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Dedication

To my mom, wish she could be here to read this. Love you, Mom!
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Chapter 1


The Beginning of the End
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Marv’s Tree Emporium, Early June

––––––––
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MARV WASN’T PREPARED for a tree to have sprouted in his shop, but it was there as if by magic. The sapling reminded him of a birch or aspen with a white trunk and vibrant green leaves, but the smell was all wrong. The tree had a phosphorus scent, like a freshly opened pack of fireworks.

It wasn’t odd that a new tree had appeared. In the hundred or so acres where he grew and supplied the Portland-area with trees for front lawns, business parking lots, new construction, and a healthy Christmas hustle every year, he always had trees sprouting where they weren’t supposed to.

If a new sprout appeared outside the orderly rows where he grew a wide variety of stock, he would try to replant it in the appropriate row. He could already tell that this tree wasn’t going to transplant well because of the way it had appeared in the first place. At six pm, when he had closed the shop earlier that evening, there was no tree in the building.

A couple of hours later, he had wandered the path from his house, which sat hidden on the property, to the store so he could order some supplies. Marv made a point to have no computers or televisions in his home. He didn’t like screens, and smartphones even less. Regular trips to Powell’s provided all the entertainment he needed. Whenever he wanted to use a computer, or any device with connectivity, he had to hike the path to his store.

The building was a big brown structure and visible from the US-26 highway, which had been strangely busy for the time of night. Marv supposed all the cars flooding out from the Portland area must be on their way to the ocean or something. Traffic always seemed to be worse in the summer. Though it was a strange time of night for a road trip.

The store's interior was only four rooms. The largest one was the merchandise floor where he had fertilizer, insecticides, lady bugs, anything a person would need for taking care of their trees, plus some camping gear he got at an auction a while back that never seemed to sell. The two small rooms were restrooms and the fourth was his office behind the cash register, where he would watch Netflix when no one was in the store.

His lack of screens at his own home wasn’t because he hated TV. It was more that he knew he would do nothing but binge his favorite shows. At least during business hours, customers and tasks would interrupt him and prevent him from wasting the entire day.

He had planned to just place a couple orders from his suppliers and then be back at the house before his husband knew he was gone. However, the moment he walked into the sales floor and saw a tree sticking up through the concrete in the middle of the gardening tools aisle, he knew it was going to be a long night.

The concrete looked like the tree had burst out, resembling sidewalks in old neighborhoods where the roots had reclaimed some of the land. The building was on a slab foundation, so it would have taken considerable force for it to erupt through like it had. The tree itself was also odd in the sense that it was at least one to three years old.

The grain of the bark and the leaves were also mismatched. The leaves were robust, much like a maple tree, but the bark was white with black knots in the wood. It was fascinating to behold. He was pretty sure that it was a new type of tree. Not only would he be the discoverer of it, but he was well-equipped to sell it. 

“Don’t worry. I’ll take good care of you. You’re going to make me lots of money,” Marv said, as he touched the tree. His half smile turned into a grimace. The bark was very sticky, and when he attempted to pull his hand away, it wouldn’t budge. The branches of the sapling bent toward him.

A tendril of wood wrapped around his arm and coiled toward his chest. Marv screamed, but he knew that it was a futile effort. His partner was exercising on that damned bike, and the headphones would drown out any chance of hearing him. Not that the sound would even carry all the way back to his house.

He struggled to free himself as the tree took hold of his other limbs and the leaves twisted around his head. Once the first branch was above his heart, it thrust into his chest. He cried out in pain just before the leaves muffled his scream.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2


In the Company of Heroes and Other Dangers of News Reporting
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Highway 26, Early June Nighttime

––––––––
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ANNA MARTINEZ HAD WORKED tirelessly for various local news networks throughout the country, finding herself employed by bigger and bigger TV stations, and she had never seen anything like the events of the past few hours. She had gotten her start at a local television outlet in her hometown of Lincoln, Nebraska, where she had gotten her journalism degree. From intern to reporter, talking with farmers at the annual Cattle Battle, where farmers compete to show the finest-looking heifers, she had climbed her way to get time on camera, even before she finished college.

She knew there was something more to life than covering farming conventions. She applied for a job in Chicago, got rejected, but found herself in Spokane, Washington, albeit in a less prestigious position than the Windy City. From there, though, it was easy to get a job in Albuquerque, New Mexico, and finally now Portland, Oregon, all before she was twenty-four. Each job offered more and more eyes on her work. She had even gotten her first real break by being the first reporter on the scene when a body that turned out to be the mayor’s son was discovered in an abandoned car in Albuquerque.

Now she was in a helicopter, covering the biggest scoop of her life. The sound of the blades whomped even through her headphones. She wore a gray blazer and white button-up underneath. Her shoulder-length brown hair was tied back in a bun. Her camera operator, Gus, was a dumpy man with graying long hair, clad in a jogging outfit that did little to hide his gut.

His camera was focused on a colossal, demonic creature that had been rampaging its way through Beaverton, heading towards Portland. To Anna, it resembled the xenomorph from the Alien movies. It was black, boney, and enormous, with sharp teeth. To Gus, the thing looked like his ex-girlfriend. Even Dan, the pilot, saw it as something different, though he wouldn’t say what.

In addition to the towering, hellish entity that had first appeared at Beaverton High School, according to rumors flying around on social media, portals were opening throughout the city. Huge fiery orange vortexes of energy were popping up everywhere and creatures just as strange were coming through.

A herd of dinosaur-like things with two mammoth spikes on their snout were captured on camera wandering down Northwest 23rd in downtown. A band of elvish archers with long, flowing blonde hair and outfits that allowed them to blend into the natural surroundings were said to be hunting something in one of the city parks. A scorpion-bear blocked traffic on the Ross Island Bridge.

Anna knew that whatever was happening was somehow tied to the massive evil that was lumbering its way down 26. Despite her editor’s objection to taking the traffic chopper to check it out, she knew that getting as close as possible to that thing was what she needed to do. Even though her colleagues in the newsroom advised her that she’d most likely be swatted from the sky, she gathered a crew of volunteers and left.

