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To Keary, may all your assault rifles be golden
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Get a free copy of the wacky time travel adventure Time Burrito.
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WITH GREAT BURRITO comes great responsibility.

Pete’s food truck at the University of New Mexico isn’t going well. Seniors dare freshman to eat his burritos. Frats use them for pledges and pranks. Rumors fly around campus that they are chupacabra ground up with rat.

Pete needs a change, and it comes in the form of a physics experiment gone awry. After being sucked into the past, he stumbles across an ingredient that goes great in one of his creations.

First, there was Marty McFly. Then there was Bill and Ted. And now Pete—
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Chapter 1


The Innermost Circle of Hell and Other Party Tricks
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Targotbegot Tunnels, Summer’s Obsequies

––––––––

[image: ]


ROOTS WHIPPED AT RAGORIN as he heaved a gigantic stone door closed with a thud. The plant matter snapped with a crack and fell harmlessly to the ground. Toby stood dumbly holding a torch. The man sheathed his sword and then yanked the light source away.

“Aren’t you going to need your hands free in case more...” Toby's voice trailed off at his stern expression.

Ragorin had fought hard to get here, chopping through the killer brambles just to get them to the door. The roots had infested most of the undercity, and Toby wasn’t quite sure how they survived. Ragorin was battered and bleeding, even burned, as Toby had used the torch to fend off the branches.

Ragorin grunted and said, “The tunnels here are thick granite, and that door was the only way in. Now keep going. That door cannot hold the World Tree long.”

Toby glanced back at the massive entry. He felt naked and vulnerable without a weapon. “I can, um... hold the torch for you.”

Ragorin didn’t say a word and just pressed forward into the darkness. Toby trotted behind, not wanting to be in the pitch black with whatever that was on the other side of the door.

They proceeded at a near running pace. His time as a litter-bearer slave had sharpened his muscles and increased his endurance. While he didn’t imagine he’d be carrying any more masters around the city, he was pretty sure that the fates had forged him during that brief and brutal part of his life for whatever was next.

His mom was dead. His father had died sometime before the creatures flooded into his world. His best friend was an asshole, and the former star quarterback of his school and a young journalist that had been trapped with him in this world were probably dead, too. Jack especially. The football god turned water wizard was viewed with fear and mistrust by the powers of Targotbegot.

Anna, the reporter, had fared a little better as the rising star gladiator, but Toby couldn’t see how she would survive either. Ragorin was the tutor of Percy, pretty much one of the most badass Paladins Carnt had to offer, and he had barely managed to get them to a space where they would only get a reprieve from the assault.

The stone around Toby was rough, dank, and smelled of mold. It resembled a Minecraft tunnel they made called the Portal to Hell to evoke the feeling of descent into the underworld. It was this whole idea they had for creating a server that would also act as the setting for a DnD campaign. It was never completed, except for a small village and the Portal to Hell part, which they used to walk their characters through, thinking about how cool it would be to descend into a dungeon where treasure and danger awaits. But now that he was literally in the process of treading into the depths of the unknown, he wanted nothing to do with it.

Toby wished he could go back to pretending orc women were hot while pining after the out and proud b-boys of the theater clique. In his basement, rolling dice to determine outcomes was safe. Here, now, he didn’t have even the slightest clue what Ragorin intended for him, and the man wasn’t much for small talk.

After what could have been five minutes, or even an hour for all he knew, the tunnel opened into a chamber. Ragorin lit a torch on the wall, and it ignited an entire network of them. A stream of flame spiderwebbed across the walls igniting each torch in line, which then lit several more paths until the entire dome was sparkling with firelight.

Like the stained glass in the city above, images carved here on the walls and ceiling depicted a story. Chills ran down Toby’s spine as he took in the important details. There were two warrior figures in the middle. One, an old man with a grim expression, was clad in armor and held a battle axe. The other was a younger man with a loincloth, bulging muscles, and a sword.

Above each figure's head was a depiction of a group etched into the stone. Over the older man was a water wizard haloed with magic depicted by sapphires that shimmered in the firelight. A fire mage had rubies layered into the stone to mimic their trade. There was a Paladin with diamonds shining like the sun, and even a halfling-sized rogue juggling daggers. Another, shorter in size, had a crossbow. They looked familiar, but their faces were shrouded by hooded cloaks.

The party carved into the ceiling, hovering over the younger person, was more familiar. They were all given precious gems to symbolize their magic, but they weren’t cloaked. Rather, they were faceless, like mannequins at the mall. The detail that struck Toby as peculiar was that they all wore clothing that could represent jeans and tee-shirts. It was the closest approximation of contemporary clothes that a person could mockup on stone. Each of the seeming Earthlings had a counterpart in the other group.

