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      Plonk.

      I picked up another rock and threw it.

      Two skips this time. Good enough.

      I leaned back on the riverbank, my fingers sliding into the sandy soil. “This was more fun with someone else,” I said to no one else.

      Recently and unexpectedly single, I was still trying to figure out what to do with the time I’d once spent having fun with my girlfriend. Not to mention learning how to manage all the negative thoughts and emotions that were plaguing my life. It was a nonstop roller coaster that went back and forth between “I’ll be fine,” and “everything’s ruined forever.”

      I sighed heavily and tried to put it all out of my mind while I stood and continued down the path. This was a park I frequented, but it still had a lot of old trails I’d never been down. And not wanting to interact with people in the slightest fashion, I picked the least trail-like trail I could and wandered down it.

      It went by a shallow river and wound into the forest. I could still hear the sounds of the interstate not all that far away, but that was life. There were still trees all around me and it was spring, so the air was filled with the smell of flowers and new life.

      New life.

      Yeah, that was for me, too. 

      “It’s not you, Ian, it’s me.” That’s what she’d said. At the time, it wasn’t obvious what in the world it meant, but after she moved in with another guy within the span of two weeks, it made a lot more sense. 

      So here I was in the woods, trying my best to think of it as my woods and not our woods anymore. Without much success, really.

      I kept moving my feet because it was better than nothing, but as I got further and further down the old trail, something weird started to happen. I felt like I could sense something off in the trees. I couldn’t see or hear anything, but somehow I knew it was there. Whatever it was.

      I was probably having a stress-induced break from reality. That was by far the most likely option. But hey, whatever. I was just gonna roll with it. Reality and I had never been on the best of terms anyway, so if I had a chance to live somewhere else, what was I going to do: say no?

      That line of thought was insanely unhealthy and I knew it. I just couldn’t bring myself to care, though. I went off the trail and into the underbrush, pushing my way through a dense carpet of leaves and vines. There was probably a lot of poison ivy out here, I thought. I was wearing long pants, so it was fine, though, right? Totally fine.

      The thing that was calling to me was getting closer; I could feel it.

      I started to see something golden shining through the trees, and as I got closer, it was more and more apparent it was a massive crystal…something.

      As I stepped out into a small clearing, my jaw dropped and my brain stopped working altogether. It was a…well, I had no idea what it was. It did indeed have sections of bright gold crystal, but other parts were made of metal and I swear some of the protrusions sticking out of it were carved from bone.

      I walked towards it, completely free of fear. This thing obviously didn’t exist; it was a product of my tortured imagination and nothing more. I was going to see what it was, but I had no illusions that it was really there. The only thing I was even faintly worried about was falling off a real cliff that my eyes couldn’t see because I was looking at this weird amalgamation of junk. Not that there were cliffs in this park anyway, were there? 

      That thought quickly came and went as I crept closer to the thing, because when I was almost close enough to touch it, lights started emanating from various points on its surface, slowly bending in the air to form some sort of holograms. What they were trying to show me, if anything, was completely incomprehensible. There were letters or runes of some type, and the garbled pictures were no less discernible. 

      But since this was all my subconscious’s doing anyway, I’m not sure why I expected it to make a whole lot of sense in the first place. I circled the contraption a few times, and after giving it a thorough once-over, I reached out and touched it.

      I had half expected my hand to slide right through it, but it didn’t; the thing was perfectly tangible. I poked and prodded it, and the crystals felt like crystals and the metal felt like metal. I’m not sure why, but I didn’t have the courage to touch the bones. 

      The holograms blinked off and on, and without warning, one of the crystals vibrated loudly, shooting out a light right at me,  and I felt the weirdest sensation of my life as the light flowed through my entire body. It was as if it was traveling through me, gliding through every single cell I had, back and forth, until suddenly, it stopped.

      The whole thing began making a low tone before part of it opened, revealing a mind-bogglingly intricate interior. It was a maze of tiny lines and a rainbow of colors, materials of all kinds lining the inside surfaces. The holograms resumed, showing mostly the alien letters and runes, and rings of light appeared on the ground around it and me. 

      I watched with interest as it glowed with golden light, little runes appearing and disappearing along the rings as I watched them spin and wobble. I started to feel a pulling sensation, like something was grabbing onto my soul and yanking it as hard as it could, a supremely unnerving feeling. The light shone brighter and brighter until I had to close my eyes against it, and with one loud boom, the pulling became unbearable, and it felt like my body was being ripped apart.
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      Apparently I’d only had a light fracture with reality before, because now things were truly broken. Every part of my body and soul were being pulled in every direction that existed and a couple more besides. I saw flashes of golden runes and rushing stars, multitudes of strange sights and a constant, roaring cacophony that sounded like the fabric of the universe being warped, as if I knew what that sounded like.

      With a resounding thud, pain lanced through my body as I was rammed into a hard metal floor. My head was spinning and I was struggling to pull icy cold air into my lungs. After a few unpleasant breaths, the world stopped moving around me as much, and I laid my forehead down on the equally cold floor, which was very soothing. 

      After a few minutes, it became apparent that this was what was happening now, and waiting for things to change wasn’t going to work. I slowly stood, rubbing the various parts of my body that were going to have some wicked bruises soon.

      I was in a ruined metal room, a gentle breeze blowing through from the gaping hole in one of the walls. I couldn’t see anything out of it but cloudless blue, so I must have been pretty high up, but I didn’t walk over to the edge to look down. I didn’t trust myself not to tip right over what edge might have been there.

      I shivered against the cold, as my monochromatic black T-shirt didn’t provide much protection. At least I was wearing long pants, I thought for the second time that day. I wandered around from room to room, but whatever this place was, its glory days were long behind it. Some rooms looked like living quarters, some were filled with weird machines, but there was an ever present layer of dust over everything, combined with a subtle smell of lingering decay. 

      I kept expecting to trip over a corpse or have a zombie jump out from behind a corner, but there was nothing here, alive or once living. I would have called it sepulchral, but sepulchers have bodies in them. On some of the walls and in small puddles, there was a blackened sludge that only slightly moved when I scraped at it with a piece of bent metal shrapnel.

      The whole time, I was still moving on autopilot, not the least bit convinced any of this was real, and only one question stuck in my head: how long had it been? That strange trip through hyperspace was the most disconcerting thing I’d ever experienced, so it was possible I was in a straight jacket in a padded room somewhere already.

      Anyway.

      At last, I came to a large, central room that featured a huge artifact like the one that had brought me here. With nothing to lose, I boldly walked right up to it and started poking at it. Shockingly, this actually worked.

      Lights appeared all over it, and in a moment, they merged to form a distorted woman’s face. She had long hair, but it and all her features were made of bright, floating lights, and it was difficult to get a real sense of what she looked like. She looked at me, and while her mouth opened and seemed to be forming words, all I could hear was that weird, reality-bending sound.

      I shrugged at her, but she didn’t seem to notice. I moved, and her eyes stayed focused where they were, not moving with me. In lieu of anything better to do, I let her finish her speech or whatever, thinking maybe something else interesting would happen.

      Once she was done, which took some time, she disappeared and dim lights came to life on the floor, blinking in a pattern that led out of the room. I shrugged again and said, “Might as well follow it,” to myself, which I did.

      It led me into a room I hadn’t wandered into yet, which looked for all the world like a decrepit medical suite, complete with surgical table and various instruments. The worst part, however, was a humanoid…manikin…thing standing T-posed in the corner. It was completely wrapped in brightly colored cloth, a total mishmash of primary colors in no real order, even over its head. The cloth was interspersed with the same letters or runes I’d been seeing everywhere else, and they spiraled into a tiny point in the middle of its non-face. I immediately did not like it, and a chill ran hard up my spine. The lights on the floor turned and ran under the surgical table, and I got the distinct feeling this dream was rapidly turning into a nightmare. 

      I turned on my heel to leave, having for the first time real opinions about this fever dream. The door to the room slid shut, and I heard a noise behind me. I turned to see the manikin walking slowly towards me, its arms still held out to the side. It moved fluidly, like a real person, which was somehow even more horrifying than the jerky movements I would have expected out of this situation. It walked over to the table and gestured one hand towards it, like it expected me to lie down or something.

      “Uh, nope. I’m not doing that,” I said to it, as calmly as I could.

      It didn’t look at me, or at least it didn’t turn its eyeless face at me, but the same reality-warping noise came out of it that the woman had used earlier.

      “Nope.” I didn’t know why I was talking to it.

      It gestured again.

      I didn’t move.

      It was on me in an instant. I barely had time to see it move before its arms were clamped around me, effortlessly picking me up and carrying me to the table. I briefly noticed the cloth was very soft, much like silk. That information, however, was not relevant.

      It laid me down on the table very gently, really, but even though I struggled, I wasn’t able to get free from its grasp. Once I was on the table, bright white lights exploded around me, blinding me and sending another wave of strange sensations throughout my body.

      I felt my fear ebb, the anxiety and panic in my chest melting away. Logically, I knew this shouldn’t be the case; I was still right in the middle of a nightmare, but those thoughts were like they were happening to someone else, someone watching this all taking place but who had no vested interest in any of it. In no time at all, I felt sleep coming for me, and I didn’t have the energy or the inclination to resist.

      Some indeterminable time later, I woke up. I expected to find myself in the middle of the park at night, dewy grass lodged in my mouth, or in a padded room, the maddened wails of the other inmates wafting through the bars.

      But neither of those things happened, and I was still in the weird metal surgical room. I sat up and blinked.

      Wow.

      My eyes hurt. A lot. A real lot.

      I groaned and rubbed at them, trying to blink away the pain, but nothing helped. I sat there shaking my head, my eyes closed tight, for some time. When it became apparent the pain wasn’t going away anytime soon, I tried opening them again and really looking around.

      I was in the same place, but it was…different.

      Everything was alive in a way it hadn’t been before. I could see runes everywhere, floating above almost every surface, and the whole place had a vibrancy that I couldn’t quite explain. Everything seemed…more. More alive, somehow.

      The manikin was still there, and it glowed brighter than anything else in the room. All the runes I’d seen on its wrappings had a ghostly image floating an inch above the cloth, and I could see paths of energy pulsing inside it like veins and arteries. It still didn’t have any semblance of a face, though. Super freaky.

      I shuffled towards the door, not wanting to turn my back to the thing, and to my immense surprise and relief, it opened. I rushed out of the room and slammed the door behind me. Turning away from even the door was frightening, but I did, and made my way back to the central room, not needing the lights to guide me back. The whole place was just as…alive…as the surgical suite.

      For some reason, I went back to the artifact and poked it again. I’m not sure why. While I was doing so, I noticed something new on the back of my hand. No, on both of them.

      There was a weird pattern on both, an iridescent design that shimmered in the light. Three runes in a triangular shape were set into my skin, with a mess of wavy lines connecting them and radiating outward. Weird.

      The face appeared in front of the artifact again, in the same position, still looking in my direction but not at me. She opened her mouth and I…understood her. What she was saying, though, was obviously incomplete.

      “...-ologies. I know this mu…………cover a primal core…………se the portal t………ing me back to li…………”

      She faded away. I poked the artifact again, and she came back, but she had exactly the same thing to say.

      Damn, my eyes still hurt.

      I sat down hard on the cold floor, cradling my face. I was getting really, really tired of all this. Couldn’t I just wake up already? Could you wake up from something like this? I laughed loudly to myself, the sound echoing off the walls, as a hilarious thought occurred to me. What if this was all real?

      I shook my head. Stupid.

      Still, though, what was I going to do? I could sit here, staring at the walls, or I could go on whatever quest this hologram was sending me on. Find a primal core, was it? Bring her back to life? It was, at least, a more inventive quest than killing five wolves or picking eight bunches of berries.

      I thought I heard something about being teleported? Was this quest on easy mode or something? I stood up and looked around, finding that the floor had lit up again, leading me out through another hallway. Well, yes, it looked like this was easy mode. There was a hand-holding guide and everything.

      The room I ended up in was circular and had even more runic circles drawn into the floor, although these were glowing blue instead of gold. It also had a gigantic hole in the wall, and this time, I wandered over and took a look out.

      I instantly jumped back and fell to the floor, scrambling away as quickly as I could. There was a drop outside that window. I crawled back over, keeping myself as low as I could, and I peered out again. Yep, same thing. Either the whole place was sitting on top of a stupidly tall mountain with a perfectly sheer cliff that I couldn’t see, or it was just straight up floating in the air.

      After the adrenaline started to work its way out of my system, I had to laugh at myself again. Why had I thought anything would make sense here? Sure this place was just drifting through the sky? Why wouldn’t it be?

      I stood up, careful to not get too close to the edge. On one hand, it wasn’t real. But on the other, the last place I’d gone to had gotten me assaulted by a rainbow manikin and made my eyes hurt, which they still, inconsiderately, did.

      Oh well. I was going in the portal thing, wasn’t I?

      Energy or magic or whatever flowed in and around the circles, and as I approached, it reacted, growing brighter and stronger until a real, highly visible portal appeared. It was a swirling mass of bright blue energy, although I couldn’t see what lay beyond it. I glanced down to see the designs on the backs of my hands pulsing in tandem with the portal. That was probably significant.

      I shook my head and said, “Well, why not?” as I boldly stepped into it.

      A similar pulling sensation washed over my body, but it was a gust to a hurricane when compared with the feelings I had had when I was pulled into this world. I closed my eyes against it, and as the sensations subsided, I was met with a wonderfully warm breeze. When I opened them, however, the sight before me was much, much less reassuring.
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      I was standing in front of a copy of the portal device I’d used to come here, but this one was in a deep crevasse, its high walls covered in things that looked a lot like plants, but only in shape. They crept upwards from the ground in an explosion of color and variety, seemingly thousands of different types all crammed together.

      Every single one, however, looked like it was made of stone. I cautiously approached the nearest section, reaching out slowly to run a finger over a flower petal. It did, indeed, feel like rock, but somehow, it gave and bent under my touch just like a real plant would. Over the upper edges of the crevasse, I could see a ridiculously tall mountain, long and thin, standing out on its own. Weird.

      Feeling reckless, I thrust my hands into the overgrowth, pushing the deluge of rocky plant matter aside. The tops had been in a collage of colors and shapes, but almost all the bases and roots were a deep, dark purple, and as I pressed my hands in further, I felt actual solid rock underneath.

      I turned back to the portal device, noticing a lot of things I’d apparently just stumbled over when I’d arrived. There were drawings inked into the ground around the thing, and set in lines emanating away from it were tiny little statues of some weird stuff. Little monsters or…something. I avoided looking too closely, wondering if I’d be taking sanity damage if I peered too close. I was kidding, thinking this to myself. Kind of.

      In an effort to keep my thoughts away from that, I wandered away from the portal device, the actual portal having winked out of existence some minutes ago. I was a little way down the crevasse when I heard footsteps from around a rocky bend. I looked around for somewhere to hide, but unless I could sink myself into solid stone, there didn’t seem to be anywhere, and I was relatively sure I couldn’t do that.

      A woman appeared from around the corner before I could finish lamenting my situation; at least I was pretty sure she was a woman. She wasn’t human, though.

      She had light skin, long white hair, and was dressed in a weirdly cut, flowing black dress with bright golden accents. Her face was accented with strange lines, trailing up from her chin and down from her forehead, with smaller ones under her eyes and on her cheeks. Her fingers, just after the knuckle, devolved into deeply dark claws that ended in lethal looking points. All those things were secondary, however, to her eyes and her…horns. The horns were large, black, and curled into a soft spiral shape with pronounced ridges.

      Her eyes were solid black with a bright yellow iris that stood starkly out. They were the most striking eyes I’d ever seen, and they were pissed. She froze at the sight of me, those eyes going wide before drawing down in anger. She pulled a wavy dagger from a strap on her hip, clutched in her evil-looking fingers and she screamed, “Intruder! Interloper! Heretic!”

      Not that I’d ever been good at talking my way out of things, but it was pretty damn apparent that discussion wasn’t getting me out of this situation. So I turned and ran, like a coward would. Because, it turned out, I was a huge coward when confronted with a dagger-wielding maniac.

      But really, who’s to say that wasn’t the reasonable response anyway?

      Those were the thoughts going through my head as I turned and ran for my life. There wasn’t anywhere for me to go; on some level, I knew that. The portal device had been at the end of this place, and I wasn’t going to climb out or anything, but it would keep me from getting stabbed for another minute or so.

      I ended up with nowhere to go, just like I knew I would. I turned to see the woman sprinting at me, naked fury in her eyes as she kept yelling at me, “Defile this holy place with your presence!? This won’t be quick, heretic!”

      What was a heretic, now? I couldn’t remember.

      I focused on the blade coming for my stomach, and I somehow managed to dodge, again and again, until I tripped on a jutting up rock and slammed down hard on my back.

      The woman was on top of me in an instant, straddling me and pinning me down. She raised the curving dagger up high, intent on ramming it into my chest.

      I looked up at her in terror, the fear paralyzing my body, my eyes wide and locked onto hers.

      Her own eyes widened again, and with a blood-curdling scream, she leapt back off of me, the dagger clattering to the ground beside us. She scrambled backwards, her gaze still on mine, her mouth working without sound. Her hands trembled and without warning, she prostrated herself on the ground in front of me, those long, deadly fingers pressed firmly down, along with her forehead, her long hair splayed out around her.

      “Forgive me, exalted one!” she practically wailed. “I didn’t know! I did not know! Please have mercy on this foolish one! Mercy, I beg of you!”

      Uh…well, this was a change of pace.

      “Please spare my life, exalted one! I beg for your mercy!” Her cries were getting more and more high pitched, and now, instead of being afraid for my life, I was becoming extremely uncomfortable.

      “Um, please quiet down.” I tried.

      Her whole body stiffened, her dark fingers etching little lines in the sandy ground. But she did stop pleading with me, so there was that.

      I bent down and picked up the dagger, just in case the situation unexpectedly shifted again. We stayed there for some truly awkward moments while I tried to think of what to do or say. In lieu of something good, I just asked, “What’s your name?”

      “It is Xera, exalted one.” Her voice came out in a whimper.

      “Hello, Xera. You…may stand?”

      She swiftly got to her feet, although her eyes remained firmly on the ground. “As you command, exalted one.” Her flowing black dress was cut in an unfamiliar and very revealing style. Trails of cloth fell down from various points, and while she was technically covered, there wasn’t a lot left to the imagination, especially the long line of cleavage that was prominently displayed.

      I tried to keep my eyes off of her chest as I said, “You, uh, don’t have to call me exalted one. My name is Ian. You can just call me that.”

      Her black eyes flew up to meet mine, her mouth working without sound for a moment before she just started sputtering. Eventually, she managed to say, “I’m not…not worthy of such an honor! Your name would be sullied by my lips!”

      She tried to go on, but I just held up my hands and said, “Okay. It’s alright. You don’t have to call me that if it makes you uncomfortable. But, I don’t need to be called ‘exalted one’ with each sentence either. You could…just not call me anything?”

      Her eyes were back on the ground as she quietly said, “Yes, I can do that, exa—I can do that.”

      Well, that was some progress. Now onto the next thing: “So, why are you calling me that in the first place?”

      She didn’t look up, but I could still clearly see the massive wave of confusion that washed over her features. “Y-you…your eyes mark you as exalted, of course…” There were a slew of emotions flying over her face and I couldn’t make sense of most of them. “But your hands also bear the sigils of power?”

      I glanced down at the backs of my hands. Sigils of power, huh? I didn’t ask what that meant as I thought she might explode from such a question. Instead, I asked, “So, where are we?”

      “We…” This was making her uncomfortable as well. “We’re…at your shine in Foot. Do you not kno—” She shook her head savagely and bowed low. “Forgive me, exalted one! I did not mean to question you! Please forgive my impertinence!”

      She started to lower down again, probably to prostrate in front of me, but I held out my hand and shook my head, and thankfully she remained standing.

      Where in the world was the brutal warrior who’d tried to slice me open just minutes ago? And what was going on with my eyes? Did they look different now? Was that meaningful if they did? Sure seemed like it. I tried another question, maybe a less uncomfortable one. “Do you know what a primal core is?”

      She nodded, still looking down. “Yes, exa—yes, I do.”

      “Can you take me to one?”

      She glanced up at me briefly before answering, “Yes. If you will it, I can guide you to a core. However, the journey is long and there are cultists trying to claim the area. We would need to—”

      “Cultists?”

      Her eyes flitted up to me again before she said, “Yes…they…they’re…”

      “You know what, nevermind about that right now. You can take me to a core?”

      “Yes.”

      “Would you be willing to do so?”

      She finally looked up at me, some of the fear ebbing from her gaze. “Of course! It would be an honor to serve you, exalted one!”

      “Great. Can we go there now?”

      “Yes, yes of course!”

      Okay. It was something. I tentatively held her wavy dagger out to her, which she slowly took with a reverent look in her eyes. This was going to be a long, irritating trip.
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      “So, where are we going?” I asked, like any answer she gave me was going to make any sense.

      “To Hem.”

      Nope, that didn’t make a bit of sense. “Uh huh…”

      She looked over to me, her eyes drawn down in confusion. She opened her mouth to say something, but quickly closed it again and kept her gaze straight ahead.

      I was sure she thought I should know what she was talking about, but if this crazy fever dream was going to keep happening, I was going to need a lot of questions answered. I couldn’t really tell her I wasn’t one of these exalted people, could I? She might very well try to kill me again, if she even believed me in the first place. I gave it some thought as we walked. The winding crevasse eventually opened out into a winding path that led directly into a sparse forest.

      While there were trees instead of stone walls, the plant life, if I wanted to even call it that, was much the same. There were bushes, trees, and grass, but when I reached out to touch any of it, it all felt like coarse stone despite the fact that it all moved and swayed like normal plants should. 

      The ideas tumbled in my head, and after long enough, I worked the ideas down to just one that seemed like it might work and make enough sense. “So, you might be wondering why I’m asking you these basic questions, Xera.”

      “I…I admit, I have. But you’ve no need to explain yourself to me.”

      If these conversations were going to be anything but supremely stilted, I sure was going to explain myself. Or tell the story I made up, I mean. “I have just awoken from a long slumber, unexpectedly. And my memories are fragmented; I’m afraid I have no idea what to make of them, or if I can trust any of them at all. So I will need quite a bit of your guidance to make my way in this world.”

      There. A nice, maybe believable story, perhaps, delivered in a tone fitting for some…ancient…demigod? What was I even supposed to be, anyway?

      She turned, her hands to her mouth, and she said, “How horrible!” in a high pitched voice.

      Where in the world was the woman who’d tried to kill me? I could barely believe this was the same person. She seemed so meek and timid. At least I wasn’t afraid of her stabbing me now.

      “Yes. Horrible. So I’ll be asking you many questions which you might think of as incredibly basic and simple.”

      “As you say. I’ll do my best to answer them all.”

      Okay, now we were getting somewhere. I could ask all the stupid questions I liked without blowing her mind about it. Might as well start anywhere, I thought. “Excellent. First thing: where are we?”

      “We are in the corpselands. They were once verdant fields as far as the eye could see, but when the…exalted ones…slew the…Colossus, his body fell here, blighting the land with his decaying power.” She didn’t even glance oddly over at me during this explanation, so things were indeed improving.

      “Okay. Where’s this primal core we’re headed for?”

      “The closest core, if it were still intact, would be in an old ruin near, or possibly underneath, Third Hand.”

      “Third Hand is a place?”

      “Yes.”

      “Weren’t we just in Foot?”

      “Yes.”

      “Is there any particular reason things are named like that?”

      She just stopped in her tracks and looked up through the breaks in the trees at the mountain. The place we’d come from was out of sight, but the tall peak I saw still towered over everything, and it turned out the mountains continued away in a relatively straight line for as long as I could see. Xera gestured up at it and said, “This is the deadgod’s…the Colossus's body.”

      “The…mountain?”

      “Yes.”

      “Oh. And they’re called the corpselands because of the massive corpse.”

      “They are.”

      “Okay,” I said, kind of in a daze. It turned out the high plateau I’d been looking at was a bent knee. That being pretty much all I could handle just right then, I stopped asking questions.

      We made our way through a path in the forest as the sun shone down from overhead. The same kind of plants were everywhere, and if it weren’t for the path we were following, I would have been lost within minutes. Something odd eventually became all I could think about. Well, something else odd. “Why am I not hearing any animals?” There weren’t any birds chirping, no insects making noise, and nothing rustling through the underbrush. Once I’d heard it, it became outrageously eerie.

      Xera shook her head and said, “Such things aren’t common in the corpselands. After the Colossus’s death, his magic seeped into the land, befouling anything and everything. Most of the animals that would naturally be here are gone. The ones that survived, managed to live through the corruption, tended to be ones that burrowed into the earth, coming out mainly at night, if at all.” She smiled up towards the canopy of rocky leaves and continued, “There used to be so many birds in so many colors, their soft songs drifting on the wind, and they would change with the sun. Slow, long note songs in the morning, to a more sharp, swift beat during midday, and in the evening, a harmony of different species would all sing together. It was…beautiful. My words do it no justice.”

      “Xera, that sounds…amazing. I’m so sorry it’s gone.”

      She took a long, deep breath and let out a trailing, sorrow-filled sigh. “Things like it can still be heard in the Verdancy.” She curled a lip and added, “But then you have to deal with everything else that comes with being there.”

      “The Verdancy?”

      “Mhmm. Where the Living Queen resides.”

      My steps slowed as I arched an eyebrow at her. “The Living Queen? Aren’t most queens alive? Reigning ones, at least?”

      She smiled and gave me a soft, little laugh, which was very heartening. I was hoping she’d relax at some point in my presence. The journey was set to be very long if not.

      “She isn’t called that because she’s alive, but because she is the embodiment of life itself. Or so she likes to say.” Her eyes were straight ahead and she sneered as she spoke. 

      “You don’t sound like a fan.”

      She barked a loud and humorless laugh. “Do any of us have any love for the so-called ‘gods’? They surely have none for us.”

      “Gods, huh? Was Colossus one of them?”

      “He was. The only one to have been killed.” Her shoulders slumped and she added, “If only the rest of them had met the same fate.”

      “Who killed Colossus?”

      She stopped, her head slowly looking over to me. There was a significant pause before she said, “The exalted ones.”

      “Oh,” I said in a small voice as we stood and stared into each other’s eyes. I’m not sure who looked away first, but we resumed our moderate pace between the trees. The air of awkwardness came back with a roaring silence that was all I could hear. Although, it wasn’t like there was anything else to listen to anyway. Finally, I just bit the bullet and asked, “What happened to the exalted ones?”

      We kept walking in silence for so long that I thought she either hadn’t heard me or just wasn’t going to answer, but eventually, she said, “The battle with the deadgod, not that he was dead then, was long and brutal. Even the Verdancy and the Ascension joined the fray, such was his power. Finally, at long last, he was put down. But during his death throes, the Spire was enveloped in the massive gout of corrupted magic that exploded out of him. What ultimately happened to it, no one knows.” She glanced up at me and added, “Not even the exalted ones, it seems.” Her eyes lowered and she said, “If I can say so. Please tell me if I overstep.”

      I stopped and held up my hands. “Oh, please, speak completely freely with me. I’d prefer it. I promise you won’t offend me, and on the off chance you do, I’m not going to smite you or anything, okay?”

      She smiled widely at me, crinkling some of the lines on her face. “Okay…I will.”

      “And you can really call me Ian if you want.”

      The smile fell off her face and she physically recoiled as if I’d hit her with a thrice-rotted fish. Whatever that meant.

      “I…” She just trailed off, stuttering again.

      “Or not! That’s okay, too.”

      She smiled awkwardly at me and nodded, and without another word, she turned and kept walking again.

      The exalted ones had a place called the Spire, did they? I wondered idly if that’s where I’d been, where I’d gotten my…new eyes for which I still needed a mirror.

      We continued through the silent forest for what seemed like a few hours, and I was inwardly relieved that I’d spent so much time walking in parks, so I didn’t get overly winded and destroy whatever respect Xera had left for the exalted ones.

      As we emerged from the forest, the path led to a weird gap in the mountains, and I was just staring at it while we walked, trying to make any sense of it at all. After a while, I finally recalled that I wasn’t looking at a mountain range, but a gigantic corpse. Apparently, Colossus had been wearing clothes, which were also made of stone? Or turned to stone. Or something. At any rate, the strange gap I was looking at was a folded mass of stone cloth, and the village was settled just underneath…the hem.
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      Hem was nestled inside the huge curve of stone, all the houses set deep into the shadows where they’d be protected from the weather, assuming this place even had weather like I understood it. Stretching out from the village proper were big, hexagonal farm fields, and for the first time, I saw some plants that looked like plants. Real ones. Green ones.

      A feeling of relief washed over my body as I saw literally anything that was slightly familiar. There were green leaves poking out of the ground that looked like carrots and I almost cried at the sight. 

      I held it together, though.

      I doubted very much that they were carrots, but still, that didn’t matter. On the way in I also saw a herd of things that looked like cows except they were bright red with black spots and horns that stuck almost straight up in the air. “Close enough,” I muttered to myself. I hoped I could get a burger here.

      Before we actually got close to any of the people, Xera turned to me and said, “Do you wish to be known?”

      “Do I what now?”

      “Would you like me to announce your presence to the others?”

      “Oh. Uh, no?” I really didn’t think I could handle an entire village of people bowing and scraping and calling me exalted one right now. Or ever, but really not right now. “I think keeping my presence a secret would be best at the moment.”

      “Yes, I understand completely. I can get you something to wear inside the village. Could you…uh…”

      “I’ll just wait here.”

      She thanked me profusely and ran off.

      I sat down near the edge of one of the field hexes and just watched the water stream down a little irrigation ditch. When she didn’t immediately return, some unpleasant thoughts began circling in my head. I hadn’t woken up yet. I hadn’t experienced anything that truly implied this was a dream. Everything was weird but shockingly consistent, in a way that dreams just weren’t. 

      Was this…real?

      Of course it wasn’t! What a stupid thought.

      But…what if it was? My eyes still ached. I could feel a weird power flowing through the backs of my hands when I was still and focused on it. Could you do that in dreams? But then again, this wasn’t a dream, not like normal. This was a stress-induced hallucination, right?

      A very heavy, immovable lump of dread dropped into my stomach. Was it real?

      Thankfully, before I could spiral out of control, Xera returned with a long, red cloak that sported a hood with some gold embroidery. The back was stitched with a design of waving lines down the middle that reminded me of a waterfall. I looped it around my shoulders and pulled the hood up over my head, letting it hang down far enough that no one could see my eyes. “This isn’t going to be suspicious?” I asked, after noticing a weird look on her face.

      Her lips moved in three attempts before she managed to say, “Well…”

      Oh here we go. “What? What is it? Out with it, please.”

      “Okay! It’s just…well…you’ll be looked at like a hornless Golreq who’s ashamed of being hornless and is covering it up. Poorly. It’s not suspicious, and people will actively want to avoid you…”

      “Wait, Golreq?”

      “Yes, my people.”

      “Some are born without horns?”

      Her eyes lowered to the ground and she answered me in a soft voice. “No. Some have them…broken or cut off by the Ascension or…our own people.”

      “I see.” Brutal. “But me looking like that will make people actively avoid interacting with me?”

      “Yes.”

      “Perfect!”

      She glanced up at me, her dark eyes wide. “It…is? I had hoped…there wasn’t really any other way…”

      “Of course! We want to keep me hidden, right? What better disguise than one that’ll actively make people not want to talk to me. You couldn’t have done a better job than this.”

      “You…you don’t mind posing as someone of such low station?”

      Not wanting to dispel any lingering mystique I still had, I did not explain to her that back on Earth, I’d been a social pariah most of my life, bounced around from one soul-crushing job to another, and had no real hopes or any big ambitions in life, aside from living free of hassle, which I was honestly not doing a great job at. 

      “No, it’ll be completely fine,” is what I said.

      It’ll be surprisingly familiar is what I thought.

      She smiled at me again and I could actually see some of the tension flow out of her shoulders.

      We walked through a lot of hexes before we got to the village proper, and I was amazed at how…modern it was. There were roads with well fitted stone, five to six story buildings - even higher in the middle, where the stone curve allowed it, and there were lights everywhere. That last part was for the best, as the sun didn’t shine very far into the village at all.

      The buildings themselves were all made of stone, I wasn’t shocked to see, but they were shaped into endless swirls and loops, not a straight line to be seen. They also melded into each other in scenes of crashing waves or swaying trees so much so that it was rather difficult to tell where one ended and the next truly began.

      They were all colored in a dazzling rainbow of colors as well, each house, or at least each section, sporting its own palette, but somehow, none of them clashed with their neighbors and the whole thing was a wonder to behold. I’d never really thought Earth’s houses were all that bad, but they were complete trash next to the casual beauty on display here. I wondered if there was a group of people whose job it was to make sure everything went together aesthetically. Probably.

      There were people milling about everywhere, going about their business or standing around laughing, and I felt my own shoulders relax as we walked down a street that was very reminiscent of Earth, even though there were some glaring differences.

      Everyone had horns for one thing. Most people had white hair like Xera, but I saw a few with light blue, and once in a while, someone with black. Despite their rather neutrally-colored features, they were dressed in colorful clothes, some cut for work, others draped with a rainbow of embroidery or metallic accents. My own cloak, which was rather nice for what it was, was drab in comparison. Almost everyone I saw, however, was a woman. I spotted the odd man here and there, but they were very few and far between. Maybe they didn’t work inside the village? I hadn’t seen many in the farms outside though either, though.

      I didn’t meet anyone’s eyes, but I could hear some mumbles as we walked through the street, the word shameful coming up at least three or four times. Despite Xera’s assurances, I was getting more and more terrified that someone was going to try and start something with me, but no one did, and I noticed a few quickly get out of my way when we got too close for comfort. I looked behind me time and again, but the second we were past, it was like we’d never even been there, the loud and boisterous conversations starting immediately up again.

      “Where are we going?” I quietly asked.

      “If I am to leave the village, I need to inform the council.”

      “Oh, are they going to give you any resistance?”

      She grumbled under her breath. “No. They’re perfectly reasonable. However, if the Ascension’s ‘Advisor’ is around, she’ll be sure to ask about every tiny detail and want to give her opinion about the whole thing. Which the council will have to take into consideration.”

      “The Ascension? I kinda got the impression they were your enemies.”

      “Oh, they are,” she spat. “They’re everyone’s enemies. But no one can stand against them for long. And then their ‘emissaries’ come, backed by a fully armored battalion, and they say they’ll leave us to our lives, just as long as they can station one of their people here with us. ‘For mutual benefit,’ they say.” Her dark fingers curled into tight fists. “But if we don’t do as we’re ‘advised,’ the soldiers return.” She didn’t say what happened then and she didn’t need to. I knew what bullies were like.

      There wasn’t any more conversation as we went deeper into the cavern that was the town, the sun becoming more and more a memory and the lights along the street becoming brighter. At the back of the cavern, there was a massive building that stood five stories tall and featured separate wings on either side.

      Like every other building, it was carved or shaped into a work of art, but this one featured gargoyles and protrusions all over its exterior, either feathered wings of birds I’d never even imagined or proud warriors holding swords and spears aloft. “This is astounding,” I said, realizing I’d stopped to gawk at it.

      Xera turned and looked at me with a tilted head. “Surely you’ve seen better places than this? This is just the council’s manor.”

      Just. It put pretty much every single building on Earth to shame. I just shrugged back at her and we continued on.

      There were no guards or anything at the gates, and we walked in like we owned the place. The outer courtyard was filled with manicured gardens and carved stone walkways that featured bridges over little meandering streams. I forced my feet to stay in motion as we walked up the main path to the front doors. They were excessively tall, made of dark stone, and were covered with a dark, pulsing glyph with curves and lines reminiscent of the backs of my hands. As we approached, I could feel the waves of power coming from it, but it wasn’t at all like what I’d experienced with the transporter or the strange, futuristic place I’d been before.

      Xera raised her right hand and with a grimace, shadows coalesced in the air around her fingers before floating through the air and into the glyph. She shook her hand as the door shuddered and slowly began to open inwards.

      I barely had time to register what had happened before we were moving again, stepping into a massive foyer.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            6

          

        

      

    

    
      My senses were immediately assaulted as we walked into the manor. It was like someone had distilled the smell of flowers down to its very essence, mass produced it, and vomited it all over this room.

      The foyer was huge, sported two large, curving staircases and walls covered in paintings and plants everywhere. I couldn’t really enjoy any of it, though, as it felt like my nose was about to fall off my face. Or explode. I didn’t know which would be worse.

      Xera looked over at me while I made quiet choking sounds and smirked. “It’s a little overdone in here, isn’t it?”

      “You could say that,” I managed to mumble.

      A man hurried up to us with the measured step of a professional butler, which was what he actually turned out to be. He was the most stiffly dressed and mannered person I’d ever seen. He wore a mostly red uniform with trailing lengths of fabric that hung exactly to the floor, all of it decorated with small bits of white embroidery. It was very unclear whether the whole thing was a suit or a dress, or something that sat decidedly in between.

      He gave us the biggest, fakest smile I’d ever seen and bowed low. At least the bow was legitimate. “How can I help you and your…friend, Xera?”

      “I need to speak with the council.”

      “All of them?”

      “Whatever.”

      He nodded and turned without a word, and did that hurried run-walk thing where it seemed like he was moving much faster than his feet implied. I watched him go, still kind of reeling from the smell of the place.

      “Should I have waited outside or something?”

      Xera shook her head and said, “No. If I was seen leaving the village with someone and didn’t tell the council, there’d be a slew of questions when I got back.”

      “Okay,” I said, still not sure it was a great idea that I’d come in. “But what are you going to tell them about me?”

      She opened her mouth to reply, but the butler guy’s voice boomed from down a hallway, “You are given leave to approach the counselor Dima, Xera and acquaintance.”

      “Let’s go,” she said instead of whatever was about to pass her lips.

      I hurried on after her; she was practically running. Apparently keeping the council waiting just wasn’t done or something. Oh well, it meant this farce would be over even faster, so that was something, I guess.

      The butler waved us into a side room that was just as ostentatious as the rest of the place, but smaller than I had imagined it would be. It was a sitting room with large windows looking out the back of the building onto a much smaller courtyard and the sloping end of the cavern wall. The carpets were lush and the furniture echoed the outside, carved into so many twists and curls.

      There was an old woman sitting on a plush chair dressed in just as many colors as everyone else had been. Her horns went mostly straight up, curving back only slightly. She had the same pale skin and white hair that Xera had, although she had no markings on her face. She smiled and waved for us to sit in a similar couch sat opposite of her, a small table with weird looking fruit in between.

      There were two guards sitting behind her wrapped in bright, scaled armor, dyed in a few different colors. They weren’t the rainbows that almost everything else was, but they were still highly ornamented.

      The woman, wrinkled with age and dressed in the customary rainbow of colors gestured for us to sit, which we did. “Yes, Xera?” was all she said.

      “Honored Dima, I ask for your leave to make a journey to Third Hand.”

      The old woman nodded and said, “Your reason for this journey?”

      Xera hesitated, glancing over to me before she said, “I have received a vision from the exalted ones. I cannot say more.”

      The air in the room changed. No one moved, but there was a palpable undertone that immediately permeated the mood. After quite some time, Dima said, “And your friend?”

      “He has received the same vision as I, and has traveled here so that we might make our journey together.”

      The counselor put her hands together and bowed her head, drawing a long, slow breath before saying, “It’s not my place to question the exalted ones.” She glanced up with the tiniest smile on her lips before adding, “But is that really what has happened? I know you’re given to a little wanderlust, Xera.”

      Xera closed her eyes and a small smile appeared on her lips as well. “You’re right, of course. But I speak truly when I say I’ve received a directive from the exalted ones. After all this time.”

      Dima sat back on the couch, the mirth sliding off her face. “After all this time,” she repeated. “Has our faith finally been rewarded?” She shook her head and said, “You have our leave, of course. You had best hurry along, I think.”

      “And why is that?” a cutting voice from across the room asked.

      We all turned to see another woman, a much younger one, step into the room. She wore a long, red, flowing dress adorned with curving patterns of golden scales. Her fingers were covered in numerous rings and her ears were pierced as much as they could possibly be, all loaded with coiling jewelry and fine, hanging chains.

      Her skin was dark and her hair was black, but her eyes blazed with a golden light from the inside. She walked with wrathful determination as she made her way quickly over to us, looking down her nose with plain contempt on her face. “Who is this you bring into our sanctum, Xera? You should know better than to sully the council’s manor with a disgraced wretch such as this.” She turned to Dima and said, “You should be above such things, counselor. You lower yourself by allowing this farce.”

      Dima looked levelly back at the woman, her lips pressed into a thin line. Her eyes spoke of hatred, but she said nothing.

      Xera turned and said, “Advisor Faena, I apologize for the intru—”

      “Enough!” Faena said, holding up a hand. “I don’t want to hear your simpering apologies. I’m shocked that even you, Xera, would think such a thing appropriate. A hornless one in the council’s manor! Unthinkable! I—”

      Faena had, while delivering this arrogant diatribe, walked around the couch and was dangerously close to throwing back my hood, I thought. If that happened, I couldn’t even begin to guess what sort of shitshow would ensue. It looked like both Xera and Dima weren’t in a position to do or say anything to this woman, so it was up to me. I went with the best plan I could think of in the few seconds that I had.

      I threw myself off the couch and onto the floor at Faena’s feet, reaching out to tightly grasp her fancy robe and its numerous scales. “You’re right!” I wailed, the sound echoing around the room. “I sully this place with my mere presence!” I heard Faena gasp loudly, but I just kept going. “I beg your mercy, your grace! Forgive this lowly wretch! Please, I beg of you!”

      She tried to back away, but I had a death grip on her dress. When I kept wailing and begging for mercy, she tried kicking me, but the kicks were weak and ineffective. “Get off of me! How dare you touch me! How—” She tried kicking me a few more times.

      “Mercy!” I wailed, again and again, trying so very hard not to laugh at the absurdity of it all.

      “Guards!” she finally roared. “Get this, this thing off of me! Remove it from my sight! What are you doing? I said now!”

      I held on tight until I felt a pair of strong arms slip underneath mine and lift me up. I let go of Faena’s dress as they did, letting them drag me away, thinking how soft the carpet was as we went. They dragged me all the way out into the foyer, through the big front doors, and down to the front gate, where they sat me down, surprisingly gently. All without a single word.

      I looked back to find them heading back into the manor and Xera running out to my side. She slid to a halt and crouched down beside me, the weirdest look in her wide eyes. 

      “What?”

      “I just…I mean…what you did back there…”

      “Yeah?”

      “I…did not think…an exalted one…would…”

      “Didn’t think I’d debase myself like that?”

      “Yes,” she immediately agreed.

      I shrugged and let her help me stand up. “It got her to shut up, didn’t it? And it got us kicked out without having to answer her nosy questions.”

      Xera blinked back at me, a little stunned and with a faraway gaze before she said, “I suppose you’re right. It did work pretty well.” She started to bow to me, but thought better of it a second in, standing rigidly straight again. “Your wisdom truly knows no bounds, exalted one.”

      Oh great. We were back to that now, were we? I didn’t explain to her that my wisdom was average on a good day and just let her think my stupid plan was brilliant. Although, I had to give myself some credit, didn’t I? It had worked like a charm. “If you say so,” I said. “So, are we going to get out of here before Faena realizes she’s been had?”

      “I think we’d better, yes. But there’s one more stop before we do.” 
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      We walked swiftly back into the village, ducking into a smaller side street before we came to a tall building that seemed to be some semblance of an apartment complex, although it was as much a work of art as anything else had been. Once again, I thought about how little humans seemed to care about that kind of thing. 

      Humans. Because I was in a place without humans, wasn’t I? 

      I groaned to myself at the continuing thought that this might all be real.

      Xera turned and tilted her head at me. “Did you say something?”

      “Oh, no. Nothing. Let’s keep going.”

      We went inside and wound our way up a spiral staircase for a few floors before we got to her door, which was also made of stone and had a smaller glyph on it. She raised her hand, and again, the shadows leapt from it and into the door. This one was apparently more complicated despite being smaller, and judging from the screwed up expression on her face, more involved to open. Did it…hurt to do that? “Does it hurt to do that?”

      “Yes. The deadgod’s corrupted essence has made channeling the Deep rather painful.” She pushed the door open but paused to look back at me and say, “Do you really remember none of this?”

      “Uh…no. I don’t.”

      She just blinked back at me and shook her head before we headed into her home.

      I was taken aback at how…modern the place looked. There wasn’t anything like a computer or TV, but there were lights everywhere, along with furniture, cabinets, and tiled floors, although I thought that last one might be just a stone floor cut to look like tile. Still, the effect was very nice, and there were artistic decorations throughout, paintings and little stone carvings. “This is a really nice place, Xera.” Despite the manor being what it was, I guess I had still expected everywhere else to look like it belonged in the middle ages.

