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Across the water, a towering brontosaurus stood at the far bank, lazily drinking from the lake. Nearby, a few spiky-backed dinosaurs—Kyle couldn’t remember their name—strolled along the shore, unbothered by any lurking predators. No T-Rex, no velociraptors, just the peaceful rhythm of prehistoric life. But the tranquility was broken by a single, persistent sound from the underbrush—a sharp, rhythmic chop-chop-tik that sent an uneasy shiver down Kyle’s spine. 
This was their fourth world—and by far the best one they’d landed in yet. Well, "landed" wasn’t the right word. Merlin, ever particular, insisted on calling it "planeswalking." The space between worlds, known as the VoidBane, was a dark and empty expanse, more nothing than something.
Kyle once played Asteroids, zipping through space in a tiny ship, blasting apart endless floating rocks. His dad, a nerd not unlike himself, told him the game got it all wrong—real space was mostly empty, vast and silent. The same was true for the VoidBane. It was an endless, suffocating nothingness. They had only encountered the terrors that lurked there once.
Kyle missed his dad most of all. He wondered how his parents were holding up—how they were coping with the fact that their youngest, his little sister, lay frozen in a heap of bodies, paralyzed by the kraken’s venom.
The creature had come with one purpose: to kill him. And not just on Earth. It was hunting him in every world.
Well, almost every world.
This one, as far as Kyle could tell, had no modern humans at all. Maybe that was because they’d landed in what Merlin called a recursive—an island surrounded by a lake, which was inside another island, which was inside another lake. A natural fortress with built-in moats.
And since water was Merlin’s strongest element, he seemed perfectly at home. The druid had spent the first few hours of their arrival setting up an eccentric perimeter—hanging a Rubik’s cube from a tree branch, balancing an empty yogurt cup on a rock, and arranging other random objects from the seemingly bottomless depths of his bathrobe pockets.
Their group consisted of Kyle, his best friend Lance, and his stunning neighbor Gwen—though at this point, they were more like captives of the druid. Merlin was the only one who could move them between worlds, leading them toward a lynchpin world where Kyle’s doppelgänger had once fought and died. Assuming they survived long enough to get there.
Kyle had already witnessed another version of himself perish in Osiria, confirming what Merlin had warned: something evil was hunting them. To avoid it, the druid had taken them on a cosmic detour, dodging the major highways between worlds in favor of a backroads route. And this world? This was as rural as it got.
Their current refuge was a tiny island. Kyle knew just how small, because he and Lance had already crossed it on foot in the few days they’d been camped there. It was mostly grassland and open fields, broken up by marshes and swampy patches. It was a paradise for birds—safe, abundant with fish, and free of large predators. A T-Rex wouldn’t last five minutes here before sinking into the mud and drowning.
And there were T-Rexes. Kyle’s one excursion beyond their tiny refuge revealed that they had landed in a prehistoric version of Earth. Dinosaurs roamed freely, towering ferns and strange plant life stretched skyward, and—perhaps most astonishing of all—there were people.
The cave folk lived in small clusters, huddled around rudimentary cooking fires. They had primitive wheelbarrows, a crude yet promising innovation. The men bore wooden spears tipped with sharpened stone, their shields crafted from wood and smeared with blood, an ominous sign.
When asked about the island, Merlin simply muttered something about the dark paths where the Fates toyed with destiny. Not exactly a helpful answer, but par for the course with their eccentric, bathrobe-clad guide.
Merlin—who somehow survived in grungy Rudolph slippers and the same tattered bathrobe—reached into his seemingly bottomless pockets, pulling out an endless supply of pudding cups and tuna for the small family of cave people. Suspicion quickly turned to joy as they ate, their wary eyes softening.
For a brief moment, Kyle worried they might attack, hoping to strip Merlin of any other treasures he carried. But the druid simply flicked his newly crafted staff, sending a burst of blue fire into the trees. A nearby branch burst into flames, crackling in the dim light.
After that, their hosts seemed perfectly content watching Merlin and the teens retreat back to their isolated, swampy island—far from any real civilization.
To say the druid was odd was understatement. His diet was bizarre, though Kyle had come to terms with eating his offering of Boysenberry cake and tarter sauce before they traveled between worlds.
It was the appearance of the meal that alerted Kyle to the fact they would soon be leaving. He hated that because in this world, he was able to spend more time with Gwen.
Kyle glanced over at Gwen. She sat by the fire, absently stirring the embers with a stick. Tiny sparks danced upward, vanishing into the night as the logs in the center glowed that familiar mix of ashen gray and deep, pulsing red—providing warmth and comfort.