“It’s the Silent Legion,” Toby said, motioning to the figures above that of the older man, and then added, “But if that’s the Silent Legion, then that means... those people there... it’s us... I mean, the Misfits of Carnt, that is. I don’t think I’m in the carving.”

“All the great people of history have a team working behind them. I’m proud to have been critical in shaping Percy’s path,” Ragorin said, as he stared up toward the Paladin on the ceiling. “Greatness is not achieved through the might of one person, but through the community that supports them.”

There were more scenes below the parties that caught Toby's attention. There was a battle in a throne room with a giant hand clawing through a portal. Another one depicted a demon lumbering over a city with heroes throwing fireballs and light lances. He saw a massive tree strangling the land. There was even an erupting volcano that looked a little too much like Mount Hood, spewing forth lava, in addition to other calamities etched into the stone.

He even saw what looked like a black hole sun, or what he had imagined the phenomenon would look like after he first heard the Soundgarden song by the same name. It was a massive black disk placed into the rock, radiating dark waves, and the landscape etched into the stone bent as if it were a gaping maw devouring the land. 

The scenes on the wall were encounters he had either faced himself or heard about from Petra and the others. He figured that the tree was the thing responsible for the branches impaling people in the city above. That meant the volcano, dark sun, and others apparently hadn’t happened yet.

Judging by the fact that one of the parties at the top seemed to resemble his friends, he was afraid to ask, but did anyway. “When was this carved?” Toby said, swallowing a gulp, hoping that the parties and demon god depiction were just recent additions and the killer tree was just a coincidence.

“It was here before people roamed these lands,” Ragorin replied. “It looks dwarven in craft. They are unparalleled stonemasons and renowned for their rock art. However, there are no known records of dwarves living in the Land of the Burning Sun. If they did, they were no doubt killed off by humans long ago.” 

“That can’t be!” Toby retorted. “I was there. Those are my friends.” He pointed to the battle scene with the demon god, then the Misfits of Carnt in turn.

Ragorin’s expression didn’t change. “Prophecy is only made clear in hindsight.”

The figures were vague enough that they really could have been anybody. The image Toby assumed was Lovantus was close, but not quite the man. It was as if the sculptor had read about the barbarian in a book and created stonework of what they imagined the man to look like. All the depictions of the heroes were vague, like recalling faces from a dream.

But despite the hazy imagery, there were too many instances matching the events that were happening to be coincidence. Sorsha and Bolt were in the Silent Legion and there is no way a person from at least a thousand years ago would know they were a dwarf and halfling. The demon god had a shape ramming into it that was reminiscent of Toby’s Hyundai Accent, a car that Lovantus had fallen in love with, more because it was the first one he had ever seen than anything else.

There were things Toby could swear were helicopters attacking the World Tree on the Earth side, or at least how he would think a medieval person might conceive of them. The images were less machine and more bird, with waves of angry fire emanating from them. This led Toby to believe that, like the demon god, the World Tree was attacking both worlds, so most likely the US military was helping out Tim and the others.

There were too many depictions of actual events for the place to have been an accident. Perhaps it was a premonition from a stone wizard long ago who shaped the rock from their dreams. While most dwarves couldn’t use magic, the ones that did were almost always stone.

If the sculptor had seen the future, then the black hole sun was especially worrying to Toby. That scene didn’t look like something light lances and fireballs would help. And from what Toby knew about black holes, if one ever came in the vicinity of Earth, there wouldn’t be anything that could be done about it. The Earth and everyone on it would have a bad day – the last bad day.

Not that the carving was necessarily a black hole. It could have been an eclipse for all Toby knew, but the way the terrain bent into the phenomenon made him nervous. Up until now, Toby had felt his friends could handle everything that came their way. They faced a demon god and triumphed. A black hole, however...

“What’s the prophecy, then?” Toby asked.

“The end of the world and beginning of a new one,” Ragorin said. “All ages end. It is up to us to forge a new one.”

“If it’s the tree you're worried about, I’m pretty sure they got that one covered,” Toby said. “Or else there wouldn’t be–”

“I’m not talking about the tree!” Ragorin yelled. “I’m talking about the fate of Carnt ... and Earth.”

“Okay, so what’s the fate of the world? Worlds, rather.”

“It was told long ago, there would be a warrior with two souls. Sword and axe. Axe and sword.”

“I’m pretty sure that’s a metaphor for two-handed fighting.”

“It’s not a metaphor.”

“Do you even know what a metaphor is?”

“I know what a metaphor is,” Ragorin said, irritated, and gripped the hilt of his sword.

