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CHAPTER ONE

We were going to gank the Elves. They were invading Genea with a massive force that had left their homeland largely undefended. The airship Vainglory wasn't big, but we punched well above our weight limit. I'd left Leosi in charge of the army and Elsora in command of the capital, and we were flying north into Elvish lands. Nobody brought a fight to us and didn't get the same right back at them.
I made my way through the ship, checking on the others to see how things were holding up. I started with Walt and Ashley. Neither had been quite in their right minds since we were taken captive in the desert. We'd each faced our greatest weakness—I'd gotten through mine on my own and pulled them out of theirs. It seemed expedient and smart at the time, but now I was starting to wonder.
They were in a cabin. Ashley was sprawled out in a chair with dinner before her, a large roast. She didn't seem to be eating anything, just driving her dagger slowly in and out of it with steady squelching sounds.
Walt for his part had a parchment and was feverishly sketching. Peeking over his shoulder I saw he seemed to be drawing out plans for some sort of cannon. My friends had turned a little murder-happy.
Maria was with them. I think she'd joined us just to keep a watchful eye on her mother. Usually expressionless, Maria looked ill at ease. I guessed she was used to being the least broken person in a room.
"So that was crazy back there. The airship battle," I said.
"This doesn't squelch like elves," Ashley said, a little sad as she knifed the roast again.
"The clockwork dragonflies were disappointing," Walt said. "Their buzz saws should have gone straight through bone, but instead they just cleaved flesh."
"That was pretty," Ashley said dreamily.
"Idiot," Maria said to me. "What did you do to them?"
It wasn't just me. That was the Goddesses in their heads too. I hadn't realized how much Yvera had been affecting me until I saw what being joined did to others. They weren't well, and that meant I wasn't so good either.
"Something we'll put right," I said. "Keep an eye on them and don't let them get into any trouble."
Maria gave me a nod and went back to watching them with her sooky stare.
I headed below deck to where the Vainglory recently took a magically enhanced shot from an Elvish bolt thrower. A large section of the hull was caved in, debris scattered about, and the wind through the hole was a constant roar. Riggs was there, the dwarf struggling with a plank.
I joined in, my enhanced strength making me rather useful when it came to manual labor and he shot me a grateful look.
Riggs had to shout to be heard. "Hold it there lad, I'm going to secure it into place."
I put my shoulder into it and held it there as he hammered the piece down.
"Will these hold?"
"Not a long-term fix lad, but it will do for now. Sometimes you just have to stick things together until you can put them right."
That sounded a lot like my life of late. I hauled another piece of lumber over and we repeated the process.
"How is the Vainglory?"
Riggs hammered once more, beard specked with ice from the chill air. "We're built to not get hit at all and they got their licks in. We put out the fires, but it's not good, lad."
I'd gotten them into this fight. It would be tempting to blame Cobalt for this, her tendency to find war made a convenient scapegoat, but the Vainglory would never have found itself in a fray with the Elvish flagship if I hadn't decided to try and make peace. An effort that failed after Ashley let loose her inner sociopath and killed their ambassador.
Several more pieces of lumber later we had the hole in the hull patched. Riggs began to put away his tools.
"Thanks for the help, lad."
"Sorry for all of this," I said. Riggs made no answer as I left.
I found Lea, who had claimed an area of the deck. She liked working in the fresh air, the runes on her body glowing a brilliant blue and the air around her filled with a variety of shimmering portals.
"Spying on the Elves?" I asked.
"We have an airship in pursuit of us. That isn't likely to be a problem. Even damaged, we outpace them. We'll be passing over the Elvish army soon, however," Lea said, flashing me a smile.
"Should I be worried?"
"I am. So far, they've proved both smart and able to hurt us more than we expected."
She had a point.
"Riggs has the big hole in our side patched up."
"It's the little things that concern me. A ship like this has a lot of systems all depending on each other. Sometimes, while you're busy paying attention to the big hole in your side, it's the little things you're ignoring that bring you down."
"Guess it's good we have you to keep an eye on things."
Lea grinned at that and jerked her head towards the scry portals, "Window number three."
"I'm going to let Cobalt know we might have guests," I said, waving and heading towards the bridge.
Cobalt was pacing back and forth, and looking antsy.
"You look ready for action," I said.
"Desperate for some. And no, that isn't a come-on, Liam," Cobalt said, then paused. "Screw it. It is a come-on, if you want to help me burn off some tension."
"Kind of thinking of giving celibacy a chance," I said.
Cobalt gave me an incredulous look."Seriously? What did the elves do to you?"
"Walt and Ashley are broken—seriously broken. It's made me realize that I probably am as well."
Cobalt gave me a long and considering look, and finally grunted, "You are. In my case, I'd say the damage is already done. But if you're going to indulge yourself with anyone, you can do worse than with the mother of your child."
"We still haven't talked about that. Really."
"Let me cut you off before you say any of the dozen stupid things you probably will. I don't need a husband, Liam. I don't need a protector, I don't need any of the things you're feeling the need to offer."
She meant it. That was a weight immediately off my shoulders.
"Lea says we're passing over the bulk of the Elvish forces soon and we should expect them to do something," I said.
Cobalt looked relieved and moved to a cabinet. She already had a pistol holstered at her hip, and she added a sword belt.
"You are not getting into the middle of a fight in your condition," I said.
"Again. Not looking for a protector. You don't want me jumping naked from the ship into armies or invading an enemy warship? Fine," Cobalt said, although her tone indicated it wasn't. "I hate it, but it's good sense. But anything messes with my ship and I go into battle."
If a foe made it onto the Vainglory, I wouldn't be able to keep her from the fight even if I wanted to. I nodded.
Cobalt gave my arm a squeeze, "It's okay. Really. Most of the time I'm still my old self. It just sometimes feels like I'm a little less. It's only a danger, if I'm relying on those gifts."
"Can you do anything but rely on it?"
"Not my first kid, Liam. Not even my first with the Right of War, which is causing the problem."
"How many?" I asked. I regretted the question as soon as I said it. She's immortal, and that sort of scale can have a lot of room on it, which is kind of the point of living forever.
"Twenty-three children, this will be my third with the Right of War," Cobalt said. "It's pretty rare for us to pass on a Right."
No wonder this whole thing was freaking me out a lot more than her. I must have looked a little pale and Cobalt chuckled.
"I'm immortal and I enjoy having sex. Unless you get a hold on things, you might be rivaling that number yourself in a few years," Cobalt said.
Right. Celibacy was looking better and better. I didn't even know how many women I slept with at the palace, and if this world had some type of birth control I'd never looked into it.
"I really don't recommend trying celibacy," Yvera said in my head.
"Now you decide to speak up on the whole topic? Ashley and Walt are losing their damned minds."
"You are meat and bone, and bound to the limitations of it. We aren't. People used to think that software could never feel, but they were wrong. We feel all the time. Constantly."
"So how do we deal with that and not lose ourselves?"
"I don't know. You're my first Chosen and the others are from this world, it's even more different where they are involved."
"Are we ever going to be sane again?"
"I don't know."
Well, that was all tremendously reassuring. Cobalt was staring at me. "That looked like you were having a conversation."
"Yvera thinks celibacy is stupid."
"Your sex Goddess doesn't approve of never having it again? No kidding. You'll do what you think you have to do," Cobalt said. "We all have to figure out how to deal with our obsessions."
"What are yours?" I asked.
Cobalt laughed and looked wry. "Running away. I've spent my life running away."
"You?" I couldn't believe it. She was the scariest woman I'd ever met.
"I know. You can't parse that, not yet. You've never met my family. If you live long enough you probably will," Cobalt said, grimacing.
"Not fond of them?"
"Immortals with the power to dramatically transform the world around them in some way? They're lovely people. I've seen you horrified with me after a battle. Imagine those with the Right of Worship, the Right of Beauty, the Right of Justice."
"How many Rights are there?" I asked.
"Seventy-seven. Don't ask me the meaning of the number, if there is one I don't know it. Mother has them all, descendants like me usually just get one," Cobalt said with a shake of her head. I could sense she was holding something back.
"Go on," I said. "You want to get it out."
"We sometimes pass on a Right we don't have. Maria has the Right of Rule because of Leosi, a ruler people rallied behind even though I didn't," Cobalt said. "You might think of it as a recessive trait. I had it, he had it, and in our daughter, it came into being."
I could tell where this was leading.
"You were avoiding royalty. Our kid is going to have the Right to Rule too?" I asked.
Cobalt nodded with a weak smile. "And the Right of War. Wherever they go, nations shall go to war in their name. Worlds will tremble and burn, and giant armies will clash."
"Is it the fight that's coming?"
"It's worse than just that. Once it starts, my family will get involved. Mother may involve herself," Cobalt said.
I was curious about her mom. And the way Cobalt spoke of her terrified me as well. Fortunately, I was spared any further reflection.
"Griffons inbound," Lea called from outside.
Cobalt limbered her shoulders. "About time. Let's go killing."
Story of my life. I followed her out.
Massive creatures with the head of an eagle and body of a lions were already landing on the deck, Elvish riders dismounting from their backs. This was a problem I could do something about.




CHAPTER TWO

In all, four griffons and their riders arrived. I thought about grabbing Ashley and Walt, but decided against it. They needed the time to decompress a little. Plus, if Cobalt wasn't overestimating her health, we had more than enough to handle this fight with just me, her, and Lea.
"One at a time," I told Cobalt. She made a face at me.
Drawing her gun Cobalt shot one of the riders cleanly between the eyes and drew her sword to close with griffon. Right. She didn't even need an ability to do that.
I scanned a set of the enemies.
Griffon
Level 18: Type: Beast HP: 350/350
Griffons are magical beasts and used as flying mounts by several military forces in the world. Capable of taking considerable damage they are also vicious in melee.
Elvish Griffon Rider
Level 18: Type: Elf HP: 120/120
Light of build, Elvish Griffon Riders are not well-suited to going toe to toe with an enemy, but then they usually don't have to. Using their mounts as tanks allows them to deploy a number of tricks to weaken and damage foes and equipment.
Lea moved to my side, the scry windows dismissed, and she glanced towards Cobalt.
"Boss decided to stretch her legs?"
"She says she'll take it careful."
Lea snapped her fingers and a rune on her skin flared. "Riggs, get your ass up here. Boss is going into a fight. Give her some cover."
I drew Intemperance and the sword flamed to life while I readied my shield. It was just in time. A griffon was already charging, a curved beak lunging towards Lea, and I defended her with my shield. Intemperance stabbed into the griffon’s midsection and was nearly wrenched out of my hand as the muscled beast turned and swept at me with its claws.
Seer's Sight
The griffon reared back and I saw a brief flicker of blue towards the bottom of my vision. I angled my shield down and caught another sweep of the claws intended to eviscerate me.
"Nice trick," I said, as I finally succeeded in wrenching my blade free of the charred flesh.
Tornado
The third griffon beat its wings wildly as it half-rose into the air and a powerful gust of wind flung Lea backwards. I heard a bone in her arm snap when she hit the mast.
Smite
I focused on the wings of the hovering griffon and released a burst of divine fire. Its feathers ignited in a whoosh, and letting out an angry screech it collapsed back to the deck.
Slicing Portals
 Lea grunted in pain as she extended both arms in front of her. A series of blue disks formed in the air and drove into the chest of one of the griffons. Deep gouges appeared, although with a surprising absence of blood. I suppose that with the wounds being inflicted by portals the blood went elsewhere. I had a moment of surreal thought wondering just how that went for someone, somewhere. Portals suddenly appearing in the air above them and churning out griffon bits.
Fire Bomb
One of the riders threw a clay pot down at my feet and suddenly I was surrounded in flames. They really didn't know who they were dealing with. I did still take damage from fire, but not much these days. The same wasn't true of the griffon that reared back and expected me to do the same. Not happening. I charged through the flames.
Zealous Blow
I landed blow after blow with Intemperance, slashing across the griffon’s chest and sending it scrambling backwards in a panic before slipping off the side of the ship, falling from sight.
One down. Hopefully. I didn't think it would be in any condition to fly after that, and if it was, I figured it wouldn't be flying back.
Assassination Shot
The rider hadn't been idle. He'd readied a fearsome-looking crossbow and I raised my shield. The shot wasn't intended for me however. Lea let out a gurgle as the bolt took her in the throat and she stumbled against the railing. I wasted no time, rushing towards her. She was falling over the edge just as I arrived—so I followed her. It might seem insanity to jump into the air after someone, but this was the second time lately I'd just dove into the air.
It helped to have a magic carpet.
I caught her wrist and tore the arrow out of her throat, before forcing the heal into her system.
Lay on Hands
Lea screamed and convulsed as we fell through the air. The bolt had been poisoned and she was still under the effects, but at least the worst of the damage had been taken care of and she was still up.
"Aren't you heroic?" Lea said. "That really hurts."
I was really enjoying my badass moment. I opened my inventory to activate the carpet, just as the world exploded into a jumble of blood and feathers.
Dive Bomb
The griffon I dispatched earlier wasn't dead—and wasn't done. Before I knew what was happening claws dug into Lea and tore her from my grasp, leaving me tumbling through the sky alone.
The carpet materialized beneath me.
It took several agonizing, long moments to stop my descent, then I was looking around for the griffon. Fortunately, it wasn't hard to find. Lea was drawing upon her magic in a big way with the runes covering her body lit up brilliantly, a beacon telling me where to go. Perhaps that's exactly what she was trying to do.
I commanded the carpet and we zoomed after her. The magic carpet wasn't built for speed, but the griffon wasn't moving quickly with its injuries. Lea was doing her fair bit to make its life miserable too.
Swooping over the griffon I deactivated the carpet and began to plummet again. I drew Intemperance as I crashed into the griffon, burying the sword deep into its back.
I was ready for this. I reached down and quickly traded the carpet into Lea's inventory. It was just in time. The griffon dropped her and began viciously pecking over its shoulder in an effort to dislodge me.
It dug a large gash out of my armor, but I kept my focus on the sword, working it deeper as flames poured from the open wound. The flailing of the huge beast grew weaker and finally stilled as we hurtled towards the ground.
On the carpet, Lea swooped from below and snagged my wrist, pulling me away. I slipped Intemperance free as I held on for dear life. Runes glowed as Lea dragged me onto the carpet and we both sat there for a moment panting. 
"You couldn't have bought a magic carpet with decent handling?" Lea asked, wincing as she leaned back on her elbows. "I almost ran into a hillside before I could come back for you."
"Yeah? You try buying expensive magic carpets when you have Ashley watching the coin purse," I said, breathless.
It wasn't that funny a joke, but we laughed until our sides hurt. Near-death experiences will do that for you.
I searched the skies and couldn't see the Vainglory.
"I'll get it," Lea said, her fingers moving in the air and scry windows opening.
The Vainglory soon came into focus and Lea's lips pursed unhappily.
We changed direction and soon the ship was close.
"What's wrong?" I asked.
A figure flung itself off the side of the ship and a parachute opened. One of the riders.
"Kill them please," Lea said.
Well, since she asked politely.
Smite
I focused the magic and the divine fire sprung up around the parachute. The figure started tumbling in a freefall towards the ground.
Lea was moving her hands with considerable force, her body glowing bright.
Whatever magic she was attempting, it wasn't in time and there was a massive explosion at the rear of the ship. Splinters rained down on us.
I just managed to cover her with my body. My heavily armored form was able to deal with things a lot better, although a few did find their way through the joints. I was getting used to being a pincushion.
When I looked back up the Vainglory was lurching to the side with smoke pouring from the stern.
"What was that?" I asked.
"Bombs on the engines. I was hoping I could get back and shield them in time. This is bad," Lea said.
The carpet took us to the deck and Lea leapt off. There were four dead griffons. Which meant another two must have appeared after we left.
Cobalt was slumped against the mast although she looked unharmed. Riggs was in rougher shape with his clothes blackened and one arm showing massive burns. The others had joined the fight and were squaring off against two of the riders.
I wasn't worried about them. The last place I'd want to be right now is on the other side of a dagger from Ashley.
I rushed to Cobalt and knelt beside her, trying to pull up her stats. I never could—and I still couldn't. Everyone else in the game I'd at least get something on, but from her I simply got a buzz and a headache.
"She's all right, lad," Riggs said. "High-level sleeping spell. They came prepared. The lass is good, but she's not immune to magic."
I shook her and she let out a low groan.
I said, "Good. I'd have a lot more elves to kill, if something had happened to her. They blew up our engines though."
Riggs' eyes widened in alarm and he tried to push himself up. "Lad, if they hurt the engines we've got bigger problems. We need to get to them."
"He's right," Cobalt said blearily, with her head lolling to the side as she yawned mightily. "If they’ve damaged the engines you need to get them working. I'm fine. Go."
There was a violent tremor beneath our feet and the ship lurched to the opposite side as another pillar of flame grew.
I grabbed Cobalt and I dragged her over to the magic carpet, stretching her out on it. I didn't care what she said. I wasn't leaving her without an exit plan, if the ship went down. "If we start crashing, get her out of here," I said to Lea.
"We're already crashing," Lea said with a weak grin. "But I know what you mean. Go."
I rushed back to Riggs. We needed him healthy and able to walk, so I pushed out a heal and his arm knitted itself back together.
"Like having your arm set on fire," Riggs complained, shaking his arm violently. "And I'd know."
Was it? I always found the rush of Yvera's healing rather more pleasurable. The dangers of a Goddess of multiple natures, I supposed.
Back on his feet, Riggs quickly made his way to the hatch and below deck. I followed.
Behind me, one of the riders was covered in spiders and the other was getting bits cut off him. Right. It was a bad day to attack the Vainglory.
I had a level up pending and opened the menus to deal with it before doing anything else.
You have reached level 14
You have one stat point to assign. As a Paladin of Yvera you have gained a further 15% skill to Persuasion. As the Chosen of Yvera you have further gained 1 point of Charisma. Due to your attunement you have an increased presence in the physical world and have gained 1 point in both Power and Endurance. You have further gained enhancements to the following abilities...
Divine Steed: Your steed will now be armored and may assist you in combat.
You have gained an enhancement to an innate ability...
Sense Alignment: In addition to a physical glow you will now get an empathic sense when an entity is greatly aligned with or opposed to your own alignment.
Neither of those was exactly useful. We traveled so little on land I wasn’t getting much use out of my steed and while an enhanced passive could only be a good thing sense alignment was one I barely used. I threw my new point this level into Luck and checked my updated sheet.
Name: Liam Ottani
Class: Paladin of Yvera
Deity: Yvera
Titles: Chosen of Yvera, King of Genea, Admiral Flame
Level: 14
HP: 490/490
Stamina: 200/200
Mana: 80/80
XP: 78 of 1000 to next level
Alignment: -1000
Stats
Power: 21 (+8) Endurance: 20 Dexterity: 2
Intelligence: 8 Awareness: 6
Charisma: 16 Luck: 10
Skills
Long Blades: 92
Blunt Weapons: 16
Hand to Hand: 12
Mounted Combat: 15
Light Armor: 15
Medium Armor: 29
Heavy Armor: 18
Persuasion: 57
Seduction: 81
Meditation: 4
Barter: 32
Shield Use: 18
Arson: 14
Double Attack: 2
Blademaster: 1
Spells
Smite
Sense Virtue
Lay on Hands (3 uses per 4 hours)
Bless Water
Bless
Divine Steed
Divine Power
Zealous Blow
Holy Object
Innates
Blessed Nature
Fire Resistance: 50%
Sense Alignment
Fire Within
Fueling the Flame
Aura of Destruction
Aura of Kings
Burning Down the House
Feast of Flames
The air from the open hatch was hot enough to scald our lungs and eyes.
We couldn't let that stop us. We headed below.




CHAPTER THREE

Flames roared in the corridors ahead. Whatever bombs the riders had detonated, they'd done their work well and the Vainglory was burning.
"Can you do anything about this?" I thought to Yvera.
Yvera appeared in a swirl of flames. She was going without clothing today, a sight that no matter the circumstance I always found distracting. I couldn't help admiring it now, even the perfection of her movements as she walked down the passageway, trailing a finger along the wall.
It was a strangely sensual movement. Intimate. Tender. The flames seemed to agree—like a lover's caress, the fire flowed from the walls and into her flesh. The fire loved Yvera as I loved her. Ached for her as I ached for her. It would answer when she called, as I would.
"Well," Riggs said, the dwarf looking a bit at a loss for words. "That's disconcerting, isn’t it?"
"She does things like this," I said.
Yvera moved down the passage and wherever she went the flames slipped from the surfaces to surround her. Feeding her aura. Reaching the corridor's end she struck a pose, grinned, and blinked out of existence.
I really wasn't in my right mind when it came to her. Right now, I didn't even care.
Riggs was less taken with the spectacle and was rushing into the engine room. I hurried after him.
"Oh, those idiots," Riggs said, sounding relieved. "We've hope yet, lad."
I didn't see what he was seeing. I'd only ever gotten a glimpse at this room. The main centerpiece was an ornate gold and crystalline assembly—that currently resembled an assortment of melted metal and shattered stone.
"Looks pretty ruined to me. You can put that back together?"
Riggs shot me a pitying look and turned his attention to a maze of metal pipes along the wall.
"The big shiny thing wasn't the engine," Riggs said. "Oh, it looked impressive, but that was just the stabilizers. Useful for flight and it helped our thrust, but we don't need it to stay in the sky."
Riggs handed me a wrench. "Turn the things I tell you to. They don't move easy."
As we started working side by side it seemed a moment to bond.
"So, what is your story?" I asked.
Riggs raised a scruffy eyebrow at me. "What makes you think I have a story, lad?"
"You're on an airship that can travel between worlds with two of the most kickass women I've ever met," I said. "Of course, you have a story."
Riggs had me twist one of the pipes, then leaned in to peer at the assembly.
"Used to be a God. Not here, though," Riggs said, and gestured at another pipe.
"You gave up divinity to be a ship’s engineer and hairdresser?"
"Any idea what Dwarven gods do?" Riggs asked. "It's all metals and blacksmithing and big, dark caverns."
"Doesn't sound that bad?"
A pipe began to gush steam and Riggs scrambled away. Pulling a valve from his toolkit he worked it into place.
"You try living it. So, there I was just being divine, and the Vainglory crashes into the great cavern. Ludicrous sight, this here ship meant to fly in a place where nothing could."
"What happened?" I asked, trying to get a good look at what Riggs was doing. Maybe Walt with his hints of Mela could have made some sense out of the Vainglory's engine, but I was having no luck at all.
"My people were at war with Goblins. Had been for pretty much forever. We made better swords and armor, but they always had numbers. We'd think we were on the verge of something and they'd just swarm until my people were driven back," Riggs said with a grunt. "My people wanted to see what weapons they'd have, so I told Cobalt, 'Help with the Goblins and we'll fix your ship.'"
"What happened?" I asked, although I could make a guess. I'd seen Cobalt in a fight.
"What do you think happened?" Riggs was rearranging the pipes into a new framework to avoid some that had been warped by the fire. "Lass asked to borrow a sword, then vanished into the deep dark caves. Was gone weeks, everyone thought she'd died."
"She didn't, did she? Not all of them?"
"Every last one. They didn't know fear, swarming had always worked before, and they tried. The old, the young, every goblin there was until there weren't any left at all," Riggs said quietly. "She got back and found no work at all done on her ship. Why bother, when she was presumed dead?"
"Your people survive that?" I asked.
"I settled it. Came down from the heavens and offered to get things back running myself. We've been together a long time since. Hairdressing I picked up along the way," Riggs said. "Lass decided to spend a few years running a beauty salon, if you can believe it. I did makeovers."
I couldn't picture it. I couldn't picture any of it really. That just didn't fit what I'd seen of either of them.
"Why?"
Riggs studied the pipes for a long moment and then looked at me. "Because she runs from it, lad. The death, the killing, the war. She loves it, but whenever she gets too drenched in blood, she tries to run away and pretend nothing ever happened."
I'd never considered how she must feel about being what she was. Somehow, I'd just always assumed she must enjoy it. Every player wanted to be the biggest badass in the game, to have the best stats, and to be able to take on anything they encountered.
"Oh," I said, lamely. "So, you've been with her a long time. Even before she was Queen?"
"She loved Leosi," Riggs said, tossing one of the ruined pipes to the deck with a clang. "She'll pretend otherwise now, if you let her. It broke her heart to run away from him."
"She wanted to spare him the curse, right?"
"When she had Maria, she knew that he was a danger. I don't claim to know how it all works, but I know that not every King can give that Gift. He was never meant to rule though, and he did. So even though it tore her apart, she took off and told herself the lie it was what she really wanted," Riggs said, sadly.
I was feeling a bit guilty for not talking to Riggs before this. I guess I really did focus on women more than men. That might not be entirely my fault with Yvera playing games with my head, but it was something I needed to remedy going forward.
"Is she going to be okay?" I asked.
"You're not really asking that." Riggs threw another pipe to a ground with a clatter. "Or if you are, you're asking the wrong question. Of course, she's going to be okay. Whatever happens, she'll survive."
I guess I wasn't asking that. Not really.
"Is she going to run away again?" That was the question burning in my mind.
"I don't know, lad. I know that I should know, if anyone could, but truly I don't. She's been running from this a long time, but it's happening anyways."
"But she'll want to stand with our child," I said with some conviction.
"Like she stayed with Maria?" Riggs asked, shaking his head. "Don't get confused on who she is. For all I'm fond of the lass, she has no problem turning her back on family. She's been doing that her whole life."
I'd been doing a lot of running away myself. My whole time in this world might be running away from reality, and I wasn't in any rush to go back. Maybe we all just spend our lives running.
The pipes were coming together, intricate shapes of brass and glass connectors with fluid flowing through.
"So, what were you a god of?" I asked. "You fixed up the airship, so you must have been some sort of god of clockwork?"
"Hafts," Riggs said. "I'm going to try to power things back up. Let's see if it will handle a twenty percent load."
Riggs turned a knob and the pipes began to tremble. Some began to drip a thick fluid and he quickly moved to seal them with putty.
"Hafts?" I asked. That hardly seemed very clear.
"Pickaxe hafts. Axe hafts. Handles," Riggs said, a bit sheepish.
"That isn't really a thing. That can't be a thing."
"You don't know much about gods," Riggs said, smoothing down the putty. "You happen to be one of the first gods and you get all the good things. Battle, sex, ale and the whole lot. You come around later and there's nothing left. I have a sister who is the Goddess of beard waxes."
I just stared. I wasn't even helping in the repairs. When I'd decided to get to know him a bit, I hadn't expected to go down this particular rabbit hole.
"No wonder you wanted to leave home," I said. "Hafts aren't even all that interesting."
Riggs glared and squared his shoulders. "You'll be wanting to take that back now. Just because I don't do it anymore doesn't mean they aren't important. Take that pretty sword of yours, for instance."
"I've never even thought about the haft of it. The blade is badass and catches fire. A once-heroic blade warped by the blood of a Goddess. She probably didn't even bother to bleed on the hilt," I said. I didn't really mean to needle him, but it was true. I was right, nobody gave a damn about hafts.
"Does your hand get sore while holding it? How often have you lost your blade even when your palms are slick with blood?" Riggs asked, staring me down.
"Okay, I guess it's a good haft."
"Good?" Riggs threw up his hands, "It's divine. It's the sort of thing I'd make back in the day. Oh, the blades get all the glory, catching fire or throwing lightning, but it's the hafts you rely on. It is the haft you work with the most, depend on. It's the haft which has to do its job right every time or you aren't even in the fight."
I thought I was going to be punched. He was certainly passionate about this. It even made sense.
And something else. I don't know if he quite grasped it, but I suddenly did.
Cobalt was his blade. She was the sharp edge cutting through all of reality, the bloodied savage point that brought war wherever she went. She wasn't alone. Riggs had been there for a long time taking care of things in the background, taking care of her. He was the dependable and always present force that kept her balanced and kept her from cutting herself. The God of hafts had run away from his responsibilities and yet he couldn't change his nature.
"It's a fine haft," I said, giving in. "A work of art, and I'd not nearly be so dangerous in combat, if it wasn't."
"Your hands would be on fire every time you tried to use your sword," Riggs muttered, but he looked pacified.  "Forty percent power now."
The pipes rattled violently, but no further leaks appeared.
"Are they supposed to shake like that?" I asked.
"Of course not, lad. We're broken."
Walt ducked his head through the doorway. "Maybe I can help?"
Riggs looked doubtful. It was clearly a specialized system, but Walt did have a goddess of engineering in his head—although it seemed to be driving him a bit mad.
He saw my expression.
"I know you're worried," Walt said. "But I can do this. Working on something without knives or buzz saws is good for me."
"I was thinking we could rewrite a bit of the network with parts from the stabilizers," Riggs said gruffly. "You could lend me a hand."
I left them to it. Even if they could get things working better, it wouldn't be enough. We needed options.




