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      Kell Hồ Sinh Porter is twenty-six years old and desperate to leave his unhappy life and his dead-end town. One night his wish is granted by a mysterious voice—though not in any way he would've imagined—and he finds himself in the semi-magical land of Allune where everyone thinks he’s the “Chosen One.” Kell politely disagrees, and absconds from his duties. On the search for an adventure that doesn’t come with world-saving responsibility attached, he’s joined by companions. Every adventurer needs them, but his turn out to be Ansel, a sheltered fallen angel, and Fre, a half-orlk who wants to be a hero.

      

      Destiny, bad luck, and the gods conspire against him. The Dawn Goddess wants him to take up his Chosen One mantle, which Kell is sure means becoming cannon fodder in an ancient divine war. The Lich King’s demonic minions carry out sporadic attacks in an attempt to kill him and prove he is not the Chosen One. Temperamental elves, talking stars that aren't all that helpful, image-conscious demons, maddening pieces of prophecy that everyone thinks Kell should already know, and his growing feelings for Ansel all mix in a frustrating stew as Kell tries to juggle his feelings, his duties, and all the things trying to kill him. No one asked him if he wanted to be anyone's Chosen One, and he can't begin to understand why he was chosen. Kell needs to figure out who to trust and how to forge his own path before it's too late for Allune and for him.
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      In the beginning was the goddess, and all came from her. The light and the dawn were her provenance. Crops grew under her care, children played under her protection, and everyone who lived in her name was happy.

      She ruled from a palace of clouds and dreams, tending to the living during the day, collecting the spirits of her departed followers at night. She was all, and she was good.

      But for every day there is a night, and its shadow fell upon her realm and people. The Lich King rose from his kingdom of bones, angered at the love and prosperity she received. Driven by hatred and jealousy, he sought the destruction of all she held dear.

      The goddess was powerless herself to stop him. But she was not alone. Calling upon an ancient magic, she brought forth champions of light and justice to wage war against the forces of evil in her name.

      These were the chosen, and this is their story.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          BE CAREFUL WHAT OTHER PEOPLE WISH FOR

        

      

    

    
      Kell winced as the window scraped open loudly, feeling like he was sixteen all over again. He was at least a decade too old to be sneaking out of his parents' house past midnight, yet here he was. Frozen with one foot on the sill, Kell's heart pounded as he listened for any sounds of movement from the rooms behind him.

      A minute passed in silence. Nothing.

      He heaved a sigh of relief and slipped out the barely cracked window, thankful that, after all these years, his father had never gotten around to replacing the screen.

      That tight fist was useful for something.

      The roof sagged dangerously under his feet as he slid down it and swung onto the porch. Paint from the shaky handrail chipped off under his palms. Kell brushed it off on his threadbare hoodie and moved carefully across the porch, avoiding the spotlight sensors with practiced ease until he was in the backyard. Up over the fence next, out through old Mrs. Grayson's yard, then onto Milton Street and off at a dead run into the night.

      His lungs burned with exertion and the sting of freezing air. It was late March in Minnesota, which was roughly equivalent to deep winter anywhere else. Kell's thin sneakers smacked the pavement, the cold leaching into his bones with every step. Numbness tingled at his fingertips.

      He ran faster.

      Kell didn't know which he needed more: the pain, the numbness, or the feeling of escape. He knew if he spent one more second in that house he would scream. Or cry. Or say something he'd regret.

      He couldn't afford that risk. Not now.

      Someday, but not now.

      Dark streets and darker houses passed by in a moonlit blur. Kell did not stop running until he reached the old mill bridge on the edge of town. He crashed into the guardrail, wrapping his arms around the central post and panting.

      What little warmth was left in his hands bled into the cold steel, but he only clung tighter, gasping and shaking against the bridge's support. With trembling arms, he pulled himself up to lean over the railing, feeling young and wild and precarious in a way he never got to be at home. Drawing in as deep a breath as he could manage, he screamed into the night, long, loud, and vicious. He screamed until his throat hurt and his eyes streamed, until he broke down into a fit of coughing, until he could barely breathe.

      He felt better, just a bit.

      Bent halfway over, hands on the rail, Kell struggled to catch his breath again. He hoped in the part of his mind that relished the burn in his throat and the frost on his tongue, for someone to react. A light to go on, a neighbor to come yell at him. Call the cops on him. Do something.

      The silence of the night was almost deafening.

      Kell was so, so tired. Of everything. Of working so hard to get nowhere. Of saving and scrimping, and realizing at the end of the month he still couldn't afford that bus ticket, much less the down payment for an apartment. Of keeping his head down and his mouth shut and listening to his father's bigotry, because where else could he go?

      If he'd been braver, if he'd been stronger, maybe he wouldn't always stop running at the bridge. Maybe he'd never stop running at all. Other people managed with less. Went further with less. He could go. No one here would miss him.

      Kell laughed bitterly, clutching his chest. He felt like a ghost in his own life. That's it. I died and no one noticed. Not even me. What a tragedy.

      "Boo," he whispered, hysterical laughter edging his voice. His hands clenched on the rail. Tracks of frozen tears traced their way down his cheeks. "Fucking boo."

      He'd had a plan. Goddammit, he'd had a plan!

      It wasn't working.

      Nothing was working. He was stuck in minimum-wage hell with no better prospects in a town deader than his future; he still hadn't finished his degree because he couldn't afford it; and he just didn't know anymore. He didn't care. Was it worth it?

      What was he doing with his life?

