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        Technomagica [Progression Fantasy Litrpg]

    
    
    
    
                
The life of a Soviet bio-weapons designer Vladislav Kerenski ends with a bang—only to reboot in a realm of gods and monsters. Escaping from the ocean of the dead and soul-bound to his twin sister, Vladislav begins to unravel the life-altering magical System of Novazem using his knowledge of the scientific method, computational mathematics, biochemistry and virology. 


A rational, progression litrpg with giant monsters, wholesome moments, lots of art and vast multitudes of historical references.



            

    
        1: The Captain of Nevermore

    
    
    
    
                
  I’m not a good person. I tried very hard to be one, but unfortunately I lived in a very turbulent time, a time of change, progress and most of all - death. I was a firm believer in humanism, in improving and saving the world. I believed the books of my childhood which told me stories of great engineering feats, of conquering the wilds, sailing the sky and reshaping seas. I was an idealist and lived for a goal, a dream - the improvement of life for all humanity. It was a dream which had shattered as those in power had betrayed us.

Our leaders did not follow the propaganda they had instilled in the hearts and minds of children and USSR citizens like myself. They spoke of bringing peace to the world while they ordered the construction of fifty thousand nuclear warheads. How many people could those warheads have fed? How many beautiful roads, hospitals and schools could that money have built?

But, I cannot blame the Soviet government for everything. Perhaps the dream we were following was flawed to begin with. The very tenets of Bolshevism called for the deaths of anyone who opposed it and the millions of lives that it took to lay the foundation of USSR during the six-year-long Civil War had haunted our supernation until its very end.

I myself am to blame. Without realizing it, one doctorate after another, one success in the field of biochemistry and virology after the other and I became the administrator of Aralsk-7, a top secret Soviet facility that worked to wield death itself.

Without intending to do so, I became a tiny gear in the machinery of war that I had once dreamt of preventing. By the orders of those above me, I ended up working on Vozrozhdeniya island war base, managing the design of new biological weapons. Many scientists like myself, the brightest stars raised by USSR, had been caught in the trap of the living manifestation that was our Union. We were all trapped in a beautiful lie, a paradox, where we bred death while propaganda posters around us declared “Workers of the world unite to bring peace to all mankind”. At the end, none of us could honestly tell each other why we did what we did.

I looked out of the window of my lab towards the dying Aral sea. Rusted, derelict ships stuck out from the desert that was once the sea floor.

[image: image]

In 1960 we had diverted the local rivers to irrigate the fields of Kazakhstan, and everything around Vozrozhdeniya island slowly dried up and became a dead zone of salt and desert, causing massive sand storms around the area. The newspapers of the 90’s called it “one of the planet's worst environmental disasters”. They weren’t wrong.

I found it ironic how the lab that produced death was located on an island in a sea we had foolishly killed. Even more so, the Russian name for the island - “Vozrozhdeniya” meant "Rebirth" and it was anything but!

"I'm broadcasting this last message from the central radio tower of Aralsk-7 to anyone willing to listen because I have nothing left and nothing to be afraid of.

"Perhaps some will hail me as a hero. Know this, people like me deserve no accolades - I am only correcting my terrible mistakes, narrating my final chapter.

"In harnessing the power of the atom the Soviets had caused the Chernobyl catastrophe - the worst nuclear disaster in the world. The explosion of the 4th reactor of Chernobyl made a 2600 km² exclusion zone in Ukraine and spread a cloud of radiation as far as Scotland. That was in 1986.

"It is now 1992 and something just as horrific is likely to happen, unless I stand my ground. Unless I do what has to be done to destroy my legacy."

I lowered the microphone and looked at the fading, cracked mosaic of Yuri Gagarin, the first man we had put in space. Yuri stared down at me from the wall of the Viral Research Laboratory, his hand raised to the sky as if he was trying to capture the heavens themselves. The symbol of USSR, the renowned hammer and sickle, was embedded into the cracked, pentagonal mosaic with gold-plated tiles. It shone above Yuri as if it was the core of a nuclear reactor that was attempting to irradiate the entire world with divine blessings of the glorious tenets of communism.

[image: image]

“I’m sorry, Yuri. We have failed you,” I spoke, my voice cracking. My finger shook on the trigger of the flare gun pointing at numerous burlap sacks beneath my feet.

The Bioweapons laboratory was now empty of people. Its halls which were once filled with doctors, assistants and various personnel were now barren. The Soviet Union had fallen and its greatest achievements and accolades meant nothing now. Various shiny medals I had received from numerous General Secretaries of the time meant nothing. My bank account was practically nullified as the Soviet Ruble plummeted. Just last week I saw soldiers carrying millions of Rubles to be buried in a mine shaft nearby and that’s when I knew that it was all over. Millions! Now worth less than the paper they were printed on.

One of the soldiers gave me a bag full of money from the truck as a “parting souvenir”. The plastic bag with one hundred thousand rubles now sat in the corner, taunting me. I looked at it and remembered how my mother struggled to save fifty rubles in a glass jar in 1950 to buy us something nice. It was heartbreaking.

I had acquired the fertilizer that now sat beneath my feet from a farm supply depot located on the mainland. It only took a small bribe of several bottles of vodka to the guards and a promise to share the profits from the under-the-table sale. The local administrator had let me relocate their entire stock. I wasn't the first - the desperate and corrupt were already taking apart the Soviet legacy. Simply enough - nobody wanted to deal with 2000 tons of this stuff.

I had no plans to sell the fertilizer. I tricked the depot administrator to make my last stand. It took a lot of effort on my part to get the bags here - thankfully the army had abandoned tonnes of fuel and equipment when they left.

“Doctor Kerenski! Give us the keys!” A bald man in a black coat growled at me from behind the barricade of fertilizer bags. I shook my head, refusing to budge. He knew my name because he was a local gangster and marauder aiming to make profit from my dangerous work. The marauder gave a sign to his men. They rushed into the building, breaking down the doors, trying to shove aside numerous fertilizer bags.

Behind me, beneath the mosaic of the first cosmonaut, were shelves upon shelves of research papers and fridges containing the first living machines the universe itself had crafted over millennia - viruses and bacteria. Labels made in my handwriting announced their names, feared by many: anthrax, smallpox, black plague, brucellosis, tularemia, coronavirus and many, many other RNA viruses and bacteria that we had studied, modified and improved ourselves. Computer databases hummed off to the side, containing bacteriological and virulent research data gathered nearly over half a century by the team that was working under me.

Traditionally, the captain went down with the ship. I was the metaphorical captain of Aralsk-7, the last guardian of its no longer beating heart - the Bioweapons lab. Throughout the last week 1500 people who lived on Vozrozhdeniya island and worked in Aralsk-7 were rapidly evacuated by the army. Civil and military infrastructure became abandoned and the secret Soviet installation became a ghost town.

I refused to leave, refused to abandon my post. The soldiers didn’t care enough to drag me out of the lab - they knew that the currency they were getting paid in was now obsolete. They knew that the people in charge had given up on this place. There was no proper procedure, no clear order to decommission the facility, everything was simply to be abandoned, left behind. Kazakhstan had broken away from USSR on December 16, 1991. Whatever had remained belonged to them now. The facility along with all of its containers of death was theirs, according to the barely stable, newly minted, democratic Russian government.

Two hundred tons of anthrax plus other far more abominable things held within the base were declared Kazakhstan’s problem! Kazakhstan had no way of dealing with the microscopic nightmares held within this place. Its breakaway from USSR and collapse of demand for heavy industry products resulted in a terrible shock for their economy. Anarchy and chaos escalated with every passing day with no end in sight.

Kazakhstan would do nothing about protecting or destroying this place, I knew. The carelessness of the post-Soviet government was insane, but such was the norm these days. The empire that we had toiled so hard to build had fallen and all of the people who once worked here creating death had left this place forever, abandoning everything.

Dangerous-looking men in black balaclavas had arrived on a hovercraft just a week after the soldiers had departed. Damned scavengers! I knew that they were looking to raid the labs.

The blueprints of death behind me could be worth a lot in the right hands - if the gangsters were connected enough they could sell them to the Chinese or Americans to be unleashed in some distant future. Alternatively, if the marauders were stupid and careless, they could get infected and spread death and misery across the entire planet.

I would not let my work be released upon humanity! Aralsk-7 would not become another Chernobyl. As they rushed towards me, I let go of the trigger and the flare gun fired into the ground igniting the fuel oil that I had poured all over the fertilizer bags. An open oxygen tank hissed at my feet. It took only a few seconds for the fire to reach 300 degrees Celsius.

I smiled as the gangster’s face twisted in panic as waves of fire blossomed all around me. I laughed as my clothes burned.

[image: image]

Neither he nor anyone else would be able to wield my legacy of death. I knew that under the right conditions ammonium nitrate within the fertilizer changed from a solid to a gas almost instantaneously. When such a reaction occurred, the detonation wave traveled at supersonic speeds obliterating everything in its path.

Hundreds of tonnes of ammonium nitrate all around the lab and beneath me flashed with the catalytic reaction as I took my last breath on this weary earth.

I did not see the mushroom cloud that was now Aralsk-7, but I knew that it would be beautiful.

            

    
        2: Metempsychosis

    
    
    
    
                  Pure, absolute darkness. Nothingness. The end of everything, the end of my life. I did not know how long I stared at the void because time had no meaning here. Sparkling lights, stars suddenly began to twinkle in the endless, vast night.

For a brief instance I wondered if this was something that Yuri Gagarin saw on his orbital spaceflight when he had departed from planet earth on April 12, 1961 on the Vostok rocket. Why was I seeing stars? Was I lucid dreaming in the last second of my death? How could that be? Had the fertilizer failed to detonate? The destructive power of the blast should have been equivalent to 1 kiloton of TNT or approximately 1/20th yield of the nuclear bomb exploded by the United States over Hiroshima.

Aralsk-7 and I should have been reduced to dust! I should not be able to formulate thoughts! If this was just a dream, then I wouldn't be able to recall specific things at will, pull up dates or big numbers. I focused my mind, pulled at my memories of Hiroshima. One by one, like falling dominoes, my memories flashed into being.

The greatest act of war perpetrated by humanity with the power of science occurred over Hiroshima and Nagasaki on August 6th and 9th over Japan in which American nuclear bombs killed 355'000 people. For many months after the bombs detonated over Japanese cities, large numbers of civilians continued to die from the effects of burns, radiation sickness, and injuries, compounded by illness and malnutrition. According to one newspaper I read, the people close to the explosion were nearly vaporized, organs and bones carbonized and the rest turned into shadows imprinted onto stone. I was thirteen at the time. I recalled how the Soviet Union declared war on Japan on the same day, our tanks rolling into the Japanese puppet state of Manchukuo held by the Kwantung Army.
I was born in 1932... when the Soviet–Finnish Non-Aggression Pact was signed. When I was seven, USSR invaded Finland. When I was nine Germany invaded the Soviet Union. I was too young to help, but I recalled how my mother was conscripted along with thousands of other women to dig anti-tank trenches and moats around the city as means of desperate defense against the invasion.
In 1952 I was selected to join the team of Dr. Lebedev at the Institute of Precision Mechanics and Computer Engineering to help assemble BESM-1, the first Soviet mainframe supercomputer composed from five thousand vacuum tubes.
I remembered absolutely everything! I realized that I couldn't feel or perceive my body, as if I was just a pinprick of light myself in the shawl of eternal night. I was dead, there was no question about it now... and yet I could recall everything with perfect clarity. I clung to the memories of my entire life with all of my being, as if they were a life-saving vest amidst an ocean of darkness.

The stars around me slowly began to spin in an endless circle, accelerating with every passing moment. Soon the long, orbital curves formed brilliant rings... a tunnel to elsewhere. Perhaps the stars weren't spinning at all. Maybe it was me that had started rotating?
The tunnel of light gained more colors, attained vibrant brilliance to it, as if it was woven from flames. I realized what it was. Soviet urban legends had perpetuated the knowledge of the "eternal wheel" seen by people who had a near-death experience. Some of the Academy of Sciences researchers even claimed to identify the common elements that define NDEs: a sense of being dead, lack of negative emotions, sense of well-being, painlessness and most of all - "the tunnel". The people perpetuating the life after death mythos in USSR had called this tunnel, "Samsara", referencing ancient Vedas Hinduism texts from the oldest layer of Sanskrit literature. As the Orthodox religion was being actively dismantled and propagandized as an absolute evil by the Soviet government, some people like my father had turned to a mixture of Buddhism and Hinduism to explain what science could not. The tales of rebirth, remote dreaming, levitation powers and Samsara sort of squeezed into my childhood as a fun, mystical thing he often talked about over dinner.
I was seeing the damn thing for myself now. It was real! I couldn't believe it.

The Great Wheel of Life, Samsara!

I could not determine what the wheel and the limitless tunnel it formed was made from anymore. Stars? Angels? People? A multitude of strings, innumerable things reached out to me. A billion hands, for a billion souls, to take me beyond the veil of death.

Something had grabbed at me, turned me. The helmet of my hero - cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin in his full spacesuit stared down at me. Galactic spirals and the Wheel of Samsara spun ceaselessly in the reflections of his helmet's glass. He silently watched me, observed me for what felt like a moment that lasted a second or perhaps forever.

[image: image]

“We saw your sacrifice and found it beautiful,” Yuri spoke with a whisper woven from a hundred male voices that gradually rose in crescendo like a wave arriving at the beach shore. He did not sound like himself. This was someone, no… something else entirely. Something inexplicable, something that our science did not reach, did not understand yet - a thing from beyond the veil of death.

“We?” I thought tentatively.

“The Omniscience,” the cosmonaut answered as if he could read my mind. It probably did since I wasn't actually speaking, lacking lungs or a mouth.

Soviet science had not discovered evidence for a soul or a god, yet here I was - now quite well aware of both.

“God is... real?” I mentally trembled in a sudden realization, my Soviet atheism cracking ever so slightly for the first time. “Are you god?”

Now, normally I would have at least shed a tear in this terrifying and impossible moment. However, as I was currently deprived of my body… I felt exceptionally calm, lacking stressful feelings.

“We are the narration that underpins and pierces what you define as reality. Your soul is but a minute echo that cannot truly perceive us. You see only a symbol, an idea, a concept that you worship.”

“I worship nothing and no-one!” I mentally asserted.

No comment came from the spaceman. He simply floated there, observing me from behind his helmet.

“Will I be going to hell for my crimes then?” I asked, thinking of the three people who died because of me and countless others who had suffered from bioweapons and nuclear tests I’ve helped conduct in Kazakhstan.

“No, you’ll be going somewhere far more interesting,” the cosmonaut replied. “Somewhere where you can perhaps make a difference. Or not. An interesting experiment, as it were. Do you agree to a continuation of your narrative?”
A window divided in half flashed in my mind with the words:





	YES
	NO






The offer from the so called "Omniscience" began to flash faster, brightening and dimming every thirty seconds. According to the couple of Soviet psychiatry papers I've read about schizophrenia the wisest decision here would be simply to not acknowledge the delirium.
Instead, I decided to look for inconsistencies and odd details in the dream, as I usually did, to start lucid dreaming. I focused on the space behind the floating text and suddenly noticed that each of the letters was connected to shimmering, silver-blue threads. The multitude of silver-blue threads came together into a thick, pulsating twine connected to "Yuri Gagarin".

Aha!
As I rationally thought about the "voice of god" I came to a realization that the voices that the "Omniscience" spoke with were in fact my own. It spoke to me with a voice of me as a child, me as a teenager and me as an old man. It was wearing clothing woven from my memory of Yuri Gagarin speaking with tones, intonations and ideas that it had copied, stolen from my memories.
This had only confirmed the "its just a hallucination" theory.
The text started to pulse once every ten seconds.

I continued to ignore it. 
The text flashed one last time with a brilliant, blinding flare and the letters fell apart into sparks. At the same instance Yuri Gagarin winked away as if he never existed to begin with.
Annoyingly enough the hallucinogenic experience didn't end right then and there.
The Wheel of Samsara remained, spiraling in place, spinning into itself with endless, shimmering fractal-like galactic constellation woven from countless stars and impossible, brilliant colors I could not name.
I suddenly felt its pull as if I was standing on the edge of a cliff with the wind at my back.
It was growing in strength becoming an unnerving, concerning and then a terrifying sensation akin to falling from an infinite height in a dream.

As I glanced back to where the cosmonaut had been I noticed a barely visible, silver-blue thread leading away from the center of the Wheel of Life.

The gravitational pull of the Wheel intensified with each passing second.

There was something horribly unnerving about it, like an endless hole filled with star-shaped blades that sought to devour me and grind me to nothing.

I grabbed onto the blue thread with all of my will.
Something was wrong with my perception of things because the thread unfolded, encapsulated me entirely. The action of reaching out and touching the thread flung me forward, down a shimmering, silver-blue tunnel. I felt akin to a blood cell being dragged by blood pressure down a me-sized vein. The tunnel felt inexplicably warm and... welcoming.

The unnerving Wheel of Samsara vanished behind me. The veil of the eternal night was gone too.

Sliding down this strange tunnel was almost effortless on my part, as if the tunnel was made for me, as if it was a path that I was meant to follow. As if someone or something was waiting for me at its end.

I briefly wondered if this suspiciously welcoming tunnel-thread would deposit me straight into the mouth of a giant angler fish. This thought made me uneasy. I decided not to follow wherever the thread would take me.

I pulled away from the tunnel with all of my being and it instantly unfolded apart, releasing me.

As it did, I was flung into... elsewhere.

I flew onto a world unlike anything I had seen before.

A truly alien landscape greeted me. I saw a twisted, dreary landscape with numerous hills and hollows made entirely from static, semi-transparent shapes piled discordantly atop one another. A countless number of things were entwined, fused together to form a bone-like, megastructure akin to… a truly abyssal, inconceivably gargantuan… diatom.


[image: ASTRALL-bw]

As I observed this new, vast, alien world, I thought about what I knew about natural superstructures and how they formed.

Since my days at the Academy of Science in Moscow I had studied diatoms pretty often, peering at them with an electron microscope. Diatoms were microscopic algae found in the Earth’s oceans and waterways. They were a fascinating subject to me because they generated almost half of all oxygen on earth and trapped twenty billion tonnes of carbon dioxide every year, all while creating fantastic microscopic silica shapes. Almost the entirety of the deep sea sediment core was made up from diatom shells. 

Diatom shells had an otherworldly beauty to them and my desire to understand exactly how they formed led me to study fractal mathematics - a concept first introduced by the mathematician Felix Hausdorff in 1918 and greatly expanded upon by Polish mathematician Benoit B. Mandelbrot. Dr. Mandelbrot was the first man on Earth to discover that fractal math was the perfect tool in applied mathematics for modelling a variety of natural phenomena from diatoms to river deltas to mountains to even something as seemingly random as the behavior of the stock market.

Beginning in 1975, completely unnoticed by the average citizen of Earth, fractal mathematics had revolutionized the scientific community's understanding of geometry, chemistry, physiology, fluid mechanics and even probability analysis. Since the day I read Dr. Mandelbrot’s research papers I had acquired a firm belief that fractal math could do absolutely anything - even model predictions of future behavior of very large groups of people akin to the fictional Psychohistory science in Isaac Asimov's Foundation book series.

I suddenly noticed that I was drifting away from the blue thread down to the ground. This motion had interrupted my contemplation of my past, bringing me back to the perplexing present.

I would scratch my head in bewilderment if I had arms. That's when I discovered that I had no arms. In fact, I wasn't... human anymore. I was a star-like, transparent, light-green... something composed from many thin threads, something between a dandelion and an ophiocoma scolopendrina.

I wondered if I was dreaming about being an echinoderm, also known as the brittle star, a marine denizen of the abyssal zone in the Pacific Ocean. In spite of my knowledge of marine life, this strange, cadaverous world was something else entirely, nothing like the deep blue oceans of Earth.


[image: image]

As I tried to move about by flailing my numerous, barely perceptible appendages, I figured out why I was so befuddled by the freakish warping of the blue thread. I had no eyes either! I had perfect, three hundred and sixty degree sense of observation - I was seeing the world in every direction at the same time. This ability while being incredible was also causing me confusion and vertigo, since I was used to having two human eyes, not whatever the hell I now had for observation. 

I memorized the approximate position of the blue thread that had taken me to this strange place and slowly moved away from it towards the bone-mesh ground. Omnidirectional vision and a multitude of appendage-threads were a struggle to get used to, so my progress downward was slow and incremental. As I moved closer to the ground, it became more warped in my sight, becoming much larger and wider.