Hopefully, to the wildlife it also indicated the people here could be dangerous. Fire had been the ultimate deterrent in every survival movie he’d ever watched. Maybe Hollywood got a lot of things wrong, but on this, he figured they had it right. It was enough to impress the cave people they encountered, and Merlin must have thought so too as he insisted the fire stay lit even throughout the day.
The fire and nearby stream gave them more than warmth and safety—it offered the rare gift of cleanliness. Their freshly washed clothes were now draped over tree limbs to dry in the sun. Wrapped in makeshift pelts that resembled poorly tied potato sacks, they looked less like world-hopping refugees and more like a ragtag clan of prehistoric campers.
Lance had used his bow to bring down enough small game to keep them fed, but Kyle’s sword, impressive as it was, proved less useful for skinning. Merlin forged a stone knife and offered a tutorial on how to properly clean the animals.
Kyle thought the druid actually looked better in fur than he ever had in that grimy bathrobe and sagging tighty-whities. He would like to see himself, but his phone battery was low, if not completely dead, and it was useless here anyway. Still, it was a comfort to him to have it in his pocket. It was a reminder of home, unlike the sword he now carried. It was a tether to the world he came from, the world of football games, late-night raids, and microwaved snacks.
He agreed with Lance that they were basically wearing a rug with a hole, and it served as an odd outfit. But odd or not, Kyle couldn’t help stealing glances at Gwen as she moved around the camp, showing off more leg than her jeans ever had—not quite like the days when she jogged around their neighborhood in running shorts, but enough to make Kyle’s heart stumble in his chest. He kept his head down, pretending to study the dirt, his cheeks warm and his palms damp, but continued to stare at her legs from the corners of his eyes.
Gwen slapped her leg and Kyle quickly moved his eyes away as if somehow thinking about her legs led to her swatting away a bug.
“Ow!” Gwen yelped, scratching at her upper thigh. Kyle’s eyes betrayed him, flicking back as the fur shifted with the motion. She looked up suddenly, catching him mid-gaze. He snapped his head away, but when he glanced back, their eyes met. Was that a smirk? Or suspicion? He couldn’t tell—girls were impossible to read. His mind tugged at him to look again, but he resisted.
“My dear!” The druid’s voice rang out, snapping Kyle from his tangled thoughts about Gwen. All eyes turned as the old man sprang to his feet with a speed that defied his weathered appearance. Kyle had long suspected Merlin’s frailty was more performance than reality. “The tattoo,” the druid said, eyes alight with urgency. “Please, let me see it.”
“Tattoo?” Gwen’s tone suggested she didn’t understand what he meant. Her gaze dropped to her exposed thigh. Kyle followed her line of sight and spotted a patch of brown on her skin—irregular in shape, its edges blurred from his vantage point. He glanced at Lance and caught him eyeing it too. A flicker of jealousy flared in Kyle’s chest. Merlin might be a harmless old eccentric, but Lance was his best friend—and he knew Kyle liked Gwen. He had no business staring.
The druid approached Gwen where she sat perched on the fallen log. He knelt beside her, his hands hovering just above her thigh, careful not to make contact. 
“May I take a closer look?”
“Um… I mean… it’s nothing.”
“I do not believe so. Indeed, I believe it is the acorn.” The druid persisted with his hands on either side of her leg. 
“I do not believe so. Indeed, I believe it is the acorn.” The druid’s hands remained suspended on either side of her leg.
Gwen slowly lifted the edge of her pelt, revealing the brown mark beneath. Kyle rose to his feet, eyes narrowing. There on her thigh was a patch of darkened skin, and above it, an even darker smudge—like a silhouette wearing a cap. An acorn. He saw it now, plain as day—the shape Merlin had been so eager to confirm.
“Is it… a birth mark?” the druid asked. He quickly walked back to his seat, grabbed his staff, and returned.
Gwen started to pull the fur down, obviously a bit uncomfortable with the attention. “No. It’s nothing. Really.”
The druid swept his staff gently over Gwen’s thigh. A soft blue light shimmered to life, illuminating the skin like a hidden image revealed by blacklight. Even with the pelt lowered, a faint glow pulsed beneath. Gwen lifted the fur once more, and now the mark gleamed in full clarity—an unmistakable acorn, etched in delicate layers of glowing blue. Shadows within the design gave it depth, as if the image had been pressed into her skin rather than drawn on it. Kyle stared, no longer doubting what the druid had seen.
“If not a birth mark, who placed this mark upon you?” The druid’s staff shifted away and the blue luminescence disappeared. 
Gwen pulled the pelt down. “No one. I mean… I did it, but it’s no big deal.”
“It is a big deal,” came the druid’s response. “As they say in the old lands, ‘An acorn is to an oak as a mule is to a full belly.’”
