
  
    [image: The Ace of Haydes]
  


  
    
      THE ACE OF HAYDES

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        THE SPIRES SAGA

        BOOK TWO

      

    

    
      
        MORTIMER LANGFORD

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        1. The Wedding Ringer

      

      
        2. Ask Azi

      

      
        3. The Gang’s All Here

      

      
        4. Best Laid Plans

      

      
        5. A Boy and His Hell Knight

      

      
        6. You’ve Seen The Deer Hunter, Right?

      

      
        7. Ghost Walking in the Aftermath

      

      
        8. Stop the Presses

      

      
        9. The Literal Root of the Problem

      

      
        10. Simultaneously Frustrating Three Friends at Once

      

      
        11. Sieges and Telephone Boxes

      

      
        12. Skeletons in the Closet

      

      
        13. Crossed Swords and Crosser Words

      

      
        14. The Calm After the Storm

      

      
        15. Pass the Soylent Green

      

      
        16. Love and Hate

      

      
        17. Sometimes Your Soulmate is Your Bromate

      

      
        18. K’yon, K’yon, K’yon, K’yon, K’yon Jakar, They Come and Go, They Come and Gooooo

      

      
        19. Make Like a Tree and Branch Out

      

      
        20. Skip This Chapter if You Have Siblings

      

      
        21. Out of the Fire and Into the Frying Pan

      

      
        22. Sometimes the Road to Hell is Paved With Bad Intentions

      

      
        23. Mission Possible

      

      
        24. Damsels Instigating Distress

      

      
        25. And You Thought YOUR Town’s Potholes Were Bad

      

      
        26. All together now

      

      
        27. If the Tree is a Rockin’, Don’t Come a Knockin’

      

      
        28. Drugs Are Bad, Mmkay?

      

      
        29. Damian and the Terrible, Horrible, No Good, Very Bad Standoff

      

      
        30. Don’t Use That Tone With Your Mother

      

      
        31. Listen, Multiverses Used to Be Cool

      

      
        32. Family Reunions Can Be Awkward

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2025 Mortimer Langford

      Layout design and Copyright © 2025 by Next Chapter

      Published 2025 by Next Chapter

      Edited by Jori Cochran

      Cover art by Lordan June Pinote

      This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without the author’s permission.

    

  


  
    
      To Jackson, who isn’t old enough to read this yet.

      And when you are… Sorry for all the lectures on using bad words.
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        An Excerpt From “Do Not Confuse The Trees For The Forest: A Measured, Calculated, Concise Response” By Petyr Zonnovavich III (B.M.S)

      

      

      While I find Dr. Pandey’s squirrel metaphor to be a delightful if rudimentary allegory, I find that it could be regarded as rather lacking. As such, I have elected to provide my own expertise and insight to this humorous thought experiment. I will apologize first to my colleagues and peers for forcing them to entertain this jovial foray into the dramatic, which they shall certainly no doubt view as a waste of my talents. Secondly, I will apologize to my professors who pushed me to strive for higher, loftier ideals, only to use my bachelor’s in Magical Science to illustrate a fable of whimsy and shortsightedness.

      Humans are not woodland based creatures, and as such, differ greatly from squirrels. I shall, however, allow myself grace in stooping to Dr. Pandey’s level for the benefit of proving my point. Her fable came to cessation with the introduction of a gun wielding squirrel enacting violence upon a rocket propelled squirrel, because to Dr. Pandey, brevity seems to take higher priority than factual based evidence.

      Fine. Let us continue from that point of clownery.

      War Mages did not, in fact, end their “magical arms race” as Dr. Pandey put it, at the spellbased equivalent of firearms and jet engines. As Dr. Pandey accurately indicated, War Mages went beyond that step, concocting spells that were more and more concerning. So, how does that affect our forest vermin? Rocket Squirrel, understanding that his days are now limited in number, takes a radical leap from the tree of sanity, and summons a bear. To clarify for Dr. Pandey and her peers, bears in this analogy are demons. Bears are a concerning matter for squirrels. After all, squirrels, to the best of my knowledge, do not consume other squirrels. A bear, however, can easily fit four or five squirrels into its mouth at a time. Sure, Rocket Squirrel may be able to outrun the bear until his propulsion source runs out of fuel, and Gun Squirrel may well be able to fend it off for a while. But what of the other squirrels? What of the squirrels that are utterly and completely squirrel, without any adaptations or prowesses to make them less, well, squirrely?

      They become a bear buffet. A carnage craft service table that is open all hours of the day.

      Now, it is indeed good that the enhanced squirrels in question were quick to see the danger of their brand of shenaniganry. After all, squirrels that are not enhanced, yet still require nut consumption to survive, will continue to fight, albeit without firearms. It is a never ending dance of violence and misery, one that they are locked in for however long they roam the forest.

      In the 1940s, there was a brown squirrel who proudly declared that the nut shortage was due to the black squirrels, and made a pact with the red squirrels in order to focus on the task at hand: The red squirrels would stay out of the tree that the brown squirrels intended to set ablaze, and the brown squirrels would in turn stay out of the trees belonging to the red squirrels. However, as we all know, that truce was merely temporary. The brown squirrels eventually invaded the red squirrels’ trees, despite it being winter. Thankfully, the other woodland creatures were able to end the war, with the help of Gun Squirrel, Rocket Squirrel, and Beach Storming Squirrel. After five years of conflict, the leader of the brown squirrels was found dead deep in an underground burrow, having decided to take the coward’s path, gnawing into an electrical line rather than facing the approaching enclaves. Months later, the chipmunks surrendered after Atom Bomb Squirrel paid them two surprise visits, courtesy of Tactical Drone Strike Squirrel demonstrating that they were not to be messed with. Democracy and equality ensued. Eventually.

      While successfully ending the second forest-wide conflict, it bled into a new type of squirrel conflict, the Hibernation War -- a war that would last just over four decades. During this time, Cloak Squirrel and Dagger Squirrel pranced about, eager to demonstrate that their tree was the best tree. Eventually, the Red Squirrels crashed, right around the time that their tree’s eastern bark fell, and the forest saw peace once more.

      Keen readers will no doubt notice that all of this history has taken place in one forest. There was no mention of field or mountain, desert or tundra. Why would any of us presume that there is only one forest? We do not accept only what we see. It is a known fact that 99% of the world’s living creatures reside in the ocean. That is why many scientists will argue that, rather than look to the stars, we should instead look to the ocean floor, even if many a desperate billionaire demonstrates the dangers of such expeditions. How many forests are out there that we have yet to discover? Perhaps there is a forest where snakes reign supreme. Or even, dare I say, a forest where magic does not exist?

      Readers familiar with my last book, The Alternative Approach: An Argument Against the Singularity Theory, will be quick to agree that chances are higher that there are other worlds out there, universes yet to be discovered, than there are that our reality is the only one to persist. After all, we have accomplished successfully pulling bears out of their own forest and placing them in our own. We have found that the damned leave our forest to be tormented endlessly by bears, until they are recruited to serve the magically inclined. Readers wishing to hear my views of the creation and use of Hell Knights can refer to my book, Enslavement By Any Other Name Would Smell So Vile: The Dangers of Forcing Departed Souls To Do Our Bidding.

      We have evidence that other worlds are out there. Why are we not exploring them? Why are we wasting time concerning ourselves with our limitations in this world? Climate change. Nuclear deterrence. The Chaser Spell. All man-made conflicts stemming from man-made mistakes. But what if there was a world in which these problems are solved? A world that has discovered a form of renewable energy? A world in which the atom bomb was never created, or a world in which we are able to gently guide our squirrels away from dangerous actions without the use of a terrifyingly deadly spell?

      Yet, to choose to do this, to venture forth to other forests, attracts danger in return. We could discover that the next forest over has green squirrels. Perhaps it’s a forest of sloths. But what if it’s a forest of laser-eyed bears?
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      Gerard stared at the wondrous display of metal and stone, ogling the various wares like a child in a candy shop.

      Blaze, however, was scowling. “Okay, seriously, Damian. Why the Hell am I here? I feel like this is more Gerard’s thing.”

      Damian let out an impatient sigh. “Because, Blaze, Gerard is a showman. He likes what is flashy and shiny. He doesn’t have the appreciation of sentimentality that you do. He is good at colors, patterns, and excitement. You’re more into actual symbolism. No offense, Gerard.”

      Gerard stood straight and adjusted his sequined blue bowtie. “None taken,” he replied, raising an eyebrow. “I am well aware of who I am, and the brand I portray. I yearn for the stage!”

      “Exactly.”

      “Whatever.” Blaze rolled their eyes. “This is all besides the point. You’ve only been dating her for, what, a year?” They raked their black gloved hand through fiery red and yellow hair.

      “Fourteen months,” Damian corrected them.

      “Ah,” Blaze conceded. “Right. Massive difference. Anyways, it’s a bit early for this kind of stuff, isn’t it? I mean, you dated Marcy for six months. Your longest relationship was only a year and a half. How the hell are you so sure that this is a good idea?”

      “It’s just a feeling, Blaze. You wouldn’t understand.”

      Gerard snorted. Blaze glared at him. Gerard immediately straightened up and took to examining the sleeve of his paisley blue suit jacket.