After some struggle, I had finally arrived on what could be considered one of the walls of the giant diatom.

I looked at a shape closest to me. It looked like a hollow shell, an imprint of a long-dead semi-transparent tree. I looked at the smaller shape next to the dead tree. It looked like an imprint of a fossilized man with a broken neck. The hollow man wasn't alone - there were hundreds, no... thousands of people all around him. The hollow people were fused into each other, forming the floor of the giant diatom like a vast field that consisted of broken, dead, twisted bodies covered in desiccated brambles.
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This was a horrifying sight to behold, but I took it in stride - I wasn't new to death, having dissected bodies at anatomy classes in the Moscow Academy of Science.

The view of the dead human shells reminded me of something that was left after the eruption of Mount Vesuvius in southern Italy in 79 AD. The volcanic eruption was a devastating natural disaster that killed around sixteen thousand people and buried the prosperous Roman cities of Pompeii and Herculaneum in volcanic ash.
The cataclysm covered trees, people, food and even buildings under meters upon meters of ash preserving them perfectly and creating empty hollows which Italian scientists had encountered and studied thousands of years later. I knew about Pompeii because Russian romantic painter Karl Bryullov had depicted it in his famous, six-meter-wide painting. I had seen this incredible artwork myself when I went to the State Russian Museum in Saint Petersburg in 1947.

I curiously moved between the closest hollow man and the tree. They were perfect in every detail, precisely sculpted as if they were three-dimensional x-rays of a person and a tree taken at the exact moment of their death. Minute, barely visible shimmers danced inside and around the man and the tree, akin to a nebula or an aurora borealis.

The fact of how perfect and unmoving the hollow figures were had made me finally arrive at a realization - this wasn’t a dream. No dream could be as precise, as consistent and as perfectly detailed as this…

This was reality. My new reality. 

I really was dead. 

Was this hell? Did the Omniscience cast me out to this desolate place because I had ignored its offer? Was this where everyone who ever died ended up?

As I looked at the shimmers inside the dead imprints I felt something new: a sense of incredible coldness, tiredness and hunger. I was hungry, starving for… whatever was inside the man and the tree. 

Something within me, akin to a human sense of hunger told me that I wouldn't last long here. I wanted, yearned to feast upon the shimmering auroras, needed them if I wanted to stay alive in this place longer than a few more minutes.


With each passing moment the sense of hunger and icy despair grew, clawed at me from within. 
At the same time I noticed that my glowing, emerald threads became dimmer, weaker. It was a concerning development.


            

    
        3. Xylophagia

    
    
    
    
                The icy chill was getting to me, so I reached out towards the hollow tree, floated through its shell and absorbed the remnants of its warmth, the flickering aurora somehow providing me a semblance of a meal or a sensation akin to sitting next to a warm fire.

In the next moment, I felt my mind being engulfed in a foreign, alien memory, one that didn't belong to me...





My mother was an Alanian mage named Kopusha Megara Tricameron and I was… her seedling.
She gave me the name Leemy.

She sang to me in the evenings and mornings, imbuing me with tiny bits of her soul and her best memories… my perfect, beautiful, talented, young Agromancer of a mother.

She planted me in a lovely meadow in the forest-park of Borria at the edge of town called Skyisle, hoping that I might someday bloom into a full dryad. I was her graduate project and an assistant for her Agromancy research, a friend and… much, much more.

Kopusha poured her love for the wild, for plants, for sunshine and for the ever-bright future straight into me.

A future that she believed was coming with her entire heart, for the world was changing. For great progress was being made across her nation. The great Alanian Empire had finally managed to strike terror into the hearts of the false gods, had managed to permanently halt the hand of death, had discovered spells that could pull, split and inject the soul into anything.
Acolyte Kopusha of Tricameron had chosen to gift her soul to me.
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As I grew and blossomed in my meadow, my mother returned every morning on her sky-glider, giving up bits of herself for me again and again, pouring her dreams and memories of the elegant, white cathedraltown of Tricameron Citadel into my tree body, infusing me with her own life and magic.

One morning she didn’t come. I waited patiently for her, for I was a tree. I knew her, knew that she would not forsake me unless something unexpected had occurred.

She had arrived that evening, splitting from the sky on her glider, spinning out of control.

She had let go of the glider and it detonated with a catastrophic crash, carving apart the meadow. She rolled across the forest floor, her body twisting unnaturally. I wanted to reach out to her, to help heal her… but I knew that aiding her was beyond my skills for I wasn’t born as a dryad yet.

Mom slowly crawled towards me, leaving a trail of blood behind her. I reached out with one of my soft branches and she had taken it into her hand.

“L-leemy…” she choked. “T-the Seditionists have taken Tricamerion. It’s over… it’s all over. They believe that what we are doing, s-splitting our souls and granting intelligence to magical constructs is wrong. They… killed my Academy Instructors, Leemy. Trust no-one. I will surrender the rest of my magic to you… I know that I’m done for… but at least you can go on. Just… be careful… grow old and beautiful for me, p-please. D-do what I can-n… cannot.”

As the blood of my mother poured over my roots, I wept. It was over. My dreams of holding her in my arms, of hugging and singing back to her would never come true. My dreams of working together, healing the world, growing forests across deserts were not to be. All because some mages didn’t understand what we were trying to do. All because…

Kopusha’s life left her eyes. As the last of her mana and soul departed from her, passing into my roots, her body ossified, deflated, emptied out, leaving just a dead shell that held onto my roots with blackened fingernails.

The empty husk began to grow cold. I wept. Would the Seditionists come for me, would they find my mother’s ossified body, scan me for signs of consciousness? I couldn't get away, couldn't hide from them. I was a tree. I haven't learned how to walk yet, so I couldn't dig myself out! I couldn't get away in time!

As I freaked out more and more, the ground started to shake. I turned my eye-stalks towards Tricameron Citadel and saw a brilliant, blinding light piercing right through the forest. The world caught on fire. My mother’s husk turned into ashes. Trees around me ignited. 
The forest around me groaned as trees snapped in half, shattered as if they were made from glass. I saw that the entire Citadel burned. Mountains around it burned. Someone had set the entire world on fire. We were betrayed...
I had lasted slightly longer than the rest of the trees, but eventually my mana had run out.
I screamed and thrashed as I died in agony.





I screamed and thrashed, flailing my emerald appendages. The memories of a tree named Leemy, the last moments of her life burned, imprinted themselves into my head, clawing at me from within.

I had regretted everything, for the pain was unbearable.

The pain of being burned alive refused to let go of me, refused to leave my mind.

I flailed, uncertain of how much time was passing.

Pain. Burning. Fire. Death. Cold...

The action of consuming the last memories of the tree was unsatisfactory, terrifying beyond reason, incredibly painful.

I remembered in perfect clarity how Leemy burned. 
I remembered how armacus magitek guns shot Kopusha from the sky as she tried to escape the Tricameron Citadel, rapid fire of slicing spells cutting through her flyer and through her body.

The memories of the young Agromancer and her unborn dryad refused to leave my mind, refused to let me think clearly, occupying it permanently like a chunk of burned meat stuck in my metaphorical throat that I could not swallow properly.

In reaching out towards the last magical imprint of the dead tree, I had absorbed it into my own soul.

According to the memories of Tricameron Academia Acolyte Kopusha, this world filled with dead things was called the Astral Ocean. Everything that ever lived and died had sunk into this dreary hell.
This place... was a graveyard of a magitek civilization!

More discordant memories wobbled in my mind refusing to settle down.

The Alanian researchers from the Tricameron Citadel sought to use the Astral to bring back their loved ones who had died. They had succeeded, but this action had split their society in twain between Progressors and Seditionists. Between the people who wanted to become immortal and to bring down the gods once and for all, and those that worshipped the gods and gained power and purpose through the Pacts with their Deities.

I realized that I would find no peace, nor solace, nor happiness in the Astral because I had no way of sifting it properly, no way of knowing who died peacefully here and who had burned to death during the final moment when the world caught fire.

Whatever crumbs of knowledge were buried here would have to stay buried for I doubted that my soul could handle another memory like that without fracturing.

I desperately yearned to fly back towards the warm embrace of the blue thread, away from this world of bones, away from these cursed dead and their awful memories.
These dead were shreds of final memories, imprints of life akin to the human shadows etched in stone left by the atomic bomb detonated in Hiroshima.

I now knew - all of them had carried this pain, this misery, this final moment of being burned alive by a horrific catastrophe that befell them all, the final war that likely ended their civilization, turned them all into shadows and dust.

Slowly, incrementally I decided to study the new memories shoved into my head. Did I even have a head? I wasn't sure.

Thinking rationally was difficult. My mind kept switching between the memories of Kopusha, Leemy and Dr. Kerenski.

It was also very difficult to keep myself from drifting away. There were currents in this... Astral Ocean. I felt like a little dandelion slowly being dragged into its dark depths by unseen something... akin to a magnetic pull.

Feeling irritated at myself and the horrid, cruel, monstrous, treacherous world I rapidly swam/floated into the hollow shell of the dead tree, into the safest looking notch and settled there. It was cold. My threads dimmed. I didn't care. I needed to know more, needed to sort out my fractured mind to understand what was going on.
The memories of Dr. Kerenski could not help me. They were completely alien, useless to this place of death and decay. The dryad was a young soul, she knew nothing about this place. Agromancer Kopusha... she knew about the Astral Ocean from newspaper articles praising the Astral Engines and the Astral Gate. She even took classes... about Animancy. It was essential, core knowledge on how she created herself a dryad bestie.
It was cold and lonely. I focused my mind on the memories of Kopusha.





Rows upon rows of clapping hands. Young faces all around me, smudged ever so slightly.

"Welcome to Animancy, 101, young Novitiates of Tricameron Citadel! I am Academic Chartirion Eyelim Tricameron!" The white-uniformed Academic with the silver Animancer pin on his necktie moved in front of the shimmering board. "Animancy is the study of the human soul, the Soul-Song that ties into it, the manipulation of memories, creation of new life with the power of your soul and the study of the Astral Ocean where all things end up after death. By the end of this trimester, all of you will be able to divide parts of your soul and imbue a creature or an object of your choice with it, granting you a path to immortality!"

Curious eyes burned into the lecturer, including mine. I already knew what I was going to put my soul into. I loved trees, loved nature. I would make myself a dryad friend, a perfect companion that understood me without even needing to speak. 
"Here, before you are the three Animancy spell hexagrammatic stanzas that you will eventually learn how to use! Note the beauty of their forms, the curves, the ratios of the tones that make up the entire Song," the lecturer declared and strange three-dimensional glowing structures appeared on the board behind him woven from prismatic light beams.

"The first one - [Tamus-Anima] is a stanza which stills your soul," the lecturer waved a hand at the first structure.

"The second one - [Sectus-Anima] is a stanza with which you will be able to separate a part of your soul," the lecturer waved a hand at the second structure.

"And the last but not least is the third stanza of the Anima manipulation Song - [Conjugo-Anima]. The third stanza binds the severed fragment of your soul to an object of your choosing!" The lecturer declared with a flourish. "Note how beautifully the three stanzas flow into each other, how they..."





I felt cold. Colder. Argh. 

The faces of the students slowly lost color. This was a very interesting memory, but useless to me. The Astral. Think Kopusha... err.. Slava think, how do I get out of the Astral Ocean?





"What happens if I die accidentally, professor? Fall down a stairwell for example," One of the students asked. "What should I do when my soul is pulled into the Astral from my broken body?"
"Khrm," the lecturer cleared his throat. "Well, your nearest phylactery, your object which holds a shard of your soul will allow you to be reborn inside of it. Simply cast the [Reditus-Anima] and..."

"Okay, but what if someone breaks my phylactery? Or what if my soul is out of mana to cast the spell? Then what?"

"Then you're out of luck, I suppose... and your best hope is that your friends or family on the other side will pull your soul through the Astral Gate!"

"What if I have no friends or family?" The persistent student insisted. "Is it possible to go through the Astral myself and come out of the Astral Gate into the Citadel?"

"You would have to be an incredibly determined soul to make it out of the Astral alone," the professor shook his head. "The Astral Ocean isn't shaped like our world. Time and space are twisted up in unnatural, often incomprehensible ways. One does not simply swim out of the Astral without aid, my dear."

"Right, and if someone does cast a spell to pull me out? What would it look like from my side? From inside the Astral?" The student asked after a moment of silence.

"Like a thread of colored light," the professor said. "Compared to the deadening chill of the Astral Ocean which sucks out the soul's energy, it would feel warm and welcoming, like a path home. The spell is shaped by someone who knows you, designed to pull you out and to deposit you into a new phylactery."
"What happens if the spell fails to pull the soul from the Astral?" Another student asked.

"In time, the soul becomes part of the Astral, loses all mana, crystalizes into one of the nearest layers of sediment. The more time passes, the harder the soul will be to pull away and the greater the chances are that it will be consumed by a predator phantom," the professors' tone became very dark. "Trust me, you do NOT want to meet with an astral phantom, a predator of the darkest void."





I glanced at the blue thread from my little alcove. Would it take me... home? Was it designed for me?

For Kopusha? 

No... that was ridiculous. Kopusha's instructors, friends and family all died when a new sun ignited inside the Citadel. Tricameron was burned to ashes, vaporized by the enemies of the Alanian Empire, betrayed by the Seditionists.

Damn them all! What home would it even lead me to? 

I noticed that my threads were dimming further, becoming more silver than green, turning hollow.

As I continued to hide in the hollow tree that was once the body of the dryad I thought about Kopusha. The memories of the young Agromancer seemed to be fractured, missing, incomplete as if she was suffering from a very severe case of Alzheimer's. 

I discovered that I couldn't recall her childhood, couldn't bring up the faces of her parents. Perhaps these memories had degraded away over time or most likely they simply didn't get transferred to the dryad because the Agromancer died so suddenly. 

Only the last few memories of the Acolyte's life got preserved within the tree and even those were a bit warped, faded and hard to sort through.

It greatly upset the Kopusha part of me to think how long it's been, how long the desiccated remains of her dryad... phylactery sat in the Astral. Has it been a decade? A century? Longer? Did anyone survive? Did any Alanian outposts or any other Citadels remain standing after the fall of Tricameron? Did the colonies on Lunaria or Andross survive?

I thought about other things, trying not to focus on the despair and sadness of the Agromancer girl.

What exactly was the Soul-Song? Kopusha's memories told me that it was a chart of sorts that defined a person's magic. The Soul-Song calculated and defined the inner parameters of a soul of any given individual, listing all of their skills.

Children as young as seven were taught the Song-spell necessary to ignite the soul-spark within them. Also, the very same Song-spell was repeated every sunrise by Tricameron Acolytes to reinforce, stoke the flames within their Soul.

The song was called "The Awakening of our Anima". 

I tried to recollect the song, based upon the fragments of Kopusha's life and hummed it softly to myself as I did so.

Like the other Alanian Song-spells it was also a story.

The soft hymn began with a tale of a talented girl named Morningstar, who was born long, long ago at a time when glaciers, stars and the gods of winter had ruled the world. She was not deterred by the apparent great wisdom of the stars and cold of winter and the monsters all around.

Morningstar wanted to be free, so she studied the land, the animals and the sky and after a long and fruitful life she had harnessed a way to fully awaken her Soul-Song. It was too late for her, however, so she taught her daughter the song of Morningstar.

From one generation to another, the song was passed, magnifying into a chorus of the awakened people. The children of Morningstar had built a prosperous nation, an Empire and carved runes into the sky itself to light the way home even in the darkest night.

I sang a tale of an endless myriads of sunrises, of the coming Spring, of rivers being born and coming down from the Glaciers of Skyisle Valley into the Tricameron river delta. I sang of the legacy of Morningstar enshrined into the heavens to drive away the night and awaken my soul.

At first nothing happened, but as I continued to repeat the stanzas, I felt some inexplicable change within me, a connection to something far greater than myself.





	Welcome to Novazem Astral, lost soul.
System connection re-established.








A strange message flashed in front of my eyes, the words resonating to me in impossible, ethereal tones emanating from all around and also from within me.

Yes! It worked.

I thought about and attempted to define my soul. 





	
Name:


	
[Evaluation error]





	
Age:


	
[Computational error]





	
Species & Subtype:


	
Untethered Soul [+1 agility/dexterity]





	
Affinity:


	
Astral Phantom [Various stat bonuses from subsumed soul-shards and affiliated affliction]

Spark of the Morningstar [+ 3 skill channels] [+ Soul Song skill]

Dryad [+Chrysalis skill]





	
Level:


	
0





	 
	 



	
Experience:


	
0/50





	 
	 



	
Health:


	
0.1/0.1





	
Stamina:


	
0.1/0.1





	
Mana:


	
0.1/0.1





	
Mana regen:


	
0.1m/hr





	 
	 



	
Strength:


	
0





	
Agility:


	
0 [+1]





	
Dexterity:


	
0 [+1]





	
Vitality:


	
0 [+2]





	
Charisma:


	
0





	
Magic:


	
0 [+2]





	
Foresight:


	
0





	
Intelligence:


	
0 [+2]





	
Wisdom:


	
0 [+2]





	
Soul:


	
1 [+2] [-2]





	 
	 



	
Skills:


	
[Soul Song LV 0]





	


	
[Chrysalis LV 0]





	


	
-





	
Affliction:


	
[Soul decay: - 2]










I stared at each line in serene wonder of first discovery - it was an entire System that evaluated a being! How unique. Could something like this develop naturally through evolution or was this a construct of some advanced intelligence? Did the Alanian Archmages create it?

The memories of Kopusha sadly did not provide me with an answer. 

In fact, they were already fading away. The currents of the Astral Ocean were gnawing at me, tearing away what I was bit by bit.





	
Affliction:


	
[Soul decay: - 3]








The negative number increased, my situation becoming dire. I suspected, if it dropped any lower, I would definitely lose my sense of self, become an Astral Phantom or simply fuse to the tree beneath me.

            

    
        4. Astral Fungus

    
    
    
    
                The fact that the System had defined me as an "Astral Phantom" was an extremely unpleasant discovery. 

According to Kopusha's memories of the Animancy lecture, phantoms were creatures of the Astral that only sought to devour life. I had likely gained the cursed affinity when I had absorbed the soul of the Dryad within the tree.

Another lecture segment suddenly swam to the forefront of my mind. 




"What if I were to integrate the soul of another human being with my own professor?" One of the students asked.

"From the tests we ran on death-row subjects… such an action would be very unwise. If a full soul is injected into a human, the end result is split-personality and insanity caused by extreme personality dilution and massive soul-decay. Essentially, the merger of two souls produces a schizoid. Such unfortunates are defined as… aberrations. The corrupted soul becomes so addicted to extra power that it craves more and more, the affliction driving it desperate for warmth it cannot ever attain. If the afflicted individual is fed more souls, the original personality vanishes completely, diluted into nothing," the Animancer explained.

"What about just a fragment?" The next question came from the auditorium.

"Ah, an excellent question. An integration of a small soul-fragment into the soul produces small degree of split personality. Partial soul-decay occurs as the original soul absorbs and rejects various bits of the new soul-fragment. While it is less dangerous compared to a full integration it is still... extremely inadvisable due to the soul-decay and loss of your own personality."

The students made whispering noises at each other at the revelation.

"Yes, consuming the souls of others is extremely dangerous, akin to cutting your chest open to insert the organ of another being," the lecturer concluded.




I shuddered.

Devouring human souls would set me on a very dark path towards madness.

I definitely felt it then, a gnawing, animalistic compulsion, an unnerving desire to consume more fragments of hollow people around the tree.

Damnation!

I now knew that the compulsion would get worse if I ate more people, turning me into an aberration. I was lucky that the dryad was so young and incomplete when she died - her Astral imprint wasn't as dangerous as the consumption of a full human soul. Her [Chrysalis] was interrupted by the apocalyptic destruction of the Alanian civilization before she managed to evolve her shape from the base tree.

The mere thought of eating more imprints in that moment made the rational part of me feel disgusted, sickened by the desire for power and warmth.

I looked up again. The blue thread was incredibly suspicious. 


Kopusha's memories suggested that it looked like a soul thread-trap, something that could have been set by a Novazem mage with the knowledge of souls. According to what she knew, the vision of Yuri Gagarin could have been created by a [Charisma] spell-song tacked on its end like a lure to resemble a generic, desirable outcome to [trap a soul in a soul-battery to power a golem, or worse... ]

If this was a spell-singer's trap for souls, then it would lead me to a phylactery from which I would not be able to escape. 