      “Thank you for saying so. I’m glad it pleases you.”

      She disappeared into another room and I was left to stand around awkwardly, so I meandered around the place, looking at the various types of art. The few paintings she had depicted a very familiar world, a few with big cities and others with idyllic scenes. They weren’t Earth, but honestly, they weren’t that far away. I had not, however, seen anything even remotely resembling those scenes since I’d arrived. Had they once existed? Did they still, somewhere outside the…corpselands?

      I ended up at a desk by a window that looked out over the street, and there was still a little sunlight to be seen even here. On the desk were a few piles of books and a larger, sketchbook looking thing with a purple and yellow, leaf-shaped paperweight on top. I lifted the cover to see some drawings of…explicit scenes…that seemed to contain…Xera herself as well as a few men with shining purple eyes and weird pupils. Blood rushed to my face and I was about to let the cover drop when I heard her cry out from the door to the other room.

      “NO!” She rushed over and slammed the book closed, her own face almost completely pink. “It’s…” Her lips worked soundlessly while her wide eyes were locked onto mine. “It’s, uh, not worth looking at! It’s…below your gaze! It’s nothing! Nothing at all! Looking at it would be a…a waste of time!”

      “Okay, okay,” I said, stepping slowly back and holding up my hands. “I won’t look at it, then.”

      “Okay.”

      We just stared at each other. We both knew I’d seen it. We both knew I knew it was a bunch of sexy drawings. And not that I’d really had time to look, but they seemed to be really good. I wasn’t about to tell her that, though. It did not seem like it would help.

      “I’ll just…sit over here while you get ready, alright?”

      She nodded, still completely pink in the face. “Yes. That’s…good. I mean…if you so desire.” She turned and practically sprinted into the other room, which looked to be a bedroom.

      I sat down and folded my hands in my lap and tried to keep my eyes from wandering. This was a strong contender for the most awkward situation I’d ever been in. Although I’m sure it paled in comparison to what Xera was feeling. How would I feel if some demigod or whatever waltzed into my house and blundered directly into my sexy sketchbook? Sextchbook? No, that was stupid and barely even pronounceable.

      I laughed quietly at myself, but one thought lingered in my head. She really thought I was one of these exalted ones, and that was pretty much the only reason she was helping me instead of ramming a dagger into my guts. And it was a lie. 

      My shoulders slumped as that reality became crystal clear in my head. Assuming this was all somehow real, I was asking this real person to help me do something I didn’t even understand, and I was lying directly to her face, over and over again. I let out a long sigh. I didn’t know what I was even doing, did I? I was doing what a garbled illusion told me to do without any semblance of why. Could I really drag someone else in on this madness? I needed help, to be sure, but…

      Xera came out of the bedroom with a large pack slung across her shoulders, her face still slightly flushed. It seemed like it took some effort, but she looked me in the eyes and said, “Are you…ready to go?”

      “Um…” I gestured at the other side of the couch and said, “There’s, uh, something we need to talk about.”

      She stiffened, her back going completely straight and her eyes widening. “I promise you, exalted one, that…”

      “No, no. It’s not the drawings.” I guess I wasn’t going to pretend I hadn’t seen them. “It’s something else entirely. There’s something you should know.”

      “Oh…what is it?”

      “Please sit down. This is a sitting down type of conversation.”

      She dropped the leather pack on the floor, perhaps sensing that this wasn’t going to be short. She sat beside me, her whole body stiff and her expression speaking of a terror that she was working to keep under control.

      “Okay, so…”

      I launched into the whole thing. It was all so unbelievable that I didn’t think there was any reason to spare any details. Might as well lay it all out there and be done with it. I started with my less-than-stellar life on Earth. No real family to speak of, none that I wanted to interact with in any way. My various jobs, all of which I didn’t care for. I spoke of Earth itself — another world entirely.

      I told her how I was pulled here by some strange artifact and my experiences in the weird futuristic place and its horrifying manikin thing, followed by a detailed account of what it had done to me, the pain in my eyes that still lingered a little bit, the new tattoos on my hands. And then how I was teleported here, only to almost be swiftly killed by her.

      She listened without a single word, but her gaze was locked onto mine and I didn’t see the slightest glimmer of disbelief while I told her the most unbelievable story that anyone had ever told anyone.

      When I was done, the stiffness was gone from her posture, and there was something else in her eyes that I’d never seen before. Perhaps she was looking at me like I was a real, normal — or normalish — person instead of some vaunted demigod.

      “And that’s it. I’m sorry I lied to you. I didn’t know what else to do. I certainly didn’t think any of this was real. But it was wrong of me. If you don’t want to help me anymore, I understand, but I just couldn’t keep leading you on, letting you think I was something I wasn’t. Besides, it sounds like where we were going to go might be dangerous, and if you’re still willing to help, you should know exactly why I’m asking what I am.”

      We sat there for a long time while I just let her process all the crap I’d just said. 

      After a while, she slowly took my hand in hers, looking at the designs on the back. “So, you’re not an exalted one, but yet…you are.”

      “I’m not sure about that.”

      She smiled at me and said, “Wait here.” She went back into the bedroom and came out with a small hand mirror and gave it to me. “Here. Look.”

      I took it, a ball of fear forming in my stomach. After some hesitation, I held it up and looked at my face. Most of the things were normal, but my eyes…they glowed with a weird purple light and my pupils…

      I had to look away, the deluge of emotions momentarily overwhelming me. I held it up again and looked at my triple pupils, three circles that were in a triangle shape around where a sensible pupil would be. That’s…what my eyes looked like. “Shit,” I said.

      She took my hand, folding it between her own, and she smiled at me again with more warmth than I had ever seen from her. Perhaps she’d lost whatever awe she had had at me being a demigod, which was a wonderful development, I thought. “You may not be a true exalted one, but you’ve been chosen by them, and given their power. And perhaps that’s all it takes to be one.”

      I smiled back and squeezed her hands. “Well, either way, I’m glad that you know who I really am. Also, that means I can ask you all the even more basic questions I’ve been wondering about this whole time but was a little too afraid to ask.”
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      “So, start from the beginning,” I said, gesturing widely around me towards anything and everything. “What even is all this? What have I been thrust into? What’s this world even called?”

      She chuckled a little, still much more at ease with me than she had been. “This is Oolis. It’s one of many known worlds, but—”

      “Hang on, now. There are many other worlds?”

      “Of course. Did you…only know of your own?”

      “Yep. We, uh, kinda thought we were alone in the universe.”

      She sat back, a shocked expression on her face. “Wow. Really? You don’t know of anyone else? But…you’re here…”

      “Total surprise.”

      She just blinked and shook her head. “Okay then. Well, anyway, the other worlds have been closed to us for a long time. Ever since the Torrent began, no one has been able to create a stable portal offworld.”

      “The Torrent?”

      “Yeah, the influx of magic into our world. We’ve always had magic, of course, but there was a time, a few decades ago, when more and more began seeping in for no known reason. At first, this seemed like a good thing; more powerful spells made our lives easier, made a single person able to do the work of what had previously taken many.

      “But it never really stopped. More and more power flowed into Oolis without end. I’m not sure how things are in your home, but there were some for whom the power was never enough. As much as they attained, they ever wanted more.”

      “Oh yeah,” I said. “I’m familiar with the type. We’ve got our fair share. Too many, one might say. Although we don’t actually have magic.”

      “You what!? No magic at all?”

      “Nope.”

      “How…how horrifying your world must be! How backwards and primitive!”

      “Hey now!”

      She jumped just a little and looked at me with a pained expression. “Oh…I’m so sorry, I’m sure your world is beautiful and…”

      I held up my hands and cut her off. “Oh, it’s fine, I guess. I, uh, can’t say I’m too sad about not being there anymore. But anyway! You were telling me about the Torrent and a bunch of awful people.”

      “Yes. Yes I was.”

      I could see the gears working in her head as she put aside what I’d just said and tried to focus on the conversation we’d been having.

      “Okay, many here started drawing more power to themselves over time, becoming stronger than anyone had ever been before. In the beginning, the common people even supported such a thing, if you can believe it.”

      “I can.”

      “These new, insanely powerful leaders promised us much, and for a while, they delivered. Better harvests, massive new cities raised in a tiny fraction of the time it would have normally taken a much smaller settlement to be built, weather that moved to the whims of the people.” She trailed off with a faraway look in her eyes. “For a little while, things were perfect in a way they never had been before. It seemed like the end of pain and suffering were here.

      “But nothing lasts, it seems. The demigods, or so they began calling themselves, weren’t content with just that, and they started building massive edifices that would pull more power in and funnel it to them. And still, the people cheered. Well, some of them. Others began to, or had long known, what would eventually happen.

      “The demigods glutted themselves on power, never having enough. All the good things they’d achieved fell by the wayside as they became consumed with nothing but growing their power. Without their aid, the great works crumbled. Fields became barren, the very land having grown accustomed to a constant influx of energy, and the cities that reached to the skies themselves began to crack and crumble.

      “While they stood by and watched this happen, the demigods became gods in truth.”

      That wasn’t the end of the story by a longshot I assumed, but Xera stopped speaking and looked away. “Should we…go? You can tell me more, later, when you’re ready.”

      She gave me a half smile and said, “Yeah, we really should get going.”

      She picked up her pack and we left, closing the door behind us with a grimace. I wanted to know more about the corrupted magic she was using, but there wasn’t time to talk as we hurried out of the village, taking side roads and always looking behind us. Faena wouldn’t come after us directly, which I wasn’t surprised to hear, but I was told there were a number of people who were fiercely loyal to her and it wouldn’t be much of a shock to find ourselves ambushed and carted back to the manor.

      While the trip out was stressful, it was over quickly enough, and we more or less sprinted through the hexed farm fields and soon, we were within the darkened shelter of the stone forest again.

      “I highly doubt they’ll follow us this far,” Xera said, “if they were even after us to begin with. I didn’t see any of the ones I know she’d send.” After a while, our steps slowed and we took a more leisurely pace through the silent trees.

      “Hey, one more question that’s been bugging me since we got to your village. Where are all the men?”

      She looked over at me with a raised eyebrow. “What do you mean? They were in the village. Didn’t you see them?”

      “I saw, at maximum, like six men the whole time we were there.”

      “Uh huh,” she said, still looking at me weirdly.

      “Well, where are all the rest?”

      We stopped walking and she just kept looking at me, tilting her head in an apparent attempt to understand my very basic question. “I’m sure some were inside buildings, but you saw the usual amount outside.”

      “The…usual amount? Okay, I’m going to say something that seems obvious to me, but maybe isn’t here? There’s normally roughly one man to one woman. At least…on Earth.”

      Her brows climbed high on her head. ‘There’s how many? Equal numbers of men and women?”

      “Yeah.”

      She snorted and covered her mouth as she laughed. “Why!? Why in the world would you need so many men?”

      “What?” I said, laughing a little myself. “It’s not like it’s a decision we made! It’s just how things are!”

      She shook her head and we continued walking. “If you say so. Sounds weird to me.”

      “If that’s how things are here, how do relationships work? Do you just have one man with multiple women or something?”

      “Yeah, of course,” she said, like it was the most obvious thing in the world.

      “Huh.” I was going to need a lot of time to process that one. “Anyway…on another note, I guess I didn’t say this before, but thank you very much for helping me, despite me lying to you and…not being what you thought I was.”

      She smiled softly but didn’t look at me. “Whether or not you were before, you’re an exalted one now. And I’ve had at least a little time to think on what you told me about your adventure coming here.”

      “Oh, really? If you could explain literally anything, I’d love to hear it.”

      She laughed and said, “I make no promises that what I’m going to say is accurate, but…it sounds like the place you were in, the place you gained your powers, was the Spire.”

      “Yeah, you mentioned that. What is it?”

      “It is, or it was, the floating citadel that was home to the exalted ones, the very seat of their power.”

      The lack of noise in the forest other than our own footsteps was starting to make the hair on the back of my neck rise up. “And it was lost during the fight with the mountain guy, right?”

      “Yes. The exalted were ever few in number, and they would have likely been in the Spire during the fight, and were likely…all killed.” She took a long deep breath and seemed to be holding back some serious emotions. “They were the world’s hope. They developed magical machines and abilities that even the gods couldn’t directly counter. So many of us rallied behind them, took the fight to the gods themselves…and we won…but only against one. Colossus was dead, but the Living Queen, the Discordant, and the Gilded King remain. Although,” she said quietly, “the Discordant is…well, I’ll explain about her later.

      “Anyway, something else I wanted to tell you is this: after the Spire and the exalted were lost, some of us kept vigils around their old artifacts, in the hope that one day they would reappear and lead us to victory as they once promised. It started as a way to cope, perhaps, rituals and ways to remember, but it’s…become something of a religion, you might say, and I am one who’s devoted my life to it.”

      “So when you called me a heretic when we…met…”

      “Yes. You were defiling a sacred place, or so I thought.”

      “And when you saw my eyes and thought I was a true exalted one of old…”

      “I thought I had committed the gravest offense I possibly could.”

      “And what do you think now?”

      She didn’t respond to this question immediately, so I let her think as we continued walking in the failing light. I didn’t know where we were going, but I hoped we were going to get somewhere soon and weren’t planning on walking through this place in the dark. It was creepy enough during the day.

      “Now,” she said, “I think…I think you were given the power you have for some reason that we cannot yet see.”

      “I don’t know about that. It might have been completely random happenstance.”

      She smiled. “I don’t think so. That isn’t how the exalted did things. If one of their artifacts chose you, I don’t believe it was just because you were the one who stumbled upon it first. I believe there is some quality about you that made you a good choice. And what I want now is to help you finish what was started long ago, and to save this world from itself.”

      Somehow, my feet kept moving, but there was only one thought in my head: Save the world!?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            9

          

        

      

    

    
      I just jettisoned the whole saving the world nonsense as soon as I could; it was way too much to think about right then. I just kept putting one foot in front of the other and tried instead to think about whatever horrific, dangerous scenario we were currently walking towards. “So how long is it going to take to get to Third Hand, and what’s going to be there, anyway? Oh, also, how many hands did this god have?”

      Xera chuckled and said, “Four hands, four arms. He didn’t start out that way. Well, presumably he didn’t. He was Golreq, and I’ve never heard of any of us having more than two arms, so I think it’s a safe assumption. But once he gained all the power he did, he remade his body many times over in a way the other gods never could. They changed, certainly, but not like him.”

      “Oh, they’re not gigantic?”

      “No. They all became larger, but only by a little bit. And as for what’s waiting for us…” She curled a lip, turned, and spat on the ground. “The Chthonics were there, last I knew. They’re a faction that wants to resurrect the deadgod’s power.” She still looked straight ahead, but I could see the rage in her eyes, even in the failing light.

      “Are they…your people?”

      “Yes.”

      “Are they the heretics you mentioned?”

      “Yeah. As if things didn’t get bad enough. They’ve learned nothing from the deadgod and only want the power of the Deep for themselves. They served him in life, but now they’re more than happy to carve up his corpse in death for their own gain.”

      “To…replace him?” I asked.

      She shook her head and spat again. “Yes, I’m sure. I have no doubts that every single one of them thinks they can be the next God of the Deep. Anyway, last I knew they’d set up a mining camp on the palm of Third Hand, which isn’t exactly where we’ll be going. I’m hoping we can avoid them completely, as they’re sure to attack on sight.

      “During the fight with the deadgod, the exalted ones used powerful artifacts anchored into the land itself to tether him down and deliver the final blow. Such a place is underneath Third Hand and should contain the primal core you want.”

      Well that was convenient, maybe. We could sneak in, take the core, and sneak out. Then back to the portal, repair the weird station or whatever, and…then what? I go home? Did I even want to go home? Why? What was waiting for me there? I didn’t even have a cat because my apartment wouldn’t allow them. But did I want to stay here, in some strange fantasy land filled with danger? 

      On one hand, I had some new powers here; I was special. But it was alarmingly unclear whether that would actually mean anything in the long run. And I was supposed to save the world? Did I want that kind of responsibility? Did it even matter if I wanted it or not? I was stuck here, for now, and there apparently weren’t any more exalted ones left to help fix anything. 

      I just shook my head and kept walking. Those thoughts were way too big for right now, and there were other, smaller, more pressing things to think about anyway. Thankfully. “Are we going to be walking all night or something? And how long until we get to where we’re going?”

      “Oh, right,” Xera said. “I didn’t answer your first question. And that’s because…the answer is heavily reliant on something.”

      “I don’t like the sound of that.”

      She just laughed and said, “Oh, it’s nothing so bad. If we walk there, the trip should take a little over ten days.”

      “Oh.”

      “However, since you’re here, there’s a possibility that it could be over much, much, faster. But that’s something for in the morning. It’s nearly time to camp for the night.”

      I hadn’t wanted to say anything, but my feet had been hurting for a while and the thought of sitting down was honestly amazing. “You, uh, don’t have a tent in that bag, do you?”

      “No, I don’t, but there’s something much better close by.”

      I just smiled and nodded, looking forward to sitting down literally anywhere. 

      We went for a little while longer before turning off the path and heading into the trees. I hadn’t seen anything marking where we were, but Xera seemed to know what she was doing. A few minutes later, we emerged from the trees into a little clearing on the side of a huge lake, the other shore just barely visible in the dim twilight.

      Nestled close by was a gray cube of a building. It had completely straight sides and no windows to speak of, but on the front was a door with the same black glyph that the doors in the village had sported. It was, however, much larger than any tent would have been. It looked a little ominous sitting there in the moonlight, though.

      “This is it!” Xera channeled into the door with her customary grimace, watching it slide open, and we stepped inside. She set her pack down and rummaged in it for a moment before bringing out a little pyramid shaped thing. She set it on a table and fiddled with it a bit before it sprang into life, giving off a bright blue glow that lit up the entire cube. It was rather spacious considering it was a box in the middle of the woods, and it was even furnished with nice looking things: a table and chairs, a bed, and a tall armoire. They all looked like wood, but on closer inspection, they were all made of stone.

      “This place is really nice,” I said.

      “Thanks! I made it myself.”

      I gaped at her. “You made it? Like, everything here? The building itself?”

      She blushed and turned away. “Yep.”

      I ran my hand down the wall, which was very smooth and had waving lines all throughout, making a pretty pattern over the whole room. “How?” was all I could say.

      “With magic, of course.”

      “Oh, right. That’s a thing.” I glanced down at her hands and said, “Doesn’t it hurt to use it?”

      “Yeah.” She pulled out one of the chairs and set her pack on the table. “It does, but that doesn’t stop us from doing it. How could we even live in a world without it?” her eyes widened a little and she hastily added, “Oh, I mean, I’m sure that—”

      “Oh no,” I cut her off, “don’t apologize. Now that I know that magic really exists, I don’t think I’d want to live in a world without it. Even though…you’ve had some small problems with it here.”

      She laughed and said, “Some small ones, yes. But thank you all the same. I’m very happy with how this place turned out. I spent a few summers building it. I did live in a tent for a lot of that time. Anyway, you want something to eat?”

      Did I. “Do I!” I sat down next to her as she fished some wrapped packages out of the bag and set them on the table. I’d been so focused on so many other things I’d barely even registered how hungry I was, but now that there was food in front of me, I almost didn’t care how much of an ass I made of myself wolfing down whatever it was. Maybe it’d be burgers from those weird cows! Cold burgers, but still!

      It was not burgers.

      She unwrapped the thick paper around our late dinner, and I don’t know if I’d ever been so viscerally disappointed in anything in my entire life. “Are those…bug parts?” The…salad was composed of a bunch of green, leafy things in spiral shapes, various brightly colored fruits and/or vegetables, and big, spiky, orange things that looked for all the world like grasshopper legs. If said grasshoppers were the size of dogs.

      Xera made a disgusted face at me and said, “Of course not! The bugmeal is ground down and mixed into the sauce!”

      Well that didn’t really help.

      “Do you have bugs this big on your world!?” she asked.

      “Wow, no. That’s why I was so surprised about these…bug legs…”

      “They’re not bug legs!” She looked down at the food with a pained expression. “Now I can’t get it out of my head that they are! Look what you’ve done!”

      I thought she was serious for a minute before she started laughing at me. She punched me in the arm and said, “Honestly, though. It’s going to take some work to get that mental image to go away! And I’ll have you know that these are crulet stems! They’re from a plant! A completely normal, non-bug plant!”

      “They look like bug legs,” I repeated with a huge grin.

      She fell forward, her head landing softly on the table. “I’d never seen that before. I don’t want that memory.”

      I reached out and patted her shoulder. “Sorry.”

      “Ugh, let’s just eat.”

      I busted up my not-bug legs into pieces and mixed them into the rest of the stuff, covering it all with the green sauce that had sunk to the bottom. Once I actually started eating it, my reservations evaporated into nothing as it was some of the best food I’d ever had. That was probably somewhat fueled by the fact that I hadn’t eaten in way too long, but either way, it was amazing.

      Xera must’ve noticed, because she gave me a triumphant smile and said, “You liking your bug legs?”

      “They’re plants! Or so I’m told. And yes, it’s really good.”

      “Thanks, I made it.”

      “Well now,” I said, leaning back in my chair. “Is there anything you can’t do? Warrior, builder, chef! I hope this isn’t condescending, but I’m really impressed.”

      “I appreciate it very much,” she said with a sad smile. “It’s not often I get to share something like this with someone else. I…I’m alone most of the time. Even when I’m with other people.”

      “Well now, there’s a sentiment I can relate with.”

      She smiled back at me warmly and I felt my stomach do a flip that had nothing to do with the food.
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      As we cleaned up after dinner, Xera’s face got redder and redder, but I couldn’t tell why. I tried a couple attempts at continuing the conversation, but they were all met with quiet, short answers. She briefly went outside and I was left sitting there wondering what in the world was going on.

      When she returned, her lips were pressed thin and she maintained completely rigid eye contact as she tried and failed to talk to me.

      “Uh, what is it?”

      “D-do you want to…” She took a long, deep breath and said, “go for a swim?” The redness in her cheeks that had been building came out in full force as she quickly added, “Because we’ve been traveling all day long and I know I’m a bit sweaty and my clothes could use some scrubbing and also it would feel really nice and there’s no danger in the water as there aren’t any creatures in there bigger than a small fish and if you don’t want to that’s okay, it’s no problem, I just thought it would be a nice thing to do before we went to sleep, you know?” She inhaled deeply after this statement.

      “Yeah, that sounds nice,” I said, and I sounded completely cool about it too, which I did not feel. As we’d sat down and eaten dinner, the first normal thing I’d done since coming to this world, my tumultuous thoughts had finally had a chance to calm down. That, in turn, gave rise to other thoughts that had only been banging around the back of my mind, waiting.

      To say Xera was attractive would be a massive understatement. And that was before considering her facial markings, her hands, or her huge horns. Also, if I was being completely honest with myself, and there was no reason not to be, I’d been trying not to stare at her chest for the entirety of the time I’d known her, and I felt that I’d done a pretty decent job of not making things awkward. But she was pitching that we go for a swim? I certainly didn’t have a bathing suit and I doubt she’d packed one for herself for the trip.

      “Okay great!” she said with a way too big smile.

      “Yeah, okay, so, should we…?”

      “Yeah! Let’s head out.” She turned and practically bolted out the door.

      I stood up to follow her, not at all sure what I thought of this situation. Of course I wanted to see her naked and go for a swim, but I was a little surprised she’d pitched the idea in the first place. Then my mind wandered back to her sketchbook and what it had contained: pictures of Xera herself with a number of men with what I now knew were eyes like mine.

      I smirked to myself, wondering if that was tantamount to blasphemy or something, being attracted to the people your religion was based on. Either way, it made me attractive to her it seemed, and she did understand I wasn’t actually an exalted one. So, I might as well run with it? Damn, I hoped that wasn’t the only reason she was attracted to me.

      “Okay whatever!” I said aloud to no one. I was just standing there thinking to myself and leaving Xera high and dry.

      I found her on the thin sandy beach, stripping off the last of her underwear and cursed myself for missing the show. Not that the show was over or anything, but still.

      She blushed furiously when she looked up at me, but she didn’t try to hide anything. “Well?” she said, a little high pitched.

      For a second, I thought she was asking for a critique, but she was clearly waiting on me to join her. 

      “Yes, right!” I pulled off my T-shirt and unzipped my pants which were both in need of a wash at this point. I kept my eyes firmly on the ground and could feel the blood rushing to my own cheeks. It was hardly the first time I’d been naked with a woman, but for some reason, it was already the most exciting. None of the other women had had horns, that’s for sure.

      I looked up at her, pausing for a noticeable but unavoidable time on her breasts, but if she was offended, it sure didn’t show in the huge smile she was giving me. I smiled back and tilted my head towards the water. 

      She nodded, and we both stepped in.

      I had expected it to be pretty cold at best, but it was shockingly warm, especially for being in the middle of a forest at night. We waded in quickly, and I looked over as she slid under the surface and kicked out into the deeper water.

      I turned around on my back and lazily swam backwards until she popped up beside me. Her horns softly reflected the moonlight and I couldn’t help but stare. “You’re beautiful,” I heard myself say. After her eyes went a little wide and her lips dropped open in a failed attempt to reply, I added, “No one has horns where I come from.”

      “No one at all?”

      “No. Well, there’s only one kind of people there, too. Just humans.”

      She scoffed and looked away, but her face was still flushed. “One kind of people? No magic? Your world sounds bizarre.”

      “No less bizarre than this one.”

      She chuckled, sending ripples out on the surface of the water. “Well, I can’t really argue with that, can I? It used to be better, though, and not even all that long ago. I was young, then, but I can still remember it, before things all went to shit. It was nice.”

      “This all happened in your lifetime?”

      “Yeah, for the most part.”

      I had kind of assumed this world’s problems were hundreds of years old. Xera spoke of things like they were the ancient past, but maybe they only felt that way since everything had changed so much. “I’m sorry you had to live through all of it.”

      She gave me a sad little smile. “Thanks for saying so. I’ve hoped for so many years that the exalted ones would return and we could once again fight against the gods. I’ve spent so many years trying to find their ruins and decipher anything I could, but without their eyes, I wasn’t able to do much of anything.”

      “And then I showed up,” I said.

      “You did! Honestly, Ian, I don’t know if you even want to help, but anything you’re willing to do, it would mean the world to me, and to so many others. Quite literally.”

      I didn’t really know what to say to that. I’d only recently started believing this was real.

      “I don’t really know what to say to that. I’ve only recently started believing this was real. I don’t know if I can actually do anything. The whole idea is so terrifying that I’m having trouble even thinking about it right now. I can’t…I can’t promise anything. But let’s go get this primal core, and after that…maybe I’ll know how I feel about it all. Maybe we can find out why I’m even here. Why that thing chose me.”

      She swam over beside me, and under the water, she took my hand in hers. “I understand. I do.” She smiled so widely, so warmly and genuinely, my heart melted at the sight. “So yeah, I agree. Let’s do the one thing laid out in front of us. And after that, we can decide on our next step together.”

      I reached out and took her other hand in mine and we pulled closer together so very slowly. We were both grinning like complete idiots when we leaned in together and kissed. Her lips and her entire body, which were pressed against mine, were so soft I thought I might explode at the touch.

      We were so focused on the kiss that we both stopped kicking our feet, and our lips were still together as we both slipped under the surface of the lake.

      We came up sputtering and splashing, laughing at the absurdity of it all. 

      I looked at her beautiful smile in the moonlight and I knew I’d remember that moment for the rest of my life.
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      We stayed in the lake for a little longer, but as exciting as it was, we were both pretty tired and wanted nothing more than to lay down and forget about everything for a while. We held hands as we stepped out onto the beach, and it struck me as such a teenager thing to do, but I loved it all the same.

      We gathered up our clothes and went back inside the stone cube house, where Xera produced a large towel from her pack. We dried off and debated whether or not to put on our dirty clothes, ultimately deciding it was a little too gross just then.

      “I’d hoped to be able to scrub them a little in the lake, but it’s late and I don’t feel like it anymore.”

      I wholeheartedly agreed, so we just laid down in the bed and pulled the covers up over us. We were naked, in a bed, and clearly into each other, but the second I felt the soft comforter slide over me, I knew I had minutes of consciousness left, if that. 

      Xera got back up and turned her little light pyramid down to a tiny glow, and I was out before she even got back in bed.

      I awoke in the middle of the night, about as confused as I had ever been in my life, before I remembered the dream I’d been having. Then a wave of panic surged through me as I remembered it wasn’t a dream. Then I closed my eyes again and the rest of the night slipped easily away.

      In the morning, I awoke to Xera’s soft snoring. I sat up, not wanting to be awake but seriously having to pee, so I gingerly extricated myself from the bed and made my way to the door. I tried to find a handle or knob, but there was nothing but smooth stone. I pushed, then tried to pull, but there was nothing to grab onto. In the pyramid’s night light, I could just barely make out the magical glyph on the inside. “Oh yeah.”

      I looked back over to Xera, and while I didn’t want to wake her up, this cube didn’t seem to have a bathroom in it. I went over to her and gently shook her shoulder. “Hey…”

      A blinding flurry of movement followed, and before I even knew what was happening, I was on my back, on the floor, with a wavy dagger to my throat.

      Xera froze, a mortified look on her face. “Uhhh…”

      “Good morning?”

      She gave me a pained smile and slowly pulled the blade back. “Whoops. Sorry! I, uh, don’t often have…people in the room…” She stood up and laid the dagger on the table and helped me up.

      “You, uh, sleep with that thing under your pillow?”

      “Yep.”

      “Oh. Is that necessary?”

      She laid back on the bed, her head propped up on one arm. “If you’re outside the village, pretty much. The other gods’ people don’t often come this far into the corpselands, but it’s not unheard of. Sometimes there’s just an opportunist that sees an easy mark. And then there’s the Chthonics.”

      “Uh huh. They’re…who again?”

      “The cult that all want to be the next deadgod. Well, okay, not the dead part.”

      “Oh, right, them. They’ll attack you?”

      “Oh what won’t they do,” she said, flailing an arm to the sky. “They’re unscrupulous bastards that’d probably sell their own mothers for a modicum of power.” Her gaze locked onto mine as she added, “If it comes down to it, don’t hesitate to kill one of them. They’ll do the same to you in an instant.”

      Kill someone. Yeah. I’d get right on that. “Yeah, sure. Hey, can you open the door?” In my terror at having a blade at my throat, I’d momentarily forgotten that I desperately had to take a piss.

      Xera opened the door and I bounded out into the morning light.

      When I was done, I came back in to find her putting her clothes back on. “I really should have thought about bringing a change or two,” she said. “I packed this bag at home and didn’t once think of it.”

      “Did you think of breakfast?” I asked.

      After rifling through the pack again, she pulled out smaller paper wrapped bundles and handed me one.

      “This doesn’t have bug legs in it, does it?”

      She turned and punched me painfully in the arm. “The last one didn’t either! And stop bringing it up! I’m trying to forget!” She was smiling, and I wondered exactly how long I could keep pushing this gag before she wasn’t anymore. We’d see, I guess.

      Breakfast was much better and turned out to be some kind of sweet bread with some kind of small, dark fruits. “What’re these things?”

      “Bug eyes,” she said without looking up.

      I grumbled at her and said, “They are not.”

      She just shrugged and kept not looking at me. “Tasty bug eyes. You can even feel the juice on your tongue when you bit—oh dammit! Ugh! I can’t do it! Gross! They’re sini fruits.”

      I laughed loudly at her. “Well, at least you tried. It’s really good. Did you make it too?”

      “No, I bought these.” She pointed a dark finger my way and said, “I can make it, though. You should know that.”

      We cleaned up the cube before we left, and as she was putting away the light pyramid, I asked, “So what is that thing, anyway? How does it work? Is it magic too?”

      “Of course. Everything’s magic. It runs on the primal flow.” At my blank stare, she continued, “Of all the magic in the world, the primal flow was never affected by the Torrent. It’s remained stable this entire time, for whatever reason. I assume this is why the exalted’s artifacts were all based on it.”

      “Oh, they were?”

      “Mhmm. Also, it’s the one magic the gods could never corrupt. No one’s ever been able to channel it before the exalted figured out how. Which they did purely out of necessity. None of the gods could be fought with their own power, of course, and they’ve never been successful in assaulting each other. Not for lack of trying, though. They all think themselves the one true ruler of the world.” She tilted her head at me and asked, “Did you really not know any of this?”

      I just shrugged. “I just know that the place I was in needs the primal core. At least I think I know that.”

      “That…isn’t particularly reassuring, Ian.”

      She called me Ian! Progress! “Hey now, I’m not claiming I have all the answers. Or even any, really. But I hope that by obtaining that core, we’ll both get a lot more. Do you have a better plan? I’m all for it if you do.”

      She leaned back against the wall and closed her eyes. “No. No I sure don’t. And I do trust in the exalted ones, so if that’s the message you heard, then that’s what we’ll do.”
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      There was a spare bag tucked away in the cube, so we split the remaining things Xera had between us and headed out.

      She got a wistful look in her eyes when she sealed the stone door with her dark glyph.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      As she ran her fingers down the smooth surface, she said, “I made this place a few years ago. A little refuge out by this lake where no one else comes. It’s always been my little secret, and I’ve never had anyone I wanted to share it with.”

      “I hope that means you wanted to share it with me, and not that we just stayed here out of necessity and you quietly fumed about it the whole time.”

      She turned and headed off towards the path we’d been taking. “Oh it’s the second one, definitely. Totally. I can’t believe I had to defile my hideout with your presence.” She glanced back at me, a little trepidation in her eyes.

      “It’s okay,” I said. “I understand sarcasm.”

      Her mouth lit up in a huge smile and she said, “That’s a relief. I know a lot of people who don’t. What a way to live your life, right?”

      “Unthinkable.”

      We lapsed into a comfortable silence once we got back to the trail, and I let my thoughts wander as the time passed. The sun came down in little shafts through the thick canopy, and we often had to slow down to pick our way over shadowed tree roots.

      After about an hour or two, during which we stopped and ate more of the sweet bread, I began to feel something ahead of us. At first I didn’t even register it; it was like the tone of the air had changed, some small, undefinable sensation that I could barely feel even once I was aware of it.

      Time wore on and it only grew, a nagging feeling at the back of my mind, and then an undeniable pulse from beyond the trees. “Are we getting close to where we’re going?”

      “We are. Why? Tired of walking?”

      “No, it’s not that…” I tried to explain what I was feeling. The words didn’t come easily and I thought I’d sound like an idiot, but Xera just nodded as she listened to my attempts to describe what was happening.

      “That’s a good sign! We’re getting close to one of the exalted’s artifacts. A pretty damn big one, too. I was wondering if you’d be able to sense it or not. I didn’t say anything because I didn’t want to get your hopes up. Or my own, for that matter.”

      “What, exactly, are you hoping I’ll be able to do once we get there?”

      “Everything. Anything? I’m not quite sure what to hope for. I’m only reasonably sure I know what this thing is.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “You’ll see. Maybe.”

      I just let it go and we kept walking, the feeling getting stronger the closer we came. Through the trees, I started seeing glimmers of light that had nothing to do with the sun, coming and going between the shadows.

      By the time we got to the clearing this thing was in, the feeling had almost become a physical sensation, a buzzing pulse that I could nearly feel in my bones. I stood in awe at the massive artifact. It was a huge ball of iridescent blue metal as big as a five story building and was half buried in the ground, so who knew how far down it went. The lights around it flitted around and were comprised of countless light blue runes, but Xera didn’t seem to notice. “Can you…not see the lights?”

      “...Lights?”

      “Yeah, that whole thing has runes dancing around it. Just like…everywhere.”

      She put a hand on my arm and looked up at me with wide eyes and trembling lips. “Really? You can…see all that? It’s really alive?”

      “It’s, uh, something alright. You say you’ve been coming here for a long time?”

      “Yeah. I’ve tried finding as many of the exalted one’s creations as I could, hoping that I would eventually be able to do something with them. But I’ve never once found anything that was more than a ruin, long bereft of power. Or…so I thought.”

      She took my hand and pulled me along the edge of the huge thing, walking us directly through a wave of light and runes that she couldn’t perceive. She reached out reverently, sliding her hand over the smooth metal, and she was about to say something when we both heard voices.

      The dagger was out of its sheath and she crouched low, pulling me down as well. “Quiet.” All the wonder was gone from her eyes and voice, replaced with a calm menace that sent a chill down my spine. “I was afraid of this.”

      “Who is it?” I barely whispered.

      “I’ll explain once we’re safe.” She looked around, surveying the area, but there wasn’t really anywhere to hide. The artifact was a big sphere and the oddly stone-like grass we were standing in wasn’t about to provide any shelter. “Stay here. I’ll take care of this.”

      Well that was good, because I wasn’t going to be the slightest bit useful in what seemed to be an upcoming fight.

      She stalked off, her movements light and fluid, and I just watched her go, remembering for the first time in a while that I was in a dangerous world and completely unequipped to deal with it. I’d been lulled into a false sense of security by our night in the cube, and now I was crouching down in some weird grass hoping no one would see me. I didn’t know what I’d do if they did.

      Someone cried out from the other side of the sphere, and I tensed up, my entire body rigid with fear, for myself but for Xera as well. The blood hammered in my veins as I remained there, all the worst case scenarios blazing through my head. While I sat there, terrified and focused on the direction Xera had gone, I forgot to pay any and all attention to anything else around me.

      By the time I even noticed someone was creeping up behind me, the man was a second away from slipping a knife into my back. I screamed and scrambled away, looking up at my would be killer. He was Golreq, the same as Xera, but while she was one of the most beautiful people I’d ever seen, this man decidedly was not.

      His horns had been ground down to almost nothing, just short nubs on the top of his head. He’d lost an eye and hadn’t bothered to cover the socket, and the dark skin that Xera only had on her fingers crawled up his arms, shoulders, and a little onto his neck. If he was impressed by, or even noticed, my eyes, he sure didn’t show it. He sneered at me, pulling a second knife from underneath his tattered clothes. 

      I didn’t see why, really. One knife was going to be way more than enough.

      I scrambled away from him, stumbled to my feet and ran as hard as I could. I sped through the grass as I heard him chuckle behind me, but I didn’t look back. “Xera! Help!” In a little corner, at the back of my mind, I didn’t want to be screaming and running like a helpless idiot, but I also knew the truth: That’s exactly what I was. As satisfying as it would have been to have her come back and find me standing over this man’s corpse with a smug grin on my face, that was pure fantasy. So I ran.

      We curved around the metallic edge of the artifact, and thankfully, Xera was standing over two corpses with a smug grin on her face. Her eyes briefly went wide at the sight of my panicked flailing, but it was only for a second. The surprise slid off her features and was replaced by a cool neutrality, and I was at once both so relieved to see her and in awe of the warrior she was, the warrior that I had only seen for the briefest of times when we first met and briefly in the cube. I’d wondered for some time if it had been a fluke, that she’d caught me by surprise and it wasn’t really part of her nature.

      Those thoughts went right out the window as she made a beeline for us, swiftly darting around me and swinging her kris up at my would be killer. The man’s humor drained away as he attempted to fight her, his two knives waving about in what looked, even to me, like crude thrashing. 

      Xera sidestepped every swing, making him come to her, until he overcommitted and got a dagger in the throat for his troubles. She rammed it in, hilt deep, batting his arms away as he gurgled and dropped heavily to the ground.

      The relief flooded through me just as a wave of revulsion did the same. I was safe, but I’d also just watched a man get killed right before my eyes. 

      Judging by the look on Xera’s face, this wasn’t her first time and if she felt anything at all, it didn’t show. “Are you okay?” she asked, turning to me.

      “Yeah,” I said. And although my voice didn’t waver, my knees gave out and I sat down hard on the ground.

      “You, uh, sure about that?”

      I stared straight ahead as I said, “I’ve just never seen anyone get killed before.”

      She sat down beside me and softly ran her hand across my back. It was the exact opposite of a manly situation, but I needed it, it seemed. “Is your world not that violent, then? It’s pretty much a way of life, here. If you leave the village, chances are, sooner or later, you’re going to get into some trouble. And it’s going to be you or them.”

      I numbly shook my head. “Some places are bad, I guess. But mostly, no. Worrying about fighting to the death isn’t a thing where I come from. Not with other people, not with animals. Just…not really a thing.”

      “Your world sounds nice.”

      “It can be at times.”

      She laughed and said, “Well now. That’s a diplomatic answer if I ever heard one.”

      I had to smile back. “I can’t say my life was great. I don’t know if coming here is an improvement or not, but at least I’m useful.” I looked up at the looming thing in front of us and added, “Or at least I might be. Let’s go find out.”
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      I did my best not to look at the newly made corpses as we circled the metal sphere. “So, who were those people, and why did they just attack on sight? Were they that cult you were talking about?”

      “Yep. The chthonics. In addition to mining the deadgod’s body, they’re also weirdly obsessed with the exalted ones’ creations. As far as I know, they’ve never been able to do anything with them, same as me, but that hasn’t stopped them from trying. Anything to get more power, I guess. Maybe the ones who aren’t as high up in their hierarchy are grasping for anything they can to elevate themselves.”

      “I suppose anything’s worth it if you get to be a god, right?”

      She glanced over to me with narrowed eyes and said, “I hope that’s just conjecture.”

      I gave her a big smile and replied, “It is! I don’t need to be a god, especially if the road to godhood is littered with corpses.”

      “Good. I’m hoping you’re here to solve some problems, not just make new ones. We’ve got plenty, as you might have noticed. At any rate, don’t give those cultists a second thought. They deserve what they got.”

      “I’ll try. But can I ask one thing? They had, or the one guy I saw had, a lot of…the black stuff…”

      She held up her hands and smiled, but there was a trace of sadness in with the humor. “You mean this?”

      “Yeah. I’ve kind of been not asking, but…”

      “Oh, it’s fine. It’s a symptom of the corrupted magic. Channeling anything more than what’s needed to use a glyph is pretty painful, and it marks our bodies. So far, I’ve gotten away with it affecting only my fingers, but there are others who are a lot less lucky. And then there’s the cultists. They either don’t care at all or just accept it. They want to be gods of the Deep, so they just channel with abandon, and most of them are like the one you saw.”

      “What does it do to you?”

      “For someone like me, it just hurts. Once it worms its way into your body, you can start dying, your organs will eventually fail. Unless you keep channeling more and more magic. You can live like that for a while, but it, of course, accelerates the corruption. And it’s probably pretty agonizing all the time.”

      “Wow. Sounds like it’d drive you mad after a while.”

      “Oh, it does.” 

      We pressed on and I put the thought of the cultists out of my head as best I could and focused on the glowing sphere instead. I didn’t know what I was looking for and hoped it would become apparent before I had to admit I wasn’t going to be much help after all. To my tremendous joy, the far side of the thing had an obvious door. Obvious to me, at least. 

      Once I pointed it out, Xera went over and slid her hands across the metallic surface, ending up not even close to where the entrance was. She really couldn’t see anything.

      I stepped up to the door, which was outlined by a bright, glowing line, and slightly more runes floated around it than the rest of the structure. I held up my hand which glowed in sync with the pulse I could feel coming from it, and with a soft sigh, the door opened inward.

      Xera cried out, her dark fingers covering her mouth. “You did it! You really did it!” She danced a little dance of joy while I just watched and smiled. She started to rush into the door, but stopped short, hopping from one foot to the other. “You should…really go in first. For a lot of reasons.”

      “Oh, it’s okay. You can—”

      “Get in there!” She pulled me forward and practically booted me inside the door, following close behind. “Can you…can you see anything?” She squinted down the corridor that we were in, tilting her head from side to side.

      “You still can’t?”

      “It’s just shadows to me. Can you even see where we’re going?”

      The hallway was perfectly lit, little runic lights every couple of steps. “Uh, yeah. Here, just hold my hand, okay?” It was pretty weird, leading her down a bright hallway, remembering every couple of seconds that she couldn’t see a thing. 

      “Where are we going?” she asked after we’d wound down the bending hallway and peeked into a couple of rooms. They’d all looked remarkably similar to the weird place I’d first come to when summoned to this world, filled with strange things that looked a little more like futuristic technology than magic.

      “How am I supposed to know?”

      She chuckled and said, “Oh, I don’t know. I thought it might be obvious. Why don’t we try heading up?”

      That was as good a plan as any, so we wandered around until we found a staircase. We went up quite a few levels before we hit the top, and we stepped out in a small, circular room. “We must be at the top of the sphere.” The room looked like a small ship’s bridge; there was a central place with some fancy looking seats, and the perimeter was filled with a variety of consoles. “Hey, stay here for a bit.” I put Xera’s hand on the doorframe and wandered over to what seemed to be the captain’s chair. It had armrests with lined glyphs reminiscent of the ones on my hands, so what I was supposed to do seemed pretty clear.

