            are. After all, this same publication once claimed that you were dead.”
         

         
         That wasn’t it, and I had a sudden need to make him, to make someone, understand. I threw the coffin lid open and sat up, staring at him through eyes I only now realized were on the verge of
            tears. I took a moment to gather myself. “The reporter got almost everything right except about my part in the battle. About me.”
         

         
         The semi-lich was sprawled across one of his hideously gaudy thrones, the parchment papers he’d been reading draped over his
            legs and spilling down onto the floor around him. He dropped the rest of the papers and sat up, so his vampiric side was facing
            me. He fixed me with a smoldering half gaze and asked, “Well, what did happen? What did you do? And does it explain why you’ve
            been sleeping in my coffin since getting here?”
         

         
         Now that the question had been asked, I didn’t know exactly what to say. There was a lot the article hadn’t mentioned. There
            was nothing about the terrible screams of shock and terror that issued from the ranks of Sealers as first the Paladins of
            Light and then the blood orcs tore through them, or about how, when the battle was over, the red cloaks of the fallen mages
            were so thick on the ground that from a distance the ridge looked like a giant ragged scar carved into the side of the hill.
            It seemed impossible that the reporter could have been there and not remarked on how the crashing and rending of the collapsing
            alchemic golems had echoed through the valley until it seemed the earth itself was crying out in agony.
         

         
         And what of the smell? The hideous odor of burst organs, torn tissue, and blood mixed with the stench of the blood orcs and
            the undead. There were a lot of horrors the reporter had omitted, but none worse than me. Because the truth was we almost
            lost that battle, and what I had to do to ensure victory may have been far worse than simply accepting defeat.
         

         
         In the moment, I found none of those words, and eventually Aldric was compelled to remind me he was still waiting for an answer.
            “Avery? I shouldn’t have to tell you, but I am half vampire, and I don’t sleep as well in the guest coffin. Also, we need
            to talk about Harold.”
         

         
         A sudden rush of panic shot through me. “Harold? What about Harold? Is he all right?”

         
         I fumbled through the covers of the coffin and pulled out my multiversal, ether-protected imp monitor, which took the form
            of a little white orb covered in elaborate mystical tracings. I gave it a shake, but nothing happened. I dropped the orb back
            into the coffin and craned my neck around to peer across the chamber.
         

         
         In the shadows at the far end, a ghostly candelabra cast a dim and uncertain light on a pedestal, upon which sat an enormous
            crystal ball. The ball glowed with an undulating red light, and atop it was a very small imp with a large head and big eyes.
            For a second there was no movement, but then the imp gave a plaintive squeak followed by a soft snore. He was still asleep.
            A great rush of relief passed through my body.
         

         
         “Oh, thank the gods.” I glared at Aldric. “You scared the bejesus out of me. He needs to nap for at least another hour, otherwise
            the afternoon is going to be hell, and you know that.”
         

         
         His only reply was “Bejesus?”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2
Baby Makes Three

         
         I know those of you who have read The Dark Lord, and still there could be more of you, may be slightly confused at this point. When I last left you, Harold the imp was old
            and crusty, and had a habit of smoking cigars and eating dead mice and cursing and being wise and mysterious. Then, well,
            a lot happened.
         

         
         Harold died, at least as much as an imp could die, and it turned out that when an imp was resummoned through its mystical
            connection, they didn’t come back exactly the same. Don’t get me wrong, Harold still loved butterscotch, and unfortunately
            cigars, but, well, he was a baby. Same imp, but rather than looking like a hairless bat, an old man, and an overripe banana
            blended together and then left to bake in the sun for a couple of months, he now looked like a cross between a cute anime
            baby and one of the more adorable Pokémon (maybe a Mew with wings). He had baby soft skin that was a lovely caramel color,
            enormously big eyes, and he made the most adorable squeaks and purrs. If I were putting him on a cuteness scale, he would
            have rated somewhere between baby chick and newborn kitten.
         

         
         I know. It was that saccharine, especially when he danced, which was often, or at least it was when he was in a good mood,
            which was unfortunately less often than one would hope. I guessed this last fact was what Aldric wanted to talk to me about.
         

         
         He confirmed this by repeating, “I need to talk to you about Harold.” I raised an eyebrow. His long bloodred nails fidgeted
            uncomfortably with the satin upholstery of his throne. “It’s . . . well . . . I think this may not be the right place for
            a baby.” He gestured at the imp helplessly. “Or whatever he is.”
         

         
         “Oh, is that all?” I chuckled. “I thought it was something serious. It’s nice of you to worry about us, but don’t concern
            yourself over me and Harold. The accommodations may not be what we’re used to, but he seems to like the new perch, and Vivian
            and I both agree the tomb is the perfect place for him. We did a lot of research looking for the safest possible location
            both here and back on Earth. We considered the Castle of Light, the Svalbard Global Seed Vault in Norway, the secret grove
            in Silver Wood, NORAD’s facility at Cheyenne Mountain. Nothing compares. I’m even beginning to grow accustomed to sleeping
            in a coffin. It’s surprisingly comfortable.”
         