      Blaze returned their attention to Damian. “Damian, I am warning you. I’m glad that you like this chick. I’m glad that she likes you, for whatever strange reason that may be. But do not take a leap that you’re going to regret.” They jabbed their finger at Damian’s chest. “I am not going to come drag you out a second time. I remember how you were with Marcy. I’m not about that life.”

      “Look, Blaze, I understand that romance isn’t your thing,” Damian began.

      “Just because I don’t have the greatest track record doesn’t mean I don’t understand romance!” Blaze shot back. “I have witnessed enough horror stories to be able to point out warning signs.” They gestured at Gerard. “This dumbass is asexual! You wanna lecture on the inability to understand romance, lecture him!”

      Gerard scratched his mustache absentmindedly. “I may not be one for dating, but I will have you know I am an excellent romantic.” He glanced at the woman working behind the counter, gave her a wink, and grinned. “It is but another form of showmanship, which you have both agreed I excel at.”

      Damian grunted his annoyance, but otherwise ignored the magician. To Blaze, he said, “I’m not asking you to point out warning signs. I’m asking you to point out a ring.”

      “Damian Spires, I swear to god, you are setting yourself up for a world of hurt. How do you even know that this is the right step to take?”

      Damian spun and elbowed Gerard, who was currently trying to persuade the employee to allow him to try on three rings at once. Gripping Gerard’s hand, Damian dropped to one knee.

      “Oh my god,” Gerard murmured, already tearing up. “It’s happening! Wait until my besties hear!”

      “You have got to be kidding me,” Blaze grumbled.

      “Shut it!” Gerard yelled. He flourished his freehand. “It’s called theater, you plebe!”

      “She has seen me at my worst,” Damian explained quietly, looking up into Gerard’s eager eyes. “She has witnessed me at my darkest, at a point in which I was ready and willing to do anything, everything. To destroy and be destroyed, to throw my life away.”

      “I always knew this day was coming,” Gerard whispered, fanning himself. He giddily stamped his feet. The employee that was assisting him spoke up.

      “Do… Do I need to be here for this?” she asked. “There are other people here, if you don’t need me-”

      “Quiet! Masters at work!” Gerard shot back, before returning his attention to Damian once more.”Alright. Re-entering character… Please, babe, go on. I’ve been dreaming of this moment for so long.”

      “She was there when I laid my life down to bear and brought me back from the brink, giving me a second chance to live.”

      “I couldn’t bear the thought of going on without you, Damian.”

      “She has witnessed me during my time of loss, seen my heartbreak, and shared in my suffering as I mourned.”

      “Your suffering is my suffering, baby, I mean it.”

      Blaze crossed their arms. “This better be going somewhere. And quick.”

      “Shhhh!” A man nearby held his finger to his lips, admonishing Blaze. “This is a once in a lifetime moment! Let them have this.”

      “I assure you, sir, this will certainly not be once in a lifetime,” Blaze countered.

      A woman checking out necklaces rolled her eyes. “Ugh, some people are just afraid of a little romance.”

      “Hey!”

      “I know that I have been in longer relationships,” Damian continued, “but this is different, and has been since day one.”

      “It certainly has been, baby,” Gerard agreed, nodding his head. He placed a hand on Damian’s cheek. “There’s no one like us.”

      “She is the last person I see when I drift off to sleep-”

      “I want to make you feel safe.”

      “She is the first one I see when I wake up-”

      “I want to be there to start your day off right.”

      “And she is the only one I dream about inbetween.”

      Gerard choked, struggling to hold back the tears. “I feel the exact same way.”

      “God, this is gross,” Blaze groaned. Both the shoppers and the employee behind the counter shushed them.

      “Whenever I make a decision,” Damian continued, “Regardless how small, my immediate first thought is how it affects her.”

      “So thoughtful,” Gerard shook his head wistfully.

      “I reach out to seek her opinion to ensure that the decision I make is right. Not because she’s smarter than I am-”

      “I’m not!”

      “Not because she’s better than I am-”

      “You’re the best, Damian.”

      “But because the decision that makes her the happiest is the correct decision for me.”

      Blaze glanced around them. Nearly everyone in the store was gathered around the three of them. Toward the back of the crowd, Blaze saw the flash of a phone camera.

      “Whenever she is hurt or sad,” Damian explained, “it tears me apart. Whenever she smiles or laughs, it lights up my soul.”

      “You’re the reason I smile,” Gerard whispered.

      “I want to do this, not because I can’t live without her, but because I don’t want to. Every moment I spend apart from her, I miss her, and I make it my priority to ensure that not a single second goes by in which she questions that.”

      Gerard stooped down, cupped Damian’s face with his hands, and went in for the kiss. The store erupted with cheers and applause. Gerard broke off, and together, Damian and Gerard looked around the smiling faces, and took a bow. Blaze simply glowered at the pair.

      “Can I get new friends?” they asked. “Mine are broken.”

      “So, which ring, Blaze?” Damian asked. “Or am I wasting my time?”

      Blaze set their jaw and, without looking, pointed down at the display case, indicating their choice.

      Damian came over and looked at the ring that Blaze was pointing at. “Explain it,” he said, “not because I doubt it, but because I want an understanding of the importance.”

      “No diamonds,” Blaze explained, “because diamonds are procured through blood and slavery, two things that Azi is very much knowledgeable of, and therefore despises. Instead, two topaz stones, the same color and number of the fruit from that tree, the Iggy drizzle-”

      “Yggdrasil.”

      “You know what goddamned tree!” Blaze shot back. “The tree that caused her exile. The metal is black tungsten, because that color’s all you wear, you filthy goth wannabe-”

      “Focus.”

      “-Also, the same color as that creature she came here with. The one you faced. That the two of you took out together. The band winds around, like tree branches. A ring that serves as a reminder of not only her past, but also what brought her to you, and your first struggle together. Get a white box, because white represents purity and a new start.”

      Damian slumped his shoulders and leaned in, planting a kiss on Blaze’s forehead. “Thank you. Just… Thank you.” He turned to the beleaguered employee, who was trying to explain to Gerard how he needed to stay off the glass because he was leaving fingerprints everywhere. “That one. I’m going with that one.”

      "Of course. That will be $3,240." The employee gave Damian a look that very much indicated that she doubted he would even be able to afford such a low price, and that he was, in fact, wasting her time. "We accept cash, credit, and check, but we do not do monthly payments."

      "That's fine." Damian shrugged. "Don't need it." He opened a side pouch of his messenger bag and fished out a smaller bag containing several bills. At this, the employee raised an eyebrow, watching him curiously. When Damian opened the smaller bag and started counting as he slipped out several hundreds, her eyes widened in shock. He paused and looked up at her. "Crap. I almost forgot. How much for a white ring box with velvet inside?"

      "Th-that would be an extra $49.99. Will you require a bag for this transaction?" Her eyes wandered over the money. "… Sir?" she added helpfully.

      “Nah, I’m good,” Damian said, still counting bills. “I’ll just toss it in the messenger bag. Save the trees and all that.”

      The look of disgust that the woman gave Damian was enough to fell a lesser man and make him grovel for forgiveness. Damian just stared blankly back. “Oh man, I almost forgot. How much is tax?”

      

      The three War Mages wandered through the mall, drifting through the throng of bored teenagers currently seeking an escape from their forced imprisonment in which they are routinely subjected to the cruelty of Advanced Calculus.

      "So, where did you even get that amount of cash, Spires?" Blaze asked. “You’ve never struck me as one to squirrel away money, and you’re certainly not a card shark in poker.”

      “I’ve been working on Gerard’s house, fixing stuff while he’s out on the road, doing shows-”

      “Fixing the damage that you caused,” Gerard added with a scowl. “That is a rather important detail. You blew up my living room.”

      “No,” Damian argued, “masked dicks kidnapped you and filled your house with firearms. I wasn’t the one who brought a grenade to your humble abode. You’re welcome, by the way, for the whole ‘rescuing’ thing.”

      Blaze abruptly stopped. Gerard and Damian followed suit. Blaze raised a finger, staring at Gerard. “Wait, shut up, stop. This brings up an important question. One that needs studying. Are you meaning to tell me, if I go to Gerard’s mini-mansion and just start blowing shit up, he will pay me to come back and fix it? What’s the hourly rate on that?”

      Gerard’s eyes widened with terror. “No! No no no no no,” he stammered. “That’s not it at all! Like Damian said, masked dicks came in and shot up the place. But they’re all dead now, so-”

      “So I’ll have to hire new people to trash your place for me? Got it,” Blaze said with a nod. “Kind of makes sense, actually. But I’d have to figure that cost into what I’m making.”

      “You’re overthinking it,” Damian said. “You can’t pay dead people. Plus, I’m sure there are plenty of demons who will wreck a house just for the experience.”

      Blaze nodded, grinning. “Yeah, yeah you’re right. I bet Grognar would get in on that.”

      “Please stop,” Gerard moaned. “I don’t need DIY PTSD.”

      “During his last show, he was paying me forty bucks an hour,” Damian continued. “Just to tear out the busted kitchen cabinets.”

      “Jesus!” Blaze cried.

      “Dude! I know!” Damian agreed, grinning.

      “I demand we end this conversation right this instant!” Gerard cried. “And as compensation for the migraine you two are giving me, we’re going to Apple Caligula. One of you is buying me a smoothie.”

      

      Gerard took a long sip from his drink. He then scrunched his eyes shut and pressed his hand against his head.

      “Brain freeze, bud?” Damian asked. Gerard waved him off and sat there for a few seconds.