I considered the information of the dead mage. Could such really be the case? This blue thread as far as I knew... had somehow reached Earth, my world, not Kopusha's...

Maybe the thread left this place too and went elsewhere? It was possible. Anything was possible, considering that I died on Earth and was now in some kind of an afterlife for mages. 

Either way, I didn't trust the blue thread, had no faith in the words of the pretend Yuri Gagarin. 

Just the appearance of something that used my own memories to lure me to follow it was incredibly suspicious. If someone was really fishing for souls to devour or to experiment upon... then a god-like being promising 'a narrative continuation' seemed like the perfect lure.

I had to get stronger. 

I had to gain power and learn more before leaving the Astral to the world of the living. I floated out of the tree, scouting the gloomy terrain for anything else Kopusha could recognize.

If there were currents in this cursed Ocean of death, they were caused by something. Something had to gather or leak power. Of course!

I swam against the current that pushed me away, hoping to find an imprint of power.

After a while, passing through the seemingly endless field of dead things… I saw it. An old, cracked, looming black obelisk!
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An Alanian Astral Engine. Yes! As far as the Agromancer Acolyte Kopusha recalled, this machine gathered power and kept wild beasts and Astral Phantoms away from houses as its core function.

I flew towards the looming obelisk, circling it. The dark obelisk tried to push me away, but I fought the current stemming from it with all of my strength.


There! A glowing crack in the base of the structure! I flung my tiny body into the small shear located on a hexagonal snowflake-like base and clung to it for dear life. Something sparkled, shimmered within the small crack.

An Alanian power battery imprint! Yes.

I shaped my body into something akin to a riftia pachyptila, commonly known as the giant tube worm, a marine invertebrate denizen of the Pacific Ocean that lives near hydrothermal vents.

I sacrificed some of my threads, pulled energy from them and they turned pale, calcifying me to the crack in the battery. 

I extended most of my threads into all directions, trying to catch the current of power leaking from the old battery imprint.

It felt warm and didn't fill my mind with new, painful memories. Perfection. 

The current started to feel like it was burning me. My small, insignificant body wasn’t strong enough to handle it. 

The memories of the Dryad told me what to do next. I had to change, had to adapt to the environment I was in… had to grow and evolve into something else, something that could naturally survive the Astral Ocean.


I activated the [Chrysalis] skill. I wasn't too sure exactly what I would metamorphize into, but it was a lot better than simply following whatever dastardly trap was set for me at the end of the blue thread.

My mind slowly faded into the sweet embrace of dreams as most of my body folded into itself, calcified and hardened, gathering power for my next evolution.





I knew that I was dreaming because I was floating in empty nothingness as if my mind was swimming through an endless dark mire. Occasionally, flashes of comprehension emerged, but they were very brief and far in between. The Dryad part of me told me that this was normal, the whole point of being a dryad was gradual, incremental, slow growth.

The brilliant and now long dead Agromancer Kopusha had designed a masterpiece, a pinnacle of Magecraft achievement - the [Chrysalis] skill. The Acolyte of Tricameron didn't do it alone in a vacuum - she had scouted countless libraries of the Citadel, combined Animancy with Agromancy based on thousands of research song-spells and used incredible artifacts produced by her now fallen civilization. Kopusha's dryad was a "magibiotek" experiment, a mag-organic-anima-construct as she labelled her thesis on Mag-organic life. Its seed, its magical programming, was set up in a way that the dryad could survive almost anywhere on planet Novazem.

Kopusha had chosen to plant her tree in her favorite park, close to Skyisle Valley town, surrounded by lush boreal forests and glacier covered mountains. In her final evolution, had the Seditionist uprising never occurred, Leemy would have emerged from her tree as a lovely, human-shaped girl formed from moss, bark and ferns, a crown of branches and flowers topping her head. 
However, Kopusha could have chosen to plant the dryad's seed somewhere else. For example, she could have planted a seed near a volcano, and then Leemy would have turned into a volcanic tree and become a spirit avatar with her hair made of flames.

Or... the Alanian Acolyte could have planted Leemy into a glacier and then the final result would be a girl made of mosses and lichens, rocks and a head covered in icicles, a very cold creature indeed, able to survive the harshest and coldest climate.

There was of course a downside to every choice being made here. A tree made of bark did not survive the wall of flames. A girl made from fire would not survive a snowstorm and a girl made from ice would melt and suffer as soon as she came down from the mountain.

As the Astral tree slowly absorbed power leaking from the broken Astral Engine battery, it grew in size and ever so slowly evolved to survive in the Astral. Whatever would come out of the tree, would be a creature of the Astral Ocean, one that would feel at ease in this place and be incredibly weak and fragile elsewhere.
In the brief flashes of awakening, I realized that I could ever-so-slowly, mentally nudge the process of evolution in a direction that I desired - something that Leemy had never done because she simply lacked the mental capabilities to do so as a small shard of Kopusha's soul.
Could I produce viruses or bacteria? The answer to that was a big NO, since my Dryad skills were pathetically weak and couldn't manufacture something so minute... but something the size of a large spore could actually work!
I thought of the most effective, the most dangerous creature from earth and arrived at a very satisfying conclusion. Mold. Mold fit perfectly within the Green-magic-design of the dryad. The tree could actually create mold... and not any random mold. Because I was evolving into an Astral tree, I could begin producing Astral fungus inside of the Life Furnace within the tree.
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One of the most dangerous types of fungi from Earth was the Cordyceps fungus. A few Soviet biochemistry researchers like myself had explored the bewildering fungus that was found in the Amazon jungle.

Ophiocordyceps unilateralis, an insect-pathogenic fungus, was first discovered by the British naturalist Alfred Russel Wallace in 1859. Most Cordyceps species of fungus are endoparasitoids - meaning they posses the terrifying ability to control insects and other arthropods, some even able to become parasites on top of other fungi.

O. unilateralis infected ants of the tribe Camponotini, with the full pathogenesis being characterized by alteration of the behavioral patterns of the infected ant. To put in plain terms, the fungus turned the ant into a zombie version of itself. Once infected, the ant left its colony and foraging trails, heading up to an area of humidity suitable for fungal growth. Controlled by the monstrous fungus, the ant then attached itself to a vein on the underside of a leaf and slowly died as new fungal spores grew inside it. The ant took four to ten days to die, resulting in a mushroom-like structure growing from the ants head that bloomed and ruptured in the end, releasing more fungus spores into the air.
Interestingly enough O. unilateralis was also susceptible to fungal infections, which limited its spread. Otherwise, it was known to devastate huge ant colonies, spreading unabated.

I very much doubted that there would be another type of Astral Fungus around, as this place seemed dead and devoid of life.
. . .

As I discovered, [Chrysalis LV 0] skill was... ridiculously slow and inefficient. 
Something had interrupted my dreaming. A glowing... something emerged from the gloom.

A strange, fractal jellyfish thing was roaming the wasteland of broken men. Its shimmering tentacles sucked the remnants of life and memories out of the hollow, dead things as it moved towards me.

Shit! That was a phantom. A creature of the Astral Ocean.

A local killer whale!

The silver-blue, jellyfish-shaped hunter whale saw me, grew in size as it got close. Its razor covered tentacles spread out, aiming for me.

It reached the black Obelisk and then... comically slammed into an invisible wall.

It screeched horrifically in what sounded like ultrasound and began to circle the perimeter of the invisible field, searching for a way to reach me... to get to my lovely, glowing, emerald tree.


            

    
        5. Spellcrafting

    
    
    
    
                The Astral Phantom creature continued to circle my tree, bumping into the barrier created by the Astral Engine obelisk with its jaggedly, clawed, semi-transparent tentacles. Thankfully, it was a rather stupid beast and so it simply repeated the same attacks, grabbing the shield in the same place over and over.
I woke up fully, paused [Chrysalis] and peered at the ghostly creature with my Astral eye-stalks that have grown on my Astral tree. The world was no longer a warped 360 degree view. Thanks to these eye-stalks I could now observe perspective properly. The Phantom was about 30 times my size.
I needed to get stronger faster, I needed to level up. I checked my Soul-Song chart and discovered that I had gained exactly 10 experience points from sitting on my ass and being an Astral Tree.


Kopusha's memories told me that the Soul-Song skill provided detailed information about skills. I dove back into my menu, ignoring the Astral Phantom clawing at the shield near me.
[Expand skills!] I declared mentally.

The menu suddenly updated itself.




	
Skills:


	
[Soul-Song LV 0] [ON] [Raising Spell efficiency by 0.1%]
[Providing detailed Soul-Stats] 
[Translating the Soul-Song's Language]





	


	
[Chrysalis LV 0] [PAUSED] [Forming Astral tree 69% complete] 
[Forging Avatar] [32% complete]





	


	
-








"Oh wow, fantastic." I thought sarcastically "Whole 0.1%."
I considered how my [ON] skills were on... and why my mana wasn't going down at all and realized that the various branches of my tree were vibrating in repeating, musical resonance patterns, all while pulling energy directly from the obelisk.
Kopusha's memories told me that I could unslot any skill from my soul, but it would reset its value to zero as the channel lost its form. Also, I could turn off an active skill without losing it.
Translating the language, eh?
I decided to turn the [Soul-Song] [OFF] to see what would happen. 
[Deactivate Soul-Song!] I thought.




	[Are you sure you want to halt the [Soul-Song]? Warning: Deactivation of this skill will make you unable to comprehend the Soul-Song. Do you want to proceed?]






Pffff. Don't threaten me with a good time, Soul-Song. I'll do what I want.

The ability to contemplate and comprehend incomprehensible-seeming things was fun for me. Some people found happiness in family, friends, relationships, sports, food, wealth and so forth. I found happiness in the beauty of thought itself, in figuring things out with my mathematical knowledge.
Using my imagination, my Besm-6 supercomputer and fractal mathematics provided to me by brilliant Dr. Benoit Mandelbrot I could mathematically figure out how almost any chaotically-seeming system was formed. For example, I could explain why something as microscopic as a 20 nanometer bacteriophage virus and something as gargantuan as the 30'000 kilometer-wide storm on planet Saturn both had a very specific hexagon-shape.
[Yes, Deactivate the Soul-Song!] I thought with determination.
Half of my branches suddenly stopped vibrating, stopped humming.
The word [Soul Song LV 0] that I was staring at, suddenly shifted around, rearranged itself to:




	[image: Third-wordd]







The skill menu flickered too, words warping into incomprehensible gibberish.




	

[image: Skeel]


	
[image: Third-worddc]





	


	
[image: Third-wordd]





	


	
-








Hmmm...

Kopusha's memory suggested that this was simply the original, arcane language of the Soul-Song, stolen from the sky-gods a thousand millennia ago by Mage Morningstar. 
Interesting. The legend of the Morningstar seemed akin to that of ancient Greek Prometheus from my Earth.

Kopusha also recalled that the Alanian Academics did not interact with this arcane language because it was too complex, chaotic and confoundingly difficult to work with. Instead they designed beautiful, geometric, hexagrammatic musical patterns. For example, the Spell-Song like the "The Awakening of our Anima" consisted of a hundred hexagrams or a hundred musical stanzas flowing from one to the other.
An interesting point of note was that all of the Alanian Spell-Songs relied on drawing power from nearby Astral Engines. Since I was sitting right on top of an Astral Engine my mana use was zero.

I squinted at the gibberish words in the menu. They weren't like anything I knew, didn't seem to have a pattern to them that I could figure out instantly. 
I started to sing the "The Awakening of our Anima" again. When I finished the last stanza, something clicked within me again.




	
[Achievement Unlocked - mental fortitude. You’ve disabled an essential skill and managed to enable it again! Congratulations on interacting with your Soul-Song without translator's assistance!]











	[50 Experience points gained!]
[55/50 Experience optimum reached! Initiate level up?]






Well, that was easy!

[Да,] I thought in Russian to test whether the Soul-Song understood any language. It did.

A strange feeling overwhelmed my small, tree-shaped body along with a strange, ethereal music.

Ah! Kopusha recognized it as the "Song of Uplift".
The song stretched on, sounding like it was nearby and distant at the same time. It rang like a keypad password door beep in the Virology lab and also like Orthodox church bells. The music was memorable, refreshing, nostalgic and rewarding at the same time.

It suddenly felt like blinding bliss was emanating from within me, like stabbing all-consuming pain ignited all over. An indeterminate, entirely new sensation that I couldn't quite comprehend came over me and my consciousness folded in on itself.








	[Congratulations on reaching : Level 1]






The Soul-Song resonated.
I woke up, blinking my eye-stalks. The grotesque squid-whale was still there, still clawing at the shield.

I had no idea how much time had passed.

The alien sensation had long faded. I summoned up my Soul-Song once again.




	
Name:


	
[Evaluation error]





	
Age:


	
[Computational error]





	
Species & Subtype:


	
Untethered Soul [+1 agility/dexterity]





	
Affinity:


	
Astral Phantom [Various stat bonuses from subsumed soul-shards and affiliated affliction]

Spark of the Morningstar [+ 3 skill channels] [+ Soul Song skill]

Dryad [+Chrysalis skill]





	
Level:


	
1





	 
	 



	
Experience:


	
5/200





	 
	 



	
Health:


	
1/1





	
Stamina:


	
1/1





	
Mana:


	
1/1





	
Mana regen:


	
1 m/hr





	 
	 



	
Strength:


	
0





	
Agility:


	
0 [+1]





	
Dexterity:


	
0 [+1]





	
Vitality:


	
0 [+2]





	
Charisma:


	
0





	
Magic:


	
0 [+2]





	
Foresight:


	
0





	
Intelligence:


	
0 [+2]





	
Wisdom:


	
0 [+2]





	
Soul:


	
1 [+2] [-2]





	 
	 



	
Skills:


	
[Soul Song LV 1]





	


	
[Chrysalis LV 1]





	


	
-





	
Affliction:


	
[Soul decay: - 2]





	


	





	
Investiture points:


	
5









Excellent! The soul decay had gone down from the level up. I had five points to spend. I considered putting them into Intelligence, but then again there was an Astral Phantom right in front of my face and I already considered myself intelligent.

The Astral Engine I was sitting on was ancient. The shield could fail, the battery beneath me was already leaking mana rapidly into the Astral Ocean. I felt that what I needed wasn't simply better mental processing, it was... Foresight.

"You better be right, inner me, lets gamble," I sighed and dragged the [5] into [Foresight].

Nothing changed.

I wasn't sure what to expect anyway. I didn't know what Foresight was in terms of the Soul-Song or what it even improved. No memories of lectures on Foresight emerged from within me either as I contemplated the concept. I didn't become invisible to the ghostly whale either. 
Oh well.

I looked again at the Phantom. I wondered what kind of a creature it was exactly. Did it have a name or...? 
I tried to sift the degraded memories of Kopusha for answers.
The answer that came back was entirely unexpected. It wasn't a name for a phantom, no, it was much better. A Song-Spell called [Identify] resurfaced in my mind. Kopusha had used it countless times to identify something while designing her own Song-Spell compositions. It was the ultimate tool, an Acolyte's Song-Scope which could be used to derive information from just about anything, depending on how high level it was.

I tried to recall this [Identify-Song] fully, hummed it to myself.

The song was an appeal to the sky-rings of Lunaria for knowledge, to Mage Morningstar and to the collective wisdom that the founder of Alanian Academia had bestowed upon all of her children's children. The stanzas focused on the search for intelligence, the quest and thirst for knowledge like a magnifying glass, like a beam of light that scorched the earth. It was a hymn to cleverness and curiosity that drove civilization onwards, of asking questions about everything, including the universe itself. Of peering at the stars in the sky and wondering why, of collecting the knowledge and encoding it across the great Citadel cities of Alania and their Librariums, of building knowledge on top of knowledge to construct soul-powered artifacts and other incredible things.






	[Song of Identification] recalled!










The voice of the Soul-Song resonated in my mind.

Hang on... if I knew four Song-Spells... Why weren't they listed in my menu?
My menu flickered again.





	
Skills:


	
[Soul-Song LV 1] [ON][Raising Spell efficiency by 0.3%]
[Providing detailed Soul-Stats][Translating the Soul-Song's Language]

Known Song-Spells:






	[Tamus-Anima]
	[Sectus-Anima]



	[Conjugo-Anima]
	[Identify]



















Ah, here we go. Kopusha's memories whispered that all of the Song-Spells listed were the level of the [Soul-Song] skill. Interesting. 
I quickly hummed the base tones for [Identify], staring at the Phantom in front of me with my eye-stalks.





	[Phantom Whale-Squid]








Riiiiight.
I hummed [Identify] again and looked at the decayed obelisk above me.





	[Skyisle Beacon Tower] [Astral Engine]








Uh-huh.

I aimed [Identify] at the nearest hollow corpse.





	[Cazligor Alan Skyisle]








I moved it onto another female-looking body.





	[Sintamma Lighteria Skyisle]








Then another...





	[Nikte Oma Skyisle]












	[Nomach Goubler Skyisle]












	[Jillian Oma Skyisle]








I kept identifying the bodies. Entire families, men, women and children had died here all at once, their twisted up bodies now fused into the gray, crusty ground.
According to the last names most of them were born in Skyisle. A few were born in Tricameron. A few more were born in Agamemnon.
So... this was the Astral Ocean right below the town of Skyisle. A lot of people had died here when Tricameron was atomized! But how did they all die?
I attempted to juxtapose the rough map of the terrain from Kopusha's head. The town of Skyisle was a fair distance away from the Citadel of Tricameron river delta, high up in a little valley between the glacier-covered peaks.
Hmmm... Did the radioactive cloud from the fallout spread out all the way to the mountains?

No... that didn't make sense... the bodies in front of me were bent unnaturally, broken, crushed.

Of course...
A glacier avalanche had likely killed them all, as a massive earthquake was triggered by thermonuclear destruction of Tricameron that shook up the mountains for many kilometers all around.
Something within me snapped. What was done here was monstrous, truly abhorrent, unbelievable.Kopusha wanted to make the Seditionists and their vile gods pay for what they've done. I pushed her desires away, I wasn't Kopusha and had no way to get revenge.

Identifying all of the bodies in line of sight had brought my experience all the way up to 186/200. It wasn't enough to level up again! Argh.

I pondered about what else I could identify.

The Soul-Song menu itself... the language of the sky-gods!That's what I could identify next!

I pulled the [Soul-Song] skill out of my menu. The letters turned into gibberish again. My four spells vanished.

Could I turn a Soul-Song into a skill? I didn't see why not. I hummed it again, attempting to insert it into an empty space.

It worked!

Identify itself looked like a long line of gibberish text.

I hummed the Song of Identification and aimed my mind at the > floating bit within the word.

It expanded itself into:

≯̺̬͉̀̈́͗́

Next, I attempted to identify the ○ bit.
It expanded into:

`̸̧̛̩̦͓́̚͝͝○

Bit by bit I memorized a new, expanded version of [Identify]:
[image: Dasss]

The more symbols I identified, the longer the information chain became, seemingly stretching out into depths of itself with increasing, looping detail.

I couldn't believe it! The true language of the Soul-Song was akin to a matryoshka! It contained a variety of symbols within symbols. But, why was it so complex? There was a definite mystery here waiting to be solved!

Thankfully, I had the skills to do it.

The scientific method, aka the science of examining patterns is a methodology that can be used to determine the nature of reality - any reality, be it life around you or conceptual reality such as one in a computer simulation. Any system, be it one created via evolution or human hands can be broken down with math, understood and taken advantage of. No matter how seemingly visually complex something is - it all relied on repeating information to function.

Thanks to my excellent understanding of trigonometry and fractal mathmatics, I could focus on the System language quite well, noting the patterns within it. There was beauty to the original language of the Soul-Song, deep complexity beyond human language akin to mathematical formulae. Each notch of it was able to expand outward, flowing like a four-dimensional puzzle in my mind. I dove deeper into [Identify] using the Song of Identification, trying to understand and memorize every bit of it.

I didn't know how long it took because time was somehow messed up, wrong in the Astral Ocean, but I worked at it diligently.

It could have taken me a month or a few centuries to arrive at the answer and memorize all of the little bits to develop an equation that would organize [Identify] into a coherent arrangement of functional mathematical formulas.

The key to constructing a proper Mandelbrot-style fractal was a formula that eventually creates a visual graph with an infinitely complicated boundary that reveals progressively ever-finer recursive detail at increasing magnifications.

The Mandelbrot set, first drawn in 1978 by Robert W. Brooks and Peter Matelski, eventually become quite popular outside of academic circles due to its unique aesthetic appearance. It was the first example of how insanely complex, infinite structures could form from an application of simple rules.