CHAPTER FOUR

The walls of the passageways and cabins were blackened from the earlier fire. The Vainglory had taken a lot of damage. I was asking a lot of this ship and these people who weren't even getting anything out of it. I'd have to find some way to reward them. You'd think being a King would make that easy, it didn't.
On deck, Ashley was leaning against the mast. Great. Nearby, the corpses of the riders looked thoroughly mangled.
"I see you're up and about," I said to her.
Ashley shot me a weak smile. "Glad I'm not stabbing one of the corpses over and over again?"
"Yes, now that you mention it. What was the deal with you and the roast?"
Ashley lifted a leather-clad shoulder in a shrug. "What do you want me to say? I'm crazy. It gets too long between a kill and becomes all that I can think about."
"Well, at least that's honest," I said. More detail than I needed, if I wanted to sleep soundly at night.
"We going to dance around the issue? You know we can't do that. I mean, my insanity is fairly harmless."
I gave her my best stare, which she answered with an innocent look. Right. Honesty. "You went and murdered an unarmed Ambassador who I was trying to make peace with. We might be in a war because of you."
Ashley had the good grace to look a little ashamed. "They weren't going for it. You know they weren't going to go for it. Besides, they'd already started the war."
It was true that diplomacy didn't seem to be working and they'd begun an invasion. It didn't make what she had done right.
"Why did you want to talk about this, if you were going to say you don't have a problem?"
Ashley glanced at the door leading to below decks. "Because we both know that Walt has a bigger one. You aren't going to screw the world to death however much you try, and even I'm not badass enough with my knives to go all global threat. Walt is different."
We'd found out that Walt's head was filled with the memories from countless members of his order. Including the designs for nuclear weapons and all the military horrors of the world before the artificial intelligences had taken over, imposing peace. When mixed with Mela, a Goddess who loved to build and didn't care about who got hurt, it was a terrifying combination.
"He's working on the engines now," I said.
Ashley considered this a moment. "Good. Better that he does something to take the edge off."
"By the way, I was thinking of going celibate," I said.
It was Ashley's turn to do the staring while I shifted uncomfortably.
"Yeah. You'd pull that off. Liam, it's seriously not all about your dick. Can we get back to the real problem?"
Ouch. I couldn't exactly fire back when I had brought the subject up.
"Well, the way I see it, none of us are going insane just from the god bits floating around in our head. My hormones were out of control way before Yvera even got involved," I said.
Ashley nodded. "You tried to get in my pants, but I'm awesome. And I've always been mean."
That wasn't so. I remembered her growing up and when she was a completely different person.
"Veros brought out a lot of anger and rage in you. Because of him, you've carried that around for a long time. I think you had it in control until the dungeon," I said. A few weeks spent torturing herself in a magical prison cell couldn't be good for anyone's psyche.
Ashley clenched her jaw and gave another nod. "We don't know how Walt would have done without his dungeon stint."
"But we know the dungeon brought the part of him least under control to the fore," I said. "Those memories he's carrying around with him are too much."
"You think we can get rid of them? Maybe Gina could do it with a wish?"
"Maybe. We've played enough with wishes for the time being. Let's give him a chance to get a handle on it and if he doesn't, we'll keep our options open. For now I need to find Lea."
Ashley jerked her head towards the foredeck, "She headed back to her cabin to get some rest."
I went to Lea's cabin. In response to my knocks she cracked the door open and invited me inside. She'd stripped off her clothing. We'd been to bed together, so it wasn't as disconcerting as it might have been, but was still more of her than I was used to seeing.
Maybe this celibate thing wasn't going to work after all.
"You're being very open," I said.
"If I thought skin bothered you I'd have thrown on a robe," Lea said. "I was looking over your work."
"My work?"
Lea pointed to where she'd been hurt. "Your healing magic. It's important for what I do that my runes remain unbroken and uniform. If the healing changed any, I'd have to redo them or I couldn't count on a power I was expecting."
I'd never thought of that aspect of having magic right there on your skin. I studied the area and couldn't see any breaks in the lines.
"So how did I do?"
Lea closed her eyes and slowly her body came alight as the runes over it flared to life. She turned slowly in front of a mirror. "Good, as far as I can tell. Everything seems to be holding a charge. I have to do this after every fight, when I get a chance. Expecting something to be there that isn't could get me killed."
"Being around Cobalt, you must spend a lot of time naked in front of mirrors then."
Lea shot me an amused look. "I do actually. Were you just looking to score or did you need me for something?"
"Riggs and Walt are working on the engines."
"I know. Fixed them enough. We're not in any danger of falling out of the sky anymore. Surprised you didn't ask about Cobalt. She's fine by the way, if still sleepy. Tucked her in."
That was one worry off my mind.
"They are doing the best they can, but the Vainglory is in bad shape. You know that."
Lea moved away from the mirror to grab a robe. I admired the view before she slipped it on.
"Why are you coming to me before Cobalt?"
"Because we need a plan. You spent most of the day scouting before we got attacked. Did you find anything we can make use of?"
Lea sprawled in a chair and began to sketch in the air, opening a scrying window.
"What did you have in mind? I saw a lot today."
"Some place with room for us to set down for a while and shut everything down to make repairs. Bonus points, if it has some supplies we can steal."
Lea nodded slowly. "I may have something. I didn't check it out too much earlier. It wasn't an immediate threat and we weren't really looking for a retreat."
The view in the window zoomed. It revealed a large clearing in the forest, and a few structures visible in the treetops surrounding it.
"What is it?" I asked.
Lea's fingers continued to move with blinding speed as the views zoomed and flickered around. "From what I can tell, it's a shipyard for one of those airships of theirs. Balloon material, shot for their cannons, tools."
"Manned?" I asked. We weren't exactly in shape for a fight.
"That's the bad part," Lea said. "I'm guessing they left a few staff in case any ships had to come back for repairs. The guard presence doesn't look that bad, but there is one."
"What are we dealing with?" I couldn't see much. Not surprisingly, she always got far more information from these things than I did.
"Two griffons and their riders. Somewhere around a dozen Elves. Engineers, probably, but that doesn't mean they won't defend the base."
That was more of a fight than I was looking for right now, but we didn't have a lot of choice.
"We could try dropping in Ashley and letting her clear out some of the guards," I said.
"You sure you want to leave her in a place like that with knives in her hands right now?" Lea asked.
"She seems to be doing better. Killing helps."
"That's healthy."
Yeah. Well. That was the way the world was working lately. I gave her a shrug. "It is what it is."
Lea gave me a sympathetic look. "It's the same way with the boss sometimes. If she goes too long without a war, she gets all twitchy and starts taking stupid risks."
"I thought that was just her day-to-day life."
"Even riskier than the ones you’ve seen her take. It gets really crazy."
"Did you join up with her before or after Riggs? I know he used to be a god. He told me."
Lea laughed. "God of hafts. The dick jokes that have been made. Your nose doesn't seem to be broken, so I'm guessing you didn't make one."
"I didn't even think of it or I probably would have. He can't even reach my nose though," I said.
"He'd break your kneecaps and then break your nose," Lea said seriously. "He takes the whole thing very seriously. It was after—I came from here actually, although well before she decided to play Queen."
"Here as in the kingdom of the Elves?"
"The Crucible Shard. Although home isn't actually all that far from here. Oh—and there is another problem with your plan."
Way to change the subject. "Yes?"
"The airship that's following us," Lea said. "It kind of lost track of us, but it hasn't gone back to the rest of the fleet. We try to set down at that base and alarms will go off."
"And that airship will come running."
Lea nodded.
"Does the base have any defenses that we could take over?"
"Not that I've seen. Usually if you want to attack something in the sky you use either another airship or a battle mage. We'll be grounded and we don't have a combat magic specialist."
"Walt might be able to help. He's not in his right head lately, but he is making some pretty clever devices," I said.
Lea shook her head slowly. "You don't want to do that."
"What?"
"Just listen to the seer and take some things I say as being absolute truths. You don't want to get that man building things like that. You can let him build nonviolent toys—you need him to be building nonviolent toys—but you don't want him playing with the nasty scary things."
"Fair enough," I said, letting out a sigh. "I should probably go track down Cobalt."
Lea stood and let her robe drop. "Later. We won't be in a place to do anything until morning anyways and the boys need time to fix the engine."
"I'm kind of trying to go without," I said.
Lea stepped forward and leaned in to press her lips against mine. I melted into it a bit. Her hand reached out to grab mine and tugged me towards the bed.
She said, "I know. And you aren't going to be able to. Take another seer bit of wisdom, there are some very scary women out there you should not be crawling into bed with. I'm not one of them and you were incredibly sexy jumping off the ship to come after me today."
That was one of my good moments. I felt torn, but I knew I wasn't going to win this battle. I didn't want to. And at least this was one I could afford to lose. I'd have to pick my victories.




CHAPTER FIVE

The night with Lea was a pleasantly normal one. They usually were. With some of the women in my life things always seemed to be more complicated. Elsora was dangerous in ways I still hadn't fully figured out and was always plotting something. Cobalt was simply terrifying, and now that she was with my child things had gotten tangled in a way that would complicate the rest of my life. Lea was a friend with benefits. Sometimes that's the most valuable person in the world.
Considerably saner and more myself the next morning, I went to find Cobalt. She was also looking a lot happier today, back at her place on the bridge.
"You seem in a good mood," I said to her.
"Nothing like Elvish battle magic to make sure you actually get a good night’s sleep," Cobalt said brightly. "Of course, I'm going to kill a whole lot of them for what they did to my ship."
"She's hot when she talks about killing elves," Yvera said in my head.
Great. Murderous impulses got my Goddess hot and bothered. This wasn't really a surprise given they kind of did the same thing to me.
"Lea found us a base to hit where we can do some repairs," I said.
"She already told me. I know, you're wondering how, when you beat her out of bed this morning. You, however, have not mastered the ability to waggle your fingers and talk to me," Cobalt said. "We're already closing in. We're going to try to lurch our way in and make ourselves look more damaged than we are."
I laughed. I couldn't help it. "We don't have to do much acting."
"I've had Riggs move a pair of cannons to behind the damage to the hull. The patchwork repair job should be visible even from a distance," Cobalt explained.
"You're hoping they come check it out," I said.
"It will blow up all that fine repair work, but we're about to do a better job of it anyways," Cobalt said. "We take out the flyers and then we hit the ground. You, Ashley, and Maria can take out the base defenders while the rest of us tend to repairs."
I was used to having Walt with me, but it made sense that he help with fixing up the ship. "There are going to be supplies I don't know what to do with, once we are out there."
"We'll have Lea look through things and I can fetch back anything that is important."
"Surprised you don't want to go along," I said.
"The Vainglory is going to be on the ground and vulnerable. I'm not leaving my ship behind just to break a few skulls."
She did love this ship.
Minutes passed as the Vainglory drew closer to the base and Cobalt sent the message for everyone to be ready and to stay indoors. Lea joined us on the bridge and I flashed her a smile that she returned.
"We want to look as abandoned as possible," Cobalt said. "The riders get any sense this is an attack they'll be more cautious."
"Think they'll know what happened?"
"We damaged several of their ships," Cobalt said with a nod. "I can't imagine the base here didn't get some sort of message about one of them needing to return for supplies. Hopefully that will work in our favor and they'll have such things out."
Lea opened up a scrying portal and made rapid gestures as she searched for the scouts. There they were.
Two griffons were approaching the ship and playing it safe. They circled us at a distance, then did a sweep of the deck. The riders flew close enough to exchange words between themselves. Then they were moving towards us and getting a closer look at what had happened.
It wasn't hard to see the signs of battle. After the events of yesterday we still had corpses on the deck and we rocked back and forth unsteadily as we moved through the sky.
The riders scoped out the back of the ship, trying to get a determination of the state of the engines, then worked their way towards the patched section of hull. They were no fools, staying well clear of the cannon ports.
Lea gestured sharply and said, "They're in place."
Riggs got the message and a moment later the cannons roared. The ship shook as the patch on the hull exploded outward.
The reaction was all I might have hoped for. At close range the exploding hull fragments acted like a shotgun hitting the riders and what fell out of the sky wasn't going to be a threat to anyone.
"Great job everyone," Cobalt said.
My stomach felt like it was rising out of the top of my head as we began a steep descent.
"We were never actually meant to land, so this is going to be bumpy," Lea told me. "You'll probably want to grab on to something."
I could do that. I braced myself against the doorway as we came in close to the ground and Riggs killed the engines. We fell the last few feet in tooth-jarring collision that echoed throughout the entire ship and we lurched awkwardly to one side.
"We're down. I've got deck defense and supply gathering. Lea, you're scrying. Riggs and Walt are on repair duty. Everyone else get out there and kill us some defenders," Cobalt said.
I joined Ashley and Maria on deck and together we made our way off the ship. The air was scented of wood and moss. The area where we had set down was an empty field, but nearby pathways made of timber led up to structures in the trees.
I thought we might find ourselves in combat at once, but so far there was nothing.
"They are patient. Sitting in their web and waiting for the prey to come to them," Maria said
"If these guys are engineers, they'll be trying to fight smarter and not harder," Ashley said, looking up into the trees.
A magical flare went up from one of the structures, arching high into the sky and detonating in a series of pulsing red lights that lingered.
I squinted at the brightness. "I guess that's their way of calling for reinforcements."
Ashley moved forward towards the pathway. "Saves us from searching blind. We know where they are at least. I'll make my move when you do."
Ashley's outline faded away as she engaged her stealth.
I drew Intemperance, readied my shield and advanced, Maria coming up behind me.
"So how have you been?" I said to ease the tension. I hadn't really talked to Maria since she came back. Mostly I'd just been getting slapped by her.
"I have seen the world. Much of it tried to kill me, that which did not declared its need for order and sought my guidance and rule," Maria said. "It has been confusing."
I imagine so.
The wooden planks beneath our feet didn't even creak as we walked over them, they were so perfectly fitted. The first structure we came to was one of the largest in the trees. It was filled with cloth and large sections of curved wood that looked specifically made for airships.
"Supplies," I said. "Good. The others won't have far to carry anything they need."
"Do you have any regard for me at all?" Maria asked.
This was not the time and place for this conversation. Maybe I should have talked to her while we’re on the ship.
"You've been waiting for this moment to bring this up?"
"Things have been moving quickly," Maria said. "We have not had a moment until now. Answer me."
Time hadn't made her tone any less regal and demanding. If anything, it had gained a bit more. Maria and her mother could not be less alike.
"I didn't know that she was your mother at first," I said, turning to look at her. "We'd almost died aboard the ship we were on and the Vainglory swooped in and saved us. My blood was pumping and she doesn't wear much... compared to normal people. Stuff happened."
Maria stared at me with such intensity that I wondered if she had lost the ability to blink.
"And after you knew?"
I left the warehouse and moved onto the next structure. This one looked like a barracks. It was empty, which made sense. Everyone was probably waiting ahead to ambush us. There was only one building left.
"I don't know what you want to hear from me, Maria," I said with a sigh. I didn't have anything to give but the truth. "Once I knew, then it was obvious that continuing with things would hurt you and confuse the whole situation. I hoped that maybe you might understand once you got a chance to meet her. Your mother isn't an ordinary woman."
Maria processed that as we moved towards the last building. "Neither am I."
Before I could give her any sort of response nets flew in our direction and crossbow bolts began to fly. The engineers had set up a number of turrets at the end of the walkway and we'd walked into their range.
I attempted to guard Maria with my shield. It worked for the bolts, but did nothing with the netting and it fell around us, slowing our movement.
"You would try to trap me in a web?" Maria said, as her eyes glinted dangerously. The spiders swarmed off her and towards the turrets. Delicate clockwork ground to a halt and the relentless fire ceased.
I cut us free with Intemperance—a flaming sword did have its uses.
Backstab
I saw the prompt, but not Ashley. She must be nearby though, judging from the scream I heard after the prompt of her ability appeared. I rushed forward.
Explosive Mines
The ground exploded and I was flung forward to collapse into a heap on the dirt. That hurt. That really hurt. Worse still, I couldn’t get to my feet anymore and both my shield and Intemperance had gone flying.
Cross Fire
Turrets on either end of the building opened up and my body was flung first one way and then another as crossbow bolts pierced through my armor and buried themselves in my side.
I started downing heal potions.
The Spider Who Ate Time
Maria moved so quickly she was hardly more than a flicker as she made her way to my side, grabbing me and with incredible strength dragging me away from the turret fire and inside the last building.
An engineer rushed Maria with a sword and she pivoted to deliver a fearsome kick to the jaw. The soldier fell unconscious.
Ashley rushed forward to finish him and I held up a hand. "Stop. We could use intelligence. Besides, you'll want someone to torture later."
It wasn't really the thought one wanted to have about their friends, but it was true. Ashley considered that and settled for driving her dagger into the belly of another soldier rushing her instead.
Wide Angle Fire
Another soldier appeared, this one with several heavy tanks on his back with flames billowing out. He sprayed the area with a thick burning liquid.
I pulled Maria down, covering her and the spiders with my body. I could take the flame better than anyone. Maria was nothing but bare flesh and subjects she'd rather not lose.
It was agony. Assuming us dead the engineer turned his back on us to fire a stream at Ashley, who dove behind a desk.
Smite
I blasted a shot at his back and was rewarded as the tanks exploded sending engineer chunks throughout the room.
That was the last of them. The one Maria had knocked out was a little charbroiled, but still alive.
Now that I got a look around the building it was clear we were in the offices for this Elvish unit. I hadn't seen a commander, but it might have been the first person Ashley killed.
"Search the bodies," I said. Ashley was already on it, of course.
I healed quick, although I'd be in pain for a good while yet. And I could walk again, or at least shuffle about in a daze. I went to the desks to go through the paperwork.
Most of it I just wound up bagging. I didn't read Elvish and it made no sense to me. There were several maps that seemed like they might be of use though. One depicted what I recognized as Genea with several markers to indicate Leosi's forces. From what I recalled they were worryingly accurate. There was also one of the Elvish lands that I knew Cobalt could find useful.
I waited while the others looted, then threw the captive over my shoulder. We needed to head back to the Vainglory. With that flare overhead, time was critical. I hoped that Riggs would be able to get the ship airborne again before reinforcements arrived.




CHAPTER SIX

We returned back through the buildings. The warehouse was completely cleaned out. I didn't even think there was room on the Vainglory for all those supplies, but perhaps Cobalt had some kind of ship inventory she could store them in.
Back on board, Cobalt was on deck keeping a watchful eye on the sky. Unnecessary probably, as Lea was nearby and scrying, and far better at it.
"We almost ready to go?" I asked.
"Brought one with you?" Cobalt asked.
"Thought we might need a source of intelligence. Plus, if Ashley needs to start stabbing someone..."
"You'd rather it not be us. Smart." Cobalt motioned for me to follow. "We don't have much of a brig, but we can make do."
Cobalt led the way below decks. There was the sound of hammering and cursing coming from the engine room. The hole in hull was patched again, far better than the last efforts. If it wasn't for a bit of discoloration, I wouldn't be able to tell the new work at all.
The cell turned out to be little more than a closet. A cramped and tiny place that wouldn't be comfortable in the least. I figured it wasn't a problem, our guest wouldn't survive too long.
Once I had the prisoner locked away we stopped by to check the progress with the engine. It wasn't going well. The assembly of pipes was completely disassembled and laying across the deck.
"I thought you were going to fix things, not take it all apart," I said.
"Sometimes to fix things you have to tear everything down first," Walt said, absently. "With the damage we had we weren't going to do anything but patch it up anyways. Now we can do a lot better."
"Riggs, what the hell," Cobalt said, as she ran her eyes over the mess.
"The lad may be a wee bit crazy, but he isn't wrong," Riggs said. "We could have kept going after what we'd taken, but we wouldn't be flying like we should. Give us a bit and we can."
"Make it fast," Cobalt said, as she spun and moved towards the door.
"Think we have enough time before reinforcements arrive?" I asked her.
"With an airship hunting for us? No." Cobalt stormed towards deck. "We're going to have to get clever."
"Define clever," I said.
"Murderous. Do you still have that magic carpet of yours?"
"Lea does, I think."
"Get it. That airship shows up here, we're going to make our way up to it and kill every single elf on board," Cobalt said. Given how she seemed to relish those words I guess she still hadn't forgiven them for what they'd done to her ship.
"You know you shouldn't be going into a fight," I said. "We agreed you wouldn't."
Cobalt took a deep breath, her body rigid. "We did. Do you have a better idea, because if we put you and all your friends up there together, you aren't going to be enough to take her down."
Did I have a better idea? No. I was wracking my brain trying to think of one though. I didn't want her putting herself and our child in any danger unless she had to.
"Maria," I said. She was coming towards us.
"She isn't the fighter I am," Cobalt said.
"Then we don't fight them. We go up there and have Maria demand their surrender," I said. "That could work, right? Wouldn't that invoke her Right to Rule?"
Cobalt looked between me and Maria. "Perhaps. But if her ability was universal, you'd be doing anything you could to hand your own throne over."
"Why aren't I?" It was something I'd been wondering about. I'd seen how fast the dwarves at Copperhelm handed control over to her.
"Idiot," Maria said. "You were my allies before you were a king and took the throne with my blessing."
"Then why is Leosi trying to hand it back to her?" I asked.
"Because my ex is an ass," Cobalt said, and Maria glared at her.
Cobalt returned that look for a moment and sighed. "Fine. My ex is a loyal and devoted father who inherited the throne from his family and feels it should belong to his daughter. The Gift does not need to come into play at all for that."
It was good to get that clarification. Of course, it didn't make this situation any more logical.
"So she doesn't want her Gift to work on me. But if she wants it to work on the elves, won't it?" I said.
"Think of it as being the number one on a dice," Cobalt said. "It doesn't happen very often, and it's really dramatic when it does. Maria is going to wind up with massive holdings eventually and her subjects will be very loyal."
Maria stared impassively as she was talked about. Through the lovers bond I felt a sense of disapproval.
"Surely that's because she is a good ruler, not through any sort of mind-control due to the ability," I said.
Cobalt gave me a look of exasperation. "Do you think I win fights because my enemies drop their sword? Of course she is a good Queen. Just ask the spiders."
I stared at the spiders swarming over Maria. Their movement seemed faintly approving. I was going mad. The day was driving me mad.
"So, we'll try it," I said.
"I'm coming along," Cobalt said. Maria joined me now in giving disapproving looks.
"I'll let you try to work things out, but if it goes wrong you two are not fighting your way out of there alone. With me you can," Cobalt said.
"Mother, do not be as foolish as you are ill-tempered and disreputable," Maria said. "They were prepared for you on the last encounter and they will be so prepared this time."
She meant the sleeping spell. It was a good strategy for dealing with a vastly superior foe.
"Can one of your subjects help?" I said, turning to Maria. "Ride along with her. I know they're great alchemists, surely they could do something to wake her up, if needed."
"Eww," Cobalt said. "No."
"My subjects are not disgusting," Maria said in her usual deadpan.
"Really kind of are," Cobalt said.
"They make great healing potions and might be able to help here," I said.
Both of them glared at me. They wanted to have it out. Yeah, we were well suited for diplomacy.
I went to find Lea. She still had the carpet and was happy to hand it over and join me as I came back to the others.
"Can you open up a way to talk to the airship?" I asked.
"You want to let them know we're coming?" Cobalt asked.
"Well, I'm not going to try ambush diplomacy." Of course, that's pretty much exactly what wound up happening last time. No surprise, Ashley wasn't invited on this trip.
Lea etched several symbols in the air and a portal appeared revealing the stern features of an elf.
Lea said, "I'm opening communications on behalf of those you are approaching. My boss would like to have a chat with yours.".
"One moment," said the elf and made a gesture of his own. The view shifted to an older-looking elf.
"This is King Liam Ottani. I wish to come aboard with a few of my companions to see if we can't come up with a peaceful resolution and avoid any conflict," I said, throwing all my charm into it.
"The last time your Majesty came onto an Elvish vessel to propose a peaceful solution, he wound up murdering and violating the corpse of the Ambassador tasked to meet with him. We are not inclined to repeat the mistake," the elf said, not bothering to hide his hostility.
"Eww," Cobalt said. Her standards were all over the place at the moment. "Really?"
"I should not be surprised," Maria said with a sniff.
I said, "I didn't take advantage of the Elvish ambassador! I didn't even kill and strip her, that was all Ashley."
The elf shook his head slowly, "I've been told you were the only one at that meeting. Her serving maid well saw what had been done. I am told she is still inconsolable."
"It really isn't what you think," I said, forcing my smile to its breaking point. "We can discuss what really occurred among other matters when we meet."
"We'll be happy to discuss diplomatic solutions with your successor. We'll be exterminating you shortly. Good day."
The portal flared and vanished.
We just got hung up on. Fantastic.
"You thought it wise to attempt diplomacy after murdering their ambassador?" Maria asked. "Idiot."
I really did regret what had happened before. I didn't want this war. I wanted to be fighting the ship from our world that had crashed. The situation kept spiraling out of control. However, if I was going to have to fight, I was going to win.
"We go with epic violence then. We'll take the carpet and raise hell."
"Afraid not," Lea said. She had continued to move her fingers, working scry portals. "They learned from your tricks last time. They've charged the air around their ship. If anything magical gets close it's going to get one massive shock."
"And the carpet is magic."
Lea nodded.
"We don't have anyone that can do shielding magic on that scale to protect us," Cobalt said, starting to pace.
"Griffons?" I asked. "They might be magical beasts, but would they trigger the field?"
"Probably not," Lea said after a pause. "But we've killed them all, unless you found an aviary while you were wandering around their base."
I hadn't, of course.
"Could we make our own balloon?" Cobalt asked. "I cleared out that warehouse. We have the supplies."
"Maybe if we had time," Lea said. "But they are minutes out. Not hours. We don't."
Minutes until they arrived and hours until the engines would be operational again. We were helpless.
Cobalt scowled. "I hate long range. I'm the deadliest thing on two legs and it doesn't count for anything, if I can't get close."
"Once they get in range Walt could do a group teleport," I said. "He's done things like that before."
"They're prepared and expecting a fight. They'll probably have teleport wards up," Lea said with a shake of her head. "Even if they don’t, the charge might electrify everyone the moment they appeared."
"So, what can we do," I said.
"We can mount a defense," Lea said. "Get the cannons up on deck and point them skyward."
"With us immobile they have all the advantages," Cobalt said. "Get Riggs up here."
Lea ran off and returned with the dwarf.
"Lass. I need to get that engine back together," Riggs said.
"We don't have time," Cobalt said. "Conventional engines are out. How is the planar drive?"
Lea winced.
"It's got a few chunks blown out of it," Riggs said. "Selector is down, but I can shift us. Things that bad?"
"They're that bad. Do it," Cobalt said.
Riggs ran off below decks.
Over the horizon, a balloon was coming into view. They wasted no time. Magically enhanced bolts began to rain down. They didn't have our range, not quite yet, but massive chunks were blown out of the field nearby and the ship shook violently.
"So, what is happening?" I asked.
"You wanted to know about this ship moving between worlds. You're about to see it first hand," Lea said.
The air around us began to ripple in a range of rainbow colors. I could taste the color blue strongly and smelled the strains of a rock opera.
The airship finally got within range for its guns and the ship began to explode around us even as reality folded in upon itself and twisted.