“Fine...warrior with two souls. Continue,” Toby yelped.

“They would be the salvation for all life. Many times throughout history, a warrior has emerged. Many times, scholars have conjectured on its meaning. None have connected their warrior to the mythical land of Earth...until now. Until you.” Ragorin poked Toby.

“I’m not a warrior.”

“But your friends are.”

“Nothing like this! I mean, they did a body swap. Petra’s kid was in Lovantus for a while... they learned the abilities of their counterparts...”

“The warrior with two souls!”

“Jonathan is three!”

“Kids grow up.”

“But the end of the world, worlds, is happening now!”

“All the more reason we need to protect this Jonathan. Come, there is something else I must show you,” Ragorin said, brandishing his torch in the direction of another tunnel leading off the main chamber. The man moved forward at a brisk pace and Toby ran to catch up, not wanting to be left behind.

The next chamber over was a short walk. The tunnel opened into a smaller room that was no wider than the basement of his house on Earth, but with a ceiling about two stories up. Like the last chamber, the torch lit a spider web of fuel lines until the scene on the dome was illuminated. The centerpiece of this one had a shape that he knew all too well. It was an assault rifle, much like the one his dad taught him how to shoot when he was a boy.

Like the last, the pictures carved into the stone told a story. The first featured a lone person climbing a mountain, the next seemed to be a demon, an intricate maze, and the third was two lovers holding hands and touching forehead to forehead. The fourth showed the person holding the weapon above their head. Finally, they were shown decimating armies with the gun.

If it truly was an enchanted assault rifle, then the weapon would be powerful by Carnt standards. The only reason the creatures were as dangerous as they were on Earth was that mundane weapons, from kitchen knives to tanks, couldn’t harm them. All the military might in the world was effectively useless against monsters from Carnt.

However, if there was an enchanted assault rifle, and Ameria or LeDuke could figure out how to enchant more, maybe Earth would stand a chance. The process of enchanting weapons was time consuming and taxed the magic users. The more complicated the weapon, the harder to enchant. There was also the added problem that not many people in Carnt would know how to operate a gun.

He was one of the few people in the Venn diagram of firearm knowledge and Carnt lore. Toby’s stomach dropped when he realized that the figure in the carving was him.

“I can’t do this,” Toby said. “I’m not a hero.”

“You are here, boy,” Ragorin poked at him. “You survived the demon god.”

“But I have no powers.”

“Nor do I. You do not need powers to be great.”

“But I’m the basement guy. I’m Xander.”

“I thought your name was Toby.”

“No, it’s a TV show...Helfrian light box...story... Anyway, it’s about a team who fights monsters. Xander didn’t have any powers.”

“He still fought the monsters.”

“Not very well. The others were always bailing him out.”

“But he was still a hero? A member of the team? In all that time, he never defeated any monsters?”

“He...um...did. He encountered the... The point is that he would have died twelve times over if it weren’t for his friends.”

“We all face death. The question is...will you do it on your feet?”

Toby glanced back at the ceiling. A hero’s journey...  But then, he was the only person in the Misfits of Carnt who could field strip an assault rifle. As much as he hated all the ways his father pushed him to be some sort of macho stereotype that he was not, his dad had taught him how to handle such a dangerous object.

Even Tim, who had learned some serious archery and crossbow abilities from his Carnt counterpart, was clumsy enough that he would hurt himself or others with the weapon. Toby knew what to do to mitigate kickback so the field of fire wouldn’t stray and hit an ally. He could take care of a weapon so the thing wouldn’t misfire. If anyone in their group could wield the thing, it was him.

What held him back was that he did not feel special in any way. Jack and Sissy went from the most popular kids in school to powerful spellcasters. Petra was always a loner and intimidating before she became an elite assassin. Tim probably would have gone to MIT and created the next big tech company had the world not ended.

Even Aiden was special with his cat sweaters and pot-filled minivan. Toby missed him. He probably would have had some nugget of wisdom to share with him now.

Toby was just poor old gay Toby...too timid to tell people about his true self. He had tried to make a difference, and the most he could do was ram a car into the foot of a demon god.

That’s when it hit him – he rammed his car into the foot of a demon god. The thing could have crushed him like a bug, but he had done it anyway because it needed to happen. Just like this mythical assault rifle – it needed to happen, and for better or worse, he was here now.

“How do I find it?” Toby said after a deep breath.

“Flame’s Keep Ridge.”

“Is it too late to turn back?”

“Come, boy,” Ragorin said. “There is a ship waiting at the docks. If it still floats, we will take it at once.”

He was relieved to hear that Ragorin was coming with him.

“I will make sure you are on the boat, but after that, I must defend the City.”