      Kell slumped against the post, forehead resting against the metal, and contemplated the river below. It moved sluggishly, still crested with ice. The true spring thaw wouldn't be for a while yet. Winter held on too tightly here.

      In the dark it almost didn't look like water at all. Too slow, too viscous, too black. More like a slow-tumbling road lined with stars and leading away from here. It gave him a cold comfort to be near it. He would never jump, but sometimes …

      Sometimes the thought that he could, if things got too bad, was the only thing keeping him going. It was why he came here on nights like these. It was the only place he felt safe. From his father, his job, his own hometown.

      He knew it wasn't a good place to be, physically or mentally, but fuck, it was better than home. At least out here he could be himself, messy as that was.

      "Please," he croaked. "Please, get me out of here."

      Below his feet, the river slowed to a crawl. His breath hung in the air, and time sharpened to a point. The clouds rolled out, and the moon shone brighter. The chill running down his spine had nothing to do with the temperature. The back of his neck prickled. He felt watched. Worse, for one shining moment he felt seen.

      Kell straightened slowly and looked around.

      "Is someone there?" His words came out more quietly and shaky than he liked. "Look, I don't want trouble right now."

      "What do you want, my child?" a soft voice whispered back, coming from all around him yet from nowhere at all. It sounded … it sounded like bells, lullabies, and a gentle summer breeze over a meadow of flowers. It reverberated in his skull and set his teeth on edge.

      Kell shook his head and sighed, slumping back with one elbow on the rail. Well, that's it. I've finally gone off the deep end.

      His former art teacher used to say he was three colors short of a wheel. His father said far worse. Honestly, this was bound to happen sooner or later. He wasn't surprised.

      At least it seemed like a nice voice, and a mental breakdown was better than getting mugged.

      "I dunno. Anything but this," he answered flippantly, waving his hand to indicate the bridge, the town, his entire life. He figured there was no harm in engaging the crazy now it was here. Maybe they could be friends. He stifled a giggle with his fist.

      "Anything," the voice echoed back. It sounded smug.

      "Well—"

      "You will do."

      "Now—"

      "Appear before me, O Chosen, and accept thy destined path!" The voice shouted with all the force and resonance of a poorly trained Sunday morning choir. Kell staggered back, falling to his knees under the weight of it, hands flying to clutch his ears.

      The words barely registered.

      The light that came with them—so bright and achingly golden it was almost a physical force—did, however. Kell shut his eyes, wincing at the sudden transition. Afterimages sprung up in his vision when he rubbed at his eyes, and he swore he had seen hills, clouds, and endless, open green. Green like emeralds or the English countryside.

      They didn't get that kind of green in Bust-town, Minnesota. Not with the second coming of winter still clinging miserably to the edges of spring, and not with shuttered factories and abandoned stores choking the sides of the roads.

      If Kell concentrated really hard, he could almost make out more. Forests to one side, flatlands to another, and a range of jagged mountains like nothing he'd ever seen before cutting right down the middle. But the angles were all wrong, and the images kept shifting and dancing whenever he blinked. He soon gave up trying to make sense of it.

      The wind picked up, and Kell braced himself for the chill.

      It wasn't cold.

      He wasn't cold. The sun beat down on his back, and a warm breeze ruffled his hair. He blinked his eyes open rapidly, trying to clear the spots from his vision. Every time he opened his eyes, the light blinded him again. He squinted, shading his eyes and trying desperately to look around. He was lightheaded and oddly weightless, and when he moved his legs, there was no resistance against them, as though the ground had simply dropped out beneath his feet.

      Something was very, very wrong. Or, a little part of his brain whispered—the part that calculated the heights of buildings and depths of rivers—very, very right. He wasn't sure how he felt about either option.

      Then again, he wasn't sure how he felt about most things.

      This was okay.

      He was perfectly okay, really.

      "Allune welcomes thee, O chosen hero!" The voice was back, louder and more booming than before. It sent aftershocks through Kell's mind, and he nearly doubled over in pain. It sounded like an earthquake might if an earthquake ever tried out for Shakespearean theatre. It made his head swim and his vision, still blurry, go dark around the edges.

      The voice continued, much more softly now, its tone like lullabies and fields, things too soft and shiny to trust, swelling and fading in his mind like the final peal of a bell. He tried to grasp the words, but his head was pounding so badly he could barely concentrate enough to comprehend them.

      "Go forth with my blessing to rid this land of evil. My light will be your guide and my name your purpose. Remember this, and your time here will be … advantageous to us all."

      As the voice faded, a gentle weight settled around his body, warm and soft like a mother's embrace ought to be. Kell reached up and found thick fabric draped over his shoulders like a blanket. He pulled it tighter around him, burying his fingers in the heavy material. He realized then his hands were shaking, and he pulled the blanket tighter around himself, trying to wrap himself up fully, trying to shut out everything else. His vision was doing swan dives, and his head wasn't far behind it. He felt vaguely like throwing up and had never wanted to go home so much in his life.

      If this was the world's way of telling him to be happy with what he had, well, he'd gotten the message. Great prank, wonderful effects, but he'd like it to end now please.

      There was a sound, a bit like thunder in the distance and a bit like a coin being dropped. In the shadows of that sound, he was almost certain he heard a woman's voice swearing. Before he could think too hard about it, a second weight settled over him, this one heavy and metallic. It fell over his head and neck like a chain. Something round and solid came to rest against his chest. The moment it touched his body, the world exploded with a daybreak of light.