“That makes no sense whatsoever,” Kyle interjected.
The druid waved him off. “If this is not a birthmark… why did you mark yourself in this way, young lady?” Then, to Kyle’s surprise, the druid took on a softer tone. “It is OK to tell me. Whatever the woe, know I am far enough in years to hear without judgement.”
Kyle wondered what the druid meant. The way he spoke made it sound like Gwen had earned the mark through something terrible, but that didn’t make sense. Maybe it wasn’t even real—just something she’d drawn on herself with a marker. Girls did that sometimes, sketching fake tattoos for fun. 
But why put one so high on your thigh, where no one would ever see it? And if it wasn’t a marker or a birthmark, then where had it come from? The mystery gnawed at him. Against his better judgment, Kyle found himself just as captivated by the glowing acorn as Merlin was. He glanced toward Lance, who sat calmly nearby, attaching feathers to arrows with a thick mud-paste the druid had taught him to make.
“Well, you see, my mom….” Gwen’s voice trailed off.
The druid uncharacteristically sat beside her on the log and placed an arm around her. “What of her, young Gwendolen?”
“She’s… she’s sick. I guess that’s the word for it. Sometimes she gets in these states where she gets really nervous, like paranoid even. When she does, she won’t let me out of her sight. Says I can’t go out because there are people watching. Makes me take mail to different post boxes so it can’t be tracked, won’t watch certain channels because of the commercials or actors that appear there. That probably doesn’t even make sense. But it happens. And my dad… when he is home, he shields me a bit. He lets me go run. I like to run. That’s when I’m free.”
“And the mark?” the druid softly prodded.
“Often, she won’t let me have my phone. She says it is dangerous to have such a thing out and listening. I mean, like I know we get ads and stuff based on what we say or search for, but she takes it a lot further. I don’t want to be mean. She’s my mom and all, but it’s really hard. So, when I can’t have my phone and I just have to sit with her in the dark in her room… I…” she looks down at her thigh to signify that is when she makes the mark.
Kyle felt his heart drop. He had no idea Gwen had such trouble at home. She was always so cheery at school, though he had never been to her house. Thinking back, he’d never actually met her mom now that he thought about it. He just assumed she had a normal home life. Apparently not.
“You carved this into yourself in those dark hours?”
The way the druid said it made Kyle’s skin crawl. He implied she was cutting herself or something. He wanted to jump in and defend Gwen, but he held back. If for no other reason, he too was curious how Gwen would respond.
A full minute passed in silence around the fire. The only sound came from the ever-present chop-chop-tik of unseen creatures in the underbrush, echoing through the air like alien cicadas. This world had its own soundtrack.
Gwen’s voice broke as tears spilled down her cheeks. “Yes. It just… it feels better to hurt. She’s in pain, and all I can think about is how angry I am at her for not being okay—for not trying.” Her shoulders shook. “So I take the nail clippers off my keychain and press them into my skin. Not deep, just enough to feel it.” She paused as the emotion overwhelmed her, her breath hitching in her throat. “I’m not trying to make shapes or anything. It’s not about that. It’s just… pain.”
“And yet you have, my dear. An acorn. I suspected on our first planeswalk when you survived, but I could not be sure. Yet here is evidence beyond argument.”
Gwen covered up the mark. “I… I don’t even know why I told you all that. I never talk about it. Ever.”
“’Tis the nature of this place. It frees the mind and soul to the fates. You did not choose your parents anymore than you chose that acorn design. The fates are, indeed, inexorable.”
“How is an acorn proof of anything?” Kyle blurted before he could stop himself. Embarrassment hit him instantly—he’d intruded on something deeply personal. But the instinct to defend Gwen burned hotter than his shame. Not from Merlin, but from whatever pain-filled home life had driven her to carve into her own skin just to feel something.
Merlin straightened, lifting his hand with a flourish like a stage actor taking a final bow. As his fingers traced the air, shimmering blue lines ignited across his body—mirroring Gwen’s acorn mark but far more intricate. The glowing patterns rippled over his skin in shifting shades of blue, flowing like liquid light, alive and ancient.
“I didn’t even know he had a tattoo,” Lance whispered to Kyle.
The druid responded to Lance’s comment as if it had been addressed to the entire group. “This one,” he said, gesturing to the glowing rune on his pinky finger. At his words, it shifted to a soft green hue. “Conceals the others. A necessity I am afraid in the modern world. Society’s fine with some eighteen-year-old sporting a neck tattoo that says ‘Mom’ or ‘Vicious’—even in a language they don’t speak—but if an elderly gentleman of a few centuries has one, he’s a menace to said society!”