Ragorin marched toward another passage with his light leading the way. Toby gulped. Sometimes getting there involved just putting one foot in front of the other. 
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Chapter 2


House’s House
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West Hills, Early Morning Mid-October

––––––––
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TIM STOOD ON THE ROOF of a home located on the apex of the hill that divided Portland from Beaverton. It was a fancy house, easily worth millions of dollars and probably owned by a business magnate, surgeon or any of the more affluent people in the area. But now it was abandoned and had been seized by the US Army/Silent Legion as an outpost to watch the western suburbs.

No one was sure who owned the place, only that it was on the right point of the hill where they could see the ruins of Beaverton and beyond to watch for portals. The World Tree had turned anything west of Beaverton into dust, and destroyed Beaverton and Tigard, leaving most of the buildings unlivable and ramshackle.

The only exception was Castle Bogart, which had a longer fae name that most people couldn’t pronounce, but the castle liked Humphrey Bogart and would occasionally quote the movie star when talking to Sissy, at least in the way that castles talked. Not with direct words, but more like changing the paintings and making noises. It wasn’t until they got a TV when the Bogart quotes started coming in.

Either way, that seemed to be a common fate of places – being renamed by the dominant culture, ignoring the original name. The name Bogart stuck, and the castle didn’t seem to object, or at least didn’t seem to hold it against the people who used the moniker. Sissy and the fae caretakers were the only ones who used Felehillenhorn, the fae name of the place. 

Tim stood on a rooftop deck that had a hot tub, bar, and used to have tables. Now, it was the site of a device operated by two focused US Marines. A scientist from a university up in Washington and one of the court wizards had figured out how to detect the first traces of a portal. The apparatus on the roof where the tables had been was a mixture of monitoring equipment and magic items, looked more steampunk than mechanical, and emitted the faint smell of ozone.

The thing would trigger seconds before a portal would appear, giving enough time for any air traffic in the area to swerve. After the news chopper went down, the airspace was restricted to military craft and drones. The pilots would get a warning light and turn before they would collide with what was on the other side or get lost in Carnt, never to be seen again.

The device also helped pinpoint a location so the scouts could get an idea of what was coming through. While Tim was technically on watch, the dozen or so Marines on the rooftop were scanning the horizon for him. He would only be consulted if a creature came through that was unknown. The President and Lovantus had worked out a deal where at least one member of the Silent Legion was at the outpost at all times for creature identification.

However, since Tim was a native of Earth, and had spent only part of one semester in Carnt, he didn’t feel as if he’d be much help with the task. While the vast majority of the portals still were opening in the Portland area, with the highest concentration centering around Castle Bogart, the location of their old high school where a demon god had cracked a hole in the universe, portals were appearing farther and farther away each day.

A dragon had appeared in Toledo, Ohio, and burned some grain silos on the Maumee River. The city was saved by a quick-thinking musical theatre troupe that performed a choral number from Hair, complete with stripping of clothes and everything, but not before losing the iconic silos. The dragon is now rumored to live somewhere in the New York subway system where it occasionally takes in a Broadway show, which is ironically not the strangest thing to live in the subway system nor to frequent the New York theatre scene.

A mountain had appeared in North Dakota that towered ten thousand feet over the land. It was conical like Mount Hood, but any teams sent to investigate didn’t come back. Even a hiker who was live streaming the event got attacked by something on the way. The Army had since set up a perimeter to keep people out. From satellite footage, it looked ordinary enough, but with the armed forces being stretched thin from monster attacks, further research was put on hold.

Enchanted weapons were the biggest problem. There weren't enough of them to go around. Sissy and Ameria had taught anyone with the necessary aptitude how to imbue their song in an object as soon as they were ready, but even with every mage on Earth and every person who could be taught magic working around the clock, stockpiles were low and monsters so frequent that if the creature wasn’t immediately causing risk to human life, they’d leave it be.

Wizards were being used to teleport teams to dispatch immediate threats. That would almost always cause a fight between Lovantus and Ameria. She would yell, “I can either enchant weapons or teleport, you can’t have both!”

Lovantus would yell back, “But we need both! Every weapon we lack is another dead Portlander. Every beast we let get away will only strike again!”

They looked as exhausted as Tim felt. After swearing off social media, he was either fighting monsters, training with Bolt, or sleeping. Outpost duty was a welcome reprieve but left him feeling like he could be doing more.

It was during outpost duty when he would harbor his darkest thoughts – how he had screwed up with Orcwena and how much he missed her. Even if they could be back together, he wouldn’t have had much time for her, but at least he could fall asleep by her side. His hotel room in downtown Portland felt empty without her. As much as Lovantus and Ameria fought, they still retired into the penthouse suite together. While Tim had felt lonely before Orcwena, he never really understood it until he had something that was taken away.