      “There’s this trick, man,” Blaze offered, “if you press your tongue against the roof of your-”

      “Shut it,” Gerard said. “I’m fine. It’s gone. Anyways, Damian…” Gerard turned to look at him. He sat there, silent, studying him. “When are you going to do it?” he asked at last. “When and where are you popping the question? And how? That’s just as important as the ring itself, you know.”

      Blaze rolled their eyes. “Dear god, you don’t need me to figure that part out too, do you? Am I going to be walking down the aisle for you? How long do I have to be married to Azi before you take over? Because I’m pretty sure that we can’t have children, biologically speaking. So keep that in mind with your answer.”

      “Stop it,” Damian warned. Gerard’s question, however, was quite valid. Where would he propose? Thanks to the events that occurred last year, Aziramin and he had been robbed of a lot of the things that many couples took for granted. Their first date was certainly not a joyous occasion - though that had not stopped Damian from marking it in his phone’s calendar to ensure he could celebrate their anniversary every year on October 14. The week that followed, as enjoyable as their time together had been, was overshadowed by certain potentially life-ending circumstances that made it difficult to fully appreciate.

      My dear, sweet Azi, Damian thought, I knew that you were the one for me the moment you told me you had been exiled from your home. My feelings for you weigh as heavily on my heart as that snarling, drooling Karkling demon that tackled me, desperately trying to murder me behind the couch. I do so hope that you understand that Cupid’s arrows have pierced me so completely, just as the metal shards of that brewing vat pierced Rupert Wilson, minutes after he had drained magic out of you. May our love be as overwhelming as the Chaser Spell that nearly choked me to death on my own magic!

      Classic playwright Billy Wigglestick he was not.

      They didn’t have a location that held any form of significance for both of them, aside from the apartment, introverts as they were. Sure, Damian could simply take her to Landon’s Overlook, a major bluff that provided a wondrous view of St. Croix, but that was such a popular destination for paramores, and Damian felt that Aziramin deserved something more personal.

      Or, at the very least, Damian was such a specific brand of extra that he personally required a location that was unique. Either way, the question of time and place was still an inquiry that plagued him. Everything had to be perfect. It was the least that she deserved.

      But unfortunately for Aziramin, Damian thought, she was dating the most imperfect man.
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      A woman with long, black hair and dark skin slinked down the hallway of the Crazalus. As she understood from the communications she was able to intercept, the site was a hastily constructed network of gateways that could potentially lead to other worlds. How it worked, she was uncertain, but she did not need to know that. Fate would probably be able to explain it to her when she told him about it. All she needed to know was why so many Ygdred soldiers were suddenly flocking to the location, bustling about. Something big was happening. She needed to know if it would interfere with her plans, because that would be completely unacceptable.

      The woman paused in front of one of the gateways and examined herself in the gleaming sealed door before her. There was a loop on her leather pants that was missing a blade. An unfortunate consequence of running into a small patrol in the forest. Another consequence of this encounter was the tear in the shoulder of her black jacket. The one responsible for the tear had been quickly blasted with a raw bolt of magic that seared through his bowels, burning him into non-existence.

      A little excessive, and a waste of magic, she could admit. It was tragic, even, as she was trying to keep the killing to a minimum. She had a score to beat, after all, and she was getting dangerously close to going off track from her lowest kill count yet.

      But she loved the damn jacket, so… sucks to be that guy.

      The woman quickly slipped into a nook when she heard the soldiers down the hall conversing. Her hands slid down her sides and her fingers wrapped around the handles of two steel blades strapped there. She listened to the approaching conversation. Their tongue was strange, but she had spent enough time in this world to understand them.

      “So what hagzad world are we going to?” one voice asked in Yggdrisen.

      “What do I look like, a krusik?” the second voice responded. “I have no idea. I’m just worried that the moment we open one of these gates, a whole horde of Karkling demons are going to pour in from the void and eat my face.”

      “That ain’t happening. Karkling Demons need to breathe too,” the first guard said. “They’re all dead. Worst case, a corpse slumps in, you take it home, stuff it, and become the most jazamm guard in Toven.”

      “I rather like my face. "

      "I for one just hope that this one isn't a world that is all desert or forest,” the first continued to complain. “You remember the one that Turkid went to, right? Nothing but ocean. How are you supposed to visit a world of just water?"

      "Well, let's take a look then, yeah? "

      The woman peered around the corner and watched as the two elves stood in front of the door. One of them pulled out some form of tablet. They pushed a few buttons on the device, before an image appeared on the door. The portal was opened. What was beyond that portal, the woman stared at with surprise. She saw a flash of various cities. Ellington. Snowton. South Bay. Even… Her hometown of St. Croix? At this image, the guards paused the display.

      “This one, here.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Look at that stupid statue. Some queen with a metal barrel held over her head. The druidess said it was in her vision. By the light, what kind of place so brazenly celebrates inebriation?”

      “Hey, maybe they’re all permanently enrolled in some citadel of knowledge.”

      “If they make statues like that, that would be… quite plausible.”

      The two continued to stare as the woman slunk out of her nook and swept up behind them. The elves didn’t even seem to notice as she slid her blades out and held them to their throats.

      “Evening, gentlemen,” she hailed them. The men started to turn, noticed the blades, and froze.

      “H-hello, ma’am,” the first guard gulped.

      “Lovely evening,” the other croaked.

      “It is for me.” The woman leaned in, closing the distance between her mouth and their ears, ensuring that they could hear her clearly. “So… why are we going to Earth, boys?”

      “That’s what this place is?” the second elf asked. “I’ve never heard that word before. Where does it come from?”

      The woman considered this question. Why was it called Earth? What had caused humans of all races to come together and declare “Ah, yes! Earth! We are Earth!” Remembering that she was here for different information, the woman pressed the blades a little harder. “That is unimportant. What is there that you desire?”

      “So, this one Ygdred,” the first guard stammered, “Aziramin Dizket, she broke into the Garden of Yggdrasil? And-”

      “Hurok!” The other guard barked at him. “Shut up!”

      “You know what?” the first guard countered. “No! I’m not going to shut up! I’ve seen this exact scene in all the crystal dramas. The guards get jumped, the main character threatens them, they act all brave and defiant, and they die a gruesome death! I am not going to do that! I am not above being a pathetic coward! This lady has some questions, and I intend to answer them in the hope that she will let me live afterward!”

      “Thank you, Hurok, that’s very kind of you,” the woman said with a smile. “Kindness is so hard to come by these days. Always nice to find a true gentleman.”

      “Th-thank you?”

      “So this Ygdred broke into the garden?”

      The first guard sighed and spoke as well as he could with a blade pressed firmly against his throat. “She stole two fruit from the tree, which gave her the ability to use magic. It made her obscenely powerful. That’s why we poison them now. She got exiled, but apparently she’s alive. So we’re bringing her back to find out why Yggdrasil is freaking out.”

      “Very interesting,” the woman nodded. “Thank you so much. And what is your name?

      “Korbach,” the second guard replied, shaking slightly.

      “Thank you, Korbach,” Haydes whispered. “This was a rather pleasant conversation, but I must be leaving.”

      “Please,” Korbach begged. “Please, please, please don’t do it… Please.” He scrunched his eyes shut, waiting. When nothing happened, he slowly opened his eyes once more.The blade was gone.

      The two guards exchanged confused glances. They looked up the hallway. They looked down. But wherever they looked, Haydes Smirnick was not there.

      

      Haydes ran, exhilarated, her thoughts racing. This was truly exciting! A few weeks ago, the possibility of these Yggdred being able to access and travel to other worlds was absurd and unfathomable. But now they were creating tunnels to other worlds? Including Earth?

      And they were intending to bring back a champion, an actual adversary. Haydes had been doing this for so long, she had lost the taste of her early exploits. She needed a challenge. After thirteen worlds, the shine had lost its natural luster and begged for a shakeup. This was exactly what she needed.

      “Aziramin Dizket,” Haydes whispered, “I look forward to our mutual destruction. Please, don’t take your time, alright?”
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      Damian left the elevator and strolled down the hallway toward his apartment. He saw that Lilith was hanging outside of Marcy’s place. “She finally changed the locks, huh? She did that to me too, once. Good thing Artemis knew what spell to cast to get back in.”

      The succubus stuck her tongue out. “We just had an argument about the dishes, jerk. I came out here to cool down.”

      Damian stopped and looked her up and down. As per usual, Lilith was not following society’s standards of “proper dress”. She was wearing a black crop top that had only one shoulder strap, allowing one red shoulder to breathe freely. There was a small slit in the center, designed to reveal cleavage, but Lilith, trying to be more restrained for the sanity of her neighbors, had chosen to wear a white, lacy sheer mesh bra. She wore a matching pair of panties. Damian knew this because she had apparently chosen not to wear pants today. Thankfully, the pattern made it to where you could only see what lay underneath if you truly concentrated on it, which Damian had no intention of doing.

      In Lilith’s defense, she truly was trying. It was simply that the situation was akin to placing a puppy in an ad for an adoption shelter, only to tell it not to look pathetic and adorable. And succubi tend to be very playful puppies.

      “Slacking on your share of the housework, huh?” Damian asked. “You know, it’s not fair to put everything on her.”