“Wait a minute. Did you just say centuries?” Gwen stood, her voice sharp with disbelief, and lifted the druid’s arm without hesitation. Merlin allowed it, offering no resistance. Kyle watched, certain that kind of permission wouldn’t have been granted to him—or to Lance.
“Centuries, millenniums, what does it matter?” Then with a puffed-out chest he declared, “For Gwen, I am an oak tree.” On his shoulder a section shifted show a fully grown tree.
“An oak tree?” Gwen asked.
She was interrupted by Lance, always ready with the quick comment. “What does that make us? Shrubs!?”
Merlin turned. He lifted his staff and pointed it directly at Lance, who flinched, but all that came was the druid’s voice. “You are perhaps at best pine trees. The world is full of such. They grow fast and tall, yet they have no roots. They come and go. The forest often does not bother to even learn such a tree’s name.”
“Pine tree? Like a Christmas tree? I like Christmas trees,” Lance joked, perhaps hoping the levity would move the conversation along. 
Gwen wasn’t ready to let his comment go. Ignoring Lance’s attempt at humor, she locked eyes with the druid and said, “You mean, I’m like you?”
“Well, no one is exactly like me!” The druid walked over to his robe, dug through the pockets, and pulled out a small box of yellow cake mix. He proceeded to eat it like Fun Dip.
“I mean, you said you have lived—”
“Centuries,” Kyle interrupted. “I mean, I get that we all have the names: Lance, Gwen, you are Merlin. I’m Kyle but my full name is Kyle Utherson Pendragon. I’ve wrapped my head around the idea that maybe somewhere out there, someone thinks we’re tied to the legends of King Arthur. Maybe that’s even true for whatever version of me died in my backyard and told me to find you. But us? Right here? We’re not them. And if we are… we sure didn’t live in the Middle Ages.”
“Speak for yourself, young man,” Merlin replied. “You are indeed this generation’s copy of Arthur, but a pine tree. They come and go.”
“You mean like reincarnation?” Gwen asked.
“No, no. Maybe. Yes, but no. Each generation must have such keepers, but they are mere splashes, pebbles landing in a vast ocean. They are born, they grow, most often seeing no call to action, and then pass on.”
“So, is there a version of you every generation too?” Kyle asked.
“Why, no. Oak trees have deep roots. Or at least the ones who take time to grow.” He looked directly at Gwen. “For an acorn is possibility, not promise.” Then he continued, addressing the three teenagers collectively. “For an oak carries on generation to generation. I have known many Arthurs, Lances, and Gwens. Many.”
The three of them remained silent before Kyle spoke, his voice barely above a whisper. “So… just how old are you?”
That’s when the “chop-chop-tik” sound shifted—no longer a distant background noise, but a full-volume stereo surge. It came from all around them now, echoing through the trees like a ritual drumline. At first, the clicks overlapped in chaotic bursts, each one staggered and independent. But within seconds, they aligned—one rhythm, one beat—syncing into a single, unnerving cadence that closed in from every direction.
“As suspected,” the druid announced. He shuffled over to Lance, pulling a hair from his head. 
“Ow! Dude!”
Before Lance could protest further, Merlin made his way over to Kyle. Kyle raised his hands up to protect his head and Merlin snatched an arm hair. When the druid got to Gwen, she held up both hands. “What are you?”
Chop-chop-tik-chop-chop-tik-chop-chop-tik.
Merlin’s face turned grave. He knelt, placing one hand firmly on the ground. Kyle knew the druid sometimes talked to the earth or rocks or whatever spirit might be in them. Kyle could not hear this conversation, but apparently this one was not going well.
“Quick now,” was all the druid said. Gwen pulled out a single strand of her own hair.
Merlin took one from his fox who gave a protesting “mooo.” Something happened to the creature before Kyle met Merlin that made him perpetually sound like a cow. Merlin then spit in his hand, rubbing it into the hairs. 
“Look for a bird.”
“A bird?” Kyle found himself looking up even as he asked the question. Above him was something akin to a raven.
“A raven. There.” Gwen pointed to where Kyle was looking.
“A good omen, the raven. Be better if I had a fresh egg or some elephant dung. I should’ve brought some, but the stuff always crumbles everywhere.” Turning to Lance, the druid said almost joyfully, “Lance, be a good lad and shoot it down for me.”
Merlin reached into his robe pocket and brought out a piece of leather. He stuffed it back in before pulling out a topaz rock. It too was returned. On the third attempt, the druid lifted out a plastic easter egg. “Perfect!” he proclaimed. He opened the egg and set the spit coated hairs inside, then set the egg on the largest rock near the campfire.
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