      I sat down, put my hands over the glyphs, and waited. For a second, nothing happened, but then the designs started glowing brightly, and my own glyphs reacted, softly at first, but then they started to hurt. Then they really started to hurt.

      I cried out as I watched a stream of shining golden light coalesce from all around me. My hands were locked in place and I couldn’t get away. I struggled in vain as I heard Xera call to me, and in the periphery of my vision, I saw her blindly trying to make her way towards where I was. The golden light flowed directly into my eyes, and while I tried to close them against the assault, I wasn’t in control of my body anymore.

      Images began flashing before me — not in my vision, but directly in my mind. Thousands and thousands of pictures and feelings and impressions washed over me, and it was all I could do to remember who I even was in the face of it all.

      This went on for some seconds, but it felt like an eternity through the pain in my body and the onslaught against my psyche, but finally, it all stopped. I slumped forward and fell out of the chair and onto the hard, unforgiving metal floor. I tried to say something, but nothing came out as I laid there, still reeling from the memory of the pain.

      Xera was standing over me, shouting by the looks of it, but I couldn’t hear anything other than a loud, low tone that was possibly really happening but possibly not. I saw the panic in her black eyes and wanted to reassure her I was fine, but I couldn’t and maybe I wasn’t. She ran her hands over my body, trying to find anything out of place, and I again remembered she couldn’t see anything, and had only heard me screaming. I think I’d been screaming. The situation had certainly warranted screaming. 

      After she patted me down and didn’t find any blood or wounds, she just pulled me in and hugged me tight. Her skin was so soft against my face as my head was pressed into her neck. It was such a weird thought to have, but it’s all I could think about in the moment. “Xera,” I managed to say.

      “IAN! Are you okay!? What happened!? What should I do!?” When I wasn’t able to respond any more, she let out a choked sob and said, “I don’t know what to do!” She hugged me tighter and I could feel the slight shakes in her body as she began to cry.

      I wanted so much to tell her I was okay, even if I wasn’t. But my lips just wouldn’t move as darkness clouded my vision and I passed out.

      I dreamt of many things, none of which I could make the slightest sense of. They all blurred together in a collage of alien sights and sounds with an occasional reference to my old life on Earth, which was made all the more weird by the juxtaposition.

      I jerked awake, gasping and flailing, unable to remember where I was.

      Xera was beside me in an instant, holding my arms and saying over and over, “It’s okay.”

      I blinked myself awake and stared up at her, finally calming down. “Xera…”

      She smiled, and while she was looking at me, she wasn’t meeting my eyes. Oh. She still couldn’t see anything. “You’re okay.”

      “You’re not basing that on anything.”

      She sat back and smiled, still not looking anywhere in particular. “No, but you sound okay. You had me so worried! Can you sit up?”

      I thought it would be a chore, but I actually felt fine, not even any lingering pain. “I…yeah. I feel fine.”

      “What happened?”

      I tried to explain, but what followed was yet another weird experience that I couldn’t really articulate. As I spoke, I looked around the room, and it was like I was seeing it all for the first time, or the thousandth. I relayed that thought to Xera as well, but it left us both just as confused as before. I stood and made my way over to the captain’s chair again.

      “Hey! Where are you going?”

      “I’m gonna sit in this chair again.”

      “Uhh…are you sure that’s a great idea?” Xera stood and started making her way over to me, her hands held out in front.

      “It’ll be okay this time. I just know it will.” And I did know that, with a complete and certain surety I also couldn’t explain. I sat in the chair and put my hands on the glyphs. They activated again, but there was no pain, no golden light, and suddenly, I knew exactly what to do.

      I issued commands wordlessly through the glyphs, telling the structure to activate lights for everyone to use.

      “Oww!” Xera’s hands flew to her eyes and she stumbled back.

      “Oh, shit. Sorry!”

      Slowly, she brought her hands down and squinted at me. “Did you do that!?”

      “Yeah. I did, actually.”

      She looked around the room in amazement, the pain immediately forgotten. “It’s amazing! Everything’s…undamaged, at least as far as I can tell.”

      I channeled into the glyphs. I guess that’s what I was doing? I was using magic, so I suppose I was channeling it. At any rate, I could feel the webs of the primal flow snaking through the place, and with it came a wealth of information, all of which I somehow understood. There was one point, however, that really stuck out. “This place is an airship!?”

      Xera turned towards me and stared. “You…you can tell that?”

      “Uh, yeah, somehow. Is that the thing you weren’t telling me?”

      She smiled and said, “It is. And if you can get it flying again, the trip to Third Hand is going to be a lot shorter. Can you get it flying?” she asked with a hopeful upturning in her tone.

      “Uh, maybe,” I said, and as I looked around the room, the thoughts came unbidden into my head, detailing what all the devices did and how to use them. “Xera…I know how this place works now. And I didn’t before the…event a little while ago. Please tell me you can give me some explanation.”

      She sat down in another chair beside me and tilted her head. “Well, maybe…and keep in mind this is a big maybe…but when the thing happened to you there was this bright, golden light, just like the Ascension’s magic. They call it the Holy Source now, but it’s historically been called the Celestial flow. Anyway, one of the things it can do is hold and transfer memories. The Gilded King uses it…well, let’s not get into that now. Suffice it to say that it’s pretty awful. The exalted ones were known to use the other kinds of magic in addition to the primal flow, just not very often, since anything they did would be vulnerable to the gods’ influence.

      “That bright light might have been their doing, their way to give you the knowledge you need. You, or anyone like you that came in here, I guess. So, can you get this place working again?”

      “I’m…not sure. Let me try. And memory transfer, huh? I guess that would make a lot of sense of what happened. A less painful way would have been preferable, though.” I reached out, channeled through the ship, and as I did, I found I did indeed have pretty intimate knowledge of its workings, like I’d had years of experience with it. What I found, however, wasn’t the greatest news.

      “Well, you want the good news or the bad news?”

      “Always bad first,” Xera said. Her stoic face said she’d had a lifetime of absorbing bad news, which wasn’t shocking considering the state of the world.

      “The ship is pretty heavily damaged, even though you can’t really see it. The outside is intact and most of the small pieces work, but it’s been sitting unused for a long time now. Some of the magical…conduits…have become unstable.” I said those words, but it was almost like someone else was speaking through me. Someone who knew what the hell they were talking about.

      “And the good news?”

      “I think it can still fly. Maybe. But this is going to be a one and done sort of thing.”

      She leaned back in the seat and gave me a big grin. “Any distance it can travel would be better than walking. And besides, we get to fly in an exalted ship! Can we…can we go now? Does it need to…power up or something?”

      “Uh…I think we can go if we want.”

      She grabbed my shoulder and the look on her face was like a kid with a new toy. A big new toy. “Then let’s do it!”

      We did it.
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      I could feel the magic flowing through the ship. Not only that, I could feel it flowing from the world. It was a supremely weird feeling, to say the least. I channeled into the glyphs, which was a simple concept and a wildly complicated process. How much magic went into it, how fast, into what miniscule area of the glyph…it all mattered. This one system could do thousands of different things, and it would have been absolutely impossible to learn naturally, even with decades of training. The fact that the knowledge had just been dumped into my head, however painful, was far and away the most amazing thing I’d experienced on this world yet.

      The whole ship rocked and shuddered as it came back to life. I could feel the primal flow coursing through it, along with all the pieces that were threatening to break. For the moment, they held though, and soon, the whole thing, which was as big as a tall building, began to slowly unearth itself.

      There was a window in front, of course, which I had opened. Would windshield have been more accurate? Bridge viewing port? Who knew? At any rate, Xera was plastered against it, looking down at the ground that very, very, slowly began to fall away.

      “Amazing,” she said. “I’ve waited for years on end for something like this.” She turned back towards me with the biggest smile and said, “You know, I never really thought this would happen. I was going to keep trying and keep faith in the exalted, but I never actually thought something like this would ever occur.”

      “You and me both, but for different reasons.”

      We went up and up, and probably a half hour later, we were almost in the clouds. After issuing some last commands to the ship, I tentatively stood up, ready to rush back if we started falling out of the sky. Once I deemed it relatively safe enough, I joined Xera by the forward window. I looked down over the mountain range that had been looming over us during my entire stay in the world, and from up so high, I could actually see the outline of the deadgod. Well, some of him, anyway. “Wow…it really is a body.”

      Xera snorted and looked over at me with a raised eyebrow. “Didn’t believe me or something?”

      “Oh, it’s not that. I guess it wasn’t any more unbelievable than anything else during this crazy adventure, but still, it’s one thing to hear about it and another to see it.” The deadgod stretched for miles, and I could see Foot, where I’d first met Xera, down to where the village of Hem must be tucked away, and off in the distance were the curled fingers of Third Hand. Or at least one of the Hands. “Hey, I’m not seeing four arms here.”

      Xera shook her head. “No, two of them were sheared off in the battle. First and Third Hands are still attached. Second and Fourth still exist, but they’re further off, far over the horizon.”

      Brutal. “I can’t believe that was once a person. Like…a normal person.”

      She shook her head and said, “That was so long ago, before my first memories. He was one of us, a Golreq, and I doubt it’ll be a big surprise to hear that he was born to a prestigious family and had many advantages throughout his life.”

      “So was magic common even back then?”

      “Mhmm. Part of everyday life. It still is, but not in the same way. We’re pretty much living in the withered husk of what the world once was.”

      The conversation slowed after that as we just stood there and watched the land go by underneath us. It seemed slow up so high, but we were already traveling many times faster than we would have been by walking. It still wasn’t as fast as a plane would’ve been. I let my thoughts wander, mentally looking through the ship and seeing what I now knew about it. It was odd, to say the least, having memories that I hadn’t experienced myself.

      “Hey, while we wait, there’s something I just remembered. For the first time.”

      Xera cocked an eyebrow at me, but I just nodded my head towards the door and we started down the stairs. “You can see now, right?” I asked her.

      “Yeah. Much better.”

      We went down a few floors and around a couple corners before we came to a large heavy door. I held out my hand towards it and we waited while listening to the sounds of large metal pieces moving around and, hopefully, unlocking the door. When it finally swung inwards, we stepped into what was once a fully stocked armory.

      “Whoa…” Xera reverently looked around before reaching out and not quite touching some of the things on display.

      There was a full set of plate armor standing at attention. It was made of dark metal embossed with golden designs, overlapping plates that would cover the wearer completely. I could feel energy coming in waves from it, but it wasn’t all the primal flow that I was familiar with. There were numerous types of power emanating from it, and while I didn’t really understand what that meant, I still knew I wouldn’t be able to use it. Not yet, anyway. When I voiced that out loud, Xera’s face fell.

      “Oh, damn. Here I was hoping I’d get to see it in action. Did you know that…well, of course you didn’t…during the height of the exalted ones there was a champion who always led the charge against the gods and their minions? They were known as the Godbreaker.”

      I thought about it for a second and said, “Nope. Nothing like that in my new memories.”

      “I never saw them myself, but there are a lot of stories detailing the amazing things they did in the heat of battle. They might or might not be total exaggerations, though. Who knows? But if they’re anything approaching real, I’d bet the Godbreaker was wearing some fancy armor like this.”

      I ran my hands down the plate mail and said, “Can I assume that they were there during the fight against…hey, does the deadgod even have a name? Aside from Colossus or whatever.”

      “Oh, yeah. It’s Ono. It’s kinda taboo to say it out loud, though. Everyone’s just gotten used to ‘deadgod’ I guess. I know I like to remember that he’s dead. But anyway, yes. The Godbreaker was there for that fight. But they, like the Spire and everything else…were lost.”

      A disturbing thought floated into my head and while I wanted to squash it back down, there was no reason not to say it out loud. “Was the Godbreaker…like me? Were all the exalted like me? From another world?”

      “No. They were all our people. At least all of them I know about. I’m not sure how or why they were chosen. But the Godbreaker? I’ve never found records of their face or…even their name. I keep saying ‘their’ because…I don’t even know if they were a man or woman. I suppose they could have been like you, yeah. But who’s to say?”

      Maybe once we got the primal core the illusionary person I’d seen in the beginning could tell me more. Or anything, really. Something would be nice.

      We looked around the room some more, and while it held many more interesting things, I could tell they were either broken or of no use to me as I was. However, one last object caught my eye.

      It was a long, curving piece of metal, polished to a bright shine. It seemed to fit along my arm, and when I held it up like that, it reacted with my tattoos, hovering less than an inch, just along my forearm, and it moved seamlessly with me. That was, however, the least of its functions. I channeled into it, and it unfolded into a bow about three times as long as it had been, and it glided into my waiting palm.

      Xera just looked on without comment.

      As with the ship, I just knew what to do with it. “Let’s, uh, find a balcony or somethin to try this out. I don’t think using it in this room is gonna be a good idea.” There was a balcony, or viewing platform at least, along the lower reaches of the ship. It resembled a long room that was missing the walls on either side. My memories told me it was a staging platform for other, faster flying vehicles, none of which remained on the ship, unfortunately. Based on what the world seemed like and Xera’s reaction to this ship, there might not be any of them anywhere anymore. 

      The air whipped through our hair even though we weren’t actually moving all that fast, and the platform didn’t have a railing. Both Xera and I were super leery about getting anywhere close to the edge. “This is fine,” I said.

      I summoned the bow, or made it unfold, or something. I held it up and raised my other hand like I was going to draw an arrow. I pulled back and…the primal flow surged through the bow, and a bright blue arrow appeared in my hand, completely made of solidified magic. “Holy shit,” I muttered.

      “Amazing,” Xera breathed.

      There was a tiny bit of resistance, just enough to let me know what I was doing, but it wasn’t in the least bit hard. I drew it all the way, and my tattoos flared, the magic flowing through me and into my eyes. I could…I could see exactly where I was aiming. And with a little flex, a little more channeling, time itself slowed.

      Well, that probably wasn’t accurate. My senses sped up was the much more likely scenario.

      At any rate, I released, and the arrow flew straight and true for an absurdly long time before it even started to drop, and I was aware of it throughout its whole trip. Once it got far enough away, which took a considerable amount of seconds, it winked out of existence. 

      I tried again, mostly to feel the slowing of time again, and it worked perfectly. “Wow. Just…wow. I wish I had some targets up here.”

      Xera rushed back into the ship and soon reappeared with some broken scrap metal that she lined up nearish to the edge before coming to stand by me again. “Okay! There you go! Let’s see it in action.”

      There were five small targets in a row. I took a deep breath and drew the bow again. Time slowed while I did it, and I hit each piece with pinpoint accuracy, knocking them all off the edge and into the air.

      “WOW!” Xera clamped her dark hands on my shoulders and practically shouted into my face, “That was amazing! The best archers in the world could scarcely shoot that fast! And you hit them all spot on!”

      It had been alarmingly easy. The bow and the magic more or less did all the work. Was this the power the exalted ones had wielded? Was this the barest representation of the power the exalted ones wielded? Amazing. Truly amaz—Oh. They’d still lost, even so.
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      Xera must have seen the emotions play out on my face, because she asked, “What? Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, I’m fine. This is amazing, but I can’t help but think that even with power like this, the exalted ones were still wiped out. How powerful are the gods, anyway?”

      “Uh, probably insanely?” She shrugged. “I’ve never even seen them face to face, unless you count the mountain. But let’s not worry about that, right? We’re going for the core, and then we’ll figure out what to do after that.”

      “Yeah, you’re right. No point in worrying about it now.” 

      I was absolutely going to worry about it now. Although, to be fair, I hadn’t committed to anything. I wasn’t necessarily going to fight these gods anyway, right? Maybe I’d get the core and that would be enough. Someone else could carry the burdens the rest of the way. Fancy bow or not, I wasn’t going to save the world, was I? Surely not. Just get the core. Just that.

      We spent the remainder of the day exploring the ship. We were both rather excited at first, but the novelty wore off pretty damn fast when the whole place not only looked identical, but most things were either non-functioning, above my current magical pay-grade, or just plain boring. Aside from the armory, there wasn’t anything particularly interesting, just storerooms or old magical artifacts that were mainly good for collecting dust at this point. 

      There were, however, some surprisingly plush beds that were perfectly serviceable once we’d taken the pillows and blankets out to the viewing platform and beat the dust out of them. Night fell before we knew it, and we were still a ways off from Third Hand. The ship was moving so slowly that it didn’t even look like we’d made progress, but I think the fingers I was looking at were just bigger and stretched higher than I imagined they did. We ate a small dinner from our stores of food, out on the platform, watching the clouds go by.

      Later, once I’d made sure at least three or four times that the ship could operate without me, we left for the sleeping quarters we’d chosen. We picked out two beds right next to each other and slipped under the covers. I briefly entertained the idea of getting into bed with Xera and trying something, but I was asleep before I could finish having the thought.

      When I awoke the next morning, I found her arm draped over me and her soft breathing close behind. Not wanting to spoil the moment, I stayed as still for as long as I could, but when I finally had to shift, she woke up with a quiet inhale.

      “Oh!” She quickly untangled herself and got up, sliding her kris out from under her pillow and sheathing it with bright red cheeks.

      “Did you…not mean to get in bed with me?” I asked with a big smile.

      “I…I half remember doing it, like a dream. Sorry, if, you know…”

      I just smiled wider. “You do remember that we slept together naked last night, right?”

      She looked away, and it was adorable how embarrassed she seemed to be. “I know! But you were awake when that happened. I don’t wanna…” She just shrugged to finish that statement.

      “Don’t worry about it. It was nice having you there when I woke up.”

      “...Yeah?”

      “Yeah.”

      We were such dorks.

      Out among the clouds again, we ate a small breakfast while Xera lamented our dwindling food stores.

      “Uh, what were you planning on doing for the ten day walk we might have had to make?”

      “Hunting, of course.”

      “Oh. There are things to hunt out there? I recall a pretty sparse forest that we were walking through.”

      “There’s plenty of things to hunt if you know where to dig.”

      That didn’t sound like hunting to me, but I didn’t press for any more details; I wasn’t keen on hearing what kind of animals we were going to dig up and eat.

      “We’ll just have to make do with what we can find at Third Hand. Maybe we can steal some food from the Cthonics.”

      Well that sounded just great. Maybe I would have preferred shovel-hunting after all.

      Back on the ship’s bridge, we were looking out the forward window when Xera said, “It’d be nice if we could know what we’re getting into over there. Last I’d heard, the cult had set up a mining operation on the palm. For the most part, we leave them alone since they never actually accomplish much, but if they’ve been making any progress, our people would be moving to stop them. We certainly don’t need another Deep god.”

      A thought, or a memory, popped into my head. “Oh, actually, we can take a look at what’s happening. There’s an artifact a few floors down that’s capable of scrying. That’s… the right word, right? Scrying?”

      “What? Are you serious!? Even I didn’t know the exalted could scry. As far as I knew, that’s solely  been the Ascension’s thing, using the Celestial flow! What are we waiting for, then? Let’s go!

      A few floors down there was a large, round artifact in the middle of a random room. “This is it, I guess.” I held out my hands and channeled into the device.

      A bright blue ring of magic flowed out of the artifact and spun in the air above it, showing us…the underside of the ship. “Well, that’s less than helpful. Let me see if I can…” I channeled into it again, causing the image to fly randomly about. 

      Fifteen minutes or so later Xera was leaning against the wall, trying really hard not to laugh at me. 

      I could hear her constantly snickering, though. “This is hard, okay!?” I’d been able to pilot the ship with surprising nuance, but for whatever reason, I knew how to use this thing but I wasn’t even close to being good at it. The image the swirling ring showed us was still jumping about, although slightly less randomly. I’d finally managed to get it to hover in the air above Third Hand, and there was indeed a big group of buildings in the center of the palm. But that wasn’t all that we could see.

      “Oh, shit,” Xera said softly.

      “What part?” I asked.

      She took a long breath and looked me in the eyes. “Well, a lot of it, actually. Where do I start?” She leaned into the vision, which didn’t distort it at all, and pointed at the deadgod’s pinky finger, which had been crudely severed. “It seems the cultists have been successful in breaking off an entire finger, here, which is so much more than I thought they were capable of.”

      “And that’s bad because?”

      “The corrupt power that flows through the god’s corpse lies deep, relatively, inside. Breaking through the layers of rocky skin has always been the hurdle to tapping into the Deep magic. But somehow, they ripped off a whole finger. And the fact that it’s a small one doesn’t make this any better. They’ll be able to directly siphon the power from Third Hand now.” I was about to say something when she continued, “And, to make things even worse, it looks like it fell on top of the exalted ones’ stronghold here.”

      “Where the core is?”

      “Where the core is.”

      “Shit.”

      “Yeah. And that’s not all. Do you see the big green area creeping up to the other fingers?”

      “I do. That’s…bad?” The corpselands had a lot of color for being made from rock, but nothing I’d seen had been so overwhelmingly green. Before Xera even spoke, though, I was pretty sure I knew what she was about to say.

      “The Verdancy is here.”

      “Why?”

      “They don’t want the resurrection of the Deep god any more than we do. Truth be told, he was the best contender for being able to stand against, and ultimately kill, the other gods.”

      “I can see that. You said the Living Queen and Gilded King actually helped fight him, right?”

      She snorted, but there was little humor in her expression. “If you want to call it that. In some ways, they were manipulated into the fight, but mostly, they saw a threat to themselves and decided the exalted ones might not be able to kill him alone. At any rate, the Verdancy doesn’t want a replacement. And while they’re mostly content to stay within their borders, they will come out on occasion. Well, their ever-expanding borders, I guess.”

      “They’re not going to be our friends just because we don’t like the cultists either, are they?”

      “Not a chance, no.” She sighed heavily and glanced back down at the scrying circle. “Wait, can you look closer over here?” she asked, pointing again.

      “Well, I can try.” I did my best, which more or less sucked, but I was finally able to get the view she wanted.

      When the image became clear, she cried out, her eyes wide and a smile on her lips. “Look! It’s Golreq! Not cultists!”

      “Your people?”

      “Exactly! We can meet up with them and get some sort of foothold here. I mean, maybe. At least we won’t be alo—”

      The entire ship suddenly shuddered, knocking us off balance. Reverberating up through the floor, we felt more than heard a series of explosions from the bowels of the ship.

      “Shit,” we said in unison.
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      “What’s happening?” Xera cried.

      “I don’t know! We need to get back to the bridge!”

      The entire ship kept shaking, so making it through the halls and back up the stairs was difficult and wildly disconcerting, but we did it. I flew across the room and slammed down into the captain’s chair, pressing my hands to the glyphs, feeling whatever I could throughout the ship. A thousand different things flitted through my mind, and I tried to make sense of the deluge as best I could. “I think…we overdid it with the scrying. We pulled in too much energy and the ship’s conduits couldn’t take it anymore. A few of them…have exploded.”

      “Are we going to crash!?”

      “Uh, yeah…it remains to be seen just how badly, though.” I did the best I could, filtering through my memories to figure out what to do, but through the constant shaking and the panic, I wasn’t doing a stellar job. “You might want to sit down.”

      The chairs, it turned out, had straps that we tied down as tightly as we could. Xera quickly got control of her emotions, and she laid a hand on my arm and softly said, “You can do this. I believe in you.”

      I managed to smile tightly in return, but I was too focused on channeling into the ship to reply.

      At first, I had wanted us to come down as close to Third Hand as we could, but when steering became too difficult, a landing we could walk away from became my only concern. It was rough, to say the least. Once things had started going wrong, problems started showing up all around the ship, and it was all I could do to keep us from falling like a rock.

      The forest swiftly came up to meet us, but as we crashed, all I could think about was Xera’s hand, still on my arm, and how I really hoped this wasn’t the end of our adventure already.

      The crash was pretty terrible.

      The ship’s round nature made it very important that we not come down at such an angle that we started rolling. I, somehow, accomplished that, but what it meant instead was that we crashed into the forest almost straight down, and there was nowhere for the momentum to go except back into the ship.

      It wasn’t made to crumple like a car, either. It had been made to withstand attacks from literal gods. The trees we landed on, however, absorbed some of the shock. They must’ve anyway. I turned to Xera and we wrapped our arms around each other, as there was nothing more I could do, and we stayed that way as the whole thing trembled and groaned, shaking us dizzy.

      Once everything stopped, we unstrapped ourselves and fell to the floor. I finally took a long breath with my eyes closed, feeling all over my body for any blood or horrific wounds. Thankfully, I didn’t find any. All my muscles, however, ached and were going to be sore in the morning.

      I glanced over to Xera, and she was already sitting up, examining herself for any injuries as well.

      “You okay?”

      “Battered and bruised, but yeah, I’m alright. You?”

      I gingerly sat up. “Yeah. I think I’m fine.” I started laughing and she joined in. 

      A second later, she leaned over and kissed me.

      For a second, I froze, but my brain caught up and I slid my arms around her back and pulled her in close, pressing my lips tight against hers.

      She pushed her tongue into my mouth and I closed my eyes and returned the pressure, the adrenaline from the crash changing into more adrenaline from the feel of her. The blood pumped in my veins as we fell over onto the floor.

      I rolled over on top of her and slid my hand through her long, white hair and around her neck, and we stayed there on the floor of our crashed ship, just kissing, the rest of the world forgotten.

      Some time later, I pulled away, coming up for air. “Hey, we made it.”

      She chuckled and replied, “We did! You did great.”

      I rolled off and sat up, and she did the same. “My initial reaction is to argue with you about that assessment, but we did live, and are pretty much uninjured.”

      “Yeah, like I said: great.”

      “You think anyone saw us coming down?”

      We got up, brushed ourselves off, and went to look out the window. “Probably. I can’t imagine everyone missing this thing falling out of the sky. But will they know what to make of it? Probably not. And how close did we come down to Third Hand anyway? I was too busy internally freaking out to pay attention.”

      “Uh, I’m not sure. Maybe we can go scry a little more?”

      She gave me a panicked look and said, “Are you sure that’s a good idea?”

      “Well, what else could happen? Either it works or it doesn’t, but the ship’s not trying to fly anymore anyway, so maybe the power draw won’t be too much?”

      She wasn’t sold.

      “It’ll be fine!”

      She grumbled, but she didn’t object when I took her hand and pulled her along after me.

      Unfortunately, the lights that she could see had gone out, so I had to guide her back down the stairs and into the scrying chamber. I reached out and channeled into the device, and to my surprise, it worked. Kind of.

      The scrying circle was smaller and much, much harder to control for whatever reason, but I got it done, eventually showing us the view from directly above.

      “Well, we’re not that far away,” Xera said. “And honestly, it’s probably for the best that we didn’t come down on top of the Hand anyway. This way we can meet my people and get a real plan before we charge in against two murderous enemies.”

      We went back and got what things we had left to take and made our way out of the ship and into the soft light of the forest. We picked our way over shattered trees, and it seemed they broke like rocks more so than splintered like wood. Weird.

      I was ready to get going, but Xera turned around and went back up to the ship’s hull, laying a reverent hand on it. I joined her, but stayed silent.

      After a moment, she said, “You know, I visited this thing so many times over the years. To see life breathed into it again, to see it fly, only to crash down here, where it’ll probably never move again…” She shook her head and smiled. “It’s a good memory, though. I don’t know how far our little adventure will ultimately go, but if we go in there and get killed today, I think I can die happy, knowing this happened, that I got to see such wondrous things that I never thought would be real.”

      A put an arm around her and pulled her in tight. “I’m glad. But all the same, I don’t really wanna get killed today. Or tomorrow.”

      She laughed softly and leaned her head in against mine. “Agreed. On to the next thing?”

      “On to the next thing.”
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      I checked to make sure my bow was safely with me and hovering on my arm like twenty times as we left the ship. Maybe I’d get used to it, but the fact that I couldn’t feel it against my skin made me constantly think I’d lost it. I was essentially helpless in this world, but that bow gave me a sense of agency, a little bit of power, even if I hadn’t actually used it in a real situation yet.

      Not that I was eager to do so.

      The forest in which we landed was really the same forest where we’d taken off, filled with the same rocky trees, weird grass and underbrush. This time, however, there was no path to speak of, and Xera’s kris wasn’t a machete, so the going was slow.

      I was relieved, though, that while walking through the place was unpleasant at best, we didn’t have to worry about being attacked by any horrific creatures. “So, what’re the underground animals like, anyway? Furry little burrowing things? Kinda cute?” I was really hoping for this one.

      Xera stopped in her tracks and looked at me with an incredulous expression. “Furry?”

      “Uh, yeah?”

      “Gross. No, they’re not furry. The only furry things are in the Verdancy, and they’re the exact opposite of cute. A multitude of furry legs, many and backwards jointed, spit poison, that kind of thing.”

      “Oh hell. Giant spiders!?” I had to explain what spiders were, of course.

      “Oh, no. Wow, that sounds bad. No, they’ve just got two eyes and one big body. Thick legs, actually. Big mouth. And like I said, they spit poison. They’re called torins.”

      The mental image I was getting wasn’t really any less freaky than a giant spider would be, so I moved the conversation along. “Okay, great. Let’s hope I never, ever see one. You were telling me about creatures here?”

      “Oh, yeah. Things here are much better. Hard carapace like sensible animals. Two eyes, mouth that opens real wide. No limbs, just kinda wiggle around.”

      “Snakes? Hard shelled snakes?” I explained Earth snakes to her.

      “Yeah, pretty much. Yours sound weak and pathetic, though,” she said with a big smile.

      We kept walking, heading towards what was probably going to be a battle, but I smiled and said, “Oh, is this a competition now?”

      “Yeah, unfortunately, because it sounds like you’re already losing.”

      “No, your animals suck,” I said, and we both giggled.

      As we neared Third Hand, the trees started to thin out and hard, industrial sounds began floating through the air. The hairs raised up on the back of my neck as I vividly and unwillingly imagined the upcoming battle, which I hoped was just a fantasy and we could get the core and leave without even coming close to any enemies. However, I’d been alive and experienced enough stupid things to know that that was likely a pipe dream. If we made it out alive and physically and mentally unscathed, I’d call it a huge success. I wasn’t going to bet on anything, though.

      Finally, the trees gave way to a long, flowing grassland that wrapped around Third Hand. Up on the palm, we could easily see the Chthonic’s base, the source of the industrial sounds. “What’re they even doing up there?”

      Xera curled a lip and said, “I would have said they’re trying to mine into the deadgod’s skin, but since they severed a finger, it’s more likely that they’re manufacturing explosives or ways to process his congealed essence into a more usable state.”

      “Isn’t magic…magic? They have to…refine it?”

      “The deadgod’s body was made from and infused with a massive amount of magic, yes, but in the end, his body was still a body. Now it’s hardened into rock and congealed into…well I don’t know what to call it. But the power inside it must be released somehow, morphed into its natural state. Okay, naturalish.There’s no known way to completely remove the corruption.”

      “Sounds complicated.”

      “I’m sure it is. Let’s go.”

      We trudged through the tall grass, which was a welcome relief from the forest’s underbrush, but now we were exposed, and I couldn’t look everywhere at once fast enough to allay any of my mounting fear. Either the cultists, who apparently had explosives, or the people of the Verdancy, or maybe one of those horrific torin things was going to see us at any moment; I just knew it.

      We crept closer and closer to the Hand, skirting hard around the greenness that was creeping in from around the fingers. “There,” Xera said softly, and I almost jumped out of my skin, imagining any number of horrors.

      “What!? What is it?” I hissed.

      She put a hand on my shoulder and said, “Look over there. My people have set up a small camp.”

      She pointed, but I couldn’t see a damn thing. “If you say so.”

      We went closer to the base of the Hand, and nestled into a rocky crevice was a small outpost that was insanely hard to see even when it was being actively pointed out to you. Which was the point, I guess.

      “Stay here. Let me approach them first.”

      “You got it.” Fine by me.

      I lowered down to my knees, ducking below the tall, swaying grass. I saw Xera stalk away, but she disappeared from view within seconds, leaving me to continue my completely productive task of imagining horrors that might or might not exist.

      I was about five horrors in when I felt the cold touch of steel on my neck. My entire body went rigid, my eyes wide, the imagined terrors fading away at the very real blade that was poised to slice open my throat.

      “Who are you?” A woman’s voice whispered in my ear.

      Now, how to answer that question? Ah yes, I’m a traveler from another world who unexpectedly and unwillingly came here, was given powers akin to your saviors’ and am now blundering my way through trying to do the one thing I think I might maybe be supposed to do.

      I couldn’t say that.

      I’m totally not a cultist, please believe me!

      Nope.

      I’m here to unearth some ancient artifact. Just like…the cultists sometimes do.

      Also no.

      I’m a race of people you’ve never heard of.

      Wow, there were a lot of bad options. And apparently I was taking way too long considering them, because the dagger slid closer to my skin, drawing a tiny amount of blood. “Wait! I came here with a woman named Xera! She’s one of your people. Uh…” Might as well try the one thing I had going for me. “Look into my eyes. Please just look at them. It’ll explain a lot. Maybe.”

      The woman grunted, and I hoped it wasn’t in annoyance just before she killed me. Luckily, she spun me around and slammed me hard into the ground, the point of the blade pushing up against my chin. She looked a little like Xera; she had the long, white hair in a long braid that fell over her shoulder, and her face markings were similar in style if not exactly the same. Her face was lined with age, however, and there was nothing but hardness in her dark eyes. Her horns were a little smaller than Xera’s and one was broken off. I wondered if that was a mark of shame or just a battle scar.

      I’d kind of expected her to react the same way Xera had, to fall on her knees and prostrate herself in front of me. Not that I wanted that per se, but it’d be better than seconds away from being sliced open.

      She did not do that, however.

      She just stared into my eyes for a supremely uncomfortable amount of time, not moving or saying a word. I counted ten breaths before she opened her mouth and said, “What is this?”

      “Please take me to your nearby outpost. Xera can explain.”

      “I don’t know any Xera.”

      “She’s a Golreq from Hem.” I just left it at that. I wasn’t about to add that we’d just flown here in an airship and were looking for help in finding a primal core. It didn’t seem super believable.

      The woman shook her head the slightest amount and stood, her kris still pointed at me. “Stand. You are my prisoner now. You will obey, or you will die. Is this clear?”

      “Extremely.”

      “Good.”

      She marched me swiftly and directly through the grass and into their outpost, and all heads turned to look at me when we arrived.

      Thankfully, Xera was there, and the shock on her face was evident. “Yes! That’s him! The one I was telling you about!” She pointed at my captor and added, “You let him go this instant!”

      It was a nice sentiment, but it was clear she didn’t have any clout with this group and no one was about to listen to her. The man she’d been talking to, and one of the only men I’d even seen aside from the cultist that had tried to skewer me, turned his weary and irritated gaze towards me. He was not impressed. “This one?”

      “Yes,” Xera said.

      He rolled his eyes and sighed, standing up from the makeshift table he’d been sitting at. He loomed over me, at least a head taller, his face covered with a large, graying beard and a wicked sword hung strapped to his side. His horns curled tightly and stood out pretty far from his head; I thought it must be uncomfortable to try and sleep with them. “What’re you?”

      There really wasn’t any reason not to play this situation straight, I thought. Lying would only make it worse, even if he wasn’t going to believe what I said. “I’m a human.”

      He sighed heavily again. “Never heard of that. Who do you serve?”

      “Uh, no one?”

      He leaned down and got right into my face, and I did my best not to turn away at his awful breath.

      “See?” Xera said. “Just like I told you! And look on his arm! An exalted weapon! Which he can use!” I sure hoped I wasn’t going to have to give a demonstration of that.

      The man grabbed my wrist and pulled my arm up, his eyebrows climbing once he saw the bow hovering above my skin. “Huh.” He twisted my arm painfully around, watching my weapon move with it. With a curled lip and still raised eyebrows, he said, “Okay. Show me.”

      I called the bow, thankfully watching it unfurl into my waiting hand. It felt good.

      “Huh,” he said again.

      “See!” Xera said, waving her hands in my direction.

      “Well, I’ll be…” He sat back down and gestured at the woman who’d captured me to back away, which she thankfully did. The tense feeling in the air immediately calmed, and a lot of the people who’d been watching this exchange turned and went about whatever they’d been doing. “You can call me Zeth. And if you’d be so kind, tell me what you’re both doing here.”

      At his prompting, Xera told much of our story, but not all of it, and there were some creative truths that weren’t quite lies, but they hid more than they revealed.

      As she spoke, I noticed many of the people looking at me out of the sides of their eyes, and while no one prostrated themselves, it was pretty clear that I wasn’t just some passing curiosity to them.

      I’d stopped paying attention, but when I looked back, Zeth was shaking his head. “No, I’m afraid not. The finger fell on top of the exalted one’s facility here, and the only way to get inside now would be blasting your way in.”

      “I’m gonna guess,” Xera said, “that you don’t have anything that could do the blasting.”

      “Correct, we do not. However, the Chthonics do.”

      I knew it. I just knew it. Something like this was bound to happen. We were gonna have to infiltrate that damnable base on the palm. I knew it! For all the good it’d done me.
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      There was a lot of discussion that I started to listen to, but after it went on long enough, I wandered away and asked for something to drink. I was handed a bottle with a bright purple liquid inside, and I didn’t even ask what it was. It wouldn’t have meant anything to me, and it might have been made of bug juice for all I knew. It tasted pretty good, at any rate.

      Time wore on while I found a place to sit and pretend everyone wasn’t staring at me nearly constantly. I was handed some food as the sun wound its way towards the horizon, and it included the plant stems that looked like grasshopper legs. For as much as I hadn’t seen a bug on this planet, they were sure at the forefront of my mind for some reason.

      Finally, Xera made her way back to me, a bottle of the purple drink in her hands as well. “So I’ve got some bad news, some worse news, and some terrible news.”

      There were no fires since this was a clandestine area, so I was sitting on a low chair woven from rock grass and looking out over the darkening forest. “Let’s ease into it, huh? Start with the bad news.”

      “We’re going to have to infiltrate the cultist base.”

      “Yeah, I figured as much. And?”

      “And the cultists are on high alert, having doubled their patrols.”

      “Outstanding. And the worst?”

      “They’ve done all that because the Verdancy is pushing in towards them and will make most approaches unviable.”

      “Yep,” I said, an uncharacteristic calm washing over me. “That all sounds about right.” I should have been terrified, and maybe I would be later, but for the moment, I was just secure in the knowledge that the universe was working as it usually did. If a situation could get more fucked up, it probably would.

      “There is a tiny bit of good news.” She looked over and gave me a small smile, her hair brightly reflecting the last light of the day.

      “Oh?”

      “We’ll probably only need one or two of the Chthonic’s explosives, and they’re not really volatile, so they might not blow up when we’re carrying them out.”

      “Might not, huh? How reassuring.”

      She laughed softly. “It’s better than I was expecting, since the bombs are made from the Chaotic flow.”

      “Chaotic flow, is it? Has that come up in conversation yet?”

      “I’m not sure. Want to know about it? We’ve got a little time before night’s fully upon us and we have to move.”

      “Sure. Does this have something to do with that…the ‘Discordant’ you mentioned earlier?”

      “It does! You were listening!”

      “Maybe.” I slid my chair over to hers and leaned in, our shoulders together. It would have been subtly romantic if there hadn’t been a life or death situation coming right up in the next hour or so. All the same, she leaned back against me.

      “The other flows, the Deep, Life, and Celestial, are all attuned by one of the world’s races. The Golreq have the Deep, the Nemshi have Life, and the…well, they just call themselves the Ascendants now, they have the Celestial.

      “However, the Chaotic flow has never really been attuned by anyone, although there have been people that have been able to channel it.”

      “So,” I said, interrupting her, “each flow is only used by one race?”

      “Oh, no. I’m sorry; I didn’t mean to imply that. There are exceptions. It’s not completely uncommon for someone to be able to use a different flow, but for the majority of the time, it’s contained within the races. Although, I will add, that after the Torrent came, it’s become less and less likely that another race will be able to channel a different flow.

      “Anyway. There was a woman, a Golreq, who could channel the Chaotic flow, near when the gods first began gathering, or let’s say hoarding, their power.”

      “This is the person that became the Discordant?”

      “Just so. But because she didn’t have the natural affinity for it, as no one does, there came a point when she couldn’t contain the power she’d amassed.”

      “Ouch.”

      She exhaled the ghost of a laugh, a tiny, mirthless smile gracing her lips. “Oh, it gets worse. Near the time of the other gods’ ascension, she attained a similar amount of power, but like I said, she wasn’t able to control it. It exploded out of her, razing the land over the horizon hundreds of times over, ripping and tearing the ground in an insanely destructive event. Far to the west of here lies the Limit, the edge of the habitable region in these lands. Beyond it is the sundered land that she created, still frothing and churning with waves of the Chaotic flow, red waves of pure energy that destroy anything that ventures in.”

      “Shit.”

      “Mhmm. And the worst or best part?”

      “Oh, do tell.”

      “It’s largely believed that she’s still alive in the middle of it, since it’d probably calm down if she wasn’t there being a conduit for the energy. And if that’s true, she can’t possibly have any agency, since nothing ever changes. The most likely scenario is that she’s stuck in the middle of it all, writhing in agony, uncontrollably channeling an ocean of power she can’t control.” There was a vicious smile on her lips as she spoke, and it was honestly a little frightening but also kinda sexy.

      There wasn’t much more to say after that, so we just leaned against each other and watched the last remnants of the day fade away. Shortly after, Zeth came over and said, “It’s time,” before turning on his heel and leaving.

      “Uh, time for what, exactly?” I asked. “Was there a plan made while I wasn’t paying attention?”

      Xera gave me a pained look with gritted teeth and said, “Oh, right! The plan. I was supposed to be telling you about the plan. I got sidetracked.”

      I just blinked at her and said, “Welp. Let’s hear it, then.”

      The plan, such as it was, was that the others in the outpost were going to kindly cause a diversion that would pull a lot of the cultists away from the area we were meant to enter through. And…that was the extent of their help. Xera grimaced and said, “Zeth made it abundantly clear that they were only going to be doing that much since you’re an exalted one, which I’m not sure he totally believes, fancy bow notwithstanding.”

      “I guess it’s something. Aren’t they here to fight the cultists, though?”

      “Ostensibly,” she said with narrowed eyes. “But ever since the Verdancy arrived, the whole situation is a lot more volatile, and I’m guessing here, but I think they’re all pretty scared, battle veterans or not.”

      “That’s…not reassuring. Should we be doing this? I’m not sure about you, but I’m as far from battle-hardened as you can get.”

      She closed her eyes and took a long, deep breath, after which she took my hands in hers, her gaze lingering on the softly glowing tattoos on the backs of my hands. “Honestly, I’m scared too. It’s hardly my first time in a fight, but…there’s so much more riding on this now. Before, if I’d died…well, it was just me. But now, you’re here and…” Her breath came faster and her eyes were getting wider the more she spoke.

      I squeezed her hands tightly and said, “Hey, calm down.” I was pretty surprised that I was the one being the one doing the consoling. I should have been freaking out like there was no tomorrow, which there might not be. But if I let her go off the deep end, I was sure to follow. “It’ll be fine. We’ll get through this. We’ll get those chaos bombs, blow the deadgod’s finger into pieces, get that core, and be well on our way to saving the world soon.”

      She kept her eyes on our hands, but there was a tiny smile on her lips. “Sorry. It’s not like me to get all frightened, but like I said, there’s more riding on things now.”

      “It’ll be alright,” I repeated.

      “You’re not basing that on anything.”

      “Sure I am! Wild and unfounded hope!”

      She laughed and I joined her, the terror of the moment somewhat passing. “Fair enough.” She took another long breath. “Okay. We’ll do our best. That’s all we can do, right?”

      “Right.”

      “Good,” she said, nodding. “Let’s go fuck up some heretics.”
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      We climbed up to Third Hand’s palm. Up rope ladders, laid against the rocky cliff face. My arms and legs and…everything burned as we climbed. Up and up and up. It was torture. And it was made all the worse by the fact that Xera was apparently having no problem with it at all. 

      But she just waited patiently every time I couldn’t bear it anymore and told her we needed to stop. I looped my arms and legs through the ropes and did my best to sit down, trying not to scrape myself on the rock, wheezing and panting like a total idiot. Although I felt so bad, I wasn’t even the least bit concerned with how stupid I looked.

      After about a million years, we finally made it to the top, and I rolled over and laid on my back, fervently trying to catch my breath. I almost prayed to whatever gods might be listening, but quickly quashed that impulse. If they were listening, they weren’t going to be friendly by all accounts.

      We’d come up a little closer to the wrist, with the Chthonic’s base laid out below. It was bigger than I thought it would be based on the scrying we did, and it was a tangled mess of ramshackle buildings made from rough hewn stone and long strips of scrap metal. It reminded me very much of a post-apocalyptic movie, and I wouldn’t have been shocked to see people walking around dressed in war paint and spikes. Somewhat disappointingly, all the people I could see in the shadows were dressed in normal clothes.