I had a print of the first Mandelbrot set hanging on the wall of my office in Aralsk-7 as a reminder that everything everywhere could be graphed, defined with math and fractal geometry. In my opinion, it was the best human invention that dealt with math that expressed beauty through pattern visualization.

Eventually, after memorizing a hundred different iterations of [Identify], I used my knowledge of mathematical formulae mentally to combine all of them into a dandelion-like information superstructure.

Since I worked with viruses for half of my life, I imagined it looking akin to an RNA virus from the Coronaviridae family, with its numerous envelope proteins extending outwards from a central core, where each data-strand of [Identify] was a different protein envelope.

Time flew by as I slowly memorized and assembled the full version of [Identify] with all of its long, complex variety of info-strands.

Occasionally, I pushed mana into the spell to visualize how it changed as I graphed and memorized it better and better. It was a simple way of observing it live without having a computer monitor or a printer.
. . .


The hungry phantom whale came and went. I was a very tasty snack it could not reach, taunting it behind the barrier... visible, but inaccessible.
When the ghostly abomination returned again, I aimed the newfangled fractal version of [Identify] at it. 
I sang the Awakening song and slotted the [Soul-Song] back in.





	[Identify LV 3]








HA! I did it! I actually made a spell-skill that was ABOVE my level!

Because I knew fractal mathematics, I did something that the Alanian academics had never achieved!
I mentally formed the [Identify] spell by pushing mana into it from my branches via the channel going from my soul.
Power rushed through me from the Astral Engine and the spell ignited with brilliant shimmers as it filled up with mana.
I saw the fractal structure for [Identify] manifest in front of me with my eye-stalk eyes. I felt incredibly proud of myself. I made something completely new, my own little, fractal, silver-blue star that lit up the otherwise incredibly dreary, gray corpse-world of the Astral Ocean.

[image: Fractalvirus]

Identify was no longer a Song-Spell! Now it was a purely-visual fractal-shaped spell of my own design!

I let the spell go, releasing it in the direction of the Phantom whale. A shimmering silver line flew towards the ghost and returned back to me in at incredible speed which my eye-stalks could barely track.





	[Phantom Whale-Squid] [Aberration] [Soul-hunter] [LV 64]








Yes! My machinations really made the spell better, more high-level!





	[326/200 Experience optimum reached! Initiate level up?]






The Soul-Song System announced, rewarding me for my diligent efforts.



[Yes,] I replied, giddily sinking into the blissfulness-infused dream.


            

    
        6. Mother

    
    
    
    
                As I leveled up...

I dreamt. I knew that I was dreaming because the vision before me was blurry, inconsistent, unclear.
The dream suddenly became more focused, slightly clearer...

An enormous jellyfish with a hollow, diatom like body, even bigger than the whale jellyfish had arrived. The two ghostly creatures screeched at each other in ultrasonic, producing a disturbing cacophony. I wondered if they would fight over me, getting ready for a fun observational experience.
The diatom-shaped jellyfish suddenly stopped screeching and released hundreds of copies of itself from its innards. The little monsters attacked the whale-jellyfish from all directions, nipping at it with small blade-like threads. The Phantom-Whale creature screeched and rushed away, chased by the swarm of little monsters.
The hollow jellyfish turned towards me. It slowly circled the barrier, without slamming into it.
In panic, I realized that it had intelligence. It looked like it was prodding the shield for a weak spot, for a fracture. It had eventually found one and I could do nothing, for I was but a tree bound to the warmth of the battery. The abomination opened its grotesque maw and released a blinding beam of light into my direction.

As it struck me, my Astral roots ignited, burning up from below.





	[-6 in Soul]








The Soul-Song resonated.

Pain, immense, blinding pain filled my entire tree.

The hollow phantom paused. Its vile ray failed to kill me.


It stopped right in front of me, peering at me with a hundred silver-blue eyes, examining me like a specimen. There was curiosity and something akin to... amazement in its eyes, not mere hunger.

It's silver eyes, were completely unlike the whale squid. They conveyed an intent to do... something.

It was almost as if it was extremely intelligent, as if it understood something I did not.
I aimed the [Identify] Song-Spell at it, hummed it as quickly as I could.





	[Phantasm-Squid Matrchiarch LV 324.]








What?! WHAT?! 

This thing was an absurdly high-level monster!
As I panicked more and more, the hollow high-level abomination made a series of tones in ultrasound and a little copy of her emerged from her innards.

The copy floated to the shield, shimmered and unfolded into the shape of a... human. An approximately seven-year-old girl with silver hair and silver eyes stood in front of my shield.


The small, scrawny girl took a step forward, her silver dress trailing behind her in the air, shimmering silver-blue hair floating behind and above her, held up by the Astral current coming from the obelisk.

"What?!" I yelped mentally as the ghostly girl stepped right through the shield, walking towards me.

Oh no. The shield didn't stop a partially human ghost!
There was immense sadness and pain painted on the ghost's face, as if she didn't want to do this. As if the monstrous hollow Astral Phantom was somehow forcing her to walk towards me.
"You're human?! Do you understand me?" I attempted to speak at the sad-looking ghost in Alanian language, vibrating my branches to resemble human speech. "Hello?! Stop!" I wasn't sure if she heard or understood me.

Silver trails of tears shimmered down the ghost's face. She stepped towards my tree and her face skewed into an expression of pain. 
Her fingers suddenly unfolded into a thousand silver-blue blades.

"No, no, no! Get away!" I screamed as the ghostly blades struck me from above.





	-1 in Soul








"I'm sorry," the girl whispered, swinging her blades at my branches. She wasn't speaking Alanian but my [Soul-Song] had translated her words for me nevertheless, just like it translated the sky-god language.





	-2 in Soul








"Forgive me, little tree," the ghost added, hitting me again.





	-4 in Soul








Through the pain, I sang the melody of calmness, tried to still the ghost with [Tamus-Anima]. The low-level Song-Spell worked poorly, slowing the ghost only momentarily. 

She struck me again.





	-10 in Soul








I hummed [Sectus-Anima] with all of my branches. I wasn't fast enough.

"Mother... please! I beg of you... Don't hurt me anymore..." were the girl's final words before most of my branches shattered under the ghost's onslaught and I knew nothing but pain.





	-30 in Soul








Pain. Incredible, blinding pain. A whole ocean of it, unlike anything I had felt in my entire life.
I stared at the crying, ghostly girl with a single, remaining eye-stalk as my torn-up, shimmering, shattered branches floated away from me.
I released [Sectus-Anima] at the girl.

The girl's neck came apart, as the spell cut right through it. Her head floated away, silver drops of blood floating through the Astral currents.
It didn't seem to stop the ghost. Silver-blue eyes bloomed on her chest, staring at me with an annoyed look.

She struck me one last time for good measure, breaking my last branch and tearing out my last eye-stalk. Darkness.





	-5 in Soul








I screamed in agony, feeling as if I was being slowly dipped in liquid nitrogen.

Something alien, foreign was coursing through me... an infection.
Mother.

I wept as frost engulfed my entire trunk, ice colder than absolute zero gripping my very soul.

A single thought pulsed, beat inside my mind like a drum, repeating on and on.

Mother.

The hollow-shelled phantom was my Mother.

I would do anything for her. I would serve her for all time.

I would gladly leech power from this Astral Engine for HER.
I would help her design spells beyond her level. She was smart enough to use them. She was the best, the most beautiful, the wisest, the most perfect of all Mothers out there.
Some part of me screamed, tried to resist the compulsion to obey and wept as it failed.

I would serve mother for a thousand years and then for all eternity.
I would make her into a God.








	[Congratulations on reaching : Level 2]










Flashed into being, interrupting and ending my horrific nightmare.

I awoke with a shudder of all of my branches. If I still had a body, I would probably freak out and start to sweat profusely, but I was a little Astral Tree and lacked sweat glands.
I nervously stared at the gray field of bodies in front of me. 
There was no enormous hollow-shelled phantom. Only the whale jellyfish was near me, angrily circling my obelisk.

I evaluated my situation. The dream seemed far too real. It had to be the future!

Foresight had given me a prophetic dream.

There was only one option left to me now, I had to run.

Foresight could show me the future. I need a lot more Foresight as phantom monsters gathered around me, seeking to devour me. Foresight seemed like the perfect skill necessary for my survival. According to the updated chart I had ten points to spend.

I dumped all of my points into Foresight and set [Chrysalis] to disconnect me from the fissure beneath the battery, to shed my bark and to create a spring-like muscle that wound tighter and tighter beneath me.

As warm and lovely as this place was, the hollow phantom... Mother was coming. Mother wanted to steal my knowledge, wanted to add me to her collection of servants.
There was only one place to go now - the blue thread. Wherever it would lead me, it was better than the cold darkness of the Astral Ocean and its hungry, hungry monsters.

I also considered burying myself in the ground made up of ossified corpses, but decided against it. I didn't know what was down there. All of Kopusha's knowledge or perhaps the sense of Foresight screamed at me - do not dig into the Astral. The bodies beneath me were attracted by something, and just maybe the gargantuan diatom wasn't just a dead structure.

Everything had a purpose. Everything mattered.
Mother had a very high level, maybe she had a skill in tracking scents too... that is if soul-scents existed in the Astral.

I glanced down at the battery and looked at the black obelisk. Someday, I would come back here. Someday, when I was strong enough, I would claim this place for myself, grow, thrive and multiply, drive back the decay and the monsters... light up the dreary darkness, bloom and spread my spores.

Was I thinking like a tree? Hrm.

The unfortunate downside to [Chrysalis] was that it made my mind incredibly foggy, messed with my perception of time. I had no idea how many days passed as the skill rebuilt my body beneath me turning me from a tree into a tight, compressed spring ready to uncoil.

. . .
Something within me told me that the spring was ready.
The change had agitated the Phantom whale squid even more. It slammed into the shield harder than ever, screeching hungrily and trying to claw at me. Thankfully, the ancient shield held. Kopusha recalled that it wasn't just protection for the obelisk, it was also designed to be a little haven for lost souls that died. A place from which they could be rescued, if they were conscious enough. Too bad all of my potential rescuers were dead.

I aimed [Identify LV 3] at the blue thread in the distance.





	[Pathway / Tether]








Identify defined the blue thread. Not very informative, but definitely something to work with.

I extrapolated, broke down the words [Tether] using sky-god language. I decided to call the language Omnicode, because it seemed to define absolutely everything in extraordinary mathematical complexity.
I slowly combined the word [Sectus] with the word [Tether] creating an entirely new spell song. It took me ages to extrapolate both words and to combine them together into a single functional fractal superstructure. My soul-mind or whatever I was using to compute these was starting to hurt immensely as I brought the spell up to Level 3. 
I needed more intelligence. Maybe I should have invested more points into Intelligence instead of Foresight? 
Whatever.

I kept it up, until something began to glow in the distance. It was her. They were here.

Mother and her brood.

Something told me that she was here even earlier than before. She had gotten here faster than in my dream, maybe she knew that I was trying to escape! 
Something had gone off-script. As some of her children attacked the whale, Mother didn't bother chasing the whale herself and focused right on me, heading straight for the fissure to strike at me with her ray, hundreds of her children surrounding the shield.
She also had Foresight on her side, she also somehow knew or subconsciously perceived the future!
Just as her ray ignited, I released the tightly wound spring-muscle. Her ray struck the battery, carving a path across it to where I was growing moments before.

I flew out of the shield, away from the obelisk like a fiery star. As one of her phantom children tried to grab at me, I fired [Sectus-Tether LV 3] at it. It didn't get cut, but it became momentarily confused, the silver tentacles unable to grab at me.
Mother fired her beam at me again. Thankfully it had a slow reload rate, it wasn't instant.
The second attack missed me by a hair, as I spun a little to the side right before it struck me. The beam ignited, but it was blocked by the confused phantom-child right behind me.

Success! 

I caught onto the blue thread and was flung down its path to wherever it was leading.

The pathway no longer felt like it fit me. It felt wrong, awkward, like I no longer belonged to it. My movement across it was a lot slower, definitely not as rapid as before. Either the blue thread had decayed over time or my Astral body had grown stronger, bigger and no longer fit it properly.
I used my threads to push me down the blue-thread, accelerating myself.

I heard something screech behind me. I turned several of my eye-stalks to glance behind me.
Mother! 

She was chasing me down the path, accelerating, catching up to me, clinging to blue thread with her tentacles.
Hell!

I aimed [Sectus-Tether] at the thread behind me and let the spell go. The entire thread behind me shattered, tore apart. Mother screeched as she was flung sideways, her horrid ray nearly clipping me once again.

"Take that you..." I gloated.

The tunnel-thread suddenly felt tighter. It crushed, folded, squeezed me into... something.

I screamed as darkness claimed me.


            

    
        7. Phylactery

    
    
    
    
                It was dark wherever I had ended up.
The God-damned hollow Mother phantom drove me into a trap... likely got me stuck in a phylactery of some sort. I sighed inwardly. 
My entire Astral Tree felt like had been injected into something, the blue thread acting akin to a hypodermic needle.

At least I no longer felt cold and miserable. Wherever I was, even if Mother had acted by some sinister design, I was certain that I could figure things out, change my path, break away for whatever had been prepared for me by whomever...

Words suddenly flashed in my vision, amidst murky darkness.




	Welcome to Novazem, transient soul.









	Solve Equation for Full System activation: 67-12-5+5+0x1=






“Um… Fifty five?” I automatically answered the demanding text.




	
[Sufficient cognition confirmed. Human System Unlocked.]








The Soul-Song declared jovially. Well, at least I'm out of the Astral. That's one problem solved. Wait... human?
"Stats," I mentally ordered.





	Re-computing soul stats.








The Soul-Song commented. This didn't bode well.





	
Name:


	
_______ Alana Skyisle





	
Age:


	
7 days since fertilization





	
Species & Subtype:


	
Human blastocyst 





	
Affinity:


	
Astral Phantom [Various stat bonuses from subsumed soul-shards and affiliated affliction]

Spark of the Morningstar [+ 3 skill channels] [+ Soul-Song skill]

Dryad [+Chrysalis skill]





	
Level:


	
2





	 
	 



	
Experience:


	
198/450





	 
	 



	
Health:


	
2/2





	
Stamina:


	
2/2





	
Mana:


	
2/2





	
Mana regen:


	
2 m/hr





	 
	 



	
Strength:


	
0





	
Agility:


	
0





	
Dexterity:


	
0





	
Vitality:


	
0 [+3]





	
Charisma:


	0



	
Magic:


	
0 [+3]





	
Foresight:


	15



	
Intelligence:


	
0





	
Wisdom:


	
0





	
Soul:


	
1 [+3] [-1]





	 
	 



	
Skills:


	
[Soul-Song LV 0] [ON][Raising Spell efficiency by 0.1%]
[Providing detailed Soul-Stats][Translating the Soul-Song's Language]

Known Song-Spells:







	[Tamus-Anima]
	[Sectus-Anima]



	[Conjugo-Anima]
	[Identify]
















	 
	
[Identify LV 3]





	 
	
[Chrysalis LV 2] [PAUSED]





	 
	
[Sectus-Tether LV 3]





	 
	





	
Affliction:


	
[Soul decay: - 1]











I obsessively read the first line again and again, feeling growing confusion and dread.





	_______ Alana Skyisle








"Why the hell am I... Fill in the blank, Alana Skyisle all of a sudden?" I grouchily mumbled to myself mentally.

[An unfilled name. An unfilled name is an unwritten path. [+1] in Vitality, [+1] in Magic, [+1] in Soul and [-1] in Soul decay... this means one thing only,] the memory of Kopusha revealed. [This is an unborn child. You have been merged with the soul and body of an unborn child!]
"WHAT?! W-what?! What kind of a monster would do this?!" I mentally yelled into the darkness. There was no answer from either of my two other memories, but I felt my anger boiling to the surface with every second.

This Phylactery was... a human... an unborn, human girl!

I pointed [Identify LV 3] at myself, defining what I was mentally. With every passing moment, the branches of my tree were slowly sinking into a human soul of an unborn girl. This would not do.

Something was attempting to fuse me to a human soul. A spell? Some kind of a hexagram?

I shot [Identify LV 3] past myself, defining what else was there.




	Binding hexagram.






Here we go.

I used [Tamus-Anima] to still both of our souls before they fused together further and then aimed [Sectus-Tether LV 3] roughly between us. I knew that while the soul was stilled, Sectus could slice it apart like a surgeon's blade.

I released the spell, cutting through both of our souls and the binding hexagram at the same time.




	-5 in Soul






In exchange, I received more pain and then blissful nothingness.





When I woke up, my entire soul ached. I summoned up my stats.





	
Name:


	
_______ Alan Skyisle





	
Age:


	
17 days since fertilization





	
Species & Subtype:


	
Human blastocyst 





	
Affinity:


	
Astral Phantom [Various stat bonuses from subsumed soul-shards and affiliated affliction]

Spark of the Morningstar [+ 3 skill channels] [+ Soul-Song skill]

Dryad [+Chrysalis skill]





	
Level:


	
2





	 
	 



	
Experience:


	
198/450





	 
	 



	
Health:


	
2/2





	
Stamina:


	
2/2





	
Mana:


	
2/2





	
Mana regen:


	
2 m/hr





	 
	 



	
Strength:


	
0





	
Agility:


	
0





	
Dexterity:


	
0





	
Vitality:


	
0 [+3]





	
Charisma:


	0



	
Magic:


	
0 [+3]





	
Foresight:


	15



	
Intelligence:


	
0





	
Wisdom:


	
0





	
Soul:


	
1 [+3] [-5]





	 
	 



	
Skills:


	
[Soul-Song LV 0] [ON][Raising Spell efficiency by 0.1%]
[Providing detailed Soul-Stats][Translating the Soul-Song's Language]

Known Song-Spells:







	[Tamus-Anima]
	[Sectus-Anima]



	[Conjugo-Anima]
	[Identify]
















	 
	
[Identify LV 3]





	 
	
[Chrysalis LV 2] [PAUSED]





	 
	
[Sectus-Tether LV 3]





	 
	





	
Affliction:


	
[Soul decay: - 1]











Phew. Wait... Alan Skyisle? Did I change my gender by cutting myself off from the poor girl? Did she... survive? I aimed identify into the general direction of where I felt... something.




	______ Alana Skyisle LV 2. Human.






Oh thank God!

She's alive. Does this mean that we're... twins now? Guess it does. It seemed that my [Sectus] didn't fully destroy the binding spell, but at the very least I was now bound to a human blastocyst and not another human soul.

I tried to move myself and open my Astral eyes and discovered that I was unable to do so. I was definitely stuck here, attached firmly in place. Oh well.


. . .


So…

I was a human blastocyst that was hopefully inside of a human womb if the System was to be believed. I wouldn't even dare to call myself a full human at this point - I was a bunch of cells that were in the process of dividing. Inexplicably enough, I was able to formulate coherent, complex thoughts which should have been quite impossible for a group of cells that hadn’t even become a foetus yet.

If I recalled correctly, the human blastocyst had a diameter of about 0.1 mm and was composed of approximately 200 cells. There was no rational explanation of how a sphere of 200 cells could contain my intelligence, such a thing was utterly absurd according to everything I knew.

I formulated a hypothesis that perhaps a human soul was a miniature, electromagnetic data construct that was somehow able to store a whole lifetime of information that made me exactly who I was. Was my soul also acting as my processor, allowing me to make coherent thoughts? It was a decent hypothesis if any.

There wasn’t much to do at this point, except to observe the Stats text and to ponder things. This was an acceptable situation for me. Some people might cry and despair if they were to lose their freedom and all of their numerous body functions, but I would be content being just a brain inside of a jar. As long as my mind remained stable, as long as I could formulate complex thoughts, I could find ways of entertaining myself. If the said brain jar had an eye - even better and if it had a robot arm to poke things with, three times so.

Using my imagination alone I could produce an entire universe of theoretical or pure mathematical beauty for endless hours, conceiving what sort of life could form from one chemical or another and how a variety of said imaginary life could interact with one another. If I were ever to grow bored of staring at floating text I could always entertain myself with imaginary abiogenesis.

In my current predicament I didn’t possess eyes, or an appendage or a brain for that matter, yet I somehow observed and understood information presented to me.

Observing the text pleased me even though I currently lacked the necessary dopamine release in the nucleus accumbens. How could information be happy? What was simulating happiness in the soul? How did the Soul function? So many questions.