      It was like his own personal dawn, sent down to torture his already-abused eyeballs. The light pressed into his skull, invaded his senses with ever-increasing color and saturation. He swore his face began to go numb.

      "Take … when you … to return …"

      The voice might have come back then. A voice. The woman's, or the impossible one. Or maybe there had only ever been one voice. He couldn't tell anymore. There was nothing but light, too much light, beating too hard at his mind.

      When the darkness came for him, he welcomed it.
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      Kell woke up slowly. Awareness filtered back to him in pieces. Rough wood under his palms. The warmth of the sun on his skin. The low, tumbling murmur of gathered people. Something weighing hot and heavy against his ribcage. The scent of fresh baking and old sweat mixing on his tongue. He wrinkled his nose and blinked his eyes open.

      He was lying on a platform near the middle of town, judging by the smell and the noise. That wasn't necessarily troubling in and of itself. But the sky …

      It was blue, yes, and the sun was midmorning high and bright enough to make his eyes water. But there were stars speckling the sky all above him, little pink pinpricks of light dusting what should have been a solid-blue backdrop. Kell stared at them hard for a long moment, then closed his eyes again.

      Weren't dreams supposed to end when you woke up? What was this, a dream within a dream?

      Whatever it was, he didn't feel up to dealing with it right now.

      Apparently the world wasn't going to give him a choice. Someone nudged at his leg, gently at first but with increasing insistence.

      Someone, Kell thought, with perhaps an edge of bubbling hysteria, or something. He giggled a little, biting his lip to keep the sound in. God, what is with me?

      Maybe he had heat stroke. It was unusually warm out now for only being March.

      What had happened last night? Fuck it. He didn't remember getting drunk enough to pass out in the middle of the street. He didn't remember planning on drinking at all.

      A throat cleared above him, polite but impatient. Oh, well. Time for him to get up anyway before he got cited for public drunkenness or whatever. Kell made an effort to lift his head, but it was hard, and he was tired, and staying here a little longer couldn't hurt, right?

      Was public drunkenness even a real crime?

      "Oh for the love of Skuache …" someone muttered, and then Kell found himself being gripped firmly on either side and hauled upwards. He let out a yelp of surprise, flailing around as strong arms did their best to hold him steady. The world spun as he opened his eyes, and it took a moment to get his feet under him. He staggered a bit, keeping his eyes trained on his feet for balance until he felt he wouldn't fall over at any moment. Not that his rescuers had any intention of letting him go any time soon, with the way they held onto his arms just this side of too tight.

      Shouldn't have wished for the cops last night if this is where it gets me.

      "Really, goddess," the person continued to mutter. They sounded close. And important in a kind of college professor way. The kind used to lecturing and looking down on failing students. Kell dubbed him Professor Throat Clearer and entertained a brief image of a stuffy man in tweed giving lectures on how to properly interrupt conversation with discreet noises. It sounded like a fun class. Kell would have taken it.

      "I have faith in your efforts, I truly do," Professor Throat Clearer continued, speaking low and to himself. "But I swear, these Chosen get worse every time."

      Chosen? Why did …

      Memories from last night—the sense of floating and falling, a booming voice too great to focus on, and the complete and utterly disappointing lack of inebriation—all came back to him in a burst of sudden recollection. His knees wobbled, threatening to buckle. If Kell hadn't been physically held up, he might have fallen down.

      "Chosen," whispered the rose-scented echoes in his ears. "Hero. Destined."

      Him?

      Pfft. Even in his dreams he didn't believe it.

      That didn't stop a shiver from going down Kell's spine at the memory of the words. They seemed so real in his mind.

      Then again, so did a lot of things that didn't matter.

      Funny though. The one thing he didn't remember was making it back to bed. He hoped he hadn't fallen asleep outside. Hypothermia was not his friend.

      A gong rang out loud and clear in the open air. He jerked his head up, swallowing hard when the scenery took a trip by on the merry-go-round. When his vision settled, Kell almost wished it hadn't.

      He stood on a roughly constructed wooden stage in the middle of a circle of buildings. They looked like the kind of buildings popular in travel Instagrams: all pressed points, crisscrossed boards, and European charm. But he'd never seen an Instagram account where the feed included buildings with floating signs, rune-inscribed eaves, and lanterns that glowed eerie colors in the bright light of day.

      At least not one that hadn't been heavily and obviously Photoshopped first.

      Something about it was both beautiful and off-putting, and not only because Kell had no idea where he was. The buildings facing the square were a little too perfect, too clean, too photo ready. No dust, no dirt, not a shutter out of place.

      And the crowd! Well, not much of a crowd to be honest. More of a ragtag collection of people, most of them looking rather bored, but almost all of them staring at him. But the way they dressed, sporting sumptuous cloaks, flowing capes, and frankly ridiculous hats, well …

      No one in Westlake dressed like that. No one who wanted to keep their job. Or their teeth.

      Although Kell was still dressed in his jeans and sneakers from last night, he'd acquired a flowing cloak and gaudy amulet at some point, both in the same shade of shining, unnatural gold.

      Ah well. When in Rome …

      A young child in the crowd began to cry, and their mother moved to hush them. "This is so boring!" the child shouted, throwing themselves against their mother's grip. "The Chosen are so BORING! Why do we have to come here every week? I hate this! Hate it, hate it, hate it!"

      "That's a mood," Kell muttered, torn between amusement and deep concern for his personal well-being. Amusement was winning out.

      What did he have to be concerned about? This couldn't be real.