The helicopter was just coming over the hill that divided Portland’s downtown with its western suburbs when she first saw the creature in person. She swore under her breath, and even Gus took his eyes from what his camera was picking up to take it in. The thing was even bigger than she had thought and made her realize that the chopper really wasn’t enough protection.

But that wouldn’t stop her reporting on it. She motioned to Gus to get the live feed ready, but before she got the signal that they were on air, there were flashes of light that brought the creature to its knees. Then fire seemed to streak at the thing from all directions.

The creature wailed and fought back, whipping what looked like its tail at the assailants. It was over almost as quickly as it began. The thing roared in agony and crashed to the ground. It took her a moment to realize that people had beaten that thing. It was hard to tell from her height, but she saw forms scrambling below.

The chopper circled around for another pass, and she ordered the pilot to land on the freeway near the fallen thing, but it was too late. There was a crackling noise and the smell of sulfur. A fiery portal opened in front of the copter and a multi-headed dragon flew from it. The creature had thick gray scales that glistened in the moonlight. It had seven heads, a large body, and they were on a collision course.

She opened the door and jumped just before the thing crashed into their copter.

***

[image: ]


SISSY WAS INCONSOLABLE, whereas Jack felt pretty good about what had happened. Sure, Jenny had gotten away with some magic juice or blood or something, but they had taken out a 500-foot-tall demon. He didn’t understand why Sissy would be in tears over college applications or whatever it was she was muttering about.

So, he just did what a boyfriend does and patted her on the back. Her emerald prom dress was stained with blood. His tuxedo was likewise disheveled.

The beast they had slain stank like a mystery meat left in the fridge too long, and most of the party was recovering from their wounds. Jack and Lady Ameria had done what they could to heal the wounded, especially those who had fallen from trees and others who had been in the car crashes.

Jack was becoming a pretty good water mage. Ameria said that it was confidence and commitment to the music. Magic was crafted through song, and the more the singer put their heart into the performance, the better result they got.  Unfortunately, Jack hadn’t really had any confidence in his ability to sing until recently.

A lot of the time, his spells and notes went flat. Luckily, since he discovered his ability to use magic, he was able to perform when it mattered. He had healed, revived the dead, and now beat a demon god. It wasn’t too bad, considering that just the year before, he had buried his singing ability deep. It wasn’t that he was embarrassed by it. On the contrary, he often fantasized what it would be like to be in a boy band.

The real problem was telling his parents. He almost wished it was something he thought would be easier like being gay. His parents would have supported him coming out of the closet. No, the big pressure he felt from his parents was the damned football scholarships. His father had injured his knee in high school and couldn’t play in college.

Jack, on the other hand, was good enough that college recruiters were always in talks about getting him to play for their team. However, he didn’t want to play football in college. He wanted to perform in musical theatre. In fact, he wasn’t even sure that he wanted to go into engineering like his dad. He wanted to get a theatre degree.

The magically overloaded Cats performance, which burned down his high school auditorium, only solidified the fact that he was not going to play football in college. However, he was accepted into Montana Tech next fall, and the school didn’t have a theatre program, and it would be far away from Sissy’s Ivy League experience. In fact, he had even lied to Sissy about it. He told her he hadn’t applied for college, when in fact, he had gotten into Juilliard and Tech.

Now he was stuck. Follow his dad’s dreams, football, degree, job, house, car, kids. Or follow his dreams of singing that very well may leave him destitute and homeless busking for change on a street corner. He couldn’t fault his father for having a good life and a good career, his dad did what was best for daddy dearest, but Jack didn’t know which was the right path. It’s like he needed a guiding star to tell him what to do next. 

Jack wanted to tell his dad that no, he wouldn’t be playing football, and that he was going to Juilliard, but he still couldn’t confront his father. It wasn’t that the patriarch of his family was a jerk or particularly a tyrant. It was quite the opposite. Jack’s dad was very supportive of his son and went to all the football games, and even the ill-fated theatre show. However, his pop had told him after the show, “Now that you’ve gotten it out of your system, we can concentrate on drills this summer.” The musical theatre bug was not “out of his system”, and Jack was irritated by the whole conversation.

Jack’s father would take him to the park every weekend, and they would practice tossing the ball and other sports-related skills. Jack had looked forward to it when he was a kid more because he was spending time with his dad and less because it made him the best player in his school. While it had the perks of making him one of the few to rival Tim’s legendary brother, he would rather have spent the hours with voice lessons instead.

The past year had allowed him to scratch an artistic itch that he'd never been able to before. Even as a kid, he'd harbored thoughts of piano and dance lessons, but he didn’t want to disappoint his dad, who enrolled him in sports for just about every season. While Jack was just average at everything else but singing and football, he still saw how excited his father would get to watch his games.

Now that he had slain a demon god, he felt it was finally time to tackle the larger challenge. He didn’t like sports all that much. Sure, he enjoyed being physically fit, but he didn’t see why he couldn’t just pack himself into the gym and get the same benefit. Sports took up entirely too much time and didn’t fulfill him. Winning did not fill him with joy, much less losing. However, being on the stage, feeling that connection to the audience, did. He knew what he wanted to do the rest of his life.

Now, he just had to tell his father.

“What’s that?” Tim asked, pointing up at the sky. It was the beginning of a portal. The orange energy crackled, and it blinked into existence. For a split second, they could see a mountain peak on the other side. It was peaceful and snow-capped, high above the clouds.

What came next all happened in quick succession. A news helicopter appeared over the tree cover on the side of the highway. A multi-headed creature flew through the portal and collided with the machine, which tumbled through the air in a fireball. Jack saw a body fall out, not too far from where they were recovering.

“Hydra!” Lovantus yelled, drawing his sword. The surviving Silent Legion charged into the woods in the direction where the snarling beast had fallen out of the sky with the chopper. Orcwena joined the charge, and Tim cocked his crossbow and ran to keep up. Mar knelt by Aiden’s corpse. Jack glanced at Sissy, who was still oblivious to what had just happened.