      Lilith’s eyes grew wide. “Damian Spires!” she cried. “I am not slacking off! I’ve been doing nearly all the housework lately! Dishes, vacuuming, laundry, cleaning the bathroom… Marcy has no leg to stand on!”

      “Whoa, really?”

      “She’s been so busy at Limitech,” the succubus complained. “Apparently the holiday season is a tough time of the year when it comes to taxes. They have a huge influx from Black Friday and Christmas shopping, especially with tech stuff, and they need Marcy and all the other number nerds to sit there and crunch numbers on nights and weekends.” Her tail flicked side to side. “So, I have to do all the work, which is bad enough. But on top of that, I haven’t gotten any attention in a week and a half!”

      Damian tried not to let his face reveal how little he cared, and how desperately he wanted out of this conversation. He also realized that it had been a quiet week and a half. Damian had not had so much decent sleep in a very long time.

      “She said we have to be monogamous, which I told her I have no problem with. But I didn’t realize that I would have to go through such a long dry spell!”

      “Yeah, that’s really tough. I feel for you.”

      Suddenly, Lilith leaned in towards Damian. “I bet you don’t have to deal with that, do you?” she pressured him. “You’re still in the honeymoon phase. I can smell it, you know. Those feelings of love and adoration, of lust…”

      “Uh, Lilith? Things are getting creepy right about now.”

      Her eyes widened, as if she was trying to stare a hole through Damian. “Come on, you stud, don’t be shy. You don’t have to go into details. Just tell me: How often does she put out? Do you guys have a weekly ritual of some kind? Or do you go at it nightly, like a pair of unrestrained bunnies, just going wild?”

      “You’re scaring me, Lilith.”

      The succubus blinked, then, catching herself, pulled away from Damian. “Oh my god… I’m so sorry, Damian. It’s just not healthy for a succubus, you know?” She ran her fingers through her black hair. “I… I’m seriously sorry. I don’t mean nothing by it. I’m just all pent up, I feel crazy! Humans have it so easy. It’s not even like I can just take care of it myself, you know?”

      “I don’t know,” Damian replied in monotone. “I’ve never been a succubus.”

      She watched him for a moment, then sighed. “Ugh. I’m doing it again, aren’t I? Sorry…”

      “Doing what?”

      “Making you super uncomfortable. Like a bully.”

      “Yes,” Damian said with a nod, “but you’re catching that you do it. It’s progress, Lilith. You’re working on it, and I appreciate that. I wouldn’t ask for anything more.”

      The door behind his neighbor opened, and Marcy’s head appeared. “You’re late on your share of rent. Again.”

      Lilith rolled her eyes, but pulled out her phone. “Yes, dear.” She tapped away. Moments later, something in the apartment dinged.

      “Thank you.” Marcy turned to face Damian. “Damian. How are you.” Somehow, it was less of a question, and more of a statement.

      “Oh, I mean, you know,” Damian said. “I’m doing al-” He paused when he saw that Marcy had retreated into the apartment with a slam of the door. “Okay, then.”

      “See what I mean?” Lilith nodded her head toward the apartment. “Normally, she’d let you finish your second sentence before dipping.”

      Damian shrugged. “It’s whatever. She’s your problem now.” He walked over to his apartment, unlocked it, and paused, his hand on the doorknob. “Oh, also,” he added, “to answer your question, there’s no real pattern. It’s just whenever the mood strikes, you know? But, uh… I still have all my rope from wizard scouts. So that’s getting some good use.”

      Lilith stared at him wide eyed, her mouth open in a gasp. “You… animals…” she whispered, panting. “You absolute…freaks! Thank you!”

      “You’re welcome.” Damian replied with a smirk, stepping into his apartment.

      

      Damian set his messenger bag down and took off his trenchcoat. He tossed the garment onto the coat rack. He then crouched down and slid his hand into his messenger bag, where he palmed the ring box. The War Mage slipped it up his sleeve and out of sight with a well practiced sleight of hand. He had no idea just how the hell he was going to do this, but he certainly knew it wouldn’t be from her finding it in his bag. He walked into the bedroom where he knew Aziramin would be working. Since their chance adventure in October of last year, Aziramin had obtained a job through the news site Growlington Station, a left leaning organization. Damian often thought that their articles leaned a little too hard, but he also understood that he, like many other Americans around the country, was not the target demographic of either political party.

      For one, Damian was not a multi-billion dollar corporation.

      Aziramin, however, did nothing political.

      No, she did something far more sinister: She wrote an advice column.

      Aziramin turned to the door and, upon seeing Damian, lit up. “You’re home! Perfect timing. I just finished one, take a look.”

      “Is this one as bad as the guy with the snakes on Harrelson Avenue?”

      “Oh my god, so much worse.”

      Damian rolled his eyes and made his way to the computer. He pulled up the spare chair and sat down. He got through one sentence and let out a defeated groan.

      This was going to be one of those.

      
        
        Dear Ask Azi,

        First, I need you to understand, I am not a furry. I’m not. I AM NOT IN ANY WAY, SHAPE, OR FORM, A FURRY. I DO NOT YIFF, I DO NOT GLOMPH, AND THE ONLY CAT EARS I OWN ARE FROM A HALLOWEEN PARTY I ATTENDED 12 YEARS AGO. Do not judge me.

        So now that the Council has decided to do away with the Chaser Spell, I decided that I wanted to play around and check out some of the spells I’ve wanted to do, but couldn’t. Just real basic stuff. Nothing too bad. Putting a portal in the fridge for beer, zapping and unzapping ants (I call it “NecromANTSy”, get it? Ha!), stuff like that.

        Turns out, it is REALLY easy to mess some of these spells up.

        Long story short, I accidentally turned my cat into a human. Like, she still has the tail and ears, but the rest of her? Human. But she couldn’t talk or anything, and she still had a cat brain. She just kept rubbing up on me, purring, and showing me her butt.

        At first, it was weird.

        But after a while, I kind of… liked it? I SAID DON’T JUDGE ME.

        Anyways, I spent the afternoon trying to figure out how to undo it, and it just made me feel really bad, because I was sitting on my couch trying to think about it, and she just curled up in my lap and took a nap! I scritched her head (old habits die hard), and her cute little ears just twitched and it was ADORABLE.

        I realize that changing her into a human was a level four spell, and turning a human into an animal is a level six spell. I’m already going to get into trouble for not sending papers before changing her. I don’t know why my Hell Knight (shout out to Spencer! Love ya, bro!) hasn’t stomped down my door yet, but I figure, if I change my catgirl back, that’s going to get both Spencer and I in a lot of trouble. I don’t want to do that. Spencer is super chill and fun to hang out with.

        Also, he gets me my weed, and why spoil a good thing?

        SO MY QUESTION IS THIS:

        I got her some human clothes (schoolgirl outfit, maid outfit, stuff like that) but should I get her a collar to wear? She’s always worn one, and I’ve noticed she scratches at her neck sometimes, so I’m wondering if she misses it? I guess it could be tiny human fleas.

        Also, do I still take her to the vet?

        

        Scaroused in St. Croix

      

      

      “Jesus, and I cannot stress this enough, Fucking Christ!” Damian exclaimed, staring. “Why? Just… Why did you make me read that? What purpose did it serve for you to pass this curse on to me? What have I done to cause you to render me in need of bleaching my eyes?”

      “Cool!” Aziramin smiled at him. “I wanted to make sure that this is, in fact, reality, and I have not, as I previously worried, gone absolutely insane.”

      “How do you even respond to that?”

      “Oh, like this,” Aziramin replied, pointing at her screen. Damian leaned in to read it.

      
        
        Dear Scaroused,

        Please turn yourself in to the nearest prison for processing.

        Thanks for reading!

        Love,

        Aziramin

      

      

      “I think that man needs help,” Damian said, nodding toward the screen. “Thankfully for him, I can easily find a shovel to assist.”

      “How do you know it’s a man?” Aziramin asked.

      Damian looked at her, his face blank. Oh, how blessed it must be to be so naive and innocent. “Trust me,” he said at last. “It’s a dude. Women lack the ability to be so horrifyingly creepy.”

      Aziramin giggled. “What are we going to have for dinner?” she asked.

      “We just read that entire nightmare, and you’re actually hungry?”

      Aziramin smirked at Damian, then stuck her tongue out. Damian responded in kind. It was moments like this that helped him feel all the more confident in his decision. Buying the ring was the correct, logical next step. The way he felt around Aziramin, warm, welcome, wanted… He had never felt that way with anyone before. He didn’t want it to stop. He wanted to make sure she felt the same way he did.

      The nights when they simply sat on the couch, watching movies. When Aziramin showed him letters from people who amazed Damian by being able to write mostly coherent sentences. When Aziramin laughed at his stupid, poorly thought out shenanigans. When she looked into his eyes during moments of intimacy, reminding him that in that very moment, the world outside did not exist. No one else existed. Nothing else mattered. They had each other, and that’s all they needed.

      That’s why he needed the proposal to be perfect. It would be a single moment, shared only by them. He needed to be sure that it was flawless in execution, in the exact time and place where nothing else made sense, no other scenario could exist. Damian needed to be sure that it was a moment that they would never forget, and would bore their future children with as they reminisced about how every single piece was perfect in every way, for only the 286th time.

      But how?

      Aziramin stood from her chair and stretched, before turning to face Damian. She flashed him another one of those damned cheerful, optimistic smiles. Damian instinctively wrapped his arms around her. He looked at her tilted, smiling face, her brilliant green eyes, an ocean of emerald that Damian could just dive into.