The entire experience of meeting a god that wore the space suit of Yuri Gagarin was very suspect - it wasn’t a thing from any religion that I knew about. Perhaps, the so-called Omniscience was some sort of alien, highly evolved life that had the ability to duplicate or transfer the electromagnetic activity from within the human brain at the moment of death, transposing it to a new host.

Why would it want to do that? What was I to the Omniscience? A soul to be recycled? A mote in the eye of god? An experiment? It had called me one. 
Why shove my soul into the soul of another person?

Was this really a womb? It could be a lab for all I knew...

I pushed away this highly concerning hypothesis. I needed to make more observations and not get bogged down by irrational fears.

The primary puzzle was the text floating in front of my eyes that somehow judged my statistics and assigned them numbers. Now that I was no longer freezing to death in the Astral Ocean I could fully contemplate the System itself. The entire horrible experience of local hell was already fading away like a bad dream.

I needed more experience! Yes. 

While I was blind and deaf as a Human blastocyst, it was difficult to aim [Identify] at anything of value, so I aimed it at each word, studying the patterns within it.

I considered into which direction I could evolve myself as I slowly gained experience for identifying each word within the Stats chart.

Being stronger in the womb was pointless. Even if I became stronger, there would be no feasible way to measure such. I imagined myself as a tiny embryo that could punch its way out of the womb like a flying bullet.

Ha ha ha, no. I didn't mind being in a womb. If human biology was the same in this world, I would have 8 carefree months to think about things. I didn’t even have to feed myself as a bonus. This was paradise in a way. No responsibilities. No stressful situations. No need to interact with people!

This whole unlocked System biz seemed quite dangerous for an embryo, but then again I was probably a rare case. Or was I? I tried to imagine a world where everyone was reborn remembering their previous life. Grudges would definitely last beyond death in such a world.

“You killed me twenty years ago, prepare to die!” 
“Only because you killed me forty two years ago, you miscreant!”

I smiled at my own joke. Not everyone was a shut-in nerd like me. If everyone was trapped in the womb for 8 months they would absolutely go insane from lack of entertainment and human interaction. I would probably only become slightly insane at worst. Slight insanity was acceptable, I assured myself.

I recalled experiments in which Soviet scientists placed people in various sensory deprivation rooms and tanks to record the outcome. When a human mind was disconnected from all of its senses it basically started to generate a variety of audio and visual hallucinations. The worst of these was the sleep deprivation experiment.

I wasn't sure if that one was a made up spooky tale or an actual test in which all participants died. I was told about it during a long train ride on the trans-Siberian Express by a very drunk colleague. It seemed realistic enough - after all, our scientists had conducted many nuclear tests at the Semipalatinsk Test Site in northeast Kazakhstan with no regard for environmental and public health consequences.

My seemingly saving grace was that I didn’t have a human mind yet to generate nightmarish or psychedelic visions. Also I didn't seem to require sleep as a self-aware soul.

I looked at the rest of my chart. There was one thing that I could truly measure and always wanted to increase - my intelligence.

Why is my intelligence at 0 anyway? Hello? I have a doctorate diploma in biochemistry! Well, I had one. My framed diploma exploded along with the rest of Aralsk-7. Seriously though, I’m a highly experienced Soviet administrator and bioweaponeer. I can do algebra without a calculator! I demand a recount!

No recount followed my demands. Maybe the System sucked at defining me properly?

I attempted to mentally multiply two four digit numbers. It took me about a minute to do, as usual.

Maybe Intelligence didn't mean what I thought it meant.

The definition of Intelligence was another mystery to solve.

            

    
        8.  Linguistics

    
    
    
    
                


	
Mana:


	
1.84/2








"Mana" was a concept described by a 19th century British anthropologist Robert Henry Codrington during his investigation of the Polynesian culture. According to him, the Polynesians believed that mana was a supernatural force that existed in nature, the carriers of which were: people, animals, various objects, as well as “spirits”.

In the dissection of the mythology article I read in the 1955 Soviet journal of anthropology, mana manipulation was used by Polynesian priests in various manner such as: control of weather, bountiful harvest, a cure for an illness, success in love, or victory in battle. Back then, I was particularly fascinated by the Polynesian concept of 'Animism', in which anything in the universe, even a rock or a tree could be considered "alive" and filled with "supernatural power".

I wondered whether the Polynesians were actually correct about everything as I spent my mana to fire my [Identify] spell in random directions, detecting the womb, my twin sister, myself, amniotic fluid and etc.

Also, was the System tracking the mana regen per hour using my original world's time? Surely there wouldn't be the same "hours" here? The canonical hour was first mentioned sometime in 500 BCE. Later on, medieval scholar Johannes de Sacrobosco introduced the arabic number system and divided the hour into 60 minutes and that into 60 seconds which was derived from Babylonian astronomy.

Don’t judge me, System. I was a history buff! Reading books about ancient and modern technology was my passion. I had even managed to order books from behind the Iron curtain via my East Berlin contacts. Being a Soviet administrator had its perks.

I had hoped to cheat by identifying the same thing over and over, but alas I only gained a bit of experience by identifying something once.

I decided to test what happened if I ran out of mana, so I identified myself, watching the mana stat dropping lower and lower.

Firing [Identify LV 3] cost me about 0.2 mana.

I didn’t even get to see the answer when I reached zero. Something akin to very extreme vertigo overtook me and my senses folded in on themselves.

. . .




	
Age:


	
20 days








I guessed that having oneself drained of mana wasn’t healthy, since I lost a few days to unconsciousness. Did the Soul need mana to function? Hmm.

I briefly wondered what was happening to any excess mana that my body was generating. Was it simply not stored? How was I even gathering or generating mana? Did I sponge it off from the environment? What was responsible for storing it? What was responsible for gathering or generating it?
My mana per hour regeneration was painfully slow. I identified myself again and confirmed this to be an hour from my homeland as I counted out seconds using the "tick-tick-one, tick-tick-two" method and was only slightly off.

As my mana slowly regenerated, I recalled studying protein chains at University and learning the Algol programming language that me and my assistant used at the Computational Research Institute on our BESM-6 supercomputer. I had many fond memories with BESM-6, calling her my Bessie. She could store thirty two thousand words in her maximum addressable memory space and the virtual memory expanded her vocabulary up to 128K words or 768K bytes.

Her punch cards were so much fun to work with! Way back in 1960's, inspired by the ideas of Professor Sergey Lebedev about an explosion in computing, I dreamt of a future in which every proletariat worker in every factory could have their own personal computer with punch cards. Alas, the Soviet leaders didn’t believe in granting everyone personal computers, instead focusing on making enough nukes to vaporize every city on the planet. I really didn’t understand General Secretary Krushchev’s obsession with nuking America three times over. Even if we somehow disabled all of their nukes and turned all of USA into rubble and dust the follow-up nuclear winter would end the USSR just as well as being atomized.

. . .

The patterns of information within [Identify] were definitely the programming language of whatever Magic was in this world.

I started to identify the rest of the words within my status menu. [Identify] told me the following information of interest:




	[Strength] - [Improves strength. Unlocks Strength skills.]









	[Intelligence] - [Improves intelligence. Unlocks Intelligence skills.]






...and so forth. Not very useful information overall, as I had priorly assumed as much.

I even identified the word “Skills”.




	
[Skills] - A skill can be gained via accomplishment of any task. Success in unlocking a Skill depends upon factors such as:

- Genetic talent - Dedication to the task [repetitive use] 
- Growth in stats - Learning from a dedicated instructor. 
Bind an unlocked skill to yourself by putting it into an available slot. 
Warning: unbinding a skill from yourself will reset its level back to 0.








I also identified my affinity.




	[Astral Phantom] - [Marks you as a hostile denizen of the Astral Ocean.]






Hrm. Right.




	[Dryad] - [Grants you the Crysalis skill.]






Next I defined my skills.




	[Soul-Song] - [Increases Spell efficiency. Marks you as an Alanian, devout follower of Mage Morningstar. Permits you the use of Alanian obelisks for spellwork. Translates observed System language and all local languages using nearest Alanian Astral Engine.]






Would I eventually become Ivan Tsarevich and be able to talk to animals if I didn't keep resetting this skill to study omnicode? I imagined myself commanding an army of wolves like some sort of a fairytale prince. It was a very silly idea indeed.

I defined the Alanian Song-Spells within it next.




	[Tamus-Anima Song] Suspends the targeted soul. Doesn't require mana.









	[Sectus-Anima Song] Severs the targeted soul. Doesn't require mana.









	[Conjugo-Anima Song] Fuses soul shards. Doesn't require mana.









	[Identify Song] Identifies target, providing extra detail. Doesn't require mana.






I moved onto identify Chrysalis.




	[Chrysalis LV 2] Permits gradual evolution of self to survive a hostile environment. While activated mental processes slow down. Uses mana. Current state : Astral Fungus bound to a human blastocyst.






Curious.




	[Identify LV 3] Identifies target providing more information. Uses mana.









	[Sectus-Tether LV 3] Severs magic spells and souls. Uses mana.






Hmm.




	[Soul decay] Subtracts stats and produces cellular decay.






That sounded like... a case of a bad time. Thankfully, levelling up seems to fix this.

I pondered about what I could work on. Identify seemed like my best tool to improve upon.

Understanding Identify better made the spell use much cheaper, but it was still very limiting:

I could only identify things within my line of sight, but my eyes hadn't developed enough to see anything specific and the binding spell that fused me to the human newborn body had completely screwed up my Astral perception.

Identify didn’t have a zoom function.

While Identify exposed bits of Omnicode in the menu, it didn’t identify things in my imagination, such as words I tried to visualize. This was a problem that limited me to knowing only the words and numbers within the status menu.

Since Identify was so cheap to use, I decided to experiment with it in the same way that I had experimented with bacteria and viruses in my lab. How does one make bacteria more efficient? Evolution and endless growth repetition. My laboratory assistants mass-produced bacteria, growing them in petri dishes again and again without end in slightly different bases. As the bacteria mutated, there were batches that were more resistant to penicillin, more deadly and ones that had weaker versions of the disease. In the same way, I manually started to mess with the [Identify] spell, removing, substituting and adding lines of Omnicode to it and then casting it on myself and number [1] in the menu to see if the result changed.

Not having much success, I decided that going at it randomly was a stupid idea. I needed to modify Identify specifically. If I could change Identify to see things, it would limitlessly expand my horizons of information-gathering.

Thanks to identifying [Soul-Song] I knew the phrase "observed" in Omnicode. I studied the word [Observe] as far down as Identify allowed me to scan it.
After I mentally imagined the Omnicode word for [Observe] as a multi-limbed RNA-virus-like formation, I attempted to entwine it with Identify.

Thankfully, I had a lot of experience in integrating viruses together to create vaccines for Soviet citizens and... death for our enemies.
Back in Aralsk-7 we called the science of combining viruses the "Antigenic shift", a process by which different viruses merged to form a new subtype that had a mixture of the surface antigens of the two or more original strains. The best known example of an antigenic shift naturally occurred in the common flu. Since the flu infected 5-15% of Soviet Union citizens annually, it provided Aralsk-7 research lab with excellent study of the antigenic shift. Our government poured a lot of funding into studying influenza, after the 1977 H1N1 influenza pandemic came from China into Siberia, spread across the USSR student population and then moved onto the rest of the world. The World Health Organization had labeled the global pandemic of 1977 as the "Russian flu". According to the W.H.O.'s report, the Russian flu killed approximately seven hundred thousand people worldwide.
One of our "genius" leaders even proposed to fund a project in which our lab would combine wildlife Coronaviridae RNA strands with the human coronavirus 229E that was discovered in 1960, to make some kind of a new "super-killer flu to drop on Americans to destroy their capitalist economy". I called this project idea of his utter lunacy.

To prove my point, I computed the probable outcome on my Bessie, showing the "global deaths" forecast curve, based on the 1977 Russian flu. An entirely new contagion like that, for which humanity would have no immunity, would rapidly spread globally, naturally mutate endlessly and wouldn't stop until it killed millions, including the people who created it... and do you think that he listened? The project development went through regardless! I tried to stall it as much as I could, so that the damned thing wouldn't be finished. Thankfully, the old Soviet generals dropped like flies due to old age as Leonid Brezhnev refused to change up the "old guard".
Trying not to obsess endlessly over the vast idiocy of the "leaders" from my past life, I buried myself with my current research.

I went through tens, then hundreds, then thousands of iterations of [Identify] + [Observe], learning to merge two Omnicode info-fractal words together. My end goal was to radically change and improve the [Identify] spell itself.

The fact that I was able to Identify myself without having eyes was my advantage, my first step towards an endless stairwell of greater knowledge. At least I had plenty of time within the womb for this mentally laborious task.





In test 16'225 I finally managed to give Identify a “Visualize” function!

When I had pointed the changed [Identify-Visualize] at myself I didn’t just get the annoying [human embryo] text. I perceived my own shape as a tiny, newt-like critter. I felt the shape, saw it inside a blue menu box. Somehow in the same manner as my soul observed the System's text I was seeing my body live.
The view didn’t have much color, but it was incredible - a relatively discernible image of myself, shaped from tiny, moving blue, white and black static bits.

I perceived something flowing around and inside my diminutive body as I held onto the spell, refusing to let the view fade. It had to be mana! I was observing things with mana!


The view was a bit eerie, but I knew what seven week-old embryos looked like so I wasn't that surprised that my body was a tiny alien critter at this point of fetal development. My twin sister floated right next to me inside the womb.

I slotted the translation song back in and pointed [Identify-Visualize] at itself. It defined itself as:




	[Identify-Visualize LV 6] - [A modified Identify spell that allows its wielder to visualize the object of identification]






In the [Visual] window below the text, I witnessed my spell as a beautiful, white & blue fractal with many limbs. It was a lot sharper than the image of myself, probably because I worked on the damn thing for so long. It was amazing to finally see what I've been mentally composing as a real, physical manifestation woven from mana currents!




	Congratulations! You have unlocked the [Modify] skill!






The System dinged.

What the...? I focused [Identify-Visualize LV 6] on the unlocked skill.




	[Modify] - [A passive skill that improves your ability to modify spells.]






I didn’t get a visual of [Modify] as I wasn’t empowering the spell-word with my mana. If I had to guess it would be very expensive to use, since I didn’t even know its true, full definition in Omnicode yet. Either way, it would be incredibly handy once I learned and memorized more of it.

Other announcements waited for me:




	[Achievement unlocked: Complex spell modification!]









	[Achievement unlocked: Mana flow observation!]










	[453/450 Experience optimum reached! Initiate level up?]






The System inquired.

"Yes," I mentally replied and stared at myself with [Identify-Visualize] as the level up started.




	[Level up to LV: 3!]






I observed how blue-shaded patterns of magic moved across my tiny body. It looked like a microscopic, blue aurora borealis made from Omnicode that danced over me. I had no idea what it was doing, but it was pretty. It was unfortunately shifting far too rapidly for me to memorize it.

[Identify-Visualize LV 6] allowed me to remain conscious, observing the process until I ran out of mana and collapsed into oblivion.




When I awoke, I immediately called up the menu and looked at the changed stats. They now sat at:






	
Name:


	
_______ Alan Skyisle





	
Age:


	
56 days [8 weeks]





	
Species & Subtype:


	
Male - human - foetus





	
Affinity:


	
Astral Phantom [Various stat bonuses from subsumed soul-shards and affiliated affliction]

Spark of the Morningstar [+ 3 skill channels] [+ Soul-Song skill]

Dryad [+Chrysalis skill]





	
Level:


	
3





	 
	 



	
Experience:


	
33/800





	 
	 



	
Health:


	
3/3





	
Stamina:


	
3/3





	
Mana:


	
3/3





	
Mana regen:


	
3 m/hr





	 
	 



	
Strength:


	
0





	
Agility:


	
0





	
Dexterity:


	
0





	
Vitality:


	
0 [+3]





	
Charisma:


	0



	
Magic:


	
0 [+3]





	
Foresight:


	15



	
Intelligence:


	
0





	
Wisdom:


	
0





	
Soul:


	
1 [+3] [-5]





	 
	 



	
Skills:


	
[Soul-Song LV 0] [ON][Raising Spell efficiency by 0.1%]
[Providing detailed Soul-Stats][Translating the Soul-Song's Language]

Known Song-Spells:








	[Tamus-Anima]
	[Sectus-Anima]



	[Conjugo-Anima]
	[Identify]


















	 
	
[Identify-Visualize LV 6]





	 
	
[Chrysalis LV 3] [PAUSED]





	 
	
[Sectus-Tether LV 3]





	 
	





	
Investiture points:


	
15












Ha! Observing my evolution as it happened has given me extra experience points. A definite improvement!

I added [Modify] into my skills via removal of Soul-Song and it showed up as [Modify LV 0] [ON]

I shoved the 15 Investiture into Intelligence, making it go up to 15.

As I did the stat flickered, suddenly displaying.




	
Intelligence:


	
15 [+89]








This confirmed to me that I had hidden intelligence as Astral Phantom and it finally got visualized.

Every point invested in Intelligence made my memory sharper. I had pretty sharp memory to begin with, but with even more memory I could memorize and use more layers of omnicode. I wondered if "Intelligence" was the RAM of my soul, since it basically computed and visualized fractal math for me. 
I wanted to go deeper, improve Identify further. I wanted to push its limits. How far could the spell be taken?

I kept on modifying [Identify-Visualize]. It was definitely easier to do with [Modify] as a skill!
I was focused like a laser beam, persistent in my work, even if it was maddeningly repetitive and boring.

Over the next 15 days going through thousands of tests and defining more items in my menu I stumbled onto the mathemagic Omnicode patterns that approximately stood for [Magnification] and [Shift]. With the modified [Identify-Visualize-Magnify LV 11] I was able to see much smaller things by visually magnifying them in my mind.

The changed spell became a lens through which I saw everything with fantastic clarity. It showed me things within myself with increasingly complex visual and mathematical representations. The darkness of the womb parted as [Identify] replaced my underdeveloped eyes, becoming a mental camera through which I now saw the world.

I was always pretty good at chemical formulas and computer punch cards, but with the increased intelligence I was feeling victorious and unstoppable.

[Identify-Visualize-Magnify LV 11] showed me each word within the System as patterns, able to zoom in and out of them several levels deep all at once. Sadly I didn’t have enough [Intelligence] to memorize the fractals for each. I was certain that if I spent a long time memorizing and modifying a specific word like “Health” I could eventually stumble on a modifier that would let me improve health or kill something. Not that I wanted to breed death once again. This time I would do things differently, I told myself. This time I wouldn't work for an empire built atop a mountain of lies, ruled by blind fools. This time I would make sure that people wouldn't suffer horribly or die because of my actions.

I recalled the three names once again. The three chains that I carried with me until my death, the burden that weighed down on my conscience. They were the reason why I asked the Omniscience whether I was destined for hell.

In 1971 a ship came close to Aralsk-7, ignoring the rule that demanded ships stay 40 kilometers away from Vozrozhdeniya Island. A technician girl took samples of local plankton from the Aral sea that day. What she had brought with her into the ship wasn’t mere plankton. One of my modified viruses - Variola major, also known as Smallpox was being field tested that day on the island. Four hundred grams of it.

The girl and her family perished and the Soviet authorities were able to cover up the incident. I had ordered smallpox inoculations for everyone in the city where the ship docked, but three people had still died.

I would find a way to save and aid people in this world, I made a promise to myself. I would find a way to prevent and stop death.

I would not be its agent once again!

            

    
        9. Microscopy

    
    
    
    
                  “Systemmy, did I ever tell you that I love you?” I jokingly confessed my feelings.

Yep, I’ve assigned her a gender. One of the quirks of Russian language was the specific gendering of every noun. To a Russian speaker a door is immediately perceived as feminine [she], while a table is seen as masculine [he] and a wheel is an [it]. Grammatical gendering like that existed in a bunch of Indo-European languages, including French, Latin, Spanish, Portuguese, German and many, if not all, Slavic languages.

“You’re making me a far smarter man than I’ve ever been!” I sprinkled further compliments at 'her'. "I don't know what I did to deserve such generosity!"

She didn’t respond, as per her usual. I was fine with this sort of relationship - I loved obedient computer algorithms. In fact, the dumber they were, the easier it was to find out what made them tick.

The improved, multi-level, fractal version of [Identify-Visualize-Magnify LV 13] was glorious. I learned to wield my spell like a microscope, focusing it inward on myself. As a virologist I knew what things looked like at a million-power magnification and this knowledge had allowed me to easily direct it deeper into myself.