         
         I can’t stress this last point enough. A coffin is really the ultimate in sleeping comfort. It is both bed and sensory deprivation
            chamber all neatly wrapped in plush velvet, polished mahogany, and brass fittings. If you take nothing else from this book,
            then remember this one piece of advice: don’t wait until you’re dead to get one. I promise you won’t regret it. You will get
            the best sleep of your life, and as an added bonus, when people ask you what death feels like, you will be able to tell them
            confidently: snug and cozy. That the dead have been keeping this a secret for so long is downright selfish in my opinion.
         

         
         Sadly, it was not the merits of coffins that Aldric wanted to talk about.

         
         “Are you crazy?” he shouted and twisted about in his throne to face me, revealing the dividing line between his handsome vampiric
            and hideously infernal lich sides. I shuddered involuntarily and decided there was simply not enough time in one life to get
            comfortable with his appearance. He banged his skeletal lich fist down on the arm of his chair. “You do realize this is the
            Tomb of Terrors? It is filled with the most diabolically dangerous traps in the known world. There are a dozen rooms within
            a five-minute walk of where we sit that would not only kill your imp, but blow his remains into bits, reduce those bits to
            ash, and then use that ash to make a memorial plaque commemorating his death!” He was gesturing wildly, sending motes of necromantic
            power swirling about the room.
         

         
         “Exactly!” I said, stretching my arms lazily over my head. “That’s why your crypt is so perfect. While he’s in his immature
            state, Harold is a major target for abduction or assassination by Mysterium agents. This is the safest place in the world
            for him. No one can get in here without fighting their way through room after room of death and destruction on a scale almost
            beyond comprehension.”
         

         
         I clambered out of the coffin and began picking through the clothes scattered around its base, looking for a pair of jeans
            and a cleanish shirt. A thought struck me, and I asked, “Did the contractor ever fix your water trap room? I need to do some
            laundry.”
         

         
         “No!” he shouted.

         
         “That’s unacceptable, Aldric,” I said as I started to pull my clothes on. “It’s been more than a year since you discovered
            the leak. You’re going to get a mold infestation if you don’t do something about it soon.” An idea struck me. “Hey, you should
            get Ariella to talk to them. She would get those contractors moving, I can tell you.”
         

         
         “No!” he shouted again.

         
         “Okay, okay, none of my business,” I said, waving a sock in mock surrender. “But I’m telling you, she’s one tough negotiator,
            and probably the best rules lawyer on Trelari.”
         

         
         He jumped to his feet, scattering unread parchment to the floor. He seemed very agitated and began striding about the room,
            swishing his tattered robes and his stylish black cape with its red silk lining back and forth as he went. “I am not talking
            about the water trap or your elf maiden friend or even the contractors, although they should all be damned to the lowest ring
            of hell for the overages they charged me. Serpents! Devils!” His eyes flashed with infernal anger, but then he shook his head
            and the fire flickered and died. “I am talking about you spreading Harold’s toys and your dirty clothes across the floor of
            my crypt, and about all the baby poofing!”
         

         
         “Baby poofing?”

         
         “You know, the doorknobs that won’t turn, and the spell component bottles that won’t open, and the little fences you’ve placed
            around everything with the latches that won’t work, and replacing all of my lovely candles with these nightmare lights.” He
            gestured at the candelabra that I had retrofitted, very inelegantly, with a handful of battery-operated animal-shaped night-lights.
            “Or, or, making me put my lovely treasure hoard in storage.”
         

         
         I rolled my eyes at him. “Come on, Aldric, even you have to know that the coins were choking hazards. And as for all those
            weapons? You can’t leave rusting knives and swords and morning stars lying about the floor. Harold might cut himself, and
            he won’t have the full protection from his DTaP vaccination until he’s at least eighteen months old.”
         

         
         “Exactly!” Aldric said and pointed back at me with such vigor that a bolt of purple energy arced from his finger and hit the
            wall behind me. “That is exactly the point I’m trying to make. This is no place for a baby. I am a semi-lich, a king of the
            undead, a fiend of the infernal. I am the thing that the dead fear and the living won’t even name! Plus, I have a certain
            lifestyle to maintain.”
         

         
         Aldric waved his hands helplessly about the chamber. I looked around and had to admit that Harold and I had pretty thoroughly
            invaded his space. A large playpen had been set up in the center of the room where the treasure hoard and throne had formerly
            stood. The dark hangings that used to run from high ceiling to floor had been taken down because I’d read that getting tangled
            in bedding or curtains was one of the chief household hazards for babies. Every step or ledge had been railed in, and every
            corner padded. The torture rack had been repurposed as a changing table, and the chains on the walls that had once held me
            and the rest of the Company of the Fellowship as prisoners were covered in brightly colored pictures of animals holding up
            letters of the alphabet: A is for ankheg, B is for beholder, C is for catoblepas (although that one’s picture was covered up for obvious reasons). And then there were the inevitable baby things. Toys and
            bouncers and strollers and bags were scattered everywhere.
         

         
         I rubbed a hand across the back of my neck. “We have kind of spread out, haven’t we?”