      He didn't need a life raft. He didn't need land. And, despite what his mother had told him when he was 12, he didn't need floaties. Fuck it, let me drown, he thought. Better to die in this moment than to live without knowledge of the experience. Damian leaned in, bringing his face to Aziramin's. She brushed her lips gently against his.

      Finally, Aziramin stood back, breaking the embrace. She took his hand into hers. “How about I go ahead and cook tonight? I can make us a nice pan seared swordfish steak with a small pecan salad?”

      Damian shook his head. “Nope, you’ll definitely taste the cyanide in that. But after dinner, we can figure out where Scaroused lives and pay him an aggressive visit, which would be the next best thing.”

      Aziramin cackled. “Oh my god, Damian. Shut up. You’re such a dork sometimes.”

      

      "What we've got here is a failure to communicate," The TV explained, "Some men, you just can't reach."

      "So, why is his nickname 'Chill Finger Zack'?" Aziramin asked, snuggling herself deeper into Damian's lap.

      Damian stroked her hair gently and answered. "Honestly? I have no idea."

      "If you were ever in prison, do you think you'd be as good at escaping as him?"

      "Well, I mean -" Damian began.

      "Without magic," added Aziramin, smirking. She reached up and gave Damian a gentle boop on the nose.

      "Oh, yeah, hell no," Damian said with a shrug. "As advanced as cameras and other technology is now? I wouldn't even make it to the yard for the snipers to pick off. I would need to be presented with the perfect opportunity. Like, if a guard handed me a gun or something. You?"

      Aziramin thought about the question as she reached up and touched his face. "I would. I would lean on my experience with the resistance and turn the prisoners to my side. We'd unite, rise up, and take over the prison. We'd call all the shots. And I, their queen, would be ‘boss bitch,’ as you'd say."

      "Technically, that's not escaping the prison, Azi."

      "Sure it is."

      "How?" Damian asked.

      "It's no longer a prison. Duh."

      Damian stared at the TV for a long moment. "Goddamnit. You're right. It wouldn't be a prison. Shit." A thought struck him. "Hey, Azi, I never really thought to ask you about the resistance group you were in. Do you mind?"

      Aziramin immediately sat up. "No, not at all," she said, shaking her head. "But, if you want to hear it, you have to bring me more eggnog. As boss bitch, I demand it."

      "Yes, ma'am!" Damian saluted smartly, then pushed off the couch and walked into the kitchen. "I'm assuming you want it hot and naughty?"

      "Caliente and tied up in the closet," Aziramin teased.

      "Coming right up." Damian opened the fridge and pulled out the carton.

      "So, on Toven, many centuries ago, all of the nations finally set aside their differences and became one global entity. Complete peace."

      "Cool," Damian called out. He grabbed the rum, removed the cap, and liberally poured it into her drink.

      "However, it became clear rather quickly that this unity would require a lot of careful management. A solution was proposed: an elected governing body, like your Council of Elders. A group that represented all of the Ygdred. Thus, the Gathered was formed.”

      “The Gathered?” Damian repeated, sprinkling cinnamon into the drink. “So, this one group makes decisions for everyone on the entire planet?”

      “Correct.”

      “How does that even work?”

      “Each former nation of Toven elected one representative. 17 representatives. It worked, at first. Things went smoothly, and peace was maintained.”

      Damian stirred the drink. “So what happened?”

      Aziramin frowned. “The problem with peace,” she explained, “is that it can get boring. It’s placating, but there are some that will tire of the quiet. There are those that decide that they need to make some noise.”

      “And so-” Damian said.

      Aziramin sighed. “Someone showed up and made some noise.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        77 Years Ago

      

      

      “So, we are in agreement?” Tarzya asked. “We shall reduce the production of those materials each year until we reach and maintain an ecological impact of only 20% of its current size?” Several other members nodded in agreement. Tarzya brought the ceremonial staff down twice. “Then it shall be so.” She laid the length of wood upon the table. “With that, we have concluded our discussion of current changes to Toven laws. I now open the Reprisal to other topics of discussion. Feel free to speak now.”

      There was silence as the others looked at each other, waiting to see if someone was brave enough to say something, making the meeting run even longer. Satisfied, Tarzya shuffled her papers together and spoke once more.

      "Then I shall declare this Reprisal -"

      The doors to the hall burst open as several Narfran soldiers marched in, wielding multi-torph rifles. The dark blue side lights pulsed menacingly from back to front, from the square butt of the weapon to the sinister, gnarled curls of the front prongs. The light reflected off of the soldiers’ black metal plates and dark blue helms, which concealed their faces, granting anonymity.

      The soldiers lined up in pairs, then shifted apart, creating an Ygdred tunnel leading down the hallway. Another Narfran soldier marched smartly down towards the Gathered, arms folded behind his back. This one wore a dark green uniform, and had no helm. His short brown hair was slicked up in traditional Narfran military fashion. His gray eyes shone with delight, accentuated by a knowing, smarmy smirk. Upon entering the hall, the intruder gestured to the two soldiers in front, who rushed over to Tarzya, grabbing her and dragging her out of the way. Their leader approached the table. He leaned forward, placing his hands on it for dramatic effect.

      "My friends," he hailed aloud. "My… Foes. I do hope that I have found you well. For those who are unaware, I am -"

      "You are General Crozkar Makeyan," Parosh, the fourth official of the Gathered interrupted. "More importantly, you are a little grik."

      Crozkar's grin spread, revealing teeth. "It has been a long time, Parosh. Welcome. Welcome to progress." He turned and nodded to a nearby soldier, who walked around the table and bashed Parosh once in the back with the butt of their rifle.

      Parosh growled, but stayed slumped forward, onto the table. “You led the invasion of Kovvosh two years ago,” he said. “It was a beautiful city. You razed the place to the ground.”

      “We liberated them from the foolhardy decrees of the Gathered,” Crozkar corrected. “We ensured that those who are strong are rightfully in control.”

      Narabi, the seventh official of the Gathered, narrowed her eyes and glared at Crozkar. “What do you want? What do you hope to achieve?”

      “You had your chance at peace when you ended the war all those years ago.” Crozkar tapped on the table. His eyes were cold with malice. “What have you gained from it? Technologically, we are no further along than where we were before. Socially, we face the same issues we had previously, from overpopulation to class structure clashes. You promised change. You promised a better life. All you have provided is boredom and a cowardice that simply begs to be conquered.” Crozkar lifted up the staff, and gave it a small twirl. “We are Yggdred. We are destined for greatness. All you offer is complacency. Therefore, you shall be replaced.” He raised the staff, and brought it down, shattering it over his knee.

      “This will not last,” Narabi warned. “There will be civil unrest.”

      “There’s always unrest,” Crozkar observed. “There is always a solution for that.” He took a step back from the table. “I would like to thank the fifth and sixteenth officials of the Gathered for their assistance in this little coup. I truly could not have done this without you.” He turned to face Tarzya. “Spare her. Kill the rest.”

      As the room filled with the screams of fourteen officials and the flashing lights of various weaponry, a smile spread on Crozkar’s face. Change was, of course, a stupendously messy affair, he reflected. However, once it was over and done with, it was rather satisfying.
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        * * *

      

      Aziramin paused, letting what she had just shared settle. “The first thing they did was take away access to Yggdrasil,” she explained, cradling her drink. “Without her magic, my people fell in line out of fear of retaliation.” She took a sip of her drink. Her face scrunched up, tongue sticking out. “Oof, that is a very naughty eggnog.”

      “Hey, you said ‘tied in a closet’.” Damian smirked as he poured himself more eggnog. “So that’s why you fought to get into the garden. You were hoping to gain an edge.”

      Aziramin took another sip and nodded. “We had hoped that by regaining it, we would be able to fight back and retake the hall. But I was caught. I only hope that the rest of the resistance is safe.” She looked up at the ceiling.

      Damian frowned. He was appreciative to have her here, of course. The idea of waking up to find Aziramin gone was unbearable. However, there were times when Damian felt guilty for these thoughts. When Aziramin had been exiled from Toven and brought to Earth by Rupert Wilson just last year, she lost all connection to her past life. Her parents were dead and gone, but last she knew, she had two siblings. She had no idea if they were still alive; she had told him as much when he made a joke about getting her brother’s blessing. It was a slight probe to figure out her level of interest, but Damian had accidentally opened a box of sensitivity. Azi had promised him that it was okay, that he had done nothing wrong, that it had been such a long time, he had no reason to be upset with his mistake.

      It ate at Damian nonetheless. He wasn’t the best son, but he could pick up the phone at any time and reach out to his parents. He knew what retirement home his father was in, and, should he ever feel the need to, he could easily make his way to the normie section of St. Croix and visit him. His mother would even reach out to him on occasion when she planned her visits and ask him to come with. It was strange having magically mixed parents, but he could reach out to them at any time. For Aziramin, it was different. Her family was gone. Her parents were dead, and, last she knew, her sister was imprisoned, while her brother was conscripted to the Narfran military.

      He knew he couldn’t, but there were times when Damian wanted nothing more than to bring her home to Toven, if for no other reason than to allow her to say goodbye.

      “Do you miss it?” he asked at last. “Toven, that is. Do you miss your home?”