Toby sat on the pavement and comforted her. “Go,” he said to Jack.

Jack nodded and ran, but not in the direction of the hydra. He’d seen a body drop from the helicopter. If the person needed his healing, he could help them. The Hydra had tumbled out of the sky in a tangle with the machine, so there was a chance that the thing was already dead. He might be able to save someone.

He tromped through the bushes until he came to houses buried in the trees. It was a typical suburban tract. There were pitched roofs all in a row and Jack feared that the occupant of the news chopper may have crashed into the pavement or into one of the houses. He didn’t see how they could have survived. He was about to back track toward the highway when he heard a groan on the other side of a fence made of auburn wooden planks.

He scrambled over the side and saw a young woman soaking wet, lying on the side of a pool. The woman must have landed in the water and dragged herself out. Her legs were both bent at an awkward angle, evidently broken in the fall. He rushed to her side and knelt.

He grabbed a pool noodle and told her to bite down on it. He held her arm and sang “I Wanna Dance with Somebody” by Whitney Houston. Water tendrils burst from the pool. They shimmered with a blue and white light from the streetlamps at night and snaked up to her legs. Her eyes bulged and she gripped his arm and tore a chunk from the hot pink pool noodle.

The water swirled around her broken limbs. The iridescent tendrils flooded over her body and the bones made a cracking sound as they were mended. Tears streamed from the woman’s eyes. Her grip was almost too much for Jack, but he continued to belt out the song while the healing magic made her whole.

He finished with a soft note and the animated water splashed to the concrete. The woman held Jack close and spit out the pool noodle chunks from her mouth. It took a few moments for her to get over the shock of the healing, as she looked at her previously mangled legs that were now perfectly smooth. Her coffee-with-cream skin glistened in the streetlights. She was beautiful, and probably ten years too old for him.

He thought of Sissy, bawling her eyes out on the side of the road, and felt ashamed of himself. He was about to excuse himself from the situation when the woman pulled out her phone and started filming. “I’m Anna Martinez, reporting live from Beaverton, where the most extraordinary young man has just saved me from certain death.”

Jack blinked and said, “Um, what are you doing?”

Anna hit mute on her phone and said, “This is being live cast from my station’s social media platforms. Just go with it.”

“I've really got to check on my friends,” Jack stammered, and backed away.

“How long have you known that you had such powers?” Anna yelled after him. “Is it connected to the creatures that have been seen throughout the city?”

Jack ignored her and hopped the fence. Luckily, she was still weak from the spell, and he heard her cursing as she searched the perimeter for a gate. He was well into the woods near the freeway before she was able to find her way to the other side.
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Chapter 3

Fear, Loathing, and Self Aggrandizing in Beaverton, Oregon


[image: ]




Some Rando’s Backyard, Early June

––––––––
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ANNA CUT THE FEED ON her phone and chased after the guy. He was up and over the fence before she got to the wall. She cursed and tried to follow him, but she was tired. Her whole body felt as if she were being pulled down by a weight into a deep ocean. Her mind was telling her to sleep, but she forced herself onward. She attempted to scale the fence as easily as the teen did, but couldn’t get herself off the ground.

She followed the perimeter until she found a gate. By then, the owner of the house was staring at her from his glass sliding door. He was an elderly man in a colorful striped robe, with a chihuahua barking at his side. Anna didn’t know how long he had been standing there because the dog's bark was muffled by the glass, but from his expression, he had seen enough.

She exited the premises and strolled to the sidewalk, where she looked for a break in the fence line. It was a few houses down. She tried to jog, but the effort to move felt monumental. Eventually, she came to a trail in the woods and knew her savior would be long gone, but she kept going forward. She climbed through the undergrowth towards the highway where the horrendous creature had been.

She didn’t want to think about it. The beast had been everyone’s worst nightmare, and even when she closed her eyes, she could see the creature hissing at her. Somehow, she knew her savior had defeated it, or at least played a role. There was something in his eyes that told her he wasn’t just a dumb teenager.

She pushed her way through the underbrush, tearing up her suit jacket and pants. Since the unhoused of Portland would take up residence in the woods near freeways, the city let the vegetation grow rampant as a deterrent. But in reality, all that was truly deterred by the woods were the social service organizations that focused on getting people off the streets.

She eventually made it to within sight of the freeway and saw her savior with some other teenagers packing themselves into a Hyundai Accent with a crushed-in front chassis that somehow was still able to operate. The car putted off before she was able to make it over and signal them. She pulled her phone and got a snapshot of the license plate. 

Before she could think about what to do next, she turned and saw her cameraman running toward her. He appeared unscathed, and his equipment was in perfect condition. A woman in a blue robe with a headdress that looked like a tribute to the sun was following. She was a striking woman with movie star looks and walked with the grace of a queen.

“There you are!” Gus called out. “When you jumped, I did, too. I was about to land headfirst on the pavement when this woman created a cushion of water that broke my fall.”

The woman nodded, then proceeded to inspect Anna. She hummed a little as she did so and finally said, “All your wounds are superficial. Come, we must check if any of the Silent Legion are injured.” The cleric strode off at a brisk pace.

Gus said somberly, “Dan is dead. He probably didn’t even feel it.” He began prepping his equipment and ran after the woman. When he realized that Anna wasn’t coming, he motioned for her to follow.

“Come on,” he said. “These people are the saviors of Portland.”

Anna glanced in the direction of the kids who had left in a hurry. Judging by their appearance, it seemed like they had all just gotten out of a prom from a Stephen King novel. Whereas the woman who inspected her didn’t look like she had a scratch on her. Anna wondered who the real heroes of the day were.

It was a mystery that she intended to unravel. She turned to follow Gus.

***
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LOVANTUS CHOPPED OFF the last head of the hydra with a mighty swing of his battle axe. Spectators who had gathered to watch the Silent Legion fight clapped as the beast convulsed in its death throes and slumped to the ground. Lovantus turned to the crowd, gave his signature grin, then bowed as if he were back in the arena days and this was just another fight to please the masses.