      (Could it?)

      "And are you with us now, Chosen?"

      Professor Throat Clearer was talking to him. Kell straightened—or tried to. The hands at his arms and shoulders tightened their grip. With the world taking a temporary hiatus from spinning, Kell chanced looking around. A man stood to his right and a woman to his left, both wearing matching uniforms and expressions. Not police or security-type uniforms either, but full-on medieval-soldier-with-a-fantasy-twist uniforms.

      They even had those little potion bottles hanging from their belts. Boy, was his imagination going all out for this one.

      Kell decided they were going to be Scowly and Frowny respectively. He liked Frowny better. She looked nicer and had pretty hair.

      (Though, Scowly was kind of hot.)

      "I expect you're still experiencing the effects of the goddess's power. Not to worry, not to worry. Such is her grace and glory. Even the Chosen cannot behold her without suffering ill effects."

      Oh, wait. Professor Throat Clearer was still talking. He sounded a lot like Kell's old chemistry teacher. Kell had never understood a word that man said either.

      "Sorry," Kell interjected. "But what?"

      Professor Throat Clearer looked disproportionately delighted at having been interrupted. He was dressed all out in magisterial robes, deep purple and festooned in golden ribbons and bows. He wore what Kell assumed to be a ceremonial headpiece (for all the world it looked like a tackle box coated in gold spray paint) and leaned heavily on a twisted wooden staff. Whether or not the staff was for ceremonial purposes, Kell didn't know; Professor Throat Clearer was a bit up there in years. It could go either way really.

      "I am Don Miasen, Representative of the Dawn's Light and Proctor of the Proving. I assume you have questions."

      "Yeah, like what the h—"

      "All will be answered in time and in Skuache's name." Professor Throat Clearer steamrolled on, ignoring Kell. Turning to the gathered and quite unenthusiastic crowd, he continued. "Children of the Dawn's Light, today we gather by the grace and benevolence of Skuache, blessed be her name, to welcome here our Chosen Hero—"

      "I don't think—"

      "—the provenance of fate, brought by the hand of the goddess to restore order and balance to the world by defeating the—"

      Kell turned to Scowly. "So do I actually get to ask any questions here or what?"

      Scowly glared at him.

      "Just asking. Geez."

      Wow. Couldn’t even dream up a nice hot guy to flirt with.

      What did that say about his psyche?

      This was turning out to be a pretty disappointing dream.

      Kell looked out over the crowd. It was surprisingly diverse for a figment of his imagination. Not that he had a bad imagination or anything—he may have given up on art school, but it wasn't for lack of talent—but he was a little bit lazy when it came to drawing crowds. He tended to draw three or four people and then copy them over and over again. The faces were the worst. He drew the same one face on everyone in the background.

      But this was a pleasantly diverse crowd of people. A nice mix of men and women, different ages, different builds, different styles. It made him itch for a sketchbook. Crowds were awful to draw, but he loved doing portraits, and there were a handful of unique faces he hoped he would remember by the time he finally did wake up.

      Like the man in the back with the demon wings and horns. The one staring straight at Kell with a sly little smirk. Kell swore he winked, too.

      Damn, but that boy is F. I. N. E.

      Weird how no one else so much as glanced at demon boy though. A pretty face like that should have admirers!

      Kell was trying to figure out if winking back was too cliché and if it mattered in a dream when he felt a slight tug at his left side. He looked over. Frowny leaned in close to him with urgency in her liquid brown eyes.

      "What—"

      "Please listen to me. You do not have much time." She spoke softly and quickly with a slight lisp blunting the edges of her words. She pressed something round and metallic into his palm, and he closed his hands around it instinctively. "Take this. It is the best I can do for you."

      Kell glanced down. He held a sheathed dagger. It was short—closer to the length of a steak knife—but the weight felt good in his hand. A length of suede cord had been wrapped loosely around it. He fingered the cord, curious. It didn't seem to serve any purpose.

      "For your hair," Frowny whispered, nodding at the mess hanging about an inch above his shoulders. Oh. He must have lost the elastic in the floaty part of this dream. "You will fight better with it tied out of your face."

      "Fight?"

      Frowny nodded. "The Proving. Once the speech is over, they will make you prove yourself as a chosen. It did not used to be this way. We—"

      She bit her lip, looking troubled. Kell took the opportunity to ask, "What does that mean?"

      Frowny shook her head, looking worriedly at Professor Throat Clearer. The speech was winding down. "No time. Remember this. The amulet will give you strength; the cloak will give you protection. Do not overly rely on either. Only drink from the left side of the spring. Never underestimate an opponent no matter what they look like. Take every weapon you can carry. And don't trust anyone."

      "Even you?" Kell asked, jokingly.

      Frowny looked at him, a half smile on her face. "I am sorry. May fate be kind to you and return you to where you belong."

      "Where I—"

      The gong sounded again, louder this time. In the silence of its reverberations, Kell noticed the mood of the crowd had grown distinctively more somber. They all stared at him expectantly, as though he might begin performing magic tricks at any moment. Professor Throat Clearer had moved closer and was holding a ring of keys in one hand now as he addressed Kell.

      "It is time. May the light of dawn show you the way!" The crowd echoed back the words, lips moving in perfect synchrony. Demon Boy didn't participate, Kell noticed.

      "May the Everstars light your path," Frowny murmured in his ear, out of time with the crowd.

      He'd always liked a rebel.