         
         “Kind of?” He began to tick things off on his fingers. “You’ve clogged my whirlpool trap with bath toys. My hallway of heat
            has been turned into a drying room for onesies. And I don’t even want to go into the smell that is coming from the bottomless
            pit since you began disposing of Harold’s soiled diapers there.”
         

         
         I suddenly felt guilty. We had imposed on him without really asking if he wanted us. “Aldric, I’m truly sorry about the mess, and I want you to know how
            much I appreciate your taking us in. I assure you, it’s only temporary. We just need to wait until Harold is little less helpless.
            As soon as he is old enough to take care of himself, I promise will be out of your hair and your bottomless pit.”
         

         
         His gaze piercing, which was saying a lot when you’re talking about a semi-lich, he asked, “How temporary?”

         
         “Let me see . . .” I said, clearing my throat and very deliberately counting on my fingers.

         
         I had no idea what I was calculating, but I guessed that doing so would give me the appearance that the answer I was about
            to give was going to be based on some objective standard, when in fact, everything about the aging of imps sits squarely in
            the realm of speculation. I knew this because, after realizing how adorably helpless Harold was and witnessing firsthand how
            much of a mess a baby imp could make, I had done some research into imp biology and exactly how long he would remain little.
         

         
         There is no simple conversion like you can apply to dogs or outdoor furniture, but the way Eldrin explained it to me, imps
            age at an unpredictably accelerated rate based on factors including moon phases, solar flares, and exposure to peanuts and
            gluten. In other words, I had no idea, but at some point, he’d look like the bat/old man/banana creature I had come to know
            and love. I didn’t have the heart to tell Aldric that it might take anywhere from a couple of days to a couple of months to
            potentially years to get there. What I ended up saying was “I would guess he’ll be out of diapers in a few more months.”
         

         
         “Months?” Aldric gasped, his eyes widening so that the glowing embers of the soul stones at their center were clearly visible.

         
         I nodded. “After that he’ll be talking and walking and flying.”

         
         His mouth dropped open revealing the portal to the infernal realms in its depths. “F-f-flying?” he stuttered.

         
         “Yes, of course,” I said absentmindedly. “You know, thinking about it, you may want to start moving some of the magical artifacts
            off the lower shelves in your library. If you don’t, he’s going to start getting into them, and as you learned with your copy
            of the Necronomicon, he is teething.”
         

         
         “Months! Flying! Teething! Am I to be damned to this hell forever?” he shouted, holding his arms up in a dramatic appeal to
            the heavens.
         

         
         I decided it would not be wise to point out that being damned was the very nature of his existence, but I was concerned that
            all this yelling was going to wake Harold. I put a finger to my lips and tried to shush the semi-lich.
         

         
         “There is no silencing me, Avery!” he roared. “I will be heard!”

         
         On the other side of the room, Harold gave a squeak of surprise, and his eyes blinked open.

         
         Aldric froze in place, quiet as the undead that he was, but it was too late.

         
         Harold looked at the two of us, gave another squeak, this time a little louder, and then began to emit a low wail that grew
            steadily louder with each passing second. I nearly tripped over the coffin in my rush to get to him. I scooped him up in my
            arms, but he was inconsolable. Tears welled from his eyes and rolled down his checks.
         

         
         Aldric came over, his hands pressed against the side of his head. He said something to me, but I couldn’t hear it over the
            air-raid volume wails Harold was producing. “What?” I shouted.
         

         
         “I SAID, THE NOISE IS INTOLERABLE! You must make him stop! Place him in the baby containment device.” He pointed at the bouncing
            chair.
         

         
         “You mean the Mamaroo bouncy chair? That won’t work. Not while he’s crying. I need the wrap. Have you seen the large diaper
            bag?”
         

         
         Hands still clutched to his ears, Aldric began to peer about the room at the mounds of baby supplies. (You may think that
            Vivian and I had gone a little crazy, but with Valdara, her entire court, Eldrin, Dawn, Drake, Rook, and a surprising portion
            of the Army of Shadow all buying things off our registry, we had enough stuff for a dozen babies.) While Aldric searched,
            I tried my best to soothe Harold, singing out my normal mantra whenever he was having a meltdown, “Is someone having a really
            big feeling?” and handing him in rapid succession a geodesic rattle containing a dozen miniaturized galaxies, a glass bottle
            filled with warm pureed mouse, and a teether in the shape of the Cthulhu Outer God, Azathoth. All were shoved into his mouth
            but ultimately rejected.
         

         
         At last, Aldric thrust a bag into my hands.

         
         “What is this?” I snapped.

         
         “It’s the diaper bag, you fool,” he shouted over Harold’s increasingly earsplitting cries.

         
         “No, that’s the Skip Hop day pack, you idiot,” I bellowed, shoving it back at him. “We need the Petunia Pickle diaper bag.”

         
         Aldric’s eyes suddenly blazed with an unholy light. “I am the one, the only, semi-lich,” he intoned in his deepest, most sepulchral
            voice. “Master of the Dark Forces, Keeper of the Infernal Flame. I am not Master of the Stiff Pop or Keeper of the Pestilential
            Pickle.” He held the bag back out to me. “Take it!”
         

         
         “Make me,” I spat.