I gave this improved spell a new name - [The Infoscope]. It was a reference to the work of Vladimir K. Zworykin, the Russian-American inventor of the iconoscope. Dr. Zworykin's iconoscope was an early electronic camera tube used to scan an image for the transmission of television. It had laid the foundation for the Electron microscope that used a beam of accelerated electrons as a source of illumination.

My Infoscope was now nearly as complex as the ESEM Electron microscope. Esmy was one of my favorite tools in the Bioweapons laboratory. It was a depressing fact that Soviet microscopy science had unfortunately fallen far behind the west, so we had to order Esmy from East Berlin contacts in 1988. Thanks to her, I saw the alien beauty of viruses with my own eyes.

The most fascinating fact about Viruses was that many Soviet scientists did not consider them living things. Viruses are basically microscopic machines - complicated assemblies of molecules, proteins, nucleic acids, lipids, and carbohydrates.

Viruses do not consume any form of nourishment or expel waste, they do not grow and they cannot reproduce independently. Max Delbrück, German–American biophysicist, described the basic "life cycle" of a virus in 1937: rather than "growing", a virus particle is assembled from its constituent pieces in one step.

When a virus encounters a living cell, it attaches to it and injects its own DNA or RNA. The cell copies the viral data which makes more of the virus. These reproduced viruses now break out of the host cell, often destroying it in the process and infecting nearby cells. Rinse and repeat, until there are no more cells to inject.

All of these steps are predefined by the nature of the molecules that comprise the virus. Viruses don’t choose, respond, employ, evade or exploit - they follow a very specific program akin to a computer command. For all of their danger, RNA viruses are completely at the mercy of their environment and anyone willing to modify them.

Likewise, the original [Identify] spell was made of mana currents moving in a very specific way and it was now completely at the mercy of my modifications. I had torn it apart bit by bit, building atop its base foundation, adding new things to it with every iteration until it satisfied my needs and became my Infoscope.

I metaphorically pierced my flesh with the Infoscope and dove into myself. I identified my skin cells, veins and organs. I mathematically and visually perceived rivers of blood cells rushing down my veins. I witnessed the furnace of life within myself as my cells divided and increased in number. 
I traced the lines of my forming nervous system and identified my growing bones. I learned the Omnicode names for each of my developing organs.

The more I identified, the deeper I could go and because my growing body was constantly growing new cells, the observation and identification of them all was providing me with plentiful experience.

I peered through the cellular membrane witnessing mitochondria and ribosomes. I examined each cell nucleus in great detail, noting the location of chromosomes. The average grown human body has approximately 724 trillion cells. As a foetus I still had a long way to go, but nevertheless I had more than enough cells to observe in their splendor of continuous growth and replication.

When I was a teenager and the great war was coming to its inevitable end, I could walk to the V. I. Lenin State Library without the fear of being pulverized by a German bomb. There, beneath shining lanterns, sitting at a green desk, day by day, I studied the great accomplishments of Soviet engineers. Gargantuan hydroelectric dams that were being built across our super-nation, the Moscow Canal, Magnitogorsk, the Baltic White Sea Canal. Moscow itself was changing around me, buildings were being relocated, avenues were widened and the Seven Sisters skyscrapers were rising into the sky. I kept that feeling of being able to accomplish anything in my heart since those happy teenage days.

Magic was incredible! It allowed me to do the impossible, to bend the laws of the universe at will, to create things the access to which I didn't even have. I could observe cells without the bulky and ridiculously expensive and finicky electron microscope! Potentially limitless possibilities of the future were being unlocked to me.

What did I learn from leveling up? The formula for experience was [level + 1]^2 x [50]. The formula for Investiture points was [level] x [5]. With every evolution it would be harder to reach the next level, unless the formula changed. Going from something like Level 999 to Level 1000 would require 50 million experience points!

I spent the following weeks memorizing more levels of the info-fractals for Identify and Modify. It shot my [Infoscope] to Level 17.

I was pretty sure now that I had found a way to cheat the system. Nearly frying my soul-brain to memorize spell formulas was definitely worth it.

I pointed the Infoscope at itself once again, identifying it visually. It appeared in my mind as a ghostly construct akin to a fractal with many tentacles. Each of the tentacles broke into smaller lines that shimmered with even smaller lines of Omnicode and those lines broke down into even smaller lines of data. It was truly beautiful! I spun it about, feeling proud of what I had created.

The spell definitely looked akin to a coronavirus now, but with longer and more uneven threads, that were able to unfold outward.
It worked in the following manner - the threads could extend outward and identify stuff by touching it and when they came back to the core, the Identify spell processed information about whatever it was scanning and sent it back to me via the channel that tied it to my soul.

I pondered how I could improve the design of the Infoscope. Could I point it at my own thoughts? What were my thoughts? Did they already echo inside Blankie’s organic brain as actual neural patterns?

I started to mess with Omnicode to make the Infoscope perceive my brain activity.





It took me quite a long time to arrive at the necessary code fractal, but after weeks of trial and error I was able to point the Infoscope at specific parts of my own brain. I saw that it was indeed expressing, echoing my thoughts as neural patterns. Using this data, I attempted to point the Infoscope at concepts, words and ideas, learning how various Omnicode patterns represented them. Months flew by as I tried to understand my own brain and studied the language of the System concept by concept.

The relentless mental labor showered me with XP and pushed me towards the next level. I initiated the level up.

. . .





	[New skill slot gained!]












	
Name:


	
_______ Alan Skyisle





	
Age:


	
[12 weeks]





	
Species & Subtype:


	
Male - human - foetus





	
Affinity:


	
Astral Phantom [Various stat bonuses from subsumed soul-shards and affiliated affliction]

Spark of the Morningstar [+ 3 skill channels] [+ Soul-Song skill]

Dryad [+Chrysalis skill]





	
Level:


	
4





	 
	 



	
Experience:


	
7/1250





	 
	 



	
Health:


	
4/4





	
Stamina:


	
4/4





	
Mana:


	
4/4





	
Mana regen:


	
4 m/hr





	 
	 



	
Strength:


	
0





	
Agility:


	
0





	
Dexterity:


	
0





	
Vitality:


	
0 [+3]





	
Charisma:


	0



	
Magic:


	
0 [+3]





	
Foresight:


	15



	
Intelligence:


	
15 [+89]





	
Wisdom:


	
0





	
Soul:


	
1 [+3] [-5]





	 
	 



	
Skills:


	
[Soul-Song LV 0] [ON][Raising Spell efficiency by 0.1%]
[Providing detailed Soul-Stats][Translating the Soul-Song's Language]

Known Song-Spells:









	[Tamus-Anima]
	[Sectus-Anima]



	[Conjugo-Anima]
	[Identify]




















	 
	
[Infoscope LV 17]





	 
	
[Chrysalis LV 4] [PAUSED]





	 
	
[Sectus-Tether LV 4]





	 
	
-





	
Investiture points:


	
20














I spent 2 points to fix my Soul setting things to, as the ache was starting to get on my nerves akin to a headache.




	
Soul:


	
1 [+5] [-5]








The rest I dumped into Intelligence, bringing it to:




	
Intelligence:


	
33 [+89]









I kept up my study of the language of Magic, delving deeper into Omnicode fractals.

I shoved Modify into the empty Skill slot creating:




	 
	
[Modify LV 0]








At 33 [+89] Intelligence my memory was becoming crystal clear, almost photographic. As my knowledge of Omnicode grew by leaps and bounds, so did the complexity of my Infoscope. I was no longer a blind man randomly groping in the dark for control knobs, but it was still too early to call myself the master of Omnicode. The language of magic was far too maddeningly complex for me to grasp in its entirety and for nearly six months of hard work, I had barely managed to scratch the surface and truly mastered only one word in it - Identify.

Thanks to my ongoing modifications of the Infoscope, I could now see colors! My window into the world was no longer white & blue.

I wanted to see viruses, but couldn't find any in myself. I was completely virus free at this point because of the placenta. The placenta inside of my mom was extra powerful, likely affected by her high Vitality stats. It nourished and protected me by blocking out all pathogens from crossing the maternal-fetal barrier. It was nice, but also annoying as I wanted to study how to fight local diseases by observing local viruses. For example, if an infection was bacterial I could design a Bacteriophage virus army to defeat it.

The smallest thing my Infoscope could observe was inter-molecular bonding and even then the view started to get pretty blurry no matter how I adjusted it. Thanks to my Soviet education and the study of radiation and its impacts on people at the Semipalatinsk nuclear Test Site, I knew the basics about atoms and nuclear physics. I spent a few weeks identifying the atoms within myself, hoping to someday learn how to potentially modify matter on the atomic scale.
The cost of modifying a single atom theoretically would be quite minute, since it was so tiny.

From the Soviet Journal of Quantum Electronics, I knew that atoms could be manipulated one at a time with an electron beam. Quantum electrodynamics, aka the relativistic quantum field theory of electrodynamics was a fascinating topic for me. I wondered if trying to push the Infoscope to see things that were smaller than atoms was affecting or messing up what I was observing.

As much as I wanted to play with atoms, I also knew that it would be a pretty terrible idea to mess with the atoms inside of myself. I simply didn't know enough about atoms not to screw things up horribly.

What I required was a way to move the Infoscope to some really far away and desolate place for such... tests.

With this in mind, I set out to design a new spell, one called the [Info-Tether]. It would allow me to establish a direct vector-beam of information between my Infoscope and myself. It would allow me to move my all-seeing, all-identifying spell far away from myself.

Regardless of my accomplishments, mild anxiety was beginning to nip at my heels, brought on by months of repetitious mental labor and loneliness.

I badly wanted to know what was outside of the womb. I needed to turn my Infoscope outward to identify what my mom looked like, see where she lived. Peering at my growth for weeks on end was really interesting, but my birth was an inevitability and it was better to be ready for whatever awaited me out there.
In another few weeks of design and testing the Info-Tether was finally done. I added it to my skills.

I added a stretching [Info-Tether LV 0] line to the Infoscope construct, connecting the ghostly jellyfish to my body and tried to pilot it away from myself. It now functioned like an endoscope, allowing me to identify and perceive various things within the amniotic fluid as I moved it about.

The fluid contained a variety of waste, proteins, carbohydrates, lipids and phospholipids, urea and amniotic stem cells. There were a lot of stem cells in the womb, aiding my growth.

I carefully directed the Infoscope construct out of the womb, passing through flesh and organs. I observed the intricate, organic beauty of my mom’s body from within, as if it was unlocked to me in all of its splendor. It was different, bigger, more complex than mine as all of her nerves, muscles, bones and organs were already developed. One didn’t grow up to be a biochemist without great appreciation for anatomy. My mother seemed like a healthy human as far as I could determine from my strange vantage point.

The Infoscope identified her as [Cassandra Alana Skyisle - Agromancer: Lv 20].

I attempted to Identify my mom's other stats, hoping to see more than her level. It didn't work. The Infoscope simply flickered and crashed, draining nearly all of my mana in the process. I guessed that maybe she had some sort of a defense skill against such sneaky information-gathering.
Once my mana had rejuvenated, I created another Infoscope and shot it out of myself, flying it through my mom once again.

For a few moments I hovered at the edge of her skin, a bit worried about going forward. What had awaited me outside? Cavemen? The Renaissance? Magical space communism? How advanced were the people of Novazem? What if they noticed my Infoscope? I pushed my construct ahead, slowly and cautiously passing through layers of my mom’s skin.


            

    
        10. Exterior

    
    
    
    
                
  It was hellishly bright outside, and not just in terms of light. It was bright in terms of mana flow. Basically, I was used to filtering out the pattern of mana flow within my mom and outside there were countless other patterns of mana akin to magnetic fields being projected from a magnet. Identify went nearly berserk trying to shove all the information all at once into my soul-mind, giving me an enormous migraine. I adjusted the reception, by reducing the [mana] perception control fractal and reduced the brightness of view and proceeded to identify the surrounding terrain.

Each of the Infoscope’s many info-gathering tentacles provided me with a 360 degree view of the outside. My mom was an enormous, silver-haired, blue-eyed woman that stood in a giant field. No wait. She wasn’t a giant. She was human sized. My Infoscope was simply very, very small. I adjusted the perspective of the view, cautiously moving the Infoscope away from her body.

A truly fantastic sight greeted me once I had filtered out the radiance of mana.

Grassy meadows stretched into the distance, filling up with green and red trees, which slowly went uphill, turning into a deep forest that caressed tall, jagged snow-capped mountains. Azure glaciers sparkled above the forest and above those there were rolling, thick, white clouds. Fog slowly rolled down from higher levels of the valley. Waves of wind danced through the meadows, swaying orange, blue and yellow flowers back and forth.

Colors of the world around me seemed incredibly saturated. I wasn’t sure if this was because of how the Infoscope worked or because the air was so clean and crisp here. I didn’t bother to adjust the saturation of the view. I liked how vibrant and alive everything looked.

After what Kopusha/Leemy had remembered I honestly expected a full-on apocalyptic wasteland outside but what I saw was a small, medieval, peaceful village. It wasn't present in the memories of the dryad nor her maker.

I turned back towards my mom. Now that I had moved a bit further away from her, she was far less gigantic and looked like an ordinary girl in her 20s. She was wearing a dark gray, 60's style summer dress with ruffles at chest and straps. She also had leather armor on her arms and black leather boots. An antiquated-looking cottage with a triangular, moss-covered roof stood on our left. A water wheel slowly spun beneath the cottage, catching a current of a small brook.

I observed the rest of the picturesque village located within a serene mountain valley. It reminded me of the Caucasus mountain villages in the South Ossetian Autonomous Soviet Republic. Red bricked buildings were strewn all over various foresty hills, topped with wooden upper floors which were capped with green-tiled, mossy rooftops. Large windmills lazily spun above the buildings. Twinkling waterfalls cascaded through the rocky moss-covered valley walls, coming down from monumental glaciers. The valley descended into a view of the distant, sparkling blue sea. Tiny waves danced far, far down below. Wow!

The Infoscope labelled the entire stunning view as [Skyisle Valley]. Ah. My last name suddenly made sense. Second name was probably the family name that me and my mom shared. The soft a in the end between Alan and Alana differentiated male and female, a bit akin to Russian language.

The only downside was that my remote viewer ghost-construct lacked ears, so I couldn't hear anything. I put sound identification on my list of things to add to the Infoscope later.

Regardless of lack of sound, the sight of this bewitching, rustic village was enough to get my heartstrings thrumming. Home. This was my new home. This was where I now belonged...

Identifying things left and right was rapidly moving up my XP and draining my mana.

I focused on the cloudy sky. Something was moving up there. Was that a flying mountain? Holy crap! That was definitely a flying mountain back there amidst the clouds. Damn. My mana dropped down to 0.1, nausea overcame me and I snapped back towards my body in an instant as the Infoscope construct fell apart.

I had a lot to think about.





Weeks flew by quickly. In what felt like no time at all, I reached level 5 and then 6, pushing more points into Intelligence.

Levelling up was definitely becoming harder. Was I boxing myself into an intelligence corner? Was there something else of value that I could improve in myself?

My health, stamina and mana haven’t grown one bit. Would they slowly and naturally go up? Surely that was the case since the System was locked with a mathematical equation! Or did I screw up my natural growth by unlocking the System? Did I now have to invest some points into Vitality to gain more health and points into Agility for more Stamina? It’s not like a newborn was expected to be very agile. In fact most babies as far as I recall didn’t learn walking until they were 9-18 months old after being born. Was I doomed to slowly learn how to walk for nearly a year? I filed this future problem away for later, pondering about my external world observations.

The architecture of the village and my mom’s outfit led me to conclude that I was reborn in a civilization that wasn’t as technologically advanced as the world in which I had perished priorly.

This wasn't the Skyisle town of the Alanian Empire that Kopusha remembered either.

According to the gathered info my mother was an Agromancer or [Wizard, Green Affinity - Plant Magic control] on higher tiers of the fractal label.

I wanted to look at her longer, learn more about her, but unfortunately I was running out of mana pretty quick. There was a lot of stuff outside that the Infoscope had identified. Much more than my mind could even begin to process!

I had built a magical tool that was far more powerful than I had anticipated - the amount of information that it had absorbed from the surrounding environment in just a minute was enough to overwhelm my mind.

The problem was that the Infoscope identified everything everywhere and had 360 degree sight. I had a lifetime of experience having two eyes and two arms and the magical construct I had built had hundreds of info-gathering receptors. No matter how much extra intelligence I could invest in, I knew that there was no way for me to stay human while running the Infoscope at full power.

If I could identify my own soul, then maybe I could disconnect it from this body and tie it to the Infoscope itself? I could have the body of a tool made for gathering information. All I had to do was cast away my humanity and forsake this organic body... and I could become "homomagicus" - a term that I just made up for a being made from information and magic! Well maybe not, since being human had some advantages when it came to interacting with people, but having an "escape pod" in case I died would be really handy to have. A contingency plan was important. The Omniscience probably wouldn't give me another chance if I blew myself up again.

Step one of this plan was figuring out what the soul was. I needed to add a tendril to the Infoscope that could define and perceive souls.

I pointed the Infoscope at the word [Soul] in my status menu and began to identify every extra bit of the Omnicode version of it.

It would be a lot of fun to discover what secrets my Soul held!
. . .

Another week flew by as I memorized the Omnicode definition of the word [Soul] and integrated it into the Infoscope. My work didn’t go to waste and I was rewarded with an initially blurry but progressively more defined visual of something within my body.

I put one Investiture point into [Soul] to try and determine exactly what it would change and witnessed tiny sparks of magical currents dancing over my soul. It seemed to be woven from shimmering emerald-green waves. A silver-blue pattern was sparkling beneath the emerald-green belonging to my unborn sister.

I checked my mom’s soul. Her soul was spread all across her body! It looked like it was protectively wrapped around me and my twin sister as if it was hugging us. It featured a distinctive silver-brown pattern.

I resumed my observations out of her belly with the Infoscope, learning more about my new home. Almost nothing nearby escaped my all-seeing ghostly periscope in the Village of Skyisle.

I observed little kids playing in the fields, chasing after what looked like flying cat-owls. I saw people working in the gardens beneath lush trees. Judging by the weather, it was late summer. I noted a beautiful gothic-style church built from light-gray stones standing on a river-island in the center of the valley. The ecclesiastic building featured blue stained glass windows and was surrounded by light-pink trees that reminded me of Japanese cherry blossoms. Judging by how teenagers went in and out of it on a regular schedule, I presumed that it was the local school.

In medieval Rus the Orthodox church served as the first educational facilities that taught people to read in Old Church Slavonic. During Imperial Russia, the Russian Orthodox Church wielded enormous influence as the official religion, and virtually all children took a Russian Orthodox course known as the Law of God. I presumed that something similar was happening in the local church.
The Infoscope identified it as the [Church of Equality].

All of the kids heading into the Church below 12 years of age were [Level 0]. I guessed that their System simply wasn't unlocked yet. Scanning them deeper confirmed that all of their other stats were to zero too, they simply were ordinary kids not changed by magic at all.

I identified all sorts of people enjoying simple life in a remote mountain village. Everyone here had all sorts of interesting specialties, but most people had focused on strength or magic. For example, people like my mother had taken up the [Magic] build and they worked with plants, while people like my dad had gone for the [Strength] build and worked with their hands.

That’s right, my dad here was a carpenter. The Infoscope labelled him as [Georgi Alan Agamemnon - Carpenter: LV 20].
He spent most of his time out cutting down trees in the valley or working in his little shop attached to the house, manually carving planks or fixing up things around the village in exchange for copper coins.

I saw the hard-working face of a man that I would someday hopefully grow into... that is if I didn't completely screw up my looks by severing my soul from my twin sister. Eh, I could probably correct and sculpt my face later, if I looked like Quasimodo. I had my Modify and the Infoscope. It's not like my awesome skills would vanish on me... right?
Because of the mana cost involved and my worry of being spotted, I didn’t stray or move away from mom. Thankfully, nobody noticed my Infoscope. I could only see it myself because the Infoscope itself had a tendril that identified [Magic]. I couldn't see the Infoscope at all with my human eyes when I looked at it, so it was safe to assume that it was completely invisible to the other villagers as well.

When evenings fell I saw purple stars in the sky above. They were totally different from my earth! Also, a large moon loomed in the evening sky, sparkling with brilliant flickers of twinkling lights. If I had to gander a guess this was Lunaria. I wasn't sure if the Alanian colony was dead. The hexagrams seemed like they were still active, but that didn't mean that anyone was still alive up there after the Seditionist war.
Behind Lunaria was something even more immense, an absurdly large, ice-covered planet that was perhaps the size of several Jupiters if not more. Kopusha's memories identified it as Inaria. Inaria glowed with truly gargantuan rings all over it.