They were in the entry way of what Lovantus knew to be the zoo. When he was stuck in Jonathan’s body, the insufferable grandfather Barry and his child-bride Beatty had taken him to the zoo. The exotic animals of Earth were interesting to behold and often perplexing. The zebra seemed the most intriguing, as it was oddly striped, but not used as a mount. 

One would think that charging into battle astride a striped steed would be enough to confuse an enemy, and a confounded adversary was a dead adversary, as the saying went. People of Earth had a weird relationship with animals – they would not use them in battle, but would lock them in cages. Lovantus’s warhorses would at least roam free in the king’s grounds when not in battle.  

The rest of the Silent Legion were exhausted from fighting two back-to-back battles. Sorsha was dead, and Zafosaul was under the thrall of the moon mage Jenny. Despite the thinning of their number, they had seemed to gain powerful allies. The necromancer LeDuke had fought side-by-side with the Silent Legion ever since Lovy was taken ill from magical poison, which was probably for the better. Lovantus had been prepared to gut the necromancer, but the cooler head of the love of his life prevailed, and as usual, she had turned out to be right. 

Against all odds, LeDuke had changed, and had even saved Lovantus’s life when one of the hydra's heads had snuck behind Lovantus during the fray. Lovantus would have been dead if it weren’t for the necromancer’s bolt. Perhaps his better half, Suzy, was keeping the Sky Lord in check, or maybe the guy had seen the error of his deeds. Either way, Lovantus resolved to treat the man as a brother-in-arms, but still remain wary, because even stalwarts like Bolt could be under the thrall of sorcery.

The dwarf’s Earthly counterpart, Tim, and his orcish lover proved to be a formidable force. They held their own against the hydra and showed themselves worthy in battle. While Tim had harried one of the heads, his princess was able to maneuver in to cleave the noggin clean off.

The necromancer couple melted another head, and Bolt had taken all his aggression out on a third, leaving that one looking as if it had an encounter with a porcupine made of crossbow bolts. Even Percy did his part by summoning holy shields to protect the party while they battled.

Lovantus looked around for Ameria, but couldn’t find her. She had slipped away at the start of the battle to help the humans from the flying dwarven war machine. Had Ameria been by his side for the fight, the hydra would not have gotten the drop on him, and LeDuke wouldn’t have had to help him.

Even though Lovantus now considered the necromancer a brother-in-arms, he didn’t have to like the man. There were plenty of warriors who fought side-by-side who didn’t like each other. Lovantus found Sir Grey to be mildly annoying, but that didn’t change the fact that the man was good at running the affairs of Traldalor. One of the biggest lessons Lovantus had learned from life was that he didn’t have to like someone to fight beside them.

He wasn’t sure why he disliked LeDuke so much, since he, himself, was very similar to the man in a lot of ways. Before Ameria, Lovantus had been one of the most brutal arena barbarians the world had ever seen. He wouldn’t think twice about ending an opponent’s life, sometimes by a slow, excruciating death if it would please the crowd. At the time, life had no value to Lovantus. It wasn’t until he met Ameria that he realized how much suffering he had caused in his pursuit to be the top arena fighter. Lovantus wondered if LeDuke was having similar conversations with Suzy.

In his own case with Ameria, they would stay up late, after making love for a third or fourth time, and talk. That’s when he learned that there was more to life than glory. And that the fame of saving people’s lives from the evils that lurked the land was much more gratifying than the screams of his fans while he gouged out eyes, drank blood, and urinated on opponents before callously beheading them.

Perhaps Lovantus’s distaste for LeDuke was that they were too similar, especially now that LeDuke had learned the reward of heroism was far greater than that of a villain. During his arena days, parents would pull their children out of Lovantus’s path and lecture them about never becoming that man. Now, parents wanted him to bless their children, would hand him babies, and wanted nothing more than for their own kids to grow up to be like Lovantus.

He had Ameria to thank for his transformation. If it weren’t for her, he probably would have been dead when the crowds grew bored of his antics, and his owner would stack the odds against him for a spectacular death and the forging of a new hero. Lovantus knew all too well the expected end for arena barbarians, as he was one of the few survivors when he took down his predecessor.

Before Lovantus was able to begin a rousing speech to the gathered crowd after today's triumph, something he had learned pretty early that heroes do, Ameria came back with what he recognized as a television crew. While she was paying no heed to them, Lovantus knew their power. Sir Toby, who had helped them navigate the strange customs of Earth, said that news reporters use the magic picture box to speak to all of Portland.

Lovantus knew an opportunity when he saw it. Before Ameria could get a word in, he turned up his signature smile and approached the woman who seemed to be the reporter. Ameria gave him a slightly irritated look, but nothing that he couldn’t smooth over later. He assumed his most kingly stance and said, “Come forth, Local 6 News, and let me assure the good citizens of Portland that the streets are safe to walk once more, for they are under the protection of the Silent Legion.”

The man with the camera was quick to point his contraption, and the reporter said, “Are you the one responsible for these attacks on our city?”

Lovantus bellowed with laughter. “No more than a leatherworker is responsible for the death of the animals that provided the hides. I, good madam, am here because Portland needs a defender, and my compatriots and I are here to provide that defense.”

He nodded to the members of the Silent Legion who were gathering around. Even the boy Tim and his Orcish girlfriend were there, along with LeDuke. Though Lovantus had to curl his tongue to include the man in his band, it was clear that LeDuke had proved himself today.

“Did you kill whatever it was on the highway?” the reporter asked.

“With help, but fear not, Portlanders. There is no beast too small that the Silent Legion would not slay it to save the life of even just one good citizen. Nor are there beasts too large for us to face,” he said, as he gestured to the dead hydra that had trashed most of the Oregon Zoo. A green sign nearby that had once marked the entrance was missing letters and covered in hydra blood. 

Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed Ameria rolling her eyes. The love of his life turned and went to a few of the bystanders who had been wounded during the rampage. She would understand eventually. He wasn’t attention-seeking. He was merely getting the people of Earth to accept him. She had to understand that being their hero was better than being feared. He would fix whatever was bothering her tonight in bed.