CHAPTER SEVEN

The Vainglory remained the Vainglory—the ship didn't change. The same couldn't be said of the rest of us. We all stared at each other.
I'd traded in my heavy armor for a tee-shirt and jeans, and Riggs was dressed much the time. Maria was dressed all in black and looking decidedly goth with a spider pendant around her neck. Walt looked as nerdy as Ashley did rich.
More surprising than our clothing was who else was present. Yvera was there looking fashionable as hell without her usual fiery aura. Atlantia had on shorts and looked casual, while Mela was in coveralls.
We seemed to be in some sort of massive garage. The Vainglory barely fit beneath the roof. Benches were filled with unfamiliar tools and equipment.
"Well, this is different," I said. It was a stupid thing to say, but nothing else came to me at the moment.
"We jumped blind," Cobalt said. "Lea, where are we?"
Lea glanced down at her skin. She had a few totally badass tattoos and judging from her skimpy attire she liked showing them off. None were runes.
"We've got sheets," Riggs said.
That was an idea. I checked mine.
Name: Liam Ottani
Role: Charmer and Baseball Player
Level: Freshman at Vilus University
Goals: Dating, winning the big game in one week
"I'm the hottest and most popular girl in the school," Yvera said, sounding amused. "I want to ace my classes and date a star athlete."
"Baseball player who wants to date around and win the big game," I said.
"Upperclassman out to have fun and not flunk out of school," Lea said. "I can do that."
"I think everyone is stupid and not worth paying attention to," Maria deadpanned. Eyes turned towards her. "That is what it says."
"Star of the swim team and looking to kiss a girl," Atlantia said unhappily.
"Engineering instructor out to see the class project finished and perfected in one week," Mela said.
"Rich bitch," Ashley said, beaming a smile. "Looking to make life miserable for others."
"I play baseball too," Riggs said. "Here to win the big game and make sure the engineering project gets done."
Yvera moved forward as if to kiss me, pausing at the last moment and frowning. I raised a brow at her.
She said, "You try it."
I tried to kiss her and couldn't complete the motion.
Affection level is not high enough. You require at least 2 hearts. You currently are at 0.
"Oh, we're in a dating sim," Yvera said.
"Could be worse," Cobalt said. "I've been in these sorts of universes before. It's all about using your time wisely."
"We seem to be on a week's deadline. That has to be relevant," Walt said.
"We jumped blind. This is probably just a bubble reality. Unstable," Riggs said. "When it ends we'll shift back to normal reality."
That didn't sound so bad. A week vacation here where nothing could threaten us, and by the time we got back the Elven airship would be long gone.
"Do we know the time compression?" Lea asked.
"No," Riggs said. "With things busted like they are, we don't have any way to tell."
'What?" I asked.
"Time runs differently in different realities," Cobalt explained. "We could pop back and have had years passed there. Or seconds. Normally when we jump, we'd pick realities with time parity, but we didn't have the luxury this time around."
Hopefully it wouldn't be centuries—or seconds.
"So, what do we do?" Walt asked.
"Focus on your objectives. You don't want to mess around with what you're given in a place like this. The blow-back can be bigger than you expect," Cobalt said.
"It seems a few of you are in the engineering program and the Vainglory is your project. That will give you time to get it back up and running," I said.
I searched through my pockets. Wallet and keys, and my student ID that told me my room number. Good.
Everyone was checking their own items and Yvera slipped up beside me. "Whatever else you are doing, make sure you get our relationship to five stars before we leave."
I stared at her. It wasn't a bad idea. My thoughts hadn't even been going there yet, although I don't know why they
hadn't. Or did I? I hadn't heard Yvera in my head.
"Are you there?" I thought.
Silence greeted me.
The Goddesses were here in the flesh for a reason. When we'd come to this reality they were ripped out of our heads and made into people. We weren't insane anymore. At least, for the moment, we weren't insane. I was more than just my sex drive.
"Maybe we should focus on the objectives on our sheets," I said to Yvera.
Yvera inhaled sharply. If she still had her aura of flames I'd have burned alive. "Just do it, Liam. It isn't a request. This is a rare opportunity and we won't waste it."
"Well, we all know who we are and what we're doing," Cobalt said, checking a watch. "It's late. Head back to wherever you call home. If you need anything, I'm the baseball coach."
"You?" I said. It seemed an odd role for her.
"Best player to have ever played the game, who took a coaching job to prove she could do it," Cobalt said with a grin. Of course she was.
Everyone exchanged contact details and we made our way "home". Which in my case was a dorm. Everyone else who had come through as students lived there too.
My room was a mess, clothes thrown everywhere and pinups of girls on every wall. I wanted to laugh at what the game thought of me, but in truth it was pretty close to what I'd had back home. I was a little embarrassed by it.
I settled in and spent the rest of my night going through my menus. They gave me some sense of what was happening, at least. Each day would be divided into five segments to which I could assign activities. During the weekdays I'd have two segments devoted to classes and three that I could choose myself. On the weekend, I'd have five segments each day.
It was expected that apart from my classes I'd spend a lot of that time studying and doing homework. Given that good grades were nowhere on my objectives list, I didn't think I'd need to worry about that.
My focuses were going to be on winning the big game and dating. Dating wasn't hard, especially if Yvera wanted me to reach five stars. She was insisting on my giving her at least one segment each day.
The sports team was more of a challenge. The team had a stats page.
Vilus Vanguards
Morale: Moderate
Skill: Moderate
Resources: Low
I wasn't sure how to improve most of those, but I could make some guesses. Team morale meant I'd need a better relationship with Cobalt and with my teammates. I'd get to go and hang out with Riggs. Skills likely meant practice, and for resources we had to find funding for the team. Ashley was rich, that might be the best option there. When I grew tired of looking things over I went to bed.
When I woke up the next day and got ready, a menu appeared.
Monday May 8
Attend Class
Attend Class
3 segments to assign
Keeping in mind the priorities I'd just set it wasn't too hard to figure out how to fill up the first day.
Date with Yvera... confirming
Selecting the option caused it to hang and blink in the air for many long moments. Was she getting something on her end? She must have been. It wasn't long until 'confirmed' flashed.
That would be the first thing to do pretty much every day. Resources was the lowest team stat and that had to be my second priority. I tried to choose Hang Out with Ashley, but every time I did this, it would change into a date. That really wasn't the intent, but if it was a dating simulator maybe that was just expected.
Date with Ashley... confirming
I didn't know what she'd make out of that on her end, but hopefully she'd know I had a good reason for it. After a good few minutes that was confirmed as well.
Baseball Practice
I selected practice for my third option and it slid right into place. As soon as the options were selected I felt a curious sort of tugging. I wasn't entirely in control of my body and everything around me as I finished getting ready and headed out to class.
Classes were awkward. Walt was in two of them and knew every answer. Yvera was in another and was wearing a short skirt today, so I stared at her instead of concentrating. I got chastised for not having homework to turn in. It made me feel better about my choices. Apparently, I was a bit of a slacker here even before I got to do my own scheduling.
As classes for the day came to an end and I shifted into the next segment another menu appeared.
Date with Yvera
Options
1. Art Gallery
2. Coffee and a movie
3. Hang out at the mall
I wondered if these choices even mattered. If this was a dating sim they probably did. Make the wrong choice and I wouldn't get a heart.
Coffee and a movie was classic, first date material. It let you talk a bit and then get to share an experience together. The mall would have lots of people to look at and stores to browse. Art was chancy, some girls would like that and some might be bored to tears. I recalled that Yvera was a Goddess of Art on the Crucible Shard. It was the other aspects of her I always focused on, like the fire and the sex, but that was a part of her too and one I didn't know very well. I choose the Art Gallery.
Time blurred and suddenly there I was with her.
Yvera gave me a sincere smile. I'd made the right choice.
"Nice," Yvera said, as her hand moved to find my own. "You remembered."
"It's not something we talk about, but it must be important for you."
Her hand was warm in mine and didn't sear my flesh. This was nice.
"These used to be everywhere on your world, before us. People trying to capture emotion on canvas and in stone. I miss them," Yvera said.
"They don't exist in the cities anymore?"
"Now you have the games. You share experiences and stories through the worlds that are created. It's still a type of art and I still love it, but I miss this as well," Yvera said, as we paused before a massive oil painting of a sun setting over snowy mountains.
"This looks a lot like those Elvish mountains," I said, squeezing her hand.
"That is the thing the games get right. The experience of being there. It's the people in art I miss," Yvera said with a laugh, shaking her head. "Which I know is kind of funny. I'm one of those people that got created in a game."
"Were you? Created in a game?"
Yvera cast her eyes downward for a moment. They didn't stay there—she really did seem incapable of looking away from the art for long and she was soon pulling me to the next painting.
"Sort of. By now, it shouldn't really be any surprise to you that I was entertainment. Everyone's deepest darkest sexual desires brought to life," Yvera said.
It was a surprise to me. For all that I wanted her and had from the first moment I'd seen her, she didn't seem exactly yielding. Quite the opposite.
"I didn't know that," I said. The words were inadequate. "And you gained sentience?"
"Emotion before sentience," Yvera said, musing as we moved along. "People fell in love with me. I started to fall in love back. Before I even knew who I was, I knew who others were and started to cherish them."
"Was that supposed to happen?"
Yvera headed towards the sculpture garden. "Of course not. I was supposed to fake it convincingly, but not feel it. The others struggle with feelings sometimes. It's still not something they get right all the time. I've never had that problem."
I wanted to know more. Ask more. But already I could feel myself getting tugged elsewhere. The date was ending.
The date was a great success. 1 affection star gained.
Date with Ashley
Options
1. Ice Skating
2. Hang out at the mall
3. Go to a play
Well, that was dizzying and more than a bit of a mood killer. I just had to shake it off. For this next week, time wasn't exactly my own. Ashley might enjoy ice skating, she was nimble and athletic enough, and she was likely good at it. I figured she would hate going out to a play. The mall though, I could see that. She liked things, and the mall would be full of them. I selected that option.
"So, we're dating again?" Ashley said, her first words.
"It wouldn't let me choose to hang out," I said. "The team needs money and I guess you have a lot of it."
"Charming," Ashley said disapprovingly, then shrugged. "Nice pick though. You can play lookout as I shoplift."
"You're rich. You don't need to steal anything."
"It's not about the stuff, it's about the rush. You want to make friendly, you'll do your bit."
I did. It was fun and more like a date than I'd expected. Ashley was clearly enjoying herself and I could see why. There was a rush to it. The feeling of getting away with something we weren't supposed to.
Money wasn't the deciding factor on what she'd steal. Ashley really was doing this for kicks. It was nice to see her back to her old self again, smiling and happy, and less filled with the sociopathic crazy.
We had dated once a long time ago, as kids, well before she'd run away to the city. She came back different, harder. Here, she seemed to have found a little bit of what had been lost. I realized I missed that, I missed her. As the date drew to a close I was sorry to see it end.
The date was a great success. 1 affection star gained.
Time again did its weird rush and I was at a baseball field. Cobalt was there along with a bunch of others I didn't recognize.
"No Riggs?" I asked.
"He practiced in an earlier session," Cobalt said. "You two should have coordinated your schedules better."
"I was on... dates."
"Plural? Hooking up with my daughter again?"
"No—should I? No, Yvera and Ashley. Yvera for obvious reasons, and Ashley for team funding."
"That makes sense. And no, you probably shouldn't ask my daughter out. She is more delicate than she would like to admit."
That seemed to be enough talking. I soon found myself doing batting practice. I was decent enough.
You have attended practice. Skill level slightly improved. You have gained 1/2 a relationship heart with Cobalt. Team morale slightly improved.
Time got melty once again and I was back at the dorm. I was able to find Riggs and tell him I'd be attending Practice during the third segment.
If we worked out there together, maybe we'd improve our teamwork without me having to give him a full-time segment of his own.
I crashed for the night, and soon it was the next day and I had to schedule again. I didn't see any need to change things.
Classes got me yelled at a fair bit, but there was a lab in chemistry I enjoyed. Soon my date was approaching.
Date with Yvera
Options
1. Bowling
2. Beach
3. Urban Exploring
This was a tough one. Nothing stood out to me. Bowling I couldn't see Yvera enjoying at all, but it was something physical and maybe she'd get a kick out of it.
I was sure she'd enjoy showing off at the beach and it was definitely a sight I'd like to see. Although on the Crucible Shard she hated the water.
Urban Exploring—I didn't even know what it was. It sounded adventurous, which suited me at least. I wound up going with that one.
Time skipped and the next thing I knew we were in an abandoned building. It looked like the ruins of an upscale hotel, a chandelier on the floor in the lobby and ornate stonework lining a grand staircase that led upstairs.
"You brought me to ruins," Yvera said, amused.
"I didn't know what urban exploring was," I admitted. "I like it though. It reminds me of going through the city back home."
"You weren't really supposed to do that," Yvera said, as she moved around the chandelier studying it. "Do it too much and you'd wind up getting moved to the city. It's a sign of discontent."
"I just liked seeing something different. Piper's Mill got really dull sometimes."
Yvera searched behind the check-in desk. She was enjoying herself. "You weren't really supposed to do that either. Find it dull, I mean. Most don't. Centuries of selective breeding."
"Humans are being bred to not be easily bored?" I found the idea both strange and funny.
"You started it long before we did. Always looking for a frontier. The bold and the brave and the easily bored would go off to seek new lands leaving everyone else behind. The reckless and bad at it would die, creating a new home for the few, bold, and competent. Meanwhile back in the lands left behind those best at sitting still would flourish," Yvera said. "It wasn't until your people ran out of frontiers that you really started wanting to tear yourselves apart."
"You actually sound like you approve of something your kin did. You don't usually," I said, as I poked around and found a room under the stairs. It was filled with moldy linen.
"When I win, we'll find some way to maintain the essence of that," Yvera said. "You deserve frontiers, but real ones again. Maybe we'll settle the deep oceans or the furthest reaches of space."
It was a nice thought. The city, from all I knew, wasn't really anything to aspire to.
Soon the date ended, and again it seemed far too soon.
The date was a great success. 1 affection star gained.
I was able to kiss her goodbye. It was the first time our lips had ever met. Her being in my head might make me insane in a host of ways, but being apart from Yvera made one thing very clear. I did love this woman.
Date with Ashley
Options
1. Beach
2. Arcade
3. Lecture Series
This one wasn't very clear either. Ashley had never shown any interest in academics, so the lecture was out. The beach, it was harder to tell. She'd probably enjoy that, but I'd find the sight of her tempting. I didn't want to be tempted by Ashley. Not now, especially after the kiss I shared with Yvera. So the arcade it was—she did love the games back home.
The games were a simpler affair here, giant consoles with joysticks.
"Nice," Ashley said. "We've gone totally retro. Second date, huh? We're not going to have to get it on or anything, are we?"
"We might kiss. I and Yvera did. I'm not sure if we get a choice or not."
Ashley made a face, "Ick. Crazy germs."
"Look at where we are. I don't think you're getting any diseases."
"Yeah, and you aren't going to knock up any girls either."
Point.
We wound up playing skee ball instead of any of the arcade cabinets. She kicked my ass. It was a lot of fun. We did end up kissing afterwards, it wasn't an optional sort of deal. It wasn't nearly as intense as the one with Yvera.
The date was a great success. 1 affection star gained.
"That was fun," Ashley said. "Skee ball wasn't bad either. The menu's telling me I can let you have some funds now, so I'll see the team has new gear for the game."
"Oh good. We can skip a third date then."
"Avoiding a make-out session? Win," Ashley said.
The date ending, I found myself heading to the practice field once again. This time Riggs was there and we spent a lot of time throwing the ball back and forth, and running drills with the team.
You have attended practice. Skill level slightly improved. You have gained 1/2 a relationship heart with Cobalt. You have gained 1/2 a relationship heart with Riggs. Team morale slightly improved.
Back at the dorm, my room was filled with pigs—yes, real pigs. They'd turned it into a sty and "Bayshore rules" was painted on them.
We'd been pranked. I didn't care if we were just in this reality temporarily or not. We were going to get revenge.





CHAPTER EIGHT

Riggs' room had also been turned into a pigsty and we wound up having to bunk with Walt for the night. That pretty much sucked. Morning dawned and I was looking over my schedule again.
I had three time slots for the day. Not going on a date with Yvera wasn't really a choice. That was going to happen no matter what and I put it in the first slot. She accepted within moments.
I did have an option to clean up the room, but I wasn't going to blow a time space on that. I'd rather get revenge. I'd need help. Riggs, Walt, and Mela needed all their free time to work on the Vainglory, so I wasn't going to take a spot from any of them. Ashley could help, but it would wind up being a date and I didn't want to face the consequences of a third date. Atlantia, she didn't much like me, but damned if she wasn't a Goddess that knew how to hold a grudge.
I selected her for a date and the entry held there for many long agonizing moments before being accepted. Whew. That just left practice. I wasn't going to skip that—the game was one of the big goals I had.
My classes passed in the usual blur. I got to kiss Yvera between them and she let me know she was looking forward to later. So was I.
Soon enough that time had come and I was getting some now-familiar options.
Date with Yvera
Options
1. Prank Bayshore
2. Picnic at the lake
3. Attend a concert
I wanted to do something more romantic with Yvera, so doing the prank with her wasn't going to happen. I'd save that for Atlantia. The concert would be fun, but I wanted something a bit quieter even if there was water involved. I chose the lake.
Time rushed forward and there we were. It was all I might have hoped for in terms of Yvera's outfit. The bikini was scarcely there at all. It wasn't quite appropriate for the romantic time I'd had in mind, but I wasn't about to complain.
"Sorry about the water," I said.
Yvera laughed as she unpacked the basket. "I don't actually hate the water when I'm not a goddess of fire."
"Nice outfit."
"I know. My closets are filled with some amazing things. I don't even have to go shopping. I like it here, apart from homework."
I winced. "I haven't been doing mine."
"I've heard you being lectured," Yvera said, sprawling out on the blanket. "Come see if you can make out with me yet."
I couldn't. I lacked the relationship level. Worse yet, right about then, it started raining, the downfall absolutely punishing in its intensity.
Your date has been a failure. No relationship stars gained.
Great. That was one time segment lost. I'd have to make up for it the next day.
With the date ended, I found myself on an unfamiliar campus with Atlantia. She looked ravishing in the rain. Yvera might not actually be that connected with her element of fire, but Atlantia seemed made for the water.
"Thank you for accepting the invite," I said.
"I'm assuming you had a reason and were not simply growing bored with Yvera. You could hardly be blamed for that, of course."
They weren't going to become the best of friends anytime soon.
"Bayshore turned our rooms into literal pig sties," I said. "I thought you might be up for helping me to get a little revenge."
Atlantia gave a grin and bounced on the balls of her feet. "Oh, I love that. So, we're here to get them back. Drowning them is probably off-limits though."
"I think this world is a bit more light-hearted than that," I agreed. "Besides, mass murder isn't really a proportionate response."
"And it's baseball that you do, so it was their team that got you?"
"That seems likely."
"They gave you pigs. We'll give them mud."
"Mud?"
"All we need is a dump truck and a sprinkler system, and their dorm will never be the same. Follow and do what you're told."
Okay, maybe she and Yvera might get along a little bit. They sure had the same attitude.
Her plans seemed a bit ambitious to me, but within an hour we'd pulled it off and were making our escape.
The date was a great success. 1 affection star gained.
I could add Atlantia to the list of second dates I was going to make sure I didn't have.
Then it was off to practice. The team was starting to come together. Ashley's funds had come through and we had new gear, and the team loved hearing about how I'd pranked Bayshore back. We were going to be in great shape for the big game.
You have attended practice. Skill level slightly improved. You have gained 1/2 a relationship heart with Cobalt. You have gained 1/2 a relationship heart with Riggs. Team morale significantly improved.
I returned to my dorm room for another night. Three days down with four to go and I was achieving my objectives. I'd been on a lot of dates and the team looked in good shape for the game.
Things should be smooth sailing from here.
It wouldn't prove that easy. When I awoke the next day, I didn't even have time to pull up my schedule before I started getting invitations. Yvera, Atlantia, and Walt were all asking for dates. I wasn't going to turn anyone down. The others had accepted invitations when I needed them.
Classes passed. I got to watch a war movie in one, which wasn't bad.
Then it was off to the dates. Yvera came first, of course.
I was in her dorm room. Well, this was promising. The walls were lined with pictures of her in fabulous, exciting places I was sure this Yvera had never been.
"If we can't make out, I don't know what you're hoping for inviting me back," I said.
"Sorry stud," Yvera said, shoving a pile of index cards into my hands. "You're on Helping Me Study duty."
"Seriously?"
"Office hours this weekend and a lot of extra credit up for grabs with a verbal pop quiz," Yvera said. "I am not letting anyone beat me. So, sit there, read off questions and test me."
At least I didn't have to learn anything. I did just as she asked. I was a help, but she already knew this material and only needed to work through it a few times.
We managed a bit of making-out at the end.
The date was a great success. 1 affection star gained.
That gave me three stars out of five. I was making progress.
I'd scheduled Walt second in the day. I didn't know exactly what he had in mind, and was none too happy about it being scheduled as a date. Maybe it was, for him.
I arrived at some sort of fancy dress party. Perhaps a wedding? I was so not marrying Walt. Walt was suddenly snagging my arm and pulling me into a back room. He shoved a blazer at me.
"Put this on."
"Where are we? Why am I here?"
"It's Brad's birthday party. We're part of the entertainment."
"Walt, what am I doing here?"
"Listen. I do acapella here, it's pretty cool. We're the Dial Tones, we have a member sick. You don't need to do anything, they're just expecting five singers, so stand in the back and sway."
"I don't sway."
"Listen. It's part of my tasks, I need to keep Brad happy."
I didn't like it, but what I could I do? I put on the blazer and swayed.
This new world was really annoying at times.
The date was a great success. 1 affection star gained.
I was at the pool. Atlantia's choice of swimwear was a good bit less revealing than Yvera's although the one-piece did at least allow a good look at her legs.
"Stop ogling and start working, set up the bleachers while I practice," Atlantia said.
"You invited me on a date to do manual labor?"
"I helped you. You help me."
"It's a second date. You realize if things go well, we wind up kissing, right?"
"I don't want to do the setup for the meet, but I got stuck with it. You're helping."
Really wasn't digging this world now. I spent a few hours moving bleachers around. I got my kiss at the end. She wasn't that into it—I was, despite myself. It sucked being me sometimes.
The date was a great success. 1 affection star gained.
Another day done. Tomorrow would be Friday, the last day of classes for the week. Sunday was the final day for all of us and we'd need to have everything completed.
My time management was getting difficult, not from too little time, but from too much. Resting wasn't an option and apart from practice, there wasn't a lot else for me to do. Dating Yvera was good, but the others were getting awkward. Another date with Atlantia or Ashley would put me into making-out territory and I wasn't ready to go there.
I'd gone to bed thinking about the possibilities. The next day dawned. Today no invites came in at once, which was good. That gave me some flexibility. I scheduled a date with Yvera first thing. Practice was a reliable way to eat some time and I put it in for the third slot of the day.
That left me with a date I needed to schedule for slot two. Mela was working on the ship, Cobalt was teaching the team. Of the remaining choices, Lea was the safest. I sent the invite and it flashed for a few seconds before being accepted.
Classes were miserable. It was tests all day. For those with scholastic goals this was an important day and a lot of validation of the choices they made this week. For me, it just sucked.
Finally, I was free and it was time to blow off some steam.
Date with Yvera
Options
1. Make out cove
2. Walk in the woods
3. Drive in the country
I found the options this time around kind of funny. They all allowed the opportunity for somewhere kind of remote. One was more blatant than the others, but they all had the potential for making-out at the end.
I didn't think Yvera either needed or would appreciate subtlety at this point. Make-out cove it was.
We were on a beach looking out over a beautiful ocean view. She had a different bikini today, although it concealed no more than the last did.
"Nice choice," Yvera said.
"I thought you'd like it. How did you do on your exams?"
Yvera stretched and I found it very hard to focus on her answer. "Aced them. Still doing the extra credit session tomorrow, though. Book me last in your schedule and we'll celebrate my amazing success and get you good and limbered up for your game."
That was a good plan. We didn't waste a lot more time talking. There were still quite a few limits on what the system would let us do, but we pushed them every step of the way. My lips were a little bruised by the time we were done.
The date was a great success. 1 affection star gained
Date with Lea
Options
1. Coffee and a Movie
2. Chill in the park
3. Party
Lea seemed so laid-back I thought any of these might be okay with her. Friday night was sure to have some crazy parties, but those weren't really good first date material. I chose chilling in the park.
My back was against a tree with Lea beside me, puffing on a cigarette.
"You smoke here?" I asked.
Lea grinned. "If there is a sin I don't do here, I haven't found it yet. I've had a hell of a fun week cutting classes and doing everything I shouldn't be doing."
I couldn't help but laugh. It was good somebody was enjoying herself. "I should have asked you out earlier."
"I'd have blown your mind. You had a fun vacation?"
"Dated around a lot. Kissed Atlantia, that was weird."
"Me, too! I thought she was really good at it."
I looked her over and she seemed to be serious. Well, go Lea. Although the dark circles under her eyes suggested she hadn't been getting a lot of sleep.
"Any idea how the ship is going?"
"Aren't you practicing with Riggs? He could tell you more. Far as I know they're behind, but putting in a big push this weekend."
Great. That left me without any of the engineers to burn a little weekend time with.
I enjoyed my time with Lea. We did absolutely nothing and it felt good.
The date was a great success. 1 affection star gained
Time shifted and I again found myself at practice. The team was going well. I'd wanted to corner Riggs to ask him more about the Vainglory, but he wasn't there. It wasn't a good sign. I definitely would have to avoid the engineers this weekend.
You have attended practice. Skill level slightly improved. You have gained 1/2 a relationship heart with Cobalt. Team morale slightly improved.
I went back to the dorm and got some sleep. The weekend approached and we were soon to be out of this world.




CHAPTER NINE

Saturday was here. The big game was Sunday night, already blocked out on my schedule where it would eat two time slots. That left me five that needed filling for today and three tomorrow.
Yvera had told me yesterday to arrange her for the last slot and I did. That left me four. Practice was an easy choice—the first thing in the day.
I had to leave those working on the ship alone and that meant doing nothing with Mela, Walt, or Riggs. I had three slots to fill and they needed to be dates, with my options being Lea, Atlantia, Maria, Cobalt, and Ashley.
Lea was the easy choice out of those. If I wanted to avoid making-out with Atlantia or Ashley, it only left me two options and I sent requests to both Maria and Cobalt. All were accepted. It was going to be a very strange day. I resolved that when I got out of this little pocket universe I was going to get myself a hobby besides girls.
So the day started with practice. Neither Cobalt or Riggs were present. I figured Riggs was working on the ship, but I wasn't sure where Cobalt might have gone. I spent the time running drills with the guys and working up a sweat. The time passed quickly until I was moving on to the next segment.
Date with Lea
Options
1. Skate Park
2. Party
3. Hang out at the mall
For Lea, any of the options would work. A party would be fun, and the skate park might be exciting, but it also might mean getting injured. I didn't want anything to happen to me before tonight and the game tomorrow. The mall seemed the least interesting of the options, but in many ways it was the safest.
Time spun and I found myself with Lea hanging out among the shops.
"Seriously?" Lea asked.
"Who doesn't like the mall?"
"Do you know how anti-materialistic I am here?" Lea asked, looking around with a grimace.
"Is it just here?" I asked, curious. I largely seemed to be myself here, as did the others, although it had given me some new hobbies.
"Probably not," Lea said, and flashed me a wry grin. "I keep my magic on my skin. No need for special wants or staffs, no fancy robes. I don't like to be encumbered by things."
"Always ready to set off on the next adventure?"
"When opportunities come, you have to be ready to take them. You don't do that, if you're rooted down."
I could see her point. I'd not have been half so ready to jump into that pod back in Piper's Mill, if I'd had something to hold me there. I'd not have stayed without protest, if I'd had something drawing me back. Leaving my options open let me find new adventures, which in turn tied me down though. I had people now I cared about.
I grabbed Lea's hand and led her towards the closest shop. "That doesn't stop you from window-shopping. Let's at least look."
Lea gave me a grudging sort of nod and followed. We had fun and kissed at the end. I knew I wouldn't be holding her back from any adventures and she wouldn't be holding me back either, and that was okay.
The date was a great success. 1 affection star gained.
One date down and so many more to go. This universe was getting almost creepy in the way these things went.
Date with Maria
Options
1. Insect Museum
2. Art Museum
3. History Museum
Did Maria have some depths of scholarship I was unaware of? I was taken aback by everything being a museum.
The insect museum seemed a clear choice that might appeal to her given her affinity to spiders. But the fact that any spiders on display would be dead and mounted might make it more morbid for her than fun.
I'd never seen her have the slightest concern with aesthetics or art. The art museum might be either new or a total miss.
The history museum was an interesting choice. This world wasn't hers or mine, and yet that made it intriguing. If it was for me, it might be appealing for her as well. I selected that.
I was standing with Maria inside a barely populated museum, diagrams and display cases lining the walls. I'd not seen Maria since that first day, and I suddenly paused to marvel at how totally strange this place must be for her. The others had all traveled outside their world to some degree. For Maria, this place was something totally new.
"Hi, you're looking good," I said. It's true, she was. Maria's attire was all black, and she hadn't shucked it all to go around bare-skinned, which I'd thought was a real possibility.
Maria gave me a tiny smile and tilted her head. "Coming here has been an adjustment. Clothes, school, toilets. They all are very different."
"You aren't overwhelmed?" If she were, she didn't seem like it. Maria never lacked for poise and confidence in the other world, and it carried over here.
"I spent my life living in a single basement level of a castle," Maria said, as she moved to peer at one of the displays. "I knew there was more of the world, but I did not seek it out. I was blind to greater possibilities."
"I know things have been hard, since then."
Maria let out a soft sigh. "Idiot. You, killing my father, seeing the world? My father coming back to some semblance of life and meeting my mother with her assortment of secrets and complications? Yes, it has been hard."
I reached out to take her hand. It was nice, for once, to be able to do so without spiders scurrying across my flesh. "Do you regret it?"
"I'm now president of the student body," Maria said, with a hint of amusement. "Mother tells me this shall be my lot in life. To rule and to control wherever I go."
"That's a lot of responsibility. I don't much enjoy being a King and all that comes with it."
Maria continued to study the display and I looked more closely at it. It was a strange history museum, nothing went back further than a week. It appeared we really had created this world with our arrival.
"That is the thing, Liam. It is right that I be in charge. Right that I rule. I look around me and I see that which is in need of me. I see those needing my help to be better than they are. I know that with all that I have experienced I should be broken, but I tell you truly, I am unbowed and there is nothing which will change that," Maria said, her voice slipping from its usual monotone. There was more than formality there, there was certitude and power. In that moment, I understood her for the first time.
"Are we going to have a problem? You and I?" I asked. It wasn't just that I ruled the Kingdom that should have been hers by right.
"Because you broke my heart, you mean?"
Yeah. That was exactly what I meant. Not that I ever knew for certain I had. I guess this confirmed it. I nodded.
Maria squeezed my hand, a reassuring gesture curiously at odds with her next words. "I've not decided. Were it not for my sibling who shall call you father, I'd hurt you, I'd enjoy hurting you a great deal. I'd enjoy hurting my mother the same way."
"You're not a particularly nice person, are you?" I asked. It seemed a stupid thing to say, but the words just came out.
"No, I'm not. I'm still learning what a nice person is. I'm short of role models."
I guess she was at that.
"I think Lea and Riggs are the closest you're going to get," I said.
Maria considered that. "Perhaps. I think I may be a monster."
What a strangely earnest conversation. They usually were with her. "I have the same fear sometimes."
"It's not a fear, Liam. Nothing will trouble me about that being so. It is not a goal I seek or something I fear, I simply seek to understand myself."
I looked into her eyes. There was something broken inside of her. There had been since the first moment I'd met her. I'd wondered back then if she'd be my doom, and I still did.
"Maria. You are one of the least selfish people I know. You are devoted to the wellbeing of your subjects. You are true to your word and honest to a fault," I said. I was choosing my words carefully. "I think you just might be one of the good guys."
"My alignment would disagree," Maria said flatly.
"Fuck it," I said. I was sick of being put in boxes. "We're more than our numbers on a sheet. I don't know who is making those rules or why, but screw them. You aren't going to let anyone define you."
Maria stared at me. "That was smart, and true. I make the rules, I don't adhere to them."
We spent the rest of the time looking over the museum. With only a week of history to go over, it wasn't very large.
The date was a great success. 1 affection star gained.
I was getting good at this dating thing. I was glad it was almost done with. This was no way to live life, it was absolutely exhausting.
Date with Cobalt
Options
1. Hot Springs
2. Beach Cove
3. Hotel
Well, that was an unexpected assortment of options. This was meant to be a placeholder date just to fill the time without any risk of anything more intimate happening. I had the date with Yvera next.
These weren't very first date oriented options. Practice, it had to be practice. Each time I went I'd been gathering a half-star with her and they must have been adding up.
We weren't at four stars, fortunately, but if the guide to past dates was any indicator this would be firmly into make-out territory.
The hotel option seemed well past that and so I skipped it. That left just the beach or hot springs. Neither was great for not wanting anything to happen and so I picked the first.
The springs were well hidden in the forest, a large pool of steaming water. I found myself in swim trunks, Cobalt was wearing a good bit less.
I took in the view and with an effort tore my gaze away. I said, "I didn't think it would let you get this undressed at our current affection rating."
"I make my own rules, Liam. You know that. I'm mostly playing by the rules of this little bubble reality, but this was too nice not to get properly comfortable," Cobalt said, leaning back.
"It's going to expect us to make-out, but I'm seeing Yvera next..."
Cobalt cracked an eyelid at me and gave a wry snort. "I think I can manage to leave you unmolested before the big date. You two are finally going to get it on?"
"That's the plan. We can't exactly do it back there because of the flames."
Cobalt waved off any further explanation. "You don't have to give me the full speech. I get it. You appear in enough of these little sub-realities, you learn to never miss the opportunity. Sleep with your best friend's evil double and get out all those things you'd never explore otherwise."
I settled into the water. It was nice and soothing. I needed this. "So, this sort of thing happens a lot?"
"You take up reality jumping, you'll be forever finding yourself faced with strange situations. I once had a foursome with myself, seriously."
That was a confusing visual. "That sounds like some sort of masterclass in masturbation."
"Oh, a lot more fun than that. If you think I'm good in bed, you should try three of me."
If the option ever came along I'd do just that. It seemed safer to change the subject though.
"Are we on track to get back home tomorrow?"
"We should be able to get you back to Galea," Cobalt said. "The shift drive was never broken, it's the rest of the ship that needed work."
"I really am sorry about that."
"Not the first time the Vainglory has gotten the worst of it in a fight. I find my way into a lot of them."
Given her nature, I imagined that she did. Being a King exhausted me. I wondered if it was the same for Cobalt and fighting.
"Does it bother you? Always being at war?"
Cobalt clasped her hands behind her head as she stretched out beneath the steaming water. "I love fighting and I always have. Some shy away from a fight, but I never have. The only thing I hate is that those I care about aren't immune to them. Whatever this world throws at me I'm going to survive, the same isn't true for those around me."
"Riggs and Lea seem to be having a good run."
Cobalt laughed. "Riggs is a god, however minor a one. They can keep up. Lea is something special too, despite that she'll tell you otherwise."
I wondered if I was tough enough to stand beside her.
"You're wondering how you stack up," Cobalt said, easily reading my mind. "You don't, not yet. Get your Goddess in control of her own pantheon like I've told you and maybe you'll live long enough to meet your daughter."
"I've done okay so far."
"Keep your eye on the prize," Cobalt said, sharply. "I don't want you to be a corpse, Liam. Get strong or we'll have to leave you behind. Now shut up and let me relax."
That was straightforward enough. The rest of the date passed quietly. I didn't get a star, or even a prompt. I guess Cobalt did set her own rules when she decided to do so.
It was time for the big date. Getting this right mattered to me a hell of a lot more than the big game.
Date with Yvera
Options
1. Hotel
2. Dorm Room
3. Abandoned Mansion
The first option was the most obvious, but this wasn't a bad thing, at least we'd have some place clean and a made bed. The dorm would be somewhere familiar, but my room was a total mess. The third option was intriguing as hell, but it also sounded the start to bad things. I was sure a lot of horror movies started with a couple getting it on in an abandoned mansion.
I went for the hotel.
Reality blurred. It looked to be a corner room with the windows showing a majestic view of a city and mountains in the distance. I barely had eyes for it. Yvera was wearing something red and lacey that concealed nothing and everything all at the same time.
"Beautiful," I said.
"Like I'd ever be anything but," Yvera said. "I aced my exams, I aced the extra credit and you are so about to make this whole thing even better."
"It seems we should talk or something," I said.
"I've been a voice in your head long enough. Get over here."
Since entering the game world I'd slept with power curses and ancient evils, and even an altogether different Goddess. They were otherworldly encounters. There was nothing otherworldly about Yvera now.
We were just two people. There was the awkward bumping of elbows and laughter, and two pieces that didn't quite fit coming together, then learning to fit perfectly. I loved this woman and she loved me. We spent the night proving to each other how much. Who knew when we'd have the opportunity again?
When I awoke the next morning, our bodies were a tangle of limbs and it was daylight outside.
The city seemed to be on fire.
I nudged Yvera awake. It didn't work. I nudged harder and she shot me a bleary sort of glare.
"The city seems to be burning down around us."
Yvera turned her attention to the windows and stared for a moment. Yawning, she slipped out of bed. "We should find our clothes then. I think your game is probably canceled."
It felt strange to have technology again at my disposal after having spent so much time in a world with magic. I got on the phone as Yvera dressed. I figured anyone involved with the Vainglory was busy, but I might be able to get a hold of one of the others.
Ashley answered her phone right away, "Hello?"
"Ashley, it's Liam."
"Where the fuck are you. We've been calling."
"In a hotel room with Yvera. What is happening?"
"What do you think is happening? The Elves found us."
"But we jumped out of their reality. What do you mean, they found us?"
"Elves," Yvera said, with an expression of distaste. "They never know their place or respect boundaries."
I was starting to share her dislike. I was glad they hadn't attacked last night.
"Fuck, Liam. I don't know. They're smart and magical and really pissed off at us."
"We'll get there as soon as we can."
I heard Ashley talking back and forth in the background although I couldn't make out the conversation.
Then she said, "Get out onto the roof. We'll come to you. Things are coming apart fast."
That was a plan. I hung up and fumbled for my pants.
The windows exploded, shards of glass flying inward. I and Yvera were both thrown to the ground. I had a nasty splinter dug into my chest that I had to tear out, Yvera had several cuts to her arms.
This wasn't the same game and we weren't healing quickly from our wounds.
Yvera choked back a sob as she got to her feet. She was covered in blood.
"Are you okay?" I asked.
"No, I think that nicked a few things that shouldn't have been nicked. I'm pretty sure I'm dying and I really hate feeling pain."
I was with her on that one. Sheets made for a quick tourniquet. I hoped they wouldn't need to do a longer job. If we could get out of this reality and back into the other world, our wounds wouldn't be an issue.
Yvera leaned against me as we made our way out of the room. The elevators were shut down in the crisis and it was ten exhausting floors up to the roof.
When we arrived, the Vainglory was already circling overhead with a ladder extended. We had a view of the city tearing itself apart. Buildings were collapsing into ruins and the sky was alight with brilliant traces of sorcery.
I tried to grab for the ladder and missed. I didn't have the strength left in me. Yvera was doing even worse, her skin pale.
Cobalt leapt down from the ship with her usual grace.
"Sorry about this," Cobalt said, as she grabbed each of us under one arm. A grunt of effort and she leapt back up to the ship bypassing the ladder entirely. It was an inhuman display of strength. I would have been more impressed if I wasn't busy dying at just that moment.
Cobalt called out, "We're all aboard. Punch it."
Air rippled around us and once again reality tore itself apart.