      This was the part of a dream where he woke up. The part where it started getting weird and interesting. Nothing after this mattered. Kell leaned over and whispered to Frowny anyway. "What's your name?"

      Frowny hesitated. "Yelki."

      "Thanks. I hope I remember this when I wake up."

      Yelki shook her head. Her lips barely moved when she spoke, and he had to strain to hear her. "It would be better if you forgot this ever happened."

      Kell wanted to ask what she meant. He never got the chance.

      Scowly yanked him forward, jerking his arm harder than necessary. Yelki kept pace on the other side, her grip gentle but firm. Kell almost lost hold of the dagger. He slipped it into his hoodie pocket for safekeeping.

      Professor Throat Clearer looked at him for an uncomfortably long minute. "Do make a real go of it, won't you?"

      Before Kell could figure out what he meant, the crowd parted with swift, practiced ease. With Professor Throat Clearer in the lead, Scowly and Yelki pulled Kell down off the platform, over the cobblestone paving of the town square, and to a small iron door almost hidden in the wall of a building.

      Kell tried to struggle out of Scowly's and Yelki's arms. They held him fast. "Okay, this has been fun and all, but what gives?"

      Yelki looked away from him as Professor Throat Clearer unlocked the door and threw it open.

      "The Proving awaits you, Chosen. Emerge as the hero we need, as the prophesied One who will defeat the Lich King and save us all." Professor Throat Clearer spoke slowly, his words echoing ominously against the darkness of the open doorway. Then he sighed and smiled almost kindly. "I do believe in you."

      Well, now Kell felt guilty.

      Wait.

      Defeat the what now?

      Kell tried to jerk back. Yelki let go of his arm. Kell savored a brief moment of triumph as he swung away from her and the door. It was short-lived.

      Scowly changed his grip, twisting his body and using the leverage of his stance to throw Kell off balance and shove him through the doorway.

      "Hey!" Kell shouted as he hit the floor, palms scraping against the rough stone. The door slammed shut behind him with a final, ominous clang, leaving him alone in the dark once more.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          LEVEL 1 DUNGEON, LEVEL 0 GEAR

        

      

    

    
      For a brief, fleeting moment, Kell thought the dream was over and he was sitting up in his bed, disoriented but safe. The mildew scent was his water-damaged windowsill; the dim glow, that one neighbor on the corner who kept their floods on all night.

      When he moved, a sharp pain stabbed at his hands and knees, and as his eyes adjusted, he could see roughhewn walls closing in around him.

      Kell sat back, staring. His hands throbbed, and he brought them closer to his face to inspect them. They gleamed in the low light. Thin lines of blood welled up on his palms.

      He tasted copper on his tongue.

      The stone floor pressed hard and jagged against his legs, digging into the soft flesh of his thighs and pressing against the bones of his shins. A chill crept under his skin, dank and subterranean, nothing like a Minnesotan spring.

      He could hear in perfect clarity the distant echoes of the slamming door travel through unknown lengths of corridor, accompanied by little plinks and plonks of water droplets falling to their own tune.

      Kell closed his hands into a fist, the broken skin protesting the motion. He dug his nails into his palms until tears sprung to his eyes and he could hold them there no longer.

      Nothing changed.

      Well, his hands hurt a hell of a lot more, but other than that, nothing changed.

      He didn't wake up.

      "Okay," he told himself. "That's a bit weird."

      He'd never felt pain in a dream before. His therapist was going to have a field day with this one. If he ever went back to see her. He should.

      Tomorrow, maybe.

      There was a niggling feeling in the back of his mind that something was off here. Kell ignored it. Shaking his head, he pushed himself to his feet, ignoring the twinge in his hands and knees, and looked around. Absently, he wiped his palms off on the front of his hoodie. The rub of cloth against the broken skin made them sting, and he winced.

      Now his eyes had adjusted, he could tell it wasn't completely dark. Soft light rose from the ground, illuminating what looked like an empty warehouse. A few crates sat in one corner, half rotten with age. There were no windows, and the only door out appeared to be the one behind him.

      Kell looked around the room. At the very back, where the light barely touched, a section of blackness stood out darker and deeper than the rest of the shadows. It gave off a distinct impression of going down, and far, and quite possibly winding.

      Ugh. This was going to be a walking thing, wasn't it? He used to get these kinds of dreams all the time. Getting lost in school and never finding his way out had been a recurring one. Fun times.

      Well, a mysterious underground dungeon might be more interesting, at least. He would have preferred getting lost in the cool town back there, but it wasn't like he could control his dreams.

      He did have a great deal of control over what he did in this one. Which was a nice change of pace. He'd rather like to have a look around.

      Kell paced the perimeter of the room slowly, studying the uneven, crumbling walls. He ran his fingertips along a particularly jagged seam in the rock, tracing the lines of mortar to where they met thick wooden beams. The level of detail here was amazing. He was honestly impressed with himself.

      Eventually, he made his way back around to the crates. Hey, there might be something useful in them. He kicked the first one open. It was disappointingly empty. The other two were as well.

      Kell sighed and sat down on the sturdiest-looking crate. "You feel like a metaphor for something," he told it. "Not sure what, but definitely something."

      The crate wobbled dangerously under his weight, possibly offended.

      It was a bit much to expect anything interesting in them, to be sure. He leaned back on the crate, ignoring the way it shifted under him, and examined the structure of the room. Kell knew next to nothing of architecture other than how to draw it to perspective (more or less). He didn't know the right words for the way the ceiling vaulted up, held by crisscrossed wooden beams and high arches. It wasn't like anything back home, for sure. He didn't remember ever seeing anything quite like it anywhere, in fact. It was far too Ye Olde English for his part of Minnesota.