Lovantus grinned at the camera – it was time to win over the people of Earth. They needed a true hero. Especially since, during his time on Earth, he had learned that all their supposed heroes were fake – there was no Superman or Spiderman, merely stories. It was time that Earth folk had a few living legends of their own. A role he would be all too happy to play.
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​Chapter 4

Things to Do in Oregon When You’re Undead
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Budget Motel, Early June

––––––––
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ZAFOSAUL DIDN’T MIND being dead. Elves lived such long lives that their own mortality rarely crossed their minds. In fact, usually when an elf died, most other elves wouldn’t even notice until the body decayed to bones. His great uncle had perished during a library accident, and since an elven library was the size of a city in itself, it was years before anyone had strolled to the lumberjack section and found the body covered in books after the guy must have fallen while attempting to reach the top shelf on a three-story-high ladder.

It wasn’t unusual for elves to disappear either, so no one had gone looking for his uncle. Elves enjoyed solitude and contemplation, and it wasn’t till Zafosaul came back from Earth with a song about a trans lumberjack stuck in his head when they had found the guy under books. The dude must have grabbed the tomes to slow his deadly descent.

The body was unceremoniously dumped in the ground, a sapling placed on top, and the community wandered away to their own pursuits. It wasn’t that elves were callous and didn’t mourn, it was more that they found wailing and crying obnoxious. Boisterous behavior to elves was the equivalent of taking a crap on someone’s dinner table for humans.

Since death was treated as a mundane part of elven life, Zafosaul merely shrugged when he found that he had become one in the ranks of Jenny’s army. He just asked what to do next. There was no point in him fighting it. He knew that the magic that bound souls to the material world was too strong to fight, so all he needed to do was find a way to fulfill his master’s wishes, so he could then move on to the afterlife in the great forests of Alandriloral, where all knowledge of the universe was rumored to be kept.

However, his master was careful with her phrasing. She always conferred her orders as being a piece of a master plan. For example, when she told them to find Sir Toby’s house, she said, “In order to achieve my plan, we must find the Misfits of Carnt.” Or she would give orders with no direct end result, such as “Follow me” or “Don’t hurt me”. Unfortunately, undead needed to complete a task to be released from their duties, and vague commands like “Follow me” or ones with no end date didn’t count. Aiden and Zafosaul had no choice but to lead her to the basement where all the schemes were hatched.

Many inexperienced necromancers would lose their undead servants fairly quickly when they would tell them to, “Go kill that guy” or “Make me marmalade toast”. Once the murder or marmalade was complete, the undead would revert back to being a corpse in whatever state of decay it would have been had the whole undead thing not happened. The result was that inexperienced necromancers often had very smelly abodes and couldn’t really enjoy their marmalade toast because of a reeking, bloated corpse in their living room.

Necromancers who knew what they were doing would define the parameters of the task fairly early like, “Help me become ruler of the world”. That way they wouldn’t have to be so careful with their wording. If the task the undead needed to complete was aiding in global domination, a statement like “Get me a ham sandwich” wouldn’t have the same effect because the leader's supreme task wasn’t accomplished yet via meat and bread. However, Jenny was careful in her wording to not reveal her plans, so he was still in the dark about her next steps.

Then there were the vampires – undead that had been dead so long they needed to absorb the blood of the living to restore their flesh. Zafosaul wasn’t even close to the vampire state, so he had no choice but to roam the Earth as a charred corpse, and should he lose an arm, it would stay lost.

Unlike the Earth movies that depicted humans being bitten, then drinking the blood of their sire to become a fiend of the night, vampires usually became what they did because the original necromancer who created them died before giving them a concrete order that would end their undead servitude. Which was a real danger for Zafosaul with Jenny. If she continued to say “Fetch me some marmalade toast as a piece in my master tapestry,” then there was a good chance she’d be dead before Zafosaul completed his duties.

If he did end up as a masterless vampire, the only consolation would be that he’d eventually become a lich, an undead of vast magical power. That is, if another necromancer didn’t snag Jenny’s bond with him first. However, the only necromancer powerful enough to dredge up ancient magic was LeDuke, and he was a member of the Silent Legion now, much to Zafosaul’s disbelief.

As much as elves could be weird about how they handle death, he was more than a little offended that his former companions had moved on so quickly and gotten not only one, but two necromancers to replace him. Sure, LeDuke had been useful in the catacombs, but it was supposed to be a temporary alliance, not an invitation to join the party.

Now, according to the talking picture box, the Earth kid and an orc were part of the group, too. The Silent Legion had slipped since he died. Maybe it was better to be in Jenny’s thrall.

After Jenny drained the essence of the demon god, she got them a hotel room where she wanted to “sleep for days”. Ameria had healed her wound before the demon god battle, and Jenny and Zafosaul both knew that healing made a person tired.

Since undead don’t sleep, Sir Grey and Zafosaul decided to watch TV while they waited for her to wake. At first it was amusing when Sir Grey pulled his sword when he saw footage of the hydra, but it quickly turned irritating when Sir Grey began talking about how one of these talkie boxes could bring him into the home of every citizen of Traldalor. The guy still thought he was in charge, even though Jenny controlled him.

The rest of the undead were under her command. Technically, it was Sir Grey, but he was nothing more than a puppet, too stupid to resist, and too arrogant to realize that he wasn’t in control. Even if he could make it back to Traldalor, he wouldn’t be able to be Steward. Jenny had masterminded him into giving up that position. He was still Protector of the Empire which gave him control of the armies but not the kingdom.

However, the other undead were too scattered to be of any use. The demon had torn the portal apart, and all the new portals opened in random places. While they had a fairly sizable force from Beaverton High School before the demon showed up, the remainder were scattered, and Sir Grey couldn’t hand out orders to anything that wasn’t within earshot. For reasons unknown to Zafosaul, Jenny had sent what forces they could find into the sewer system. 

Dawn peeked through the curtains of the hotel room while Sir Grey prattled about how that pine scent of elves was much worse after being burned and suggested that Zafosaul should take a bath. Zafosaul was about to tell him that his meat smell wasn’t any better, especially after what the elf’s fire magic would do to human flesh, but Jenny began to stir.