      “When’s this distraction going to happen?” I asked.

      “I’m not quite sure. Be ready.”

      I was still catching my breath and my muscles were seconds away from going on strike, but I said, “Yep, you got it,” between heaving breaths. 

      Xera just smiled and patted my shoulder.

      We waited for so long that I was actually able to mostly recover before the fire started. It was, indeed, on the other side of the base, and we saw a few shadowy forms running around the outside.

      “C’mon,” Xera said, waving for me to follow her.

      We crept down the palm slowly, looking out for any surprises that might come our way, but we encountered nothing. When we were still a decent distance away, she held up her hand and said, “Okay. There’s only two people I can see at the gate.” She looked side-eyed at me and bit her lip before she said, “You need to take them out.”

      “I what now?”

      “I, uh, meant to bring this up before, but I didn’t quite know how to say it. But you’ll need to use your bow and…take out some people.”

      “You mean kill them.”

      “I do.”

      I don’t know why it hadn’t occurred to me. Of course I knew people were going to be killed. I just, for some stupid reason, didn’t think I’d be the one killing them. “Okay,” I said numbly. I called the bow, and it silently unfolded into my hand.

      Xera put her hand on my arm and looked me in the eyes before she said, “You’re going to have to kill them. Not maim them, not incapacitate them. You have to headshot them. And you have to do it fast. I know you can. I saw what you could do with that bow.”

      “Okay,” I said numbly.

      She took my face in her hands and locked her eyes with mine. “It’s going to be awful. But push that aside. Do now, feel later.”

      “Feel later,” I said.

      “Just make your body move. I’ll help you with the emotions later. Later.” The ferocity in her eyes told me she’d been where I was, and of course she had. She’d killed three people within the last day. They hadn’t been her first. And that meant she knew what she was talking about.

      “Okay,” I said. “Do now, feel later.”

      “Yeah.”

      She let my face go and I lowered down to one knee. With the bow’s power, I didn’t need to, but it felt right. I took a long, slow breath and looked at the shadows of the two people outside the gate. I drew the bow, the slight resistance exactly the same as it had been.

      I could feel the magic flowing through the bow and through me, into my eyes, throughout my entire body. Time slowed down. I could see so much farther than normal, so much so that I could make out the faces of the two women I was about to mur—

      Feel later.

      I released the bow. An arrow made of pure light, or pure magic more accurately, slammed into one woman’s head. Before she had even hit the ground, I was drawing the bow again. There was no need to nock an arrow; they just appeared in my hand, and an instant later, the second arrow had hit the other guard in the temple, knocking her to the ground. She’d only had time to turn her head at the sound of the first attack. The arrows stayed lodged in the guards’ heads for a few seconds before dissipating into nothing.

      I’d done it.

      Xera didn’t give me any time to dwell on it, which was for the best, just taking my hand and pulling me along towards the base.

      No one else appeared as we approached, which I was thankful for.

      Xera crept up to the door, opening it a crack and peeking through. I don’t know if the man inside had heard us or just got lucky, but he shoved the gate outwards and knocked Xera to the ground. 

      I’d let the bow fold up on my arm and had let my guard down, so pleased with myself for having taken out the two people so quietly. The man kicked me hard in the stomach, knocking me down and, in an instant, he’d drawn a  sword and was ready to plunge it down into my chest.

      I’d barely had time for my life to flash before my eyes when the rock below me itself moved, a sharpened spike lancing out of the ground and up through the man’s chin and out through the top of his head. I watched, frozen, as the sword fell from his fingers and his entire body dangled from the stone. Massively confused, I looked over to Xera to see her hands swirling with shadows, the Deep magic.

      Her face was screwed up in pain, and when she stopped channeling, I could see the dark marks creeping just slightly further up her fingers, tiny little lines reaching for her palms. She made tight fists and curled in on herself, swearing under her breath. By the time I stood and went to her, she’d relaxed, if only slightly. 

      “Are you okay?”

      She gave me a half-hearted shrug and said, “I will be.”

      I looked down at her hands and asked, “You, uh, sure about that?”

      “It’s fine, really.” She shook her hands and stood.

      Xera peeked through the door while I didn’t look at the corpses, and after a second, she nodded and crept through the gate, and I followed along behind. The inside of the place was cramped and filled with all manner of debris clogging the small alleyways between buildings. Big machines hummed with the occasional loud bang, and once we’d crawled into a small alcove to wait out a group of Golreq walking by, I whispered to Xera, “What are the machines?”

      “Probably devices to dig into the deadgod’s hand, which they’ve clearly not been successful at.”

      “What’s going to happen now that they’ve actually cut off the finger?”

      “Hopefully they’ll attract enough attention and be killed. Either by us or the Nemshi.”

      “The…who?”

      “People of the Verdancy.”

      “Right.”

      Just as we said it, we heard cries from across the base, and when we peeked out from our hiding place, we just stared. “Shit,” she said. “They’re here.”

      And so they were.

      The Chthonics had been fighting the fire, but from another side, new people started to flood inside the cobbled-together walls, viciously cutting down the cultists as they went. Along with them came a flurry of twisting vines and cutting leaves, a tidal wave of green life that moved and writhed along with the people of the Verdancy.

      They were almost all women, I wasn’t surprised to see, with tall antlers and hooves, long trailing hair, and all wielding weapons that looked to be carved from wood. Or perhaps the wood had been grown into the shapes of swords and spears.

      The most striking feature they all shared, however, was a curving…something, a chitinous, yellow-green spike, coming out of their backs and bending back over their heads. The base of the things and the skin around them, glowed bright green in branching paths of magic. “What the shit are those?” I asked, pointing out the protrusions.

      Xera curled a lip and said, “Those are their thornspikes. Awful, awful things.” Since we apparently had time while watching the two factions fight against each other, she continued, “Anytime any of the Living Queen’s subjects travel outside the Verdancy proper, they’re impaled with those things. They turn them into slaves, bent to her will and literally unable to disobey.”

      “Wow.”

      “Yeah. Like I said, just awful.”

      We just watched the battle progress, safe between a loud building and what looked like a shed for barrels, and surprisingly, it looked like luck was really on our side. “It looks like there’s hardly going to be anyone left.” The Nemshi were fighting with reckless abandon, spurred on by their spikes, and the Golreq had nowhere to go, so it was nothing but back and forth carnage. The wave of plants ebbed as more and more of the Nemshi fell.

      On one hand, it was horrible. People were getting cut down left and right, blood and entrails littering the ground. On the other, it was so surreal, and what I felt most was happiness that I wasn’t down there, that Xera and I were hidden away.

      It was over pretty fast, really, which maybe real battles were. There were five Nemshi left, all standing like zombies amidst the chaos.

      Xera looked to me and said, “Finish it.”

      I sighed. “Alright.” I summoned the bow.

      “Wait,” she said, putting a hand on my arm. “No headshots this time.”

      “But…don’t I want to kill them?”

      She closed her eyes and shook her head slowly. “You do, but headshots might not…do what we want.”

      What did that mean?

      “The thornspikes can force a…debilitated body into action, even if the person wouldn’t normally be capable of it. If you strike them in the head… if they don’t fully die…the thornspike could…

      Oooookay, there they were…the emotions that I’d been holding back. The rank horror of it all. Right around the corner, threatening to explode within me. I started to tremble, my body, my lips. My eyes were wide and I swear I was about to start gibbering any second.

      “Ian.”

      I froze, my eyes creeping over to Xera.

      “Feel later.”

      Right. Do now. Just do it.

      It was awful. So awful. But it had to be done, didn’t it? “What do I do?”

      “Aim for the thorns themselves. Their destruction will kill the people.”

      Five thorns, five shots. Done in little more than five seconds. Each arrow slammed into a thorn and passed right through, tearing them to shreds. Thankfully, the Nemshi just dropped. They didn’t flail or scream; they just dropped where they were, the green energy puffing into nothingness as they fell.

      “Let’s get the bombs,” I said mechanically.
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      “So, that’s it?” I asked. “The cultists are gone?”

      “Oh, I wish,” Xera said. “The ones here might all be dead, but there’s a lot more where they came from. Once the others find out what happened here, more will come. Maybe the Verdancy will keep fighting them and we won’t have to lose more good people struggling against this idiocy.

      We searched building after building, each one filled with junk of varying types. Finally, we opened a slightly better made door than we’d been seeing, and stacked in a reasonably square storeroom were large crystals encased in carved stone lattices. “This them?” I asked.

      “Yeah. Based on what Zeth said, we should only need a few.”

      “And they’re not going to blow up, even if we drop them, right?”

      Xera smiled back at me. “No. They need to be detonated. But all the same, don’t drop them, okay?”

      “You got it.”

      They were small enough that we could each carry a few in our arms, but luckily, there was a leather bag that we fit a decent amount into, and I could sling it across my shoulders. I was just finishing up and Xera was standing across the room, looking out a window when I noticed movement behind her.

      We should have been more diligent. I don’t know why we weren’t. Well, I didn’t know why she hadn’t been. I was just stupid.

      A cultist woman slipped quietly in the door behind her, raised a rusty looking short sword, and was about ready to strike. In a split second, I summoned my bow and started to draw, but in the same moment, Xera must’ve heard something. She turned to face her attacker and stepped directly in the way of my aim. 

      I had already drawn the arrow. The cultist’s sword was nearly in Xera’s neck, and there was no time to do anything else.

      There was about a millimeter of clearance.

      I loosed.

      Xera jerked as the arrow slid across her skin and into the other woman’s eye, knocking her back and down, her body slamming into the floor.

      We both just stood there, looking down at the corpse.

      Slowly, so slowly, she turned to look at me, her eyes about as wide as they could go, and I could see a tiny cut across her cheek, the smallest bit of blood trailing down from it. “Thanks,” she said in a quiet voice.

      “Yeah,” I said back.

      “Nice shot.”

      “Thanks.”

      We mechanically got our things together and walked out of the storeroom and into the night air. We both paused to take a few deep breaths. While we were doing so, my eyes wandered down to the site of the battle and the post-battle executions that I’d pulled off. The ground around the Nemshi’s corpses had begun to blossom into life, new grass and colorful flowers already growing on the barren stone. But that wasn’t the only thing that was happening. “Uh…wasn’t hitting the thorns supposed to kill the Nemshi?”

      “Yeah, why?” Xera’s gaze followed mine down to the pile of corpses, where there was one body that wasn’t quite a corpse yet. She wrinkled her nose and said, “Oh…well, I’ll take care of this,” while unsheathing her dagger.

      For some reason, I followed her as she went down there, fully expecting a mindless zombie that needed to be double tapped. Instead, what we found was almost more horrifying. One of the Nemshi was cursing vilely, reaching behind her back while grunting and straining. I didn’t recognize the language, but they were swears, no doubt about it.

      We watched, stunned into silence.

      The Nemshi woman finally got a hold on the remnants of her thornspike, and with an angry scream, she ripped it out and threw it aside.

      “She…should be dead…” Xera said.

      The woman grunted and swore, slamming both her hands down on the ground, and when she did, they glowed with a blinding green light.

      We shielded our eyes, and when we looked back, the woman was struggling to stand, slipping and failing, but trying again and again.

      “Should…we help?” I asked.

      “Probably,” Xera replied.

      Neither of us made the slightest movement.

      The Nemshi shook her head, her large antlers jingling with various shiny adornments, and she started to laugh. Softly at first, but louder and higher pitched with each passing second. A bit of insanity slipped into that laugh and it sent chills down my spine.

      Finally, she was able to stand, her whole body glowing with a gentle green light, and I noticed that there was no wound where the thornspike had been in her back. She raised her hands to the sky and yelled, “Free! Free at last!” This was followed by more mad cackling. “Free to exact my revenge!”

      Her voice echoed through the night air as she screamed, “The very gods themselves will burn for what they’ve done to me!” Her back was still turned to us, but it sounded like this proclamation was delivered through gritted teeth. “Every last one of them! But first, I shall bring death to the Living Queen! And how poetic it will be!”

      “Let’s get the fuck out of here,” I whispered to Xera.

      “Agreed.”

      We’d only taken a single step when the woman turned to face us. She was dressed in furs, a flowing skirt that still showed her hooves, and a top that mostly covered her breasts and nothing else. Her face was painted with a complex design of dots and small marks, reminiscent of Xera’s, but a very different style. Her antlers were large and majestic, covered in colorful and shiny jewelry that made noise as she moved. The rage on her face softened when she saw us, a little bit of confusion mixing in. “You’re not Chthonics,” she said. It wasn’t a question. “You,” she pointed at me, “you’re not even Golreq.” With alarming speed, she rushed up to us, and I hesitated on drawing my bow on her. Xera had her kris out, but she also didn’t seem in a hurry to use it.

      The woman looked at my eyes, and her own went wide. The biggest, widest, and most terrifying smile I’d ever seen slowly grew on her face. Her hands shot out and she gripped my shoulders painfully as she said, not to me, but to herself, “The universe itself blesses my righteous vengeance! Who should appear the very second I remove that damnable spike but…an exalted one!”

      She danced back and gave me a low and courtly bow. While holding it, she said, “I am called Viluna, exalted one, and I pledge myself to your cause until my dying breath. Together, we shall burn the gods to ash.” She straightened up and looked squarely at Xera. “Is this one with you, exalted one? I can remove her if not. Just say the word.”

      Xera’s eyes went wide and her lip curled. She held out her kris and said, “You can try you filthy—”

      “Heyheyhey!” I said, stepping in between them. “That won’t be necessary, Viluna. This is Xera and yes, she’s with me.”

      Viluna eyed her without the slightest hint of fear. “As you say. If she also serves you, I shall treat her as a compatriot, despite any…personal feelings I may have.”

      Xera sheathed her blade and the anger in her narrowed eyes was replaced with something else I couldn’t quite decipher. I had thought she’d definitely have something to say about serving me.

      Before the situation could get any more awkward, we all turned as a group of Chthonics appeared from who knew where. Xera and I started to move, but Viluna held out her hand at us. “No, let me, exalted one. Let me prove my worth to you.” Without another word, she turned and casually started walking towards the enemy, who were loudly lamenting their current situation and damning the Verdancy.

      As we watched her go, Xera said, “Well, this is turning out to be a good thing.”

      “Uh…How so?”

      “Either she’ll be killed and we won’t have to deal with her, or she can back up that cocky air she’s got going on and she might be of use.”

      I goggled at her and said, “Are you serious? You think we should actually let her join us? She just asked me if I wanted her to kill you!”

      She looked back at me and gave me a little smile. “I’ll admit that I instantly and overwhelmingly dislike her. But…Ian…she’s a lifeweaver.”

      “Uh huh,” I said. “Gonna have to explain that one to me as well.”

      “Ah, right. She’s a healer. Get stabbed through the gut? She could heal it like it was never there. Knit your wound together instantly.”

      There was more to say, but the battle was about to start, so we stood and watched. I had the distinct feeling that the outcome would forever alter my time on Oolis, one way or another.
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      “Worthless scum!” Viluna roared. “Come and receive the only gift you deserve! A swift and painful death!”

      “Well,” I said to Xera, “At least she has a sense of the dramatic.”

      She snorted and replied, “This is going to be entertaining either way.”

      Viluna reached a hand out towards the greenery that had smashed its way into the base, and it came alive again, rolling towards and enveloping her in a wave of leaves and vines. When it receded, she was covered in overlapping layers of tree bark, in a weird semblance of plate armor, and just her antlers were visible; everything else was completely covered. Out from the plant life, a long, twisted haft emerged, and she pulled out a heavy-looking warhammer, its end a mass of gnarled roots covered in brutal-looking thorns.

      “Wow,” Xera breathed.

      The cultists rushed her. There were six of them, all covered in the black corruption of the Deep magic, and they didn’t hesitate to use it against Viluna, a quick succession of earthen spikes erupting out of the ground.

      The weaponized stone slammed into her bark armor, and while it chipped off pieces and knocked her around, she stayed on her feet and didn’t stop advancing on them. When the first one was in range, she swung, insanely fast, knocking the poor bastard’s head right off his body. 

      I watched it sail over a nearby building. “Oh, shit!”

      The next two fared just about as well. One of them managed to somehow avoid her attack, but was immediately ripped in two by a backhanded swing.

      “How’s she doing that?”

      “She’s manipulating her armor,” Xera said. “It’s not just her arm that’s swinging so fast or hard; the armor, such as it is, is doing pretty much all the work. I’m impressed.”

      “Yeah, me too,” I said. “In a pretty horrified way.”

      “Well, yeah.”

      Viluna murdered the other Chthonics in short order. I’d thought it was over, but out of a nearby building, one last woman emerged, one of the red crystal explosives in her arms. She screamed and rushed Viluna, and while she was swiftly decapitated too, the explosive detonated, sending bits of plant and stone in all directions. Xera and I dove behind the nearest building.

      When we came out and the dust had settled, we cautiously made our way down to the scene of the battle. There were pieces of bodies in all shapes and sizes, and the whole place was splattered with blood and gore. I told myself to feel later, but I lasted maybe a minute before I had to stumble away into an alley and vomit loudly.

      When I came out, Xera was at the edge of the carnage, looking at Viluna’s broken body. Her armor had cracked and been largely blown away, and her body was covered in huge gashes and soaked in blood. “I guess she didn’t—”

      Viluna jerked, startling us both, and she grunted and writhed, her limbs flailing awkwardly. We rushed over to her, but when she saw us, she shook her head and waved us away. “No…just…” She spoke through gritted teeth, the pain evident in her eyes. “...back…”

      We stepped back and watched as green light spun around her hands, creeping along her body in slow trails, building brighter and brighter until we had to look away. She cried out in agony, and while I wanted to help, I couldn’t see a thing and wouldn’t have been of any use besides. 

      When we were finally able to look again, the bark armor had crumbled away, and while Viluna was still covered in blood, all her wounds were gone, as was the pain from her gaze. It was replaced, however, with what looked like bone-deep weariness, and she struggled to keep her eyes open. She opened her mouth to speak, but only soft whispers emerged, and I couldn’t make sense of any of them before her eyelids fell and her head tilted to the side.

      For a second, I was worried, but her chest still rose and fell. I sat down beside her, unsure of what to do.

      Xera joined me, and after a moment, she said, “Ian…”

      I looked over, and there was a strange look on her face. “...Yeah?”

      She glanced down at Viluna and said, “I know we’re just getting the primal core, for now, that we’ve made no plans for afterwards. But…if…if we do continue this path…one day, we will stand against the gods themselves.”

      I remained silent.

      “And if we’re to do that, we’re going to need allies. Many of them. Powerful ones. Even the exalted of years ago didn’t solely fight by themselves; Strong channelers fought beside them against the gods’ forces.”

      “So…we let her join us? And that’s not me committing to anything…but…”

      “Yes. We should let her join us. She’s…weird, and probably unstable, but…you saw what she did. And she seems to be willing to defer to whatever you tell her to do. So, at least for now, I say we accept her help.” At my incredulous expression, she added, “Besides, we can always ditch her if we need to.”

      I looked down at Viluna’s sleeping form, sure she would leap up and attack Xera for saying that, but she didn’t move in the slightest. “Well, okay. I guess there’ve been worse plans. But,” I said, looking down on Viluna, “what do we do right now? Just kinda…wait until she wakes up?”

      “Well…”

      “We could, I guess, start getting the bombs ready to take down?”

      Xera agreed, and we did just that, securing what explosives we had before finding a second bag for even more, before we made our way out of the compound and down to the edge of the palm.

      Xera gasped as she looked down, and I slowly stepped up to the edge to see what was happening. I was sure it wasn’t going to be anything good. And, of course, I was right.

      Down below, we could see the small place where the Golreq’s hidden encampment was. And it wasn’t hidden anymore. Cultists were swarming over the place, and if that wasn’t bad enough, a little ways off we could see a very telling line of blossoming greenery making its way towards the loud and obvious battle. 

      “Should we…”

      “No.” Xera shook her head. “They’re lost.” She said it in such a matter of fact sort of way, but she still turned away and paused before turning back. “Let’s keep going. We have to find another way down now.”

      We returned to find Viluna awake and sitting up. When she saw me, she sprang to her feet. Or at least she tried to. She eventually got there. “Exalted one. I am ready to serve.”

      “Are you, uh, sure about that? You don’t need any more rest? You looked like you almost died.”

      Her gaze was steady. Almost too steady. “Of course not, exalted one. I am fit to serve immediately. Tell me what must be done.”

      “Okay, well, first of all, you really don’t need to call me ‘exalted one’ all the time. My name is Ian. You can call me that. Or nothing at all. That’s fine too.”

      She nodded, eyeing me oddly. “As you wish.”

      Good. Easier than it had been with Xera the first time. Although I was not about to tell Viluna of my not-really-an-exalted-one status. At least not until we knew each other a lot better. As Xera got the last things together, I explained our current plan and predicament to Viluna.

      She nodded emphatically once I was done, her antlers jingling loudly. “I understand. This will pose no problem. I can convey you, myself, and…your other servant to the ground easily.”

      Xera was facing away from us, but she stiffened at the whole servant line, but it was only for a second. 

      I really, really hoped that it wasn’t going to be a problem.

      Viluna insisted on taking one of our bags and Xera was already holding the other one. I opened my mouth to ask if she wanted me to take it instead, but the look she gave me killed whatever had been on my lips.

      At the edge of the cliff, Viluna instructed us to stand together, and we did.

      Without warning or preamble, massive vines snaked out of the Verdancy’s invading plantlife, wrapping the three of us up in crushing grips. I was about to cry out, but Viluna yelled, “Here we go!”

      We went.
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      The vines whipped us downwards, and when their reach gave out, new vines burst forth and grabbed us again, pulling us down the side of Third Hand. Once we’d gone a little ways, they thankfully stopped ragdolling us and held us upright; I don’t know if Viluna was just getting control of them then or realized by our panicked screaming that we weren’t enjoying the ride.

      Once the dizziness subsided and our descent slowed, I was able to get a good look at the severed finger. Hardened shells of bark and vines had completely covered the massive wounds on both the finger and the hand.

      When Viluna saw me staring, she said, “This is why we were ordered to come here. We couldn’t let these Golreq bastards get any of the deadgod’s power. My people will be finishing off what’s left of the cult in this area and hopefully destroying any explosives remaining.”

      “Hopefully?”

      Viluna curled a lip and said, “Nemshi with thornspikes are…well, how do I say this?”

      “They’re brainless slaves,” Xera said.

      Viluna scoffed and looked away, but she didn’t refute the statement.

      “The thornspikes carry the Living Queen’s will,” Xera continued, “but they’re not perfect. The control they exert is more important than being able to give complex instructions.”

      “That’s…just awful. Are you,” I asked Viluna, “aware of what’s going on when…”

      Maybe it was too much to really ask, but she turned and answered anyway. “Kind of. It’s not complete lucidity. It’s like being heavily drugged. You are aware, but in a dreamlike way.”

      “I’m sorry you had to endure that,” I said, because there really wasn’t anything else to say.

      She blinked at me, and after a second, she gave me the tiniest smile. “Thank you, exalted one. Perhaps we can create a world in which no one else has to endure it again.” She looked away and her eyes flashed as she added, “Once the Queen’s wretched corpse is charred to cinders.”

      Well, it had been a nice couple of seconds where she’d been acting like a normal person. 

      The vines carried us down and away from the fighting below. I wondered if any of Xera’s people were going to survive, but after a few moments, we caught glimpses of fighting through the trees, heading away from their campsite, which had now been overrun with roots and vines. It looked like they were fleeing, maybe successfully. I sure hoped so. Oolis had been bleak enough already without more and more sorrow at every turn.

      “Why are they attacking them?” I asked Viluna.

      She just stared back at me for a second before saying, “Weren’t we just talking about spiked Nemshi not being able to think very well? A Golreq is a Golreq, cultist or not. I should imagine the Living Queen doesn’t care much either way.”

      “Ah, yes, right.”

      The rest of the descent was made in silence, which was just fine by me.

      As we neared the ground, Xera asked Viluna to make some adjustments, and we crawled along the side of the hand and were placed gently down at the edge of Third Hand’s massive wound. Once we were on our feet and the low grade terror I’d been feeling about the whole situation kind of subsided, I noticed a faint pull in the direction of the finger. “This way, I guess.” Without a word, the two followed me, as I led us away, my bow drawn and at the ready.

      Shortly after, having encountered no more enemies, we came to a section of the finger much like the rest, but the pull I felt was coming from beneath it. “The exalted ruins are down under here,” I said with a confidence I was pretty sure was warranted.

      The two started getting the explosives ready, and if you weren’t looking very closely, it might have seemed that they were comfortable doing so together. However, for as easygoing as they looked, there were little glances, slight shifts away from the other, and while they didn’t say a word, I could tell there was an argument waiting to happen.

      Or a fight. Honestly, it was probably a fight. 

      In short enough order, the explosives were ready, a huge pile of them sitting tucked underneath the rounded edge of the severed finger. “So, isn’t this just going to open this up again? Not nearly as much as cutting the finger off did, but still.”

      Xera shook her head. “The skin, such as it is, is incredibly thick. I doubt we’ll actually pierce it. And even if we did, well, the Verdancy would seal it up as well.

      Viluna nodded, but said nothing. Apparently she wasn’t going to comment on my basic questions, which I was very pleased about.

      “So, how do we…?”

      “You and your servant can take cover, exalted one. I shall set the detonator and join you.”

      Xera started grumbling, but I pulled her away before anything could happen. Once we were out into the trees a little ways, she scoffed and said, “I know I said we should let her join us and all, but if she keeps calling me your servant, I’m gonna rip her arm off and beat her dead with it!”

      My eyebrows climbed as I slowly looked back at her. “She might already be rubbing off on you, you know.”

      She looked affronted, but then rolled her eyes and said, “Ugh, you might be right. I’ll try to keep my anger under control, but all the same, maybe you could, you know…?”

      “I’ll talk to her about it.”

      “Good.” It was painfully obvious that Xera disliked deferring to me and would have loved to confront Viluna directly, but I was glad that that wasn’t going to happen.

      We sat there for a few more minutes waiting for Viluna to show up, but instead of that happening, a massive boom echoed through the forest, and I covered my ears and curled inward, completely unprepared.

      Once the ringing in my ears subsided, I exchanged a bewildered look with Xera. “Did…she blow herself up, or what?”

      “I hope so, that jackass! A little warning, huh!?”

      We were about to make our way back when Viluna came walking through the trees, calmly as could be, again wrapped in her bark armor, which must have muffled the sound, otherwise she’d be deaf. “Hey,” was all she said.

      “HEY!?” Xera stalked right up to her face and kept yelling. “That’s all you have to say? No warning? You stupid—”

      “Hey hey hey!” I quickly put myself in between them and held my arms out. “Viluna, we would have liked some warning, okay? And Xera, we’re alright, so let’s just continue on with finding the core.”

      Viluna shrugged and said, “Oh, okay,” before turning and walking back towards the finger.

      Xera’s entire body was rigid and her face was red, her hand on her still-sheathed kris.

      Before anything could happen, though, Viluna cocked her head and said, “Oh, shit.” She turned to us and added, “They’re coming.”
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      “Who?” I asked.

      “The other Nemshi,” Viluna said, “They must have heard the blast. I can still feel them, and we definitely have their attention now.”

      The anger that had suffused Xera was ebbing away as she looked through the trees at the enemy we couldn’t see. “We need to be fast, then.”

      We ran.

      Viluna reached a hand out in front of her, and the very ground itself rose up and swirled into another warhammer, very reminiscent of the bark one she’d had earlier.

      “You can use your magic on the dirt, too? I kinda thought it would just be on living things.”

      She set the hammer over her shoulder and said, “Life and death are intertwined, exalted one. You do not know this? The soil was once alive, and will be again. The living flow never leaves it; it is as much our domain as roots and leaves.”

      That was oddly poetic, coming from the woman who kept talking about burning her enemies to ash. But people were complicated, I supposed.

      I had my bow drawn and Xera’s kris was out as we rushed through the trees towards what ended up being a massive crater and a huge missing chunk from the finger. Xera had been right, even though the explosion had blown away a sizable portion of the rock, the black insides still weren’t visible.

      Underneath was a bright, shining metal surface, faintly glowing with tiny runes and drifting magic. A door was visible, at least to me, but it was still partially obscured by a huge slab of rock.

      Viluna spun, her hammer in her hands, and she said, “You must open it now, exalted one. My compatriots will be upon us in minutes.”

      “Shit,” I muttered to myself. I reached out, trying to touch the magic of the door, but even though I could plainly feel it, I knew there was no way I was going to be able to open it. “Xera, I can’t get inside with the stone still on top of it! Can you…I don’t know…magic it away?”

      She grimaced, looking down at the door in dismay. After a long, slow breath, she calmly sheathed her dagger and said, “It’s going to take a little time.”

      “Okay,” I said, stark raving terror running through my veins. “We’ll do what we can.” I stepped up beside Viluna and said, “We’re going to need to hold here for as long as possible.”

      Her bark-covered hands tightened on the haft of her weapon. “As you command, exalted one.” I couldn’t see her face and her voice was slightly muffled, but I got the distinct impression she was happy about this turn of events.

      In no time at all, spiked Nemshi started pouring out of the forest, and I did my best to feel later and do now, but I was more scared than I had ever been in my life, even counting all the other crazy crap that had happened since I’d come to this world.

      But still, feel later.

      “Come, brothers and sisters,” Viluna roared, “and let me free you from your torment!”

      She just meant killing them, of course.

      I stayed squarely behind her as the wave of enemies rushed us. Leaves and vines sprouted under their feet as they ran, surging towards us like a green tidal wave. Viluna stood her ground as I started sending magical arrows into the spikes of whatever Nemshi I could, taking down a decent number before they even got close.

      As they did, Viluna swirled into motion, leaping into their ranks and crushing one after another with savage blows falling almost faster than I could see. Well, it would have been faster than I could see if my bow hadn’t been slowing down time for me. Viluna would knock a head or two off a set of shoulders just as I sent a blue glowing arrow into the spike of an enemy at her back.

      I kept anyone from stabbing her in the back, not that I thought it would be effective if they had, and she kept anyone from getting anywhere close to me. The Nemshi kept coming, but I was getting my fear under control, which was made much easier by the fact that we were actually holding off the assault rather well.

      Xera let out a pained grunt behind me, and I spun to see black magic bursting forth from her hands. The dark energy poured out of her and into the stone, cracking huge chunks from the ground and throwing them to the side.

      It was working, but it was taking its toll. I saw black, spiderwebbing patterns creeping down from her fingers onto the rest of her hands, and her face was screwed up in pain.

      It took all the willpower I had, but I turned away from her and continued my assault on the Nemshi still streaming in from the forest. We’d cut down so many, but still they came. I fired arrow after arrow into any and all I could, and Viluna swung her hammer wildly, ripping her enemies in two with a single blow. 

      But still, the fear crept back in as I wondered, was it going to be enough?

      Xera cried out again, a huge slab of stone crashing back into the ground from where she’d been trying to lift it.

      “Are you okay?” I yelled.

      Viluna turned, saw what was happening, and bellowed, “Get it done, Golreq! Channel your cursed magic or we die here!” No sooner had she said this when a group of Nemshi used a row of coiled vines to leap high into the air and come down on top of her. She fell to the ground, her hammer clattering away as they swarmed over her.

      “Viluna!” I sent arrow after arrow after arrow into the pile for all the good it did. There were just too many. My single shots weren’t enough.

      Xera screamed, a sound of pain and desperation, black magic billowing forth from her entire body, obscuring her from view. From within that dark cloud, tendrils of shadow shot out, grasping boulders and slabs of rock, cracking them apart and ripping them from the metal door before throwing them into the Nemshi in a shower of stone and death.

      Bodies crunched under the weight of her assault and the ground shook as I watched. I worried for Viluna only briefly before hardened vines like twisting spikes burst from the pile of bodies she’d been under, impaling many and sending the rest in all directions. She scrambled back towards us and away from the shower of rock, her bark armor cracked but still holding.

      The rain of death stopped, and in the brief respite, I turned back to see Xera on the ground, both of her arms wrapped in writhing shadows. “Xera!”

      Viluna grabbed my arm, pulled her wooden face to mine and said, “Get the door open! Deal with her later!”

      Oh yeah. That.

      I reached out to the door and the runes emanating from it. It was fully exposed now, and it only took a few seconds for me to channel it open.

      With a hiss, it split in two and revealed a staircase leading down. I rushed to Xera and roughly dragged her down with an arm around her waist, wary of the magic still pulsing within her arms.

      Viluna was right behind me, her hammer recovered and smashing into Nemshi skulls as she stepped back with each swing, until we were both a few steps down into the facility. With a great roar, she sent a group sailing back as she threw her weapon into them.

      I channeled wildly towards the door, pulling it shut as fast as I could, and seconds later, we were all sitting on the smooth metal stairs, panting from exhaustion, with nothing but a few trailing runes to light our way.
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      We sat there in the gloom, panting, trying to get our breaths back from the chaos we’d just escaped.

      Xera groaned and shifted in my arms, her eyes fluttering before she slumped down with a sigh.

      Before I could well and truly panic about it, Viluna reached out and lightly wrapped a hand around her neck, a very soft green glow emanating from her fingers. “She’s alive.”

      “Is she…going to be okay?”

      Viluna took off her chipped mask of hardened bark and laid it on the steps beside her before shaking her head and saying, “I don’t know, exalted one. I only know that the deadgod’s fetid corpse has befouled the Golreq’s Deep flow, but I can’t say what the actual effects are, and I’ve never attempted to heal such things.”

      I nodded, unsure of what to do, which could really sum up the entirety of my adventures on Oolis. “Well, I guess there’s nothing we can do for now. Can you…carry her?” I didn’t feel very manly asking Viluna to do so, but it was sure to be less embarrassing than if I tried, failed, and then asked her to do it.

      “As you wish, exalted one. May I ask a question?”

      “Oh, yeah, of course.”

      She hefted Xera’s limp body over her shoulder like it was nothing. “We are here to…secure…one of these primal cores, yes?”

      “Yeah.”

      “To what end?”

      We began walking down the stairs, and I reached out, channeling the magic through the sigils in my hands, trying to find some lights. Eventually, I did, and bright light seemed to bloom from nowhere and everywhere, so much so we had to shield our eyes.

      I looked back at Viluna and hurriedly decided exactly how much I wanted to tell her about me and how much I didn’t know; I didn’t think the unvarnished truth was the right choice. “It’s necessary for…reactivating another of the exalted’s ruins.”

      “Ah,” was all she said. If she knew I was a total sham, she didn’t show it. 

      Although I guess I wasn’t a total sham. I groaned inwardly. That wasn’t a particularly reassuring thought. Oh well, just find the core and get out of this place. Somehow.

      We walked through smooth metal corridors that looked as if they’d just been made, all shiny and new, nothing like the original place I had been. We wandered around while I attempted to make it look like I knew where I was going, but we ended up backtracking a few times. 

      “What are we looking for, exactly?” Viluna asked. She stood tall and straight, Xera’s limp body apparently not a taxing burden on her in the least.

      “Some kind of control room.” I realized then that I was blindly assuming that this place would be a lot like the airship Xera and I had flown, but there was really no reason it would be. Who knew what all this facility had even been used for, and it likely wouldn’t have a bridge of the same kind. Still, there was nothing else to be done, so we kept wandering.

      Finally, we actually found what I had been looking for. It wasn’t like a ship’s bridge, but it was clearly some sort of central command, complete with a captain’s chair. I quickly sat down in it, bracing myself for the deluge of memories on golden currents, hoping it was much less jarring the second time.

      And, naturally, nothing happened.

      “Shit.”

      “Troubles, exalted one?”

      There was really nothing for it. I was going to have to explain at least something to Viluna, so I did.

      I left out the whole I’m from another world thing, even though it might or might not have been obvious, since there weren’t any other people that looked like humans around, but I did tell her that even though I had the powers I did, I didn’t have the knowledge. I was pretty damn vague about why, though.

      She listened and nodded, and thankfully, she didn’t ask any follow up questions. On one hand, it was a big relief, but on the other, I had no idea what was going on behind her emotionless expression. My greatest fear was that she’d begin questioning her decision to follow me. I certainly didn’t need her as an enemy.

      “So, that’s the situation,” I said. “I’m not quite sure what I need to be doing here. However, Xera does. Can you, umm…” I gestured towards Xera and said, “heal her? Help her somehow?”

      Viluna looked away and shook her head. She cleared some old debris off a nearby table and finally laid Xera down on it. “I cannot, exalted one. She is…not wounded, not in a way I can help with. If her body were cut, or broken, I could mend it, but this,” she said, trailing her hands down Xera’s pitch black arms, “is Deep corruption. As I said before, I know very little about it. However, if you just want her awake, I can force it, but…”

      “It’s not going to be good for her, is it?”

      “No.” We silently shared a long look before she said, “What would you have me do?”

      I sighed, slowly running a hand through my hair. I wasn’t the best at making hard decisions at the best of times, and this certainly wasn’t that. But, what could I do? I didn’t know what to do, and without Xera’s knowledge, our choices were for me to stumble around blindly down here until we starved, I guessed. I sighed again. “Wake her up.”

      “As you command.” She put her hands on Xera’s upper chest, the green glow coming from her hands once again. She pressed her lips into a line as the magic flowed from her and into Xera, verdant lines trailing through her light skin. “The corruption is in her body, not just in her arms. I will try to displace it, but, again…”

      I put a hand on her shoulder and said, “Just do what you can.”

      Her eyes flicked over to me and she gave me a tiny smile before nodding.

      Xera groaned and shifted like she was having a nightmare. After a few seconds. She sat bolt upright, her eyes wide. A strangled cry escaped her lips and she flailed, grasping onto both Viluna and I.

      “You’re okay,” I said, holding her arm. “You’re okay.” It probably wasn’t true, but it seemed better to say it than not.

      She blinked, taking long, deep breaths. Her eyes slowly traveled down to her arms, and she said in a tiny voice, “Oh yeah.”

      Viluna let her go and stepped back, her head tilted slightly, but she said nothing.

      “Are you…in pain?” I asked.

      She brought her arms in and crossed them tightly. “Yes. It hurts, but it’s bearable. We’re…inside the facility, then?”

      “We are. I…don’t know how to find the core. I wish I could have let you rest, but I need your help.” Xera’s eyes flicked over to Viluna and locked on mine. “I’ve explained a little bit of the situation.” Not everything, though, I hoped my eyes said. 

      She nodded and slowly dropped her legs off the side of the table. 

      I gingerly helped her stand while she grunted and shut her eyes in pain. “Are you…are your arms going to be…?”

      She shook her head. “Is it permanent? I don’t know. Only time will tell. Sometimes the corruption goes away, sometimes it doesn’t. There doesn’t seem to be any way to tell which way it’ll go.” She must have seen the horrified expression on my face because she gave me a little smile and said, “Don’t worry about it. It had to be done, right? Either I got us in here or the Nemshi would’ve killed us.”

      “Yes,” Viluna said, “they definitely would have.”

      I reached out to take one of Xera’s arms, and she slipped it into mine. “Don’t worry about touching me. You won’t get corrupted from that.”

      Honestly, that was a relief to hear.

      Viluna stepped up beside her, and without looking at her, offered her own arm.

      Xera blinked, and I had no idea what was going on in either of their minds, but she slipped her other arm through Viluna’s.

      Progress! Maybe. Possibly.
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      We let Xera set the pace as we slowly walked through the ruined facility. I read the strange runes that hovered above the walls, which at once seemed so alien and familiar. With Xera’s knowledge, we descended into the lower regions of the place, taking the staircase steps one at a time.

      She was in a lot of pain; that was obvious. She didn’t complain, just grunted intermittently, and I could see her face screwing up often. I didn’t comment or try to help. There was nothing I could do.

      We just had to…

      Well, we just had to find the core, but then what!? My feet kept moving as this realization settled into my mind. I had been so focused on just getting this done that I hadn’t actually thought about what we’d do after. It’d be all well and good to finally find the core, but then we had to take it out, through the enemy, and back to the portal I’d come through in the first place.

      Why hadn't I thought of any of that!?

      Of course, there was an easy answer to that question, at least. I was an idiot, in way over my head, and had been winging literally every single thing since I’d come here. Why would I have expected myself to have a fully thought out and well reasoned plan at any point?

      I sighed heavily and tried not to jostle Xera any more than I had to. Just…find the core. Maybe there would be some exalted technology that could help us out of this predicament. There was no reason to assume there wouldn’t be something to help us down here, right? I latched onto that thought, and while it was a little more positive than I would usually be, what other choice did I have? Either I’d just accept our painful demise, or I’d make something down here happen. I had the glyphs, didn’t I? Damn right I did.

      I idly wondered if the other two were on roller coasters of emotions in their own heads.

      Finally, we reached what must have been the sub sub sub basement, and through a massive set of heavy, two-story tall steel doors set a gigantic machine. It was vaguely round and had a mind-boggling amount of wires and tubes connecting it to a variety of other, equally weird machines dotting the floor, walls, and ceiling. 

      Blue light emanated from numerous places on it, and I could swear that some of the angles of the pipes openly defied the laws of physics. Looking at them made my head hurt, so I stopped.

      Xera slumped down to the floor, her breathing heavy. “Here…it is…” she said.

      “Here what is?”

      She raised an eyebrow at me and gestured towards the reality-bending machine. “This. The primal core.”

      “........................WHAT.”

      “What?”

      “This is the core!?” I stood there for a second before I closed my mouth, which had been hanging stupidly open. “This thing!? It’s two stories tall!”

      “Of…course it is,” she said, shaking her head slightly at me. “Didn’t…you know that!? I thought you knew that!”

      “No! I don’t know anything! I thought it’d be something we could carry! I have to get this back to the…the place…where…” I sank down on the floor beside her. “I meant to return it to the place I came from, through the teleporter! Surely I said that to you at some point!”

      She shook her head. “No, you never did. You only said you wanted a primal core. You never mentioned taking it somewhere. I…would have brought up the practicalities of that.”

      We locked eyes, just staring at each other for a while before we both started laughing. This was the dumbest thing that had ever happened to anyone, I was sure.

      I looked up to see Viluna’s eyebrows about as high as they could go. She was looking at us like we were crazy. And if she thought we were crazy, then we almost surely were.

      My eyes drifted back to Xera, and I was looking right at hers as they rolled up into her head a second before she collapsed. 

      “Xera!”

      Viluna was at her side in an instant, her hands on Xera’s chest, glowing faintly. She looked up at me and blinked, her expression completely neutral.

      “Well!? Is she…?”

      “She lives, yes, but…she is weak. Her corruption must be treated, exalted one.”

      “Shitshitshit!” What could I do? I needed to know more. Why couldn’t this place have given me more golden memories? I stood and paced around the room, trying desperately to think of anything to do. The core! Well, maybe. Did it have anything to give me?

      I rushed over to it, pressing my hands against the smooth, curved metal. I tried channeling into it. For a second, nothing happened.

      But then my hands started to hurt.

      I mean really hurt.

      I cried out and backed away. The glyphs on the backs of my hands were glowing brighter and brighter with each passing second. Snaking trails of pure energy started wafting towards me from the machine.

      When they reached me, reached my hands, I fell to my knees as pain rocketed from them and throughout my entire body. I shut my eyes tight as loud cracking booms began sounding from around the room. 

      Viluna yelled over the cacophony, “Exalted one! What’s—”

      I opened my eyes to see the entire room flood with magic from the core. I tried to move or yell or do something, but I was knocked back by a wave of force that slammed me into the floor as everything went blue.
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      The pulling, stretching feeling of teleportation washed over my body. It wasn’t as strong as the first time, but it was somehow weirder in a way I could barely even fathom. It went on and on, and while I initially tried to open my eyes, the shifting colors and warping realities made me shut them tight again.

      I’m not sure how long it took this time. Maybe a few seconds, maybe a million years. But I was once again slammed onto a hard metal floor. Once the room stopped spinning, I sat up, and for a second, I was completely baffled, as we were still in the same room.

      But, no, no we weren’t. We were in a really, really similar room. But the door wasn’t where it had been, and some of the machines around the outer edges, especially the ones on the ceiling, were different than they had been.

      At least it seemed that way.

      Belatedly, I remembered Xera, and as I rushed over to her, still laying unmoving on the floor, I cursed myself for being so selfish. 

      She was still unconscious, and even though something had indeed happened, I was no closer to actually being able to do anything to help her.

      Viluna groaned from nearby, and she was slowly getting to her feet, her hands covering her face as she listed to one side before catching herself. “What…happened, exalted one?” Are we…?” She looked around the room, squinting and balancing herself with a hand on a nearby machine.