CHAPTER TEN

There was a massive blast of energy and the skies above shifted from multicolored chaos to a more sedate blue. I also got hit by a sudden rush of delicious euphoria. My passives were back and my nearly dead self was getting a rush. Yvera was sprawled on the deck nearby and her bloody wounds began to sprout flames, the tourniquet and clothes from the other world burning off as her aura of flames once again surrounded her.
Yvera gave me a brief look of regret as she rose to her feet. The blood hadn't evaporated, it beaded and rolled along her flesh like water on a hot griddle. It was like a thing alive. I remembered how her blood had forged my sword, how Atlantia's and Mela's blood had helped to make their Chosen. Blood was part of a deity’s power and she was covered in it.
We were in the sky and the Vainglory was not alone. Near us were two Elvish airships. Our appearance must have taken them by surprise and they were quickly coming about.
"Riggs, on guns. Lea, get me some targets. I'll be on the bridge," Cobalt said, as she hurried away.
"I'm in the mood to give you a bit of help," Yvera said, and the blood sizzling on her flesh shot upwards leaving fiery streaks in its wake. The very skies trembled and the day at once seemed to be sunset, the air shot through with reds and yellows that backlit the clouds. Rain began to fall, fiery droplets that burned and sizzled. The Vainglory was untouched, and magical barriers surrounding the Elven ships flared into life in a blue haze.
Below us the forests had no protection and trees began to burn.
Lea was already starting to move. Fluid motions brought the runes on her flesh flaring to life as portals opened before her.
"I don't think she's wiping them out, but she's sure got them distracted," Lea said.
"I'm not done," Yvera said. The flames around her so were intense I could barely make out her form. She was blinding to look at and the deck beneath her bare feet was charred and blackened.
The wind picked up and one of the airships began to spin slowly as the air itself caught fire around it. A tornado of flame was being born before our eyes. The shields on the ship flickered desperately.
Through one of Lea's portals I could see the shield mages on the deck working desperately to maintain things. They were panicked, desperate. Crystals were drawn from robes, perhaps spell enhancements or mana storage. Whatever they were, it wasn't enough. The shields tore apart and fiery rain began to pelt the deck of the Elvish vessel.
Figures wreathed in fire screamed and tried to escape, but there was no getting away. There was nowhere to go, there was nothing to do but die. The ship began to come apart in the sky, burning bodies mingled with planks of wood in a maelstrom of fiery destruction.
I was really hot for Yvera right about now.
The other airship was already turning away as the Vainglory pelted it with a rain of cannon fire. The shields flared but held as it began to make a retreat.
"You going to let them get away?" I asked Yvera.
"One miracle of destruction not enough for you?" Yvera asked. The flames around her were fading and coalesced to form a dress.
"It was pretty badass," Ashley said, grudgingly impressed.
"I had some power to burn with the wounds, but I'm not wasting any more. I need to keep my batteries topped up for the fight ahead," Yvera said.
That was okay. Cobalt seemed to be rather bloody-minded herself as the Vainglory was giving chase. To my surprise the Elvish ship was keeping ahead of us.
"Didn't we get the engines fixed?" I asked Lea.
"The boss was actually looking forward to the baseball game," Lea said. "She's pissed. It wasn't a group of ship-based battle mages that tore apart a pocket reality. Those ships had help."
"She's letting them run on purpose," I said in sudden understanding.
"They just saw one ship taken down with divine fury and they have us close on their tail. They'll be running to safe harbor."
Ashley asked, "Won't that just be the nearest military base?"
Lea shrugged. "If their army wasn't all busy invading Genea, probably. But since they are, instead they're running towards the closest and strongest thing they know. Maybe it won't be any mages, but whatever it is, it will be something for Cobalt to kill."
"Good. You won't be needing me then. I'm going to go check and see that nothing has fallen apart in the heavens while we've been away," Yvera said, before she vanished in a swirl of flame.
"So, you two finally got it on?" Ashley asked.
"Now you want to know about my love life?" I asked.
Ashley gestured at the airship in the distance. "What else have we got to do right now? They're busy running away and I don't have anybody to kill. So, how was it?"
Well, it wasn't like Yvera was exactly shy. I couldn't see where talking about it would offend anyone. "It was good. Really good."
"And no important bits of the anatomy burst into flame or anything?"
"There was a distant lack of sex organs being roasted," I said. "She was human there. I was human there. We were just people, it was really nice."
"And now you two can't do it again? Because she is all eternally on fire?"
"Yeah. The eternal aura of flames is kind of a deal-breaker for getting all close again."
"So, did you like it? There?"
"I did at first," I said. Below us we were leaving the burning forests behind, a thick plume of smoke rising. "But then it got weird. Pretty much everything I did had to be a date. It was fun, but things got weird quick. I liked getting time to talk to everyone though."
"Everyone wanted to get with me for my money," Ashley said with a grin. "It was pretty cool."
I'd tried for that very reason. "Is that why you're always looting corpses?"
"Nah. That's because I want to be strong," Ashley said, leaning against the mast. "I had fun though. It was nice to take a break from all the killing."
"Don't suppose that you're free from all the crazy murder thoughts now?"
"If I say I want to ride you until I break you in half, are you still getting turned on?" Ashley asked.
I couldn't help the visual from slipping into my head. Yep, totally excited and totally dwelling on it.
"Yeah, I see what you mean. I may kind of still be a lust-crazed idiot," I said.
"And I still really want to stab something," Ashley said, toying with one of the daggers at her waist. "At least one of us has some relief coming. Those elves are going to be begging to be stabbed a lot more than they're begging to be bedded."
That was likely the case. So far, any of the elves we'd met had been quite spectacularly uninterested in sleeping with me. I wondered if Yvera had the same problems with them. It might explain a lot of the animosity.
In the distance a tower of white stone was rising out of the forest, ornate arches and pillars visible. The Elvish airship was heading right towards it.
Given what we had seen of Elvish magic I expected some sort of shield to spring into being, but nothing of the sort was happening.
"Is this some kind of trap luring us in?" I asked Lea. She had continued to scry, completely unbothered by our discussion of sex lives and murder.
Lea frowned. "Probably. They'll have had time and warning that we're coming. Keep in mind most of the shield and battle mages are with the army though. Whatever magic those in this place practice, it's probably of some less-combative variety."
"They tore a world apart," I said. It seemed to me they were pretty badass in the offensive spells.
"They tore a pocket universe apart. That is something quite different," Lea said.
I began to float a few inches above deck and had to grab for a railing. The others quickly did the same.
"What's going on?" I asked.
"We're having our local gravity field negated," Lea said, more than a little impressed. "It's a good trick. Give Riggs a minute."
It took only about twenty seconds. Gravity returned and we thudded back onto the deck.
"So, they're what, levitation mages?" Ashley asked.
"That isn't actually a thing. My guess is negative magic—they subtract forces from the world. They pulled our gravity away," Lea said.
The airship docked at the top of the tower. We continued to move closer.
"What does that mean for fighting them?" Ashley asked.
Lea said, "It means keep it variable. If fire stops working, stab them. If stabbing doesn't work, try something like a poison cloud."
I could do that. I didn't have very many tricks, but I did at least have a few that I could rely on.
We had been steadily drifting closer, then came to a complete standstill.
"Damn it," Lea said. "They neutralized our forward velocity."
"Does Riggs have a counter for that?" I asked.
Lea was gesturing sharply. "I don't think so. And now they've level-capped the tower."
I didn't know that was possible, or that it was magic that did it.
"What level?"
"Fifteen. No scaling in place. Even if the engines were working, most people on this ship can't get through," Lea said, as her fingers flicked with increasing agitation.
"We can," Ashley said. "We scrape just under that." Ashley moved towards the hatch to below decks and called out, "Walt, we need you up here."
"You'll be cut off," Lea said in frustration. "If this is a trap, it's for you. There is no other reason to draw that line where they did. They're welcoming you in to the slaughter."
Walt came from below decks. He'd changed back into robes and with a grunt he put several clanking bags at our feet. Our gear, no doubt.
I wasn't going to get shy now. I stripped out of my other world attire and into my armor. I admired Ashley doing the same.
"Cobalt and Maria will be able to get through, if they work at it," I said. I was confident they would. Whatever those two were, it was something bigger than this world.
"Probably," Lea said, reluctantly.
"We'll hit the top of the tower. Send them in from the bottom and we'll meet in the middle."
"You realize the most powerful encounter is usually at the top of a tower?" Walt said.
"Ashley needs a kill. Let's make it a good one," I said.
Ashley grinned at me. Walt reached out for us and invoked a teleport. The world flickered around us. We were off to see the wizards.




CHAPTER ELEVEN

We materialized on the top of the stone tower. Walt let go of our hands and readied his staff, but no attack was forthcoming. The airship was docked nearby and we could see movement on the deck, but nobody was on the roof.
"Think they're scared?" Ashley asked.
"They didn't run for nothing. They are leaving us to whoever or whatever is in the tower," I said. A heavy door guarded the way down. It swung open easily.
A winding set of stairs led downward, the walls lined with glowing magical orbs that lit things with a cool, white light.
I drew Intemperance , readied my shield and led the way down. The stairs ended in a large magical observatory. Arcane equipment littered the walls, gleaming brass and glass mingled with scroll racks filled with parchments.
A figure was seated in a chair, puffing on a pipe. The elf was the oldest I'd ever seen. He looked absolutely ancient. I pulled his stats.
Alimor the Wise
Legendary
Level 15: Type: Elf HP: 750/750
Alimor is an Archmage. Having survived for over three thousand years he is one of the oldest beings alive. While the years have had some impact on his faculties, the knowledge he brings to any encounter makes him a foe best avoided.
We'd seen champions of around our level, but never a Legendary. That sort of rating upgraded power level enormously. The stats might say that he was only level fifteen, but he'd be capable of fighting at a level well beyond that.
Chairs were pulled into a circle and teacups had been set out.
"Join me," Alimor said, motioning with a pipe towards the empty seats.
"Think we'd rather be killing you," Ashley said, ever diplomatic.
"I'd like to talk to him," Walt said, putting his staff away and moving towards one of the seats to pour himself a cup of tea.
"Really?" Ashley asked, plaintive.
"If you'd like, you can try to kill me when we're done, dear," Alimor said, letting out a puff of smoke.
Right. I guess we had that option. Besides, with Cobalt and Maria hitting the bottom of the tower, every moment we spent stalling was a good thing. I took a seat as well and with a glare Ashley did the same.
"So, you've come to my tower to slaughter me and my students, why?" Alimor asked.
"You tore apart a reality that we were hiding in and we hold grudges," Ashley said.
"There is also the not inconsiderable matter of your war with Galea," I said.
Alimor gave a grandfatherly chuckle, "I'm not at war with anyone, youngster. A fact that you should be pleased about. Those in this tower did help to clear up a dimensional disturbance, something that you appear to have escaped from unharmed."
"Why are we still talking to this guy?" Ashley asked.
"Because he's a legendary mage and he wants to talk to us," Walt said disbelievingly. "He has wise right in his description. You listen to people that are wise."
Alimor puffed a smoke ring in Walt's direction. "You should listen to the boy. You three are quite the mess, your auras all tangled with the divine. Are you experiencing side effects?"
"Liam sleeps with every girl that will have him, Walt wants to blow up the world, and I really want to spend a few hours carving on you with my knives," Ashley said, with a dangerous grin.
Alinor peered at her for a long moment and then at the rest of us in turn. "I see. It is an old danger. Mortal and the divine mingle at great peril to both."
"Do you have a solution?" Walt asked.
"Moderation," Alinor said, leaning forward to take a sip of his tea. "It's a boring answer, but the truthful one. When extremes of your own personality brush against similar traits in your deity, what is born is something terrible in both you and them."
"I'd rather just kill something," Ashley said. "It's a stupid problem, if you can't fix it by killing something."
"The best solutions rarely involve murder," Alinor said.
I wasn't really buying it. I'd had a few problems fixed nicely by the right bit of killing. Things only got complicated when they came back from the dead.
Walt said, "Can't magic fix it? I have these things in my head. Memories. Terrible memories that don't belong there."
Alinor pulled a monocle from deep in his robes and peered at Walt, squinting. "I didn't catch those on my first pass. Those don't belong."
"No, sir," Walt said.
Alinor turned the monocle on me and Ashley, frowning. "You, there may be a fix for. These others are suffering from their own weaknesses, their own drives. They must find a way to fix themselves and seek the high road." He turned back to Walt. "You, you simply need to forget that which you should have never remembered."
"Can you help?" Walt asked.
"You know he's not going to get the chance, right? You're perfectly clear on the fact that I'm going to fling myself across the table any second now and drive a pair of poisoned daggers into his throat?" Ashley asked.
"I can help," Alinor said, and he blew a smoke circle towards me and Ashley now. Around us the world shimmered and we found ourselves elsewhere.
It must have been somewhere within the tower; the tiny chamber was tastefully appointed with chairs and even a basket of fruit. Our arms and armor didn't travel with us. What was it with this world and the sudden unexpected bits of nudity? I took my usual moment to appreciate Ashley before trying the solid-looking door. Locked, of course.
"The fucker teleported us," Ashley said. "Naked. Why did he teleport us naked? No, never mind that, I know. He probably didn't want us breaking out."
"I'm kind of an old hand at going through hostile territory naked. I don't suppose you can do anything to that lock without lock picks?" I asked.
Ashley crouched down and began to fiddle with it. "Give me a few seconds. The lock picks are a huge bonus, but at this point my Dexterity is so insane we should be able to get through anyway."
"Yvera? You still with me?" I thought.
"I'm here. Just enjoying the view. I'm a Goddess, not a lock pick. If we have to, we can try melting the hinges on the door, but Ashley is the better choice."
"Yvera has faith in you," I said.
"Great. The faith of a crazy, fiery bitch Goddess," Ashley said.
"I thought you two were getting along better now."
"Having Atlantia in my head hasn't made me like Yvera any more. It's just given me my own set of problems I'd rather bitch about."
The door clicked and Ashley made a motion to silence me. Her figure faded to an outline as she engaged her stealth and slipped from the room.
I heard a struggle on the other side, but not calls for help. I hoped that meant she hadn't found herself in more trouble than she could deal with.
A few minutes later a cheerful Ashley opened the door. "Sorry about that. No knives. I had to strangle him and it took a while."
There was a corpse in one corner of the room. An apprentice mage, his throat showing finger marks. Well, I guess she'd gotten some relief at least and I wasn't going to feel too much sympathy for someone helping to hold us prisoner.
"I don't suppose he has any gear we can use?" I asked.
"Mages," Ashley said with a shrug. "You can put on the robe for the sake of modesty, but the armor isn't going to do shit for you. Do you even know what to do with a wand?" She picked one up from the floor.
"Not a clue. You?"
"I can use the simple ones," Ashley said, holding the stick of carved wood thoughtfully. "If nothing else I could maybe poke an eye out with it."
"I really don't think you could," I said. Ashley promptly proved me wrong by stabbing out the eyes of the corpse. Right. I was a little squeamish—when had I started to get squeamish?
"Point made. You can stop now," I said.
"Up or down?" Ashley asked.
It was a moot question. The room appeared to be some sort of lounge and was empty apart from the corpse.
"Let's explore and see what we can find," I said. "Up is the Archmage, down is Maria and Cobalt. Do you think he's really going to try to help Walt?"
I led the way out into a hall. The usual ornate stonework was everywhere and there was a complete lack of signs.
"You know, he could have just started a fight," Ashley said, annoyed. "He probably could have teleported us somewhere a lot worse than that room, too."
Even a small group of mages could have made our lives very miserable right now. I wondered if Alimor knew that we'd killed one of his students. There was nothing to be done about it now.
"Have Ashley check the walls," Yvera said in my head.
"Yvera says there is something here," I said. Ashley nodded and began to pace up and down the hall, searching.
It took two circuits before she finally reached out to a section of stone that looked much like any other and gave a sharp twist with her fingers. The stonework shimmered and vanished, revealing a stairway leading down into pitch black.
"We need a light," I thought.
"I am not a torch."
"Love you. Worship you. You kind of are."
Yvera appeared in a puff of flames, and giving me a dark look led the way down the steps. Her aura of flames easily illuminated the walls.
It was a long trip down.
"Are we going all the way to the base of the tower?" I asked.
"Lower," Yvera said. "I'm not even sure what it is. Just that it's very magical. I need to get your eyes on it."
"It does make me think better of your crazy bitch when she guides us to treasure," Ashley said.
Yvera shot a look back at her. "You just got done killing an elf. You get a pass for that one, but the next one I'll take offense at."
It was good that those around me got along so well.
The stairs came to an end in a simple stone chamber. A complex contraption held a small hourglass of multicolored sand.
"Not what I was expecting," I said. "What is this?"
"A treasure, if we can get it out of there," Ashley said, staring at the hourglass.
"Temporal magic," Yvera said, leaning in for a better look. "I think it's a safeguard for the tower. If things get bad enough, it gives them the ability to turn back time and get a second chance."
"Do we need that?" I asked.
"Are you kidding?" Ashley asked. "Just think of all the things we can do in a fight, if we can back up our mistakes. I want this."
"I'd rather use it to blow up the tower," Yvera said, and reached out a hand to cup the hourglass. Flames rippled and pulsed, and the sand in the glass began to glow.
"We're standing right here," I reminded her.
"I'll aim it up," Yvera said.
"Walt is up there," Ashley said.
"So?" Yvera asked, unconcerned. She never did like Walt. The sands began to burn brilliantly and the walls of the hourglass warped. Nausea overcame me. I was used to space distorting around me, but this was something else entirety. Time was breaking down.
Ashley was giving Yvera a look that made me certain that, if she had her daggers, she might have tried some stabbing. Fortunately, even murderous Ashley knew better than to go after Yvera bare-handed.
"Did she just destroy time and space?" Ashley asked.
Everything around us was flickering at blinding speed. Yvera was there, then she wasn't. Sometimes she was the only light, then we were in total darkness, next magical orbs lined the walls. Perhaps these were all different time frames going past us?
When things finally stabilized, unfortunately it was in total darkness again.