The threat would have been empty in any case. They couldn’t hurt each other, per Jenny’s direct orders. She was too meticulous and careful. Of course, elves were not only meticulous, but patient. She would slip and Zafosaul could wait. Elves invented the long game. While Jenny was good, she would mess up. Humans always screw up.

Jenny stretched and groaned with delight. She climbed out of bed and went to what Zafosaul knew to be a coffee maker. She teared up, and her voice sounded tight as she said, “You wouldn’t believe how much I missed this. Even the crappy stuff they put in your hotel room.”

“The Helfran energy bean is all over Carnt, milady,” Zafosaul offered.

“It’s now just a facsimile,” Jenny said, while she brewed coffee in a paper cup. “A plant native to Carnt. It’s not that close in taste. But it had the same dark color, and a little more kick, like a mild cocaine, than caffeine. To be honest, the drink is drek, but it got the job done. I nearly regret inventing it.”

“That was you?” Zafosaul said in disbelief. The Helfran energy bean had been around for a while. However, about six or seven years ago, it had turned from a luxury good to something found in the lowest of taverns.

“How do you think I made my empire? When the merchant's stash of Earth artifacts began to dry up, I had to pivot to something. Of course, I couldn't exactly go to Starbucks and buy more coffee. However, if you slapped the Starbucks logo on the bags, most people in Carnt couldn't tell the difference. The next best thing to Earth crap was Carnt crap dressed up like it was from Earth. Here...”

Having finished with the brew and mixing in a generous portion of powdered cream and sugar, she offered it to Zafosaul.

“I do not need to eat or drink,” he said.

“But you can still taste.”

“It is not the same,” Zafosaul said, which was true. His senses like taste and touch were off. He could still feel, but it was like feeling the world through a leather glove. There was still pain, but it was dialed down in the same way. Taste was tainted with his own rotted flesh. Not to mention that it would slosh around his insides until it leaked out an opening, got absorbed by his flesh, or evaporated.

He had attempted to drink water to clear a burning sensation in his throat last night, and he could still feel it in there. Some undead didn’t seem to mind the strangeness of ingesting food, and undead armies have been known to drink beer and ale to feel alive for a split second when the beverage hit the tongue, but to Zafosaul, the consequences weren't worth the fleeting pleasure. However, Jenny could just order him to drink in one of her backhanded ways, so it wasn’t worth the fight.

He took the cup and sipped. The beverage was delightful. His eyes lit up and, in a manner very uncharacteristic for elves, he gulped it down, paying no heed to the pain caused by the heat. He shoved the cup toward Jenny. “More,” he grunted. Another behavior that would have him thrown out of any respectable elf gathering. Had he been spending too much time with Bolt lately?

“Interesting,” Jenny said, and began to brew another cup, but her gaze kept darting back to Zafosaul. Seeing her intent look forced him to snap back to reality, only to discover that his hand was shimmering with a silver light. It was a stark contrast to the shades of beige that decorated the hotel room.

Zafosaul hummed a tune and his hand erupted in fire. He felt as if there was an inferno nearby and he was drawing on immense power – as though he could level an entire city. The odd part was that there was no flame nearby from which he could draw magical energy. He increased the intensity of his song and the flame flared, then went out.

The source of his magic needed to be present in order to create mystical energy. He was so powerful with the affinity of fire that he could make fireballs from a spark. However, he could not make flame from nothing. The coffee finished brewing, and he didn’t wait for cream and sugar.

Once again, he gulped it down, with steam coming from his mouth as it burned its way down to his gut. He could feel the magic radiating from him. The light was bright now, and he could feel the fabric of the universe. Without sound, he pulled on a torrent of fire he could feel buried in the void and pointed at the bed. A streak of pure flame gushed from his fingertips and set the bed on fire. 

He had cast magic without song.

No, that wasn’t quite right. The song was within him. He could feel the vibrations of the universe and its music within him, within everybody. Zafosaul was connected to pure musical energy, but he could feel it slipping away. The raw power faded to the point where he could once again only summon it with an open flame and a song. 

He whipped around and turned to the coffee pot. Jenny shrugged and said, “All that's left is decaf. You wouldn’t have come across something like this in the elven libraries?”

“The libraries are vast, and the undead section spans many of the tallest trees,” Zafosaul said. Elven architecture was built around the forest. When they harvested wood, it was from trees that were already dead. Luckily, elven foresters knew how to spot a dead tree even before its leaves turned brown or its needles fell off. What was once living provided its wood for all.

However, much of a building's structure was crafted from metal and stones traded with the humans and dwarves. Thus trees lived in all the same spaces as the elves, and if the building was tall enough to encase the leaves, too, as some parts of the library were, there were stained glass windows in abundance letting in the natural light.

It was said by other races that elves didn’t need candlelight, lanterns or the Helfran lamps that he now knew to be flashlights, but that was preposterous. During the day, the interiors of the elven buildings were well lit, but the sun wasn’t always shining, and reading was a favored pastime of many elves. Sometimes, candlelight was the only way to get reading in before sleep.

“Since the energy bean was rare before you came along, I don’t imagine many undead have had a chance to drink it. But perhaps there are facts omitted from the tales about liches,” Zafosaul said.

“This is worth investigating further, but for now, we have more to do. But first, a shower. You would not believe how long I’ve been waiting for this,” Jenny said with a grin.
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Chapter 5

Clown Birthdays and Other Perils of Parenting
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Trant’s Pad, Summer’s Somnolence

––––––––
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PIP AND TRANT PASSED a bottle of the finest dwarven whiskey back and forth. They were in Trant’s simple dwarven abode. A large fire warmed the room from a hearth that was carved in the wall with intricate dwarven script. It was her great grandfather’s favorite poem, a story about a miner who had to swim through a flooded mineshaft to save his true love.

The rest of the room consisted of dwarven stone chairs, tables, bookshelves, and all manner of stonework carved from the walls and floors. When dwarves would dig out a new generational home, they carved the furniture from the same material that was taken from the tunnel. It made rearranging next to impossible and dwarven interior decoration more an engineering question than aesthetic.