      “We all got teleported…here. Wherever here is. I’m pretty sure it’s…well, it’s a place I’ve been before. I really, really hope it is, at least.” In all likelihood, this was the original building I’d come to, the one floating high in the air. That was a theory with precisely zero evidence to back it up yet, but it made the most sense. I’d found the core like I was supposed to, and it was automatically brought back here by the magic in my glyphs. Right?

      When a door on the other side of the room opened and a familiar rainbow manikin walked in, I almost sobbed with relief. Despite it still being wildly creepy and wholly off-putting, it gave a lot of weight to my theory. Was it the same manikin that had assaulted me before? Well, who knew. But it probably was. Probably.

      Thankfully, it didn’t seem interested in interacting with me at all, but immediately went to work on the core, which I now saw was not hooked up to anything anymore, all its tubes and wires ending in oddly stretched and twisted ends. Apparently the teleportation had ripped it viciously out of the old facility and deposited it wholesale in this one.

      The manikin deftly unhooked a mess of wires, discarding them in a growing pile in one of the corners of the room. After said pile was big enough, it left, coming back a moment later with what looked like hundreds of new wires and cords wrapped around its arms and shoulders. With the same alacrity, it connected the core to the waiting machines on one side of the room, and after a few were attached, the core quietly began to vibrate and hum. Blue magic once again pulsed in a few places around the massive device.

      The manikin left again, coming back with a second manikin in its arms. This one was draped in red and gold fabric, with colorful swathes only trailing down its arms and legs. The bottom portion of its face was showing, but it was just smooth and white, like porcelain.

      This second manikin was laid down in front of the core, and I watched, transfixed, as twisting waves of power flowed into it. After a minute of this, it stood, turned directly towards me, and it spoke.

      Its voice came from everywhere and nowhere at once, and perhaps it was only really in my head, but it boomed and reverberated all the same. Despite this, it was clearly a woman’s voice, and quite possibly the same person whose fractured image I’d seen when I’d first arrived. “Be not afraid!” it said as it held out its hands to the side. After this proclamation, I could swear I heard a trilling little laugh, so faint I wasn’t sure if I’d imagined it or not.

      This red-cloaked manikin bent down and scooped up Xera’s limp body, turned on its heel, and headed towards the door.

      “Wait, I—”

      Before I could do anything, the core pulsed, sending a huge wave of magic in all directions. It wasn’t exactly painful, but it was jarring, and by the time I came to my senses, Xera and the manikin were gone.

      Viluna was getting shakily to her feet. Teleporting must have taken more of a toll on her than I thought, as she would surely have been up and telling me exactly what she thought about all this if it hadn’t.

      Before I could even say anything, though, a complete swarm of manikins funneled into the room.

      It was pretty much nightmare fuel. 

      A hundred faceless things running in all directions, some hooking more wires into the core, some manipulating pipes and tubes that once again looked like they defied physics with their impossible angles, and some crawling into the openings of the core itself to do who knew what. Frankly, I didn’t want to know. 

      “Viluna, we need to—”

      No sooner had I said this than a few manikins broke off from their tasks on the core and clustered around us.

      Viluna’s eyes went wide, and I expected her to start swinging and yelling, ripping the things apart and sending them flying, but she just stood there before letting them take her by the arms and lead her out of the room.

      Bewildered by this display, I did much the same as they came for me. 

      They took us out of the core’s room and down various hallways. As we went, I said to Viluna, “I kinda thought you’d be attacking these things.”

      She looked at me with wide eyes, aghast. “These are tools of the exalted ones…exalted one. I would not dare harm them.”

      Oh, right. That.

      I felt there was something more to say, or ask, but I was so tired and so out of my depth that I just stayed silent from then on and let the manikins lead us to wherever they were going. After some turns and an actual working elevator, we were led to two rooms across the hallway from each other. They turned out to be small living quarters.

      I had expected our guardians to turn into jailers at that point, but once they’d deposited us in our rooms, they left with the same mindless briskness with which they did everything.

      “Uh, what now?” I asked Viluna.

      She looked back at me from her doorway with a confused expression. “Why would I know, exalted one?”

      I shook my head and ran my hands over my face. “I…don’t know, Viluna. And again, you don’t have to call me exalted one all the time.”

      “Yes…right…I’ll…do my best.” This place must have been supremely disconcerting for her. Her eyes had been wide the whole time we’d been here and there wasn’t a trace of her normal bloodthirsty vibe. Oddly enough, I kinda missed it, as much as it scared me. “If you’ve nothing for me, I’m going to explore this place.” I could hear the effort she was making not to call me exalted one.

      “Yeah, of course. Fine by me. I’m going to try and find Xera. We’ll meet back here later?”

      She nodded, and was quickly off to find who knew what.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            27

          

        

      

    

    
      I wandered around, skirting the puddles and sometimes piles of black goo that dotted much of the place. It was very reminiscent of the Deep magic, and I wondered if that’s actually what it was.

      The place was cavernous, and I almost immediately got myself lost. The hallways looked so much alike, and I made a few random turns without thinking about it, and I found myself without any direction or concept of where I had been. With nothing else to do, I just kept going, trying my best to stay somewhat straight, although the curving halls made that impossible.

      After some time, once I’d stumbled into so many rooms I couldn’t even guess the purpose of, lights began to illuminate the floor under my feet. At first I thought it was random, but it was clear that I was being led somewhere. By something.

      I went where the lights told me to go. What the hell else was I going to do?

      Eventually, after another elevator ride, I ended up in another surgical suite, much bigger than the first one where I’d gotten my new eyes. I saw, with immense relief, that Xera was sitting on a table, awake, being seen to by three manikins under the watchful non-eyes of the red cloaked one. What was more, the corruption had fled from her arms. Her fingers were still the black they had always been, but nothing more than that.

      “Xera!”

      She looked over at me and smiled, but her eyes spoke of a bone-deep tiredness.

      “Are you okay?”

      She nodded. “I think so. My arms still kinda hurt, but as you can see, the Deep magic is gone.”

      “Thank goodness. I was so scared.”

      Her eyes twinkled and her smile widened. “Were you? For me?”

      “Of course!” I said, the color rising in my face. “I’m…I’m glad you’re alright.”

      Before we could get any more awkward, the red-draped manikin turned towards me in a very human way. It didn’t say anything, but it gestured towards the door.

      Xera and I shared a look before I said to the thing, “You…want me to follow you?”

      It nodded.

      “Xera’s going to be okay, right?”

      It nodded again.

      I went over and took Xera’s hand in mine. “I’ll be back, soon.”

      She squeezed mine and said, “Go. I’ll be fine.”

      “Okay, lead on,” I said to the manikin.

      We went out into the curving halls and walked side by side. The lights on the floor were still showing me which way to go, although that seemed a little redundant now. Still, I didn’t complain. “You can understand me, then, right?”

      Red nodded.

      “I guess I’m limited to yes or no questions at this point. So, did you call me here? Send out the…thing that brought me to Oolis?”

      Red held out its hand and gave me the so-so gesture.

      “Uh huh. Okay. It’s complicated, I’m guessing?” 

      Another nod.

      Since this was getting me nowhere rather quickly, I just asked, “So are you going to be able to speak at some point?”

      One more nod.

      “Great! Let’s…just wait until that happens.”

      We ended up in the main chamber where I’d first seen the weird illusionary head that had more or less given me the quest to get the primal core. Red walked me around to a console of some type and gestured towards it.

      “Uh…am I supposed to do something?”

      It held out and tapped the back of its hand, which I saw had the same glyphs as I did.

      Well, it looked like I was supposed to magic this thing up, apparently. I held out my hands towards it and tried to channel the power…into it. I felt like a toddler who’d just been asked to use a computer. Not only did I not have any frame of reference for what I was doing, I didn’t even understand what in the world the supposed goal was. But I still tried.

      The thing was made of the same metal as the rest of the room, but it sported a lot of colorful crystals and weird apparati that seemed like they were interfaces of some sort, but how they worked was just as beyond me as everything else. Under the manikin’s faceless stare, I kept trying, pushing power to various things and hoping for the best. I glanced over towards it, thinking some kind of direction would be nice, but I didn’t say anything out loud.

      Finally, the console hummed to life. Whether it was something I did or completely random happenstance, I couldn’t have said. 

      Either way, Red clapped and did a little hop, which was kind of cute in a really uncanny valley sort of way.

      The entire room lit up in a rainbow of colors. Most of the runes that started dancing off of everything were the primal blue, but a multitude of hues worked their way in between, even dark ones that were clearly of the Deep.

      Red walked swiftly down to the center machine and knelt in front of it, blue waves coming from its porcelain body and sinking into the device. The illusory head appeared again, but it was much clearer this time, and shockingly, the face looked human. No horns or antlers or markings…just human. Or close enough, at least.

      It was a woman of some indeterminate age, and whereas before, her gaze had been straight ahead, this time she looked directly at me and smiled. “Hello, Ian,” she said, clear as day. “My name is Sarin. Speaking with you now taxes me greatly, so I will be brief. You are safe here. Should you need anything, ask my dolls, and it will be brought to you. In the meantime, you may do whatever you wish, but please do not reenter the core room. It will be dangerous until everything is running properly again. If you have questions, I have strength enough for one or two.”

      Anything of real importance was probably going to take too long to answer, so I asked the simplest question that was at the forefront of my mind. “Are you a real person, or some kind of…construct?”

      The image of Sarin smiled and said, “I’m a real person. I am…embedded deep within this place, which is called the Spire. I can interact with you through this projection or directly through my primary doll. There’s a very long story about it all, but that will have to wait.”

      “Can I ask what…you are? I mean, you’re not Golreq or Nemshi.”

      She shook her head and replied, “That’s not an easy or short answer. No, I am not one of Oolis’ races, but my history would also take too long to explain.” This was delivered in a soft voice that spoke of sorrow and perhaps regret?

      Either way, I wasn’t going to push it for a number of reasons. “Okay, one last thing. Was I brought here to…do what I did? You pulled me here and gave me these powers so I could find a core, right? This was all your plan?”

      “To call it my plan is misleading, but yes. You, or someone like you, was needed. I hope you don’t resent being called here, but, as you can see, the situation on Oolis is desperate.” Before I could say anything else, her image started to waver, and her face screwed up in pain. “But that’s all I can answer for now. It will be a day or two before I can speak with you again.”

      And with that, the image faded into nothingness, and even the red-draped manikin remained unmoving.

      “Well,” I said to myself, “might as well check in on the others.”
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      I asked Sarin to guide me to Xera, but it seemed our conversation had taken the last of her strength, because no lights appeared on the floor to show me the way. I chose a door at random and wandered down hallways aimlessly until I ran into one of the…dolls.

      It was moving down the hall with a sense of purpose, but I tried holding my hand up to it and saying, “Hey, excuse me?” The words sounded dumb as they left my mouth, but they worked all the same.

      The doll stopped and turned towards me, looking at me with its cloth-covered and eyeless face.

      “Could you take me to Xera?” After it made literally no movement, I added, “The Golreq woman?”

      It didn’t answer, but turned on its heel and headed back the way it had come.

      Assuming this was an answer of sorts, I followed it, even though it didn’t look back or make any indication that it was actually taking me somewhere. Still, we went down many halls and up an elevator before it led me to what looked like the hallway that my and Viluna’s rooms were in. It stopped beside a door and turned to look at me.

      “She’s in there?”

      I got no response. Not even a tiny movement.

      “I’ll take that as a yes. Um, thank you?”

      With the same alacrity, it walked back the way we’d come.

      “Okay then.” I knocked on the door, and after a second, I heard a muffled sound that might or might not have been speech. I tentatively opened it to find a room much like the one I’d been assigned. There was a bed and a desk, along with a little alcove on the side that led to the world’s smallest bathroom, complete with a tiny sink and a toilet that was more or less recognizable as a toilet.

      Xera was laying in the bed, covered up, and she blinked up at me as I went over to her. “Hey,” she said, without raising her head from the pillow.

      I sat down beside her and said, “Uh, hey. Are you okay?”

      “Mhmm. Just…exhausted. Those weird statue people treated me, somehow pulling the corruption from my body. It wasn’t just in my arms…I thought…well, nevermind what I thought. We made it, and I’m back to where I was.” She held out her hand to me. “My fingers will probably always look like this, but things aren’t any worse.” She spoke slowly and quietly, and I had to concentrate to hear what she was saying.

      I took her hand in mine and looked her in the eyes. “I’m so glad you’re alright. I’d like to spend some time together, but it looks like you just need sleep for now, huh?”

      She closed her eyes and smiled. “Yeah.” She said something else, but it trailed off and her hand dropped to the sheets and her breathing evened out.

      I wanted to hug her tight, but I just got slowly up and quietly made my way out of the room, softly shutting the door behind me. I was going to find Viluna next, mostly because there wasn’t anything else to do, but a thought occurred to me while I was standing there. 

      In my own room, or at least in the next room down that I was going to call my room whether or not it was the one that had actually been assigned to me, I stepped into the small bathroom. With a long, deep breath, I looked into the mirror. 

      “Yep. Still the same,” I said to myself.

      My irises were the same bright, unnatural purple. My three pupils, set in a triangular shape, stared back out at me in a completely surreal moment. It wasn’t the first time I’d seen them, but I was still grappling with the idea that it was real. How did three pupils even work? Did they see different things? Did one or two of them see the magic, and another saw normally?

      I just shook my head. There really wasn’t anything to be done except accept it, so I did. Or at least that’s what I told myself I was doing while I was screaming internally. “Yep, this is fine. Totally fine.”

      I walked out into the hallway, barely aware my body was moving, and I set off to find Viluna, slamming the thoughts deep into whatever vault my mind could construct for it. “Totally fine,” I said to the empty hall.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            29

          

        

      

    

    
      I probably wandered for over an hour. Without any guiding lights and a lot of hallways that looked exactly the same, I’m sure I was walking in circles for the vast majority of that time. However, I was in a part of the structure that didn’t have any dolls, so I couldn’t ask one for help. 

      Finally, finally, I found my way onto a huge, open deck of some kind, overlooking the land for miles around. It curved around the Spire and didn’t have any sort of handrails or any safety measures of any sort. But that’s not really what I was looking at.

      “Wow,” I said, gawking at the sight. 

      Off in the distance, there was a red storm, roiling and churning, although calling it a storm seemed like a huge understatement. I couldn’t see through it, but it stretched across the horizon with huge gouts of what could only be magical energy exploding out of it at random intervals. Transfixed, I took a few steps towards it before I jumped back, almost having walked straight off the edge.

      Looking down, it was clear that the Spire was floating through the air; there were wisps of clouds quite a ways below my feet. “Okay then,” I said again to myself. 

      There was a lot to process in the last few hours.

      I stared at the red storm for a while before I headed down the deck to see if there was anything else outside to find. I began to hear some soft sounds that sounded like a person, but it wasn’t speech. Dismissing it as nothing, I kept on, blundering around a sharp corner and right into a sobbing Viluna.

      Her wet eyes snapped up to mine. She stared at me.

      I stared at her.

      My mouth worked wordlessly for a moment while I was sure she was going to kill me for intruding on this personal moment. “I…uh, yeah…so…uhhh…” I started backing away, raising my hands for the inevitable attack. “I’m so sorry, Viluna. I d-didn’t know you were here… I’ll just, um, I’ll just…go, then…okay?”

      She shook her head and sighed, rubbing the tears from her cheeks.

      I arched an eyebrow at her. “Unless…you want…some company?” I certainly didn’t think that would be the case, but I had to say something.

      She looked up at me and started to say something, stopped, tried again, failed, and finally took a long, deep breath. “Yeah…I’d like it if you stayed.”

      Unexpected to say the least, but I wasn’t about to walk away from her after that, so I took a seat beside her, sitting up against the Spire’s smooth metal wall. We sat there in silence for a while, but it wasn’t an uncomfortable one.

      Still, after enough time had passed, I felt like I should say something, so I gestured out at the roiling, red storm and asked, “What is that, anyway?”

      Very, very slowly, she turned to look at me, and while there was no expression on her face, there was a heavy dose of confusion in her tone as she asked, “Do you not know?”

      It was my turn to sigh heavily. I leaned back and decided that I wanted to get this out in the open, so I, slowly at first, began telling her my story. My life on Earth was glossed over because it was, honestly, pretty boring, but I told her of how I’d come to Oolis and what had happened to me in the short time I’d been here.

      She listened without comment or reaction, looking out into the storm. Once I was done, she said, “So…you are, and are not, exalted.”

      “Pretty much, yeah.”

      She closed her eyes and laughed, softly at first, but it built to a wild crescendo, laced with her normal brand of insanity. It eventually devolved into a fit of giggles, all which I stoically endured. Finally, once she’d calmed down, she held out a hand at the storm and said, “That is the Limit. The lands despoiled by the chaotic flow. The supposed prison and tomb of Rek’Torga, the Discordant One, Razer of Cities, and Sower of Ash.

      “Sounds like a fancy lady. Is she the one that couldn’t control the Chaotic flow, then? That storm is what happened?”

      “Just so. Xera told you of her?”

      “Yeah, she did.”

      Viluna shook her head, her antler jewelry jingling. “If only the same had happened to the others. She can rot there for eternity, for all I care. The gods deserve nothing less.”

      “Look, um, I know it’s not my place to ask, and please let me know if I’m overstepping here, but—”

      “You want to know what I was crying about.”

      “...Yeah.”

      She looked up at me and back down at her hands, folded in her lap. With a little smile, she said, “You know, it’s been a long time since anyone has asked me such a question. In a…less vulnerable moment, I’d probably tell you to go fuck yourself.” She leaned her head back onto the wall, her antlers only lightly getting in the way. “I don’t really even remember what it’s like to have friends. To have someone asking me how I feel. It’s a…distant memory.”

      “Is…life that bad in the Verdancy?”

      “It depends, wildly.”

      I chuckled. “Earth’s kinda like that too. Some people are living it up, some…aren’t. And there’s not any real great reasons why.”

      “Which one was it for you?”

      “Well,” I said, “kinda inbetween, you know? It wasn’t bad, but it wasn’t good either. I think I have myself to blame for that. I spent most of my life running away from bad things, instead of running towards good ones. I was eventually more or less successful, but what did I have to show for it? Just a life. A really bland one.”

      “I can only imagine you’d choose it over this, though.”

      I leaned my head back against the wall as well. “You know…right up until you said that, I would have told you the answer was a resounding yes.”

      She looked sideways at me. “And now?”

      “I looked at my eyes in the mirror a little while ago, before I came up here. I’m still not sure what I think about it. But you know what? It’s at least interesting.” I glanced over to her and added, “But hey! We were talking about you!”

      She scoffed. “Damn. I was hoping you wouldn’t notice.”

      I reached out and patted her hand, hoping she wouldn’t rip mine off for the gesture. “We don’t have to talk about anything you don’t want to talk about.”

      “Don’t patronize me!” she said, but she was smiling all the same. “Oh, I don’t know. You wanted to know about life in the Verdancy. Well, for a lot of people, it’s…it’s like you described; people are just getting through each day, doing the tasks they’re assigned by the Queen’s Petalbearers.”

      “Petalbearers?”

      “Mhmm. The ones that carry her own Sanguine Flowers, grown from her own blood and grafted onto their very bodies. They speak with her authority. There’s a hierarchy of them in varying degrees of power, and the ones at the top,” she said, shuddering, “are almost as bad to be in the presence of as she is herself.”

      “The way Xera spoke of you…said you were a…lifeweaver? Does that put you up in that hierarchy?”

      Viluna scoffed again, her lip turned up in a scowl. “Oh no. Not even close. That just makes me a very useful tool. Being a Petalbearer is mostly being born to the right people and bowing and scraping until you can get others to bow and scrape to you.”

      “Wow, it really does sound like Earth in a lot of ways.”

      She chuckled in a low voice. “Well maybe you should stay here. At least here, you’re an exalted one.” Without any other preamble, she stood, her hooves clicking on the floor. She looked away and said, “But that’s enough for now. …Thank you for talking with me.” Before I could reply, she was swiftly striding away, towards a different door than the one I’d come in.

      After she was gone, I realized that she hadn’t actually told me why she was crying. I had to laugh at that.
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      I stayed outside, watching the neverending crimson storm. What did I really want? This whole time, I was just planning on leaving the second I could, assuming that was even possible. But I’d been brought here, hadn’t I? Surely there was a way to return. 

      Once Sarin had been…reactivated…I’d assumed she’d have the power to send me back. Or at least once she finally woke all the way up. But Viluna was right, wasn’t she? I was someone here. And besides, with my eyes and hands the way they were, could I even go home without being labeled a monster or something? And that was really the best case scenario, wasn’t it? Maybe I’d been thrown into a deep, government science lab and dissected! Or maybe I’d seen too many movies. Still, it seemed kinda possible.

      Could Sarin reverse what had been done to me? Did I want that? I was kinda special here. But also if I stayed I’d have to fight literal gods.

      I groaned and dropped my head into my hands. “Not really any easy answers here,” I said to no one.

      I wasn’t getting anywhere stewing in my thoughts, so I went back inside. I didn’t get lost so much as remain lost, so I wandered again, poking into whatever rooms I could, but I didn’t understand the vast majority of what I saw. Eventually, I ran into a manikin and had it lead me back to my room, which turned out to be the room I’d seen my eyes in, so there was that. I checked in on Xera, but she was still asleep, which was good, really.

      I fell into my own bed across the hall and tried to sleep, but it was probably an hour or two before the nonstop thoughts in my head calmed down enough for that.

      Perhaps a reasonable amount of time later or perhaps not, I awoke to darkness. Acting purely on muscle memory, I reached out to turn my clock towards me and see how much time I had left before I had to get up for work.

      On the plus side, I didn’t have to work today.

      On the other hand, it was because I was trapped on another world filled with horrific dangers which I almost certainly didn’t even understand.

      Still though, no work.

      I got up and turned the lights on with the magic flowing through my hands. It was a second before I realized what I’d done. Apparently that was one of the things that had been crammed into my brain. “Sarin…can you hear me?”

      There was only the briefest pause before the lights dimmed for a second. 

      “Can you…always hear me?”

      The pause was longer, but the lights dimmed again.

      “Awesome,” I said under my breath. “I’ll keep that in mind. Anyway! Is there, like, some breakfast to be had? And I see that there’s a tiny shower here in my room. Are there some extra clothes I can change into?”

      The lights dimmed, and more appeared on the floor, leading towards the door.

      “Great, thanks.” I followed them out the door and down the hallway. I thought about checking in on Xera, but not knowing what time it was, I was content to let her sleep for however long she needed. I’m sure what she’d gone through was worse than she’d let on. 

      I ended up in the ruins of a once nice dining room. Unlike the rest of the Spire, this wasn’t strictly utilitarian, and there were tattered remains of tapestries and a threadbare tablecloth over a long dining table. One wall of the room was entirely floor to ceiling windows, giving me a wonderful view of the Limit, which I could stare bleakly into while eating breakfast.

      At one end of the table, a doll was standing beside a plate with some…food…on it. At least that’s what I assume it was supposed to be. It was a dark purple, perfectly rectangular bar with flecks of red throughout. Next to it was a tall glass of water, which was a relief. 

      I shrugged and sat down, tentatively poking at the bar. Before I could try it, I belatedly noticed a note that had been folded and placed under the plate. I opened it to find a series of runes, which looked both otherworldly and familiar, and I could read them clearly despite never having seen them before. It was an odd feeling, to say the least.

      The note said, “Good morning, Ian. Please forgive me, but this is the only food available. I can assure you, it’s perfectly edible, and later, I’ll send the dolls out for something more palatable. Sarin.”

      Perfectly edible. That’s exactly how I wanted my food to be described. “Oh well,” I muttered, “at least it’s better than not being edible. Maybe.” I took a small bite and slowly chewed.

      It was indeed food. I couldn’t really say much else about it. It had a mild flavor, and while it wasn’t bad per se, I wouldn’t have called it good. I forced myself to eat the entire thing, washing each bite down with a large drink of water, under the doll’s unmoving gaze. Or non-gaze. Could they see in the regular way?

      While I was contemplating this, Xera stumbled into the room, rubbing her eyes.

      I was out of my chair in an instant, running across the room and wrapping her up in a tight hug.

      She didn’t say anything, just hugged me back for a while.

      Eventually, I stepped back, looking her up and down. “So, you’re okay, right?”

      She smiled at me with tired eyes. “I am. You gonna keep asking me that?”

      “Yeah, probably.”

      She chuckled and motioned for us to sit at the table. Once we’d done so, the doll left and returned with a plate and glass for her as well, retreating to the side of the room to stand perfectly still afterward. Xera looked at the bar without expression for some time before saying, “This is food?”

      “It is. And that’s really all you can say about it. It’s perfectly edible, though!” I showed her the note.

      She snickered after reading it, and she picked up the bar and took a small bite, chewing slowly, just like I had. “Yep. Edible.” She ate the rest of the thing quickly, waiting until the end to guzzle down the entire glass of water and belch loudly while I sat there and tried not to laugh at her. “Well, since that’s over, what now?”

      “That’s the big question, isn’t it? You wanna go sit outside and talk?”

      She glanced at the doll and said, “Yeah.”
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      We found a different balcony than the one I had been on with Viluna the night before. There were some remnants of chairs, and while they might have once been comfortable, they were now little more than metal frames and the lingering idea of padding. 

      We just slumped down by the wall and looked out over the horizon. We must have been on the opposite side of the Spire, since I couldn’t see the swirling red storm that was the Limit. Instead, there were endless mountain ranges, some small, some not, but there wasn’t a flat bit of land as far as the eye could see. In one small area, between two large peaks, a bright green section poked through. “Is that the Verdancy?” I asked.

      “Yeah. At least a little bit of the outer edge. When you get closer, massive trees as tall as these mountains tower over everything.”

      “Wow.”

      “It’s a sight to see, really, although you’re deep in the Verdancy at that point, which isn’t a good thing. But situated at the top of a grove of trees, the Living Queen’s palace sits suspended between their branches. To say it’s beautiful is an understatement. And that’s just what I saw through an eyeglass from the horizon. I can’t imagine what it looks like inside.”

      “What were you doing there?”

      “Reconnaissance. This was years ago, back before absolutely everything went to shit.”

      “What about here?” I asked, gesturing out at the mountains. “I think you told me once what they’re called, but these are the Golreq lands, right?”

      She scoffed and looked away. “They’re just called the corpselands now. Even though most of it doesn’t actually contain the deadgod’s corpse, the corrupted Deep flow has warped the life throughout. Everything, all the plant life is more rock than organic material now, but it persists somehow. It’s made farming…difficult.”

      “I’ll bet. I remember seeing green plants in Hem and being massively relieved to see anything familiar.”

      Xera blinked and looked away, her lips turning down into a small frown.

      I knew what she was thinking. Or at least I assumed I did: Was I going to stay, now that we’d gotten the core? 

      I still hadn’t arrived at an answer myself, so I couldn’t give her one. Still, it seemed like something we should talk about. “So, do you wanna say it, or should I?”

      She closed her eyes and smiled. “Are you going to stay?”

      I leaned my head back against the metal wall. I thought of a few hundred things to say, rejecting them all, but Xera waited in silence before I finally settled on: “I’m not even sure if I can go home anyway. And…my eyes, are they permanent? I can’t imagine me slipping back into my boring old life with eyes like these. And that’s another thing…my life was boring. It wasn’t all that bad, but it wasn’t all that good either. Kind of like our breakfast.”

      We both chuckled at the thought of those food bars.

      “Anyway, things here are terrifying in ways I never imagined. Actual gods? And we’re supposed to fight them?”

      “The deadgod was successfully killed,” she said.

      “Yeah, and look how things ended up afterwards.”

      She nodded. “Fair point.”

      I reached out and slipped my hand into hers and said, “But it’s not all bad over here. I’m kinda special, so there’s that,” I said with mock enthusiasm. “And I will admit that the magical bow is pretty exciting. Even though…killing people…is not.

      “Anyway,” I said, squeezing her hand, “I met a pretty great person while I’ve been here, so that’s nice, too”

      “Oh,” she asked, “a woman?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Is she pretty?”

      I laughed. “Almost mind-blowingly so, in ways I never thought a person would be. She has a huge pair of horns, for one thing. Did I ever mention that no one has horns where I come from, because they don’t.”

      Her cheeks were red and she looked away as she said, “Yeah, you mentioned that once. About there only being one kind of people. I still think it sounds so strange. But you were talking about how pretty your new friend is?”

      “Yes, right! That. Well, in addition to her big, sexy horns, she’s got the best eyes of anyone I’ve ever seen. Myself definitely included in that.”

      “Oh, don’t sell yourself short,” she said, putting a finger on my chin and turning me to face her. “I think your eyes are beautiful.”

      I probably should have kept my mouth shut, but I just couldn’t resist. “Oh I’ll bet. I did…see a little of the sketchbook back in your house, you know.”

      Her dark eyes went wide and she turned the brightest shade of red I’d ever seen on anyone. She sputtered, trying and failing to reply.

      I just grinned wider and wider while she flailed, trying to form any sort of sentence. “That’s, um, not the only reason you’re attracted to me, is it?”

      She let her head fall into her hands, her skin still a bright crimson. “This is so embarrassing. But no,” she said in a muffled voice. After a few breaths, she looked up at me. “If you want complete honesty? Yes, it was a, um, large reason initially. Stop laughing at me!”

      I did my best to get my smile under control.

      “That’s better! Anyway, yeah it was part of it, but after the adventure we went through, and seeing what kind of person you are, it’s not just that. And it’s been so easy to talk to you from the very beginning. I’ll admit that I haven’t had anyone like that in a long time. So yeah, I like you for you. And, I guess I should just say this out loud. I don’t want you to go. I want you to stay here, with me.”

      Well, that was it, wasn’t it? That was it right there. Was there a Xera waiting for me back home? No, there was not. And I wasn’t about to ask her to come back to Earth with me, abandon her life, home, and entire world. Not that she’d fit in there, anyway. People were judgy enough against others with only the slightest differences. I didn’t think a lot of them would be cool with horns and black and gold eyes.

      “Okay,” I heard myself say. “I’m staying.”

      She just stared at me with a look of subtle longing. “Just like that?”

      “Yeah,” I said, squeezing her hand. “Just like that.”

      “Won’t you…miss your home?”

      I nodded and gazed out over the weird horizon. “Yeah. There are some things I’ll miss. But I’d miss you more if I left. And…I have a chance to do some good here, too. What am I going to think for the rest of my, probably boring, life if I leave? ‘I could have made a difference, but I didn’t because I was scared.’ I’d be safer on Earth, but for the first time in my life, that’s not all that important. There wouldn’t be any gods fighting me, but what would there be? Cheeseburgers? That doesn’t seem really worth it.” Once I noticed Xera looking at me with a raised eyebrow, I added, “Oh, that’s a food. A really good kind of food, but still, not worth ditching you over.”

      She chuckled and said, “Better than the breakfast bricks we ate?”

      “Yeah, by like a million percent.”

      We sat there in silence for a little while before, without warning, she threw a leg over me and slid on top. She took my face in her dark hands and leaned down to kiss me.

      I ran one hand through her long, white hair while the other trailed down her back, slipping down to cup her ass.

      The blood started to hammer in my veins at the feeling of her lips and tongue pressing against mine and the weight of her on top of me. It was amazing to finally be somewhere safe and alone with her.

      Alone.

      I pushed her back and she tilted her head at me.

      “Oh, don’t misunderstand; I’m all for this, but…I’m pretty sure Sarin is always watching.”

      “Ah.”

      There was a very long, drawn-out pause before the lights dimmed for a second.
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      We both sat there, still very much turned on and unsure of what to do about it.

      “I don’t think going back to our rooms is going to help all that much.”

      Much to our surprise, a manikin stepped out onto the balcony with us. For a second, it just stood there, looking or maybe not looking at Xera straddling me while we just watched it back. After that unnecessary moment of awkwardness, it gestured back in the door it had come from.

      Xera shrugged and said, “Okay. Let’s, uh, go with it, I guess?”

      “Might as well.”

      We got up and followed it back into the Spire, where it walked us to a teleporter room. I was pretty sure it was the one I had been in before, since it had a massive chunk out of the wall, but either way the device powered up the second we stepped into the door. 

      Sarin’s red-draped doll came in behind us, and her very faint voice emanated from it. “A hidden little cottage exists, a place carved away from the largely sundered world. It sits on an island far away from the troubles of Oolis.” There was a little laugh that I could barely hear. “I cannot see what happens there. And I will leave the portal open.”

      With that, the doll turned and left. I certainly had questions, but perhaps Sarin still didn’t have the strength to answer them. I turned to Xera and said, “Island resort, is it? Not something I expected to exist.”

      She shook her head. “Me neither. Let’s go!” She grabbed my hand and pulled me towards the portal, and in the next instant, I felt the supremely odd, full body stretching feeling of being teleported. It wasn’t anything like the first time, but it was a bit worse than the last time when we were pulled back with the core.

      After I felt solid ground underneath my feet again, I had to fall to my hands and knees and wait for the dizziness to stop. 

      “Whoa.”

      When I looked up, I saw what Xera’d been looking at.

      We were indeed on an island, an incredibly small one. So small and so round that it almost couldn’t have been natural. A little garden sanctuary had been built here, with plants of all shapes and colors, none of which I’d seen in my time on Oolis.

      “Seen any of this stuff before?” I asked.

      She shook her head, her dark, golden eyes about as wide as they could go. “No. No, I have not. Not…in person, anyway.”

      “What…does that mean?”

      We were standing in front of another portal device that was situated in a small stone circle with a paved path leading towards a central area with a small cottage overlooking it. The path was lined with rainbow foliage, and Xera slowly stepped up to and hesitantly touched a tall plant with large, yellow and purple fronds. “These…these are…”

      “Uh huh?”

      “They’re desaria…” She shook her head. “They’re myths. They’re not real. They’re from an ancient culture from another world, stories from before written history, brought to Oolis from across the stars by giant, scaled and winged creatures that soared through the air and rent their enemies asunder with nothing but their voice.

      “They show up in a lot of places in history. In lots of stories, of course, but the design has been used pretty much everywhere. From buildings and the shapes of cities, all the way down to forks and paperweights. They were once a symbol of prosperity and status, but eventually got plastered everywhere and kind of lost a lot of significance. Still though, they’re around. I actually do have a paperweight shaped like them.”

      “Hang on now,” I said. “Brought here by big, scaled monsters? Long bodies, claws and teeth and stuff?”

      “Uh,” she said with an incredulous look, “yeah. How…did you know?”

      “They sound a lot like dragons, which we also have myths about. As far as I know, they didn’t bring fancy plants from beyond the stars or anything, though. Or, you know, actually exist. Although maybe that’s…not accurate?”

      As interesting as all this was, I hadn’t forgotten why we’d come here. With a hand on her lower back, I gently guided her down the path.

      She looked over at me and smiled, blushing lightly. “Oh, right.”

      “I’d actually like to hear about your mythological plants,” I said before clearing my throat and adding, “uh, later.”

      She giggled and grabbed my hand again, pulling me quickly towards the center of the island, which featured a huge, multi-leveled pool with softly flowing waterfalls. The stonework was amazing, inset designs at every turn, and worked in everywhere was the same rainbow collage of plant life.

      On the middle level, there was a small, open building with a variety of furniture, made from colorful wood and layered with overstuffed cushions. Xera picked one out and deftly stripped off her clothes before tossing them into the chair in a pile. “Well?”

      I had just been standing there watching the show and had to blink myself back to my senses. “Yeah! Right.” I stripped off my own clothes, much less gracefully, and we both headed towards the center pool. It occurred to me right then that I had never had that shower that I’d wanted and probably desperately needed, so this was a wonderful idea. Xera hadn’t said anything, but I couldn’t imagine I smelled great.

      The water was the perfect temperature. Like, suspiciously perfect. I’d never been in water that felt as good. Not too warm, not too cold. It was almost unnatural.

      “Wow,” Xera said, “this is weirdly nice.”

      “Right!? Like, too nice!”

      She smiled and nodded. “It really is. Although if it’s a trap and we’re gonna die or something, going out in the best pool ever is fine by me.”

      “Out of all the ways Oolis might kill me, you’re right: this is a great option. Hey, would you get mad if I dunked you for fun?”

      “If you what now?”

      I slipped a leg behind hers and took her shoulders in mine, spinning and pushing her down under the water.

      Or that had been my plan.

      I didn’t even know what happened. It was so fast, and involved me spinning and tumbling, my hands lost my grip on her immediately, and a split second later, my face was being very, very gently pushed down to the smooth stone of the bottom of the pool. The inlaid pattern was very nice. She pressed me there for a second before helping me back up.

      I spluttered and breathed out a good deal of water before finding her trying and failing to not laugh in my face. 

      “Well that sure showed me, it did,” I said with a big smile of my own. “You know, it’s so easy to forget about that part of you.”

      “What part?”

      “The warrior part. I’ve only seen it a couple, short times. I…now please don’t take this the wrong way, but you don’t seem like the kind of person who’d, I don’t know, be a skilled fighter. I don’t mean that as an insult! It’s just…you’re such a…” I really was meaning for this to come out nicely, but it seemed negative to say it out loud. “You’re a gentle person, and it’s easy to forget that you could slice me up in a second.”

      For some reason, I kept talking. “Now, Viluna? Yeah, you don’t forget about the…bloodthirst, you know? She’s just so aggressive. But I, uh…” I looked over at her, really hoping I hadn’t royally fucked things up.

      She was looking down and had a sad little smile on her lips. “In a better world, you might be right. I might never have learned to fight. But everyone knows how to here, at least a little. Either that, or you die. You can’t always rely on other people, and Oolis is so fraught with danger. You’re right; I don’t fight because I like it. I do it because I have to. Especially since I spend so much time outside the village.

      “I think things used to be different before the Torrent. I was so young then that I can hardly remember. Anyway, would you like some pointers?”

      “For fighting?”

      “For grappling.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            33

          

        

      

    

    
      “You want to make sure your grip is solid.” She drifted over to me and wrapped her arms around my sides and a leg around mine, pulling me close. “If you can, it’s always a good idea to distract your opponent,” she said, leaning in and pushing her tongue between my lips.

      What an excellent lesson, I thought.

      A second later, the world was spinning again, and before I knew what was happening, my face was being gently pressed down into the stone floor of the pool. 

      As I was being hauled back up, I wrapped my arms around Xera’s midsection, braced my feet on the side of the pool, and pushed as hard as I could, dragging her down under the water with me. 

      A moment later, we were both standing up and spitting out water, laughing at each other. “I have to say,” I said, “that your distraction techniques are top notch. Maybe we can just focus on those for now.”

      “If you like.”

      A second later, our bodies were back together, slipping and sliding against each other as we kissed. Finally, we were safe and actually alone.

      I had one hand on her breast, lightly squeezing her nipple, and the other was on her horn, trailing up and down, feeling the ridges. Lightning surged through my body at the sounds she made in response, various small moans accompanied by the writhing of her body. This time, we could also stand on the bottom, so we didn’t slip under the water.

      She reached down and started sliding my cock back and forth across her skin, her other arm around my neck and pulling me in tightly. 

      I slid one hand down to her ass and lifted her gently up as she wrapped her legs around me. It was almost effortless to hold her up as we were chest deep in the water, and we stayed that way, kissing in the shade of tall, otherworldly trees for some time.

      She pushed away and uncoiled from me, taking my hand and pulling me along and out of the pool to the little open building, and we picked out a long couch and she laid down on her back and spread her legs. 

      For a second, my brain short-circuited, seeing her laying there like that, and I just stared.

      “Well,” she said in a low and eager voice, “come on.”

      Smiling, I slid onto the couch and ran my hands over her body.

      Her eyes were on my cock and she bit her lip, and I swear if I’d wanted to I could have finished just at the sight. But I persevered, and slowly, I slid in between her wet lips.

      Her head rolled back and she moaned, and as I pushed a little more inside, she jerked and writhed and nearly screamed. I was only halfway in and her hips were bucking up to meet me, her dark hands gripping the cushion tight.

      Trying not to laugh in her face, I asked, “Been a while, has it?”

      Her cheeks turned red and she sputtered, “Y-maybe! Now shut up and give it to me!” She reached up and grabbed my shoulders, pulling me down on top of her as I slid all the way in. We both groaned loudly, and she writhed underneath me, moving her hips up just as much as I was thrusting into her.

      We tried to kiss, but she couldn’t stop moaning, so I lowered down and nibbled on her earlobe. I would have said she went wild for it, but she was already going wild. 

      “Faster…faster…harder…” 

      She felt so insanely good wrapped tight around my cock, her wet body pressed against mine, and I loved each and every sound she made. It was clear that this wasn’t going to last all that long. 

      She wrapped her arms around me and held tight, her moans quieting briefly. “Fuck…fuck…oh fuck, pound me!” 

      I did.

      Her whole body bucked and jerked, and she held on tight as she spasmed and screamed, her legs shaking and her hands digging into the skin of my back. “Keepgoingkeepgoingkeepgoing!” 

      The first orgasm quickly became the second, and I rode her as she kept moaning and writhing, holding it together for as long as I could. Which wasn’t incredibly long. “In or out!?

      “Out!”

      I pulled out just in time to blow, the first shot hitting her in the face, and the rest of the biggest load I’d ever shot covering her boobs and trailing down onto her stomach. I held onto one of her legs as I jerked and spasmed, trying not to fall over. After I was done, I slid back inside her, moving slowly in and out, reveling of the sight of her lying there, her chest quickly rising and falling.

      Eventually, I slid out and dropped down beside her on the couch. Once we’d calmed down and got our breathing under control, I asked, “So, was it good for you?”

      She patted me on the side and said, “Yeah, it was pretty okay.”

      I chuckled and said, “You wanna find a shower or something? Seems a little weird to get in the pool to rinse off.”

      “I don’t think anyone’s around to care, but I agree, yeah.”

      We got shakily to our feet and stumbled to the small cottage. The door was unlocked but squeaked loudly as we went in. It was well furnished with very nice furniture in the same style as the things outside, but there was a musty smell and an abandoned feeling in the air. 

      Still, it was inviting enough, and we found our way to a bathroom that had a spiked-foot tub and a massive shower stall with large windows that looked out over whatever ocean we were in. I took one look at the shower controls and said, “Nope. I don’t know what that’s supposed to be.” There were no less than six separate knobs that looked like they twisted, pulled, and ratcheted up and down. I looked over to Xera, but she was as confused as I was. “Oh. I was kinda hoping you knew how they worked.”

      “Never seen anything like it.”

      “Great.” We both tried a few knobs, and after about fifteen minutes we figured out that we could get regular or salt water for some reason, and one of the knobs added in scented water or something. It wasn’t anything we’d either ever smelled before, but it was very nice.

      There were others whose use eluded us completely. 

      In the end, we settled on non-salt, scented water. We opened the windows and let in the sea breeze, and it was by far the most opulent feeling thing I’d ever done. How often did you get to take a shower on a private island?

      Afterwards, with nothing much to do, we got into the pool again. Xera asked about Earth, and I answered her questions in a reasonably neutral way. Seeing as how I wasn’t going back, I didn’t feel the need to be vindictive and I certainly didn’t want to do nothing but complain, which was a completely novel feeling.

      As the sun was making its way across the sky, we heard a muffled sound from up the path we’d come from, and after a moment, a manikin came down the path, stopped, and just looked at us.

      “Does that mean it’s time to go back?” Xera asked.

      “I guess so. You think Sarin’s…awake?”

      “Only one way to find out.”
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      Once we were back in the Spire, the manikin led us to the central room where we found Sarin’s red-robed doll and Viluna waiting for us. The latter had an odd expression on her face and was looking around warily.

      Once we were all there, the room burst into light, a thousand thousand runes dancing in the air, and I recoiled at the sight. Once the onslaught died down and I could see again, it became obvious that Xera and Viluna had seen none of it.

      They did notice when Sarin’s huge, disembodied head appeared above her doll as a bright blue projection. 

      They both stared, wide-eyed, and after a second, they both bowed. A second later, Viluna went fully down on her knees, her head on the ground and her hands held out as she prostrated herself in front of Sarin.

      “Exalted one,” they both intoned. 

      I stood there dumbly, wondering if I should do the same. Also, I was a little surprised at Xera, who had clearly spoken with Sarin before. Although maybe talking to a doll and seeing her…well, not in the flesh, but face to face, was something different.

      “Please, rise, both of you,” Sarin said.

      They did, and I heard Viluna mutter, “A true exalted one…”

      On one hand, she was, of course, correct. On the other, I couldn’t help but feel a little stung by the comment. Was I some kind of bargain basement exalted one? Well, okay, yes, kind of, but still! I shook my head and tried to push those stupid thoughts away. Being an egotistical moron wasn’t exactly going to help anything.

      “It is the honor of my life to be in your presence, exalted one,” Viluna said, still bowing her head. 

      It was supremely weird to hear such deference from her.