         
         We stood there glaring at each other, while Harold cried inconsolably in my arms. I could see the purple glow around Aldric’s
            body growing deeper and deeper with each passing second and thought he might simply explode. Then Harold, who had been clutching
            a wooden block in one tiny taloned claw, gave an enormous shriek and launched it at Aldric. It bounced off the semi-lich’s
            forehead and fell to the ground.
         

         
         There was a momentary pause during which Aldric slowly, deliberately looked down at the toy, and then a purple flash of pure
            necromantic rage erupted out of his hands like a star going supernova. The bag he’d been holding disintegrated into ash.
         

         
         The shock of what he had done, and that he might have done it to me, took both of us by surprise. We looked at each other
            and began to back away, holding up our hands in mute apology. As we did, Harold’s cries suddenly stopped and he began to laugh
            hysterically and point at the pile of ash.
         

         
         We both looked at Harold and then back down at the ashes. “Had I known he liked pointless destruction, I would have started
            blowing things up days ago,” Aldric said.
         

         
         I saw his point, but that had been my favorite day pack. It had this series of cubes that fit inside so you could organize
            your stuff. There was an insulated cube for bottles and a mesh cube for toys, and—
         

         
         My diaper bag musings were cut short when Aldric asked, “What is this?” He brushed past me and stared into the crystal ball, which was pulsating rapidly with a deep scarlet light.
         

         
         “Your crystal ball?” I suggested, even though I was pretty sure he knew that already.

         
         “But what have you done to it?” he asked, peering into its depths with disturbing intensity.

         
         “Oh, I retuned it to Harold’s imp monitor. I didn’t think you would mind. You didn’t seem to be using it.” As I was speaking,
            Harold was digging through my jeans pockets, obviously attempting to determine if I had any butterscotch on me. All tears
            were gone.
         

         
         “You what?” asked Aldric, and the look he gave me almost made me dive for cover behind the coffin.
         

         
         When he didn’t blast me into oblivion, I answered, albeit a little less confidently. “I reset its pattern to link it to Harold’s
            baby monitor. Why? Is it showing you something?”
         

         
         “Someone!” he said dramatically. “I designed the crystal ball to monitor everything happening in my tomb! Someone is coming.
            I would have detected him sooner had you not baby poofed it.” He gave me an accusing glance before returning to his study
            of the ball.
         

         
         Harold had given up on his butterscotch quest and was now standing on Aldric’s shoulder peering into the ball, doing an amazingly
            good impression of the semi-lich.
         

         
         “This won’t be a problem, right?” I asked. “I mean, this is what the tomb and all those traps are for, to keep out the riffraff.”

         
         “Normally, yes,” Aldric said, stroking his chin, a movement Harold managed to copy after a short study. “But look at this.
            He’s evaded the pits of death, the pendulum of evisceration, the spike trap of doom, the poison gas trap, and he went through
            the evilly humming white room without any hesitation. I’ve never seen anything like it.”
         

         
         I shuddered involuntarily, remembering how long my own group had spent debating what diabolical death the humming white room
            had in store for us, before figuring out that it did nothing more than hum as you walked across it. Curiosity took hold of
            me and I leaned closer to the crystal ball.
         

         
         A single figure was gracefully making his way through the tomb. He seemed to be evading traps of the most vicious lethality
            in an annoyingly nonchalant way. The image quality was not good, but there was something familiar in the way he moved.
         

         
         “Ah, he turned left. That corridor leads to the spiders of inevitable death! You will want to watch this, Avery! It should
            be entertainingly gory.” Aldric laughed maniacally and rubbed his hands together, another mannerism parroted, disturbingly
            well, by Harold.
         

         
         We watched as the robed figure casually disarmed several intricately trapped locks with a gesture and a puff of smoke, only
            to appear on the other side of the vault door and be swarmed by thousands of foot-long, red-eyed, hairy-legged spiders.
         

         
         “Those are crimson death spiders,” Aldric boasted. “They cost me a fortune but were well worth it. Death from their venom
            is inevitable. Thus, their name. Ah, well, it was entertaining while it lasted.” He gave a contented sigh, and Harold sighed
            along with him.
         

         
         At last Aldric seemed to take note of the imp’s aping behavior. He did a double take, which Harold copied to perfection. They
            began studying each other suspiciously, and so missed the next few moments of action as the intruder somehow escaped the room
            of spiders and passed, apparently unscathed, into the chamber beyond.
         

         
         “Out of curiosity, what happens if he makes it through the spiders?” I asked.

         
         “That’s not really something you should be concerned about,” Aldric began and then, glancing in the crystal ball, shouted,
            “Impossible! In the name of all the demons of hell, he’s nearly here! No one has ever made it this far. Not even you.”
         

         
         He slammed his fist down on the crystal ball, which was followed by Harold slamming his own fist into the ball. Aldric and
            Harold glared at each other with matching tilted heads. Each pointed a finger at the other.
         

         
         “Can you make him stop?” Aldric asked, which Harold parroted by babbling adorably.

         
         I looked at Harold and the naughty little grin on his face and decided that this was not a battle I needed or wanted to fight.
            “I don’t think so.” I tried to draw Aldric’s attention away from Harold’s sudden precociousness by asking, “What will you
            do with the intruder? Do you need some help? I am not without skills when it comes to dealing with the unwanted.”
         