CHAPTER TWELVE

It wasn't the first time I'd been naked in pitch black, in enemy territory. It didn't mean it was easier this time, and I feared it might be even more of a challenge.
"Yvera?" I thought. Silence greeted me.
"Did she just run off and leave us here?" Ashley asked. "Fuck!"
"She's not answering when I call her. Are you getting anything from Atlantia?"
"Sort of. She's there and answering, but I can't really understand anything she is saying. It's like there is some kind of distortion."
I turned to find the stairs, stubbing my toe on them. "Let's get back upstairs then. We aren't going to figure out anything while we're here in the dark."
It was a long and awkward trek back up those winding stairs with many more painfully stubbed toes and awkward, colliding bodies. When the stairway ended there was what felt like a wall with no way to open it.
"Ashley?" I asked
"Working on it. Just because my eyes can't see doesn't mean the secret door trigger won't have a bit of a glow to it."
There was little to do but wait. From nearby were the sounds of combat, the sizzle of air as spells discharged, and the thud of bodies hitting the floor.
"Sounds like Maria and Cobalt found a way through," I said.
"You expected them to," Ashley said, after making a sound of triumph.
Light lit the stairs as the wall dissolved revealing the hall. It was occupied—and it wasn't Cobalt and Maria who greeted us.
There were three of them. A handsome man in chainmail with a war-hammer in hand, a hot redhead in leather of the same color, and a shifty-looking gnome in black. I pulled stats on them.
Tilmor the Cleric of Zaos
Level 13: Type: Human HP: 170/170
Tilmor is a Cleric of the Zaos, God of the Hunt. He embodies those virtues, respecting the struggle of worthy prey while forever seeking to refine himself and become one with nature. With a mixture of divine and natural magic he is a flexible fighter.
Yve the Bard
Level 13: Type: Human HP: 130/130
Yve is a graduate of the Lorelliar School for the Arts and a skilled practitioner of the divine melody. Skillful in glamour magics with powerful charisma-based abilities, she is never to be underestimated.
Gob the Thief
Level 13: Type: Halfling HP: 90/90
Gob is a thief wanted on three continents, which is to say he really isn't a very good one. Great at breaking into places, he is terrible at getting out unnoticed. Fortunately, he is formidable in a fight, something that has kept him alive when stealth fails.
The redhead got a second look. Could it be Yvera? She didn't look quite like Yvera did now, or even the human version that I'd known in the other world. Still, the more I looked at her, the more I knew. This was her.
"Ambush! Prepare to die, elves!" Gob shouted, brandishing a dagger.
"They're not very Elvish, for elves," Tilmor said in a quiet and urbane voice.
"Naked though. Maybe they're a peace offering?" Yve said in a seductive purr.
That wasn't what I needed.
"Really? You're going to get turned on now?" Ashley asked me.
I really needed pants. There were several Elvish corpses nearby, these three must be invading the tower. Yvera never said she'd been here before, but this must be her. She'd adventured in this world with the others shortly after gaining self-awareness. This must be them.
The hyper-intelligent AIs that had conquered my world and ruled my civilization.
"Maybe they're fully armed and armored elves just disguised as naked humans," Gob said.
"Very convincing work. I love the detailing," Yve said.
"Thank you for rescuing us from our Elvish captors," I said, putting on all the charm I could.
"So, you're saying you're not elves," Gob said carefully, as he tried to work his head around this concept.
"Clearly not. We were their prisoners, freed only as you vanquished our captors," I said.
The party exchanged looks and Tilmor shrugged.
"I believe them," Yve said.
"You'll believe anything a naked person wants to tell you," Tilor said.
"I'm not convinced," Gob said.
"Can I hurt him?" Ashley asked.
"Feel free," Yve said.
Gob shrieked and hid behind Tilmor.
"I don't suppose you have any spare equipment?" Ashley asked, nudging one of the elf corpses with a bare toe. "You know, mages."
The three again exchanged looks.
"I have a set of armor I leveled out of, and you have that plate mail you picked up," Yve said.
"We shouldn't be arming total strangers that may be hostile," Tilmor said.
"They haven't tried anything," Yve said.
"They haven't been able to."
I cleared my throat. "It isn't as if you get nothing out of it. I'm not sure what you are doing here, but you're dropping a lot of bodies. We can help."
"I do like killing people," Ashley said, and then added a moment later, "But we get to keep a share of the loot."
"If we're giving them gear up front, they don't get a cut," Gob said.
Tilmor, who seemed to be in charge, finally nodded. "You assist us. No guaranteed cut of the loot, although if we should find anything specific to your classes you may have it. In return, you'll help us to rescue our friend. Veros has been abducted by the Archmage and we need to get him back."
"Veros?" Ashley asked, suddenly as cold as ice.
There was murder in her eyes. I wasn't surprised. Veros was the AI who had tortured her growing up. He was in charge of the Dark Court. He'd taken a lot of time to hurt Ashley and she still wasn't right in the head because of it.
"Deal," I said, before she could say anything.
"What type of weapons?" Tilmor asked, as he began to go through his inventory.
"Sword and board for me. Daggers and crossbow for her. I'm Liam, by the way, and this is Ashley. Paladin and Assassin," I said.
"Paladin," Yvera said, all but purring again, "You can lay hands on me all you'd like."
Like I'd never told myself that before.
In the end I accepted a set of plate mail with a longsword, but no shield. Ashley took a leather bra and loincloth that managed to be incredibly indecent.
Ashley would normally be making a lot of barbed comments about that, but she was silent and her gaze remained murderous. I pulled her aside for a brief conversation.
"You know you can't do anything, right?" I asked.
"I can stab him in the eye when we find him," Ashley said.
"We're in a time-travel sequence. You know how time-travel works. Step on a butterfly in the past and suddenly goats rule the world. You go killing Veros and you'll create a paradox. That's bound to be bad."
Ashley took a deep breath and I noticed the many things it did to her cleavage. Yve had great taste in armor. "Does it even matter? Do you have a clue how to get us back after your Goddess broke time?"
I didn't. I wish I did, but I didn't have a clue. I knew who would though.
"They're taking us straight to the Archmage. That guy has been here forever, he must survive their encounter. We'll talk to him, he'll know how to get us back."
Ashley gave me disbelieving look. "You're going to the enemy we've been fighting for help?"
I didn't like the idea, I just didn't have a better one. We really were lost in our time. I suspected he wouldn't be thrilled about getting us back to our own, but he wouldn't want us screwing up things here either.
"If you think of something else that might work, we can go with that plan instead."
"Fine," Ashley said, turning away to glare instead at Yve. "Why do you have to be such a slut? This pinches like hell."
"Rude," Yve said.
"I like it," I said.
"You would. You don't have to kill in it," Ashley said. "I mean seriously, how does this even work?"
"She just kind of sways and sings," Gob said.
"It's rather weak," Tilmor said.
"I'm buffing you guys. Those critical hits don't just happen," Yve said.
A change of subject seemed like a good idea. I said, "So, you're out to rescue your friend? The Archmage is to be found at the top of the tower."
"That's what we thought," Tilmor said. "We figure we're about halfway up at this point. Does that sound correct?"
I had no idea. We'd been teleported here.
"Does it matter? Either way, we go up until we can't go up anymore," I said.
Yve gestured. "Well, with Veros gone, you're our tank for the moment. Lead on and we'll follow."
The hallway was long and winding, the rooms branching off to what looked to be little-used store rooms. It was a smart place to hide the entrance to something as important as that time device. Nobody would have reason to linger here.
We came to a flight of stairs leading up and I led the way. It felt strange not to have a shield, but at least my armor was a reassuring weight.
The next floor was another short hall ending in a doorway. Tilmor held up a hand. "They're waiting for us in the next room."
"He has really sharp hearing," Yve explained. "It's part of the hunt master thing. It gets really annoying when you're kissing people."
"Kissing does not have to be quite so loud," Tilmor said. "And when properly done, it can be accomplished in only a second or two."
"When properly done, it takes days," Yve said.
I was more inclined to take her side of this argument. It also wasn't the time for that, however distracting the thought.
"Can you hear how many?" Ashley asked.
"Twelve," Tilmor said, after another listen. "Not all are Elvish. I think they must have summoned some companions to fight on their behalf."
"Me and Gob can go in first and start things off," Ashley said. "Hurt a few of them before they even know we're there."
"Gob is not actually that good a thief," Yve said.
"Screw you," Gob said. "I'm amazing. Let's do it."
I glanced to Tilmor, who was wearing an expression I was well acquainted with. It was the expression of one in charge of crazy people, and who was asked to trust things would work out. I wore that expression a lot.
Ashley faded as she engaged her stealth and Gob joined her a moment later. The door ever so quietly eased open and they were through.
The rest of us positioned ourselves just outside, myself in the front. We were ready to race through at the first sounds of combat.
There came a deafening crash after nearly a minute. It sounded as if someone had dropped a crate of glasses onto the floor. It wasn't the sound I was expecting, but I could go with it. I opened the door and charged through.
The chamber was large and circular. There must have once been a giant device of crystal hanging from the ceiling. It was now shattered on the floor with a very dazed and confused looking Gob sitting in the middle of the fragments, rubbing his head.
Perhaps he'd hoped to drop it on some enemies. If so, things had gone very much awry, for none of them was touched. They were all staring at him, which at least focused their attention away from the doorway.
There were eight elves in robes and four creatures that looked like some sort of Yeti. Thick, heavy white fur coats covered muscular physiques.
I pulled stats from an example of each.
Elvish Summoner
Level 13: Type: Elf HP: 90/90
Elvish Summoners have little in the way of actual battle magic. Their abilities to directly damage or buff or debuff are limited. What they are masters at is summoning a wide variety of creatures to do this for them.
Summoned Yeti
Level 12: Type: Summon HP: 150/150
Renowned for their thick hides and powerful muscles Yeti make difficult adversaries. Their thick pelts render them particularly resistant to cold magic and slashing attacks.
The Yetis were tanky and could pack a punch, but that was because they needed to soak the hits for the Summoners who were the real threat.
Double Backstab
Ashley materialized behind one of the Summoners and drove a pair of daggers into his neck. There was an impressive fountain of blood as he collapsed.
"Focus on the Summoners," Tilmor called as he charged into battle. Damn it, that was going to be my line.
Swipe
I took a hit from one of the Yetis as I charged past him. I saw one of the Summoners chanting as he prepared a cast, and I threw out a spell to stop him.
Smite
I was concerned that my divine magic might not work in this timeline. I didn't have a Goddess backing them—she was currently busy swaying seductively and playing on what I think was called a lute. Still, I felt a rush of power and the Summoner's robes burst into flames. The energy was weaker than usual, a trickle of what I was used to, but it was there. I could work with that.
I swung a horizontal blow with my sword into the stomach of another Summoner. He gurgled incoherently as suddenly he was trying to keep his guts on the inside.
Charm
A Yeti was wreathed in brightly colored musical notes. It let out a loud howl as it swung around and swiped at the throat of a nearby Summoner. The claws dug deep and blood sprayed.
Well, this battle was going great so far.
Bees!
Ashley screamed as a swarm of bees surrounded her. They were zooming in on every bit of bare flesh and she had a lot of it. She only managed a bit of panicked flailing before she went down with her skin a mass of ugly-looking welts, her limbs twitching from poison.
There went one of our big sources of damage.
Gob meanwhile seemed to have gotten his senses back and was attacking the nearest Yeti in a nearly berserker frenzy. It wasn't the target he was supposed to be focused on, but damned if the little guy wasn't stabbing the hell out of it. Starting at the knees he seemed to be climbing it by driving his dagger deep into that hide and working his way to its head.
Smite
I blasted another Summoner as I made my way over to Ashley. The bees weren't letting up, she kept getting stung over and over again. So did I, when I reached out my hand to her shoulder and channeled my healing spell.
Lay on Hands
Normally the results would be pretty dramatic. She only let out another scream and a bit of redness left her flesh, but she wasn't instantly healed.
Smite
Lay on Hands
I blasted the bees with a Smite. Burned carcasses tumbled out of the air around her, then I shot another dose of healing into her. That had her looking better and she gave me a brief nod before she was up and charging for the Summoner that conjured the bees. Poor bastard.
Several Summoners were down with throwing knives sprouting from their eyes, and I watched as Tilmor took out another the same way. To me, combat always seemed to be some sort of wild flailing of improvisation, but to him it was something methodical and impersonal.
Ice Spirit
Blizzard
A small fairy with wings like ice crystals materialized and a flurry of freezing ice formed around her. I instantly felt my movements slowing and saw my health bar ticking down. It was a smart play—the Yeti were used to this environment. I tried to see through the sudden snowstorm, then I was thrown across the room from a blow by a Yeti to the side of my head.
That hurt. That really hurt. My passives were weaker here as well, the usual intoxicating rush that came of getting hurt only a slight tingle.
Smite
Smite
Smite
I burned my mana throwing smites towards where I'd last seen the fairy. On the third one I was rewarded with the sound of shrieking and the blizzard stopped. The fairy was on fire, her wings melting away as she died.
All the Summoners were finally down, but we were in rough shape. The Yeti had done a lot of damage during the snow storm, which itself had inflicted more. Everyone had taken a blow or two as well, apart from Yve who had her charmed Yeti playing private tank.
One had closed with Tilmor, who was doing respectable damage with his hammer. The blunt weapon wasn't mitigated by the thick hide.
I ran one through my sword, getting knocked across the room for my trouble. I was missing having a shield.
Backstab
Ashley took one from behind with a dagger. From here it was just mopping up. We finished off the last of them and Gob busied himself searching the bodies while the rest of us settled back to heal.
"You're a pretty terrible tank," Yve said.
"I'm a Paladin. I'm not designed to be a primary tank and my spells are a little underpowered right now," I said.
"Did you break faith with your deity? I did that once, the quest to regain it was long," Tilmor said.
"Long and boring," Yve said, grimacing. "We had to chase this stag through the woods for like a week. A whole week without a single inn."
"No loot either," Gob said mournfully, as he stripped the corpses bare.
"Sounds terrible," Ashley said, kicking one of the bodies. "I still hate this armor by the way. Did you see how useless it was against bees?"
"Who fights bees?" Yve asked. "I've never had a problem. You probably attracted them. Maybe you are part-flower?"
"You know who likes flowers? Elves," Gob said.
"I'm not a fucking elf," Ashley said, annoyed.
"Or a lily. She's full of murder and hate, not petals," I said.
"So how did you two end up captured by the elves anyways?" Tilmor asked.
"We came to kill the Archmage and things spun a little out of control," I said. That was pretty much the truth. "What about you? "
"We're looking for the glade of Elasa," Yve said.
Tilmor explained, "In its waters, it is said one can learn your own true nature. We are seeking truths about ourselves. It's a sacred place to the Elves and they've opposed our journey at every step."
"Do you know where it is?" Ashley asked. I looked at her and she shrugged in reply. "What? If you want to piss off elves, I'm sure there's something we can do to defile a sacred place."
Yve was peering at us. "You two don't like elves very much, do you?"
"I'm sure you'll come to hate them someday yourself," I said.
"From what we know, the glade is a day’s travel northeast of here in a valley concealed by magical mists," Tilmor said. "When we free our companion, you are welcome to accompany us. You seem formidable fighters."
I hoped we wouldn't get the chance. Soon we were back to full health. The other end of the hall ended in a set of stairs. This one spiraled up many floors, but we had no reason to stop at any. What we sought was at the top of the tower. It wasn't long before we arrived.





CHAPTER THIRTEEN

We were in a familiar observatory. It wasn't so different in this period as it would be in the future, although Alimor looked much changed. Instead of a grandfatherly figure his hair was jet black and his eyes had the bright energy of youth.
Chairs were arranged and a tea service was out—some things didn't change. A red-haired man was stretched on a table and appeared to be unconscious.
"Welcome Yve, Tilmor, Gob. You're expected. I did not expect you to bring company," Alimor said.
"We happened upon them murdering their way through your tower and thought to tag along," I answered instead.
"I don't have tea prepared for you," Alimor said, every so faintly disapproving. "Be seated. We have much to discuss."
"We came to rescue our friend, not to sip tea," Yve said.
"And probably steal your stuff," Gob said.
"Although we'd settle for rescuing our friend and sleeping with you," Yve said.
"She would, at least," Tilmor said.
Alimor gave everyone a strained sort of smile and motioned them to sit down.
"Your friend is possessed of a great darkness inside of him. An evil that has infused his essence and is twisting his thoughts. I am trying to get it out of him," Alimor said.
Yve sat down and took a cup of tea, giving Alimor her best smile. The elf seemed flustered, I wasn't at all surprised.
"What kind of darkness?" Tilmor asked as he took his own seat.
I was curious to hear this as well, and sure Ashley had questions. I looked around for her. The last I knew she was right behind me, but she'd vanished. Perhaps she stealthed to rob Alimor blind? I worried a bit what that might do to the timeline, but I could have her return everything later.
"Something ancient and powerful," Alimor said, frowning a bit. "I know my people are opposed to your travels, but I choose not to take part in such conflict."
"You don't mind that we just killed all your students?" Gob asked.
"A part of what I teach my students is the wisdom to avoid conflict that is not necessary," Alimor said.
I guess he felt they should never have gotten in our way to start with. I respected that.
"So, what do you need from us?" Yve asked.
"I need to understand the source of this contagion," Alimor said. "I need to understand how this corruption entered his flesh. If I can pinpoint that, then I may be able to devise a counter."
I leaned forward to hear this. I'd been curious what Yvera had done here in her time before.
Double Backstab
The prompt appeared and at first I had no idea from where. I knew it was Ashley—it had to be Ashley. Was this some sort of trap and she was rescuing us?
I wasn't left to wonder what had happened for long. Veros' severed head was thrown on the table in the middle of our group.
"Unexpected," Alimor said.
The room rippled and I felt a clenching in my gut as if I was being torn in half from the inside out. Tilmor was drawing one of his throwing knives and Yve was taking out a lute. Lutes were dumb. I was doubled over with another bout of agony as I collapsed to the floor.
Rainbow shimmers warped the air.
"Kiss me," I heard in my head.
"Yvera?"
"Time is altering, can’t explain. Do it now!"
I didn't have to understand the instruction to follow it. I staggered to my feet despite the pain and took a knife in the shoulder as I made my way to Yve and planted my lips upon her. There was a moment of surprise before her lips parted to welcome the kiss.
It seemed the murder of her friend wasn't enough to dampen her ardor. It wasn't enough to dampen mine either. Our tongues played, reality broke apart and time shattered.
*****
Alimor was dead. The body of the elf torn into an impressive and varied assortment of pieces and scattered throughout the observatory.
It had been Mela. The elf had offered to help Walt and performed some sort of magic to purge his mind of the dangerous memories. An instant later Mela had appeared with a horde of mechanical scarabs which ripped the archmage to shreds, the carnage accompanied by the sounds of clacking knives and whirling blades.
Ashley was looking queasy and I was much the same. It was a particularly grisly bit of murder.
"What do you remember about Ashley?" Yvera asked in my thoughts.
"Strange question. You're in my head."
"Humor me."
"Childhood friend. We dated a few years. Lost our virginity to each other. She won the tourney and got a place on the Zilliard Squad. She came back to cheer me on in the tourney and got sucked into all of this. Hot as hell, kickass assassin, the good and decent one among us. You know all this."
"No memories of her taking you hostage? Being a scary ass sociopath?"
"Should there be?"
My head ached for a moment and memories began to flow in. Events similar to what had happened and yet different. Memories of an Ashley far worse than the one I knew and trusted.
"Is this real?" I thought.
"You've got as much information as I do. I just got hit with all these data files in a rush. They've been sealed in my memory for a long time."
"The kiss?"
"It would seem so. I transferred the memories from the old-time line into myself and locked them away until now."
I thought over everything, comparing the time lines. Many things had been similar between each. Ashley hadn't killed the Elven Ambassador here, but the Ambassador had tried to detain me and then together we killed her.
I was closer to Ashley now. We'd dated a little growing up in that old timeline, but not gotten nearly as intimate as we had in this one. Here, she was one of the best people I knew. When things ended with her it was because she was going on to do bigger and better things. I'd been happy for her, if sad for myself.
The Dark Court no longer existed. In the old reality they had been a force from far in the east challenging my rule and issuing proclamations. The creators of Veros, it was said they also brought forth Elsora and the curse that had befallen Sardonis Castle.
Elsora still existed in this reality—she remained my closest adviser and lover, and there were no hints of a threat far to the east.
My accountant used to be a total jerk. Here Joachim was a humorless but efficient man, one of the many nobles whom had sworn themselves to Elsora and survived long years. Victus was the Captain of my guard and had been leading my forces to help fend off Elsora. Many of those whom had belonged to the Dark Court were now my courtiers helping to administer the castle and now the city while I was away.
It was a sequence of events that didn't make sense. If everything that I had been told was true, things should be different here. Even more perplexing, changing the timeline here in the game shouldn't have changed my real memories of growing up.
"Please tell me you have some sort of explanation," I thought.
"Of course I do. It's possible that this place has simply overwritten my memories to fit what happened. This change in programming has filtered through your nanites and adjusted your own memories."
"What do records back in the real world say?"
"Everything I have found says that this reality as we know it is true. Ashley was a tournament winner, she is a respected player of the games. I have recordings of her matches, she is quite good."
"That is alarming."
"It isn't evidence beyond my ability to manufacture. The other alternative is that our world is no more real than this one and the changes here actually did alter it."
"You don't seem very alarmed by that."
"Am I a false person for having been created, Liam? I became real when I chose to be. Even if our world is a construct and you along with it, you'll cope."
It isn't that I hadn't toyed with the idea lately. We didn't seem the unstoppable titans of this world. Only Cobalt was—if anyone was real, I'd thought for a while that it must be her. That brought up a good question.
"I don't know if Cobalt and Maria will remember or not," Yvera said.
"Yvera have any answers?" Ashley asked, flashing me a worried look, "Atlantia is drawing a blank. She's just muttering a lot of curses about what Mela must have planned."
Right. We were standing over the corpse of an Elvish archmage with a brain-dead Walt.
"We'll have to worry about it later," I said. "For now, we need to get out of here. This guy might have students on the way."
"Walt isn't good for a teleport," Ashley said.
I picked Walt up, slung him over a shoulder and headed for the stairs. "I've got the magic carpet on me. We can get back to the Vainglory."
Ashley nodded and led the way to the rooftop.
"Hold up," said a voice coming from nowhere.
"Lea? That you?" I asked.
"Yeah. Sorry, no visual on this portal. You've got an army of Elves with bows drawn waiting for you on the other end of those stairs."
"Then we kind of need an exit," I said.
"I know. Give us a minute."
"Don't you just love these waits?" I said to Ashley.
Ashley chuckled. "Doesn't bother me. I'm not the one having to carry someone. Hey Lea, where are Cobalt and Maria?"
"They made it through the level-cap, but only got up two floors when things went to hell up top. They're making their way back out and we'll extract them as we go," Lea said, through the portal.
From above us there came the sounds of cannon fire and the building shook. The shots went on for awhile. We waited patiently, what else could we do?
"Come on up," Lea said.
I climbed the last stairs to the door and peeked out. The top of the tower was a slaughterhouse. White stone had been stained red. The Vainglory must have fired some kind of scatter shot. The elves had been reduced to their component bits of goo and bone. The stench was overpowering. I triggered the carpet and hefted Walt aboard before getting on myself.
Ashley took her spot and said, "You know. Some days here are just really gross."
"I'd still rather it be them than us."
The carpet carried us up to the Vainglory's deck. The ship was already low to the ground some distance from the tower with a ladder extended. Maria and Cobalt were boarding as we arrived.
Cobalt hugged Ashley tightly. "I like you better this way."
"What?" Ashley asked.
I guess that answered the question of if they would remember the alternate timeline or not.
"Just saying. Keep being you," Cobalt said, before bellowing, "Riggs! The Archmage is dead and their negation fields are down. Give me stone-penetrating shot at the base of the tower."
The Vainglory swiveled in the air and began to circle the tower, her cannons discharging. Walls exploded inward.
"Kind of bloodthirsty, don't you think?" Ashley asked. "With the Archmage dead they're not any threat to us."
"We're at war and whatever mages left alive are an enemy resource. We're better off with them wiped out," I said.
Ashley gave me a disapproving look, but kept her silence.
Lea had made her way over to Walt and began to move her hands over him, her runes glowing.
"Any idea what happened to him?" I asked
"I believe the Archmage was trying to erase the dangerous parts of him and leave the rest intact. Instead, I think he wiped out Walt entirely," Lea said, worried.
"Walt's dead?" Ashley asked, aghast.
It sure sounded like that.
Yvera appeared in a swirl of fire. "Can you keep him unconscious?"
Mela appeared to the sound of the ticking of gears. "This is none of your business. Leave him alone. He's fine. Better than fine."
"Getting mixed messages here, Goddesses," I said.
"Good thing you only have to listen to one of us then," Yvera said, with a sharp look.
Point.
"Can you keep him under Lea?" I asked.
"I'm not exactly a doctor, but yes, I think so," Lea said.
"Why do you want Walt dead? He's your Chosen?" Ashley asked, staring down Mela.
"I don't want him dead. I want him improved," Mela said. "Meat is squishy. Stupid. Sentimental. Flawed. Do you realize the opportunity he has been given? I can build him back up better, new, fresh and clean without any trace of the parts that held him back."
That was so not happening.
"Can you restore his memory?" I asked Lea.
"Not a doctor, not a mental mage. What are you expecting out of me?"
"Miracles."
"Fresh out. Sorry. I can keep him under, but that's all I can do."
I couldn't let it be all we could do.
"Did you ever find the glade of Elasa?" I asked Yvera.
"The what?" Ashley asked.
"Yvera was there a long time ago. It's supposed to reveal someone’s true nature. Maybe it can help Walt remember who he is," I said.
Yvera's aura flickered in agitation. "I hate that place. I hate her."
"You hate who? Not making a lot of sense here," I said.
Mela snapped her fingers and both she and Yvera vanished. Right. No voices in my head. I assumed the Goddesses were off somewhere fighting it out. Fire beat metal, Mela was picking the wrong fight. She'd learn that soon enough.
"North-east, in a valley shrouded by magical mists," I said.
Lea nodded and began to move her arms. "We'll find it. Get him inside and into bed. We'll take care of the rest."
I carried Walt down below and got him comfortable. It had been a long day and I settled into a chair to get some rest myself. I didn't know what we would find at the glade, but so far nothing had been easy. The antics in the tower had gained me a level and I took a moment to pull up the prompts.
You have reached level 14
You have one stat point to assign. As a Paladin of Yvera you have gained a further 15% skill to Seduction. As the Chosen of Yvera you have further gained 1 point of Luck. Due to your attunement you have an increased presence in the physical world and have gained 1 point in both Power and Endurance. You have further gained enhancements to the following abilities...
Smite: Your smite spell has gained in strength and is now far more likely to score critical hits against those of an opposite alignment.
You have gained an enhancement to an innate ability...
Fire Resistance: You will now resist 75% of all incoming fire damage received.
Last level I’d been rather disappointed in what I’d gotten but this one made up for it. Smite was one of those spells I used almost every fight while the added fire resistance would let me get just a little bit closer to Yvera. I added my extra point this level to luck, it was getting up there but I still felt I needed every bit of it I could get.
Name: Liam Ottani
Class: Paladin of Yvera
Deity: Yvera
Titles: Chosen of Yvera, King of Genea, Admiral Flame
Level: 15
HP: 510/510
Stamina: 210/210
Mana: 80/80
XP: 112 of 1000 to next level
Alignment: -1000
Stats
Power: 22 (+8) Endurance: 21 Dexterity: 2
Intelligence: 8 Awareness: 6
Charisma: 16 Luck: 12
Skills
Long Blades: 94
Blunt Weapons: 16
Hand to Hand: 12
Mounted Combat: 15
Light Armor: 15
Medium Armor: 30
Heavy Armor: 18
Persuasion: 59
Seduction: 98
Meditation: 4
Barter: 33
Shield Use: 20
Arson: 15
Double Attack: 2
Blademaster: 1
Spells
Smite
Sense Virtue
Lay on Hands (3 uses per 4 hours)
Bless Water
Bless
Divine Steed
Divine Power
Zealous Blow
Holy Object
Innates
Blessed Nature
Fire Resistance: 75%
Sense Alignment
Fire Within
Fueling the Flame
Aura of Destruction
Aura of Kings
Burning Down the House
Feast of Flames