It was painful when he sat next to her in a group meal, and she would move to a different table. It hurt him every time they spoke to each other like he was just her co-worker. They were cordial, but that seemed to sting worse. All the passion he knew that was deep inside her was gone. On his worst days, he thought that maybe she should have slit his throat.

“There’s another portal opening, sir,” one of the techs operating the device blurted out to his commander.

“Coordinates?”

“It’s hard to get a fix, but to the south and slightly east,” the soldier responded. The commanding officer, a thick-necked man with a strong chin, hunched over the soldier’s shoulder and glanced at the screen. The tech was a younger guy, not too far from Tim’s age. They could have been going to school at the same time.

“We need the coordinates,” the lieutenant or said.

“Yes, sir,” the tech replied.

The machine pinged again, and a dot appeared on the screen in a location that Tim knew would be about Hillsboro, had the suburb still existed. Now it was just rolling dusty hills. The device automatically sent an alert out to any drone or fighter pilots in the area, but there was nothing in the sky at the moment.

Tim pulled out a pair of binoculars to see what was coming through. Sure enough, in the direction where Hillsboro used to be, a portal appeared a couple feet off the ground. However, a creature hadn’t fallen through. It was two people in what looked like giant furs.

He zoomed in on them because they seemed to be cheering and hugging each other. The equipment that was available to him when he was on outpost duty was pretty high tech, so despite being miles away, he could get a good look at them. It was Petra and Mister Jackson.
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Chapter 3


Rodents of Unusual Size Don’t Exist
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Jenny’s Pad, Summer’s Obsequies

––––––––
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PETRA WAS READY TO leave the ice cave behind. While it was nice to have a place where she could explore whatever it was between her and Burak there was an apocalypse happening back on Earth, and she wasn’t the sit-around-and-research-in-musty-books type. Despite having a hidden spot that new lovers often dreamed of, Burak was the only good thing about the place.

He had been a surprisingly soft and gentle lover. He knew exactly the right way to please her in the bedroom, and she was pretty sure she was the best thing that had ever happened to him. More importantly, outside of the bedroom, they could talk, split the chores, and he didn’t get annoying like most boys she had dated.

Petra wasn’t sure if it was her age, or the fact that she went from being a twenty-something to approaching forty in a blink of an eye. It wasn’t as if she felt the accelerated time in the painting. On the inside, every single year seemed to pass at the rate of a year. By the time she was freed, she reckoned that she had been inside for fifteen years, give or take, while only a couple months passed on the outside.

As a consequence, her dating life felt like it was only two chapters, awkward and youth, and then awkward and old. It wasn’t that either Burak or herself was particularly awkward, she loved being around him, it was just that she didn’t know if they were a thing because they happened to be stuck in an ice cave together, or because she had genuinely found someone to experience life with.

Back when she was fighting monsters at her day job and raising Jonathan, she didn’t have the time for anyone else. But also, people like Jonathan’s biological father were a discredit to the human race. Had all boys been like the turd basket who she would not mention by name, she probably would have never dated again.

But then she got fifteen years older, felt a little lonely, and Burak came around, not being a total bastard, and she didn’t know what to think. She didn’t really have any role models for healthy relationships as her own father cheated on her mom with a woman half his age. Her mom wasn’t any better because she had a fling with Petra's friend Aiden, who was barely eighteen, though to her mom’s credit, Aiden had been possessed by a hundreds-of-years-old elf at the time.

Still, her parents weren’t anything to emulate in terms of healthy relationships. Her grandma Petra did have a long-term hubby of nearly fifty years, but he had died when she was still a kid. Too young to glean or care about any relationship advice.

Petra was wondering how grandma Petra was holding up in the apocalypse when there was a loud clang from the entryway to the ice cave. Mr. Jackson put down his book and Petra hers. They were in the library, a place they found themselves in a lot because it was the only place to charge her Ring of Undying. It was the only thing keeping her from permadying every 24 hours because of her inconvenient bond with Sorsha, a dead halfling who had imbued Petra with some pretty sweet powers.

There was another loud thump and then what sounded like an explosion. It came from the front entrance. Petra readied her daggers, and Mr. Jackson hummed a tune and cut his hand for some necromantic energy. Singing was never much of a priority for the lovers, but she had to admit, the man had a voice. His baritone sounded like some lonely sailor singing about the sea.

They jumped from their chairs, and luckily her Ring of Undying had been charged about an hour before the disturbance. They rushed toward the sounds coming from the tunnel and heard familiar voices.