         
         The semi-lich’s eyes flared at the suggestion. “The day I need assistance from a mage to protect my own tomb is the day I
            turn in my soul cage.” He rolled up his sleeves and his arms and hands began to glow with a diabolic purple light. “He may
            have survived my traps, but no one can survive me,” the semi-lich proclaimed. “You stay here. I will deal with this trespasser.”
         

         
         Aldric moved toward a door in the east wall of the crypt. He was chanting something incomprehensibly hideous and dark, and
            his hands were weaving elaborate patterns of purple power in air before him. As the spells took effect, a sheath of lethal
            damnation surrounded his body and a half dozen shadowy figures appeared in ranks on either side of him.
         

         
         His preparations were complete just in time. The door slid open, revealing a hooded figure grotesquely silhouetted in the
            doorway by the infernal glow of Aldric’s spells.
         

         
         The semi-lich gave a maniacal, demoniac laugh that sent a shiver of horror down my spine. With a bestial growl, he said, “I
            do not know who you are, but I have made my legend off the foolishness of your kind. Perhaps you have come to steal my treasure,
            or to test yourself against my traps, or simply to make a name for yourself. Whatever the reason, their fates will be yours—death.
            For you stand before a true emissary of hell and face all the power of the infernal.” He raised his skeletal hand and a ball
            of swirling, shadowy death formed there.
         

         
         Now, I have faced many foes in my time. As the Dark Lord, I once had to battle an army of breakaway demons who were trying
            to overthrow my rule. In the group there were a half dozen minor demons, a couple of demi-demons, a semi-demon (not sure of
            the difference between the two to this day, except that the demi-demon was a looker and the semi-demon was definitely not),
            at least three different demon lords (of what realms I was not clear on even at the time), and even a couple of demon princes,
            and that’s not counting all their underlings, which spanned the whole range from type I’s to type VI’s. (By the way, don’t
            ask me why demons use Roman numerals to label themselves, it seems even more anachronistic than the NFL’s use of them.)
         

         
         The point being that I have been in some bad situations, but I have thankfully never had to stare down Aldric in full semi-lich
            rage. I will say that, had my place and the intruder’s been reversed, I would have run as far and as fast from that tomb as
            my body and my power would have allowed.
         

         
         Whoever this cloaked figure was obviously was made of sterner stuff. With no hesitation that I could detect, he stepped out
            of the doorway and into the main chamber of the crypt.
         

         
         For a fleeting moment he was illuminated by the virulent purple glow coming from Aldric’s body. In the split second before
            Aldric attacked, I was able to get a good look at the intruder and received the second biggest surprise of my life: it was
            Eldrin. There could be no mistaking those impossibly handsome elven features, or the way his robe was open halfway down to
            his navel exposing a great deal of his perfect hairless chest, or the lovely smell that surrounded him.
         

         
         It was while I was screaming the word NO that the semi-lich roared, “Die!” and launched the swirling death orb he had been holding at Eldrin, while the shadows, talons
            sharp as night, sprang forward. The shadow creatures enveloped and seemed to consume Eldrin even as the horrible ball exploded
            at his feet. There was a concussion like a thunderclap and gouts of infernal flame erupted in a great circle around him, devouring
            everything within fifty feet. The violence of the attack was so terrible that the walls shook and the ceiling above Eldrin
            collapsed, burying him beneath the mountain.
         

         
         And then, there was silence.

         
         Everything in the crypt was shrouded in a cloud of smoke and debris. I was dumbstruck. My legs collapsed beneath me, and I
            knelt, breathless and numb, as I tried to comprehend the fact that Eldrin was gone.
         

         
         Then Harold tugged at my shirt and pointed into the smoky remains. I looked up and watched as Eldrin stepped out of the destruction.
            He paused in front of Aldric and brushed a bit of dirt off his shoulder with the fingertips of one hand.
         

         
         “It’s not possible!” exclaimed Aldric.

         
         “You mean it isn’t probable, but you have to admit it must be possible,” he said in that smug voice I swore I would never
            complain about again.
         

         
         “But . . . but . . . but . . . all my magic and my traps,” Aldric stuttered. “It was foolproof!”

         
         “But I’m not a fool,” Eldrin said, and already I was beginning to regret my promise not to get annoyed at him. He gave Aldric
            a sympathetic pat on the shoulder, and then sidestepped the stupefied semi-lich and made his way over to me. “Hi, Avery! Hi,
            Harold!”
         

         
         Harold waved back, and I smiled for the first time in weeks. “It was a neat trick, Eldrin,” I said, “but to satisfy my curiosity
            and restore poor Aldric’s sanity, how did you do it?”
         

         
         “Avery, you know me. Is it that much of a stretch to imagine that with all the free time I have had after being banned from
            Mysterium that I might have improved my real-time extradimensional communication spell?”
         

         
         I stared at him for a second before realizing what he meant. Then I laughed, another thing I hadn’t done for a while. “You
            added video!”
         