      He wondered where he'd gotten the image from. The internet, probably.

      "Heh. Not bad, Dream Me. Not bad." Kell chuckled, amused at his own expense. He felt strangely calm, for being locked in a dark room. The lightheaded panic he'd started this dream with had subsided entirely, leaving him tired but fine.

      Kell looked at the dark tunnel on the other side of the room, kicking his feet against the crates and making them wobble more. "Guess I might as well, huh?" Under his breath, he whispered, "Not like I want to wake up anyway."

      He pushed himself up again and made his way to the far wall. An arched doorway led to a curving, sloped tunnel. Glowing patches of moss hung on the walls and ceiling, providing a soft if eerie light. Kell paused at the threshold. Apprehension passed over him, colder than the chill in the air, and it made him shiver.

      Wherever this led was not a good place.

      Biting his lip, he looked between the tunnel and the empty room. It wasn't like he had many options here. It wouldn't hurt to take a look. Reaching up to his shoulders, Kell wrapped the cloak around himself and pulled it tight. Yelki had said it was for protection.

      The movement caused light to reflect back around the tunnel, the cloak's golden fabric casting sparks of color against the tunnel even in the dim light.

      "Well, it's sure not for camouflage," Kell muttered, both impressed and a bit put off. He was as much a fan of glitter as anyone, but this felt extra. "Why couldn't I have a normal cape? Huh? How about in blue? Blue's a nice color."

      No one answered, which was fitting.

      Sighing, Kell set off down the tunnel, walking carefully. The rock floor was damp and slimy, coated in places with mysterious growths he didn't want to examine too closely. He had to step cautiously to keep his balance.

      The tunnel went on and down for quite a while. Kell estimated he had been walking for at least fifteen minutes without anything happening.

      "This," he sighed, "is a lot more boring than I thought it would be."

      Right as he was contemplating turning back (and doing what, he wasn't sure, but the tunnel was boring), a room opened up before him. Room? More like a cavern. It was easily the size of a football field and peppered with stalactites. Or stalagmites. The ground ones. Stalagmites?

      Whichever.

      The far side of the room disappeared into the gloom, and the ceiling was too high to see, so it was hard to gauge the true depth of it. The air was fresher in here, and warmer. Kell pushed the cloak back over his shoulder, and considered taking it off. The high walls echoed with the sounds of running water and a strange clacking noise. Here and there, little glimmers of golden light twinkled on the floor, like handfuls of scattered coins.

      Treasure!

      Kell stepped into the cavern, breathlessly looking around. Something pinged off his foot as he stepped forward. He bent down to pick it up. It was one of the gold coins, except it wasn't a coin at all. It was another amulet, dirty and spotted with age, but still gleaming in the light. Kell polished it up on his sleeve and examined it. The amulet itself was a rather elegant teardrop shape, with one giant golden gem set at the bottom and a rainbow of smaller ones that radiated up from it. The shape and the colors caused it to glow like a little slice of sunrise when it caught the light, and it almost took Kell's breath away.

      A glint of light caught in the corner of his eye. Another amulet lay on the ground a few feet away from him. A third hung off a stalagmite to the side. Kell spun around, slowly. They were all over. Amulets littered the floor, kicked into corners and draped over rocks. From where he was, he could count at least two dozen of them.

      His apprehension came back in full force.

      Kell didn't want to look down, because he knew what he would see if he did. He forced his hands to lift the amulet around his own neck and hold it next to the one from the ground. He forced himself to look at them, at all of the ones in the room.

      Every single one was identical.

      "I take it back. Boring is nice. Boring is good. Why couldn't you be boring too?" Kell asked the room, leaning back against the closest stalagmite and clutching the two amulets in his hands. He turned them both over a few times, watching the light reflect off the gems, feeling the chains slip through his fingers. The clacking sound was getting louder, or closer, or both. He couldn't see anything in the room besides dozens and dozens of old amulets. He let out a groan of frustration.

      "What's the point of all this!? Is it supposed to mean something? Gah. I hate dreams like this. Couldn't let me find a trove of gold coins and pretend I was rich, could you? No, had to turn into an existential bul—"

      There was a sudden clatter and movement to his right, and then something whistled through the air toward him faster than Kell could follow. Sharp, wet pain blossomed in his upper arm. He threw his weight to the side on instinct, stumbling and scrambling over the uneven ground to get distance between him and his attacker. In his haste, he dropped the other amulet.

      When he looked back, he wished he hadn't. A skeleton shambled after him, ancient sword clutched in one hand. Its eyes burned with purple flames.

      The tip of its sword dripped with blood.

      Kell raised a hand to his arm. It came back wet. Kell stared, horrified. The click-click of bone against stone roused him, and he stumbled back again as the skeleton took another swing at him.

      At least it's slow, he thought, trying to stay calm. And not real.

      Backing away, Kell put more distance between himself and it. He stepped on one of the loose amulets and almost lost his footing, arms flailing behind him. The movement caused the pain to spike through his bicep, throbbing in time with every flex and twitch of his muscles.

      "Dreams can't hurt me," Kell muttered, voice strained. "I can wake up anytime."

      Kell closed his eyes, concentrating as hard as possible on doing just that. He tried picturing his bedroom. The cracking plaster, the clothes on the floor, the twin bed he'd had since grade school. He could picture it in complete clarity, stark against the black of his eyelids.