“A car?” exclaimed Jenny, the previous inhabitant of the cave. “Fweb, a car!”

“My apologies, milady,” Fweb, her goblin servant, responded. “It seemed like the only way to dispose of the artifact without people from the city–”

“The mythic oxen could have hauled it away for you,” Jenny scolded.

“The only ones left were in Helfra. It would have taken months for the ox to come to Fellhaven, and by then, someone would have found the car, and treasure hunters would have been combing the hills.”

“Oh, Fweb,” Jenny said. “You really need to get out more. The portals are appearing daily around Traldalor, a few times a week in Helfra, and bimonthly here, and it's only increasing. Soon, anyone who wants a car will be able to stroll to Earth anytime they want.”

“Isn’t that bad for business?”

“It’s awful. That’s why our number one priority is stopping the portals from happening.”

Burak and Petra positioned themselves on either side of where the entry tunnel opened into a foyer with other corridors, stairs, and parts of the cave jutting in every direction. In the middle was a statue of an undead lord who wore ancient bronze armor and whose now-empty eye sockets bore cut marks after most likely holding jewels long ago.

It wasn’t the most welcoming centerpiece for the room, but Petra imagined that Jenny wasn’t hosting very many parties, and the original tenant of the cave probably didn’t either. At least there weren’t any statues or paintings of Jenny around. The woman may have been a megalomaniac, but vanity wasn’t stacked on top of it.

As soon as the first person passed the threshold from the entry tunnel to the foyer, Petra flung her daggers and Mr. Jackson blasted necromantic bolts with a song. An undead elf, who looked vaguely familiar to Petra, cut through both the bolts and the dagger with a lash of fire and a song of their own. The words of the elf’s song were in French, which in Carnt equated to Elvish. A fact that she still didn’t quite understand.

It would be a beautiful and angelic song if it weren’t conjuring a lasso of flame. But before Petra’s life ended again, the elf let the song go and the fire disappeared. Jenny and Fweb came out from the hall, and she gave Petra a big, insincere smile and said, “Petra, honey, is that any way to treat your host?”

“Host?! Host?!?! You trapped me in a painting for fifteen years!” Petra yelled. “I could have died in that damned house and left Jonathan alone.”

“But you didn’t.”

“You robbed me of fifteen years of my life!”

“Or gave you the best fifteen,” Jenny smiled.

Petra didn’t have a retort. The moon mage was right. Her time in the painting, raising Jonathan from toddler to teenager, had been the most amazing time. She had gotten what few people ever got, years of nothing to do but be with the most important person in her life.

Despite the fact that she was able to give a kid a decent childhood in the apocalypse, it wasn’t a panacea. There were no keepsakes or mementos of his childhood. Any art project or drawing would disappear when they left the room. She had no way of taking videos or pictures. He had no friends growing up or school.

He had grown up in a prison. It was one with lots of natural light, entertainment, good food, and an approximation of freedom, but a prison none-the-less. Petra didn’t know if she would ever forgive Jenny, even though she wasn’t in any better situation since leaving. Jonathan was back on Earth. Whatever thing bound her soul to Sorsha was able to reach her again and kill her every day.

“Let me make it up to you,” Jenny said. “I can unbind you from Sorsha’s soul.”

Petra relaxed her guard a little, not that there was much she or Mr. Jackson could do against Jenny's undead elf sorcerer. She realized she had seen him before. The man was Zafosaul, the hero who swapped with Aiden. She knew Aiden had died in the apocalyptic battle at their school she had missed because of being trapped in the painting. 

From the burns all over the elf’s body, it looked like he hadn’t fared very well either. How the hero of legend had become undead in the service of Jenny, Petra couldn’t begin to speculate, but it was enough to know they didn’t have a shot. She was a little rusty with her hero-fu, and Mr. Jackson was still new in the spellcasting realm, as he had only inherited the powers of a neophyte necromancer.

The undead elf had years on them. Considering fighting her way out wasn’t an option, she may as well see if Jenny had something for her. Petra still didn’t like it. While dying every day and being stuck in an ice cave wasn’t pleasant, she liked the thought of owing Jenny a favor even less. Petra knew there would be a price for curing her condition. Jenny didn’t do anything that didn’t benefit herself and had a history of not telling the whole truth.

“Fine,” Petra said. “You win, what do you want from me?”

“Oh, dear,” Jenny said. “Same thing I’ve always wanted – the end to the portals. We are better off as allies rather than enemies, and as soon as you understand that, the sooner we can get to fixing our mutual problem.”

“The last time you said that to me, I ended up in a painting for fifteen years!” Petra growled.