         
         “Well, that’s a bit of an oversimplification,” he said with one of his patented disappointed sighs. “It’s a holographic transmission
            transported through subspace using a heavily modified travel pattern. I need to tweak the multiversal positioning system though.
            I was off by a good quarter mile, which is the only reason I had to go through all those rooms.”
         

         
         Aldric staggered over. “You’re saying that you’re not really here?”

         
         Eldrin nodded. “I’m not really here. Your traps and magic are just as lethal as ever and, having observed them close up, may
            I add, very cool.”
         

         
         The semi-lich, although somewhat mollified by the compliment, was not satisfied until he poked a finger through Eldrin’s chest.
            He fell back into his throne. “That’s a relief. I was beginning to wonder how I was going to offload a chamber full of crimson
            death spiders.”
         

         
         Aldric assumed a classic fainting pose, one arm thrown over his eyes while fanning himself with the other.

         
         I turned back to Eldrin. “If you’re not here, then where are you?”

         
         “Dawn and I are still in New York, but we’ve had to move out of our apartment. It was too well-known, and while technically
            Earth remains neutral, there are a lot of mages here that are loyal to the Administration. Spies are everywhere.” His projection
            glanced about, and Eldrin lowered his voice. “In fact, the reason I haven’t communicated in so long is that I needed to improve
            the encryption patterns on my communication streams. The old ones were too easy to eavesdrop on. Speaking of which, don’t
            use your old coin. The Administration could be monitoring it and we would never know.”
         

         
         My heart dropped on hearing this. The coin was my only reliable connection to Eldrin and Dawn, who had been stranded on Earth
            since the start of the war. Now I had no way of talking to them that was safe. “Could you send me an improved coin? Or maybe
            come to Trelari and join us?” I asked.
         

         
         Eldrin looked suddenly very uncomfortable, and I knew the answer was no. “Not yet,” he said, frowning. “First, I’m not sure
            how we would get there. Gateways into and out of Earth are monitored constantly, so we would have to take a pretty winding
            road. But more important, there is a lot of information that passes through Earth. Being neutral, we still have visitations
            from Mysterium mages, some of which are Avery sympathizers.”
         

         
         I looked at him sharply and he raised his hands. “Their label, not mine. They call themselves Benchers for reasons I’m not
            entirely clear on.”
         

         
         I grinned. “Because of my bench. Remember, the one I’m sitting on with Harold at the end of The Dark Lord? Someone painted ‘Avery Lives’ on it, and I suppose it became a kind of symbol.”
         

         
         Eldrin suddenly slapped a palm against his forehead. “Idiot!”

         
         “What? What’s wrong?” I asked, worried that he’d been discovered.

         
         “Nothing’s wrong,” he said, waving away my concerns with one hand. “I was just so excited to finally talk to you that I forgot
            the whole reason I called. Guess what came out today.”
         

         
         He slowly raised a tablet computer into the air between us. On the screen was the title page of a novel. It read, The Darker Lord by Jack Heckel.
         

         
         Harold started clapping.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3
The Darker Lord

         
         I stared at the title—speechless with horror. This couldn’t be happening again, and yet, there it was, the words glowing on
            the screen. The last time this happened, when the multiverse spun The Dark Lord out of my experiences on Trelari, I spent months obsessing over every word. Now it seems it had done it again and created
            a second book about some or all of my life over the last year, but unlike last time, I didn’t have the luxury of time to read
            and reread the book looking for answers to questions I didn’t know I should be asking. The worlds were at war. I was supposed
            to be finding a way to restore balance to the multiverse.
         

         
         I handed Harold down to Aldric, who was still reclining on his throne muttering about phantom elves under his breath. I knew
            the shock of Eldrin’s appearance and his apparent immunity to Aldric’s powers must have been terrible on the semi-lich, because
            he didn’t stir an inch or make any complaint as the imp clambered across his lap and began gnawing contentedly on the gold
            arm of the throne. I left them there and walked Eldrin’s projection to the far side of the room beside the torture rack/changing
            table, which was still smoldering from Aldric’s attack.
         

         
         Now came the moment of truth. I leaned in close. “Have you read it?”

         
         Eldrin answered with a look that meant the answer should be obvious, and that I was either being incredibly dense or purposefully
            irritating in asking the question.
         

         
         I nodded and swallowed hard, trying to work some moisture back into my suddenly dry throat. “How bad is it?” I asked hoarsely.

         
         A smile broke across his face and he said brightly, “Oh, is that what you’re worried about? Don’t. I gave it a five-star review
            on Amazon. The dialogue was sharp, the action constant. For a middle book it really moved and had a great ending. The only
            bummer is that I have to wait another two months to get the paperback.”
         

         
         “That’s not what I meant, and you know it,” I barked irritably. “And don’t start in on that trilogy nonsense again. Despite
            the tradition of trilogies in Mysterium literature, you know as well as I do that it is just as likely that there will be
            no more books, or twelve more books, or five more books, but where they base a television show off it and the gap between
            each subsequent volume increases exponentially.”
         

         
         He waved away my protest. “If you think the universe won’t want to record and report the fact that you’ve taken to sleeping
            in a crypt with a semi-lich, then you are delusional.”
         