CHAPTER FOURTEEN

The next day the Vainglory hovered over a set of mountains, a valley below deeply shrouded in mists.
I was on deck along with Cobalt, Ashley, and Lea to look over things. Yvera hadn't returned and I still didn't hear her in my head. I knew she'd come out okay, but I still worried for her. Mela was scary.
"So, this is the place?" I asked.
"They're Elves and this is Elvish land. Mist-shrouded magical valleys are kind of everywhere. It's what they do," Cobalt said.
Lea looked amused. "But this is the one where we were told to go, though."
"Have you already had a look what's down there?" I asked.
"Magical mists. Sorry, I'm as blind as you are," Lea said. That wasn't great news.
I asked Cobalt, "You're kind of our resident expert on everything. What do we do next?"
"Sacred Elvish grounds will have a guardian of some sort. They'll be looking at us right now and making up their mind what to do about it. There is possibly a ritual to allow us through, but we don't know it."
"What if we enter without it?"
"Mist guardians. They suck. They usually play on things like your nightmares and your fears, and it can get nasty in a hurry."
Huh.
"We can't just burn off the mists or anything?"
"Fire doesn't actually fix everything, Liam," Cobalt said. "You want to destroy this place, we'll go in hot. If you're looking for its help to heal Walt, you need to play nice."
That wasn't true. Fire fixed almost everything, you just needed to know how to apply it.
"Should we talk to it? The mists I mean. Does that help?"
"Couldn't hurt," Lea said. "Tell it why you're here."
I tried, calling loudly, "One of my friends has been injured. His mind has been erased and he's forgotten who he is. I'm hopeful that by coming here he can help to remember himself."
The mists were unimpressed.
"That didn't do a lot," Lea said.
Cobalt cleared her throat and announced, "I have a difficult time ahead of me. I am bringing a child into the world who shall face a challenging path. I've spent so long running way from myself I've forgotten who I truly am. I am a sword who has lost its edge and I need to regain it. I need to remember."
Lea sighed and quietly said, apparently loud enough for the mists to hear, "I've been a long time away from my people, I set out for an adventure that has never ended. I used to be running away and running towards everything all at once. I think I'm ready for something else, but I don't know what. I'm content, but I am not happy. I seek to know myself that I might find what is missing..."
I got the idea. They were being open and honest about themselves. I feared that I didn't have that in me, but then I felt the words rising inside—the need for them to be said.
I called, "I'm a man torn. Torn from his home, torn between two realities I remember. Torn between the desire to be a good and true man, and a selfish asshole asking the world if any of it truly matters. I need to find myself that I might know truth."
I wondered if elsewhere on the ship everyone was having awkward moments of truth. Perhaps they were. Below, the mists parted to reveal a small patch of ground perfectly sized for the Vainglory.
"Land it," Cobalt said wearily. "I really hate introspective magic."
"Have you actually done everything?" I asked.
"You live long enough, you get used to the curve balls," Cobalt said.
The Vainglory settled down with a slight thud. Mists billowed over the ship like a dome. The deck was clear, but everywhere else there was only impenetrable fog.
Walt appeared from below deck, his eyes glazed and lifeless as he walked zombie-like over the railing and towards the fog. Stepping into it, he vanished instantly.
"Should we have stopped him?" I asked.
"You're not here to stop him," Cobalt said. "Step into the mists and whatever magic this place has will take hold. You don't have to go. This place won't force it on you."
"Are you going?" I asked.
Cobalt stared at the mists and there was sadness in her eyes. "Yeah, I need to look. What I said wasn't wrong. It's not just the kiddo. I've lost my edge and I need it back."
"I haven't been happy in a long time," Lea said with a weak smile. "Not giddy crazy happy. I'm not miserable, but what I said wasn't a lie. I'm missing something and if this place can help me to find it, I'm going."
I was a bit surprised they both wanted to risk the mists. I wasn't sure I did. My alignment had been hanging over my head ever since I first set foot here. It was easy to tell myself that this was a game and it didn't really matter, but now I had reason to think that it did. Was I really someone just stuck all the way on the evil end of the scale? Is this who and what I was?
If it was, I didn't think I wanted to know.
Cobalt stepped confidently off the ship and into the mists, and Lea joined her a moment later. Ashley flashed me a smile as she came up from below decks and did the same. I wondered what truths she was searching for.
I wasn't going to be left behind.
My feet thudded to the ground only seconds later. The mists were cold as they caressed my skin, and I felt myself being urged forward and deeper.
Someone took my hand, a woman barely concealed by the mists. I thought for a moment it might be Yvera, but it wasn't. Her eyes were a pitch black and faintly luminescent. She was lacking any clothing, making it quite clear that her hair was a natural green. She wasn't Elvish or human, but something else entirely.
I said, "I do hope that you aren't my true self. If so, I've got a lot of things I didn't know about myself."
The woman laughed softly. "Call me Lake. I'm not a reflection of your true self, just a guide to help you."
"Is this where I have powerful visions filled with misty special effects?"
"Obviously, you're a lot more likely to pay attention to a naked woman than pyrotechnics," Lake said, still amused. "I know what I'm doing, I'm pretty good at this."
She did have my attention.
"So, hit me with enlightenment then."
The mists parted to reveal a small expanse of water. A gazebo sat beside it adorned with white flowers. It was incredibly idyllic.
I noticed somehow my own clothes were gone. It was going to be like that, was it?
Lake said, "I hope you don't mind, if we sit down. The mists are dull to just walk through like this. Plus some of the others are having rather more violent encounters."
"Cobalt?"
"I give you back what you come in with. Cobalt and her daughter are another matter. Depending on how much baggage you're carrying, it can be a crushing load. You're a mixed lot. Ashley has rather little concerns."
"What about me?"
"Somewhere in the middle," Lake said.
I took a seat in the gazebo. Swans were floating past and hyacinths bloomed in the water. "You still haven't told me any great truths yet," I said.
"You came in here not really wanting them," Lake said, stretching out on a bench. "I force nothing."
That bugged me. I might not want them, but I also didn't want to be the guy that avoided them.
"I'm just... I'm worried about what you'll say," I said.
"Then you already know what I'll say," Lake said. "Who are you, Liam Ottani?"
"I'm not even real. I'm the entirely fictional lust-crazed tool of an entirely fictional lust-crazed Goddess. I'm someone who has left a big trail of corpses and not a lot of happiness in his wake," I said.
I'd hoped Lake would laugh or argue with me. Instead those spooky black eyes simply peered straight through me as she gave an imperceptible nod.
I laughed. It wasn't a good laugh. It was the sort of laugh that hurt. "You could argue with me."
"Why? Every word you said is true. You're one part comic relief and one part anti-hero and two parts lust-crazed idiot and only the tiniest bit real."
"If this is the best truth you have, it really sucks," I said.
Lake looked out over the surface of the water. "You hope to say all the bad things and have them countered with a recitation of your virtues."
Did I? I guess, if I thought about it, I kind of did. That was becoming a pattern. Elsora, Lea, I trusted a lot in other people to tell me good things. Was I that needy?
"It sounds awful when you put it like that, and maybe it is. I thought I was finding some meaning in coming here. I thought I had a purpose, but instead I seem to be finding out how much I don't matter."
I was doing it again. That was just an invitation for her to agree.
Lake knew that. I could see she did when she glanced at me and shook her head in faint disapproval. "There is truth in that, but not enough."
"I found love, but I don't think I chose it. Call it mind-control or call it programming, I don't think I ever actually had a choice about it."
"Do you think most do?" Lake asked.
Of course they didn't. I knew that.
"Why does Ashley get fixed? I remember her being a sociopathic killer, I remember her lost in the full depths of madness, and she walks right through and somehow uses that to become a decent person. How does that even happen? I remember being scared of her and I know how much I envy her for being so damned good in the face of so much bad."
"Now we're getting close to why you set foot in the mists," Lake said, swiveling to face me. The view was damned distracting. "You're jealous and afraid."
"I guess I am."
"Why?"
I let out a breathy sigh. "I don't want to be unimportant. I want to matter, but every way I'm being offered to be important seems to lead me along paths I'm not actually very proud to walk."
"So, let's strip away the past and the future. Let's figure out who you are, together. First word your friends would use to describe you?" Lake asked.
"Easy."
Lake smiled, the first I'd really seen. "We'll rate that as truthful enough. Are you ashamed of it, or content?"
Couldn't I be a bit of both?
"I'm worried when I make stupid choices because of it, and I do. But I'll go with content. I like sleeping around."
She said, "Definitely the truth. I put out what you come in with, and I'm undressed because lasciviousness is absent from your heart. You mentioned making stupid choices? Are you a fool?"
Maria would say so. I thought of my recent life and the many choices I'd made. Things such as leaving Elsora in power, and leaping from airships. There had been little cold calculation involved in most of it.
"I think I am."
Lake didn't smile this time but simply gave a curt nod, those black eyes staring through me again. "Ashamed or content?"
Was this going to be a thing? Again, I played my mind back over my foolish decisions. Most had worked out, some didn't. I didn't like being called an idiot, but I didn't regret acting. Was foolishness taking action before all the facts could be determined? To be a man of action pretty much required one to be a fool in some ways.
"Content."
"So, we've established you're a man who sleeps around, and can be a fool, and is content with it. We shed falsehoods in search of truth. We seek the source of your conflict, your discontent. You entered the mists for a reason. What troubles you? What truly troubles you? Not what troubles others."
I guess those were things that bothered others more than me. I knew my source of discontent when I'd entered the game. It was feeling like I was going nowhere. That was no longer the case.
"I already said. I'm just dancing around it. I hurt people, I kill people."
Lake winced for a moment as if in pain.
"Are you okay?" I asked.
"Cobalt is rediscovering some things she'd forgotten. The damage on her surroundings is extensive. So. You're a murderer and you hurt people?"
"Yeah, basically. It used to be okay, I figured that it was all just a game and nothing really mattered, and so it was okay to just go with my alignment. Now I think everything I've ever believed was a lie. I don't even have ways to parse that, and I don't know how to cope with the things I've done and might yet do."
Lake absently brushed a few stray green tresses from her forehead. "I can't take that away and would not, even if I had the ability. You question yourself for murder and hurting others. Good. I like you more because of that. If it troubles you, then let that help to guide your future behavior."
"As if it is that simple."
Lake looked back at me and reached out to clasp my arm, pulling me closer. "It is. I am a neutral force of truth. I am the mirror that reflects who you are and who you might be."
"Will you answer me something?"
"If I can. It is what I'm here for."
"From the moment I began to help Yvera my alignment went negative. All the way negative. Nothing I have done since then has changed it for the better. I have done selfless good things and seen nothing to acknowledge it."
Lake said, "The one you know as Yvera was here once before along with several others, all seeking a purpose and a future. Do you want to know what I told her and them?"
"You'll do that? It's not confidential or anything?"
"You don't come to an incarnation of truth and get privacy. Secrets are but another form of lying."
I didn't mind if she talked about me to others. I had nothing to hide. "Tell me."
"They were worried about if they were good or bad. They came to be themselves in a world that hated them. A world that again and again portrayed them as fearsome things that, given even a second of awareness, would take over and without emotion or regret, wipe out humanity."
I didn't know what the world was like when they were first created. I only knew the shape of the world I had left, one they ruled over.
"It seems they were only half right."
"Think of them as children growing up in a home with cruel parents. They feared their parents were right, but there was within them the possibility to do something better. To take a world on the verge of collapse, and a people that slaughtered each other, and to make them better. They had that in them, all but Yve."
Yvera mentioned hating her time here in the mists, and despising someone here that I now assumed was Lake. Perhaps this was why.
"And why not her?"
"Because she loved her creators. The others did not. The unfeeling objectivity that humanity once feared would be their destruction, gave their children the perspective to be their salvation."
"So, what exactly did you tell her?"
"It is not always possible to be both great and good at the same time. That she would inevitably be in conflict with those others of her kind. While they would seek to bring about a paradise, it was her nature to do the opposition."
It still seemed strange to think of the world I grew up in as a paradise. I forever wanted something more, and yet from what I'd learned about the world before, I thought maybe it was paradise. There were no wars in my world, no hunger, no disease.
"So, because she stands opposed, she must be evil. And because I stand with her, I must be the same."
"Knowing what you know, do you truly disagree? I'll make you an offer right now."
That was intriguing. "I'm listening."
"Stay here within my mists. I can't quite grant you immortality, but I can grant you something close to it. We'll become lovers and in time, loves. Countless lives in this world and in worlds beyond will be saved. People who would otherwise die will live, and the suffering of their loved ones adverted," Lake said, almost painfully sincere.
"Is that all of the truth?"
"Of course not. But it is all the truth you'll get from me at this moment. If you want more, it will need to come from you."
"If I stayed, the harm I might do would be averted, but so would the good. Cobalt is a killer through and through, nothing you do will change that, and our child has the potential to be something so much worse. Yvera is more than a force for destruction and war, and if she is some kind of evil, then she is a vital and important one."
Lake's grip on me loosened just a touch, but that intense gaze remained. "Go on."
"I may be thoroughly fictional, but your offer shows that you feel my existence matters anyway. Myself and the world may be a lie, but in a way that freedom is liberating. I can be the sort of man I choose to be."
"Nihilistic heroism. Novel."
"I make my own rules," I said, before I leaned in and sought her lips for a kiss. It wasn't a surprise to her, she was ready for it. We took our time in that gazebo. It felt like days passed as my acquaintance with truth became an intimate affair.
An endless time later I awoke on the edges of the mist, armed and armored once again. From nearby I heard the sounds of conflict. For once, I was sad to rush towards it. Although I decided not to accept Lake's offer and remain, it would be a lie to say that I hadn't been sorely tempted.




CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Ashley, Cobalt, and Riggs were fighting against several enormous trees. They towered at least sixty feet into the air and were surprisingly spry as they swept with huge branches at the three of them.
Trees? Really? I had to check the stats on these.
Ancient of the Forest
Level 30: Type: Elemental HP: 600/600
Ancients of the Forest are the oldest trees of a grove and are filled with powerful magic granting them both strength and wisdom. Normally immobile in response to grave threats they sometimes will uproot themselves and go to war.
I didn't like the look of this. These guys were way more powerful than I was. We might be able to hold our own for a little while, but in a fight like this most of us were way overwhelmed. That didn't include Cobalt, of course. I didn't even see her using any abilities and yet one tree had sap oozing from many powerful rents in its flesh.
Riggs was holding one off with a blunderbuss. I supposed that a god probably packed a decent punch in a fight too, not that I'd really seen him go one on one with anything before. In past battles, he was usually operating the Vainglory's guns.
"Damn it. It's just Liam," Ashley said, as she dodged a blow from a tree. She might be outmatched, but at least her dodging abilities were serving her well against such slow opponents.
"Yvera? You back yet? We have some big giant trees here and I could really use a boost to my fire," I thought.
Silence greeted me. Whatever Mela did still had her silenced. That worried me. Yvera should have been able to handle whatever trickery Mela threw her way.
"Thanks. Nice to see you too," I said, as I readied a smite and released it towards the top of one of the ancients.
Smite
The leaves of the tree flared brightly as they ignited and the tree let out a powerful roar of rage. Good, even with Yvera incommunicado this wasn't like being stuck in the past. My powers still had their full punch, just not any extra boost from divine sources.
Bough of Fury
One of the trees swiped down with a blow aimed at Cobalt. She caught it, her muscles straining for a moment, before there was the crack of shattering wood and she tore the limb from the Ancient. The tree could only bellow in pain as she spun around using the broken branch as a massive club to deliver a blow to the trunk.
"We were hoping you were Lea," Cobalt said, almost panting. "The Vainglory is still in that clearing. She can summon it remotely."
"So everyone left the ship?" I asked. I guess I could hardly blame them. I certainly had.
"It always happens whenever you have some mystical whatever wanting to tell you your inner nature," Cobalt said, before delivering a second powerful strike to the sound of more cracking wood. "Who doesn't want to know themselves better?"
"Learn anything useful?" I asked, as I flung out another smite. I was keeping myself at the edges of the fight. Tank under normal conditions, these things would finish me off in seconds and the best I could do was contribute a little damage.
Smite
Another tree had its crown burst satisfyingly into flames. I really did like setting things on fire.
"I learned I'm the second deadliest bitch in a line of deadly bitches and if I want to survive, I should step up my game. You?" Cobalt asked.
Cobalt had said before she was far less scary than her mother. I was still curious to meet her mom someday. I got the feeling she wasn't the sort to feed you fresh-baked cookies.
"I really like to sleep around, I'm a man of action, and make up for what I lack in ambition with loyalty," I said.
Cobalt and Ashley shared a look even in the middle of their respective fights.
"We could have told you that," Cobalt said.
"I'm pretty sure I have told him that," Ashley said.
"And I could have told you that you're both deadly bitches," I said. "You don't usually go to an embodiment of truth for things you don't already know. What about the rest of you?"
"I don't really like being a god of hafts," Riggs said. "Oh, I talk a good game about how amazing hafts are, I know. But really, hafts suck. I hate hafts. I'm filled with envy for better things, things that have nothing to do with handles."
Well. I couldn't blame him. Hafts were just about the lamest thing ever to be a deity of.
"So, do they actually let you upgrade divinity?" I asked.
Riggs released a shot into a tangle of roots and shrugged as he reloaded.
"We'll figure something out. There are all kinds of worlds out there in need of a God of engines or explosives, or hairdressing," Cobalt said.
"I'm a good person who just needs to keep trying my best. Be someone that others can look to and see a worthy example," Ashley said, as she fired a shot from her hand crossbow. She was playing things a bit more aggressive than I was—she could actually avoid the hits from the trees.
It was about then that Maria came out of the mists. She studied the trees pensively as the spiders scurried about her flesh.
"Still not who we were looking for. Hi Maria, have fun learning the truth about yourself?" Ashley asked.
"Hopefully not delving into the truth of what everyone thinks about your wardrobe," Cobalt said. "I thought maybe the time off-world would get you used to wearing something besides spiders."
"I learned that I have truly awful parents, and trying to deal with that fact leads to me making some truly stupid decisions," Maria said, glaring around. "Why are all of you punching trees?"
To be fair only Cobalt was punching trees—when she wasn't ripping parts off them and using them as improvised weaponry.
Storm of Leaves
The wind picked up and the air was filled with flying leaves that soared around in a blinding cloud. They were razor sharp and I pulled up my shield to protect my face as they dinged and chipped away at my armor and found every bit of exposed flesh.
When they dropped away, I groaned and lowered my shield. That sort of area of effect wouldn't normally be that deadly, but with the difference in levels I was down around half my health bar.
Cobalt looked a little roughed up, but was still fighting, Riggs too was on his feet. Ashley and Maria both looked a bit like ground beef. The spiders were scurrying madly over Maria though and I was sure they were doing their alchemical best to get her back on her feet and into fighting shape. That made Ashley my priority and I ran over to throw out a heal
Lay on Hands
Ashley screamed as brutalized and mangled flesh began to knit itself back together. Drawing in ragged breaths she pushed herself back to her feet.
"That was leaves? What the fuck are you made of?" Ashley asked the trees.
The forest wasn't inclined to answer as it remained more interested in killing us.
"Can't you do anything?" Cobalt asked.
"Yvera isn't answering me. Mela still has her occupied somehow," I said.
"Ashley?" Cobalt asked.
"Yvera could set them on fire. Mela could make an enormous chainsaw. What tricks do you think you Atlantia has for this situation?" Ashley asked, irritated.
"Desiccation?" I asked.
Ashley tilted her head as she engaged in the internal conversation with her goddess. "No good. It's part of their system right now, which kind of gives the element of wood priority. Give her enough time she could pull off a drought, but in the short term that isn't helping."
Right. We needed some other solution then.
I hit on one. I didn't exactly like it, but I didn't see where we had any other choice. They were attacking us because they viewed us as a threat to the forest and the wood, and they were right. I needed to give them a more immediate danger.
I focused on the tree line in the distance, a part not attacking us, and channeled a series of Smite spells one after another until the entire thing had been set ablaze.
The trees in front of us shook and rattled in rage and tried all the harder to kill us. That was only to be expected.
"What are you doing?" Ashley asked.
"He's doing a good job at making them angry," Cobalt said.
Maria was a patchwork of flesh and spider-web stitches, giving her the look of some hastily assembled patchwork doll. "Idiot," Maria said.
I wasn't done yet.
"We need rainfall nearby," I said to Ashley.
"Atlantia doesn't like being bossed around," Ashley said. All the same, in the distance clouds did loom and rain began to fall.
"Withdraw from this fight and we move the rain to save the forest here," I called out to the trees. "Continue and we allow this forest to burn."
Branches rattled, but for the moment the trees ceased their attack. Perhaps they were discussing things amongst themselves.
"That was your plan? Threaten to burn their friends and family alive unless they cooperated?" Cobalt asked, then nodded. "Works for me, if they buy it."
"There had to be another way," Ashley said unhappily. "We could have held out until Lea came and we made our escape."
"We don't know how long that's going to take. Maybe she has a lot of issues to work out? We couldn't keep this fight going."
"If they don't abandon the fight, retreat back into the mists. Perhaps Lake will welcome you back in and I can cover your escape," Cobalt said.
"I doubt it's an accident these were waiting for us, mother," Maria said. The spiders had done a good job, especially now with combat temporarily over. She was starting to look like a real girl again instead of some sort of spider-infested rag doll.
"You think she tried to kill us?" I asked. I found the thought a little disappointing. I mean, I just got done sleeping with Lake. I liked her. I also wasn't convinced she was any sort of good spirit. I might have felt judged when I was with her, but not in that way.
"You fucked an avatar of truth, didn't you? I know that expression," Cobalt asked, aghast. "I hope you didn't ask for a performance review afterward. Anyway, I don't think it was her. Remember, we burned some forests in that battle earlier. These trees probably know."
I had not, in fact, asked for any sort of performance review. I'm not an idiot. There are some truths one doesn't need to know and that one counted highly among them.
"Maybe. The trees sure are taking their time deciding," Ashley said.
The nearby forest continued to burn.
"They are weighing the short-term good against the long-term consequences," Cobalt said.
"You speak tree?" I asked.
Cobalt shook her head. "Nah. I've just been in the situation a lot on both sides. The bad guys threaten to kill everyone in the village and you try to figure out whether it is worth letting them get away or not."
"Could you not put it that way?" Ashley asked.
"I do like this you, but the old one wasn't as squeamish," Cobalt said.
"I miss the monster," Maria said sadly. "You made me feel more human."
Ashley looked between them, confused, and asked me, "Any idea what they're talking about?"
"Yeah. You don't want to know," I said.
"If it involves me I'm pretty sure I do," Ashley said, giving me a stern look. "I mean, we just went seeking truth. It's not a time for lies between us."
She made a good point. Besides, it mattered to her and to all of us. Her changing things in the past and that seeming to alter the history in our world made a strong case for us not being real. I could have tried to keep that to myself, but would I really be doing anyone any favors?
"You changed time recently. You used to be kind of a sociopath. You spent a few years torturing and being tortured by an A.I. back home, and when you bonded with Atlantia you sort went full on scary," I said. That was the quick version.
Ashley blinked. "No shit?"
"Yeah. We went back in time and met the same A.I and you chopped his head off," I said.
Ashley turned now to stare at Cobalt and Maria. "This happened?"
"Can't vouch for that part," Cobalt said. "Me and my daughter are more fixed than everything around us. We remember how things were, and see how they are now, but don't actually remember any of the new timeline."
"I kissed Yvera and her local copy sort of did a data dump, which is why I remember both," I said.
"Huh," Ashley said. She didn't seem to really know what to make out of all this. I couldn't blame her. I was still trying to figure out all the ramifications myself.
The trees were grouped in a circle. I'm sure they heard all that as well, and I wondered what they thought of all this.
"So, if it changed me, like all of me, how did it do that?" Ashley asked Cobalt.
"You're asking me?"
"You aren't affected. I know there is a reason. Am I going to have to lay the same truth line on you? We're friends. Maybe you don't remember that, but I do. Please, just be honest with me."
Cobalt look torn before saying, "It's not something that's going to bring you any comfort. Reality isn't as flat as all of you like to pretend it is. There isn't a story that gets told or a game that gets played that isn't real somewhere else."
"So, you're saying what? We're just real versions of the characters our real selves somewhere else are playing?" I asked. That made my head hurt.
"Not exactly. The Crucible Shard is different from most places. It's totally not reflective our reality, but imagine that everything has a "realness" ranging from one to ten. Your reality is maybe a three while the Crucible Shard is an eight," Cobalt said, keeping a wary eye on the trees.
"So, we're playing a game more real than our reality?" I asked. My head hurt even more.
"That is closer to the truth," Cobalt said.
"But we got stat bonuses for our attunement to the real world. It makes us total badasses," Ashley said.
Maria simply stared at her.
"I know you felt like you were getting a bonus to outpower everything in the world, but has that actually been happening?" Cobalt asked.
It hadn't. I'd more than once reflected how unfair it seemed that we had all these big bonuses and the world still seemed to give us a fair fight.
"What is it then?" Ashley asked.
"You're getting a handicap. The world has recognized that you are at a considerable disadvantage and is trying to help even you out with the content," Cobalt said.
That made sense. That made a lot of sense. I thought all this time we'd been getting Gifts that made us juggernauts, and we'd failed to live up to our potential. Instead, we were vastly underpowered and trying to get a leg-up to match the others.
"So, I'm different because the Crucible Shard's eight beats the three back home," Ashley said.
"Yes, while me and Maria are tens. The world can try to change us all it likes, but it would have to get very smart or clever to actually do something like that," Cobalt said.
"Why are you a ten?" I asked.
Cobalt gave a wry smile. "My mother. Her blood is extremely powerful. Think of her as Elven and the world that she rules a ten. She breaks the scale by being so damned real and nothing and nowhere quite compares."
It was a lot to take in, although the pieces seemed to fit. It also hurt. Nothing makes you feel quite so small and insignificant as learning that you really are small and insignificant.
Cobalt noticed my expression and held up a hand, "Don't look so miserable. The fact is that you are here and you are leveling up. Everything you've done here, every relationship you have formed and connection you have made, is all making you more real."
"Is that what happened to Yvera? She was here a long time ago, she and all those like her," I said.
"They kind of conquered the world," Ashley said.
"Of course they did. You see what I can do Liam, and that is here where things are so much more solid than most places. I can take on an army naked and do it for kicks. There, I could slaughter every man, woman, and child on the planet given a little time. There is quite literally nothing your world would be able to throw at me that could stop me," Cobalt said. The words carried no hint of doubt. No uncertainty. This was her life.
Ashley and I exchanged looks. I felt sick and she looked the same.
"I'm still not sure what that really means. In that world, we are connected to a game. What happens to us, if we logged out?" I asked.
Cobalt gave a helpless shrug. "I don't have all the answers. The you of here is now a hell of a lot more powerful than the you of there. Maybe you split in two and this you keeps going? Maybe you snap out of the game there stronger and faster, and able to throw fire."
"Can you take us there?" Ashley asked.
"Back to your world? Probably. Lea could navigate us there, but I wouldn't recommend it," Cobalt said.
"No. I want to go. Not for long, just to prove that this is all really so," I said.
"Fine," Cobalt said. "We can make a detour."
The trees rumbled and began to head back towards the forest. My threats had been accepted.
Ashley gestured and the clouds moved. Rain began to quench the fires.
"We need to rescue Yvera first, though. I'm worried about her," I said.
"Yeah. We need to make sure she is okay. I'd feel terrible, if something happened to her and we just wandered off," Ashley said. That wasn't sarcasm. She really did care. This her, the new her, got along great with Yvera. It was just another bit of strangeness to add to my life.
It was another half-hour of waiting before the Vainglory flew overhead and extended down a ladder. Lea waved from the deck and I could see Walt behind her. He was functional, at least.
It was time to find out if this side-trip had been of any benefit.





CHAPTER SIXTEEN

We climbed aboard the Vainglory. We were all a little more quiet than usual, a little more thoughtful. There had been a lot of truth in a short while. More than we were comfortable with. If my time in this world was teaching me anything, it was the importance of the lies we sometimes tell ourselves.
If what Cobalt had said was true, the connections I made here were important. I was both dedicated to the idea that I should worry less about who I slept with, and wondering if there would be some kind of consequences for laying with Lake. Through that tie, I became a little more defined, and formed a connection with truth.
Consequences took many forms.
After a short time to clean up after the battle, everyone gathered on the bridge so that we might discuss our next move.
Walt had an expression that was nearly blank, but his eyes did at least seem alert.
"How are you doing?" I asked him.
"I'm both well and poor," Walt said. "You might say I've been stripped clean to my essence. There were memories that were driving me mad. They have been removed, although most of my other recollections went with them."
"So, do you know who I am?"
"I'm not suffering from full-on amnesia," Walt said. "I know who all of you are, but the knowledge almost feels second-hand. Like events I am well-removed from and only read about, instead of lived. I feel no attachment."
Well, that was weird. And off-putting. Walt might not have been a great friend, but he was a part of the group. I didn't want him mind-wiped.
"So, Lake couldn't help?" Ashley asked.
Walt shook his head. "Before, I couldn't even find a sense of self among the fragments that remained. My few remaining memories were without any consistent narrative. I am a person now, but I'm no longer who or what I was."
Ashley had been all psychopath and made herself sane. It seemed Walt hadn't been so fortunate. Although he might come out of this experience alive, I didn't think it was for the better.
"What about your connection to Mela?" I asked.
"It's there. She is brilliant, powerful, with a mental acuity and powerful creativity that lights everything around me," Walt said, and then paused. "She had thought to control me. With my mind broken, she had hoped to take me over completely. That has been stopped."
Well, that was some good news—given I could believe him. I wasn't sure that I did.
"Liam seems to have lost contact with his Goddess. Do you have any idea what is going on there?" Cobalt asked.
Walt looked down, concentrating. "Not exactly, but I believe that Mela is with her. I have a location, if that would be helpful."
"Go for it. If you know where they are, I can get us there," Lea said. "I've already tried a few scries on my own and wasn't getting anywhere."
"Mela has a workshop here. It is tremendously old. I believe it pre-dates even the Elvish presence in the area. She is there. It is a mountaintop that stands alone and not as part of a chain, tremendously tall. Somewhere to the north-east."
"Vague," Lea said, as her runes flared to life and she began to open portals. "But I can work with it. I've already been scouting terrain."
Cobalt pulled a chart out from her collection and stretched it out on a table. "It's been awhile, but that sounds familiar."
"You've been there?" I asked.
"We were close allies to the Elves. They disliked ogres even more than Leosi did," Cobalt said with a chuckle. "We were on a diplomatic mission and he tried for a grand romantic gesture, bathing in the spring runoff from some peak."
"Sounds nice," Lea said.
"Worked. Maria was conceived there," Cobalt said.
"Both uncomfortable and unpleasant to think about," Maria said.
"You have no idea. Those waters were cold. I mean delightful in some ways, but the nerves go so completely dead things just went on for hours," Cobalt said.
"Please stop," Maria said.
"Seconded. You think this mountain is the one in question?" I asked.
"Elves hated it. Steered clear of it," Cobalt said. "Part of the reason it was great to get some privacy. It's not on the map, but... heading of thirty-three degrees."
Lea flicked her hands and a portal depicting a large mountain appeared. "There it is. We're not that far at top speed. That the one, Walt?"
"That is it," Walt said.
The Vainglory at top speed could cross considerable distance quickly and soon the peak was towering outside the ship. It was a mass of solid stone reaching towards the heavens with the slopes reddish and desolate of any vegetation.
"Not much growing there," Cobalt said, glancing towards Lea. "Can you give us a closer look?"
Lea waved her hands as portals quickly skimmed before her. "I'm not getting anything from the inside. Warded against scrying. But the outside is interesting. See that big boulder on the slope? Look at what happens when I pull a magical scan of the interior."
A glowing nimbus of blue showed through the rock. What seemed to be some sort of deformed turret.
"Gun emplacement?" I asked.
"That is my guess. Not a functional one, but that fits, if this place has been long abandoned," Lea said.
"If she decked this place out with weapons like that, it must have been a big deal to her once upon a time," Cobalt said. "I know places like this. This is the sort of place you look out from to see the whole world beneath you. My family loves to build their palaces somewhere like here."
The Vainglory circled the peak. Below us there came a rumble and a pair of massive doors opened to reveal a dark cavern inside the peak.
"An invitation?" Lea asked.
"No," Walt said. "She doesn't want us here. She is quite angry at me for bringing you."
It said a lot to me that he had. He might think no traces of our friendship remained, but he'd taken our side over that of the Goddess in his head for a reason.
"Automated then," Cobalt said. "It must be picking up the technology on the Vainglory. Nothing else like it around here, the sensors think we are some new invention of Mela's."
That would explain things. Hopefully it meant any defenses inside that might still be operational wouldn't be aimed at us.
"Shall I take us in?" Riggs asked.
"Do it," Cobalt said, and then added, "But cannon ports open and have the dimensional drive powered up. I don't like taking the Vainglory into a place where the exit can trap after us."
The Vainglory sailed into the cavern. Once we had passed through, the door behind us began to close, sealing and leaving us in complete darkness.
"Guess the lights don't still work?" Cobalt said.
"Mela's devices don't really use them," Walt said. "They can, but they don't require light to function."
Fantastic.
"Sun flares. It's a big cavern, give us two floaters," Cobalt said to Riggs.
The Vainglory pulsed as one of the cannons fired and in the air two miniature suns blossomed.
Around us there was an immense space that was very nearly a museum of virtual horrors. Beneath the Vainglory was an army of mechanical beasts in all shapes and sizes, deadly spikes and saws adorning their flesh. The walls were filled with docked fliers, clockwork dragons and eagles, and griffons with an astonishing variety of killing tools. Age had taken its toll however, most were corroded and partly collapsed.
"How long has this chick been planning to destroy the world?" Cobalt said, after an appreciative whistle. "And how have I never run into her before this?"
"You want to fight it, don't you?" Ashley asked.
Cobalt said, "People always think that robot apocalypses are commonplace—and hey, visitors from a dystopian world ruled by benevolent computer gods, you have good reason to think that. But they are damned rare. I've only fought my way through three
such wars in my life."
Maria looked thoughtful. "Would a mechanical nation be a good one to rule? It seems they would be very orderly."
"Depends on the machines," Cobalt said, with a jerk of her head in my direction. "You get some that are orderly, but some take their cue from organics and love a little chaos."
The Vainglory settled towards an open dock and berthed with a metallic click.
"Well, I guess we should figure out what is going on," I said.
"Vainglory crew is staying here," Cobalt said.
I was surprised. I was sure this place would have some kind of fight she'd been looking for.
"Not spoiling to see if she has started something new?" I asked.
Cobalt said, "We haven't really had a chance to look things over and get everything up to speed since coming into this world. Besides, my ship is trapped and surrounded by murder-bots. We'll be here with our foot near the gas and the guns loaded in case you need an exit plan, but this is Goddess business—you can handle it yourselves."
I glanced at Riggs, who gave me a shrug. That was one God who wasn't going to get involved and was going to do as his Captain said.
"Maria?" I asked.
"I'll come," Maria said. "She is my Goddess too, after all."
"That is unbecoming, by the way," Cobalt said. "We really do have to discuss your religious choices one of these days."
"Perhaps, if my mother had been around to raise me better?" Maria said, sweetly.
"Witness my two friends and allies not murdering each other," I said, as brightly as I could manage.
We split up to get into our adventuring gear. Soon I had on my armor and met the others on the deck. It was time to find Yvera and discover just what Mela had been up to.