“It’s not my fault that you attacked my servants. If you had just done as you were told, I woulda had my own portal right here in the cave and you could have come home anytime you wanted.”

“Sissy said that those devices you had us charging on prom night were just to distract us.”

“You should know me well enough by now to realize that I’m always looking for a deal. A stable portal between our worlds and a distraction for people always meddling in my plans...that was just too good to pass up.”

“So you created a portal to get here? With one of those devices from prom night?”

“Now you’re willing to talk since you know there’s something in it for you. You and I aren’t that different, Petra.  A decade in Carnt changes you. I was like you once. One of the good guys. Then I realized that there was no good or bad, just people making decisions they thought were right. A despot could execute someone because they disagree on how to run the country. A justice system can end the life of a serial killer.”

“That’s not the same thing.”

“Isn't it? It’s still a person killing another person and getting away with it because society deemed it necessary to do so.”

“Or a person can stand up to the despot.”

“I know, you and I may never see eye to eye,” Jenny said. “But can we at least agree that we have the same mutual problems?”

Petra didn’t like it, but Jenny had a point. Humanity was in the same crisis together. Carnt and Earth were crashing into each other. Creatures were flooding in, a castle had appeared out of nowhere, and even a whole mountain. Mount Hood was smoking. The west suburbs of Portland were flattened. Lots of people had died.

It was a slow-brewing apocalypse. All the movies Petra had watched growing up featured the end of the world in one cataclysmic event. A fatal flu virus swept through the world and eliminated 96% of the population. Nuclear bombs rained on humanity. Aliens invaded and blew up every major city at the same time. Even zombies moved faster than viruses could realistically infect people. 

The end of her world wasn’t happening in one seismic event, but a little here and a little there. A scorpion bear appeared in a coffee shop and killed everyone inside. A demon god marched down Highway 26. The World Tree devoured half of Portland. At the rate they were going, there wouldn’t be an Earth left when she returned home.

“Mutual problems” was an understatement. “End of the world” seemed more appropriate. The current situation was everyone’s problem, and here was Petra’s enemy willing to lay down her arms so they could help solve it. However, Petra couldn’t help but feel that Jenny was still up to something. It had happened before, and it could happen again.

“How about you tell me how to unbind myself from Sorsha’s soul, and how to get back to Earth, and then maybe I consider working with you,” Petra said at last.

Jenny frowned for a moment, but said, “If that’s what it takes to earn your trust again, fine.”

“I never said you had my trust.”

Jenny rolled her eyes, and said, “You want an olive branch? Here it is: Back when this all began, I had Mr. Jackson on the Earth side and LeDuke on the Carnt side pumping magic into the attenuators just for the mind swap. Forget portals, there wasn’t enough magic power on Earth for anything that didn’t already exist from some long ago ancient magic.”

“I know this,” Petra said impatiently.

“That’s just it. Now there is lots of magic on Earth and more all the time. Zafosaul was able to get us here with the equivalent of a teleport spell. Granted it was a coffee-enhanced spell.”

“Coffee what? Never mind. Are you saying people can teleport here now? Like Ameria?”

“Not yet. Even with Zafosaul’s enhanced power, he shouldn’t have been able to punch a barrier between worlds, not without serious energy – the kind of energy that burns mages alive.”

Petra looked at Zafosaul. He was a rather crisp-looking undead.

“That’s not what happened,” Jenny said. “I mean, it was, but it wasn’t him. It was your friend, Aiden, wielding too much power, and it got out of control.”

“If it weren’t for your undead–”

“Those were never meant for you...if you had just left them alone–”

“People died that night–”

“Petra, Jenny,” Mr. Jackson said in a soft voice, walking in between them. He was like a mouse walking between two tigers fighting for dominance, but somehow it worked. Petra felt her blood pressure cool, and she could see Jenny relax, too. “I don’t think you two will ever be friends, but there is something larger at stake, and having worked with both of you, I can say there is no force in Earth or Carnt that can stop you if you work together. Jenny, I think it’s past time for you to tell us everything. I get it that you were hurt in the past when you were too forthcoming with your plans, but you can trust Petra and her people. They won’t try to stop you.”

“Speak for yourself.”

“And Petra, I get it. Everyone, your entire life has always tried to use you as a pawn in their own game. Your parents in their divorce. Jenny, when you first got stuck in Carnt, and then again when you’re trying to save the school. But that doesn’t mean that people are always playing a game with you. If Jenny is, I will kill her myself. I know all her tricks. I used to worship her as a god, but this time I see her for what she is, just a human trying to do what she thinks is right. And this time, what’s right for her is also right for you. You can kill each other after we stop the apocalypse. How’s that sound?”