      When he opened his eyes, it was to the skeleton, three feet away from him and about to take another swipe with its sword.

      "Ahh!" Kell yelped, jumping away again and dodging behind the nearest stalagmite. "What the hell? This isn't fun anymore."

      Hadn't he read once that blinking wakes you up? Kell squeezed his eyes shut, opening them again to find nothing had changed. He tried fluttering his eyes open and closed. It only made him dizzy. And the whole while, the click-click of the skeleton got nearer and nearer.

      He peered around the stalagmite. When he moved his arm up, a shooting pain ran through it. His sleeve was awfully wet, and there was blood dripping from his fingers. Carefully, he applied a bit of pressure to the cut. It hurt. It didn't dream hurt. It didn't all-in-your-head hurt, like when he got so stressed his stomach cramped. It hurt hurt. Really, really badly.

      And he still wasn't waking up.

      Kell clamped his unbloody hand over his mouth, panic rising in his gut. No. This wasn't happening. The words from the ceremony and the voice from last night echoed in his mind, and he couldn't help but think, What if?

      What if this was real?

      What if this was his Neverland, but instead of fairies and lighthearted adventure, he got dungeons and skeletons with swords. That's just my luck, isn't it? Laughter bubbled up in his chest under the tightness holding his lungs still, and he dug his nails into the soft skin around his lips to keep it in. His knees buckled, and he fell into a half crouch, fighting for control of his breathing.

      God, he needed to scream again.

      Hair fell into his face. Kell stared at it blankly, the static in his mind buzzing and blurring back into words and images. Blinking, he removed his hand from his mouth and plunged it into his pocket, coming back with the dagger and tie. The tie he shoved back into his hoodie. He hardly had time for that. The dagger he unsheathed with shaking hands.

      This is all so … so …

      Kell tightened his grip on the dagger, the first stirrings of rage growing inside the panic. Of all the other worlds he could have gotten into—Wonderland, why couldn't it have been Wonderland?—he landed right in the Skeleton Hunger Games. Well, he wasn't going to sit back and take it. He breathed in deeply, centering himself in the here and now (and not in the millions of questions swirling around his mind). The pain in his arm had grown to a constant, aching throb, his palms were sweating and stinging from holding the dagger too tight, and his heart was thundering so loudly in his ears he almost couldn't hear the approaching click-clicking of his opponent. Kell wasn't going to let that stop him.

      He snuck a glance around the stalagmite, dagger clutched to his chest. The skeleton was a few paces away, looking side to side with every step it took. Not terribly bright. Then again, it wasn't like it had a brain. It should go ask the wizard for one, Kell thought, a tad hysterically. Still, it had the better weapon, and a lot more experience using it—possibly centuries. Kell would have to be smart if he wanted to get out of this alive.

      Ugh. What was he thinking? It was a skeleton. How did you kill a skeleton?

      Wait. Stop. No thinking. Only doing. If it worked in the movies, it would work for him.

      Kell forced himself to take another deep breath, and then another one. The skeleton swung its head toward him. Kell ducked back behind the stalagmite, cursing. It had heard him. The click-clacking got more rapid and increasingly closer. Kell counted the steps in his head, estimating the distance it had to travel. When he was sure it had reached his stalagmite, he pivoted around the other side and tackled the skeleton from behind, letting out a shout of fear and triumph as he did so.

      The whole thing collapsed underneath him like a house of cards, except the cards were made of human bone and held together by dark magic, and oh god he was touching it. It twitched under him. Screaming, Kell drove the dagger into its spine, right beneath the skull. There was a moment of tension where the skeleton's whole body—such as it was—went rigid beneath him. Then it vanished—poof!—into a cloud of dust and smoke. Kell coughed, reeling away and waving his hands wildly in front of his face. There was dust in his mouth and his lungs and it was gross and boney and the worst thing that had ever happened to him and he had killed someone.

      Something.

      It had already been dead, but he still felt weird about it.

      He rolled away from the boney dust pile, crashing into another stalagmite. Crying out, he clutched his arm and flinched back. The pain throbbed in time with his heartbeat. Now that no one was actively trying to kill him, he thought he ought to do something about it. He staggered upright, holding his arm close to his body, and looked around the cavern. Hadn't he heard the sound of running water before? Concentrating on keeping his breathing steady, he shuffled in the direction he thought it had come from.

      Find the spring. Clean up. Tie up his arm. Then …

      No. Kell shook his head. Find the spring. Worry about the rest later.

      Rivulets of water ran down the far wall of the cavern, cascading over the rough rock and collecting at the bottom in a peanut-shaped pool. Kell hurried over. The pool rippled gently where the water fell, tiny waves lapping against the stone basin. Over time, they must have worn the edges smooth. Kell slowed as he approached the edge of the pool, where the rough rock floor gentled into a polished, glossy sheen. More luminescent moss grew thickly around the right side of the basin. The bottom glittered with discarded amulets. It might have been his imagination, but something dark and sinuous seemed to move in the depths.

      Kell stopped in his tracks. Yelki had said something about this, hadn't she?

      "Left," he muttered. "She definitely said left." He eyed the pool skeptically. "I think she said left."

      He edged around the moss-grown lush side of the pool and went to the far opposite corner. The water was stiller here, and shallower. He could see to the bottom of the pool. There was nothing in it but rocks and sand.