Xerinenia, the elf, had passed out after her second swig from the bottle and was curled up on a stone couch, hugging a dwarven throw pillow that was no doubt as uncomfortable as it sounds. Camerilion had lasted longer than expected for a human, but was now face first on the table with her raven black, but graying, hair dangerously close to the candle in the center piece.

Meanwhile, Pip had the liver of a hearty farmer who lived where beer was the only liquid to drink because the water was contaminated, and Trant was a dwarf. It was rumored that alcohol had been invented by dwarves to pacify the other races. However, when the would-be dwarven rulers-of-all went to besiege the world of elves and humans, they instead invented Mardi Gras.

“Our sons didn’t even take us to the pub,” Trant grumbled. “They just went off on the next quest.”

“My son has never taken me to the tavern. I even got him a clown for his birthday. Granted, it was his 35th birthday and he killed the clown, but better late than never...” Pip commiserated.

“Never taken you to a pub?” Trant growled. “Why, if I had my hands on that dirty necromancer—”

“Oy!” Pip chided. “That’s my son you are talking about! Sure, he’s made some mistakes. But who hasn’t?”

“Don’t get me started on Bolt. You know why I named him Bolt? Not because I thought he’d be good at the crossbow, but because bolts are an integral part of the machinery. One bolt out of line and the whole work collapses. But instead, he goes off to be a hero.”

“Kids never do what you want. I figured my boy could use his necromancy to bring back dead chickens, since the birds die if you look at them funny. But no, instead he has to go and try to conquer the world.”

“You know, Pip,” Trant said, as she flopped over, “we could have been friends in another life.”

“We are not friends now?”

Trant bellowed with laughter. “No. There will come a day when my son puts a bolt between your son’s eyes. I don’t imagine any friendship will outlast that.”

Pip was a little taken aback. Not at the threat to her son’s life. If she had a gold piece for every time someone threatened her son’s life, she’d just buy off all the rulers of the world. She was slapped in the face by the assertion that they weren’t already friends. They had survived a vampire’s kidnapping together.

When their offspring ran off to another quest and did not decree the holiday of Mother’s Day, it was disheartening to say the least. Their progeny were too busy to even give a second glance to their mothers. When there was no longer a vampire holding their moms hostage, they all disappeared again.

The most frustrating part for Pip was that none of the Silent Legion, or her son, would be what they were today if not for their mothers. Mom’s food got cold because they were too busy taking care of their kid. Mothers couldn’t advance in their career because they were giving all that time to their kid. Moms were the ones who cared about what happened to their child when no one else would.

If LeDuke realized how much Pip had sacrificed on his behalf...how much she had invested in him...how much of her life was completely devoted to supporting him, then maybe he would understand why she deserved just one day, compared to the three hundred and sixty-four others that would still be dedicated to him.

Sadly, he didn’t understand any of it. Instead, he just ran off with that tramp, Suzy, who obviously was using him for his prestige and advanced necromancy knowledge. As much as Pip wanted to see her son happy, she couldn’t be more unhappy with his choice of lover.

It was a shame that Ralicuk had drained Pip's niece. She would have made a much better pairing for LeDuke than Suzy. The devious little necromancer upstart probably didn’t want babies, whereas Pip’s niece had wanted plenty of babies and already had a couple of illegitimate ones before the vampire ended her life. Pip would have had at least one grandkid in the oven if Suzy hadn’t interrupted their plan.

Normally, Pip tried to keep an open mind, but something about that girl rubbed her the wrong way. She seemed to care even less about Mother’s Day than LeDuke. At least her son said he’d think about it. What did it take to get a mother noticed around here? The kids didn’t respect anything but power, and their kids were the most powerful in all the land.

Pip suddenly realized something and snapped awake. The fog of the alcohol seemed to clear from her mind. She had never been much of a wallower. There was no time on the farm to be miserable. She'd had to keep going no matter what, or they’d starve during the winter. And this pity party wasn’t going to get her through any winters. 

“I know how to get their respect,” Pip said.

Trant, nodding off, murmured, “I don’t think they’ll ever respect us.”

“Not unless we take over the world.”

Trant popped her head up, thought about it for a moment, then bellowed with laughter. After a while, she realized that Pip wasn’t laughing and said, “You’re serious, aren’t you?”

“Yeah,” Pip replied. “If we can’t even get our kids to devote one lousy day per year to us, why not just make them devote every day? Seems like we would be better rulers of the world than any of that lot anyway. How long has Lovantus been in charge? Has anything changed?”

“I don’t know about Traldalor, but at least here, Bolt’s opened a few schools and crossbow camps.”

“We won’t just open schools and take the kiddies out to camp, we can have a week-long Mother’s Day festival. A secret order of mothers watching their children. We can even give people watching their sick children time off.”

“Don’t get too greedy,” Trant said. “It will be hard enough to get one Mother’s Day, much less a whole week.”

“Don’t you see? If we ruled the world, they’d have to do it because we said so. We’ve spent too much time in the shadows, putting thoughts into our children’s ears, and then not getting any respect when one of those ideas works out, but taking all the blame after they go off without our advice. What if they had to listen to our advice because we were their rulers?”

“You don’t need to convince me of the benefits. Even getting Bolt to clean up after himself is a small miracle. The problem is that we don’t have an army. Traldalor won’t listen to Camerilion, nor do the elves care two shits about Xerinenia. I don’t have any clout. The only reason people even know who I am is because I’m Bolt’s mom. That’s all I am – Bolt’s mom, never Trant, the Destroyer.”

“There’s that undead army milling about.”

The undead that were poised to take Traldalor had scattered when the demon god appeared. The massive creature had tromped into the city, destroyed a couple buildings, eaten some people, but then fell to its knees as if it were being attacked. It had flailed about and caused a lot of destruction while it seemed to struggle against invisible opponents. Eventually, the thing had toppled over, glowed with an eerie intensity, and now was the largest dead body problem a city ever had.