During the day I counted people. The village of Skyisle had approximately 1500 people living in it. Learning each of their faces and names was a slow process of identifying them, returning to my tummy-shaped home base, waiting until my Mana recharged then peering out some more.

I suppose, existence in my mom’s belly was akin to living in an aircraft carrier, since wherever she went I did too, often emerging in various places of interest. Her job as Agromancer demanded her to travel a lot around various farms, aiding plant growth or killing persistent weeds or insects with a variety of magic.

Why did so many people require the aid of an Agromancer? Nearly everything in this world had levels and a magical affinity of some sort or another. Weeds had levels, consumable plants had levels, trees had levels! Mites, bugs and snails that ate the plants had levels. Basically, anything and everything alive had a level and it required persistent magical monitoring and spellwork to fend off the parasites that were higher level than the useful plants. The valley gardens were an unending battle between Green mages like my mom and a variety of sneaky, adaptive or tough to kill magical pests.

I watched my mom’s work as she valiantly wove a LV 20 circle of [Parasitic Alleviation] against LV 1-15 Woodsnails. She chanted something that I couldn't hear, then grinned maniacally and clasped her hands together and her magic circle ignited with a green burst, expanding outwards and killing a thousand tiny snails all at once. It was adorably epic gardening.

The magic circle she cast was rather basic - there was no deep fractal complexity to it, no extra layers, no tendrils and no moving parts within it. It contained 1420 [Green] mana in terms of energy and didn't exist for a very long time, detonating and releasing a potent wave of magical disruption that targeted the wooden bugs and exhausted itself after approximately five meters radius. It was made from exactly two words that had used only one level of Omnicode, simplified down to two base words: [Parasitic Alleviation] and [Woodsnail]. Basically, it was nothing like my Infoscope.

After I watched mom cast her spell again and again, I arrived at a mind boggling and disheartening conclusion - people of Skyisle simply didn’t use complex, refined spells like me and wasted absurd amounts of mana as if they were swimming in it! The amount of mana being wasted by her was irritating me to no end. If I could talk to her I would absolutely nag her about her bewilderingly basic spellwork composition. I couldn't wait to be born so I could shame her performance!

Magic was a hundred times cheaper when used with precise fractal math. It was like she was hammering nails with a microscope! This place needed a magical revolution yesterday!

My grand plans for the magical Renaissance had to wait. There was more to learn here. Maybe mom did inefficient spellwork on purpose? Some people were lazy like that. I continued my observations.

A grand total of 189 homes were spread out along the mossy hills of Skyisle Valley with an average of 8 humans per residence. People had big families in Skyisle as bigger families meant more help around the house with all sorts of skills. All of the spells cast by villagers were as wasteful as ones used by mom. I confirmed it by observing:

An old man lighting a pipe on his porch with a magic circle.A lady hanging laundry out to dry with spellwork.
A teenager collecting apples from an apple tree with a spell.

The more I witnessed, the more excited I became. Magic was all around and people were using it wrong! Could I aid people here by teaching them Omnicode? It was possible as long as I could convince them to invest more points into Intelligence… Was this the problem here? Even if people spread out their points evenly investing in all 10 options equally they would need only 2000 Investiture points to reach where I was at now.

Hang on...
Everyone I identified so far in Skyisle was level 20 or below. Did everyone here get stuck at Level 20?!

This was definitely NOT the Skyisle that Kopusha remembered!

I did the math with the Infoscope as my calculator. Reaching level 20 provided… 1050 Investiture points unless the numbers changed. I mentally drooled at the prospect of having 1000 Intelligence and resumed my research of the village.

I found it interesting that houses didn’t congregate close to each other - there was ample space between homes and this space was dotted with runestones.

People must have been aware of some aspect of my modified Identify spell, because there were runes above windows and doorways and within the red keystones in the house corners. They annoyingly zapped and drained all of the mana from the Infoscope, collapsing my construct whenever I tried to peer inside of any building. I guessed that people valued their privacy.

I was quite certain that they weren’t afraid of an unborn child with a magical periscope - the runes simply destroyed anything that tried to obtain information. It was a reasonable thing to have, but was quite inconvenient for me. Whenever mom was inside our family's house I couldn't even peer out of her!

Staying inside mom kept me safe, but as soon as I went out of her skin inside any house - my Infoscope fell apart. Damn clever runes! I couldn't even identify them, because any time I tried to do so, my spell simply collapsed. Even though my Infoscope was very specialised, it was still quite pathetic in terms of defense. In terms of mana differential it was basically a baby that was trying to fight the sun.

My daily observations had also revealed to me how the village was powered! The enormous windmills around town had a purpose. I couldn't see what was happening inside them, due to the anti-spying runes, but I was able to figure out what they did regardless. The windmills around the village converted the power of the wind to mana! Mana, which charged a variety of artifacts. The windmills were basically power stations of the village - people brought their tools, lamps, mobile heaters, weapons, etc to the windmills, placing them onto rune-covered stone tabletops to have them recharged.

Every morning “Runner” boys and girls grabbed small spherical runestones from the windmills and carried them all around town in mesh nets, inserting them one by one into the compartment within the giant runestones. The kids also removed the depleted runestone “batteries” and brought them back to the charging stations. It was fun to see them running around, carrying huge sacks filled with glowing, round stones.

The villagers had weapons too, some of them mundane and others featuring runes. They were quite medieval looking - crossbows for murdering far away things; knives, swords and rapiers for murdering things closer to themselves. Nearly everyone wore a pointy, stabbing implement on their belt and some carried crossbows on their backs. My mom carried a steel knife for protection. The runestones kept most beasties away from the village, but there were high level monstrosities out there in the forest that didn’t get deterred or stopped by runework.

I briefly saw a few of them roaming in the forest. Absurdly tall, elk-like things with shimmering red eyes, red mosses and grasses covering their antlers. As soon as mom spotted the herd, she retreated deeper into the ward, so I didn't get to see more detail. The Infoscope labelled them as [Blood-Elk LV 20].

Sadly, I couldn't figure out how the “battery” runestones or the magic weapons worked. Apparently whoever designed them had included a “no-spy” rune on them so that the design couldn't simply be copied by me. I thought that I had escaped copyright laws by being reborn in a medieval, magical world, but no. I knew that runes existed, but had no idea how they worked or what they even looked like, since most of the runework was hidden deep inside of the artifact-tools.

Since I didn’t need sleep, I spent the nights working on a design of a spell matrix that would allow me to someday attach my soul completely to the Infoscope. It was based on the magic tether I had made for the Infoscope and the heavily modified version of the [Tether].

Why won’t you just leave me alone, runes? I just want to learn things! I’m not a spy in my own home, damn it!

            

    
        11. Computational thoughts

    
    
    
    
                  Today, I encountered a mailbox outside of our house as mom was the one who fetched the mail. As she carried a letter to the house, I giddily identified the information comprising its contents - as it was my first step to learning the written language of my new home. The only problem was that I was simply starting to lose track of things.

The biggest issue was that the Infoscope gave me far too much information to process. I refused to simplify my spell - back when I was just a university student learning about computers under Professor Sergey Lebedev I worked with advanced machines like the BESM series. Over the years Dr. Lebedev showed our team how technology evolved and computers became smaller and more powerful with each iteration.

When it came to data gathering and sorting - I believed that the more complex and innovative a tool was, the better results it produced.

Computers in my world grew by leaps and bounds because having computers allowed humanity to make better computers. Moore's law, a probability observation made by the co-founder of Intel Gordon E. Moore in 1965, was an incredible, self-fulfilling prophecy about the indisputable fact that the number of transistors in a dense integrated circuit doubled approximately every two years.
In the same manner a more complex Identify allowed me to design the Infoscope and having the Infoscope would allow me to make something else even better. Productivity begat productivity and with design of magical spell-structures there were no waste products, no planned obsolescence and practically limitless possibilities.

What I needed now was a better way to store, sort and access information gathered by the Infoscope - some sort of a library-like mental space that would allow me to review memories with greater ease. Surely, such a thing was possible to create with the intelligence of [87] [+89]? Especially considering that [87] and [89] were conceptually separate.

To start off my creation of a calculator based on the growing [87 intelligence] stat, I examined it using the Infoscope as a standalone concept.

I imagined it as my BESM-6 supercomputer at the Soviet Computational Research Institute in Moscow as I began working on it as a standalone spell, visualizing and memorizing the entire Omnicode fractal.

It was a lot of effort on my part, but after three weeks of work I was rewarded with what I thought was a potentially functional spell. I pushed mana into it and the fractal ignited, becoming visible in my Infoscope as a brilliant silver-blue, neuron-like structure that folded into itself.




	[Tu du!]






The System resounded with a ding that sounded suspiciously like the noise that BESM-6 made when it was turned on.




	[New Intelligence-based skill unlocked: [Computational Intelligence] Slot it to activate!]






Yes! That’s it. I eagerly shoved [Computational Intelligence] into the empty skill slot.

For the next several weeks I edited the [Computational Intelligence] spell, entwining Omnicode fractals such as [Stability], [Clarity], [Recollection], [Library], [Computer], [Order] into the spell, until I was able to raise it to [Computational Intelligence LV 10] in the Soul-Song translator-simplified evaluation of it.

Once it was activated, I began to test it.

“Derive the root of 982121?” I asked my [Computational Intelligence] a fairly difficult mathematical question.




	[991.020181429]






It answered me with a System message.

Yes! It works!

Inspired by my success, I memorized and added more Omnicode fractals to make [Computational Intelligence] into something greater than a basic soul-calculator.

It took me another two weeks to combine [Computational Intelligence] with the [Infoscope] and the [Visualize memory] omnicode fractals to produce a System window through which I was able to peer at my memories.

After test 1026 of [Visual Computational Intelligence], it actually began to display semi-coherent images within the Infoscope. When the images became sharp and discernible, I gave the improved skill a new name - [NeuroVista].
“NeuroVista, show me my vacation in the Ural mountains, spring of 1959,” I asked.

A perfectly square window opened up in my mental perception. It had the view of the Urals as I had remembered them once.

A group of nine people were walking on skis across the snow-covered landscape. Snowdrop flowers bloomed beneath the glacier peaks upon fields that our Soviet camping group was traversing. Seeing my memory replaying right in front of me made me shudder as I was struck with a deep feeling of nostalgia.

It was just like I remembered it, even if some of the view was a bit smudged. When I turned the Infoscope focused on the smudged areas, they looked like an abstract oil painting. I guessed that this was NeuroVista's way of filling up information which I had long forgotten or hadn’t paid attention to.

With each passing day, I kept improving NeuroVista, adding control mechanisms to be able to rewind memories forward or backward like a VHS tape or put them on pause. My end goal was to make some kind of a memory-space which I could potentially exist in, like a permanent daydream woven from magical currents, observed through the power of the Infoscope.

Visually, NeuroVista looked like a mixture of a neuron and a diatom, its numerous threads connected to various memories that existed within my soul.

Using NeuroVista I was finally able to examine the contents of the letter my mother received and started to learn the local written language. It was fairly basic as far as things went and reminded me of Proto-Kartvelian language with its long, flowing script that lacked capitals.

When I put the [Soul-Song] skill into my menu, it handily translated the words for me.

I had learned that the letter was written by my grandmother Jundaria Hellenia Agamemnon. From the letter I learned that grandmother Hellenia and her husband lived in a large building complex in the capital city of Agamemnon in the Vaddi river delta somewhere far south of our valley. The Helleni family were my grandparents from my father’s side. This meant that my father had taken the Alan family name from my mom.

I briefly pondered whether this was a mere sign of his respect for her or a local cultural quirk that was different from my world. The village didn’t look particularly matriarchal, if anything everyone was relatively equal thanks to magic.

Most of the letter was filled with chatter about my grandmother's health issues, her rooftop garden, the price of beans this summer, gangs fighting in the streets again and various bits of daily life in the big city of Agamemnon. From the tone of the letter, I was able to gather that Jundaria didn’t approve much of Skyisle, since everyone and everything here was limited to level 20. She also wrote that she would not come see her grandchild, because the trip was far too expensive and dangerous due to dragon attacks.

As for what was going on with my grandparents from my mother’s side of the family, I had no idea - they didn’t seem to be living in Skyisle and the letter didn’t mention them at all. The last line of the letter confirmed it. Grandmother Jundaria didn't like my mom:




	[I really wish you didn't elope with Cassandra and didn't make an Unbreakable Vow to Goddess Ishira to stay by her side in Skyisle. 
We miss you. Hugs and kisses,
~Jundaria Hellenia Agamemnon]







I contemplated the last three sentences of the letter. An unbreakable Vow? To a Goddess? Was this some kind of common wedding declaration people in love did? If it was literally Unbreakable did it mean that magic itself or the System somehow reinforced dad's love for mom?

Kopusha's memories in me were exceptionally perturbed by this revelation. The Gods had won the war. The fact that people still made Unbreakable Vows was a bad sign. Vows were dangerous business.

Was there a price that was paid to make such a Vow truly unbreakable? Were there rewards to be acquired? Could it be weaponized? 


I thought to myself, receiving no answers.

The extremely degraded soul-remnants of the Alanian Acolyte and the Dryad didn't want to think about the Vows, were simply terrified of them. I, on the other hand, wasn't afraid of the Gods, since I wasn't brutally murdered by their misguided minions. If the local 'deities' were visible magical manifestations, then they could be mathematically defined, identified with the Infoscope, and perhaps even severed with Sectus akin to a spell formation!

I put figuring out Vows and Gods on my list of things to investigate in the future. My list of things to do was getting quite long.

The fact that people were able to go above level 20 outside of Skyisle gave me hope. The leveling issue seemed to be geographic and localized to a specific area.

I wondered if there was something near Skyisle that was screwing up the System and not letting people level up.

As I examined my sister with the Infoscope to check on her health, I noted that she was a




	[Level 3 female - human - foetus] 






Was she leveling up in the womb somehow too? 

This was a problem as all of the children I identified with the Infoscope in the village below twelve years of age were [Level 0]. 


The only potential hypothesis I could think of was that my unborn sister was somehow leeching experience or levels from me. The binding spell of an unknown party that I had failed to fully sever was likely responsible for it.

Theoretically... I could attack the spell again with Sectus, but then if I screwed things up or overshot it, my actions could damage her soul or even rip her soul out of her body, which I really didn't want to do. 

The binding spell sat very deep within both of our souls, and was barely visible in my Infoscope, looking like a golden, transparent thread of some sort that existed on an exceptionally deep level of the Astral Ocean.

I decided to leave it alone, hoping to resolve the issue in the future.


            

    
        12. Sacrifice

    
    
    
    
                  My ears must have developed because I started to hear things! There was still a massive disconnect between my undeveloped body and my well-aged soul. The two simply refused to acknowledge each other, plus millions of neurons were still being built inside my organic brain that would let me take full control of my body.

I had passed all of the sound that my body was receiving through my Infoscope so that I could filter out the random white noise coming from my mom’s organs. I kept the sound of her heartbeat there, because it kept me relaxed, acting like a soothing background metronome.

I recalled that the Soviet ministry of culture sold vinyl recordings with the sound of a beating heart. According to the note on the cover it was an easy way to relax cranky newborns and even to de-stress adults - a carryover from hearing the mother’s heartbeat in the womb. I wasn’t particularly stressed living inside the womb, but I had to admit to myself that I was definitely starting to feel a little bit lonely. Having nobody to talk to for nearly nine months was wearing on my psyche, no matter how much I convinced myself that I was fine.

When I had fully tuned out the white noise for the first time ever I heard my parents' voices! The [Soul-Song] had translated the words for me instantly, but I had recorded their words regardless using the power of the NeuroVista so that I could manually learn their language later on.

“...to Millizens farm to deal with some pests,” this was definitely my mother, judging by the volume and proximity of the voice.

“Well, take it easy,” the male voice responded, sounding a bit muffled. It was likely my father. "Stay inside the wards and be extra careful... the blood Elks are hunting this month. They nearly drained Joahim Mavison last week!"
"Oh, is he okay?" Mom inquired with a twinge of annoyance and worry in her voice.
"He went too far out alone to hunt and got cornered by the herd. He completely ran out of mana, so he had to sacrifice his water-summoning skill!" Dad replied. "He nearly lost an arm chasing them off - the bastards are tough. Thankfully, Tamara was able to sew his wounds shut."
"Right," mom sighed. "Don't worry, I know to stay on the paths. I'm not a careless fool like Joahim."

“Our little girl certainly got a good role model!” Dad laughed. “Love you, bundle.”

“I love you too, my bundle.” Mom responded.

I found their pet names rather cute.

Did my parents use some kind of magic to identify my sister earlier while I didn't have an infoscope pointed outside of mom's body or was this future-prediction magic? I knew that future-prediction magic existed because I’ve seen my mom use a very basic [future - seeing - weather] spell to tell the weather. It was her job to take care of the fields and gardens so basic Meteomancy was one of her skills.

My parents will certainly be surprised when my sister will be born with LV3 and I with level 6 or 7, considering that I finally had enough experience to level up to seven. What was experience anyway? How was it stored? I had to look into that.

What if they are able to see a person’s level? That could be a big problem for me.

Considering that I was going to be born in two weeks from now, I had to start working on a mechanism to hide my and my sister's levels asap.

I switched all of my attention to create a [Conceal Level] spell.


. . .


I was identifying various things within the forest next to a field of grains in which my mom was working when I noticed something odd moving in the trees nearby.

A bewildering monstrosity stepped from between the trees and moss-covered boulders.

It was a four meter-tall combination between an elk and a walking tree. It was nothing like the elks of earth. It didn't have a head. Yellow-brown bone-like roots simply emerged out of its neck. Blood-like fluid was suspended within crystal-like tree-leaves and flowers, glittering in the sunlight above the beast.

Mom yelped and retreated away. The elk wasn't alone. An entire herd of them appeared from the forest, facing the ward of the farm that my mom was working on.




	[Blood Elk LV 20]






my Infoscope defined the nearest beast.

By itself it would be a challenge for my mom, but there were hundreds of these creatures. They pressed as one against the ward and it flickered, warped, lit up looking like a colorful soap bubble. The blood elks pushed harder and then the ward suddenly shattered.

Mom didn't waste time. She rushed behind a massive mossy stone outcropping and curled down below the overhang, her fingers digging into the ground. She fired a [growth] spell and thick tree roots blossomed all around her, engulfing her figure like a protective cage.

The elks silently moved through the farm. One of them spotted the sphere of roots my mom was hiding in, walked up to it and began to claw at the bark, tearing pieces off.

While the creature was fascinating from a biological point of view as a merger of blood, bone threads and crystal, it was also terrifying and exceptionally determined to get to us. My mom chanted the root growing spell as the elk kept tearing the roots apart.

I could do absolutely nothing, except identify that it had the blood of at least sixty different creatures inside the crystalline leaves. Unfortunately, I had no weapons, nor the ability to stop or chase away this beast. Modifying one of my existing spells into a weapon would take me weeks if not months. I had gotten careless, relying on the safety of the womb.


The fight between my mother and the blood elk continued, a terrifying dance of nature versus magic. The animal's monstrous strength kept tearing through the mossy barricade my mother had conjured. Each time the barricade gave, my mother cast another spell, forcing new growth to replace what had been shredded away by the claws of the elk that wished to suck us dry to add to its collection of blood-flowers.

As the stand-off drew on, I could see that my mother's strength was waning. Her spells, initially robust, were becoming weaker, the newly made roots thinner and less resistant. I could sense her fear, a sharp tang that filled the womb, making my own tiny heart pound quickly. The dread was like a living beast itself, gnawing at the edges of my consciousness, making me wish I could do something, anything, to help her. Unfortunately, [Sectus-anima] only worked against low level souls or small, active spells and the Blood Elk was a massive, crystalline-organic creature that seemed to be powered by the mana-enfised blood of its victims, like some kind of a god-damned vampire.


In the field of Soviet prenatal psychology, researchers noted that even a mere thought of indulgence in a cigarette or a swig of alcohol by the expectant mother was enough to unsettle the baby's heart rate in the womb. Now I was experiencing firsthand that there was indeed a biochemical and deep neuro-hormonal connection between the mother and the fetus.
I felt a surge of awe for my mother, a woman I had yet to meet in person and sent my mental support to her through the umbilical cord. I was also somehow certain that my sister was doing something similar, aware of our impending doom on some level.