      “I will serve you until my dying breath, and together, we shall burn the gods and their tainted memory from this world!”

      Okay, there she was.

      Sarin just smiled. “I’m pleased to hear such fervor from you, Viluna, but there are many things to do before we take the fight to the gods again.”

      Xera had been looking up at her with wide, awe-filled eyes, and she said, “May I ask a question, exalted one?”

      “Of course you can,” Sarin said, and it occurred to me then how normal she sounded. Her tone and cadence were so…familiar. It was like hearing one of my friends talk, just so mundane and regular. Nothing like what I expected to hear from the floating illusion of an old, powerful being. Of course, she’d spoken to me many times before, but now, her voice rang out clear as day, not filtered through the doll or an ancient recording.

      While I stood there and pondered that oddity, Xera asked, “What truly happened during Ono’s death? Why was it the end of the exalted?”

      Sarin smiled a sad little smile. “Ono, the Deep God, thankfully now the deadgod, was so much more powerful than any of the others at the time. He was able to draw in a truly staggering amount of power, and remade his body into a literal mountain. This, of course, you should already know. But the power that roiled within him became too much. 

      “He did not end up like Rek’Torga the Discordant; he was able to contain the power. Still, inside his hulking form, the magic…stagnated, for lack of a better word. If this caused him pain, I cannot say, but it never stopped him from wanting more. When at last he was fought, and his mountainous body breached, the tainted magic burst forth from him. 

      “We had…expected such a thing, of course, but not the foul state of his power. Had the magic been clean, perhaps we could have weathered the assault, but the corruption was insidious, eating away at our defenses so quickly. No one had ever experienced such a thing, and there was no way we could have anticipated it.

      “That provides no solace, though. A failure is a failure,” she said, looking away, “and the fact that…no one was to blame means nothing. The world is still infected with our gods, and the exalted’s power was almost completely extinguished.” There was a hesitance to her story; I felt like there was something she wasn’t telling us, but I wasn’t about to press her on it.

      I thought about my own coming to Oolis, and the fact that it happened could only have meant one thing, but I asked anyway. “All of the exalted died then?”

      “All except…me.”

      “Even the Godbreaker?” Xera asked.

      She’d only spoken of this person briefly before, but I got the idea that they’d been an inspiration, a hero everyone had looked up to. Perhaps Xera had been secretly hoping they’d have survived and could lead the charge again. Someone to rally around, someone powerful enough to take on the gods. Because if they were truly gone, it was just us, wasn’t it?

      Sarin flinched at the question; it was pretty obvious already what the answer was, and that it was personal for her. Still, she answered, “I…no. No. Even the best of us was…not able to survive what happened. All that’s left…is me.”

      I’d kind of asked before, but I hadn’t gotten a satisfactory answer, so I asked, “Sarin, are you a…okay this is gonna be kinda insulting, but you are a real person, right?”

      Viluna’s eyes flashed at me, but she held her place. Which was for the best, since I was sure she could kill me in seconds, and I didn’t want to have to draw my bow and see if I could take her out before she did.

      If Sarin was offended, she didn’t show it. “I am. If I’m indeed correct in assuming that you’re asking me if I still have a real body somewhere, and am not a magical construct.”

      “That’s exactly what I meant. Sorry if it was insensitive.” I glanced over to Viluna to see that she’d calmed a little after Sarin herself wasn’t offended.

      “It’s quite alright. I do have a body, but it’s embedded deeply in the Spire’s core. I am, functionally, part of the Spire itself now; I cannot be removed. My place is and will always be here.”

      Weird. But I sure wasn’t about to ask for more clarification on that.
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      Sarin had endless questions for us. Well, mostly for Xera and Viluna and the state of the world. I sat by and listened, hearing a slightly more detailed version of everything I’d already heard before, which could be neatly summed up by saying that shit was fucked.

      After a while, in a lull in the conversation, I asked the thing that had been on my mind from the beginning. “Sarin…why me?”

      She gave me a little smile and said, “Would you like a flippant or technical answer?”

      After the extremely heavy conversation that had been going on, it was nice to see some humor come out. “Oh, flippant, definitely.”

      “In that case, it didn’t have to be you, it could have been anyone at all like you. You were just the one that was in the right or wrong place and time, depending on your perspective.”

      “Like me how?”

      “And there’s the technical answer. I won’t bore you with the fine details, but only certain people have the necessary qualities to be exalted, to carry our power. And you are one of them. The first, and only, that came in contact with the beacons.”

      “That’s the thing that summoned me here? The…magic machine thing?”

      “Just so.”

      “And I did the thing I was supposed to do, right? I was summoned here to get the primal core and reactivate the Spire?”

      There was a very long pause before she said, “Yes…that’s the…first of the things…”

      I smiled up at her. “I don’t know if you were listening in at the time, but I…I’m going to stay here. I’m going to help. To be exalted. Or whatever.”

      Xera reached out and slid her hand into mine.

      “I am…pleased by your decision, Ian,” Sarin said, “and I hope you continue to make it. My greatest fear has been that you will ask me to take you back to Earth.”

      “Can you?” I asked, curious.

      There was a much longer pause before she looked away and softly said, “Yes.” After a moment more, she said, “I often wondered if I would lie to the person standing here before me, should the day actually ever come. Would I tell them they were trapped here, and that the only way forward was through? The answer I always came to was, ‘I don’t know.’ But having you here, asking me that question, I find that no, I cannot lie to your face. I ask more of you than anyone has ever asked of another, I think. And I won’t start with a lie. I can take you home, should you wish it.”

      I looked over and met Xera’s eyes and squeezed her hand. “I don’t.”

      “This is all…very nice,” Viluna said, clearly making a huge effort to keep the disgust from her voice. “But, what’s to be done now?”

      Sarin glanced back at her, a small smile on her lips. “To the matter at hand, is it? In that case,” she said, looking at each of us in turn, “the first thing that must be done is to cleanse the deadgod’s taint from the Deep flow.”

      Xera gasped. “Truly!? Such a thing can be done!?” She looked down at her darkened fingers and the spiderwebbing lines trailing down the back of her hands. “I would be able to channel again? To use the flow without fear of pain and corruption?”

      “Yes, but it will require a very specific thing.”

      I gave Sarin a level look. “It’s not going to be fun getting it, is it?”

      “It is not, no.”

      “We’ll do it!” Xera said. “Whatever it is! We’ll carve our way through anything and everything to get it!”

      That sounded a lot more like Viluna, I thought.

      “I don’t think,” Sarin said with the ghost of a smile, “that you’ll mind fighting those that will stand in your way.”

      “I know I won’t,” Viluna said, “no matter who they are. Line them up and I’ll smash them all into paste.”

      “So, who, where, and what?” I asked.

      “I require a crystalized mass of the deadgod’s corrupted energy. A large one. Such a thing will be surrounded by the deadgod’s cultists. To the point, you will need to assault the very seat of their power.”

      “In Crown,” Xera breathed.

      “Indeed.”

      “Crown?” I asked. “Not Head?”

      Xera shrugged. “The deadgod’s new head had pointy bits like a real crown, and the name just kinda caught on. Sounds better than Head anyway, doesn’t it?”

      “It really does.”

      Viluna smashed her fists together and laughed. “To Crown it is! I’ll cut my way through every single worthless cultist bastard if I have to!”

      Sarin gave her a pained smile and said, “I appreciate your enthusiasm, but I fear the three of you will not be enough for a full frontal assault. And having you sneak in won’t work either. Once you’re close enough, Ian, I can teleport you all and the crystal back as I did the core, but it’ll take much more time, as I’ll have to circumvent the latent magics there.”

      “During which time, we’ll be discovered and killed by the many cultists, right?” I asked.

      “Correct.”

      “But you have a plan,” Xera said.

      “I do. But it also…has some problems.”

      “Well, it wouldn’t be an adventure if literally anything was easy, would it?” I said.

      Sarin chuckled, and again I was reminded by how normal she was. I don’t know what the other two thought of her, but I just couldn’t think of her as some ancient and powerful being. I could much more easily think of her as someone you’d go get a drink with and complain about work.

      “In order to assault Crown successfully, we would need a small army. An army that would be wiped out in the fighting, most likely.”

      We all stood there taking that in, which was apparently a little joke on Sarin’s part, because she continued, “And what better candidates for such an army than a hoard of unfeeling puppets, content to fight until no longer able, without a single care for themselves.”

      “Your dolls,” I said.

      “My dolls. They can fight long after sustaining injuries that would incapacitate a person, and like I said: they have no self preservation. How can you fight an enemy that cares nothing for itself?”

      That was…kind of chilling. I remembered my first encounter with the doll that strapped me to a table and shuddered. Imagine a tidal wave of them coming for you. “That’s…going to be quite the distraction.”

      She smiled viciously, and I wondered if I was going to meet anyone on Oolis that didn’t have at least a little murderous streak in them. “So, what’s the problem?”

      “The problem is that there’s only one facility that could manufacture the number of dolls I require, and it’s…not easily accessible. It used to be underground, and while it…still technically is…it’s in land that has been, let’s call it annexed by the Ascension.”

      “So we have to fight through their forces?”

      Sarin laughed a humorless laugh. “Well, yes, but that’s not the real problem. I have no doubt that the three of you can handle whatever constructs would be present in an outlying section of the Ascension’s lands. The issue is that when they claim land, it’s ripped from the bedrock and floats upwards towards their home in the clouds.

      “The facility is in a chunk of such rock, and while I can sense that it’s still whole, you’ll have to ascend to it, and then carve your way through the stone. Normally, we would have teleported in, but the fact that it’s all high in the sky, surrounded by the Celestial flow, makes such a thing impossible.”

      “Okay, great,” I said levelly. “So how do we get up there, and how do we get in?”

      Xera grumbled. “I’m afraid I know the answer to the second part of that question.” At my raised eyebrow, she held out her hand, conjuring a tiny swirl of the Deep flow in her palm.

      “Well, I don’t like that,” I said.

      “There’s no way around it,” Sarin said. “Unless you can swiftly carve through solid stone another way?”

      Xera put a hand on my shoulder and said, “It’s alright, Ian. I’m willing to do this. Even if I…end up worse than I am now, it’s to cleanse the Deep flow. It’ll be the end of anything like this happening again.”

      I sighed. It certainly wasn’t up to me, so I nodded. “Just…be careful, okay?” I looked back up at Sarin and said, “So how are we supposed to get up there in the first place, then?”

      “Now that…you might find a little more intriguing.”
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      “I can’t believe this is the plan,” I said.

      Viluna, with a wide and crazed smile on her face replied, “To soar among the clouds! We’ll finally be able to see if the wretched Ascendants are right after all!”

      “I kinda doubt this is how the Ascendants do it.”

      Sarin had teleported the three of us to an old, derelict facility on the edges of the Ascension, and we were walking the rest of the way to our goal. We were on the edge of the corpselands, so the strange, colorful but rocky plant life was all around us. It was more a plain than a forest, just a long, unending carpet of stone flora.

      But off in the distance, the Ascension’s “lands” were clearly visible, and when we’d first come, I just stood and stared until the other two pulled me along. There were floating rocks and boulders and…landmasses dotting the sky, suspended as if they weighed nothing.

      Most of them sported some plant life of their own, which was much more reminiscent of Earth’s, at least from this distance; they were large swathes of greenery, some forests and some not. “That’s where we’re headed, is it? Up there?”

      “Yep,” Xera said, not any more thrilled with the plan than I was. 

      Viluna had taken to it immediately, but she seemed to not have a functioning sense of fear, it being drowned out by rage. I was warming to her a little, but she still scared me, somewhat viscerally, somewhat because I was sure she’d throw us under the bus if another option to kill the Living Queen came around. I didn’t think that was likely, but I still worried. Nothing to be done about it, though.

      Once we got closer and the deadland’s rocky plants started to fade and we could see the craters left by the soaring landmasses, something else became visible, darting between the floating islands.

      “That’s them, huh?”

      “Looks like,” Xera said.

      They were small, golden dots from down here, swooping in and out of view. Apparently, according to Sarin, they were the Gilded King’s way of keeping order even on the outskirts of his demesne, golden golems tasked with a single directive: kill anything that wasn’t of the Ascension. Which included us, of course.

      But it got better.

      “So,” Xera said, “we’re gonna capture one of those bastards, are we?”

      “And…override it,” I answered.

      Sarin, or her dolls, had made some improvements to the glyphs already set into my hands. Now, I had angular lines surrounding them and trailing up my arms to additional, larger glyphs that sat on my shoulders. The process had been much the same: lay down on the table, be put under, and wake up with fancy new augmentations. Although this time had been completely by choice, so that was a very nice change.

      They came with another dose of Celestially-imbued information. Whether or not they were someone’s memories, I couldn’t tell. But it was much less of an infodump than the last time, and I was much more easily able to make sense of it all.

      The inner workings of the golems swirled around in my head. I knew enough to know I certainly didn’t know everything, but I knew enough to get the job done. Theoretically. We were going to get one of the constructs’ attention, probably by me shooting at it, and the others would…incapacitate it without completely destroying it. And then, after I overrode its programming, which wasn’t exactly what I was doing, but it was pretty much the same concept, we’d just ride the thing up to the doll-making facility. Or at least to the island where it was located. And then Xera would channel corrupted magic to get us inside.

      All in all, I hated the plan.

      “I can’t believe I agreed to this,” I muttered under my breath. If the others heard me, they didn’t say anything in response. 

      Xera wore the same expression of concern that I was sure was on my own face.

      Viluna was hopping up and down in excitement. “How far can you shoot?” She asked. “Is this close enough?”

      “I sure hope so. I don’t wanna walk down into the jagged craters and do this there instead.” The land under the islands was a total mess of irregular crags and sheer cliffs, some small, and some we could barely see the bottom of. I sighed heavily. “Okay, let’s just do this, you two ready?”

      Xera had changed into some light armor that Sarin’s dolls had obviously made specifically for her. It was very reminiscent of her normal clothes, but unfortunately covered her up a lot more. Which, I mean, was of course a good thing, but still. Now that we were…together…or whatever we were, I felt much less bad about my eyes drifting towards her cleavage a lot of the time.

      Oh well. I didn’t need to be distracted by it in the heat of battle anyway. Not that I thought I would be, what with the imminent danger and all, but it was very nice cleavage. 

      She also had a brand new dagger, a work of exalted magic, imbued with the primal flow. Among other things, it would serve to knock out the golem if she could find a way to work it through its outer layers and into the magical flows inside.

      I myself had been given some new armor as well, but it wasn’t fancy in any sense of the word. It fit well, was made of some weird, probably composite material or something, and came in a very dark red, which was nice. That’s all I could say about it though; it didn’t have any special powers or look very showy.

      Viluna had taken a quick trip through the portal to who knew where, and when she came back, she was covered in her bark armor, although this time it was even thicker and sported some nasty spikes in a lot of places. She carried an exact copy of the warhammer I’d seen her use before, itself an intimidating mass of thorns and imminent pain.

      I unfolded my bow, which happened because I willed it more so than I made any actual motions, and it felt right in my hands. I waited until a suitable target made itself visible, and I drew it.

      Again, time slowed down, and my vision sharpened beyond what I thought possible. I could see the golems clearly, and wow…they were weird. “What the shit?”

      Xera looked at me and asked, “What?”

      “They look like…well, like dragons. But, also, really, really not like dragons.”

      “Like what now?” Viluna asked.

      I explained, and Xera talked about the extinct plants from beyond the stars or whatever.

      “Oh, the old myths,” Viluna said. “I’ve heard a little of them. Complete crap, in my opinion.”

      “I might have agreed with you,” Xera said, “except for the plants we saw the other day.”

      “Either way,” I said, “I don’t think whoever built those things knew much at all about any actual dragons, real or otherwise.” They were lanky, undulating affairs with long bodies and golden scales. Their limbs were too long, had huge talons on the end, and had three joints apiece. Their mouths were massive relative to the rest of their head, housing insanely huge teeth that were always on display. What scales they did have were squared off, looking more like roofing tiles than an animal’s scales. It had four wings, and they were much more bird-like than anything else. “I’m pretty confident that whoever made those had heard of dragons, but had never even seen an actual picture of one.”

      “I didn’t think they existed on your world,” Xera said.

      “Well, they don’t, but we have lots of pictures and legends and the like. And none of them are even close to…that thing. Well, anyway.”

      I drew the bow again, my vision zooming in on the monstrosity. I loosed a magical arrow, only to find that it was, indeed, affected by gravity, falling extremely short of the target. I heard Viluna snort behind me, but said nothing.

      The second shot was better, but still not good enough, and by the time I was shooting the seventh arrow, I was getting pretty close. The golems, however, didn’t ever seem to stop moving and land anywhere, which was making the entire debacle that much more difficult, even with the bow’s powers.

      Finally, I fired an arrow that slammed into the rock next to a flying golem, and it paused to look at the falling debris. The next arrow slammed straight into the back of its head.

      “Yes!”

      It spun in wild circles, looking in all directions, but apparently didn’t notice us.

      “It seems they might be…really stupid,” Viluna said. “Keep firing.”

      I did.

      After a nonstop volley, during which the thing must have seen where the projectiles were coming from, it looked down towards us and paused. “Holy shit,” I muttered, as I kept firing at it. After an arrow hit it plain in the face, it started downwards.

      “Finally!” Xera said.

      The thing bolted down towards us, its wings beating hard, and it roared as golden magic burst out of it, enveloping it in a glow of power.

      “Shit,” I said.
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      Apparently the dragon golem made up for in ferocity what it lacked in intelligence.

      It plummeted towards us with outrageous speed, slamming down into the ground, giving us only seconds to dive out of the way. Wasting no time, it lunged at Viluna, clamping down on her with its too-big teeth. 

      I shuddered to think what would have happened if it’d gone for me or Xera instead.

      Viluna, however, seemed a lot more pissed than injured, and she let off a string of swears as she bashed her hammer into the thing’s teeth. I’d expected them to crack, but they were made of metal, not bone, so they just dented and bent instead. The dragon’s mouth had looked somewhat comical beforehand, but the mangled teeth gave it an even stupider look. 

      I was back on my feet, slamming arrows into its eye as fast as I could, but it didn’t seem to have much of an effect.

      Xera had deftly leapt onto its back and was ramming her dagger under its scales in a so far vain attempt to disable it.

      It opened its mouth to roar, dumping out Viluna, who twisted in the air and landed on her feet. She roared almost as loud as it had, slamming her hammer into its legs, over and over, quicker and harder than natural. As much as she bent and smashed its limbs, it still didn’t seem to notice, as it spun and tried to bite at her, even though she dodged with just as much alacrity as she attacked.

      After another useless volley of arrows, I looked around for anything useful I could do. For all that I was exalted, so far, there wasn’t a whole lot I could do in a fight that didn’t involve my bow. I thought back to the fancy armor I’d seen in the derelict airship, imbued with various types of magic, and I made a mental note to ask Sarin about it before I stopped daydreaming and remembered I was in a fight.

      The golem had pinned Viluna to the ground under one of its massive talons. She, still, seemed more pissed than hurt, a decidedly vile string of utterances streaming out of her. It opened its mouth, a bright, golden glow shining out as it leaned down, presumably to bathe her in some magical attack.

      Desperate, I drew the bow again, a weird calm coming over me. On pure instinct, or more likely imbued memories, I twisted the arrow, pouring primal energy into it, changing it into something else.

      I loosed, and the projectile slammed into Viluna, exploding with energy that swirled and wrapped around her, a bright blue shield that covered her entire body.

      The dragon breathed out, a shining gout of golden magic that looked for all the world like gilded fire. It washed over Viluna, but thankfully, her slew of swearing didn’t stop for a second. Once the magic was done, I shot another arrow, carefully aimed, straight down its throat.

      I didn’t know what I thought I was going to hit, but hit something I did: the golem reared back, its roar shattered, sounding instead like screeching metal, and its body jerked and spasmed in an unnatural, jarring way.

      Xera managed to jump from the thing’s back and onto its head, holding on as best she could as it flailed. Once its shrieking quieted and it calmed slightly, she deftly grabbed a hold of one of the outwardly-bent teeth and somersaulted up to its face, and in one fluid motion, she rammed her new dagger into the edge of its eye.

      My arrows there hadn’t been effective, but her attack clearly was, as the golem flailed even harder than it had before, blue lightning dancing across its entire body.

      Viluna managed to get out from underneath its talon and started swinging again, bashing and bashing until she’d actually broken off one of its too-long legs, which limply fell to the ground, battered and twisted.

      The dragon fell, Xera riding its head down to the ground.

      I was already running, heading to do the one thing I had actually been told how to do. On the back of the golem’s head, there was a subtle but unmistakable golden crystal inlaid into its scales. I slammed my hands down onto it, channeling as much of the primal flow as I could, my hands and shoulders registering a chilled sensation as the magic coursed through me. 

      The crystal resisted, pushed back against me, although it seemed more like a natural force than something the golem was doing. Either way, I kept it up, pushing as much as I could, trying to force out the Celestial magic within the device.

      Xera kept the dagger firmly in place, as it was probably the only thing holding the monster down, and Viluna was still swearing and bashing it, which was amusing but I doubted it was really helping at this point. I wasn’t about to tell her to stop, though.

      The crystal’s magic eventually wore out, and I flooded it with the primal flow. 

      The golem jerked and shuddered as the golden power was forced out of its entire body. I could feel the primal magic taking its place, traveling through the monster’s veins, or at least the equivalent of that.

      Once it was finished, it fell to the ground, lifeless and unmoving.

      Xera pulled out the dagger.

      Viluna stopped hitting it and stepped back, saying, “Oh…did I…?”

      “No,” I said. “It’s still active; I can feel it. But I think that without the Celestial magic, without the memories that were imbued into it during its creation, it’s just a puppet now.” I heard those words come out of my mouth, and while I knew they were true, I wasn’t sure when or where I’d ever learned that. I didn’t voice that revelation, though.

      I hopped down, glad it was all over. And while I’d done well, for most of the fight, I’d felt rather useless. Another thought that I didn’t share, in the hopes that next time, it wouldn’t be at least as true.
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      Xera and I stood there, looking at the thing, bent over and catching our breaths.

      Viluna didn’t seem the least bit winded, but I detected a small green glow through some tiny breaks in her armor.

      Once I could breathe again, I said, “Okay, well, onto the…fun…part of the plan.” In theory, it did sound pretty cool, really. Riding a magical almost-dragon-thing up through the clouds? Pretty exciting.

      In reality, I was going to have to pilot it, for lack of a better word. Without the Celestial flow, I’d have to tell it literally everything to do, which involved flapping its wings, I was pretty sure. But it had to be done, so we did it.

      We all climbed on the back, with me in front and Viluna in the rear. I was right up against the crystal in the back of the golem’s head, and I put my hands on it and felt the magic coursing through its body. Once I’d sat there and familiarized myself with it, my anxiety about the whole affair started to fade away. It had been like being afraid to drive until you actually sat in the car and thought, oh, here’s the gas pedal, I know what that does.

      This was going to be infinitely more complicated than a car, but still. After successfully flying the airship, this wasn’t any worse. I looked back and the other two nodded, so I started channeling. Once the magic flowing through me joined and started moving with the power inside the golem, it almost felt like I was the golem, or it was an extension of myself, which is something I’d heard people say before, but this was a much more literal situation.

      All four wings beat again and again, and we left the ground surprisingly quickly. The dragon was slightly imbalanced due to its missing leg, but it was pretty easy to compensate. In short order, we were soaring through the sky, the wind whipping against us as we went. 

      The floating islands of the Ascension apparently didn’t like to stay in one place and were wont to wander around, so Sarin hadn’t been able to give us any definitive sort of map, aside from a general starting location. She assured me, however, that I’d be able to sense the doll-making facility even from a rather large distance, thanks to my new augments.

      All the same, we were in the sky for some time, watching bits of land go by and skirting around any other golems we saw. I wasn’t too scared of them; if they were all as stupid as this one had been, I didn’t think they were going to see anything other than one of their own. It occurred to me later that they might have been able to sense the lack of Celestial magic inside ours, but that either turned out not to be the case, or we would have had to get a lot closer. There weren’t an overwhelming amount of them around, so it was easy to avoid them, keeping them very far away or on the other side of a particularly big chunk of flying rock.

      The land itself was rather varied. Some chunks were barren, some were covered in an abundance of life, and some had the remains of buildings dotted along their surface.

      “Before the Gilded King was the Gilded King,” Xera said, “and before the Ascendants got even more pompous than they already were, they lived on the ground, just like everyone else. Once the King started raising things up and making their new home, they literally abandoned everything else.”

      “So is this guy as bad as the Living Queen?” I asked, glancing back at the both of them.

      “Pretty much,” Xera said.

      “But in a more subtle way,” Viluna added. After I asked what she meant, she said, “The Queen rules directly, thornspiking pretty much anyone who says anything against her, or anyone who travels outside the Verdancy. That second group gets the thorns removed when they come back, though. The others…never do.”

      “Is what the King does any better than that?” Xera asked.

      There was a very noticeable pause before Viluna said, “Debatable. At least the people are happy, if you want to call it that.”

      “Do I even want to know?” I asked.

      Xera scoffed. “Probably not, but this is going to be a long flight.” She looked back to Viluna and asked, “You want to explain, or should I?”

      “Go right ahead.”

      She took a deep breath and said, “Okay, so you know that the Celestial flow or the Holy Source can affect memories, right?”

      “Oh no…I’m not going to like where this is going, am I?”

      “Not even a little bit. So if the King gets wind that you’re plotting against him in any way—”

      “Or even openly disagreeing with him,” Viluna added.

      “—you’ll get dragged into his presence to explain yourself. And I don’t mean with your words. I mean he’ll delve directly into your mind and find out anything and everything you know and think.”

      “Oh.”

      “Yeah, but that’s not even the bad part. If he finds something he doesn’t like, well, he just…gets rid of it, erases it. Takes that memory or opinion and destroys it.”

      “...Oh.”

      “Yeah, but that’s not even the worst part. In place of that, he creates whatever he wants and forces it into your head. And then it’s your thought, your memory, completely the same as if it was real. 

      “If all you did was think he was an ass, now you think he’s great. But if you were plotting against him, or had lots of reasons to hate him, which of course lots of people do, your entire personality might be changed. You might end up a completely different person whom your friends and family can’t recognize anymore.”

      “Oh fuck.”

      “On one hand,” Viluna said, “You’re happy. You love living in the Ascension and your place in it. On the other, you’re not yourself anymore. So, which is worse? Being molded into someone else but being content, or living in a half-dream where your body isn’t your own, and you do whatever the spike tells you to do? Me? I’d pick the King’s route, but…they’re both crimes against the universe.”

      I didn’t have anything to say to that.

      “The only saving grace to it all,” Xera said, “is that the people of the Ascension know how things work, and only really stupid or really angry people get the treatment nowadays. Everyone else largely knows to keep their mouths shut. The King is apparently content to let people think whatever they want, as long as they never, ever act on it.”

      “Unlike the Queen,” Viluna spat, “who just keeps doling out spikes like it’s going out of style.”

      “So,” I asked, “what do they even want, ultimately?”

      Viluna spat off the side of the dragon. “The Queen wants to extend the Verdancy across the entire world, swallow up anything and everything else. If there’s more to it than that, I don’t know. She seems to think she should be the only god in existence, that the others are and were affronts to her reign.”

      “As for the King,” Xera said, “who knows? He obviously wanted to make his fancy floating city, and beyond that, I think he just wants everyone to love him. Well, worship him.”

      “I don’t know,” Viluna said. “I think there’s more to it than that.”

      “What makes you say that?”

      “The Verdancy has fought his forces in a lot of different places. He doesn’t seem interested in expanding his demesne like the Queen, but the Ascendants show up a lot. I personally heard one of the Queen’s tirades about finding them too many times for comfort.” She shuddered, “And let me tell you that when a god goes on a tirade, it’s not just yelling.”

      Neither Xera nor I asked what exactly that meant and she didn’t elaborate.

      “Anyway,” she went on, “he’s been poking around far too much for it to be nothing. I can’t even imagine what it is, though.”

      “I assume we’ll find out eventually, if we’re going to take the fight to him,” I said. “But what about the deadgod? What did he want?”

      Xera groaned. “This is speculation, kinda backed up by facts, but I think he wanted to be the world.”

      “Oh shit.”

      “Right? I’m not sure what that would have honestly entailed or meant for all the life here, but whatever it would have been, it’s good that he’s dead.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            39

          

        

      

    

    
      “There’s one more, right? The Discordant? What did she want before…things went south for her?”

      Xera snorted and said, “I’m pretty sure she was off the deep end crazy to begin with. You’d almost have to be in order to try and become the god of the Chaotic flow. I don’t know if she really had a goal in mind, other than to get power strictly for the sake of it. Maybe she wanted to destroy the world? She had as many followers as the others did, but as far as I know, every single one of them was wiped out when her power exploded and created the Limit. Them and all records of what they might have been doing. Does the Verdancy know anything else, Viluna?”

      “No. It’s as you said. If there ever was a goal, it’s buried in the Limit.”

      The conversation stalled out after that, which was for the best, really. Hearing about all the insane gods’ plans was a pretty big downer.

      We flew for a long while, much further than I’d thought we’d have to, and I had completely given up hope hours before. But at long last, I got a weird sense of something far to the north. “Hey, I think…I think we’re getting close.” We had to dodge two more dragon golems on the way, but like the rest, they seemed to be almost too dumb to function.

      The landmass we finally set down on was a huge one with some bare patches, but most was covered in forests very similar to Earths, and dotted between them were the weathered ruins of once grand towns.

      Once we disembarked from our stolen dragon, it slumped to the ground. I directed it to stand, just because, but once I stopped channeling towards it, it just fell again. “That’s kinda sad,” I said. The looks the other two gave me indicated very highly that they, for some reason, did not agree. I chuckled to myself, which they also didn’t join in on.

      Though much had crumbled and fallen away, there were buildings that stretched up to what looked like ten stories or more, although most taller than a few had collapsed. Still, a prevailing sense of opulence still clung to the place, evidenced by golden trim almost literally everywhere.

      “Wow,” I said, “they really liked their gold even before the Gilded King, huh?”

      Xera nodded. “They’ve always been attuned to the Celestial flow, long before the Torrent, so it’s been shaping who they were for a long time.”

      Viluna scoffed and lifted her wooden faceplate long enough to spit on the ground. “Yeah, but this place is just like them.” She scraped a spike from the elbow of her armor along a gold section of a dilapidated building, shaving off the supposed gilding and revealing gray metal underneath. “Not only is it not real gold — it’s a cheap alloy — but it’s not even solid. Just a fake layer of shiny shit over a completely mundane core. Like I said: just like them.”

      “They had a name before calling themselves the Ascendants, right?”

      “Uhh…” Xera shrugged her shoulders. “Yeah…I can’t quite remember what it was. Viluna?”

      “Yeah. Assholes.”

      We all laughed and Xera said, “Close enough. Accurate, at least.”

      Since there wasn’t any overwhelming urgency, we took our time wandering through the ruins. “Hard to believe these were in good condition in living memory,” I said. “It looks like this place is ancient.”

      “Nature takes over quickly,” Viluna said. “Water works its way in, things just start to grow, and all this vaunted garbage just cracks into rubble.” She spoke with a sort of reverence that I’d never heard from her before.

      I didn’t know if we were good enough friends — or even friends at all, really — for me to ask, but I did anyway. “You love it, don’t you? Nature, your magic, being a lifeweaver.”

      She stood unmoving for so long I thought surely I’d offended her, or at the very least she wasn’t going to answer me, but she slowly removed her helm and looked over at me. “Yeah. I do. I love what it was, and what it will be again,” she said, without even mentioning the Living Queen’s charred corpse! “I might not look it, but I’m old enough to vividly remember the time before the Torrent, before everything became so…unbalanced.” Her lip curled as she continued, “The Queen believes her creations are beautiful, that she’s somehow advancing nature’s design. But she makes horrid things that exist to serve only her. She’s lost all sight of what things are supposed to be like.”

      “She believes she is nature incarnate, doesn’t she?” Xera asked.

      “Yes. And that comes with the belief that anything and everything she does must, by extension of that, be good and correct.” She put her helm back on, growled, and slammed her hammer into an old stone wall, which broke in a single hit. “One day, I’ll look into her eyes as she burns. It won’t be as satisfying as I want; she’ll never realize she was wrong, but she’ll still know that I’m taking all the years, the eternity she so desires away from her.” This was all delivered in a very low, even tone, which scared me so much more than her usual, rage-filled proclamations.

      Xera side-eyed me and said, “So about this hidden facility?”

      “Yeah! Yeah. Uhh…should be…this way.”

      Viluna just smashed another wall and followed as we walked away.

      The sense I was getting, which I assumed was a massive current of the primal flow, was so ubiquitous that it was hard to pinpoint when we were getting closer or not. But eventually, we ended up in the center of a gigantic ruined building, and the feeling I was getting was much stronger than anywhere else. “I guess we’re here.” The building was largely hollowed out and might have been a concert hall or something. There were big gaps that let in a lot of light, but we were more or less sheltered there, which was for the best, as it looked like this next part was going to take a while.

      Viluna channeled, glowing brightly, and the thin layer of dirt that had built up parted swiftly, revealing a decaying, wooden floor that also ripped and splintered away at the force of her magic. The thick, compacted dirt after that took slightly longer, but was no real obstacle.

      Once nothing but stone was left, she wandered off without a word.

      Xera leaned over to me and whispered, “She’s probably going to go bash a few more walls for good measure, and I say we let her go.”

      I nodded. “Are you going to be okay doing this?”

      “If I take it slow, it’s no problem, assuming someone led us to the right spot.”

      I shrugged and said, “I did my best.”

      She smiled and patted me mockingly on the back. “You did great.”

      “Uh huh. Thanks.”

      She smiled and walked down the ramp Viluna had left. “You really don’t need to stay here and watch me the whole time.”

      “Oh, it’s okay. I want to make sure you’re safe.”

      She snickered and added, “What I meant was: please leave me alone to work.”

      I smiled and said, “Oh! No problem.” I also wandered off, probably not to bash stuff though.
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      I went the opposite direction Viluna had gone. I didn’t get the impression she wanted to chat, so I tried to find something else to occupy the time. The fact that I was on a completely new world, looking at the, if only recently, ruined buildings of a nonhuman civilization was a mind-blowing, awe-inspiring, and deeply humbling experience. 

      For about twenty minutes.

      After that, I was pretty sure I had either seen it all or seen enough. For all that the Ascendants had valued opulence, they sure hadn’t been fans of variety. One building looked much like the next, and I quickly became bored of it all.

      For all that this was a pretty large chunk of land to be floating in the air, it was a small place to walk around with the express purpose of killing time. I skirted around Viluna, and luckily, she was easy to hear coming, as she was rambling to herself loud enough for me to hear her from a distance. Also there was the intermittent smashing. Her ramblings were mostly about the Queen, of course, but there were other things mixed in, although I couldn’t quite make anything solid out and I wasn’t going to get caught eavesdropping on her, lest I be the next thing she smashed.

      I went by the dragon a couple of times, looking at it laying there, abandoned. 

      The fourth time I meandered over its way, though, it was…standing up again. “Well, now that’s weird,” I said to myself. I huddled down behind a large pile of old stone blocks and watched it. It wasn’t doing anything, but it was standing, which I was reasonably sure it just shouldn’t have been. Ever since the golden light got pushed out of it, it didn’t do anything by itself.

      A creeping  wave of dread started to wash over me as I hid there and watched it. I almost wished it would do something, anything at all.

      Then it did, and I cursed myself for hoping.

      It turned its head to look out over the horizon, and I got a clear view of the crystal on its back. There was a swirling mix of golden and blue light within the thing. I tentatively reached out with my new magical senses, which at this distance didn’t count for much, but I could feel my own magic being pushed back out of the crystal.

      “Oh…that’s bad,” I said.

      I must have said it too loud, as the golem turned and looked directly into my eyes, which were peeking out over my stone hiding place. 

      “Shitshitshit!” I, in pure desperation, summoned my bow and fired off a rapid succession of arrows into its face, which did exactly as much as they had during the last battle, which is to say absolutely jack shit.

      “VILUNA!” I yelled as the dragon started to lumber towards me, a weird, unbalanced gait due to its missing leg. Unbalanced, but not slow. I ran towards the last place I’d seen Viluna, naturally choosing her as my back up before I realized that Xera had actually been the one to incapacitate the golem before.

      All the same, she leapt down from the building she’d been standing on, crashing down on the dragon’s head, smashing it over and over with her hammer. I was relieved for about three seconds before the thing whipped its entire body, flinging Viluna off and through a solid metal wall. It must have been thin, because she crashed through it, gilding and all, coming down on a jagged pile of twisted metal and broken stone. 

      My entire body tensed up as I saw it happen, the words lodged in my throat as I was sure I’d just seen her die.

      She just started swearing and got right back up, and while her bark armor sported some new cracks, it was still holding pretty strong.

      I tried to shoot the dragon again, but I still couldn’t do anything to it.

      After Viluna had charged in and been knocked down five or six more times, no less savagely than the first, she called out to me, “We gotta get out of here!”

      Needing not a thing more, I joined her in bolting back to where Xera had been working on opening the facility. We burst into the building, finding piles of cracked rock littering the entire space. Not the broken masonry of ancient buildings, but dug up and discarded bedrock that had been strewn in all directions.

      “Xera! We’ve got a problem!”

      She turned, her eyes heavy and her back bent. For all that she’d said she’d take her time, she was exhausted; it was obvious. “Wha…”

      The golem slammed into the outer walls of the building, slightly too big to make it in through the holes. For now.

      “Are you close?” I asked.

      She wavered on her feet and blinked at me before saying, “Yes. I can…see the metal walls of an exalted building.”

      I wanted to hold her up, give her some relief, but the dragon kept slamming its huge body into the walls and I was terrified the whole place was going to come crashing down on top of us, which seemed pretty likely given all the dust and bits of ceiling that were coming down already. I slid down into the hole she’d dug out, finding that there was indeed a shiny metal wall embedded in the rock.

      I could see runes trailing faintly away, and I reached out with the primal flow, feeling along the inside of the structure. This was also one of the only things I was actually told how to do: Sarin had explained that the facility was never meant to be accessed physically from the outside; teleportation to and from was the only real way in.

      However, there were some fail safes built into the place, and that included the option of making any wall into a door, assuming an exalted one with the requisite powers was available. I had the power, but it was pretty iffy if I could actually pull this off. The magics required were about as complicated as flying the airship had been, a mind-numbing amount of tiny little spells and adjustments to make it work. It was nothing like I had envisioned magic would be, back when I thought it wasn’t real.

      A massive crash sounded behind me, and I turned, panicking, thinking the building was falling down on us. Luckily, it was only the second worst thing that could have happened: the golem was inside now and lashing out at Xera.

      Viluna dove into her, knocking them both down the ramp, and they tumbled and rolled before they slammed into me. Viluna was back on her feet immediately, swinging at the now advancing golem.

      I turned and made myself continue channeling into the wall by sheer force of will. Seconds that felt like hours went by, the sounds of battle ringing just behind me, adrenaline surging through my entire body. All my muscles were tensed against the attack I knew was coming any second now, but I didn’t turn around, I didn’t look to see if Xera was okay, I just kept channeling.

      The wall shimmered and the once solid metal almost melted, transitioning into a weird liquid state before opening wide onto a huge room absolutely chock full of dolls.

      They weren’t robed in colorful cloths like the ones in the Spire; they were just smooth, light blue dolls, mockeries of the human form. Without any coverings, I could finally see that they were completely faceless, just smooth curves and nothing else. They did, however, have a variety of weapons in their hands, which I was immensely thankful to see.

      Until it became apparent that they wanted to use them on us.
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      “Oh shit!”

      The dolls charged at us, and I had just enough time to turn and, with every single bit of effort I could manage, pick up Xera and throw her over my shoulder.

      “Viluna,” I roared. “Other way!”

      She’d been fighting the dragon to a standstill, and she took one quick look behind her before she slammed her hammer down onto the golem’s talons, jumped to the side, and yanked me up out of the hole, Xera in tow, with her augmented strength.

      We sailed through the air for a few rather fun seconds before tumbling onto the ground. 

      After that, it was complete chaos.

      An endless stream of dolls poured out of the facility, sweeping over the room and scrambling over the piles of shattered rock. Thankfully, the dragon started swiping at them, as they were now the closest things to it. Many of them shifted to engage it.

      Viluna and I were standing back to back, Xera face down on the ground in between our legs. I had no idea if she was fine but exhausted, hurt, or…even still alive.

      There wasn’t time for that, though.

      Feel later.

      I knocked an arrow and let it go into the faceless face of the nearest doll. Unlike the golem, the dolls couldn’t take arrows to the face, and its head practically exploded into bits of…well, I wasn’t sure at all what they were made of. It looked kinda like plastic but sounded like metal, and the insides were made of a weird, crystalline latticework of pulsing magic and flowing runes. These bits and pieces flew in all directions and the thing ragdolled to the ground.

      Finally, I was useful again!

      I shot arrow after arrow, felling one doll after another as I listened to Viluna bash them apart behind me. The arrows were endless, but my power was not, it turned out. I could feel, for the first time, the strain that casting was taking on me. Perhaps my new glyphs let me channel more than I had become accustomed to. In any event, it was becoming clear that I wasn’t going to be able to keep this up forever, even if Viluna could.

      “We gotta do something!” I yelled, and I heard how pointless a thing to say it was.

      The dragon was covered in dolls, writhing and jerking, trying in vain to throw them off. It was, however, still crushing and rending many more with its claws, and despite the fact that I could see less than half of its shining scales, it didn’t seem like it was slowing down in the least. The flow of dolls from the underground door had, however, seemed to slow.

      “Into the facility!” I yelled.

      Viluna was on the verge of getting overwhelmed, so I sent a volley of projectiles zipping past her face and into the heads of the dolls around her, her armor protecting her from the resulting explosions of magic.

      “Get Xera up! I’ll make a way there!”

      I bent down and helped Xera to her feet. She was conscious, but only barely, and I just then noticed the black tendrils reaching up her arms. Nothing to be done, so I stood her up and slipped under her arm.

      Viluna roared again and, holding her hammer out in front of her, charged into the mass of dolls. She rammed forward, throwing the ones she could aside, but more clung to her as we went. 

      I pulled Xera’s dagger from its sheath, and even though I was one handed and at a massive disadvantage, I stabbed at the dolls that were holding onto Viluna’s spiked armor. 

      She’d started at an unnatural run, but was slowing more and more. We had to skirt the dragon, which was thankfully still enamored with its own problems, and a moment later, I was shocked to feel the ground giving way as we scurried down the ramp. 

      We dove into the door, falling to the floor.

      I rolled, coming up to my knees with my bow in my hands, slamming arrows into the faces of the few dolls that had either made it in with us or were already here. After that, I rushed to the door, channeling wildly into it. At least one thing was going our way, though; shutting the door, turning it back into a wall, was much easier than opening it. It wavered and shimmered, the opening forming a circle that became smaller and smaller, until with a ripple, the wall turned into a solid metal wall again.

      Viluna crushed the few remaining dolls that were clustered around us, and we both collapsed in the darkened hallway, and the only thing we could hear was our labored breathing.
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      I could barely see by the light of scattered and random runes, which led me to believe the others couldn’t see at all. I reached over to Xera, pulling her up onto my lap. “Are you alright?”

      We were still catching our breaths, but she managed to say, “Yeah…I’m fine,” in a small, weak voice.

      “You do not sound fine.”

      She laughed, which was more of a small exhale. “I will be.”

      “If you say so.”

      “I’ll attend to her,” Viluna said as a green glow began emanating from her, casting the hallway in a soft light that didn’t go more than a few feet away. “You get this place up and running so we can get out of here.”

      Now there was an idea I could get on board with. This mission had been going somewhat acceptably for a while, but the last bout of excitement was really all I needed, and I’d be fine with the rest being boring and mundane. As I started down the darkened hallway, I somehow just knew that wasn’t going to be the case.

      As I turned a corner and lost sight of Xera and Viluna, I was immediately plunged into a subtle but unmistakable nightmare. The place was quiet. Way too quiet, and unnaturally so. My footsteps on the metal floor echoed down and back, and they were literally the only things I could hear. There was no ambient noises, no water running through pipes or breezes coming through the vents. I tried to slow down my rapidly increasing breath, to keep the blood from pumping too fast in my veins. 

      Sarin hadn’t been able to provide a map of the place; all I knew is that the primal core at the very bottom needed to be restarted, primed with an influx of magic from me. Having no other plan, I did the maze trick: I only turned right, assuming I’d eventually find my way to a staircase that led down. I’d turned a couple times and saw a small handful of empty rooms before I turned a corner and was instantly face to face with a doll.