      Kell's reflection stared tremulously back at him from the pool, distorted by ripples. He looked awful. His eyes were red rimmed, weighed down by heavy black shadows, and the pale light of the room cast a sickly pall over his fair skin. Flyaway bits of hair framed his face or stuck damply to his forehead. Smudges of dust on his cheeks made them look hollow and sunken. Blood streaked the front of his hoodie where he'd wiped his hands, and the knees of his jeans were gritty and torn.

      Kell kicked the water, sending his reflection fracturing into pieces.

      Kneeling, he stripped off the cloak and hoodie, getting the first real look at his arm. Blood smeared the skin red all along his bicep and trickled down his arm. The cut was long, about four inches, but not deep at all. It had just about stopped bleeding, though it still stung something awful. He bent over the pool and plunged his arm in, letting the gentle ripples wash away the blood. He swished it around a few times for good measure. When he deemed it clean enough, he pulled back and dried off with the cloak. Then he cleaned the dagger and used it to cut a long strip of cloth from the bottom of the cloak all the way to the top. He cut a smaller piece to use as padding, then wrapped them both clumsily around his bicep, tying the ends into a tight, awkward knot using his teeth.

      Sitting back on his heels, in only his jeans and a tee now, the chill of the room crept down his spine. It wasn't nearly as cold here as back home had been, but it was damp, dark, and oppressive. He rubbed his hands together to warm them, the stone beads of his worry bracelet clicking vigorously as he moved.

      Back home. He was already thinking about it like this was real.

      He shook his head again.

      Not yet.

      Rubbing his hands had reminded him of the scratches on his palms. He washed them again, splashing water on his face and rinsing the foul taste of dust and death from his mouth. Then he cut more strips and tied them around his hands. It was ungainly and made clenching his fists awkward, but it would help the skin heal. He thought. First aid wasn't exactly his forte.

      Retrieving the tie and sheath from his hoodie, Kell pulled his hair back in a low tail at the base of his neck. The dagger went back in the sheath, and he stuck it in the back of his jeans. His hoodie and the cut-up cloak he left where they were on the floor.

      In a place like this, they would both be too recognizable.

      A sharp clack-clack-clatter came from deeper in the cavern, and Kell froze. Slowly, glacially slowly, he moved away from the spring, staying crouched low to the ground. He passed the pile of dust and the skeleton's ancient, pitted sword. For a moment, he hesitated. Yelki had said—

      No.

      He knew what Yelki had said, what it meant now. What the speech had meant. Fight his way through this horror fest and emerge their champion? Play the video-game hero to a town of creepy sycophants led by some long-winded priesty type?

      No, thank you. He passed the sword without a second glance.

      He was no fighter. He was no hero.

      He was getting out of there, and not in the way Professor Throat Clearer intended.

      Kell made it to the mouth of the tunnel without incident. The amulet he had dropped lay on the floor a few feet away. He stared at it, at the dozens and dozens of its brethren. Kell felt sick.

      "How many …" he whispered. How many had there been before him? He was no expert, but this wasn't how prophecies worked. There was a chosen, or there wasn't. That was the point of having a chosen one. He wasn't supposed to have to play skeleton-murder roulette to find out if it was the right choice.

      "This is wrong. They're doing it all wrong." Kell didn't know why, but it bothered him. Maybe because it was his adventure, his fantasy, his chance to escape his hellish, normal existence, and someone was fucking it up.

      It made him angry.

      "This is all wrong!" he shouted, stomping his foot in petty frustration.

      Clack-clunk.

      "Ahh!" Kell jumped back, scanning the room. He didn't see anything. Yet. Staying down there was obviously a bad idea. He hurried back up the tunnel, not relaxing until he emerged into the warehouse room he'd been thrown into. That felt like so long ago. Kell sagged against the wall next to the tunnel entrance, letting the shock of cold stone against his skin ground him.

      He needed to get out of this place, sure. However, he also wanted to find out what was really going on. If this was his Narnia, then he was going to find out why it was so fucked up.

      And seriously complain to whoever was in charge.

      Kell hummed, excitement and nausea stirring in his gut. He was cold, tired, and hungry. He'd almost died and might be traumatized for life after it. His stomach hurt, his arm ached, and he had never felt so alive. This was something, and it was happening to him.

      A smile tugged at his lips, unbidden. There were different ways to be a hero, after all.

      Maybe this won't be so bad.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

          STARTER-TOWN BLUES

        

      

    

    
      First, I need to get out of here.

      The front door was not an option. It was solid iron, locked from the other side, and more likely than not being guarded. Kell was not deterred. He hadn't spent the last two decades sneaking out of his childhood home for nothing, after all.

      Old buildings had old roofs, and old roofs had flaws. All he needed was one loose board and he'd be home free.

      Kell surveyed the ceiling. Constructed of wide, solid pine planks, it seemed sturdy enough at first. Kell waited for his eyes to readjust to the new lighting level, studying the patterns of wood and darkness. Little pinpricks of sunlight leaked through here and there. A particularly promising cluster formed a low constellation where the rafters met the crossbeams. The wood around it was stained darker, a likely sign of water damage.

      Bingo.

      Kell walked to one of the vertical support beams, sizing it up. The wood was rough and it splintered at his touch. The stone wall, jagged and uneven as it was, would be a better option. He rubbed his hands, wincing a bit at the pull of broken skin. This would hurt.

      Squaring his shoulders, Kell found the first promising handhold on a stone about head height. Gripping it tightly with both hands, he placed first one foot, then the other on the wall, lifting himself up until he could reach above him and find another promising stone to grab. Slowly, stone by stone
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