         
         “So,” Aldric said in an unenthusiastic monotone, “I will have the dubious honor of appearing as a minor character in Avery’s
            next little history. I cannot wait.”
         

         
         Eldrin and I looked over at him with matching glares, but the semi-lich’s eyes were still closed, which was probably a good
            thing as Harold was now chewing on the hem of his beautiful, if frighteningly foreboding, velvet robe.
         

         
         “If everyone is quite done,” Eldrin said irritably, pausing to see if Aldric or I had the nerve to interrupt again. When neither
            of us said anything, he asked, “Would you like me to continue?”
         

         
         I nodded silently.

         
         “Right. Well, thankfully it skips over the months you spent being a couch potato.”

         
         “Oh, so maybe his stay here will be the prologue,” Aldric muttered just loud enough to be heard.

         
         Eldrin ignored him. “It picks your story up on the first day of class. It follows you all the way from there to the moment
            Valdara opens the breach between Trelari and the rest of the multiverse. If I had one complaint it was the baseless suggestion
            it made that my lunch with Dawn was anything more than that.” He shook a finger at me. “You, my friend, have a dirty mind.
            However, I must admit it does serve the story well when you meet up with Vivian in Baum’s world—very spicy.”
         

         
         I blushed, suddenly worried about how explicit the book had been in describing my reunion with Vivian. “Can you just tell
            me how awful I was this time? Please.”
         

         
         Eldrin sighed and shook his head. “You really don’t get that you’re the hero of The Dark Lord, do you?” When I said nothing, he added, “The book tells the truth, Avery.”
         

         
         “Gods,” I groaned as I recalled everything that had happened during that short time.

         
         He cut me off with a hiss of impatience. “It tells the story of a mage who does what he always does—the best he can in a series
            of bad situations. A mage who agonizes every time he thinks he might have done better. More important, it exposes the Mysterium
            for what it is—pure evil. This is a good thing, Avery. When this new book starts circulating through the subworlds, it will
            be a rallying cry for the rebellion.” He paused and cast his eyes down toward his feet. I would almost say he looked chastened,
            except I knew that was impossible. “To be honest, if anyone comes out looking like a jerk, it’s me. I hope you know how much—”
         

         
         “Stop!” I said and almost tried to embrace him before I remembered he was a projection of mystical energy and that he was
            standing worlds away. “You reacted the way any sane person would react. You and I have lived most of our lives under the spell
            of the Mysterium. Its power is subtle and strong.”
         

         
         “And you were able to see through it like that,” he said with an impatient snap.

         
         “Is that what you believe?” I asked and laughed bitterly. “The book may not mention them, but you certainly can’t forget those
            six months before all the excitement started when I was lounging on the couch gazing at my own navel and watching bad TV.
            What do you think I was doing? I was working through what you had to figure out in a moment. Do you really think I like daytime
            television? It is awful. Well, except for Days of Our Lives. How can you argue with a show that has been running since the midsixties? Oh, and reruns of Gilligan’s Island, of course.” I thought about it for a second more. “I also love afternoon anime—Voltron, Pokémon, Yu-Gi-Oh!”
         

         
         Eldrin stared at me without comprehension.

         
         “‘It’s time to duel’?” I suggested.

         
         He shook his head in confusion.

         
         “Really, no clue? I mean it is only one of the most popular anime series and trading card games of all time.”

         
         “You were trying to make a point?” he reminded me.

         
         “Thank you, Eldrin,” Aldric said with a groan of exhaustion.

         
         I shot the semi-lich a glance and, despite his repeated pestering, had to smile as I saw that Harold was gnawing lazily on
            one of the bony fingers of his lich hand. The appendage must have been totally insensitive, because Aldric gave no reaction.
         

         
         “Avery?” Eldrin sang, trying to return my attention to our conversation.

         
         “Right. Right,” I said, trying to refocus. But I was still flustered by his apparent ignorance of Yugi Mutou and his dueling
            monsters. “They have sold twenty-five billion trading cards,” I pointed out.
         

         
         “Avery!” he and Aldric both shouted simultaneously.

         
         I acknowledged them with a distracted wave and tried to recollect where I had left off before my mental detour. While I was
            gathering my thoughts, I could have sworn Eldrin murmured, “Yare yare daze,” under his breath. However, when I looked up at
            him, he had the same stony expression and I convinced myself I must have imagined it.
         

         
         At last, I remembered what I was trying, in my own roundabout way, to say. I stabbed a finger into the air. “The point is,
            while you and Dawn were working and living and taking care of me, I was struggling to deny what I already knew. My mind shut
            parts of itself off from me to keep the truth away. The only difference between you and me is that you were able to arrive
            at the same conclusion in one tenth the time.”
         

         
         “Only because you showed me the way,” he said, and then more gently, “Avery, you can’t blame yourself for stumbling and taking
            a few wrong turns when you are in trackless lands, blazing the trail for the rest of us.”
         

         
         “May I ask a question?” Aldric asked in a croaking voice that only someone already dead could produce. “Who’s counseling whom?
            Avery, are you trying to make Eldrin feel better or is Eldrin trying to make you feel better? And why are the two of you trying
            to do whatever it is you are trying to do to each other in my crypt while an infant imp gnaws at my very bones?” He lifted
            his lich hand and Harold came with it, still chewing vigorously on the forefinger.
         