      Aziramin took another drink of eggnog, contemplating the question. “No,” she said at last, staring ahead. She paused for a moment, then shook her head. “No, I don’t. Sometimes I feel bad, because I wonder if maybe there’s something I could do to help, but ultimately… I’m glad I’m not there. I’m safe. I’m safe from the Gathered, from the civil war, from… everything.” She took another drink, stood up, and walked into the kitchen. Setting her glass down, Aziramin turned and wrapped her arms around Damian, leaning her head against his shoulder. “More importantly, I have you here. You make me feel safe, important, wanted… I didn’t have that in Toven. In Toven, my life was just fighting, and being terrified that, at any moment, Makeyan’s Gathered would find my friends and I, and imprison us. Or worse, execute us.”

      Damian wrapped his arm around her shoulder, pulling her in tight. “To be fair,” he argued, “your introduction to Earth was being kidnapped and used as a magical battery.”

      Aziramin lifted her head and gave Damian a smile. “No, it wasn’t. That was a thing that happened after I was already here for a few days. My introduction to Earth was you. And breakfast in bed.”

      “Okay, so I believe in the importance of first impressions.”

      “Damian, shut up. You brought me an omelet this morning. Stop acting like you’re not one big, stupid, old-fashioned romantic. You are absolutely predictable in every way, and I love that about you.”

      Damian chuckled. “Alright, fine. You win.”

      “Good.” Aziramin pulled out her phone and checked the time. “Now, it’s getting late. We should probably head to bed. Can I have my prize for winning?”
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            THE GANG’S ALL HERE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Ladies, Gentlemen, and everyone in between!” Gerard cried out from the stage. “For this spell, I shall require a volunteer!”

      Nearly everyone in the audience waved their arms and called out, eager to assist the magician. The spotlights flickered around the room, before settling on Blaze, who groaned, and rolled their eyes. “Oh hell no,” they said. “I don’t do magic.”

      “That’s so stupid,” said Damian, who sat right next to them. “You do magic all the time.”

      “Yeah, Spires,” Blaze shot back with a growl, “but not stage magic! I don’t believe in that crap.”

      The spotlight shifted from Blaze to Damian. Aziramin, who sat across the table from Damian, giggled.

      “No, no thanks, I’m good,” Damian argued. “Pick someone else, please. Besides, I never go to these shows. Why am I here? This makes no sense!”

      Suddenly, Damian was on stage, standing next to Gerard.

      “Okay,” Damian said. “What just happened? How did I just pop up here? None of this is okay.”

      “Magic, my friend,” Gerard chuckled, “is but a dream!”

      “Alright. Okay. I get it now. This isn’t real. It’s a dream. I’m dreaming. Goddammit. Why can’t I just be nude and at school?”

      “You’re doing great, Damian!” Aziramin cried out from their table.

      Gerard placed a hand on Damian’s shoulder.

      “Stop touching me,” Damian warned. “It’s not okay for Real Gerard, and it’s certainly not okay for Dream Gerard.”

      “My dear friend, Damian Spires, everyone!” Gerard gestured for the audience. The room erupted in cheers and applause. “Always so eager to help me-”

      “No, I’m not. I want to wake up.”

      “-But first, we must make sure he doesn’t have anything dangerous. We want to guarantee my safety.”

      “If you want to guarantee your safety,” Damian interjected, “stop touching me.”

      Before Damian could react, Gerard shot his hand into Damian’s trench coat. Gerard moved his hand about. Damian fought the urge to hit him.

      “Let’s see what’s in here…” Gerard remarked. “Ah hah! What… Is… This?!?” The magician pulled his hand back. Trailing from it back into Damian’s trench coat was a length of technicolored cloth.

      “God damn you, Gerard.” Damian scowled. “Just saw me in half. Get this over with.”

      “Excellent idea, Mr. Spires!” Gerard gave the lengthy cloth a jerk, causing Damian to spin across the stage in a spiral before slamming into a large upright wooden crate. “And now, for the grand finale… Mr. Spires becomes half the man he used to be!”

      Before Damian could stop it, the lid of the crate flew up on its own and slid into place. Damian hammered on it, but it would not budge. He took a step back and kicked at it. Nothing. He paced back and forth, fuming. Stupid dream. He was a lucid dreamer. Why couldn’t he just bust out? This was all so moronic.

      There was a knocking on the other side of the lid. Damian crossed his arms. “Yeah, sure. Very funny. Let me out before I hurt you in the real world.”

      The knocking became louder.

      “Seriously. Hurry up.”

      The lid shattered in a violent spray of wood and sawdust.

      

      Damian jolted upright as his door burst open, scattering shards of plywood across the bedroom floor. Four strange figures stood in the doorway. They wore dark blue uniforms with black plates, as well as dark blue helmets that covered their eyes. In their hands were weapons Damian had never seen before; they appeared similar to rifles, but the flashing glow led him to believe that these were either magical, or otherworldly.

      “Tark! Pram tark tole!” One figure yelled at them.

      “What?” Damian blinked in confusion.

      “Pram tark,” another said. “Croze mashka baff!”

      “What?” Damian repeated.

      “Kef dotena fod twar groka,” Aziramin explained calmly, clutching the blanket tight to her bare chest. “Hrosh makna pa kef. Dok pa nef.”

      Damian stared at Aziramin, surprised. “…What?”

      The first soldier leaned his head back and groaned, lowering his weapon. He reached behind a vest plate and pulled out a seed. He popped it into his mouth. The soldier’s lips glowed blue for a moment as he chewed. He then stepped forward and set his hand on Damian’s shoulder.

      “I can’t believe I have to keep saying this,” Damian muttered, “but stop touching me.”

      The eyes behind the helmet glowed white, shining through the black visor. “Tosh,” the soldier said. He then stepped back and raised his weapon once more. “Up. Now.”

      “What?” Damian said, growing concerned by how frequently he was forced to repeat himself.

      “He cast a spell to allow your mind to translate what he’s saying and vice versa,” Aziramin explained. She looked up at the guards. “I see that the people are denied Yggdrasil’s gifts, yet the military has free access to it. I’m sure the Chancellor doesn’t understand the meaning of the word ‘hypocrisy.’”

      The first soldier spun his rifle on Aziramin. “We are Narfran, the Gathered’s elite forces!” He yelled. “As such, we are honored with the privilege of her seeds to ensure that we are equipped to handle the greatest of threats to Toven, including terrorists like you!”

      “Okay,” Damian interrupted. “I don’t care who is or is not a terrorist. I need all of you out of our room right now. I was having a nightmare that you’re beginning to make look pleasant. Get out.”

      The soldier turned their rifle and bashed Damian’s face with its butt.

      “Ow!” Damian cried. “Dammit!”

      “You will come with us now!”

      Filled with rage, Damian closed his eyes, focused on an image of Aziramin, and cocked his head. With a flex of his fingers, Damian willed the trap to fire. When he did not hear the sound of raw meat slapping carpet, he opened his eyes. The soldiers were still there, weapons at the ready. Their leader had his head tilted, studying Damian.

      Ah, right, he thought. Already used that on a bunch of masked freaks last fall. Well, it was worth a shot. “At least let me put something-”

      “I said now!”

      Damian growled with indignation. This was quickly reaching his daily quota of bullshit, and he never allotted for excess.

      Time for the nuclear option.

      Damian pulled the sheet back and hopped out of bed, allowing the world to bear witness to everything he had to offer, whether the world wanted it or not. “Fine. Come on then.”

      The four soldiers recoiled in horror, ushering various cries of fear and disgust.

      “By the leaves! Have you no dignity?”

      “Are you serious?”

      “Why is it trimmed?”

      “Some people are into it!" Damian shot back.

      “Yes…” Aziramin nodded slowly. “…Some people.”

      Damian stared at her in surprise. “What? I thought you were into it?”

      “I’m not trying to be mean or anything,” Aziramin explained. “I don’t really care, honest! If you’re doing it because you like the look, that’s fine! I don’t have a preference. Honestly. If you’re doing it for me, then just know you don’t have to. I love you regardless, and I don't exactly stare at it, so it doesn’t really affect me.”

      “Shut up!” One of the guards yelled. “I’m still pure of soul! I don’t want to be here for this!”

      “Then get out!” Damian yelled, pointing toward the door. “Get out of our room! You come busting in here, thinking you’re all hard and strong, hoping to see her naked, but no, you get me. Now, go sit in there and wait. We’ll be out in a minute!”

      The soldiers glanced at each other sheepishly, then slowly shuffled out, heading back into the living room.

      Damian gave Aziramin a look. “I thought manscaping was all the rage.”

      “Damian, now is not the time.”

      

      Properly clothed, Damian slipped on his spare trench coat. He then stooped down by his nightstand and dug around. He pulled out his revolver, and gestured for Aziramin’s attention. When she looked over, he pointed the gun towards the living room. She hesitated, then shook her head. Alright, Damian thought, We’re not going to resolve this that way. Got it. Just to be safe, he slipped the gun into an inside pocket of his coat, as well as two loaded cylinders. He then pulled out three tiny throwing knives, stashed those in his socks, and pulled out his taser. This was the only weapon he was taking that was enchanted; he had yet to test it out, but Max had assured Damian that, upon pressing the button, the device would emit a long whip that could deliver 50,000 volts to a distance of up to 20 feet. Finally, Damian pulled out a small box of chalk, grabbed two sticks, and slid them into his back pocket. He stood up, but hesitated. Where had he left Artemis? He cut that train of thought short when he heard a cough in the living room. If he couldn’t use Artemis, he would have to stick with the spells he knew. Thankfully, that was still quite a few. He pulled the chalk out and set them on the table again.