Petra had to laugh. She liked the idea – put their fight on hold to save humanity. If only more people could do that...

“Fine, so coffee Zafosaul can teleport between worlds with his mojo coffee. How is that different? He’s only one mage. It’s the same problem. Whether he is making weapons runs or enchanting them full time, there aren’t enough weapons that can harm the critters from Carnt, and Earth eventually will be overrun with creatures they can only kill with weapons of mass destruction. Either way, the Earth is fucked.”

Since fire, and hence flamethrowers, could affect the Carnt creatures, she was pretty sure a massive fireball would. Didn’t matter, though. As soon as humans decided nuclear weapons were better than the alternative, the Earth was screwed. Nuclear winter or creature apocalypse, mass deaths, end of civilization – all the same in Petra’s book.

“Okay,” Petra sighed in resignation. “Let’s hear it. What’s your plan?”

“There is a mountain in Carnt,” Jenny said. “Flame’s Keep Ridge. It’s a little Mount Doom, a little Mount Hood, and stands alone in a great swamp that isn’t hospitable.”

“Like, how inhospitable we talking? Undead? Weird Carnt creature feature?”

“Acidic swamps. Strangulation plants. Rodents that explode into noxious gas.”

“Sounds lovely.”

Jenny ignored her sarcasm and continued. “The mountain has such a notorious reputation that even the Silent Legion wouldn’t go there during their adventuring days.”

“Have you been there?”

“Once, and I barely made it out with my life, and there isn’t much that scares me anymore. The reason people keep going back and keep getting killed is because it's rumored that the most powerful objects in all of Carnt are deep in the mountain, including something that is said to be able to ‘split souls in twain’.”

“What? A rod, ring, sword?”

“I’m not sure, only that it has immense power.” 

“So, you’ve never even been to this treasure vault of magic crap?”

“No, when I was in the area, it was more because I was on the run and it seemed like a good place to hide at the time, but I did see the flame keep with my own eyes, and the vault is supposed to be in the keep.”

“Okay, so we survive the fire swamp from The Princess Bride, get to the castle on Mount Doom, then what? Break in? Ask the inhabitants not to taunt us a second time?”

“I find your lack of vision disturbing, and you were the leader of the Misfits of Carnt for a while?”

“I was the only one doing what needed to be done. So if that makes me the leader, fine. But what you’re asking is to go through a swamp that no one is supposed to survive, get into a castle that no one has ever been in because no one has survived the swamp, and then there’s probably a dungeon after that because there is always a dungeon. Why store your magic items in the closet when something called the pit of despair will do? Not to mention, I’ll die if I leave because the only thing keeping me alive is this ring that needs a recharge once every 24 hours that only happens in this cave.”

“I have a solution for that,” Jenny said, and reached into something invisible on her hip. She pulled out seven purple, glowing stones, each about the size of a small coin, and put them in Petra’s hand, who looked them over. “These will recharge the Ring of Undying. One stone, one charge.”

“Okay, so a week outside the cave. Not bad, but I imagine the trip will take a little longer than that.”

“The stones just need sunlight to recharge. You can borrow them for as long as you need.”

“And this vault? What if it is a dungeon?”

“Any decent light mage can emulate the sun,” Zafosaul said.

Sissy was pretty good at light magic at this point. The girl was running a wizarding school, or at least in the middle of founding one, but Petra thought that she may be able to convince her to take a little time off for a friend. She imagined the others would come, too.

“All right,” Petra said while pocketing the stones. “What’s in it for you?”

Jenny smiled. “I just want the object that untethers you from Sorsha. Any other magic items or artifacts you find are yours to keep.”

The deal sounded a little too good to be true. However, if Petra could unbind herself from Sorsha and not follow the halfling into the underworld, that alone would be worth it. Petra wasn’t afraid of death at this point. Dying enough times had taken the edge off it. What kept Petra up at night was that her son was out of her reach. If he got into trouble, she wouldn’t be able to do anything about it. He had already faced the World Tree while she was doinking around with Burak like she was in high school.

Petra looked up at Jenny and said, “You make it sound like you aren’t coming with us. Seems like we could use a fire mage, our team is down one of those.”

“I have too much on my plate already to fetch it myself.”

“Redecorating the Dragon’s office?” Petra smiled. She had heard about Jenny’s exploit taking down Portland’s underground. Some of the moon mage’s minions on Carnt were still reporting to the ice cave with wind mages. She got a good sense of what Jenny was cooking up, as far as running the first interdimensional Goodwill, but she knew Jenny well enough that she had schemes within schemes. There was something else she was planning. Petra just hoped to figure it out before getting this... whatever it was.
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