Meanwhile, the undead had wandered off. Some had gone through portals. Others just stood there while the surviving guards of Traldalor hacked them to pieces. But either way, there were still a lot of undead in the area, and they didn’t seem bound to a master. Either that Jenny had died, or Earth was too far away to control all of them.

“You can’t control undead,” Trant said. “Unless you've got necromancy powers that you’ve been hiding from us.”

“I got no singing voice meself,” Pip said. “I couldn’t cast if I wanted to. However, my son has a large collection of magic items. I suspect one of them could control undead.”

“So, we just start gathering the undead army?”

“Sure.”

“Then what?”

“Take over the world, I suppose.”
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Chapter 6


Killing Hangovers and Other Reasons to be Weary of Prom
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Toby’s Basement, Day After Prom

––––––––
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JACK WOKE UP WITH A start. He was still wearing a bloody tuxedo, sprawled out on Toby’s loveseat. Sissy had passed out on the larger couch. Mar was sleeping on a throw pillow on the floor with a blanket that had been tossed over her. Muir was the only one awake. The pixy was doomscrolling on a social media feed, chuckling about the chaos that had ensued ever since the portals came.

Tim and Orcwena had not come back to homebase last night, and they were pretty sure Petra was dead. Aiden had been killed twice, once via his own fire magic to save all of them, and again by the demon god. Mar hadn’t said anything about it, just sat by his body. Jack barely knew her and hadn’t known what to say. He was saddened by the loss of his friend, but couldn’t grieve right now, with an apocalypse still going on.

He dug his phone from his pocket and saw panicked messages from his parents. A lot of people had died last night, and he felt bad for keeping his parents in the dark. He texted to let them know he was okay and at a friend’s house, and then turned to Muir.

The miniature Highlander-with-wings was holding a phone nearly as big as him. “Did ya see this?” Muir guffawed. “Humans dinna even know what to do around a sausage rhino! A sausage rhino!”

Muir showed Jack the phone and there was a video of a rhino with a long wiener-dog-like body tearing down a highway, knocking cars out of the way. People ran in terror from the comical creature. Muir lost it when one guy was gored in the buttocks while climbing out his window.

Jack couldn’t watch the rest. He sat back down on the couch and again looked at his own phone. He just wanted to read song lyrics or play Lobster Smash on his device, but he couldn’t help but pull up a local news website. The portals showed no sign of abating.

They couldn’t possibly stop the creatures coming through all of them. Even with the other students who survived prom on their side, they couldn’t do anything about it. Jack supposed it was the government’s turn to do something. He thumbed the card the FBI guy had given him out of his wallet and contemplated calling.

His train of thought was broken when Sissy woke up with a gasp. He ran to her side, put his arms around her, and said, “It’s okay, babe, I’m here.”

Sissy peeled his arms away from her and said, “I want to be alone right now.”

“I can take you back to your house,” Jack said.

“Toby can do it,” Sissy replied, then gathered her things and went upstairs to look for him.

Mar was awake for the whole thing and said, “Shitty.”

Jack was about to scold her, but couldn’t work up the nerve to do it. When she pulled out one of Aiden’s pipes and some of his special stash, he sat on the floor beside her. She took a hit and passed the lighter and pipe to him. He dragged and coughed. She laughed at him.

“You’re a real lightweight,” Mar said.

“It’s my first time,” Jack said, already feeling a little woozy.

“Are things really that bad?”

“The world is ending, and people don’t even know it yet.”

“Shit, my world ended years ago, and you don’t see me complaining. My mom ODed and my dad can’t keep a job. He still lives with my grandma in Hardin.”

“Jeez,” Jack said. “I’m sorry.”

“I’m over it. In fact, I’m better than over it. Aiden coming back from the dead told me that my mom’s in a better place. Maybe there’s a place where we can go if we keep our shit together. Fuck, man, I miss him. He was a real lug. And just about back on my good side for sleeping with that bitch.”

“That was Zafosaul—”

“Yeah, I know. But you leave for Montana for a couple months, then come back and your boyfriend has a French accent and is in bed with another woman.”

“You walked in on them?”

“Yeah,” Mar said. “I never told Aiden. When he called me to tell everything about what happened, I thought he was on drugs or bat shit crazy. But there’s the thing about Aiden. He can’t lie for shit. He one time paid an outrageous parking fine because he couldn’t tell the officer that it was his first time and he’d never do it again. Instead, he just starting telling the guy about all the times he'd parked illegally, and the officer kept tallying them up.”

Jack laughed and said, “Yeah, he burned Toby’s carpet while we were practicing, and I moved the couch over the spot. No one would have known. But he couldn’t keep the secret.”

“That sounds like my Aiden. See, that’s how I knew it had to be true –  Carnt, all of it. When he showed me fire magic, that also kinda helped. So, I took him back. To be fair, it was Zafosaul that I broke up with, but still. I was hurt and couldn’t tell him. He said to me, ‘Even though it was Zafosaul, you deserve to be treated better than that, and I’m sorry.’ I told him that I'd think about it. And I had the chance to tell him that we were good. He even came back from the grave, and I had a chance then, too. Now he’s gone, and he’ll go to the grave thinking that I’m still mad at him.”

“Yeah,” Jack said. She took another hit and offered it to him. He declined, already feeling that he'd had too much. She stowed the pipe and sat back in silent contemplative thought.

Jack hadn’t really thought about death too much. His mom was Latina and his dad Irish. Both came from the strictest Catholic upbringing, but they weren’t really all that devoted. He went to Sunday school as a kid, but that seemed more like it was a choice to please his grandmother on his mom’s side. 

His mom’s mom, Rosarita, had Our Lady of Fátima candles, statues, and everything. She had even insisted they all go on a trip to Butte, Montana, where Our Lady of the Rockies was the closest thing to the Christ the Redeemer statue in Brazil. His grandma was as good at guilting them for not going to church as she was at making flautas. Her flautas were the best anywhere.

In any case, he did all the things a good Catholic upbringing demanded until sometime past Communion, when his parents sort of lost interest. Or maybe it was that he was going to so many sporting practices and games that they had to cut something, and Sunday school it was.
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