      Aziramin reached for the handle of the battered door, but Damian waved her off. There was still one other thing he had to do to ensure that, if shit went sideways, they would have a backup plan. He pulled out his phone and shot off a message to Max.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “I don’t care about that, I never have,” Bernadette declared on the TV. “Even if it means I will never see sunlight, never see my family, never be human again, I will gladly do it if it means I can have you.”

      “I love youse, Bern,” Tony Two-Fang answered in his thick Jerswick accent, staring intensely at the woman. “I don’t cares if da mob says no. I is gonna be wit’ cha.”

      “Don’t do it, Tony!” Max sobbed, hugging a cardboard cutout of Tony Two-Fang. “That bitch don’t deserve you! You should be with someone like me!” He stroked the cutout affectionately. Max had seen Wingside Story hundreds of times. He knew that, if he were ever to admit this truth to anyone, he would be ridiculed beyond redemption. But Max, like Bernadette, did not care. Because Max, like Bernadette, needed Tony Two-Fang in his life.

      And so, every time the blu ray went in, the cardboard came out.

      Max’s phone vibrated. He paused the movie, wiped the tears from his eyes, and picked up the phone. It was a text, from Damian.

      
        
          
            
              
        hey man, u up?

      

      

      

      

      

      Was Damian serious? It was early in the morning. Besides that, the War Mage had history with Max. Sure, Damian had his moments. Max wasn’t sure how such a lazy slacker like Damian could keep his well-toned physique, but Max had no interest in taking a bite out of that delectable treat. Besides, he was pretty sure that Damian was straight, as evident by the fact that… he had… a girlfriend?!? Why was he was still hitting on Max?!? What a sleazebag!

      Max shot off a reply:

      
        
          
            
              
        what is this, a booty call? you’ve got a girl, man! FOR SHAME DAMIAN FOR SHAME

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        funny, max. listen, need a favor

      

      

      

      

      

      Interesting. Had he misunderstood? Perhaps this was something much bigger than him. Perhaps things had been moving fast with Damian and Aziramin, faster than he could even have imagined. Max eyed his closet. He had been waiting so long, yearned for this day to come. And thanks to a heavenly angel falling into his friend’s lap - both figuratively and, he presumed, literally, repeatedly - it had come at last.

      
        
          
            
              
        YES I ABSOLUTELY WILL BE YOUR BEST MAN DO YOU REALIZE HOW LONG IVE BEN WAITING FOR THIS?!?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        what? no. shut up. more elves here

      

      

      

      

      

      Oh ho! It appeared that Azi had indeed fallen into Damian’s lap, only a few too many times, and without protection! Unfortunate planning, but joyous nonetheless. Max did as was his duty, and started spewing pics from his phone’s reaction meme folder, curated for just such an occasion such as this. A few hearts here, a few storks there, and, to finish it off, the piece de resistance, a baby stroller.

      
        
          
            
              
        it’s super early BUT I AM SO HAPPY FOR YOU

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        max. not babies. elves from toven

      

      

      

      

      

      Max furrowed his brow, confused. Not babies. Of course, thinking more logically, it made sense. Damian was very easygoing, but Aziramin was a planner. That girl wouldn’t let Damian put anything in her until she was damn well ready. Come on, Max, think!

      
        
          
            
              
        oh.

      

      

      

      

      

      As soon as he hit “send”, Max remembered what Aziramin had told him, of how she came to their world. And who she had angered to get here in the first place.

      
        
          
            
              
        OH. OH SHIT.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        yup

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        what u need, boo?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        think they’re taking us back so need rescue. bring guns.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        can do man. I know, “fucking all of them”. I’ll bring the whole armory

      

      

      

      

      

      Max rolled his eyes at this text, remembering the chastising Damian had given him when Max had helped rescue Gerard from the crazy masked people. Last thing he needed was to sit around and be lectured on half-assed planning.

      
        
          
            
              
        what? no max. what is wrong with u? u know what nvm. just come get us. gonna message bart to come with u.

      

      

      

      

      

      Jesus, Damian! Make up your mind!

      
        
          
            
              
        flip-floppy lil bitch. imma wait for b boy cuz sun. I’ll find this “toven” and pull u guys

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        thanks max

      

      

      

      

      

      Max set the phone down and let out a deep sigh. Damian’s timing, as always, was impeccable. In fact, Max had half a mind to simply pretend as if the text never happened, and leave the idiot to his fate. Max turned the movie back on.

      “Da boys won’t let nuttin’ happen to youse,” Tony Two-Fang explained. “Deys got my back, Bern. Dey always gots my back.”

      Max remembered Aziramin. Damian was a tried and true asshole, forgetting birthdays, squelching bets, cheating at poker… But Azi? She was an absolute sweetheart. When Max didn’t have Damian’s back, he still had hers. It was the least she deserved, dating someone like Damian. “Ugh, shit!” Max turned off the movie and hopped off the couch. He walked over to the closet. Max held up the cutout of Tony Two-Fang. “I’m so sorry, baby. I’m Damian’s boy. You get it, don’t you?” Max leaned in and gave Tony an affectionate kiss. He then opened the closet, shoved the cutout inside, and grabbed his coat. Luckily, the vampire lived on the floor above the shop, so he wouldn’t have to risk anything to start this adventure. He closed the closet door, then stalked over to the kitchen. He grabbed the box labeled “Lost and Unfound” on the kitchen table and starting fishing around in it. This was the box he stuck all sorts of goodies, from items with busted enchantments, to ones that were straight up illegal as per the Council of Elder’s regulations. There were even a few objects that were in the box simply because Max thought they were cool and didn’t want to sell.

      This item was one such object.

      He pulled out an old TV remote. Ever since streaming became a thing and Savannah became a massive online corporation that seeped into every household, no one ever used these things. They would be the perfect trinket for world hopping, if not for the unspoken law of electronic gadgets:

      If it is small, difficult to replace, and extremely important, your couch will eat it.

      With a nod, Max slipped the remote into his coat pocket. “Sammy,” he called out, “turn off the TV.”

      The nearby Sammy Cube responded, “Playing ‘Burn Off the Skeevy, by Eternal Pyre from the SoundByte app.”

      Max glared off into the distance as electric guitars downtuned to G started to growl. “Sammy, stop.” When the music turned off, Max spoke again. “Sammy, turn off the TV.”

      “Adding ‘Urn Loft’ to BZ List.”

      Max let out a groan, walked over to his TV, reached under its base, and pressed the power button “Sammy, remove ‘Urn Loft’ from BZ.” He stared in defeat as his TV was turned back on. An ad for the latest Crimson Uprising film started to play. “Huh,” Max muttered to himself. “Didn’t realize Rhianna Leves came back for the sequel. Nice.” He then turned and headed to the door, no longer caring about the fate of his television.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      A voice in the living room called out. “What’s taking so long?”

      “I’m looking for a clean shirt! Some of us don’t do laundry on the daily. Now can it, or I’ll come out there pantsless!” Damian looked up and saw Aziramin patiently waiting. He waved the phone and mouthed “Max”. She nodded, understanding. Damian now had a backup plan. Now, he just needed to reach out to one other person, to ensure that whatever interdimensional shenaniganry these elves pulled, it wouldn’t be pinned to him.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “36… 37… 38…” Spencer mumbled. Rock was blaring through the garage, yet the Hell Knight counted on, as if someone was actually listening to him.

      “WILL YOU STOP COUNTING?” Bartholomew growled in his demon form as he lowered the weight to his chest. “I AM WELL AWARE OF HOW MANY I AM DOING. I ASKED YOU TO SPOT, AND YOU’RE NOT EVEN DOING THAT. PLEASE BE QUIET.”

      Spencer glanced back at him and blinked. “Oh! Sorry, B-man. I guess these brownies are starting to kick in. My bad.”

      “BROWNIES? OH FOR GOD’S SAKE… YOU WERE SUPPOSED TO BE HELPING ME, SPENCER.”

      “Help? Like… telling you that you have a text from Damian?”

      “WHAT?!?” Bartholomew angrily heaved the massive barbell to the side, where it slammed into the mat, doing irreparable damage to the concrete underneath. He winced at his recklessness. Such was the risk of working out in his demonic form, complete with literal hellbent aggression. Well, there was nothing to be done about it now. Such was the plight of the modern homeowner. He reached out to Spencer. “GIVE ME.”

      Spencer ruffled his hand through his curly orange hair nervously but obediently handed over the phone, then wandered over to the barbell and its 1,225 lb weights. The Hell Knight kept running his hands through his long, curly hair, pausing from time to time to simply stare off into the distance, a look of confused joy sparkling in his bright blue eyes.

      Bartholomew groaned quietly. He knew Spencer well, having worked with him since the ‘40s, but unfortunately, the ‘60s had done a number on Spencer, who left the decade covered in bright button ups that assaulted the eyes and a pantry filled with enough delectable contraband to start his own prison bakery. Bartholomew struggled to take the Hell Knight seriously.

      He looked at the tiny device in his massive paw.