      A choked scream escaped my lips, echoing down the empty halls. I jumped back and readied my bow, but it just stood there, unmoving. I didn’t lower my weapon, just waited for it to do anything, but moments later, it had only twitched slightly, seemingly not because of my presence. 

      “Better safe than sorry,” I muttered to myself before shooting an arrow into its featureless head, which broke apart the same as all the others, its lifeless body collapsing to the ground. Again, I just waited, assuming more dolls would be converging on my location after making the noise, but they never did. Standing there with the corpse, if it could even be called that, was sending even more chills up my spine. I knew it was dead, but I kept expecting it to rise up like a persistent zombie. Continuing on and leaving it around another corner was supremely unsettling. I expected to be stabbed in the back at any second, no matter that I would have heard anything and everything coming in that dark place.

      I stumbled into so many rooms, some filled with junk, some filled with weird, magical machines, and some few living quarters that looked very unlived in. I found no less than three non-functioning elevators before I found a staircase. As I went down it, it seemed like the darkness closed in on me even more, although it was almost certainly my imagination. I wondered if I’d even be able to find Xera and Viluna once the job was done. Hopefully this hellhole wouldn’t be nearly as creepy once the lights were on. Honestly, I wasn’t even sure it would be.

      I went down as far as the staircase could go, which was about seven or eight flights. I hadn’t been counting. The second I opened the door at the bottom, I screamed again.

      The basement or whatever it was was filled with dolls. They weren’t exactly crammed in, but I couldn’t walk comfortably without bumping into them at every step. None of them were moving either, except for the little twitches and jerks like I’d seen from the one floors above.

      “Okay…” I said to no one. “They’re  not active. Totally not active.” All the active ones had apparently flooded out when I opened the door from the outside, and were probably still either getting torn apart by the dragon golem or were beating its already destroyed corpse. Oddly, I found I didn’t really have a preference for either one of those eventualities. 

      At any rate, I stepped back into the stairwell and unfolded my bow, sending an arrow into the head of the nearest doll. It exploded and the body fell, pieces hitting a few of the others nearby. They didn’t move. 

      I took a few more of them down, just to be extra safe. Still, none of the others reacted in the slightest. That meant, I assured myself, that they weren’t going to, and I didn’t need to cull every single one. Despite the fact that I had limitless arrows, I didn’t know how taxing a thing it would be, and it would have seriously taken much too long. I could see, even from where I was, about a hundred dolls in all likelihood.

      Feel later, I told myself as I stepped slowly out among the crowd of faceless automatons. Feel later, I repeated in my head as I was feeling a lot of things. Fear. Terror. Horror. The persistent urge to start gibbering madly. Were those all the same thing? I entertained that thought while the feelings or maybe just one feeling was coursing through my entire body. 

      Step after step, I couldn’t help but look into each and every non-face I passed. As I made my way down the hallway, it suddenly occurred to me that I didn’t know where I was going on this floor any more than I had the others, just that the core was somewhere down here. Probably. Did Sarin say it was definitely on the bottom floor? I couldn’t remember. Also, I was just assuming I was on the bottom floor because that one set of stairs went down this far. Maybe there was another set that went further. I shuddered to think that if that was the case, such a place might be completely packed with dolls, no room to walk between them.

      “Ooookay,” I said aloud, “let’s not think up what ifs. Let’s just…keep going…”

      The dolls didn’t reply.

      I had to shove a few out of my way when the hall got particularly clogged. They just moved for me, their legs shambling a little over so they didn’t fall, but they didn’t do anything else. For some reason, this only made the whole situation worse in my head. They weren’t inert; they were alive enough to keep standing when pushed instead of just falling over.

      I really, really, wished the others were with me.
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      Who knew how long I’d spent down in those dark tunnels, peeking into lifeless rooms. The dolls were everywhere, but they made no more sounds than anything else, and after long enough, the noise of my nearly panicked breathing was a cacophony in my ears. 

      I wanted to see the sun, desperately, to be out of that place. Was it nighttime now? I’d settle for the moon and stars. Oolis’s moon was fine. Did it only have one? Had I really never looked? Something to look forward to finding out when I made it out of this horrific shithole alive. Which was going to happen. I was totally going to get out of here. I was going to find the core, activate it, and then I would calmly and slowly get the fuck out.

      As I kept going, I slowly became aware of a small hum. At first, it was so quiet that I was sure it was just the madness coming for me, but as I went, it got very slightly louder. It wasn’t even a sound, more of a feeling. I started following it once I’d convinced myself it was real, although it wasn’t like I had any other plans.

      Finally, I found myself at a large pair of double doors. I shoved the dolls out of the way and pulled them open to find a large, two-story room with a huge, round metal machine in the center, which was obviously the source of the humming as well.

      I shut the doors behind me and sank to my feet in relief. Not only had I found the damnable core, but this room was one of the only rooms in the whole place that wasn’t choked with stupid, creepy dolls.

      All the same, I found a set of staircases that ran up to a very defensible walkway overlooking the room. This whole time, I had been halfway assuming that when I did reactivate the core, the dolls would suddenly come to life and swarm me like the others. I didn’t have any evidence for this, but I was gonna prepare for it anyway. I got to a central spot where any stupid bastard dolls would be forced to take a long and winding route to get to before I started channeling into the core. 

      “Bring it on, you jackasses,” I said to the empty room with a confidence I certainly didn’t feel. All the same, calling them jackasses made them slightly less scary as a concept. Also I wasn’t looking at any right then and that helped too.

      I took a deep breath and held out my hands, which wasn’t required but felt right. I summoned the primal flow and pushed it out and into the core, a wavy trail of ethereal blue light burst from my hands and was drunk up by the machine.

      I’d expected it to take a lot of power, and it really did. I kept it up as best I could until the machine started to glow from within, and before it could take too much from me, I closed off the flow, stepping back.

      The light from within it grew brighter and brighter, and I could feel the power beginning to radiate out of it. Once it hit some threshold, the thing started whirring and grinding, the smaller machines around the room coming to life around it. Lights came on overhead, and the intense relief I felt at that too was pretty overwhelming. It wasn’t the same as being outside, but it was something.

      I waited and listened, but I couldn’t hear anything over the sound of the core, although that was itself a nice change of pace too. But no dolls broke the door down and swarmed the room, which I was honestly a little surprised about. No, I hadn’t had any evidence that that would happen, but in my fear, I’d apparently convinced myself that it definitely would.

      I slowly made my way down the walkway, my eyes glued to the door anyway. Maybe they just needed to warm up or something? Then they’d attack, surely. I stopped and shook my head, laughing softly at myself. Did I want them to attack? No, of course not. But…it would have meant I was right, and that was…NO. No, idiot. Of course I didn’t want them to attack!

      At the doors, I took a deep breath and quickly pulled them open, revealing the same hallway as before, filled with dolls, but now it was extremely well lit.

      Having the lights on didn’t really do much at all to make the place less creepy. Now I could just see better, but it was still a long metal hallway devoid of adornment and crammed with faceless abominations.

      Idly my thoughts wandered to what the Golreq cultists were going to think when an army of these horrible things descended upon them. I chuckled at the thought. It didn’t exactly make this worth it, but it was nice all the same.

      I made my way back to the staircase without much trouble, aside from maneuvering through the dolls while even more assured that they’d attack at any second. Once I got up the stairs, though, I was completely lost.

      A heavy sigh passed through my lips as I prepared myself to do the opposite thing: make only left turns until I found my way back to the others.

      “Ian?”

      I screamed, loud and high-pitched, flailing wildly and knocking down quite a few dolls before I got myself under control. I thought the voice had come from one of them, but that didn’t feel right at all. I stood there, waiting, until it sounded again. 

      “Ian?” It was Xera’s voice, coming from everywhere and nowhere all at once.

      “Uh…yes?” I said, assuming that if she could somehow talk to me, she could hear me as well. 

      “There you are!”

      “Uh huh. Here I am. Where are you?”

      “We’ve found a control center and are speaking to you through a primal device here.”

      “You, uh, heard me scream, then?”

      “Well, uh,” was all she managed to say before I heard Viluna’s loud laughter echoing through the halls.

      “I’ll take that as a yes,” I said levelly. “Ugh. Anyway, how do I get to you?”

      “Where are you?”

      I groaned. “How would I know? I’m by a set of stairs. Does that help?”

      There were a few muffled sounds and a quiet discussion before she said, “I think so. Turn right and tell me when you get to an intersection.”

      Apparently there was a map wherever they were, because she guided me easily through the facility, turning corners and heading up on a now-working elevator. When I went through a door and saw the two of them standing there, I almost sank to my knees and sobbed, but I didn’t think Viluna would ever let me live that down, so I held it together mostly by force of will.

      Xera ran to me and practically leapt into my arms, and I pressed my face into her hair and closed my eyes. We stood there in each others’ embrace, not saying anything for some time. Inexplicably, Viluna didn’t make a single comment.
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      Xera stepped back and said, “How was it? Did you have any trouble?”

      Shuddering, I said, “Technically, no. But holy shit…” I regaled them both with the story of wading through a sea of awful dolls to the core room and back. They listened without interruption, both of their eyes getting a little wider as I detailed my experience.

      “Wow, that’s…off-putting,” Xera said.

      Viluna had taken off her wooden helm, and even she looked a little perturbed. “I would have crushed them all, even if it took a lot longer.”

      “I thought about it, but…” I just spread my hands. “At any rate, what now? Did you find anything in here we can use to contact Sarin? Are…are you okay?”

      Xera nodded and said, “Yeah. I was just exhausted this time; I hadn’t overdone it like the time we were getting the core.” She led me across the room, which was a lot less stark than the rest of the place, but the entire facility had clearly been made with practicality in mind and little else. Although, I thought, it was essentially a military factory, made to produce automatons for a war with gods. Maybe it wasn’t surprising that there weren’t many homey furnishings. The room was circular and filled with the same style of exalted machines and devices that I was familiar with from the spire, but it did have at least some padded seats and the slightest hint of architectural decoration, in the form of textured walls and delineated walkways.

      “Here,” Xera said, and I was quite surprised she knew what she was doing before my memories caught up with me and I recalled, belatedly, that she’d been trying to salvage or otherwise use exalted tech for a lot of her life. “I’m not sure how you use this, but maybe it’s obvious to you?”

      Shockingly, it kinda was. I set a hand on the weird device, an amalgamation of thin wires and thick crystal disks, channeling gently into it. The crystals began to glow, spinning inside the wires, my borrowed memories guiding me on what to do and when.

      The device’s parts locked into place, light bouncing from one piece to the next, and I could feel the magic inside it radiating outward, eventually focusing and shooting away, presumably towards the Spire.

      A moment later, there was a massive pulse of power that apparently only I could feel, and Sarin’s voice rang out. “Ian! Are you there? Can you hear me?”

      “Sarin! Yes! We’re all here. We did it! Which I guess is obvious.”

      “You’re all okay?”

      “No worse for wear,” Xera said.

      “I’m so glad to hear it! Did you have any difficulties?”

      “You could…say that,” I said. 

      After the three of us told her the entire story of getting here and the unexpected horrors once we did, Sarin slowly said, “Oh my…I knew there would be dolls inside, but they attacked you? They shouldn’t have done that! They should have recognized your exalted nature and obeyed you!”

      “Well…they did not,” I said.

      “I’m so sorry! I didn’t even imagine that eventuality.” She was silent for a moment before continuing, “Perhaps the facility being in the Ascendants’ demesne affected them. Sitting so high in the Celestial flow must have muddled the wills that had been imprinted upon them, devolving them into little more than mindless puppets. I think…I think they’ll all have to be discarded and completely new ones made. After such a malfunction, I wouldn’t trust that they could be fixed correctly.”

      “Sounds just great to me,” I said. “Now when you say discard, you mean…?”

      “You’ll have to throw them all in the facility’s incinerator.”

      Without a single word, Xera, Viluna, and I looked into each others’ eyes and all got the biggest, stupidest grins on our faces. 

      “Okay,” I eventually said. “You got it! Just tell us how to get it started.”

      Thoughts of whatever was going to happen later were swiftly thrown away as we all giddily made our way to one of the lower floors. I myself was immensely pleased that the other two were apparently going to enjoy this just as much as I was.

      We didn’t go all the way down to the lowest sub-basement, but most of the way, far enough that there were scattered dolls already on the floor with us.

      The incinerator room was pretty large, and the furnace itself was set into the far wall, its mouth huge and welcoming. Getting it running again was, for once, extremely easy, and it was only a few minutes before the thing was burning hot, seemingly endless flames dancing in its core.

      There were a few dolls in the room already, so once the furnace was on full blast, Xera and I watched as Viluna picked one up by an arm and leg, and with a twirl, launched it into the blaze. Its body bounced on the grating inside, leaving it in full view so we could watch as it was quickly engulfed. The three of us stood transfixed, gazing silently as it burnt away, the crystalline matrix inside providing little resistance to the heat. Soon, it was nothing but ash that fell through the grate to whatever was below.

      “Another,” I said.

      Viluna just nodded with a huge grin on her face, scooping up a doll and tossing it in in the same manner. Just as before, we all just watched until it was nothing but ash. The incinerator must have been burning outrageously hot, but somehow, due to some unseen exalted tech, very little of the heat actually reached us. 

      After we saw five more dolls burn up singly, Xera said, “We should probably actually get on with this.”

      “I guess,” Viluna and I said in unison.
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      We each took a different part of the floor we were on, which was moderately populated by dolls. 

      I found a room with quite a few, and I stood there for a second wondering what the best way to transport them was. In lieu of a wheelbarrow, I tried to pick one up in a fireman’s carry. It wasn’t something I’d done before, but I knew how.

      At least that’s what I had believed until I tried.

      It turned out to be way harder than I’d imagined, and there was surely an actual way to accomplish it that wasn’t the idiocy that I was engaged in. All the same, I got one over my shoulders and started walking back to the furnace. A few steps out of the room and I became quickly aware of how incredibly tiring this was going to be, considering there were probably hundreds of dolls on other floors. Oh well, I thought. Nothing to be done. I arrived back at the incinerator first, awkwardly depositing the doll into the furnace. It rolled down the slight incline onto the grate, burning up quickly.

      Hearing footsteps, I turned to see Viluna coming back, and I had to quickly pick my jaw up off the floor.

      She had just…punched through the chests of the dolls, and she was carrying three on each arm that way. She smiled as she walked past me and launched them all into the flames.

      I elected not to tell her that I had had trouble getting one back.

      After watching her dolls burn, we turned to see Xera coming back as well. Strangled gasps escaped from us both at the sight.

      Xera was just…leading two dolls on by…holding their hands. Like obedient little children, she just pulled and their legs moved with her, and she walked them both straight up to the fire. “If you would, Viluna.”

      Viluna blinked and nodded slowly before tossing the two in. 

      Xera watched them burn as the two of us just stared at her in horror. Eventually, she looked up and noticed. “What?”

      Viluna sputtered and couldn’t form any coherent words while I managed to stammer out, “You just…took their hands? Like people? And just…walked them back?”

      She shrugged. “Yeah? And?”

      “It’s fucking weird!” Viluna said.

      Xera shrugged again. “If you say so. I tried picking one up, but I wasn’t getting anywhere really. And as I was pulling on one, it took a step. So I pulled again, and then there we were.”

      Shaking her head, Viluna headed towards the door. “No thanks. I’ve got my own system and I’m gonna stick to it.”

      Once she was gone, Xera looked over at me and asked, “What about you? You have a ‘system’?”

      With my face in my hands, I muttered, “I think I’m going to take your route, but I agree that it’s really off-putting.”

      And it was.

      I went back to the room I’d started to clear out, if you wanted to call moving one doll out of it that. I took two by the hands and led them on, and they followed me just the same. I did not like it. Maybe if I hadn’t been taking them to be burnt to a crisp, it would have been better. Maybe. I didn’t know.

      In a moment of horrific genius, I tried to get them to hold each other’s hands so I could chain them all together, but it didn’t work. Maybe if I tied them together somehow? I groaned and just took the first two I’d had. I’d probably waste more time forcing some clever solution than I would just getting on with it.

      After a few trips, we ended up in the furnace room together, and the rampant uncanny valley aside, we agreed that it would be a lot more fun to stuff as many as we could in at once. Viluna agreed to not punch through any for a little bit, since those stopped functioning.

      Probably an hour later, we’d jammed the room as full as we could, and after some trial and error, we found that pushing the dolls elicited the same response as pulling them. So we walked them all in close and pushed the ones in the back, moving the entire crowd of them like lemmings to a cliff. Even though I was aware lemmings didn’t actually work that way.

      They walked mindlessly to their own demise, and we all got quite the show as they toppled into a huge pile of burning bodies.

      Only a tiny part of me was aghast at the pleasure we were all taking from the sight.
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      It took another day to completely get rid of all the dolls. The lower floors had been absolutely packed with them. They walked up stairs alright, but it was still a massive slog. During the night, we’d barricaded ourselves in the control room, just on the very off chance that they got any murderous intentions while we were sleeping.

      We ate the food we’d packed with us cold, as there wasn’t a great place to start a fire inside a sealed facility, and we weren’t about to try and use the furnace. The idea was floated that we might be able to scavenge some stored food, but after Xera reminded us that it’d probably be the food bricks, we all abandoned that idea immediately.

      The novelty of the burning dolls wore off a little during the job, but not completely. We all watched the last one go up while discussing the option of creating more just to burn. We weren’t completely serious.

      During the whole affair, Sarin had been taking control of the entire place piece by piece, and once we were done, she was ready for the next step.

      We’d gathered in the control room which was the only place she could speak to us, and she outlined what we, or more to the point, I, was going to have to do. “In order to create new dolls, they need to be imprinted with…well, this is hard to explain. The Celestial flow will be used to imprint them with rudimentary ‘minds.’ Owing to the fact that the dolls here degraded, I wouldn’t trust any of the magical devices here to not have done the same, so they’ll need to be recalibrated.”

      “And that entails?” I asked.

      “You’ll need to create a new…mold for the new dolls’ minds.”

      “That sounds fun.”

      “It’s rather quick, but can be…intense.”

      Well I was sure looking forward to that.

      She walked me through the process, which really seemed like nothing more than sitting in a chair and holding the right thoughts in my head. She kinda laughed when I phrased it that way, but then refused to explain why. And that did nothing for the rising tide of anxiety.

      She directed me to a room a few floors down, which looked like another surgical suite almost, except the the main feature was a padded chair surrounded by arcane and deeply unsettling devices, all manner of curving metal and pointy crystals all aimed at said chair. I’d been heavily assured that I wouldn’t be physically touched by any of these, but her careful phrasing of this also hadn’t made me feel any better.

      Oh well.

      I sat down while Xera activated a few things before Sarin took over. She couldn’t speak in this room, but I thought that was for the best at this point. I leaned back and tried to get my thoughts in the correct order. I was pretty much supposed to imagine serving the exalted and fighting against the gods and specifically the Golreq cultists. Easy enough.

      “Here we go,” Xera said, with an expression that mirrored my own misgivings.

      Magic started flowing through the devices. At first there was a surge of the primal flow, arcing from the machines to my glyphs and back, and it all felt so painless and familiar that I was lulled into a foolish sense of complacency.

      Then the Celestial flow came in, golden threads of magic, and instead of my glyphs, they went straight into my head from all directions.

      My whole body tensed, my eyes as wide as they could go.

      It wasn’t painful, at least not in any way I’d felt before. But it was weird. It was a deeply unsettling, invasive feeling, the magic leaching directly into my thoughts. I wasn’t sure how I knew it was doing that, but it was doing that.

      Belatedly, I remembered what I was supposed to be doing, and I tried my best to keep my mind where it was supposed to be. It was like being in the dentist’s chair having your gums scraped, but instead of that, I was having my mind scraped. And it was also similar in the way that I knew it was for the best but holy shit can we get on with it already!?

      It probably only took a minute, but wow did it seem like longer. When the golden light receded, I gasped, sitting bolt upright and breathing hard.

      Xera was at my side immediately. “Are you okay?”

      “Yes,” I said in a small voice. “But that better have worked because I’m not doing it again.”

      She slipped her arms around me and pulled me in tight. After my breathing evened out, she started running her hand down the back of my head and repeating, “It’s okay. Xera’s here now. It’s okay.”

      Laughing, I gently pushed her back to see a big smile on her face as well.

      “Seriously, though,” she asked, “what was it like?” I related the experience and she made a pained face. “Oof. Better you than me.”

      I barked a laugh. “Hey! You’re supposed to be consoling me!”

      “Oh, right.” She took my head and pushed my face down into her cleavage, saying, “It’s okay. You’re okay.”

      “This is just fine,” I said in a muffled voice.
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      Back upstairs, Sarin told me through the communication device that I’d done very well, and that dolls were already being manufactured, although there would need to be some extensive testing before they were really rolled out.

      “Just as long as you don’t ever need me to do anything like that ever again,” I said.

      “I’m sorry. I know it’s…unpleasant. I’ve done it myself many times. But keep that feeling in mind. Should your thoughts ever be scoured by the Gilded King, I’m told that that experience is about a hundred times worse.”

      “Hot damn,” was all I could say to that. “Is there any way to protect against that? I’ll bet he’s gonna do it when we come to kill him.”

      “For the most part, yes. It’s not possible to block his reach completely, but it can be mitigated.”

      Well that wasn’t honestly all that reassuring, and I kinda wanted to stop talking to Sarin altogether, as it seemed like most conversations with her were running this way lately. Oh well, I thought. I suppose you couldn’t have a war with literal gods and have it all be pleasant.

      “We’ll…cross that bridge when we come to it,” I said. “What now?”

      “Now we must wait. You and Xera are free for some time. Viluna, I have a task for you, though.”

      “As you command, exalted one.”

      Viluna had been sitting off to the side, out of her bark armor now, and it was still very weird to hear her talk with such deference. I half expected her to tell Sarin to go fuck herself at every turn. No, that wasn’t right. I completely expected it. 

      Sarin didn’t expand on that thought, though, and no one asked. 

      A portal was activated and I was first through it, overjoyed to be out of that awful place. The Spire was, honestly, very similar, but all the same it was a massive improvement.

      After the whole ordeal, I just wanted to be alone. I excused myself to my room and flopped face down on the bed. I didn’t really know if I intended to nap or not, but I surely needed a little time to myself.

      I dimmed the lights and let my thoughts wander, which probably wasn’t a stellar idea, as they just kept coming back to the nightmare time in the sub basements in a sea of dolls. I assumed I’d be having some real nightmares about them soon, but as I just couldn’t get my mind off of them, my thoughts kept coming back to watching them all burn in the incinerator, and that actually helped quite a bit.

      The daydreams segued so softly into real dreams that I didn’t even realize I’d fallen asleep until I woke groggily, probably an hour or two later. I used the bathroom and then stumbled out into the hallway and knocked on Xera’s door, which was right across from mine.

      She smiled when she opened it and said, “Just wake up? You don’t…look great.”

      I scoffed. “I’m sure I don’t, and yes I did nap, thank you very much. What have you been up to?”

      “I wandered around the place for a while and then just came back here to wait for you. I knocked on your door but didn’t get an answer, so I assumed you were asleep. Sarin said things will be quiet for a little while, so I was thinking that maybe we could go back to Hem for a bit.”

      I leaned against the doorframe to keep myself upright. “That sounds great, actually. I really didn’t think there’d be any downtime at all, what with the whole ‘war on the gods’ thing. By the way, did Viluna go off on her ‘special task’ or whatever?”

      Xera nodded. “She did. I wasn’t there when Sarin gave her directions about it, and…we get on okay enough now, but we’re not exactly friends yet, so when she came by to say she was leaving, I didn’t really ask about it. She mentioned she was off to the edge of the Limit, but that was it.”

      “The Limit? The red place?”

      “Yeah. I couldn’t really hazard a guess as to what she’d be doing there. Collecting some crystalline Chaos for bombs? There’s easier ways to get it. I don’t know. I didn’t think it was my place to ask Sarin either. You could, maybe.”

      I shook my head. “Nah. Unless she tells me, I’m not going to pry. I’m sure we’ll find out eventually anyway.”

      “Yeah, you’re probably right. Oh! I got you, well, it’s not new clothes, but I got you a robe!” She produced a very nice, black and red robe with a big hood and handed it over to me. At my incredulous look, she said, “It’s to wear when we’re in Hem again. I don’t want to answer any probing questions, do you? And I certainly don’t want Faena to catch wind of your presence.”

      “...Who now?”

      “Faena. You don’t remember? The council’s ‘advisor?’ The Ascendant woman? You threw yourself at her feet and practically sobbed, begging for mercy to get us out of the room.”

      “Oh yeah! Good times. I would never have remembered her name.”

      Xera let out a long, slow breath. “That was a…situation. That was back before I really knew who you were, and watching you grovel at her feet… Let me tell you about the emotions that surged through me then.”

      I laughed loudly and said, “Yeah, I do recall that part. The look on your face afterwards on the steps? Yeah. Hilarious, if you don’t mind me saying.”

      With a big smile, she said, “I’ll bet it was. But anyway, let’s not repeat it, huh?”

      “Oh, I guess.”

      We didn’t have anything to pack up, so we just made our way to the portal room, asking Sarin to activate it on the way. While it was pretty weird that she could hear and maybe see us at all times, I did have to admit that it was also a little convenient.

      When we arrived, the portal was on, a bright blue swirling mass of magic inside its twisted metal arch. Sarin’s red-robed doll was there as well, and her voice emanated strongly from it. “The portal outside Hem is open for you. I don’t know exactly how long the doll-making will take, but no more than a few days, I think. So enjoy what time you can, and when things are ready, I’ll let you know. I can send a pulse to your glyphs, like this.”

      My hands nearly vibrated and my glyphs shone brightly. “Well, that’s noticeable.”

      The doll bowed and she said in an odd tone, “Enjoy yourselves…I’ll see you soon,” before turning and leaving the room.

      Xera and I looked at each other but said nothing.
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      Once we were through the portal and back at the exact spot where we’d met, a wave of emotion fell over me. This was where it had all started. Kind of. In a way.

      If Xera felt the same thing, she wasn’t showing it.

      Once we were a little ways from the portal, I asked, “So, did you hear what Sarin said, too?”

      “You mean how she said it?”

      “Yes, exactly.” She’d just wished us well, but there was a world of sorrow in those words that she clearly couldn’t hide. “Do you think she… I don’t know…”

      “Regrets her current situation?”

      “Yeah, exactly. I’ve never heard her like that, but just now, I could swear she was about to cry.” I shrugged. “I couldn’t even begin to guess why, though. I mean, we know pretty much literally nothing about her.”

      “She claimed,” Xera said, “or at least I thought I heard, that she was embedded into the Spire. Her real body must be fused with it somehow. I couldn’t even begin to guess what that truly means. Even with my scavenged experience with exalted tech, I’ve never heard of such a thing.”

      “You think she misses how things were? Maybe seeing us, walking around like normal, being able to leave the Spire, is painful for her?”

      “It’s as good a theory as any. Perhaps we’ll know more as time goes on. I can only imagine the pain she’s endured, being the last of the exalted, watching everyone else killed in the war with the deadgod, not to mention the time she’s spent alone since then.”

      “Oh shit,” I said. “I hadn’t even thought of that. I wonder if she was really awake, though. When I was first summoned to the Spire, a recording of her told me what little I knew. She wasn’t really there until we brought the core back. But on the other hand, she brought us and the core back, so she must have had some agency and awareness.”

      We both side-eyed each other at the enormity of what she must have gone through. The conversation stalled out from there, which at least I was very glad for, since it had taken a decidedly negative turn. There’d be time for all that later.

      We walked in companionable silence towards Hem. For some reason, I expected to have to fight something along the way, so I was ready to draw my bow at any moment. But there weren’t any random encounters and really nothing to see at all, given the deadland’s lack of any surface level animals.

      Once we got close, I pulled my hood up and we made our way into the town with no trouble at all. A few people waved or greeted Xera, but no one stopped us or tried to make smalltalk, and we were quickly under Hem’s hem and inside the darkened streets, making our way to Xera’s apartment.

      She channeled her door open, wincing only slightly at the magic required.

      “Looking forward to cleansing the Deep flow?”

      She snorted. “More than you know, I think.” She held out her black fingers and waved them at me. “I can’t wait to show you what I can do with clean magic.” She trailed her hands down my chest. “And speaking of being clean…” She turned and in one swift movement, pulled her shirt up and over her head, her horns giving her no trouble, before she threw it on the floor. Without another word or backwards glance, she walked out of the room.

      I calmly followed, forcing myself not to run after her like an idiot.

      Her bathroom was small, but the shower was big enough for two. Honestly, I had been pretty surprised at how normal buildings and cities were on this world, but maybe I shouldn’t have been. People all needed the same things, right? They weren’t exactly the same, but similar enough that no one from Earth would have had trouble with anything.

      Once the shower was flowing, we stepped in and just hugged, letting the water wash over us, tired in any number of ways. I buried my face in her hair, and she rested her chin on my neck, and I lost all track of time as we stood there, gently swaying back and forth.

      Apparently running out of hot water wasn’t a concern, because if it had been, we’d have been standing in an ice cold shower by the time we let go and actually did anything. Her soap and shampoos smelled wonderful. They were floral, but not quite like anything I’d ever smelled on Earth. We lathered each other up and rinsed off, before turning the heat down and coming together again to kiss underneath the falling water.

      We stayed there, kissing, for probably as long as we’d stood at the beginning. It was sexy, but in a much more subdued way than last time. The blood wasn’t hammering in my veins, but I was just as turned on.

      At long last, we turned the water off. We made a little show of drying off, but didn’t do a very good job before we were walking out the door and into the bedroom.

      She pushed me down on her bed, which was covered in soft blankets and a huge pile of pillows. I barely had time to slide back before her lips were around my cock, and I just let my head fall back as I relaxed on the bed. I reached up with both hands, lightly grabbing her horns, trailing up and down the hard, ridged length of them and around their curls. 

      Her dark eyes flicked up to mine, and she held my gaze as she licked up and down my shaft.

      She was by far and away the most beautiful woman I had ever seen, and I told her so.

      With a big smile, she got up and slowly walked her way up my body, until my face was pressed up against her, her thighs softly squeezing me. She was already wet as my tongue slid between her lips, one hand reaching up to pinch her nipple and one resting on her ass.

      She giggled and gasped, riding my tongue and playing with her other nipple with her dark fingers. Reaching back with her other hand, she slowly slid up and down my hard cock.

      Looking up at her from below, her boobs bouncing as she lightly bucked, her long, white hair trailing down over her body, she was the only true goddess in this world.

      It was probably the corniest, lamest thing I’d ever thought, but I said it aloud to her anyway, and she just threw her head back and laughed.

      She walked back, reached down, and guided me slowly inside.

      My arms were outstretched, laying on the soft bed and my head was back on the pillow; I just laid there and closed my eyes as I felt her slide down onto me.

      She leaned down and kissed me and very, very slowly started to ride me.

      I alternated running my hands over her entire body and letting them fall back to the bed. There was no sense of urgency, no overwhelming need; it was the most sensual thing I had ever experienced. Minutes passed. Or maybe hours. Possibly days. We didn’t change positions aside from Xera stretching her legs out every so often, just stayed the way we were, our bodies pressed closely together. I’d been riding the edge for a long time, but with our unhurried pace, I was able to keep it together with no real trouble.

      Finally, she leaned in and whispered in my ear, “I’m almost there.”

      We sped up a tiny amount and I buried my face in her hair as we both came together, almost as quiet as we’d been the whole time, our bodies shaking and shuddering. She gripped my shoulders and only let out  a small whimper, which I found just as hot as if she’d screamed.

      We laughed softly together afterwards and it was a little while longer before we got up. Once we did, we took another shower.
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      We spent two more days and nights at Xera’s. We spent a lot of the time talking, some cooking with Oolis’s weird foods, and some having more sex. It was so enjoyable and relaxing that I, at times, forgot about everything else. During the second day, after some prodding, she agreed to let me see her sketchbook, and I was as impressed as she was embarrassed. I would have been content to live the rest of my life like that, in her simple home, just enjoying each others’ company.

      But of course, that wasn’t how it was going to be.

      When I received Sarin’s signal, I practically leapt out of the chair I was in. It was so unexpected and oddly intrusive, and it took me a minute to really get my head around what was happening. “Oh yeah,” I muttered, “the whole war on the gods thing. That. The big, important thing we were doing.”

      Xera gave me a sad smile and said, “I would’ve been happy to forget about it all, too.”

      After a few minutes where we just sat there and let the thoughts come and go, my glyphs pulsed again. “Okay,” I said. “Let’s go.”

      There wasn’t much to pack up or get ready, so we were out the door in relatively short order, the cloak back over my head as we made our way to the portal on the outskirts of town. It felt alarmingly like going back to work after a nice vacation, and while it was a lot more dangerous than any job I’d ever had, it wasn’t soul-crushing or pointless, so there was that.

      Once we were back through the portal and onto the Spire again, we were greeted by Sarin’s red-robed doll, which I was getting a lot more comfortable speaking with. “Hello again. Did you have a restful few days?”

      “We really did,” I said.

      “I’m glad. I think time like that will be in short supply in the days ahead. As of now, everyone believes the exalted dead and gone, but once we assault the Golreq cultists, and especially cleanse the Deep flow, we won’t have that advantage anymore. I can’t hazard a guess if the gods will care or not, but things will likely escalate quickly now.”

      And there it was. Talking to Sarin was always kind of a downer. Although it wasn’t her fault, per se; things were shit. Still, though, I would have preferred more of a positive spin. 

      “Are the dolls ready?” I asked.

      “They are! After some initial testing, I ramped the facility up to full power, and it had barely lost any functionality in the intervening years, I’m pleased to say.”

      Okay, so she could say upbeat things. Good to know.

      “In the meantime, I’ve fashioned a new weapon for you, Xera, and would be pleased to show it to you.”

      She held out a hand and Xera followed, and I noticed I wasn’t expressly invited, so I took the hint and wandered off on my own. Without anything particular to do, I found myself back down at the wraparound balcony downstairs, and I wasn’t too shocked to find Viluna there.

      She was sitting on the edge, her hooves dangling out over the deathly plummet below. 

      I elected to sit a little bit back from that. “Hey.”

      She was leaning back on her hands and seemed completely at ease. “Hey.”

      Unsure whether it was my place to ask or not, I chanced it. “How was your secret mission?”

      For a moment, she didn’t respond, but she soon started laughing, softly at first, but slowly louder and louder, with a healthy dose of mania mixed in. She turned to me and said in a low, deep voice that sent a chill up my spine, “Oh, it was wonderful.” Her gaze flicked up to mine, and there was madness in those eyes.

      Although, to be fair, there always was, so was this worse? Not really, not by a lot, anyway.

      “Uh huh,” I said in a small voice. “Do I even want to know?”

      She kept grinning as she held up a finger. I watched as a small, swirling current of bright red magic blossomed at the end. It was there and gone in a second, but it was unmistakable.

      “That’s…the Chaotic flow.” A low sense of dread infiltrated my entire body as I imagined Viluna of all people with the destructive power of the Discordant goddess. “...How?”

      “I’ve been attuned,” she said in that same low voice, and I suddenly didn’t feel safe anymore.

      “That’s what you went to the Limit for?” Now that I was talking about it, I belatedly noticed that I couldn’t see the horrible red storms anymore. Had the Spire moved? “I thought no one could channel it without…”

      She turned away from me again, and I was glad to not have to look into her eyes anymore. “What happened to Rek’torga? No, that was because she tried to ascend to godhood. There were actually just as many Chaotic channelers before…before what happened to her. She’d gathered them to her to bear witness, and they were all vaporized or whatever when the Limit was created.

      “I can barely do anything now. It was as you saw; all I can manage is that tiny little burst of magic. But that’ll change. In time, Sarin says. I’ll be able to channel more and more, and one day…one day,” she said, looking at her hands, “I’ll wrap my hands around the Living Queen’s throat and stare into her burning eyes…” She trailed off after that, and I was glad that I wasn’t privy to whatever thoughts she was having.

      “Uh huh,” I said quietly, fervently wishing I was anywhere else.

      We sat there in silence for some time. I wanted to get up and leave, but that seemed insulting, so I stayed there awkwardly instead, which also wasn’t a stellar choice. After a while like that, Viluna turned back towards me and asked, “Do I scare you?”

      There really wasn’t any good reason to lie. “Yes.”

      Unexpectedly, her face softened, some of the traces of madness dropping away. The ghost of a smile was on her lips as she said, “I appreciate you being honest with me.” She turned back towards the horizon and took a long, deep breath. “Can I be honest with you in turn?”

      “Uh, yeah, of course.”

      She exhaled, a small trace of a humorless laugh. “I scare myself a lot of the time. I…um…” She looked at me and away again, gesturing with her hands while her mouth wordlessly worked. “I…” After drawing her legs up, she scooted away from the edge and rested her chin on her knees. With one last look at me and a long sigh, she said quietly, “I wasn’t always like this.” Her lip started to quiver, and she quickly looked away before exhaling, shrugging, and resting her chin on her knees again. Tears were working their way down her face. “I don’t know how to be anything else anymore. Hate is all I have left. It’s what’s kept me going for years on end. I…” She let out a choked sob. “I worry…that I’ve forgotten how to feel anything else.”

      I didn’t know what to say to any of this, so I stayed silent and let her talk.

      “I wonder if I’ll just die angry. I can’t realistically imagine anything else at this point. Maybe I’ll die in this war, and that’ll be that. But I hope I can kill the Queen first. Burn her out from the inside.” She laughed a little, the madness in it. “Once she’s a pile of ash, I can finally let go. I won’t say I’ll die happy even then, but I can die knowing I did the one thing I wanted to do. Because that’ll be all that’s left for me, you know? Once she’s gone, what else is there for me? What’s the hunter without the prey? I’m not naive enough to think I’ll feel good when I kill her. I’ll just feel empty.” She looked at me with tears still falling quickly down her cheeks despite her mostly even tone. “I’m sorry. I’m just rambling now. You can go. You don’t need to listen to this.”

      It was by far and away, including all the things I’d ever done on Oolis, the scariest thing I’d ever done, but I scooted forward and wrapped my arms around Viluna’s shoulders, pulling her in.

      After a second, she asked, “What are you doing?”

      “I’m hugging you.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you need it, and because I certainly don’t have anything to say. I don’t think there is anything to say. I’ve never gone through anything remotely like what you must have endured. So here’s a hug instead.”

      The jewelry on her antlers jingled as she softly shook her head. “But I’m a monster. I frighten you.”

      “Yes, you do,” I said. “Honestly, I’m terrified right now. But I still want to be here for you.”

      She scoffed. “You idiot.”

      “Yeah, I know.”

      We both laughed, and hers was completely free from madness. It was an odd sound.

      After a moment, she reached up and laid her hand on my arm.
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      Later, I was wandering the halls of the Spire in a mild stupor as I came down from the mind-numbing fear that comforting Viluna had been. We’d sat there for a while longer before parting, saying little else. 

      “Sarin,” I said to the empty hallway. “Can we talk?”

      The lights dimmed.

      “Great. I’ll meet you in the central control room? Or whatever you call it.”

      The lights dimmed again.

      I found her red doll in the room before I got there, and I asked, “So, were you close by, or can your doll travel through hidden tunnels?”

      She giggled and said, “Oh, wouldn’t you like to know?” She tilted her head, or the doll tilted its head…it was really confusing. I suppose I might as well start thinking of this doll as her real body. Not because it was, but because it was a lot easier that way. “What did you want to talk about?”

      “I’ve been meaning to ask you about my bow for some time now.”

      “Your…what?”

      “The bow!” I summoned it, letting it unfurl from my arm into its extended form. “This bow. You know…the bow.”

      There was a pause before she just started laughing. Softly at first, but louder and louder as it went on. There wasn’t the same madness in it, but it was eerily close to my experience with Viluna just shortly before. “Uhh…”

      “I’m sorry!” she said, continuing to laugh.

      I just let her go; there was nothing for it, so I waited. It took a while for her to calm down.

      “Okay…okay, I really am sorry! I didn’t mean to laugh in your face. It’s just that, well….” She tried really hard not to keep laughing, but she failed.

      I stoically stood there, absorbing this mirth.

      “Okay,” she said breathlessly, “so! It’s, um, how do I say this? It’s not a bow.”

      “But…” I said, “it…is, though? I use it as a bow all the time.”

      She shrugged. “Well, yes, fair point. It is a bow. It’s just that, it’s not just a bow.”

      “That’s kind of what I wanted to talk to you about. I did something rather fancy with it.”

      She sat down in a nearby chair and gestured for me to do the same. I assumed it was purely for my benefit, but I didn’t complain. “I should imagine so. To be plain: it’s called an omnis. Because it, well, it does everything.”

      “Everything.”

      She shrugged. “More or less. It’s an all encompassing tool that molds the primal flow into a million different uses. It’s essentially the most advanced bit of technology that exists. Surely you noticed the amplifying effects it had on your senses!”

      “The time slowing thing? Yeah, I noticed, but I still thought of it as a fancy magic bow that helped you aim.”

      “My oh my. Well, I’m sorry I laughed at you, but to think of it only as a bow…It can fire primal energy projectiles, yes, but that’s the barest inkling of what it’s meant for.”

      “Oh.”

      “Indeed. So what other thing were you able to use it for?”

      “Oh, that. I essentially shot Viluna with an arrow that created a shield around her.”

      “You what now?”

      A raised an eyebrow at her. “What? You said it did everything.”

      “I…did, yes. It can create shields, and that’s a very useful application. However…no one’s ever fired a shield at someone else that wasn’t standing right beside them.” She sat back, and while her doll had no face to speak of, I could practically see her wide eyes staring off into the distance. “Perhaps…because of your lack of awareness of what it does…and does not do…you were able to do something a regular user would have thought impossible and never attempted.”

      “You said it does everything, though,” I said, grinning.

      “Hyperbole, of course,” she said, and I could hear the smile in her voice.

      “Fair enough. So what can it actually do, then?”

      She was silent for a bit before saying, “I think it might be best that I not tell you, judging from what’s already happened. I might explain something to be impossible when it turns out that it’s not. Oh, don’t look at me like that! I’ll tell you if there’s anything you absolutely need to know. And on that note, let’s talk about shields.”

      We talked about shields for the next two hours. It was nothing less than a crash course. I tried so hard to pay attention to it all, but I had to ask her to repeat herself constantly. She did, though, with good humor. I suppose it would have helped if I’d known anything about magic, including the fact that it existed, prior to a couple weeks or so ago.

      But at the end my head was bursting at the seams with varieties of shields and their applications. Going into the conversation, I had thought a shield was a shield: magic wrapped around people and prevented harm. Wow was that laughably naive. There were ten varieties of shields, and subclasses below that.

      As I stumbled out of the room, I was sure I’d be dreaming of shields all night long. Still, it was nice to have a conversation with Sarin that wasn’t all doom and gloom.

      With the thoughts swirling in my head, I ended up back in my own little room, wondering if I should take a nap and let the shield dreams process right then. But there was a knock on my door, and I opened it to find Xera. “Hey!”

      Instead of a reply, she reached over her shoulder and drew an incredibly long sword with a wavy, flamberge blade. It looked more like a circuit board than a sword; it was covered in weird, angular designs and had bright blue power flowing through it.

      “Oh damn,” I said. “It’s…magic, then?”

      She beamed. “It is, although it’s not magical in a way I can use, but the primal flow was obviously used in its forging.” She looked around the hallway. “It can slice through more or less anything. I’m…not gonna cut a wall open to show you, though. Maybe we can find an old storeroom with some trash or something,” she said with a massive smile. “And look at this!” She flipped the sword over her back where it just…stayed, floating in the air a few inches from her body. At my expression, she turned and pulled her shirt down just a bit to show me the small, metal disk on her skin. “This is the sheath, if you want to call it that. The sword just sort of reacts with it, floating there until I grab it.” She demonstrated. “And even better, look at this!” When the weapon was sheathed, it stopped glowing. She moved so it would hit the small desk in my room, and it didn’t even dent it. “See! Harmless! But you should see this thing cut!”

      She was like a kid with a new toy, but I had to admit I wanted to see her slice things up probably as much as she wanted to do it.

      We did indeed find an old, dusty storeroom with crates of what was surely trash, but I asked Sarin first and we got our dimmed light reply.

      At first, Xera set an old, metal machine part on a table and tried to slice through it. She did, but she cut the table in half in the process. “Oops.”

      After that, for probably an hour, I just tossed things at her from a safe distance while she chopped through them in mid air. We probably shouldn’t have been playing with this insanely deadly weapon like it was a toy, but no one stopped us and we certainly weren’t going to stop ourselves. But once she took one swing way too hard and cut through a shelving unit and into the wall, we sheepishly stopped.