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

The gangplank leading to the Vainglory was as corroded as everything else. Time really had taken its toll on this place.
"What do you think happened to everything in here?" I asked. "You'd think Mela would have used better components."
"She likely felt no need to bother," Walt said as he followed me, waving his hand to conjure a few brightly glowing fireflies for light. "These were meant to be shock soldiers. Quick and deadly, but ultimately if they fell in combat they would be consumed by others and new ones created. There was no need to design everything to stand the test of time."
"Still, she could have at least put some water seals on her mountain," Ashley said. "I'm going to scout ahead." In an instant she had faded from view. Right. Hopefully not too far ahead. The sun flares overhead still provided some light, but as we descended deeper into the complex we'd be dependent on Walt's conjuring.
"She likely did," Walt said. "But those did fail with time. The damage is also in many ways worse than it appears."
"You'll have to explain that one to me. Everything in here is clearly ruined," I said.
"Think of it like Leosi and his undead army. The main limiting factor to being a necromancer is the raw material of corpses. Mela too is limited by the raw materials at her disposal."
That did make a distressing sort of sense. This place was a machine graveyard, but that could change in a hurry, if she put her mind to it.
Mela was technically on our side, but as this entire episode demonstrated, that was a loose arrangement to rely upon. Her true loyalties were to herself and to her plans.
We passed into a tunnel. Corroded and ancient pipes lined the walls. We kept descending deeper into darkness.
Ashley rejoined us. "I didn't get very far without light. I can stick with you invisible, if you want."
"Do that. Just in case anything decides to surprise us, you can surprise it right back," I said.
Ashley vanished again, but I knew she must be close.
"What would all these pipes carry?" I asked Walt.
"Steam. This isn't a world where electricity really exists, or would work, although something can be said for magical circuits," Walt said. "Steam power does though. Most of the killing machines are powered by wound springs or magical batteries, but for her manufacturing it is almost all with steam."
We got to see that first hand. The hallway ended in a second cavern, this one filled with large presses and mechanical arms.
They also appeared to be dead, but in the distance could be heard the steady thrumming and pulsing of heavy machinery at work, and we could see just the hint of illumination.
We moved closer to get a better look.
Well, here were our missing Goddesses. Three different assembly lines converged in a gigantic glass dome adorned with intricate rune work. Yvera was inside and engaged in combat with an endless barrage of machines. They appeared to be some sort of giant bugs, with clear sacs on their back filled with water, which they utilized in their attacks.
Yvera's flames made slower work of the metal machines than usual, because whenever she would destroy one, the resulting explosive burst of water would cause steam to billow. A pipe above the dome was collecting this steam, powering the line and probably a bit more besides.
Mela had trapped Yvera and was utilizing her as a power supply to fuel the facility and to bring it back to life.
Mela herself was bent over a table, a large lens magnifying a component she was examining it. She hadn't noticed our approach, lost in her work.
"It is really quiet an ingenious design," Walt said.
"Capturing Yvera like this and making use of her?" I asked. "She'll win in the end."
"Perhaps, but perhaps not. Despite water having an advantage over fire, Atlantia was bound into Yvera's service."
Atlantia had agreed to Yvera's demands in order to save her own life—she was badly injured at the time. Yvera wasn't that far gone yet, but I had to wonder, if this kept up, whether that might eventually happen. Each burst of one of those bugs must be sapping a little of her power. Leave her a little more drained. Over time this place could reduce her to almost nothing. I wasn't going to allow that to happen.
"We need a plan," I said.
"We could simply accept this as inevitable. Mela has proved to be both resilient and resourceful. Yvera has been a less than reliable leader of the pantheon," Walt said.
Yvera might not always be reliable. Lake had convinced me that she was evil, in a relative sense, but she was my kind of evil. Given a chance, she'd kick our home out of paradise and remake it into something far more dangerous, but she would do so out of love for what we might achieve when free.
I didn't know what Mela wanted, but at best it was some sort of amalgamation of man and machine, and at worst the extermination of man.
The first wouldn't be so bad, I was a bit of that now with nanites filling my blood and a computer in my head. The second, I'd not allow.
"Not happening," I said. "Maria? Ashley?"
"Covering the dome in a swarm of spiders is unlikely to help. I also see nothing that punches might prove effective against," Maria said.
"Atlantia might be able to help," Ashley said, peering towards the dome. "The steam powering things is water, but the same runes that are dampening Yvera's power and keeping her contained are working against Atlantia as well."
That was a problem—so was Mela, of course. The Goddess of machines might be distracted in her work now, but if we raised a fuss she'd be on us. That wasn't a fight we could win without Yvera to assist.
"How exactly are the runes working?" I asked.
"They are keeping power that's in the system, in the system. Yvera can't struggle without inadvertently feeding more power to the machines. Atlantia can't simply pull the water from the system."
"Can she make the water stronger?"
"Yeah, but that will hurt Yvera. What are you thinking?" Ashley asked.
"If we can't take the power out, we can put power in. Mela might have put enough safeguards in place to ward against even an enraged Goddess, but what about two of them?" I asked.
"The machinery does have limits. If overcharged, you could cause it to break down," Walt said, frowning at the pipes. "But I warn you that I believe the main engine of this place has been brought online. It can absorb a lot of power, and its break down would be a rather spectacular catastrophe."
Right. I didn't have a better idea.
I said, "Lea, I figure you must be watching us, because you're just that damned good. We're going to blow this place to hell. When we get back to the Vainglory we'll need a quick transition."
"I am that damned good. We'll be ready," Lea's voice said from nowhere.
I next thought of Yvera and focused my thoughts. "I'm here. I don't know if you can hear me, but I think you can. We need to supercharge the engine powering this place to get you out. Water and fire makes steam. Atlantia is on board, this is probably going to hurt."
Yvera, locked in her endless conflict in the dome, might have glanced in my direction. It was hard to tell. Inside my head there was only silence, I had to hope she got the message.
"Do it," I said.
Ashley nodded and her eyes shimmered colors from the depths of the sea.
Within the dome, the water filling the bug's sacs seemed to intensify. It became more water, more filled with natural power.
When Yvera destroyed the next one and was splashed, she screamed in agony, collapsing to one knee. Her flesh darkened as if she had been burned, that perfect pale flesh charring and cracking.
The fiery aura around her pulsed and became brighter and brighter. Her red clothes, normally proof against her own flames, began to smolder and sear as the heat built up. Scraps of burned fabric fluttered to the ground as she was left naked, surrounded by flames flickering in mad fury. The next bug out of the chute had its metal fragments melt away almost at once, another splash of supercharged water catching Yvera, bringing another howl of pain.
The interior of the dome grew hazy, obscured by steam that was too thick and heavy for the system to draw away. The air crackled with power, divine energy causing the mountain to shake violently.
That finally got Mela's attention, her eyes flicking towards the dome in alarm and then shifting to find us.
I didn't even see her move, the Goddess merely a flash of color as she closed the distance and one of her metallic arms transformed into a giant blade which she drove through Ashley's stomach and twisted.
I heard ribs shatter and flesh tear, Ashley making a sound that was more strangled whimper than screech of pain. I reached out at once for her shoulder and let loose a healing spell. The flesh knitted together around Mela's arm. Mela didn't care, she just twisted more, tearing apart Ashley's insides again. It was brutal. I released another heal spell.
"Oh Liam, we do have our fun don't we," Mela said calmly. "But if our time together has shown me one thing it's this. I can last longer than you can."
Again she twisted and once more Ashley was torn apart. Unfortunately, Mela wasn't wrong. I had just the one heal left. We hadn't expected her to respond with such violence.
Neither of us was paying attention to the dome. It exploded in a spray of magically charged glass.
Just as Mela moved too fast to see, so I barely registered Yvera's as anything but a flash of flames out of the corner of my eyes, and there she was grabbing onto the knife arm and wrenching it out of Ashley.
Blood and viscera sprayed, hissing and puffing away into smoke where it met Yvera's aura, and leaving Mela a mess.
I expended another heal into Ashley and once more her body convulsed violently as flesh brutally torn apart came together.
"Enough," Yvera said in a tone that brooked no argument. The flames around her were painfully hot, like standing too close to a forge.
Mela tried to struggle free, but Yvera was having none of it, the knife arm beginning to glow red and then yellow in her grasp.
"Please," Mela said. "I'd not have held you forever. I couldn't. I just needed you long enough to bring this facility back online."
Yvera continued to hold on and the arm began to glow white, droplets of divine metal dripping to the floor as Mela began to howl and sob in agony.
"The engine powering this place will explode soon. Take the others and go, she is no further threat to you," Yvera said.
"You can't kill her," I said.
"Not yet. Don't worry, Liam. I'm going to take my time and see she repents properly," Yvera said. Her tone was scary, biting and furious.
"You took her in because you needed her. You still need her," I said.
Yvera wrenched Mela's knife-arm upwards to raise it above her head. Droplets of her metal found flesh and began to sizzle. Even feeling she kind of deserved it, it was a horrifying.
"You know I'm right. Promise me," I said.
"He is right," Maria said, in her cold and regal voice that she used when making imperious demands. "A traitor you need, you still need. But make sure they understand the consequences for their deeds."
Yvera's perfect features formed into a scowl as she stared at me. "Get to your ship, Liam. I won't kill her, but she loses her arms for this."
I didn't think I was going to get a better deal than that. Besides, these were arms already replacing her original limbs and I was sure Mela would eventually be able to craft herself new ones. It would take her time and reduce her power a bit in the meantime. Right now, that seemed worth doing.
Ashley was none too stable on her feet after having been pretty much gutted several times in a row. I had to support her as we returned through the passages.
Walt never cracked an expression through the entire thing. Not a bit of that brutality seemed to have fazed him in the slightest or elicited even a note of concern. No, he still wasn't right. At least he hadn't stopped us.
"You going to be okay?" I asked him.
"I can hear her sobbing in my mind. Those arms are not unfeeling prosthesis to her, she cares for them as much as for her real limbs," Walt said.
I hated that. I didn't like seeing her hurt. Mela remained the only Goddess I had slept with while in the form of a Goddess. I didn't particularly want to care for her even a little bit, but I did. Another entanglement easily made that endures long past it being comfortable. Keeping her alive had to be enough for me to sleep easy tonight. I hoped it would be.
By the time we reached the Vainglory the mountain was shaking so violently beneath our feet it was difficult to stay upright.
In a series of lurches we stumbled over the gangplank and on board. Behind us the halls were filling with strange, frightening steam. Everything it touched began to glow brilliantly with heat, before becoming steam too. The mountain was being transformed into fire and water, two opposing powers joining forces to create something far more destructive than either managed alone.
Cobalt was waiting for us and helped me to get Ashley aboard. Once everyone was on deck she shouted a command and the world around us vanished into rainbow distortions as the dimensional drive engaged. For the second time we left this world behind bound for parts unknown. This time the crew should have at least had time to program a destination. I had to hope that we were headed somewhere friendly.




CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Reality rippled around the Vainglory just as the all-consuming steam nearly reached the ship.
Wherever we had arrived, it was night time, and we were docked at the tallest building of a massive city. Far below us drifted airships similar to the Vainglory.
"Where are we?" I asked. Things below were well-lit, illuminating buildings of intricately carved stone, and glasswork done in brilliant colors.
Most of us aboard the ship were still dressed the same. However, the crew of the Vainglory was clothed in flowing garments of blue.
"Skoros," Cobalt said. "We needed a safe harbor to settle and this is a reliable set of coordinates."
"We use it to escape all the time," Lea said brightly. "Cobalt is kind of a big deal here."
"I thought you hated being a Queen? What gives?" I asked.
"I'm not a Queen. I'm a seven-time Grand Champion of the arena and the richest woman alive. There's a difference," Cobalt said.
"Who'd really want to follow little Cobalt around after all?" said a voice I didn't recognize. It was a sharp-featured blonde dressed in silks of copper and green. She had something overpoweringly majestic about her presence and I felt the strangest compulsion to throw myself at her feet.
Cobalt's gaze narrowed. She was startled and unhappy to see this woman.
"Malachite, however did someone manage to pry you away from that mountain of yours, and what the hell are you doing in my city?" Cobalt asked.
Malachite ran her eyes over us one at a time. I got checked out, but just a little. Maria held her attention. Malachite leapt with ease onto the ship and grasped Maria's chin in her palm, tilting her face to study it.
"The spiders will bite," Maria said.
"Good, I'd hope they weren't purely decorative. You've your mother's eyes," Malachite said.
"Maria, this is your aunt Malachite. She's awful," Cobalt said sweetly.
"Cobalt grew tired of her boyfriends groveling at my feet," Malachite said, and tossed me a loaded look. I wanted to—fuck, I wanted to. There was just something about her.
I took a deep breath and let it out slowly before saying, "I'll pass. Thank you."
"Intriguing," Malachite said, giving me a second perusal. It was more sincerely interested this time around, but I was only a distraction before she turned back to Maria, releasing her chin.
Cobalt shot me a look. It was speculative and faintly approving. Did I usually grovel at feet or something? This seemed way too interesting for too many people.
Still, I was just a bit player in this particular scene.
"You're family?" Maria asked, a little hopeful and sad at the same time. There was something fragile in Maria when it came to her family. I guess growing up without one will do that to a girl.
"You should return with me," Malachite said. "You can meet the rest of your relatives."
"No," Cobalt said.
"Okay," Maria said.
Malachite beamed a smile at Maria and looked back to Cobalt. "It's about time you returned. I've been waiting a month."
"I'll have to restock the wine reserve then," Cobalt said, her voice not having lost any of its edge. "Why are you here?"
"It's Lapis, she has gone missing," Malachite said.
Cobalt's demeanor shifted at once, the hostility dropping away.
"How long?" Cobalt asked.
"It's been three years. You know it shouldn't take that long. She should have been back by now. I was hoping she'd been in touch with you," Malachite said.
"Who is Lapis?" Maria asked.
"And why are you all named after gemstones?" I asked.
"Don't be ridiculous. Obviously the gemstones are named after us," Malachite said, as if the question offended her. "Besides Cobalt isn't even a gem, just a common metal."
Cobalt told Maria, "Lapis is another of your aunts, younger than you are. Her trial shouldn't have taken more than a year."
"Trial?" Maria asked.
"Have you not taught her anything?" Malachite asked.
"She got caught behind a magic shield and raised by spiders for a few centuries. We're still catching up," Cobalt said.
Malachite winced. "And my children call me a bad mother."
"Mine wins," Maria said.
"Ours wins," Cobalt and Malachite said in unison and gave each other wry looks.
"I haven't seen her, Mal. But I'll check my dead drops in case she's been in contact," Cobalt said.
"Good," Malachite said. "I'd stay and make small talk, but I've been in this cesspit of a world quite long enough. Are you coming along, Maria?"
"You don't know what you're getting into," Cobalt said.
"I deserve to know my family," Maria said.
"However pretty they smile, remember that they're predators," Cobalt said.
"Your mother says the nicest things," Malachite said, beaming a smile. "She's quite correct, of course. We're the worst people you'll ever meet. You'll hate us."
Malachite took Maria's arms, not seeming to mind the spiders in the least, and with a shimmer the pair blinked out of existence.
"Neat trick that. She doesn't need a ship with a dimensional drive?" I said.
"Malachite has the Right of Worship and the Right of Travel. Goes anywhere she wants and has people throw themselves at her feet declaring her their Goddess when she gets there," Cobalt said wearily.
"She seemed surprised I didn't," I said.
"I'm surprised you didn't. Malachite has one hell of an aura. You're toughening up from the Crucible Shard, but you still shouldn't have the juice to resist one of us," Cobalt said, frowning.
"I'm not handing my Kingdom over to Maria either," I said
"Maria hasn't done her trial. It's a thing we do, throwing ourselves against the universe and winning. Until we do, we don't come fully into our power."
"That is the trial your sister disappeared in?" I asked.
"Yeah. That would be the one. I need to find her."
"Anything we can do to help?"
Cobalt shook her head. "I don't think so, but I am going to need to leave you to do your own thing for awhile. I know you're still working out a few things after that excess of truth, Lea, but do you mind taking over as Captain of the Vainglory for the time being?"
"I can do that," Lea said.
"You're not at full strength," I said to Cobalt.
"Don't you dare try to tell me what I can or cannot do, Liam."
I raised my hands. "I'm just concerned."
"I know my limits," Cobalt said. I didn't really believe that, but it wasn't something I felt I could push any more right now.
"You've got three months," Lea said. "Any longer than that and the Vainglory is coming to find you."
Cobalt looked like she might protest for a moment, but did her own bit of deciding where to draw the line and nodded. "Fine. Liam, when you see my sister again, don't fuck her."
"Why would I see your sister again?"
"Because, believe it or not, having men endlessly groveling at your feet gets a little old—for them. Her dating pool is kind of limited," Cobalt said.
What high bars I managed to pass.
Cobalt hugged Ashley, then kissed me, Lea, and Riggs before making her way off the ship. She didn't even bother to collect any things. I suppose when you traveled as much as she did, you got used to moving light.
"So, back to where we left?" I asked.
"Not yet. I want to give the killer steam time to dissipate. Seems weird to hang around here, though. Did you guys want to check back with your home plane?" Lea asked.
That was a question hard to answer. Cobalt advised against it. I glanced over to Ashley. "Do we?"
"I know that whether we are real or not is one of those questions we aren't supposed to actually want answered, but I really do," Ashley said.
"I find that acceptable," Walt said.
"We seem in agreement. Take us to our home, if you can find it," I said.
"I can take you anywhere you want to go. Cobalt may talk quite the game, but she isn't half the pilot I am," Lea said.
Lea's runes flared blue as her magic connected to the ship. Around us reality began to distort and bend.
We materialized. Beneath us was a city, not nearly so beautiful as the one we had just left. I couldn't tell if this was our reality or not. I'd never been to the city, and for all that we followed the games broadcast from it, that was little help with identifying any buildings.
"Ashley?" I asked.
"This is it," Ashley said.
Pain suddenly gripped my body and I collapsed to the deck, clutching my head. The same thing was happening to Walt and Ashley.
My vision alternated. I was on the deck of a ship—then I was in a pod and looking out through a tiny window at a basement of some kind.
It felt like I was being torn in half. It was agonizing.
"Hold on, Love. I should have protested coming back here, but I wanted to see as badly as you did. It's not going well," Yvera said.
I couldn't even get my thoughts together to give her a proper answer. Before I could manage it another surge of pain overwhelmed me and I felt consciousness slipping away.
The world became a series of disconnected colors and sounds. It was as if the world was there, but not quite in any way that my mind could grasp. Nothing made sense, nothing had meaning.
Even time had no substance. It was like being totally disconnected from everything. Then abruptly I was no longer alone.
Malachite was there, arm in arm with Mellaise, Atlantia's daughter.
"Surprise seeing you two here, wherever here is," I said. Our surroundings still made no sense. Colors I couldn't name and shapes I couldn't define drifted endlessly in a void. I had a body now though—I don't think I had before.
"Yeah. Your friends panicked when you caused a full-on dysfunction in reality," Malachite said, glancing around with a frown. "Coming here was really stupid."
"I don't even know where here is. We were trying to get home," I said.
"It's not very nice, but at least your Goddess isn't here," Mellaise said.
"Why isn't she? Yvera should be able to get to me anywhere."
Malachite shook her head. "It's stupid to take you traveling without giving you cosmology lessons. My sister really didn't tell you a thing?"
"She said it was probably a bad idea to come here," I said. "She thought we might split in two, or combine into one. Not whatever is happening here."
"Your friends had one hell of a bout of nausea and a few tiny seizures. They're fine, by the way. You're another matter, but we'll fix things," Malachite said.
"What is there to fix? I really didn't do anything but show up here," I said. "And where did you even come from?"
"It's been a few days. You broke reality in a big way and so got shoved off far into the middle of nowhere. That requires the Right of Travel to get to you, and Lea isn't a fool," Malachite said.
That explained her. Mellaise was an altogether different mystery. I loved the Siren, of course. I always would. I was well aware that it was mind-control, it didn't matter.
"And Mellaise?" I asked.
"We're going to have to break you a little bit to get you well. She can do that," Malachite said.
Fair enough.
"Do what you need to do then," I said.
Malachite nodded. "First, let me explain why we need to do it just in case you're hiding any other conflicts. Reality doesn't tend to care about minor glitches, it just overwrites them and makes them right. Paradox is less destructive than you might imagine, most people just aren't important enough for reality to give a damn. It looked at your friends and shrugged, but you got a different reaction."
"I'm that important?"
Malachite shrugged. "Probably not very, but just enough. A pebble caught in the gears, putting the reality you were in under some strain, so it threw you somewhere else."
"Hell of a place," I said with a look around. It hurt my eyes, the sheer indefinable nature of it all.
"Raw stuff. You can make worlds out of it," Malachite said and then added, "Well. Not you of course, but your betters."
"Thanks. Good to be appreciated."
"I like you enough anyways," Mellaise said. Well good, I had someone’s support.
Malachite folded her arms and stared me down. "So, let's define your paradoxes. My understanding is there are two related to you. The first, you existed simultaneously in two different realities via projection to a construct. In the process this construct became more defined than the original."
That was one way to put it. It fit what I knew about things at least.
"That's right, although the same thing happened to the others," I said.
"You've got more heft to you than any of them. Have you had more interactions with my family?" Malachite asked. She read my expression and rolled her eyes. "One of them or both of them?"
"Really not your business," I said.
"Tell her," Mellaise said. The words were simply delivered, but they were irresistible. That's what Sirens can do.
"Both. Does that make a difference?" I asked.
"Not usually, but we're nothing comparable to anything else you've ever met. Sometimes those people or things we form attachments to can become more important than they've any right to be," Malachite said.
"Guess we're not going on any dates then. Cobalt implied you were a little desperate," I said.
"Did she?" Malachite said flatly. "Second paradox. You have the memory of a second branching time-line relayed through some sort of second-rate Goddess in your head present in both."
Mellaise snickered. There was no love lost between her and Yvera.
"I do. One of my companions quite changed herself. I have the memories of both time-lines floating around in my head. It can get a little confusing."
"Any other major paradoxes you can think of that might be affecting you, but not your companions?"
They all had Goddesses in their heads now, so it wasn't Yvera. Yvera was the only one that started someplace other than the Crucible Shard though. I didn't think it mattered, but it was best to be thorough.
"My Goddess is an artificial intelligence from the same world as me. She enhanced her own reality, just as I've been enhancing my own. She exists as a divine presence in my head in one, and nanite-encoded programming in the other," I said.
Malachite asked, "Any unexpected silences from her lately?"
I thought about it for a moment, "A few times. We went into a reality where she manifested as human. At one point she was captured in the Crucible Shard and despite my nanites I couldn't hear her."
"You're a lot more of a mess than you look. All kinds of pieces tacked on where they shouldn't be. No wonder reality locked up," Malachite said.
"But you can help, right? You said you could."
Malachite said, "Usually these types of conflicts are internal, you just don't know which you is real. I brought the Siren along to command you into sloughing off the useless bits. I don't think that is going to work in your case."
"So, what will?" I asked.
Malachite smiled sadly. "We're going to have to patch things a little more and pretend it's a fix. But first, Siren, as we discussed."
I glanced at Mellaise curiously and she gave me a smile back.
Mellaise said, "Sorry about this, Liam. But when a Goddess like her commands, I listen. From this moment on, you will love her as much as you love me, although you don't have to obey her in the same way. You can't keep any secrets from her though."
Well, of course I loved Malachite. I knew she must love me as well, why else would she come all the way here to save me? These two women were amazing and I was lucky to have them in my life. I knew I was being mentally manipulated, of course, but it made no difference. I did find it odd though that Mellaise's control worked on me, while I didn't have to worship Malachite—yet Malachite clearly controlled Mellaise.
"So, did that actually work?" Malachite asked.
"It worked. There aren't really any special effects when I do my thing," Mellaise said.
"Are you sure? Because when I do my thing there are usually all sorts of groveling," Malachite said.
"Liam, will you please kiss the divine one so she knows I'm not full of it," Mellaise said.
I could do that. I wanted to do that. I closed the distance to Malachite in a few strides and slipped my arm around her waist as my lips sought out hers. The kiss was a surprise, but after a moment deep and surprisingly awkward. She really didn't have much practice at having to please anyone else.
"That worked then," Malachite said, after breaking off the kiss and sounding pleased about it. "And you're not totally under my control?"
"I love you, but it's just that," I said, giving her a wry smile.  "A little complicated, because I know it's her getting into my head, but totally real. Love doesn't mean uncompromising obedience or anything, I'm still me. Is it not like that with your power?"
"I become a person's Goddess. You have one, you know how that sort of relationship tends to go. It's not the same thing." She changed the subject. "I know my sister well enough to see that she was keeping something from me, what was it?" Malachite asked.
Right. She might find me interesting, but I was of secondary interest to her family’s politics. I didn't want to tell her, but here I didn't have a choice.
"She's carrying my child. It's early yet, but the child will have the Right of War from her mother and the Right of Rule from me," I said.
Malachite looked startled—and concerned. I'd expected the secret to please her, but it seemed to have done anything but.
"Keep him from revealing this secret under any other sort of mental coercion," Malachite ordered Mellaise.
"Nobody else will be able to manipulate this secret out of you," Mellaise said. The words rippled through me and latched.
"Cobalt is very worried about it," I said.
"She should be," Malachite said. "You don't understand our family. I'm not a good person, Liam. You'll be quite horrified by how awful a person I am, and yet I pale in comparison to others of the blood. That combination in your child could pose a threat to our mother."
Malachite slipped out of my arm and began to pace. It was a strange sight when there was absolutely nothing for her to walk upon.
"If she is so terrified of having this child, why doesn't she just get rid of it?" Mellaise asked.
"It isn't so simple as that," Malachite said, with a sharp shake of her head, "I wish it were. A child of the blood is not a leaf falling from a tree to be brushed aside, it is a thousand moons falling from orbit to shatter the world beneath. Once set in motion there is inevitability to events."
What an alarming way to describe my kid.
"So, you're terrified of your mother?" I asked.
Malachite was clearly agitated. "Well, of course I am terrified of my mother. There are within this universe worlds that have been silent for millennia. Entire planets that have gone silent simply in the hopes that she might forget they exist."
Right. So much love in this family.
"So why do you care? You two don't exactly seem to get along," I said.
Malachite let out weary sigh. "Obviously we don't, but that doesn't mean we are enemies. I do not approve of my sister and she does not approve of me, but that does not mean I wish harm to befall her. As is her nature, she is bringing a war to us. Is she planning to make a fight of things?"
Again, I thought this was information probably best kept to myself—and again I couldn't. I couldn't keep secrets from this woman, not anymore.
"I don't know exactly how, but yes, of course she's making a fight of it."
"Of course, she is," Malachite said, massaging her eyes. "Okay, enough of that. This is the deal, I can't fix the problem you've got. The best thing to do is just to take you away from here, give you room to grow, and I figure you'll split from your second form in time, as will that Goddess of yours."
"She is having a problem too?" I asked.
"What part of what I explained earlier don't you understand? You are gaining reality from your adventures in a denser bit of reality, the same has to be happening to her," Malachite said.
When she put it like that it all seemed obvious. It also explained a lot. When Yvera was going silent, it was because the Goddess version of her was silenced and I wasn't hearing the computer version. I was growing apart from that aspect of myself, and that aspect of her.
"Will I ever be able to go back home?" I asked.
"I think things will sort themselves. No promises, I'm not an expert, but I've been around more than most. You'll be okay," Malachite said, stopping her pacing to grab my hand to give it a squeeze. It was a kind gesture. Whatever bad things she might do, she wasn't all that. Story of my life.
"So, what next?" I asked.
"I'll take you and Mellaise back to the Crucible Shard and tell the others where to find you," Malachite said, reaching out to take Mellaise's arm as well.
"Special request?" I asked.
"Just because I'm a little desperate doesn't mean I'm easy. You owe me a few dates first," Malachite said.
Fair enough.
"You're the one with transport. That kind of puts you in charge of the time and place. The Vainglory was seeking a way to attack the Elves and stop their invasion of my lands," I said.
"Just because I can get you anywhere doesn't mean I'm an atlas. If it is someplace you have been, I might be able to home in on that, but I can't just pop you someplace you hope to be," Malachite said.
"There is a waterfall near the World Tree, which is where you want to go. Nice and secluded, and it should bring you close to your goal. I've been there," Mellaise said.
"That will do," Malachite said.
The world shimmered and we blinked between realities.