         
         Eldrin and I looked at each other and laughed. “I have no idea, Aldric,” I answered. “But I promise we’re done.”

         
         Eldrin nodded his agreement.

         
         But my mood was quickly tempered by another disturbing thought. “Is there an epilogue in this one that I should know about?”
            I asked Eldrin. “You know what I mean, something that may not have happened yet?”
         

         
         He shook his head. “No, it ends with you in the Castle of Light, having just resummoned Harold.”

         
         The tension drained from my body. “That’s a relief.”

         
         I had one last question but was a little hesitant to ask it. Eldrin noticed my discomfort at once. “Spill it,” he ordered.

         
         “You know me too well,” I said with a cheeky half grin. Eldrin nodded and gestured for me to continue. I took a deep breath
            and asked, “Any clues in there about what I should do next?”
         

         
         “Like leave my tomb?” Aldric interjected.

         
         Eldrin ignored him and raised an eyebrow at me. “Do you need some? I thought something was up when I discovered you had been
            hiding out in a tomb for nearly a week. And that’s before I knew its owner was so ill-tempered.” He looked sharply at Aldric
            and then back at me. “The short answer is no, but one friendly piece of advice—if there is a third book in the series, then
            abandoning your girlfriend to fight your war for you is not a good look.”
         

         
         “Amen to that!” Aldric said enthusiastically. “And that’s coming from one of the damned!”

         
         I felt blood rush to my face in embarrassment. “I didn’t abandon her.”

         
         There was that eyebrow from Eldrin again—speaking volumes. Even Aldric turned about and fixed me with a look that made my
            cheeks burn even hotter. I suspected I was nearing lobster red on the shamefaced scale.
         

         
         “I didn’t, it’s just . . . it’s complicated.”

         
         That wasn’t true. It was actually very simple. I’d had something close to a nervous breakdown after the Western Bore, and
            Vivian and I had agreed that, given my mental state or lack thereof, it would be better if Trelari’s survival didn’t depend
            on me just now. The problem was I did not know how to explain that. I had come close with Aldric earlier, but I didn’t feel
            right dumping the whole grim and sordid truth on someone I didn’t know that well. Eldrin was different. If I couldn’t tell
            him, then I wouldn’t be able to tell anyone. Besides, he deserved to know what had happened, and what I’d become.
         

         
         I leaned back against a wall and stared down at my shoes. “Did you read about the battle at the Western Bore?” I asked.

         
         The question must have surprised him, because there was a slight pause, which Aldric eagerly filled. “If not, there’s an article
            about it I could read you.” Then his tone shifted to aggrieved and he added, “If, that is, it hasn’t been reduced to shreds
            by this little beast.”
         

         
         After much effort, he finally managed to detach Harold from his forefinger. Almost at once, the imp started to whine and squeal.
            Aldric reached into his robe and, disturbingly, produced another finger bone, which he shoved into Harold’s mouth. I was about
            to protest, but the imp seemed happy with the substitution and curled into a little ball, sucking on the bone and cooing happily.
         

         
         I shrugged and turned back to Eldrin. “The Western Bore?” I asked.

         
         “Of course,” he answered, still clearly confused by the question. “Why?”

         
         The true story of the last moments of the battle spilled out of me, soft and low and dreadful. “By dawn of the second day,
            the blood orcs and Paladins were spent. In the previous twenty-four hours, no one had been allowed to sleep or rest or even
            eat. The smart thing would have been to pause the advance and allow our troops to regroup, but we were so close to the gateway.
            Valdara and I were certain the battle was won. We decided to push on.”
         

         
         I grimaced as I remembered our utter confidence as we plotted to tighten the noose around the last pockets of Mysterium resistance.
            “Valdara and I gathered our combined armies in a tight half circle, pressing what was left of the Sealers and golems back
            against the sides of the mountains. That is when Moregoth sprang his trap. He had bored three gateways into the valley. The
            main bore that had been the focus of our attack, and two smaller passages on the heights to either side that he had kept hidden.
            How he did it was quite brilliant. He knew we would be able see through a normal cloaking spell, so he simply didn’t complete
            the bore. He stopped just short, leaving a thin shell of reality between him and us. Maybe we could have seen through it.
            I don’t know.”
         

         
         “A Deschain Portal Detector would probably have worked,” Eldrin said academically and then, realizing the implicit criticism,
            quickly added, “It would have been hard even then. Maybe impossible depending on the conditions.”
         

         
         “Maybe,” I agreed without enthusiasm. I knew he was trying to give me an out, but I had already accepted that my incompetence
            at not anticipating Moregoth’s trick was responsible for everything that came after.
         

         
         “That morning was spent repositioning our forces into the tight headlands at the end of the valley for our final assault.
            We were still reassembling them into their ranks when two regiments of Moregoth’s Destroyers—the elite guard he built from
            the remnants of the force that pursued me through the subworld—burst through the gates on either side of us. The fighting
            was . . . terrible.”
         

         
         Bile rose in my throat at
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