      “I’m surprised you’re so good with it,” I said. “I’ve only ever seen you use the dagger.”

      “I’m good with a lot of things,” she said haughtily, “but blades the most. I can’t tell you how happy I was that Sarin forged me a sword like this, though. I’ve never held anything like it. I can feel the power flowing through it and it makes me want to swing it.”

      “I see that. Maybe, just maybe, you put it down for a while, huh?”

      She sighed long and dramatically. “Oh, I suppose.”
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      Xera and I spent the remainder of the day on the balcony, watching the landscape drift slowly underneath us as the entire Spire floated towards our destination. Sarin had informed us that having it close by would make teleporting the required chunk of the deadgod’s brain that much easier. I shuddered at her casual use of those words, but it was what we were doing.

      The Limit had been off over the horizon for some time, and it was pretty obvious when we were approaching the corpselands. They weren’t devoid of life like the name implied, but what life there was was weird. I’d seen it up close quite a bit, but it was different from so high above, an alarmingly smooth plane of rainbow hues, and everything looked like it was made of rocks and stone even up here, mostly because it was. Or it sure seemed like it. It was confusing. I asked Xera about it.

      “The Deep flow affects the stone of the world, among other things. It was actually the last flow that was discovered, although that was centuries and centuries ago. And at first, apparently, it wasn’t even used for stone manipulation, just for…well, just as a way to attack your enemy by flinging magic at them. I can’t say our people have had the most…peaceful past.

      “Anyway, the refinement of its use came later in the Golreq’s history, where we made such beautiful things…” Her voice trailed off for a moment before she scowled and curled her lip. “But then the Torrent came and…so much of it was destroyed, even before the corpselands became the corpselands. As you might imagine, the deadgod’s transformation into what he became absorbed a lot of our cities and the very land itself. And then there was his death and the subsequent corruption of the Deep flow.”

      The silence stretched out after that, but she eventually shook her head and said, “I’m sorry. What was your original question again?”

      “Oh, right,” I said laughing. “The stone plants or whatever.”

      “Yes, that. Well, in the god’s death throes, corrupt magic was expelled everywhere, seeping back into the land from where it came, merging with more or less anything and everything, causing so much, or maybe all, of the flora and fauna to become stonelike themselves.”

      “Fauna, huh? Still haven’t seen much of anything like that.”

      “There used to be such a variety of animals, but the ones that adapted to the change brought on by the event all ended up burrowing underground, even if they had never been like that before. They all exist, deep under the soil.”

      “That’s super creepy.”

      She shuddered. “You say that, not even having seen them. I think we talked about…you called them snakes. But even further down…”

      “Uh, I don’t want to, now.”

      A wide grin blossomed on her face. “I kinda doubt you ever will. It’s pretty rare, honestly, unless you go digging. And you have to go deep.”

      Someone cleared their throat behind us, and we turned to see Sarin standing in the doorway. “Excuse me. I hope I’m not interrupting.”

      “Of course not. Want to join us?”

      “I…would like that.” Of late, Sarin seemed to be more and more…anxious? I couldn’t quite put my finger on it. And it was so hard to tell with someone who didn’t even have a face and whose words appeared out of the air around her. All the same, she sat down beside me and dangled her legs off the edge. “Are the two of you ready for this?”

      “As much as we’ll ever be,” Xera said, which I agreed with.

      “Good. I wanted to go over the plan before we get there. Once we arrive at Crown, I’ll signal our doll army to begin the assault.”

      “Are they ready to go?”

      “Yes. They’re hidden close by. Circumventing the cultists’ patrols, and I use that word very lightly, was shockingly easy.”

      “Well, they are just a random bunch of stupid, power hungry assholes,” Xera said.

      Sarin chuckled. “Yes, that has become exceedingly clear. I should imagine they’ll be rather surprised. Once the assault begins in earnest, the four of us will glide down to the top of Crown—”

      Xera and I both made strangled sounds.

      “Four of us?” I said.

      “Glide?” Xera said.

      “Uhh…” Sarin leaned back, and again, I could imagine her raised eyebrows that didn’t actually exist. “Y-yes?”

      “You’re coming with us?” I asked. It seemed like the easier question to field first. “In, uh, this body here?”

      “Yes. I will be coming as this doll you’re speaking with. I cannot travel all that far from here, but the Spire will be close enough to allow it.”

      “Okay,” Xera said, “Now onto the important part. We’re, uh, gliding onto Crown?”

      “Also yes. While the normal entrances to Crown, namely the deadgod’s eyes and mouth, are being attacked by the dolls, we will make our way down to Ono’s ear and infiltrate there. As long as I’ve been watching, there has been very little cultist presence there. It should serve to be a reasonably sound backdoor into their stronghold.”

      “Uh huh,” Xera said. “Great. So back to the gliding…”

      “Ah, right. Ian and I will both be operating our omni to create a parachute effect. Yes, I’ll show you how before we go,” she said to me, “and Xera will ride with you while Viluna rides with me.”

      “Ooookay,” Xera said. “Should be…fun?”

      “What kind of resistance are we expecting?” I asked.

      “Outside, not very much. Inside…I cannot say. I’ve not been able to get a doll scout that close, and scrying over large distances has long been…difficult, since the beginning of the Torrent.”

      “Are you sure the, uh, ear canal leads to where we want to go?”

      “...No.”

      “Uh huh,” Xera and I said in unison.

      “But!” Sarin replied, “Cultists do come and go from this entrance, so it’s not a dead end.”

      “Oh,” I said, “that’s actually a relief. Anyway, the plan is what, then? To get to the brain…and…?”

      “That’s it, essentially. Once we, or more specifically you, are close enough, the Spire can reach through your glyphs and call us all, and the chunk of brain, back here instantly. The rest of us are coming to help cut through any and all resistance we encounter. Theoretically, it’s possible we’ll encounter none, making our way to the brain while all of the cultists’ forces are occupied, and they might not even realize we were there. We’re not taking the entire brain, of course. Just enough to prime the process of cleansing.”

      “It’s not going to be anywhere near that easy, you know.”

      After a pause, she said, “Yes. I know.”

      We all laughed softly.

      “Oh, one more thing. I’m not sure it’s my place to ask this, but you attuned Viluna to the Chaotic flow?”

      “WHAT!?” Xera yelled.
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      Sarin flinched back, looking back and forth from Xera to me. “Y-yes…I did. She was a good choice for attunement!” she practically wailed.

      Xera rolled to her feet and started pacing. “Viluna!? You attuned her to Chaos? Do you want another Limit!?”

      Sarin got up and spread her hands. “Of course not! And that won’t occur anyway. What happened to Rek’torga was only because of her hubris! There were Chaotic channelers for years before the Discordant’s downfall!”

      Xera suddenly stopped pacing and tilted her head. “Oh…yeah…” She ran her hands over her face and added, “It’s so easy to forget that now. It’s just that…Viluna’s Nemshi. Not to mention, uh, unstable.” She glanced around and said, “She’s not nearby, is she?”

      “No, she is not,” Sarin said. “And she’s the best choice, really. The Chaotic flow can take a toll on the body. This won’t be an issue with Viluna, since she can use the Living flow to heal anything Chaos does to her. And you can’t tell me she won’t be an effective channeler. Can you envision her on the battlefield, wrapped in her armor, smiting our enemies left and right with bright red explosions?”

      Xera and I both shuddered.

      “Should you both have forgotten, we’re at war with literal gods. We need to make use of everything and everyone we can!”

      There was a resounding silence after that statement, where Xera and I just stared at Sarin.

      “Oh my,” she said softly. “I…didn’t mean…” She looked back and forth between us. “Forgive me.” She bolted out of the room as we watched her go.

      The stunned silence continued for some time.

      “She…probably didn’t mean that as ruthlessly as it sounded,” I said.

      “You know she’ll be listening in on this conversation.”

      “Yeah.”

      Xera slid down the wall and we shared a long look at each other. “You’re probably right. Also, it’s not as if she’s wrong even if it was a heartless statement.”

      “Probably for the best that Viluna didn’t hear, though.”

      Xera scoffed. “Yeah. And on that note, Viluna got attuned, huh?” She whistled. “That’s…gonna take some getting used to.”

      “I was a little taken aback myself,” I admitted. “But Sarin’s right. Imagine her fighting like she does and blowing stuff up besides.”

      “Just as long as she’s on our side,” Xera said softly.

      I didn’t know if it was really my place to do so, but I told her about the conversation Viluna and I had had.

      “Hmm…that’s…a little reassuring, I guess.” After a long, drawn out sigh, she said, “Wanna go tell Sarin we don’t hate her? Although I will say, I think she really owes us some answers about her own past and everything else besides.”

      “Agreed.”

      We went back inside and the lights along the floor immediately lit up. We glanced at each other and nodded, following them as they wound through the Spire, into higher floors than I’d yet been on. As we ascended, the level of disuse became more and more apparent, musty smells and an omnipresent layer of dust covering anything and everything.

      Outside a very secure looking door, we found Viluna wearing a scowl. “Oh, you’re here too, huh? You know what this is about? I got woken up for this.”

      “Not really,” I said, spreading my hands.

      “Great.”

      The door opened, which was a process in itself; the thing had a few layers and we could hear loud metal thudding as each one opened. A little bit of apprehension spread through my body. Whatever this was, it was going to be important.

      As the door continued to open, Sarin appeared behind us, her faceless face downcast. “Thank you for coming. And yes, I heard your conversation.”

      Viluna arched an eyebrow but was apparently content to let it go, as she shrugged and said nothing.

      The door finally opened, and inside was a scene I could barely have imagined. The room was large and rounded and completely filled with machines like I’d never seen before. Energy swirled around each and every one, some in one color, some in a complete rainbow of every magic I knew of on Oolis. And just one, in the center, swirled with pure white magic.

      In that machine lay the body of a woman with light brown skin and flowing, purple hair, connected to so many wires and tubes that there was more metal than skin visible. Her mouth and nose were covered in a dark metal mask, but her eyes were like mine, though they were unfocused and glowed intensely with their own inner light. She twitched intermittently, but otherwise, she was completely still.

      “This,” Sarin said, leading us all over a floor covered in wires, “is me.”

      We looked upon her real body without comment, a torrent of thoughts swirling through my head. I couldn’t imagine what Xera and Viluna were thinking.

      Sarin's voice still came from in or around her doll as she spoke, “Whether I said it or not before, I am the Spire, in many ways. I am the central core through which all of its essential magics pass. Some of it is automatic, some of it is not. But all the same, I am bound here forever.

      “But why am I showing you this now? Well,” she said, looking away, “I want you to trust me. And in order to really accomplish that, I must trust you. So this is me. Should any of you desire to strike me down in this moment, I would be hard pressed to stop you. I…” She laughed softly. “I’ve not been this vulnerable in a long, long time. I find it very disconcerting.”

      I stepped slowly over to her real body and looked into her glowing eyes. “Can you…see us right now?”

      “Not in the way you mean. Those eyes are indeed processing quite a bit of visual information, but it comes from the Spire itself, and not what’s standing before them. Yes, I can see you, but…” She shrugged.

      “Wild,” was all I could think to say.

      Xera was beside me, but instead of looking at Sarin’s body, she was gazing up at the swirling white magic. “What is this?” she asked.

      Sarin, the doll, came to stand beside us, her hand trailing through the bright energy. “We were never able to agree on a name for it. But since only I remain, I suppose I can call it whatever I wish. In which case, it’s the Luminous flow. A synthetic magic.”
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      “A what?” all three of us said in unison.

      Sarin chuckled. “It is a synthetic magic. Not native to Oolis, or anywhere else, as far as we know. I won’t attempt, at this point, to try and explain its creation. Needless to say, it’s a very complex process, but what it does is nothing short of amazing, and I say that while living in a world with true gods and their works.

      “The Luminous flow can….how do I say this…alter a person’s…alter a person. Not just their flesh, but the latent magic inside them. There are hard and fast limits, however. Don’t go imagining that it can remake you from the ground up. It is and was essential for me becoming the Spire’s core.

      “It can also be used to create portals, in much the same way the primal and Celestial flows can. Not…that enough is produced here for such a thing.”

      That triggered a thought that had been bouncing around in my head from the very beginning, one I never remembered at an appropriate time. Until now. “Sarin, why do we use the primal flow? And really, more to the point, why was there never a primal god?”

      “Ah, that. Now there’s a question, although it has a simple answer. No one has ever been attuned to the primal flow before the exalted came into existence.”

      “A ‘simple’ answer that raises so many more questions,” Xera said.

      “Yes, just so. I’ll tell you what I can now, but we hardly have time for a complete history lesson today. Our, the exalteds’, origins will have to wait until another time. But as to why we were created: since the primal flow never had a god associated with it, it was the only option for fighting against them, as any other magic would be susceptible to counterattack.

      “The primal is, at its base, a lesser order of magic than the others. And in other places, that would matter a lot. But since Oolis was deluged in energy from the Torrent, our magics strengthened orders of magnitude beyond normal, the primal flow is able to stand against the others, their relative differences now very minor.”

      “Wait,” Xera said, “I didn’t think the Torrent affected the primal flow.”

      “It did. Just the same as it did the others. The difference being the augmented primal flow has had no discernable side effects, unlike the others.”

      “Huh.”

      “Anyway,” Sarin said, turning back to me, “this is why we use it; it’s the only weapon that cannot be subverted by the gods. Now clearly we do use their powers as well, but we cannot rely solely upon them.”

      “Okay,” I said, my mind filled with a thousand new questions. I asked the only one I thought was important right at the moment, “Sarin, can we actually win?”

      She leaned in over her body, and touched her real hand with that of her doll’s. “It is…possible. Please do not ask me how likely.”

      Viluna, who’d been remarkably quiet this whole time, looked up from Sarin’s body and said softly, “If there’s a chance, any chance at all, we…have to try. We…we’re going to die anyway, one day, years from now or not. If we don’t do this, if we walk away, what are we going to think, forever after? We could have made this world better, cut out its festering sickness, but we didn’t, because the odds weren’t in our favor? We’ll be laying on our deathbeds thinking how we might have changed things, but we simply did not.

      “I…” She looked at all of us in turn before saying, “I’ve endured a lot of the shit this world has to offer. If we don’t end it, no one ever will. Those stupid fucks will get to live forever, doing what they like for eternity.” Her eyes drew down and her lip curled in anger. “They all deserve death. They deserve so much more than that, but if death is all I can bring them,” her voice was getting louder and louder, “if all I can do is take away the eternity they think they have, then it’ll have to be enough.” She slammed her hands down on what looked like very sensitive machinery, but it didn’t dent and Sarin didn’t stop her. “If I could bind them all in the depths of the world and give them the end the Discordant suffered, I would! There’s no amount of pain and wretched suffering that would be enough for them all!” She was screaming by the end of this tirade.

      She blinked and looked at us all in turn again. I kinda expected her to be embarrassed, but she just shrugged and said, “I stand by every single word.”

      In the somewhat awkward silence that followed, Xera held out her hand and just looked at it before saying, “I agree. If not us, who?”

      Sarin’s opinions were obvious, so the three of them looked at me.

      I just shrugged and said, “I don’t know why you’re all looking at me. I didn’t come this far to bail out now. Honestly, it all scares me more than anything ever has, and it’ll probably get worse as we go, but it’s like you said: If we don’t do it, no one’s going to. So war with literal gods it is.” I was oddly calm as I said it all. I should have been raving, bouncing off the walls in fear-induced madness, but all I really felt was a low-grade happiness that I had something really worth doing. I really, really hoped I was up to the task.

      After that, Sarin politely hustled us all out of the room. For all that she wanted us there in the first place, it was clearly very uncomfortable for her, and I swear I heard a soft sigh of relief when the door closed behind us.
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      Sarin advised us all to get a little sleep in the time we had left. The attack on Crown was going to take place during the middle of the night to maximize confusion and cover our entry into the deadgod’s ear. It still sounded weird to say it out loud.

      I was instructed on how to use the omnis to make a glider, holding it up above myself and channeling the flow up, out, and down to slow our descent. Sarin had had her own that she was demonstrating with so I could actually see what she was doing. “I’m gonna level with you here, Sarin,” I said, “I think I can do this, but I’m not the least bit confident of my ability to actually steer it. Especially during my first real try. At night. Landing on unfamiliar ground. While going into battle.”

      She chuckled at me and a second omnis unfurled from beneath the rainbow swirls of her robes. “That’s not an issue.” The second device whirred into life, spinning into a circle around her arm and it sent out a blue line of power that wrapped around my chest. She gently pulled me forward a few steps. “I can control my own descent and pull you behind.”

      “You get two!? When do I get two?”

      She tilted her head and I could imagine the amused smile on her nonexistent lips. “When you’re skilled enough with one.”

      “Ah. Fair enough.” I was still struggling with the concept that the thing wasn’t just a bow. While we were standing there, I experimented a little, forming a sword out of pure magic and swinging it slowly around. “This…is amazing. It kinda just does whatever I want it to. I barely have to think. Why didn’t it do any of that before?”

      “Because it really does respond to your thoughts.” She shrugged and said, “This is conjecture, but you found it on the derelict airship shortly after you received the Celestial memories from its core, it’s possible that that was the only information about it that was transferred to you. Without examining the ship itself, I can’t really know what was given to you. At any rate, you might have been primed to think of it as a bow, and you never did otherwise, until the moment came when you needed to protect Viluna from the golem. And even then, you hardly knew what you were doing.”

      “Huh.”

      “But now, try as many things as you can with it. Perhaps not in the heat of battle, but I’m eager to see what you accomplish, especially since you’ve already done something with it I would not have imagined myself.”

      “So can it, like, read my thoughts or something?”

      “Not in the active way that you’ve just phrased it. However, the Luminous flow was also used in its construction, as it was with your glyphs, and there’s a connection between them because of that. Your thoughts are instantly interpreted as instructions, which the omnis carries out.”

      “This is the most amazing thing I’ve ever seen. Literally.”

      “Yes, I think so as well.”

      “Did you make them?”

      She just laughed in my face at that. “Oh my no. I’m no engineer or scientist. Well, I wasn’t. In the long years I’ve learned many things, but I certainly didn’t create, or even help create, the exalted’s technology.”

      “Who did?”

      She shook her head and said, “That’s a story for another day. You really should get some sleep before the battle ahead.”

      That was a dismissal, so I thanked her for the instruction and made my way to my room. I fell into the bed and tried to sleep, but it was a while before the thoughts stopped swirling in my head and I was able to drift off.

      Some time later, a rough hand gripped my shoulder way too hard and shook me awake. That would be Viluna, I thought. I opened my eyes as much as I could to look up into a smooth, faceless face.

      For a second, I was supremely confused. But after a moment, it became clear that I was looking into a featureless bark mask that covered Viluna’s face.

      “Hey, get up.”

      I continued to blink at her. “How do you see through that?”

      She paused for a second before saying, “How do you think? Magic.”

      Oh yeah. That was a thing that existed. “Right. Is it time to go?”

      “Pretty soon, yeah. Sarin’s got some new armor for you. Xera’s already awake and gearing up. We let you sleep a little longer because you’re soft.”

      I laughed in her bark-covered face. “Oh, I’d be insulted if it wasn’t true.” I slowly got out of bed and made my way through the Spire, lights on the floor guiding me to the armory, a place I’d never seen before. The whole way there, I was getting more and more excited, thinking I’d be able to wear the fancy, magical plate armor like I’d seen sitting abandoned in the airship.

      I had to hide my massive, overwhelming disappointment when I stepped into the room to see a set of leather armor hanging on a stand. It did have blue runes etched into most of its surface, so there was that, but it was worlds away from what I had thought would be a set of power armor, something that would give me super strength and the ability to leap on top of buildings. As I thought about it, I wasn’t actually sure such a thing existed; I had made it all up based on what I’d seen and not actually known anything about.

      While I was standing there looking at the armor, Sarin asked, “Not to your liking?”

      Well, apparently I’d not done as good a job covering up my disappointment after all. “Oh, no, it’s fine. It’s really nice. Yeah. It’s good.” Wow, I was still doing a complete bang up job at it.

      Sarin giggled. “Expecting something different?”

      I explained about the plate mail.

      “Ah, that. You’re not ready for that.”

      There wasn’t really time to ask what that meant. I just put the armor on over my clothes and noticed that Xera was sporting her own set, her new sword hovering neatly on her back. It was nice armor; it fit snugly and was made of soft material on the inside. There were metal strips in places and the runes glowed softly across its surface. I had to chide myself a little for being disappointed in receiving a set of literal magic armor that wasn’t up to my standards or whatever.

      “Are we ready yet?” Viluna asked aggressively from the corner of the room, where she was leaning on a wall. I couldn’t see her face, but she was scowling.

      I was getting pretty good at reading faceless people, I thought.
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      It was time.

      Although saying it like that kinda implied we were off to kill the Gilded King or Living Queen, when in reality we were headed out to sneak through a cave and teleport back here. And if things went well, that was all we planned on doing, but I’m pretty sure everyone thought the same thing I did: there was no way everything was going to go smoothly. Something was going to happen, I was sure. We were just waiting to see how explosively bad the thing or things would be.

      The night air on the balcony was chilly and the stars shone brightly as we looked down on the deadgod’s head, a mountainous peak known as Crown. And he did have pieces sticking up from his head that made it look like he was wearing a crown. His face was clearly visible from here, and it was obvious what it was, it being a mountain besides. I didn’t know if his eyes blew up during his death or if they decayed afterwards, but the mountain below had two massive eye sockets and a half-buried but open mouth. 

      There was a little town built near and probably back inside the mouth, which must have been the cultists’ base. I could just make out people moving around down there, and when I looked, there were some in the huge eye sockets as well. “Well, let’s get on with it then.”

      “Let’s,” Sarin said. She and I held up our devices and channeled into them, a soft blue circle of magic appearing above our raised hands. Viluna climbed on Sarin’s back, the doll easily supporting the weight of her and her armor, which honestly was probably a lot lighter than metal armor would be.

      Xera wrapped her arms over my shoulders and her legs around my waist, and with no further stalling, we stepped off the edge of the balcony.

      Terror flooded my body as I realized what I was doing. I had been so caught up in everything else, it had somehow escaped my notice that we were essentially skydiving onto Crown, a thing that I had not only never done, but had never once seriously contemplated. But there I was, stepping off of the Spire like I had any semblance of an idea of what I was doing. It took all my scattered concentration to keep using the omnis.

      Luckily, a beam of blue light shot out from Sarin’s second device and wrapped around me and Xera, pulling us along as she competently sailed through the sky. 

      As we fell, I looked back at the Spire, seeing it from the outside for the first time. It was breathtaking. The entire thing was a fat, twisted spiral in a rainbow of colors, interspersed with silver and gold. There were little breaks all over it, for balconies and windows, and they flowed into the overall design with elegance. Whoever created it was as much an artist as anything else. It didn’t look at all like something that would be floating through the sky, but I supposed form didn’t really matter when it was held aloft by magic.

      I kept my thoughts on my omnis, which wasn’t hard at all to operate. And that was a plus, because I was seconds away from gibbering terror or maybe passing out. That’d be great. The wind whipped by us as we descended, and in the moonlit night, I could see a wave of light-skinned dolls emerging from the forest near the deadgod’s face.

      We could hear soft cries of alarm wafting up on the breeze. I could only imagine how terrifying it must be down there, seeing a wave of featureless almost-people bursting out of the trees and heading straight for you. I shuddered.

      “I know, right?” Xera said into my ear. “Glad we’re not them.”

      The descent took remarkably little time, and with Sarin’s expert gliding skills, we landed almost on top of the rocky ear, which was very recognizable for what it was. I stopped channeling into the omnis and reformed it as a bow. I didn’t think this was the time to try out anything new, so I was just going to stick to what I could already do.

      Viluna was swiftly marching towards the entrance with her warhammer in her hands, and we all quickly followed. 

      I had expected the cave to be a small tunnel, perhaps something we’d have to traverse single file, but I’d been forgetting how huge the deadgod really was. The opening was as big as a rock quarry, and it had stairs and platforms made of the deadland’s wood, so it looked like wood but felt like stone.

      At first, it seemed like being stealthy was out of the question in such a big open place, but it was nighttime and there were only a few guards around. Crouching down at the top of the cave, Sarin and I easily sniped every single cultist we could see. We discussed the order they were going down in, and seconds later, we’d sent arrows into every single head, killing them instantly and silently. Silently enough, anyway.

      A small part of me was disappointed I wasn’t the only one with a magical bow anymore, but I pushed that stupid thought aside.

      We crept down, the stairs not making a single sound underneath our feet. It seemed stone boards didn't creak. Once we were far enough down, the shadows from the rim of the mountain drowned out a lot of the light, so Sarin held out her omnis and conjured a softly glowing blue ball that hovered around over her head and moved with her. It gave us enough light to see by, but wasn’t loudly announcing our presence.

      “Can you tell how the dolls are doing?” I asked her.

      “I can only vaguely sense them, but they’ve pressed into the deadgod’s mouth. Based on their heightened activity, they must be fighting against fierce resistance, which makes me think most of the cult is there.”

      We finally came down into stone caverns that branched out in many directions. “Do you know where to go?” I asked.

      “I…”

      “It’s this way,” Xera said, as she held up her hands and watched her fingers twitch. “I can feel it.”

      Viluna took the lead, followed by Xera, myself, and Sarin.

      We’d gone down the path for quite some time without incident, and just as I was beginning to think it might be possible that nothing bad would happen, something bad naturally happened.

      A cultist, or something that had once been a cultist, stepped out of the wall. Not out of a door or crevice, it stepped out of solid rock. I could only vaguely see that it had been Golreq, and whether it had been a man or woman was completely impossible to tell. People I’d seen before with Deep corruption had sported blackened skin all over their bodies, much like Xera’s fingers, but this monstrosity was so far beyond that. Its skin was jagged and rocky, with sharp spikes sticking out at random places. It had three additional limbs that sprouted from its back, rigid, angular arms with multiple joints that also ended in sharp points, somewhat reminiscent of an insect’s legs. A tattered set of clothes still clung to its body, but they were clearly remnants of another time. It opened its mouth to roar at us, revealing rows of pointy teeth.

      Reflexively, I shot an arrow straight down its throat, cutting off its bellowing.

      It reeled back only momentarily, before wordlessly charging towards us.

      Viluna slammed her hammer into its face, diverting it into the wall, but one of its extra limbs whipped out, sending her tumbling across the cavern floor.

      After that, it was chaos.

      The thing lashed out constantly and in all directions, seemingly without any real intent or plan. Xera tried to circle around it and Viluna was back on her feet immediately, both of them trying to get in whatever attacks they could. 

      Sarin and I peppered the thing with magic, breaking off many of its spikes and cracking its face, but if it felt pain, it didn’t show it. I fired my patented shield arrows into Viluna and Xera, letting them absorb the many blows they couldn’t avoid.

      Sarin reached out with tendrils of magic, binding the thing’s feet, making it stumble and fall.

      The other two were about to pounce, but it roared in anger, dark magic coalescing all around it before springing out in all directions. Wherever it touched, great lances of rock shot out from the cavern walls and floors. In other places, holes opened, huge cracks instantaneously forming, trying to swallow us up.

      In the bedlam, I lost sight of what anyone else was doing; I wrapped myself in as tight a shield as I could seconds before a spike of rock stabbed me mercilessly in the back, so hard that I was lifted off my feet and thrust into the air.

      I was sure that even though my shield and armor had stopped me from getting skewered, something had broken or torn in my back as pain shot through me. I landed on my feet, somehow, but I wasn’t able to stay that way, falling and rolling until I found myself face to face with the monster.

      I tried to do something, anything, but before I could move a muscle, one of its sharpened limbs slammed down into me, and in a shower of explosively failing blue magic, it sank into my abdomen, through my body, and out my back.

      I thought I’d known what the word agony meant. 

      I had not.

      It was overwhelming, mind-crushing pain, so intense my whole body stopped working. I could only scream and flail and I was in control of none of it.

      The beast flicked me away, and I fell into one of the fissures in the floor, watching the light above me fade as I plummeted to whatever lay below.
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      It was over; I was going to die. I was sure of it.

      As I looked up towards the sliver of light, a figure moved into it, and I struggled to comprehend what I was seeing next. Finally, my pain-addled brain caught up with reality, and it was Viluna. She’d slid into the fissure, pushed off the edge, and was rocketing down towards me.

      She slammed into me with no subtlety, but she wrapped me up as tightly as she could and tried to spin us so she was underneath.

      Thankfully, we didn’t hit a flat bottom, but the walls came in and we made contact with them hard, rolling and crashing our way down, and it did slow the deadly descent enough for it to not be quite so deadly.

      Viluna’s armor took hit after hit, slamming into the rocks and bouncing off of projecting spikes. It all hurt, but it was a drop in the bucket compared to the pain I was already in. Finally, we rolled to a somewhat gentle stop and Viluna uncoiled from me.

      Without comment, in the pitch black, she rolled me to my back and slid her fingers into my wound.

      I screamed, bucking wildly, but she held me in place with one merciless hand pressed down onto my chest. I tried to pull her hand out, my bloody fingers slipping uselessly against her now cracked armor that I could only feel in the dark.

      She scoffed and looked down at me. “Oh no you don’t,” she said, but she wasn’t talking about me trying to push her off. “You don’t get out that easily.” Her entire body blossomed into a blinding green light, and I could see the magic flowing from her body, down her arms, and into my abdomen.

      The pain immediately lessened. It was still there, but it was a shadow of what it had been a second before. She rolled me to my side and poked and prodded the exit wound on my back, her fingers still in my abdomen. It didn’t hurt as bad, but it was a supremely unnerving feeling. I can’t say as I liked it.

      Wherever her fingers touched, I could feel my flesh knitting together, and she slowly worked her way from the inside out, blood trailing out as she went. When she was done and my skin was smooth and unbroken, I shuddered violently. “Holy shit,” I muttered. With what energy I had, I conjured a little light from my omnis, but I found I couldn’t get it to form a ball like Sarin had done. “I did not like that one bit. But, you saved my life. Thank you.”

      She raised her helm to look into my eyes, and she said, “Of course. But don’t think I did it solely for your sake. You’re very important to me, and not only because we’re friends.” She smiled, but then she added, “You don’t get to leave until we’re done.” The smile slid away. “I won’t let you.”

      I shuddered again.

      There was nothing to say in the face of that, but thankfully, the awkward situation was broken by the body of the cultist monster thing tumbling down from above, rolling to a stop near us, unmoving.

      “Is…it dead?”

      Viluna pulled her helm back on and drew her hammer from her back, where I noticed it was being held in place by a vine that let go when she put her hand on it. I was pretty sure the thing was already dead, but she smashed its head into a fine paste, slamming her weapon down over and over again.

      “It is now.” She glanced upwards and said, “You have some way to get back up there?”

      “Uhh…”

      While I was standing there dumbly, a long blue trail of magic reached down from the fissure. It didn’t make it all the way, but I could kind of see what Sarin was doing, so I channeled into the omnis and sent a coil of magic back up to meet hers, where they intertwined. “Magic rope okay?”

      Viluna chuckled. “Whatever works.”

      I crawled onto her back because it sure wasn’t going to work if she crawled onto mine, and she strapped her hammer to her leg with another convenient vine.

      I wrapped us both in the magic, binding to our bodies in a way that seemed natural but wasn’t something I’d ever done before, and shortly after, we were being pulled up very quickly. I looked down into the pit we’d fallen into and mentally prepared myself to add it to the nightmare list. 

      We were up and over the edge quickly, and it turned out that Sarin was magicking us up instead of her and Xera just pulling. Relief flooded through me at the sight of the two of them safe and sound.

      Apparently Xera also had that reaction, as she sprinted towards me and wrapped me up in a too tight hug, saying, “Don’t ever do that again.”

      “Oh, trust me,” I said softly, “I’m not planning on it.”

      “We should keep moving,” Sarin said, and before the words were out of her mouth, Viluna had taken off, so we all hastened to follow.

      “How were you able to kill that thing?” I asked Xera.

      “Sarin finally got it wrapped up in a primal net from her device. I stabbed it like a million times while it flailed. It was all I could do to not panic about you, but if anyone was going to save you, it was Viluna, so I tried my best to just do what I could.”

      “Feel later,” I said.

      She smiled. “Yeah. It was…not very possible, but we got it done. And I really hope we don’t run into any more of those things. I didn’t know the corruption could even get that bad. I’ve never seen anything like that monster.”

      “Yeah, let’s hope it’s a one time thing.”

      I thought it was likely enough that we’d never see anything like it again, but I couldn’t imagine what other horrors awaited us in the future.
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      Luckily, we didn’t encounter any meaningful resistance for the rest of the journey. There were a few scattered cultists with varying degrees of corruption, but they were easily dealt with, either with a headshot from me or Sarin, Viluna knocking their heads off their shoulders, or in two cases, Xera splitting them apart, cleanly down the middle. It was horrifyingly impressive.

      As we got closer, Xera grumbled more and more; she could feel the corrupted magic, and while it wasn’t painful she said, it was unpleasant.

      Finally, we entered a massive room, so big that we couldn’t see the top or the far wall in Sarin’s light. She conjured a few more, sending them out and away, and when they finally hit something, it wasn’t rock.

      We were standing in a pocket of pulsating, black…stuff. Black shadows pressed in against Sarin’s lights, and they faltered in the face of it.

      “What is this?” I asked.

      “This is the deadgod’s brain. A small portion of it, anyway. It seems this space was cleared out, probably because they harvested the material for, well, lots of things. It does mean, however, that we’re exactly where we want to be.”

      I sat down hard on the floor as relief washed over me. “Good! Let’s get the shit out of here and be done with this place.”

      Sarin nodded emphatically while looking up. “Yes, let’s. We’ll need to find a section of brain nearer the floor, however. We’ll all need to be close to it.”

      We took off into the room, Xera grumbling even louder. We’d gone quite a ways, my feelings rather high, thinking we’d be out of here soon without incident, when a voice rang out above us.

      “Worthless wretches!”

      Sarin sent more lights up towards the sound, revealing a Golreq woman floating high above us, thick shadowy tendrils trailing from her body in all directions, most likely connected to the deadgod’s brain. Despite the black magic roiling around her, she still looked to be uncorrupted, her skin clear and her hair bright white. She had thin horns that stood almost straight up.

      “I see you, exalted, and your minions! You’re the ones that sent the army of mindless automatons at us, aren’t you! You think to sneak in here and slay me, like your kind slayed Ono! But your power is broken! Oh yes! You’re nothing compared to what you were. Your lives end here! You stand before Onori, NASCENT GOD!”

      Sarin scoffed and shook her head. “Not even close,” she said softly. “She only has the barest, tiniest fraction of Ono’s power. Maybe, maybe, in a decade or two she could become the Deep god, but she sure isn’t right now. I am impressed she’s connected to the Deep corruption without it altering her body, though.”

      “Do you see, mortals?” Onori screeched down at us. “You see how hopeless it is for you? Submit to me, and I’ll grant you the mercy of a quick de—”

      “Oh would you just shut the fuck up!?” Viluna yelled. She’d broken off a hefty bit of rock while we’d been talking, and she whipped it up at Onori with lightning speed and incredible precision; it smashed her right in the face.

      She grunted and was pushed back in the air, grasping her face. Once she’d shaken off the pain, she bellowed back down at us, “You impudent, wretched, lit—”

      “I said SHUT. UP.”

      Viluna whipped a second jagged piece of rock into the air, sailing quickly and squarely into Onori’s face. Again.

      She just screamed at us after that, sending a swarm of dark magic projectiles into us.

      We shielded ourselves rather easily, but it turned out that the attack wasn’t really an attack. Everywhere along the floor that was touched by the Deep magic, stone golems pulled themselves up from the ground. They were crude, only vaguely humanoid shaped, but they were huge and left uneven ground in their wake.

      Sarin was immediately shooting into the air and yelling at us all, “Viluna, take out the golems! Xera, find any Deep tethers you can reach and sever them! Ian, go with her!”

      We ran.

      It looked like Onori wasn’t going to do much of her own fighting; she sent out more magic, spawning more golems, while trying to hit us from high above.

      Viluna smashed through the golems easily enough; they were really no match for the force of her swings, but there were a lot of them, and more and more as time went on.

      Xera and I sprinted away from the battle, looking for ways to bring Onori down. The commotion must have been echoing through the place, though, as a number of confused looking cultists appeared from all directions.

      We sliced through them somewhat easily, and we even found a Deep tether to cut, Xera’s sword passing cleanly through it with little resistance. Onori’s scream echoed through the room afterwards.

      We kept running and were able to cut two more tethers, and while the amount of cultists was declining rapidly thanks to my constant headshots, the number of golems was steadily increasing. I caught a glimpse of Sarin and Viluna, fighting against the growingly overwhelming tide, unable to do anything impactful to Onori. I had to admit that while Xera and I were making headway, it looked like it might soon not be enough.

      “Xera, we need to get back and help the others!”

      That’s what I said, but I wasn’t the least bit positive it would make a difference.

      My arrows weren’t nearly as effective on stone enemies, and it took me multiple strikes to take down a single one. Xera did better than me, but she still needed a few hacks to completely immobilize the golems. Viluna was doing the best, but she was only one person.

      “Sarin!” I yelled, although I didn’t have anything useful to add to it.

      “Just a little longer!” she said.

      I didn’t know what that meant, but I hammered arrow after arrow into the golems that were crowding around us. Viluna was practically spinning, she was swinging so much in all directions.

      But it wasn’t going to be enough. More and more golems were raised, some composed of the remains of the ones before. And then, to my horror, I heard the strange cries of the massively corrupted cultists. Over the melee, I could see at least two joining the fray, but it sounded like many more had appeared.

      Onori was still high in the air, laughing at us while we struggled.

      But then the dolls came.

      At first, I couldn’t understand what the commotion was; some golems broke away and I heard many of them being shattered, pieces flying in all directions. But once enough were down, I could see through the crowd to the tidal wave of faceless, almost featureless dolls that were pounding them into bits.

      They were even more horrifying than I remembered. They didn’t have any clothes or the colorful ribbons that the ones in the Spire did. They were just pale manikins, some with hands and weapons, some with arms that just ended in weapons, swords, spears, hammers, and maces. 

      And they were totally, completely silent.

      They didn’t scream or yell; they barely made any sounds when moving, and they fought with a grace I hadn’t imagined an artificial being could have. 

      The only sounds were the impacts of their weapons. 

      In short order, the golems were pressed back and I was able to take a breath.

      One of the corrupted monsters tried to wade in towards us, but it was enveloped by dolls who swarmed over it, stabbing and smashing, ripping off its extra limbs and tearing out its teeth when it roared.

      Brutal.

      Unable to stand for it, Onori swooped down, readying a massive gout of dark magic, looming over us with a crazed smile.

      “Gotcha,” I heard Sarin say.

      Bright tethers of blue magic burst forth from both her devices, wrapping tightly around Onori, cutting off her magic and pulling her down.

      “Xera, now!”

      I thought Xera would slide in and cut the remaining connections to the brain, but instead I saw her hands explode in black magic, stone replicas of them forming from the rock and reaching up to grab Onori and drag her all the way to the ground.

      Sarin herself bolted in, using both devices to create a huge sword, many times taller than she was, and she slid it through all the Deep tethers at once, severing all connection Onori had to the deadgod.

      She wailed and writhed, cursing us all, but it was no use. It was over. Almost.

      Viluna tossed her helm away and threw her hammer down and pounced on Onori’s prone form. Her eyes were wide and contained all the madness in the world as she slammed her fists into Onori, over and over again, wailing wordlessly before her gauntlets formed into huge, savage claws.

      “WHO’S A GOD NOW!?” she screamed as she began to tear Onori apart.

      I looked away. I didn’t want that memory. Hearing it was bad enough.

      The golems all faltered and broke, I assume the moment Onori was truly dead. Whatever cultists or abominations that had been here were either gone or under enough dolls that they soon would be.
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      It was the most metal thing I had ever seen.

      Viluna knelt among the ripped and shredded remains of an aspirant god, soaked in blood, her face a mask of rage. Her eyes were wide and her teeth were clenched as she bent over, breathing heavily. Intermittently, she growled, low and feral.

      The danger from the enemy had passed, but it was very unclear whether Viluna was still in her right mind. 

      Sarin stood beside me, channeling to create a huge, heavy shield of primal magic around me. I could feel the weight of it; it was made to protect at the cost of almost everything else. One of the later categories of shields. “Go speak with her,” she said.

      “Me!?”

      “Well it’s not going to be Xera, and she gets on better with you.”

      “But I—” I sighed. “Okay. I’ll try.”

      “Be careful, Ian,” Xera said.

      I walked very, very slowly over to Viluna, careful to approach from where she could see me. “Uh, Viluna?”

      Her eyes flicked up to me and I flinched.

      With a strength of will I didn’t know I had, I took two more steps towards her and bent down on my knees. “Are you…okay?”

      Her clenched teeth turned into a brutal smile. In a very, very soft voice, she asked, “Is this what it will feel like?”

      I certainly didn’t want to entertain wherever this was going, but it seemed I had little choice. “How what will feel?”

      “Ripping the Living Queen into little, bloody chunks.”

      I’d been accused of using levity when it wasn’t warranted a few times in my life, and this was almost assuredly one of those times, but I went for it anyway. “I thought you wanted to burn her up instead. You know, into ash?”

      Viluna’s eyes locked on mine and she froze. 

      I held my breath, trying to wrestle with the primal, animalistic fear that was coursing through my entire body.

      An eternity passed.

      Viluna laughed so softly I could barely hear it. She closed her eyes and sighed, a tiny bit of the tension flowing out of her body. “Perhaps…I’ll rend her asunder, and then burn the pieces to ash. And who knows — she’s a goddess after all — maybe she’ll still be alive for the burning.”

      “It’ll be a rich, full day, it will.”

      She started laughing again, loudly this time, the madness only halfway there. As she laughed, tears began to flow down her face, mixing in with the blood and dripping to the ground. After a minute, it wasn’t clear whether she was laughing or sobbing or both.

      Throwing all the caution that had ever existed to the wind, I scooted closer and hugged her.

      She didn’t hug me back, but she didn’t push me away; she just pressed her face into my shoulder and laugh-cried for a while. Eventually, she pulled back, and I was intensely relieved to see a lot more sanity in her eyes.

      “You wanna go?” I asked.

      She looked down on the blood-soaked ground and Onori’s scattered corpse. “No. I want to kill her again. And again…and again…and again. But,” she said, looking back to me with tired eyes, “in lieu of that, we can go.”

      We went.

      The dolls had finished mopping up the last of the cult, at least nearby, and we all stumbled wearily, even Sarin, over to the edge of the room, where the deadgod’s corrupted brain met the floor. Which was once surely his skull, I guessed.

      Sarin gave a few terse instructions on where to stand, and I helped her channel the teleportation spell. All I did was provide more energy, but it was nice to be useful. Apparently it was more difficult to port out of this awful place than it had been when she pulled the primal core back in what seemed like forever ago. 

      In a blinding flash of light, we were back on the Spire, in a huge room very similar to the one the primal core was in, but this one was empty except for the big chunk of brain that had come with us.

      “My dolls will build the required machines around it,” Sarin explained.

      Viluna dropped her hammer and her armor cracked and fell away from her into a pile on the floor, which I assumed was on purpose. She left without saying a word.

      Sarin explained that she needed to rest, which involved her doll sitting on the ground right where it was.

      Xera wordlessly took my hand and pulled me along.

      I assumed we were going back to one of our rooms to sleep for a month or so, but we ended up on the balcony just as the first rays of light were beginning to peek over the horizon.

      “We did it,” she said.

      We leaned back against the wall, and I let the extreme fatigue just wash over me. “We sure did. I hope…I hope there’s a little downtime again for a while. I think it’d be nice to go back to our little island and…let the horrible memories fade.”

      She laughed and said, “Yeah, there were some…exciting times in there, huh?”

      “You could phrase it that way, yeah.”

      That was about all the talking we could muster, and I knew that I’d soon be asleep right there on the floor, which was fine by me, really.

      However, Xera squinted off into the distance and said, “Hey, what’s that?”

      Forcing my eyes open again, I tried very hard to focus. There were little stars almost, off in the distance. A lot of them. A real lot. And they weren’t stars. And they were coming closer. “Uhh…”

      “Sarin!” Xera yelled. “Sarin! Wake up! Something’s happening!”

      Moments later, Sarin walked out on the balcony with Viluna in tow. I didn’t ask how that happened.

      “Oh my,” was all she said.

      “What? What!?”

      “What are they?” Xera asked.

      Sarin sighed long and heavily. “There’s only one thing they could be. They are the Blinding Host, vanguards of the Hallowed Horde. It seems we’ve attracted the attention of the Gilded King.
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      Thank you so much for reading!

      It means a lot to me that so many people are reading my stories. There’s lots more to come!
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