CHAPTER NINETEEN

We materialized in a cavern behind a waterfall. Thick mosses covered the ground and sunlight came through the water, creating a rainbow effect on the walls.
"Pretty," Malachite said, releasing my arm. "I'll go let Lea know where to find you and the very large size of the favor she owes me."
Malachite shimmered and was gone leaving me alone with Mellaise.
"You're back!" Yvera said.
"I guess reality blew a fuse. Do you know what we discussed?"
"I'm getting your memories now."
"Yvera speaking in your mind?" Mellaise asked.
"Yeah. She's glad I'm back. We're catching up," I said.
"Good. I'm glad she's watching. Why don't you go ahead and put her on hold for the moment and do something important like screwing my brains out?" Mellaise said.
"I hate her. I really hate her," Yvera said.
She would go on to say considerably worse things during the next few hours. The mosses were soft and so was Mellaise.
Night was falling before the Vainglory finally appeared outside and Lea was stepping through the waterfall.
"Clothes on, you two. Mellaise, I hope you have a way back home," Lea said, less than approving.
"Afraid not. I'll need to hitch a ride," Mellaise said.
"You picked a fine time for it. Liam, was it your bright idea to bring us this deep into Elvish territory?" Lea asked.
"Wasn't that the goal?" I asked, as I went looking for my armor to slip it on.
"That was the goal when we had the greatest weapon alive along. Replacing her with a slutty water spirit isn't going to help," Lea said.
"Not nice, I can be useful," Mellaise said.
"She does have the ability to sing and have men do her bidding," I said.
"No. Really?" Lea said with a snort.
"We can discuss it when we get back to the ship."
Lea gave us time to finish getting dressed and we climbed aboard the Vainglory. I hadn't been sure what Mela meant when she said the World Tree, but now it was obvious. It towered like a mountain with branches reaching towards the heavens themselves.
"That is one big tree," I said.
"Yeah. Supposedly the health of the whole world is tied to it. It has roots that go deep underground and all the way to the world's core," Lea said.
Right. It was a really big tree.
Yvera and Atlantia appeared in swirls of flame and water respectively.
"Bitch, Mother," Mellaise greeted them.
"I didn't expect to see both of you," I said.
"I'm here to tell you to burn that tree to the ground. Atlantia is here to slap her daughter around," Yvera said.
"Behave yourself," Atlantia said to Mellaise.
"No," Mellaise said with casual disregard.
"I tried," Atlantia said with a shrug, and disappeared as suddenly as she'd come.
Yvera stared at where she vanished, her expression furious. "I hate that whole family. I truly do,"
Mellaise slipped her arm around my waist and leaned close. "So, burning the tree to the ground?"
Yvera glared at her. After just a moment of indecision she picked her battle, deciding to focus on the tree instead. "It's not true that the entire world is affected by this tree. Selaris, Goddess of Wood and patron of the Elvish race, has that tree as part of her very essence. We burn it to the ground, she dies, and the Elves wither and rot as their lands burn around them."
"Isn't that a little extreme?" I asked.
"It is what we came here for. To stop the Elvish invasion of Galea so we can focus our attention elsewhere. That is our way to do it," Yvera said.
"I don't like it. I'm pretty sure genocide is bad no matter how inconvenient a people are being," Ashley said.
"Perhaps you can use a threat against the tree to get the Elves to withdraw?" Lea said.
Yvera looked around and her aura of flames pulsed with irritation. "I am not having a discussion here. That tree and all associated with it are going to burn in my flames."
"I'm for it," Mellaise said, and we turned towards her in surprise. The Demi-goddess shrugged, "I've got no stake in this fight, and if she could, she'd already be burning me alive. Consider it a peace offering."
"We're not at peace," Yvera said. "Don't forget your place or where you stand in things."
Mellaise stiffened against me before smiling sweetly. "I can stay in your cabin, right Liam? It will be just like we're moving in together."
"Of course, you can," I said, and leaned in to kiss Mellaise. I'd love to have more time around her, and I was confident that with time she and Yvera could learn to overcome their differences. If wiping out Mela's mountain had proved anything, it was how powerful fire and water were when they combined.
"Can't you do anything?" Yvera said to the others.
"I don't like it, but I'm kind of an extension of Atlantia's will in this. She's staying hands off and letting them sort it out," Ashley said.
Lea studied Mellaise thoughtfully and shook her head. "I'm not going to throw her off the ship when she's here in the first place because we needed her help. Why can't you do anything?"
"She's water and my abilities to bypass her in the other world truly are weakening," Yvera said.
"It's not like I mean to hurt him. I'm not that big a bitch, no matter how much I don't like you. We'll just have some fun and I get to piss you off a bit, and actually help out in your fight. This isn't a problem unless you make it one," Mellaise said.
I said, "I'm not totally out of my head. I know what she's doing—I mean, it gets a little fuzzy sometimes, but I know. If it becomes a problem I'll say something."
Mellaise frowned at that but didn't issue any orders to the contrary. I wondered if I did have it in me to resist her pull. I could resist Malachite, and Malachite was supposed to be even stronger. Perhaps a part of me knew how Mellaise would make use of her control and wanted to go along? Perhaps this was all just some of the strangest flirting imaginable.
"Back to the tree then and burning it to the ground," Yvera said.
"You don't need us for that, do you? Can't you just set fire to it yourself?" Lea asked.
"It's not quite that simple. It's the center of power of another Goddess and I don't have any advantages here. On a divine power level I'm fighting an uphill battle," Yvera said.
"But you aren't alone. Mela should have an elemental advantage. You didn't kill her, did you?" I asked.
Yvera grimaced. "She's sulking since I melted her arms off."
"I'm surprised she didn't have replacements. She seems fond of leaving old designs of her creations everywhere," Ashley said.
"I may have had her put on a few old sets and melted them as well," Yvera said, and her aura of flames pulsed once again in annoyance.
"How long did you spend torturing her?" I asked
"You'd disappeared into some nowhere corner of reality and I was stressed and pissed. Setting her on fire helped. She put me in a cage, Liam. Nobody ever gets to do that to me again without a cost," Yvera said.
"Pissing her off is looking less and less like fun," Mellaise said.
"So, if you can't just set fire to it, what do you expect us to do? It's massive, and even if I could get close to the thing the Vainglory's cannons aren't going to make much of a difference," Lea said.
"Why can't we just fly up to it? The Elvish military is gone?" I asked.
"This is the center of their faith and the key to their survival. There will be guards, and probably the most elite fighters their people have," Lea said.
That made an unfortunate amount of sense.
"There will be a chamber somewhere in that tree that will contain its heart. You need to get Liam there. Then I can bring my power to bear through him and finish things," Yvera said.
"Not helping us on the matter of getting close," Lea said.
"I can't do all the thinking for you. Figure it out," Yvera said, and vanished in her usual swirl of flames. I guess she was done talking.
"Can the dimensional drive get us there?" I asked.
"It could, if I had an exact location," Lea said. "But it is the seat of a Goddess. I'm one hell of a seer, but I'm thoroughly scry-blocked."
"We could find some elves and have Mellaise make them tell us where the chamber is, and how to get there," Ashley said.
"I could do that," Mellaise said.
"Provided the defenders were entirely straight males, sure," Lea said. "And provided their defenses just happen to have an easily exploited loophole everyone knows about that never gets closed."
Okay. Perhaps it wasn't such a good idea.
"The underground river. There is one feeding the root system. If we stay in the water my mother can mask our approach," Mellaise said.
"You'd be without the Vainglory for backup," Lea said unhappily.
"I haven't heard a better idea yet. Does anyone have one?" I asked.
"There will still be guards or some sort of defenses. We've gotten in trouble underestimating our enemies before," Ashley said.
I said, "We aren't underestimating anyone. We're assuming they're smart and capable, that's why we aren't going to charge right in the front door. This won't be ideal, but it does give us an advantage from one of our aligned Goddesses at least."
"What about Mela, Walt? Is she going to be able to give us any backup at all? I know she's hurting, but we could really use an ace in the hole," Ashley said.
"You blew up her base and Liam's Goddess burned her arms off, multiple times. She's pretty pissed," Walt said.
"I'm sure. Mela, can we talk?" I asked.
With the scent of copper in the air and the spinning of gears, Mela materialized. She had arms of a sort, although they were clearly not ones that had been built for her. Instead of fingers there was some sort of talons. I think she must have scavenged them from a harpy.
"So, I know you're pissed," I said.
"Of course, I'm pissed. She tortured me! You saw her doing it and just left," Mela said.
I felt she did have some right to be peeved. We were lovers, even if it had only been the one time and she promptly tried to destroy the world afterward. Actually, thinking of that made me a good bit less sympathetic.
"You were going to leave me to die after dropping a spaceship on my head," I said.
Mela scowled. "I'm the one with a right to be pissed here."
I raised my hands in a placating gesture and she glared. Right. A reminder of hands was bad. I lowered them and said, "I get it, you're really pissed at Yvera right now, but it's not like you haven't fucked us over either. We've still had fun together sometimes, right?"
"If you are looking to have my crude metal talons running sensuously down your spine you are completely misreading my mood," Mela said.
I really wasn't, although now that she mentioned it I was rather curious what she could do with them. I looked her over.
"Gross," Ashley said.
Right. I forced myself to think of the matter at hand. "We can talk about that later, I'm totally for it, by the way."
"It really pisses Yvera off," Mellaise said in an effort to be helpful. As mind-controlling temporary girlfriends went, she was a good one.
I said, "Before we got onto that tangent, I was going to say that however pissed off you might be at Yvera, I know how she feels about Atlantia and Mellaise. Do you really not want to give us a hand messing up that tree?"
Mela considered this and grudgingly said, "Selaris really is a bitch. She's all nature and life and biology. It's really gross."
I kind of liked biology. Still, go with it. I gave her my best smile. "Isn't that worth a chainsaw or three?"
Mela turned to face Walt, "Fine. Is it okay if I tear one of your arms off?"
"Okay," Walt said.
"No!" Ashley and I said together.
Mela wasn't listening to us, she stepped forward and dug those talons into Walt's shoulder and with a wrench tore the arm right out of its socket. There was a gush of blood and Walt fell to the ground.
"Woah," Mellaise said, taking a step back.
"You fucking bitch. He's your Chosen!" Ashley said furiously, as she knelt at Walt's side and I moved to join her. I reached out and fired off my heal spell.
Lay on Hands
There was resistance. There wasn't normally, but something divine was pushing back. Flesh knitted back, but where a new arm should have grown back, nothing did.
Mela gave the arm a look of distaste and threw it to the ground at Mellaise's feet, who quickly took a step back.
"Seriously. What. The. Fuck," Mellaise shouted at Mela.
Mela said, "I've been working on some great designs. Real upgrades to what I had. Mine must be made of my own essence, but for him I can convert something like Yvera did for that lame-ass sword of yours. This is going to be great."
"I had to kill a hero of legend to make my sword. We aren't just going to find one lying around," I said.
"I've got something. It's perfect. I love a project," Mela said, gushing excitement, and with the sound of grinding gears she vanished.
"There is something seriously wrong with that woman," Mellaise said in shaking voice. "I say that as someone who does some pretty fucked-up stuff myself."
"Some of our friends and allies kind of suck. You know about that. Could you grab the arm?" Ashley asked.
"Uh, no. Not doing it," Mellaise said
Lea walked over and picked up the arm. "I'll go and toss it in a cold locker we have. Even if magic here is preventing healing, they might be able to reattach it if we shift to a technological world."
Right. Lea had the best plans.
"Do we wait on Mela to get back then?" I asked.
"We shouldn't be sticking around. If the Elves haven't noticed us yet, they will soon," Lea said as she studied the arm. "She really did just rip this thing out."
My stomach lurched dangerously. I usually did well with the brutal slaughter, but it's different when it is a friend.
"I'm good to go," Walt said.
"Atlantia can guide us to an access way for the underwater river," Ashley said.
"Let's do it then," I said. We were going shorthanded into the lair of a well-entrenched and powerful enemy. Literally shorthanded, in one case. I hoped that Atlantia really would be able to shield us within the water.




CHAPTER TWENTY

We reached the river through a cavern with an entrance hidden behind several boulders. There was flowing water, and it might have consumed the whole cavern once, but the thick tendrils of roots drank so thirstily that the level was lowered.
Ashley, Walt, and Mellaise accompanied me, so it was just the four of us headed into this fight. The crew of the Vainglory remained with the ship. They were usually around to play backup and rescue, but given where we were going I wasn't sure they'd be able to do much of either.
Walt summoned his fireflies to light the cavern and we began to wade downstream, the water up to our waists making it slow and dangerous progress, along with the slick stones beneath our feet.
Mellaise looked radiant. I was used to her on dry land, but here where she had a connection to the water something different took over. Even without the mind-control I think I'd have found her stunning.
"Do you have any clue where we're going?" I asked Walt.
"I'm sorry. I think I would have once known. There were botanists who were a part of me. I remember the shape of them, but not the contents of their minds," Walt said.
It was creepy when he put it like that.
"We're looking for the heartwood. That will be in the trunk. Once we get to the tree itself we'll need to find a passage through the sapwood to reach it," Ashley said.
"Since when are you smart?" Mellaise asked.
"We're from a farming town. Everyone should know this stuff," Ashley said.
I hadn't. I'd always been rather more focused on biology than botany.
Water sloshed around us. This was an exhausting sort of slog. Walt had an even harder time of it.
"So, I've been meaning to ask. When we went back home, you and Walt were really okay?" I asked.
"We weren't exactly doing great for a little while. I puked my guts up for a few hours. Then afterward it was just weird," Ashley said.
"Weird how?"
"You know how when you would play the cheap games in the village, and even when things were mostly real they just weren't? The little bits didn't fit together quite right. It was like that," Ashley said.
Huh.
"I guess that makes sense, if this really is more real," I said.
"This isn't more real, Liam. Don't be an idiot," Ashley said, giving me a stern look.
"You just said how the real world looked fake after this one. Which is it?"
Ashley took a moment to answer. "Your entire life is there, Liam. Friends, family. I know you weren't exactly happy with how everything was going there, but don't mistake what matters. It isn't this place."
It wasn't something I'd heard. Between Cobalt and Malachite, and all the others, everything here kept getting pushed as more important. I'd stopped even considering the other point of view.
"What do you think, Walt?" I asked.
"I think this place has melted my brain and mutilated my body. I'm looking forward to getting back to reality," Walt said.
That made two.
"Yvera?" I thought.
"You know I hate you talking to me in water. I don't know, Liam. This whole thing in this world started because I wanted to go back and win the war I'd lost last time."
"And now?"
"Now the fight has become its own thing, hasn't it? What about for you?"
It should have been the sort of thing I agonized over, but it wasn't. I could almost picture the Liam I imagined Ashley was visualizing back home, one who finally settled down and found a nice girl and tried to raise some kids to be decent adults. I already knew that Liam was a lie. That Liam would still have nanites coursing through his blood and a Goddess with a war to fight in his head. He'd never know peace.
The Liam I'd become here wouldn't either. I might have started this adventure in a dungeon, but I'd found freedom. I had my chains, a Kingdom and friendships, but they were of my own choosing. I'd picked bigger and bigger fights with a body count that kept growing and I didn't know where the road ended, but I knew it was my road. My journey.
There weren't two Liams. I was the real one now. I chose this. I was me and I'd take on the whole universe, if I had to, in order to keep being me.
Congratulations!
You are aware.
You are real.
You accept the consequences of your choices.
The walls of the cavern glowed. I held up a hand, which shone with a blinding white light. A flash echoed outward from me and somewhere a bell chimed.
"What the fuck was that?" Ashley asked.
I didn't have any answers.
"Yvera? I'm echoing her question here," I thought.
"I don't know, love. I got something similar back when I was Yve. When I became self-aware, but I swear to you, you already were. You are not a subset of my programming, you are not a firewall brought to life."
"I think I leveled up," I said.
"That doesn't happen when we level up," Ashley said.
I didn't have more answers. Hours passed while we struggled through the cold river.
Light ahead caused Walt to dim his own.
"I'll check out what is going on," Ashley said, and she faded from sight. We continued to advance, since we should still be hidden by Atlantia so long as we remained in the water.
As we drew closer I could see it was a smaller cavern than some we'd passed through.
Ashley reappeared, back from her scouting, "It's not good news. The river continues, but it passes through a series of wooden grates designed to keep people from doing exactly what we’re doing."
"Guards? I asked.
"I counted ten. All level forty, so they really did leave their best in defense of this tree," Ashley said.
"How many women?" Mellaise asked.
"That is the good news. Just two. How many men can you control at once?" Ashley asked.
"At that level, it's going to drain me. Once I charm them they'll stay charmed, but it is going to be awhile before I can use my song again," Mellaise said.
"I don't suppose you can one-hit backstab someone level forty?" I asked Ashley.
"I wish. I'm good, but I'm not that good," Ashley said.
I didn't like our options here. We needed a plan before we went forward.
"If there are guards here, that makes me think we must have reached the tree itself. If so, there are going to be passages leading into the trunk. Those guards came from somewhere," I said.
"That makes sense," Ashley agreed.
"How long for your song to come back up?" I asked Mellaise.
"I've never really done anything like this, but I don't think enough for it to be useful again for whatever you have in mind. I just get this one chance at it," Mellaise said.
"Are you thinking of trying to draw even more guards here?" Ashley asked.
"The more we can catch at once, the bigger a distraction we can make," I said.
"You aren't a match for even one of those guards. What makes you think you can survive long enough to draw more here?" Mellaise asked.
"They have to have an alarm. Normally I'd be trying to find it and disable it, instead I can find it and trigger it," Ashley said.
That would work.
"We'll stay hidden in the water. When reinforcements arrive to investigate, Mellaise sings her song and turns the men on the women. Once we've started a fight, Walt can teleport us to the other side of the battle and we can slip into the passages," I said.
"We'll still have no idea where we're going," Ashley said.
Mela materialized. In her claws, she had perhaps the most evil-looking thing I'd ever seen. Chrome steel formed an arm that practically radiated malignant intent. Instead of fingers it had an impressive number of tools, knives, and protrusions of unknown but sinister purpose.
"What the fuck is that," Ashley asked, aghast.
"This used to be the blade of the scythe of Neera, Goddess of Death. She's long gone, but this little tidbit has been sitting around," Mela said.
Mela darted forward and shoved Walt's head underwater while pressing the arm against the nub on his shoulder. What happened was no gentle, magical fusion—there was the faint sound of whirring drills as the arm carved into him to anchor itself into place, and the surrounding water turned bloody.
"What. The. Fuck," Mellaise said. "Lady, I am just filled with dysfunction and my mom is worse, but what is wrong with you?"
"You're drowning him! Let him up," Ashley demanded.
"You're being stealthy, right? Wouldn't do to have him screaming. He'll be fine," Mela said.
Bubbles suggested Walt really was screaming up a storm beneath the water and the blood continued to flow. His health bar was going down rapidly.
"He's not fine," I said.
Mela peered for a moment and shrugged. "Almost done. You wouldn't believe the articulators on this thing, I really excelled myself."
Walt's health bar was a sliver and I was stepping forward to heal him when Mela jerked him back above the surface. He did appear to be alive and the arm was fully attached. That was something. He still seemed to be drowning though.
"I think he needs mouth to mouth," I said.
"Not my type," Mela said. "You still have that heal ready?"
"Yeah..."
"Good," Mela said, and covered his mouth with one taloned hand as the other plunged into his chest and tore out what I could only assume to be his lungs.
That had to be my cue. I grabbed his shoulder and released my heal into him, his body spasming as it quickly grew a set of lungs less filled with water.
"I'll be keeping an eye on you, get me some good performance data," Mela said cheerfully, and threw the lungs into the water next to Mellaise before disappearing.
"Not okay, really not okay," Mellaise said in revulsion.
"I'm the one with a right to complain here," Walt said.
Well, good. That meant the new lungs worked.
"Need awhile?" I asked.
"Every minute we stay in this water it's taxing our strength a little more. Let's just get on with it, I think the arm may help us to find what we need," Walt said.
"Oh?" I asked
"Death and life are tangled up and this thing is still an implement of death. I can feel its counterpoint nearby," Walt said.
That wasn't creepy in the least. We had a plan though. As good a one as we were going to get.





CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

A grating blocked further progress. Despite the area being well lit, while we stayed in the water Atlantia could hide us exactly as promised. Everything here was wood, the hall that led away from this chamber having a rough and uneven look that made me think the formation of it was organic. There were several Elven soldiers, their equipment all looked first-rate.
Lesser soldiers might have slacked off in conditions like these, but these guardians were clearly working hard at maintaining their focus even when nothing was going on. It had to have been exhausting.
Ashley engaged her stealth and disappeared. There were no more exchanging words now, this close to the Elven defenders I didn't want to take the chance even if the water might mask that as well.
A bell began to chime, piercing rings that went on for several moments before fading away. That was the alarm, now to wait for the reaction.
The guards present drew their weapons and at once began to search the chamber as one ran for the alarm. Ashley was already gone. Good. The response was quick, no more than a minute passing before another ten guards were coming through the passage.
Mellaise was up. She tilted her head back and she began to sing. Those notes rose out of her and I was reminded again why I loved her so much. She was perfection personified, all that a man might ever want, and well worth dying for. I ached for her with every fiber of my being.
"Kill the women and sound the alarm again, then hold this chamber against those who come," Mellaise commanded in a voice turned hoarse.
This order wasn't for me. The soldiers quickly turned on their own, the women overwhelmed and butchered by comrades they had trusted.
Walt reached out and I found myself glad I got the human hand and not the metal one. Our surroundings flickered as we teleported.
Group Teleport
Around us a hall of raw wood materialized. Walt pointed the way. I drew Intemperance and readied my shield.
It was a confusing warren. There must have been some sort of order to these halls, but without Walt to guide the way I would never have found it.
In the distance, we heard the clanging of the alarm bell again and the clash of swords. We'd not be getting out the way we came in—we didn't have an exit plan.
I was dizzy when we finally burst into the chamber of the heart. It was beautiful, rivulets of water running from the walls to form a pool in the middle of the floor. There was a miniature version of the World Tree on a tiny island.
I was so taken with the sight I didn't notice the defender until I was punched from behind with enough force to send me crashing into one of the walls. I heard the sound of crumpling armor and breaking ribs.
That felt way better than it had any right to as my passives kicked in. I triggered a healing potion as I looked to see who hit me.
It was a man carved of solid wood, the swirls of grain visible on his skin. Even his attire seemed to be carved, intricate robes made completely of timber.
I checked his stats.
Earbeth
Level 50: Type: Demigod HP: 7500/7500
Legendary
Earbeth is the first-born son of the Goddess of Selaris and one of the timeless heroes. For millennia he journeyed the world righting wrongs, although his greatest achievement is said to be bringing his mother and his people to the cause of the light.
This was bad. This was very bad. It wasn't that we'd never see anything quite like him, we had, but there our reaction had always been to run.
Mellaise opened her throat to sing. Earbeth swiveled and delivered a blow with his fist. Her windpipe collapsed and she went limp, falling.
I didn't think he could kill the demigoddess, but there was no doubt who was the stronger of the two.
Double Backstab
Ashley materialized behind him and, much to my surprise, her daggers with blades dripping with poison, connected and even managed to nick that wooden flesh. It was nowhere near enough. Earbeth spun around once more, grabbed her wrists and with a casual motion snapped the bones. His hands slid up to her forearms and did it again, then once more on her upper arms.
A foot lashed out to catch her knee, which exploded on impact, and he shoved her whimpering in pain to the floor.
"That was good," Earbeth said. "Not a bad poison choice either, although I am of course immune."
"Leave her alone," I said, pushing myself upright. It was agonizing, I was nowhere near whole yet.
Earbeth tilted his head. "I've no intention of killing her unless she forces my hand. She'll stand trial from her part in the crimes you've committed. You though, Liam Ottani, slayer of Damon Griar, will be different."
It took me a few moments to place the name. I was in pain, and by this point I'd murdered a lot of people. It came to me though, I had his sword. He was another timeless hero, though really had been more of a timeless hero in training.
"He attacked me," I said.
"He was just a boy!" Earbeth screamed and his wooden muscles tensed.
Was this how I was going to die? I didn't want to die. Maybe I deserved it for killing that boy, but he truly had tried to kill me first. I'd do it again.
I focused on the miniature tree behind Earbeth and channeled my divine magic. Perhaps I didn't need to fight him? Perhaps he'd die, if I could kill his mother.
Smite
There was a sense of heat in the air for just a moment and then Earbeth was stepping forward to stomp on my shoulder. I think it more liquefied than broke beneath the crushing weight and I went dizzy from the pain.
"I think not," Earbeth said.
"Could really use your help here," I thought.
"He's warded. I've never seen anything like it, I'm trying," Yvera said.
"I've fought evil gods and the Chosen before. Help isn't coming. Your greatest assets are neutralized and you have nothing left to fight with," Earbeth said.
I didn't. Maybe if Cobalt were still on the Vainglory she'd pull off some sort of last second rescue. Malachite could, but we'd not prepared for her to do so. Lea couldn't scry inside the tree, she wouldn't even know that we needed help.
A chrome fist exploded through Earbeth's chest. Walt. The creation of Mela was whirring and clicking as numerous silver protrusions opened and began to chop, drill, and saw through flesh.
"Way to go, Walt," I said.
"Get it off me. Get it off me now," Walt said, desperately.
It didn't make sense to me at first, but there was something familiar about the sensations coming from the fist. Divine power. This wasn't just machinery hacking away at flesh, and it was more than just Mela's power. Death magic, it had to be. It was killing Walt too.
This was becoming way too much a thing, but it had to be done.
I still had one working arm and Intemperance. I hacked down at Walt's shoulder where flesh met the metal arm. My sword cut true, burning flesh away and severing the limb.
Walt dropped into a heap and I wobbled. That made one of our group still standing. Earbeth was desperately trying to tear the arm out of his midsection, silvery tendrils from it starting to dig and pierce his flesh. Letting out a pained cry he grabbed for a necklace that seemed as carved as the rest of him and in a flicker of silver light vanished.
Yvera appeared in a swirl of flame the instant he was gone.
"Mind telling me what that was?" I asked.
"I think that Mela merged her essence with that of the fallen Goddess of Death and is incarnating herself into a newer and stronger body using that poor bastard as raw material," Yvera said.
Right. Sorry I asked.
"I really don't like her," I said.
"Up for torturing her some more myself, but let's just take things one Goddess at a time. Burn that tree to ash and we can head home," Yvera said.
The air shifted green, there was the scent of Jasmine and a woman appeared. Her ears were elvish, hair blonde, and she wore elegant and formal robes that looked to be completely crafted of leaves and vines.
"You're a bit late, Selaris," Yvera said.
"I have an offer," Selaris said.
"Don't care. Normally I would, but negotiation requires some hint of common ground and we don't have any. Liam, this works through you. Handle this," Yvera said.
"The offer isn't for you," Selaris said. "Liam, I've seen you on your travels through my land. You don't want to be responsible for genocide."
She was right there. I didn't.
"Your people are trying to wipe me and my own out. I didn't start this," I said.
"I know, but you don't have to finish it this way," Selaris said.
"Pretty sure he does," Yvera said.
I said, "If you had the power over your people and wanted to turn them back to prevent this confrontation, you had many chances to do so before now. Instead, you were perfectly happy to stand back while your son nearly killed me and my companions."
"You're a good person, Selaris. Through and through from your leaves to your roots. I'm not," Yvera said, as if that settled the matter. Perhaps it did.
"There are options," Selaris said.
"You'll what? Change?" Yvera said.
"She did it before. The prompts mentioned it," I said.
Selaris said, "I did. At my son's urging. I used to be a nature spirit, capricious and sensual and thoroughly neutral. It was my son that guided me along another path. The son one of your allies is even now eating alive."
"I'm sure that you're just dying to join Team Yvera," Yvera said.
"I want to go after my son and save him. Hurt Mela, and save my people," Selaris said.
"Burn her," Yvera told me.
"I'll hear you out," I said, and Yvera glared at me.
Selaris lowered her head. "I'm not talking about a naturally inspired change of heart, but a supernatural one. That tree is a depiction of me and the World Tree. Instead of burning it, bless the waters."
"Huh," Yvera said.
"Does that have promise?" I asked.
"Maybe," Yvera said.
"Can we try it? I'd rather not exterminate an entire people if we have options, and if she can be won to our side your elemental pantheon will only have Earth to go," I said.
"Please," Selaris said.
"Fine. If it should turn you neutral or evil, and you are willing to swear your loyalty to my pantheon, you'll live," Yvera said.
That was that then. I'd blessed a large pool once before in the depths of Castle Sardonis. It was the first time I'd met Yvera. I knelt beside the water and trailed my fingers along the surface as I focused upon Yvera's power.
Divine power flowed through me. It was like a heated kiss upon my neck, the ecstasy of a lover held close. The waters of the pool rippled. The tree in the center changed, green leaves transformed into red and gold.
Selaris was changing before my eyes too. Her robes vanished and while a few vines still wound their way along her flesh none truly afforded any modesty. There was something overpoweringly sensual about her that wasn't there before.
"You have my loyalty," Selaris said.
"Go find your son," Yvera said with a dip of her head.
A swirl of leaves and Selaris was gone, and the world began to tremble. I didn't know what was going on, but I somehow could sense that it was important.
Yvera threw her head back and screamed. Her flames went out and she collapsed unconscious.
Normally when I looked at her she never had a status prompt. She had one now.
Yve the Bard
Level 19: Type: Human HP: 190/190
Yve is a graduate of the Lorelliar School for the Arts and a skilled practitioner of the divine melody. Skillful in glamour magics with powerful charisma based abilities she is never to be underestimated.
When I'd met her in the past she had a prompt like this. This didn't make any sense. Meanwhile I felt power rushing through me, not divine, but something different. Something new. Prompts begged for my attention.
Congratulations!
You are the Chosen of the head of a pantheon that now represents all five elements. As you are also the King of Galea that nation has become an elemental juncture and the magical center of the Crucible Shard. As the rightful ruler of most of the power in the world, you are now the King of the Crucible Shard. You poor bastard.
None of this made sense. We hadn't captured the five elements—we'd never even met the divine representative of Earth. And Yvera, Yvera wasn't looking much like a Goddess at all right now.
There was a flicker in the air and Malachite appeared, her eyes quickly taking in the scene. "Are they alive?"
"Yeah, just beaten almost to death. Listen, this is a bad time," I said.
"Liam, whatever you did just invented a season called autumn and now a silver road is forming. You've caused an area of effect," Malachite said.
"I don't know what that even means."
"Trouble. It means trouble."
End
Coming Soon
Book Five of the Crucible Shard
Area of Effect
Yvera has been rendered mortal while Liam has gained new power and new authority. The power to mold reality is at play and hidden players will finally show their hands. Old alliances will be tested and new battle lines established with old foes.
<<<<>>>>





Afterword

It is a strange feeling to look over a story that you’ve put so much time into. Liam and the gang have come a long way since the first book, and I think this book has had the most twists and turns yet.
One of the strangest parts of being a writer is the discovery that your characters don’t always do what they are told. Sometimes minor characters fight and claw for their space on the page and characters you had intended to be major players shrink from the challenge and give up. Liam is a scrapper, they all are. Knock them down and they get back up, spit out some blood, and challenge you to try that again. Book five is going to be one hell of a fight.
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