      
        
          
            
              
        b boy. need u

      

      

      

      

      

      When didn’t Damian need Bartholomew? This was ridiculous. Social norms seemed to be well beyond the War Mage. If he wanted Bartholomew this damn early in the morning, there were certain channels that needed to be followed. Especially since Damian knew that this technology was far beyond Bartholomew’s limited understanding.

      
        
          
            
              
        THIS SHOULD BE A PHONE CALL, DAMIAN. YOU KNOW I STRUGGLE WITH TEXT.

      

      

      

      

      

      “Hey, Bartholomew?” Spencer called out quietly, still watching the unmoving barbell. “Do you think there’s an alternate timeline where weights bench press people? Because I could use some lifting up right about now.”

      Spencer wasn’t the only one, Bartholomew thought. “HOW MANY OF THE DEVIL’S CUBES HAVE YOU CONSUMED, SPENCER?”

      “More than one, less than the number of The Quick and Quizzical movies.”

      “THERE’S 13 OF THOSE, SPENCER. WITH ANOTHER COMING OUT THIS YEAR.”

      “Oh… I might have eaten more than that.”

      Bartholomew rolled his eyes. Damn Hell Knight metabolism! “I’M RESPONDING TO TEXT MESSAGES FROM DAMIAN. HE SAYS HE NEEDS ME TO HEAD TO MAX’S.”

      At this, Spencer brightened up. “Oh, right on. Tell them I said ‘Aloha’.”

      “I’M NOT DOING THAT.” Bartholomew scowled, but continued typing.

      
        
          
            
              
        i need you at max’s in 20 minutes

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        WHY? HOW DO I TURN CAPITAL LETTERS OFF?

      

      

      

      

      

      This was one of the reasons Bartholomew hated texting. It was difficult enough to try and type out words in his current form, when his hands ended in large, curled talons. But Bartholomew had a terrible habit of accidentally hitting something in the settings that would go on to make his life a living hell.

      
        
          
            
              
        toven elves here. probs taking us back. max coming to try and follow. need you to help him and also not kick my ass because THIS ISN’T ON ME

      

      

      

      

      

      Of course he would say that, wouldn’t he? But that was the thing with Damian: It pretty much always was on him. He would say it wasn’t to save his own ass, but Bartholomew had been dealing with Damian long enough to know better.

      Bartholomew noticed the arrow on his phone’s keyboard. It was black. Was that the button for capitalization? Was it really that simple?

      
        
          
            
              
        BUT IF I COME OVER THERE, we can interrogate them and find out what they want. capital letters lock off. I am a very textual being, laugh out loud.

      

      

      

      

      

      Bartholomew smirked at his joke. Despite being from the middle ages, the Hell Knight surprised himself from time to time with his razor sharp wit. He had even used a current term that the kids used! It always felt disingenuous to say, since Bartholomew so rarely laughed out loud at anything, let alone a text message, but Spencer had once explained that one did not have to actually “laugh out loud” to say it. It was the emotion behind it that mattered.

      “Pretty cringe, bro, not gonna lie,” Spencer commented from over his shoulder, causing Bartholomew to jump and drop his phone.

      “SON OF A BITCH!” Bartholomew exclaimed. He leaned down and gingerly picked up the device. Turning it over, his face sank as he saw a long, jagged crack on the screen. “GODDAMMIT, SPENCER DAVENPORT, LOOK WHAT YOU AND YOUR STUPID HAWAIIAN SHIRT HIJINX HAVE DONE!”

      “B-man, dude, you’re really harshing my mellow…”

      “SILENCE.”

      
        
          
            
              
        shut up and do it plz

      

      

      

      

      

      Bartholomew let out an angry growl. He was now being inconvenienced by two idiots at once. That was peak efficiency in dumbassery. Such was his life.

      
        
          
            
              
        Fine. I am in the middle of a workout anyways. Three more reps, shower, then head over TO HELP MAX. GOD DAMNIT IT HAPPENED AGAIN.

      

      

      

      

      

      “ALRIGHT. THAT’S IT. I’M DONE.” Bartholomew shrank back to his human form. His tail shriveled and disappeared back into his torn jeans. His chest deflated, as did his arms and legs. Nails receded back from vicious, nightmarish talons to normal length. He turned on Spencer, who was holding up a towel and his water bottle, a look of fear yet childlike adoration in his expression. Bartholomew closed his eyes, counted to five, and opened them again. “Thank you, Spencer. I’m sorry for getting angry with you. You are a good friend.” He took the offerings from his companion. “Do you mind watching Meowlificent while I’m out? I don’t know how long this will take.”

      He watched Spencer consider the question. When Spencer raised his finger and opened his mouth to speak, Bartholomew cut him off. “No. You cannot eat her food. It is cat food. You are not a cat, Spencer.”

      Spencer’s face shrank into sadness.

      “Hey. Look at me. Chin up.” Bartholomew gripped Spencer’s face and lifted it so they could see eye to eye. “I’ll order you a pizza. Pie Castle, the Serf’s Up special. Ham and pineapple. Your favorite. Sound good?”

      Spencer’s face lit up. “You truly are ohana, B-man.”

      “Glad to hear it. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have a shower to take, a phone to mourn, and an idiot to save.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Aziramin watched Damian smirk as he put his phone away. “Bartholomew,” he mouthed to her. “Alright,” he said out loud. “Let’s go.”

      Aziramin walked out first to address their unwanted guests. “What’s next?” She crossed her arms. “If this is an execution, you are dragging it out.”

      The first soldier stood, removing his helmet. His piercing blue eyes stared out from behind mousy brown hair. He frowned as he spoke. “It’s Yggdrasil. She’s reacting to your absence. Fields are withering, oceans are raging, animals are dying. We believe your absence from Toven is the cause.”

      “What’s your name and rank, soldier?” Damian demanded.

      “Damian, I love you, but this isn’t your area of expertise,” Aziramin said gently.

      Damian raised his hands in surrender and took a step back. The soldier gave him a look, but spoke to Aziramin.

      “I am Robock Karimm. Spruce, First Class.”

      “So the Chancellor wants me to return and be executed there,” Aziramin continued. “He wants a ceremony.”

      “No, ma’am.” Robock shook his head. “Druidess Minnala has expressed great concern and urgency in bringing you back. She has said that if anything happens to you, the planet is doomed.”

      “What’s going to stop you from killing us after I help you?” Aziramin asked.

      Robock snapped his fingers. Another soldier shot up from Damian’s couch and reached into their vest. They pulled out a folded piece of paper and held it out. Robock gave it to Aziramin. She unfolded it. It was a signed order from Chancellor Makeyan, promising that, should she return and assist, she would not only be spared, but, in fact, be pardoned in full of all previous crimes.

      Crimes! As if taking what belonged to all the people of Toven was a crime! The arrogance sickened Aziramin. She knew better than to trust a piece of paper. It might offer protection now, but the moment the task was done, what guarantee did she have for safety? Aziramin looked at Damian, who was staring back. And what of Damian? That bothered her most in all this. When she had arrived in this world, alone and vulnerable, with no memory of who she was, Damian was there. He took her in, fed her, clothed her, kept her safe. When danger knocked, he was the one to put a hole in its side and drop it six feet under, sending a clear message that he had no tolerance for anyone’s “fuckery,” as he called it.

      But now… Danger had burst into their home. Danger from her world, and she did… Nothing. No witty remarks. No daring plan. No transformation into their worst nightmare and tearing them apart. Just a simple "Well, okay, let's hear what the big, scary, angry guys holding big, scary, angry rifles have to say." It was embarrassing, but more importantly, it was worrying. She wanted to rely on Damian, of course. She needed him. But did he need her? Damian had shown her nothing but patience, understanding, and love. What had she shown him? She had tried to make it clear how she felt for him, but Aziramin understood that, at the end of the day, relationships only worked when both partners offered something to the other, something they couldn't find elsewhere.

      She had been there when Pop Pop died, provided counsel when he needed it. But he wasn't exactly alone. Gerard and Blaze also knew the old man, and Bartholomew and Max gave him all the advice he needed, if he ever cared to listen.

      What did Aziramin have to offer? Certainly not protection. She couldn’t save herself. How could she ever hope to save Damian? "I will go with you," she said at last. "But under one condition, and one condition alone."

      Robock eyed her. "Which is?"

      "Damian comes -"

      "No." Robock interrupted.

      "Then I'm not going," Aziramin cut him off. "You can go back to Chancellor Makeyan and explain to him how you failed to save Toven."

      Robock scowled angrily. He scrunched his fist, but unscrunched it a moment later. "…Fine. I'm listening."

      "Damian comes with me, and you give your personal word that no harm will come to him. Promise me, upon your life, and I shall return to Toven."

      Robock looked at Aziramin, looked at Damian, then looked at Aziramin again. He let out a sigh. "Very well. I give you my word, no harm will come to him."

      "If I learn he is mistreated, I will hunt you down and destroy you. I presume you have been briefed on the nature of my crime. The amount I have consumed. You know what I am capable of?"

      "Yes, ma'am. I will not allow any harm to come to him."

      "Let's go then."

      The soldiers stood up. Robock pulled out a small crystalline device from his pocket and waved it. A large blue circle formed, then widened. Beyond, Aziramin saw bright white walls.

      "This way." Robock gestured toward the opening. The soldiers walked through.

      Damian gave Aziramin a look. She looked back at him, but he merely shrugged. She reached out for his hand, and he took it. Ignoring the groan of the soldier behind them, they walked into the portal together.
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