Cassandra's focus was as fierce as the blood elk's assault. I could sense her love, akin to a protective pulse that wrapped itself around me like a cocoon, as tangible as the womb that cradled me.



As the seconds stretched on, I knew we were running out of time. My mother's magic was nearing its limit, and the elk showed no signs of giving up. I could only hope that help would arrive in time, while I remained trapped within my mother as a silent, helpless observer.




Tears sparkled down my mother's cheeks. Her voice became one of a desperate plea, instead of another spell.

"Ishira, All-Mother of Skyisle, I beg you," she cried out. "I offer you my skill - the art of [Parasitic Alleviation] as an Unbreakable Vow. Grant me your protection and power, enough help me save my unborn child!"

A silence followed, a pause so profound that even the heartbeat that had been my constant companion seemed to still. Then, a soft whisper of something rustled through the air, like a sigh of the wind through the trees, except different... wrong somehow.

The air around us seemed to shudder, and I felt an overwhelming surge of energy, observed shimmering, gold threads wrapping around Cassandra's body with my Infoscope. It was as if a vast reservoir of mana had been opened, its force suddenly flooding into my mother.

"Grow!" Cassandra cried out, pushing her mud-covered hands against the ground.

The roots around us surged, becoming denser and stronger, forming a thick shield of roots against the relentless beast.

The blood elk roared in frustration, its claws scrabbling against the reinforced barrier. For ten more minutes it attacked the root-barrier, refusing to give up.




Just when I thought that mom would run out of mana and would have to sacrifice another skill to the goddess, a new sound ripped through the air - the heavy thud of running footsteps. My heart leapt as I recognized the voice that accompanied them.

"Get away from my wife!" Georgi roared, his voice echoing through the clearing. There was a powerful crack, the sound of wood striking against bone, and the blood elk was sent flying back, crashing into the trees, the red leaves popping and spraying the forest with blood.

My father had arrived, wielding a massive log in his hands like a club. His muscular form was silhouetted against the sunlight, and he looked like a fierce bogatyr, a knight-errant from the medieval Slavic legends. He charged the startled elk, his face a mask of fury.

One of his skills in woodworking must have given him the ability to lift wood that was thrice greater than his weight. With a mighty swing, he smashed the wooden log against the beast's body again, sending it sprawling across the field. The blood elk struggled to rise, but my father was relentless, raining down hits with the log until the creature fled, limping away and vanishing into the forest.




Mom parted the root barricade with her magic and crawled out from within, panting and trembling.

"What got the elks so agitated?" She asked. "I've never seen them push through a barrier like that!"

A roar resounded through the forest and then a rumble of a detonation that made the ground shake. A pulse of visible magic flickered across the remnants of the ward of the farm.

"Dragon," Georgi replied, his face growing pale.




            

    
        13. Dragon

    
    
    
    
                Cassandra's hand flew to her mouth as she gasped. "Dragon? Here? How can this be?!" she stammered, her eyes wide.

"It sounds just like the one that attacked Agamemnon when I was seven," Georgi said. "I remember it well. This farm isn't fireproof and the ward's shot. Lets make haste for the church!"

"The church?" Cassandra blinked. "But the..."

"Ishira will protect us." my dad replied, pulling my mom into his muscular arms to carry her. "The church has the strongest wards in town! Hang on tight!"


"Ishira will protect us," Mom affirmed with a nod as dad took off at a brisk pace down the path heading to the island in the middle of the river valley.

I sighed mentally. It was clear that neither of my parents knew that they were selling their souls to diabolical forces that destroyed Tricameron Citadel and brought down a far more magically advanced civilization. The fall of the Alanian Magocracy clearly cast Skyisle into a dark age where everyone was a level 20 pawn, not knowing their fate akin to sheep at a farm... simply waiting to be slaughtered.

I wished that I had a communication spell of some sort to warn my parents not to make more Vows... but then again Cassandra and Georgi would probably ignore a questionable, disembodied voice of their unborn son warning them not to trust their life-saving deity.

"How did you find me?" Cassandra asked, leaning her head onto my father's chest.

"The Goddess led me to you. I felt it in my soul that you were in grave danger," Georgi replied. "Did you..."

"I traded one of my skills for protection," Mom said.

"Which one?" My dad asked.

"Pest destruction."

"Ah, that was a good one," Georgi sighed. "But I'm glad you did it, Cass. You saved our little darling and protected yourself long enough for me to arrive."

"It's a mild inconvenience in the face of death," Cassandra muttered. "I'll unlock a similar skill and bring it to LV 20 in due time, don't worry, love."


As dad rushed down the valley floor with mom in tow, the forest around us came alive with terrified animals fleeing in all directions. Flocks of escaping birds fluttered through the air. The roar of the dragon echoed again, closer this time, and the ground shook with the sheer power of it. Deep rumbles of thunder followed. The sky overhead rapidly darkened. Judging by the cloud formations, it looked like a tornado was coming.

"I don't understand," my mother muttered as dad ran across the wooden planks over the rushing river water, finally reaching the church on the island and joining the throng of people heading into the gothic gate. "What's a dragon doing in Skyisle... there should be no worthy prey here for it to consume! High level beasts avoid our fault..."

"I have foreseen this," a woman loudly declared from the dark gray, stone stairwell. "It is a sign of dark times to come! The end-bringer is near and all shall be judged!"


The doomsday-announcer looked no different from any other villager in terms of her outfit, yet she somehow instantly commanded everyone's attention. Her hair was black with streaks of gray, pulled back in a neat bun. An old scar ran down the left side of her face, her left eye pale and unseeing and right eye dark brown and sharp. As we came closer to her, I noticed that a lilac string was wrapped snugly around her forehead featuring a single, large, violet bead with a stylized drawing of an eye on it.

I guessed that the string and bead was some sort of a sign of authority similar to the red armbands worn by the 'People's Druzhina' who were were voluntary detachments for maintaining public order in USSR.

The woman expertly began to guide the panic-stricken villagers down the stairwell, her eyes flickering with odd violet sparks.

"Head down! The catacombs will keep us safe from the dragon's wrath!" She declared.

"The gate is open?" one of the villages asked.

"The gate into the caverns is unlocked," the authoritative woman nodded. "I've made sure of it!"




	Giovashi Incandictia Skyisle - female - human - LV 20 farmer






The Infoscope identified her.

"Giovashi? Where's the Imperial Overseer?" Georgi asked.

"Drinking off our taxes in Agamemnon," Giovashi spat out with disdain. "Thankfully, the Overseer of Equality is more concerned with fulfilling his base desires with Pink Courtesans than watching over us," she continued, her voice echoing through the catacombs, "But we have Ishira's blessings and protection on our side. We're not alone in our time of need!"


"Blessed be the Goddess of beauty and fertility!" An old, wrinkled woman beside us declared.

"Blessed be!" The crowd echoed, chanting praises to Ishira.

Judging by the pulse of mistrust and hatred deep in my soul from the shard of Kopusha, I suspected that Ishira was likely the one responsible for this dragon incident. If the local gods fed on Vows, it was clever of her to place her followers in danger so that they could make more Vows.

Apocalyptic prophecies, exploitation of emotional vulnerabilities, traumas, or personal crises to establish control and influence was a common tactic also used by small cults back in USSR. My NKVD-assigned Officer, Alexander Gradenski proudly spoke of his participation in Operation North which dealt with arrest and deportation of thousands of cult members and their families to Siberia in 1951. While there was a lot of things which Commissar Gradenski and I disagreed about, at the very least we had a consensus that "end of the world" cults were bad.

Giovashi's now glowing eyes and soft words seemed to comfort the villagers as they followed her lead down into the depths of the church, their fear giving way to a grim determination.


The catacombs were damp and gloomy, lit only by a few hex-lanterns carried by some people. The villagers huddled together, their fear and apprehension filling the air. Yet, there was also a sense of unity, a shared strength that echoed in the prayers uttered between the dragon's roars and crackle of thunder overhead.

Giovashi moved among the villages, her violet forehead-bead and eyes glowing in the dim light. She spoke words of comfort and led prayers to Ishira, her presence a balm to the terrified men, women and children.

My parents nestled close, holding onto each other.

The dragon-attack experience reminded me of the time when my mother and I hid in Moscow metro station, deep underground during the summer of 1941. Tracer fire from anti-aircraft batteries and searchlights lit up the skies over the Kremlin as over two hundred German bombers relentlessly attacked Moscow for five hours, dumping firebombs onto the city I loved with all of my heart.


As there wasn't much I could do in the cavern, I pushed my Infoscope through layers of rock to see the creature from a better angle.


After another minute, the Infoscope emerged above ground and I saw it. The dragon was a gargantuan beast with orange scales and a brilliant, ruby-red mane. It soared through the turbulent skies, its massive red wings cutting through the supercell storm with ease. Its eyes glowed with an unnatural yellow glow, akin to a pair of beacons against the backdrop of dark, ever churning clouds.

Lightning danced between the clouds and across the dragon's wings whenever the beast belched fire. I guessed that the physics of this were similar to a volcanic eruption cloud, in which tiny particles of volcanic material collided with one another at high speeds, resulting in the separation of charges and a ridiculous rate of lightning.




	[Aradria - female - Red Dragon LV 209]






the Infoscope identified the beast. It, no she had a name unlike the Blood Elk monsters!

The beast swooped low, spewing fire from its toothy maw, turning the dense forest into an inferno. The flames spread with unnatural speed, driven by the fierce winds of the storm, consuming everything in their path. The once verdant landscape was quickly transforming into a charred wasteland, enormous pine trees reduced to smoldering husks.

The dragon roared once more, a deafening sound that echoed through the valley, filled with an ancient fury.

This creature was indeed a harbinger of disaster, untamed, wild power and absolute destruction combined into one horrifying package. And she was right above my new home, threatening the lives of everyone I was yet to meet!


As Aradria continued her deadly flight, a sudden violet glow caught my attention. The church spire had begun to pulsate with a vibrant, violet light. The glow intensified with each passing second, echoing the rhythmic chant of the villagers huddled in the catacombs beneath. The chant led by Giovashi was a prayer to Ishira, a plea for protection, a desperate cry for salvation.

Giovashi stood in the center of the congregation, her eyes closed and hands raised to the stalactite-covered ceiling.

"Ishira, hear my plea. I offer my skill of [Light Manipulation] for your divine intervention," she declared loudly, her voice echoing in the catacombs. "Here and now I make an Unbreakable Vow to you, my Goddess, in exchange for power to drive away the beast! Join me, my friends! Offer your skills to our Goddess, so that we may survive this day!" She appealed to the crowd. "Together! We will need all of us to repel the beast before it destroys Skyisle!"

One by one, the villagers offered their skills, joining with their own Vows. My father sacrificed [Timberlore] while my mom sacrificed [Dish-cleansing].

I pulled Modify out and formed a second Infoscope, peering at the interior of the cavern and the outside at the same time, not wanting to miss a thing.

There was a sudden surge of energy, a ripple that swept through the air. An entire sea of gold threads akin to a wheat field emerged from the Astral and danced across the crowd, forming into a brilliant, gold tree that only I could see.

Giovashi's entire body ignited with violet fire. She rose into the air, her feet no longer touching the ground, her hair floating as if she was underwater. As the violet fire washed over her, she became perfect.

Perfect like the most beautiful person I laid my eyes on, perfect like a mathematical equation that answered every question about the structure of the universe, perfect like a cure for death...




	Avatar of Ishira - female






The Infoscope helpfully defined the immaculate being.

"Ray of Judgement," Ishira spoke, with a voice made from sublime voices, her eyes blazing with violet flames.

The spire's glow over the church reached a blinding intensity.

Suddenly, a beam of pure violet energy erupted from the spire, piercing the turbulent skies to strike at the dragon.

The dragon roared in pain and fury, veering off her destructive path. The beam chased the dragon, relentless and unwavering, clearly hurting the creature.

The dragon began to retreat away from the violet beam that left black scorch-marks across her scales and torn holes in her massive wings.

Aradria vanished in the distance and the supercell storm followed her, leaving behind only the rain that slowly began to put out the burning forest.

"I have saved you today, my children," Giovashi/Ishira spoke with the same, cascading, inhumanly perfect chorus-voice. "Rejoice, for all is well! The rain shall put out the fire. Skyisle shall not burn under my ever-watchful eye that sees all."

The villagers, my parents included, wept in joy, their voices filled with gratitude and devotion, dropping to their knees in prayer to what they witnessed as the manifestation of the Avatar of Ishira.














As the villagers celebrated their narrow escape, I found myself caught between relief and a new sense of unease. The dragon was driven away, but at what cost? The villagers had offered up their magic skills in a desperate plea for divine intervention, and it worked. But I couldn't help but wonder what the true price of their Unbreakable Vows to Ishira would be in the future.

Giovashi descended to the stone floor, violet light leaving her form, billowing dress and hair settling back down. She no longer looked like the most beautiful thing in the universe.

"The Goddess blessed us with her presence!" She announced. "Remember this day and speak not of this to the Overseer of Equality!"

My parents held each other tightly, their faces etched with relief and exhaustion. We had survived. For now. But the dragon attack made it abundantly clear that the world I was about to enter with my sister was far from safe.




	Giovashi Incandictia Skyisle - female - human - Priestess of Ishira LV 89






My Infoscope redefined her. Giovashi's dark brown eye filled with violet sparks suddenly settled on my Infoscope as if she could clearly see or perhaps sense my microscopic, all-identifying spark of magic.

"Tut, tut, little curious kitten," she smirked and clapped her hands together, producing a violet pulse of magic. Both of my Infoscopes suddenly crashed, winked away, leaving me completely blind.

I retreated into the confines of my thoughts, feeling terrified of the Priestess of Ishira. My only hope was that Giovashi didn't realize whom the Identifying spellwork belonged to.

Nothing else of note followed. The villagers prayed. I settled on quietly contemplating the future, feeling a bit drowsy.

I had a lot more to learn, a lot to prepare for. The world of Novazem was fraught with dangers, monsters, gods and their followers who seemed more foe than friend.

I would need all the intelligence, focus and strength I could muster to navigate my way through it all.



            

    
        14. The Pale Horse

    
    
    
    
                 I was dreaming. I knew that I was dreaming, because I found myself standing in front of the ruins of the 4th Chernobyl reactor, screaming at the liquidators not to touch anything metal once they went in. I was there only briefly, to help direct the rescue efforts, but the memory had burned into my mind and haunted me ever since. I was far too important to USSR to be allowed in Chernobyl for more than a few days, but my knowledge of radiation sickness and my proximity to Ukraine had made me... useful.

I looked at the lines of masked Liquidators in front of me. Many of them were wearing paper masks and army coats, as if that could protect them from ionizing radiation that was pouring from the maw of hell that they would soon walk into. From the "radiation exposure" studies conducted in Semipalatinsk decades ago, I knew their future. I knew that many of the men in front of me wouldn't make it alive from this place. I knew that some of them would die from horrific radiation burns in agony over the passing weeks while others would slowly pass into eternal night as their cells became afflicted with growth disorders, replicating without stopping.

Once again, I saw a long line of buses filled with evacuated citizens pass by me with the words "to be disposed" written on them. Contrary to the terrifying label, the people weren't the ones being "disposed", it was the buses. Soon they would fill massive vehicle graveyards on the outskirts of the city, the metal composing them too irradiated to be of use.
The people being evacuated from Chernobyl looked tense. I couldn't look at their faces. They weren't told that they were never coming back to their homes. They had left almost everything behind, including pets, toys, tools, furniture, electronics and clothes... 
All of their worldly possessions were now cursed, poisoned for a thousand years.

Their lives were thrown in to chaos by the incompetence of the Soviet atomic engineers running a test on 26 April 1986...

The ruins of the 4th reactor building loomed in front of me, a monstrous megastructure torn asunder by the explosion. It whispered to me of our failures, of the destruction and death we had wrought, unleashed upon ourselves through our foolishness.

When I looked up at the sky above the 4th reactor building, I saw the spire of ions there. A shimmer of deadly blue radiation pierced the heavens. It wasn't there in real life when I stood there that day, but my nightmare had painted this horrific vision. Ashes rained from the sky. A supercell storm spun around the shimmer with a deep, unnerving rumble. I tried not to cry, tried not to inhale the ashes that were once people.
The ruin pulsated, grew in front of me, getting closer and bigger. I realized that I was being rushed towards it on an a ghostly, barely visible, white chariot pulled forward by the 4th horseman of the apocalypse. The white horse beneath its rider whinnied with a screech, sounding like metal grinding on metal. Death turned her pale, sunken face towards me, silver-blue eyes peering into my soul.

"How... interesting. Show me more," Death sang with a chilling, inhuman voice. Her frost-covered arm reached out and touched my hand.

Her hand felt cold. Colder than glacier ice, colder than the void of space, colder than absolute zero. I screamed, unable to break away from the life-consuming chill that rushed towards my heart.





“He’s not breathing!”

“I’m casting a healing spell!”

“Again! Cast it again!”

A current of magic shot through my heart, restarting it. I screamed. Damn it all. I forgot what it was like to sleep! Forgot that the horrors of Chernobyl haunted my dreams. I sounded like a crying baby.

Ah, I was crying... and a baby. Everything hurt terribly. Not sure what I expected. I thought I had more time, but alas Giovashi's spell-clap had derailed my plans somewhat.

Somehow, the damned Ishira Priestess had not only disabled my Infoscope but also gradually pushed my soul into a deep slumber which only ended now.

Where was I? This wasn’t the womb. This was… I was being held in the air. I was breathing! Had I slept through my own birth when I was pushed deeper into my infant body by Giovashi's magic?

Argh. Two weeks of essential research out the window!

I kept on crying. This was normal. This was totally what babies do. I’m totally an ordinary baby and not a...

“His stats! They’re all over the place! This can’t be right! This… this is impossible!”

Please ignore that. I'm a perfectly normal baby. Damn that one-eyed woman. If it wasn't for her I might have had a chance to conceal my status. Or maybe not... what is that thing being shoved in my face? Looks like a black basalt rock covered in pale eyes. Weird and gross!


“He’s level six?! Ave Ishira!”

“What?!”

“Your. Child. Is. Level. Six!” The scratchy, female voice punctuated every word. “His System is unlocked! His stats are irregular! This is an abnormality! His body is incredibly underdeveloped, small and weak… but the other stats… how can this be? One hundred and seventy six Intelligence?!”

“Are you screwing with me, midwife Tamara?”

Hey! I know that voice. That’s my father’s voice. I blinked tears out of my eyes, trying to focus. It didn’t work very well. I saw vague, blurry shapes in front of me.

“I’m not! The Evaluation Eye says…” An enormous, blurry woman in what looked to be a white dress was waving the blurry, black sphere covered in eyes in front of my face. Some kind of shimmering blur was moving within the sphere, akin to a spell circle. The vision of a newborn sucked. I tried to activate my Infoscope.

My mana flickered and pulsed through my body like an old computer monitor refusing to turn on. Ah. I didn't even have enough mana in me to make an Infoscope... well that's unfortunate. I guessed that being born drained everything from me and almost killed me... again.

Sigh.

“Maybe you dropped your stupid whale Eye if its showing you this garbage!” My father barked at the midwife. “How could a newborn have unlocked stats?!”

“I have to report this… extreme irregularity to the Church!”

“Please don’t,” my mom tiredly groaned from the bed. I turned my head towards her. Yep, she was just as blurry. I looked back at the white blob that was midwife Tamara.

“I’m not going to break the rules, Cassandra!” Tamara groaned. She sounded just as beat up as my mother. I wondered how many healing spells she had to cast on me. “This... irregularity could threaten the village. What if he’s been cursed or he's... an aberration, an Astral Phantom!”

Damn it. Welp, she got me. Game over. 

“My newborn son isn’t a threat to the village! Don’t be ridiculous! Your stupid Eye is broken!” My dad’s voice plowed through the chatter of the old midwife.

“When I scanned your wife nine months ago the Eye told me that you will have just a girl! I even told you that you were going to have a girl! Don’t you remember it, Georgi?”

“So your Eye was broken back then too! My daughter is right there! She's perfectly fine!" My father barked.

"But..."

"For Ishira's sake, Tamara! My wife was never struck by a Phantom! My son is NOT Gods damned abberant! How could my daughter's stats be normal and my son's stats like that of a mage apprentice?! How old is that bloody identification artifact?”

“Uhrm, a hundred and forty six years,” Tamara muttered.

“Exactly!” My dad declared with confidence. “The runes in it probably decayed over the century of use. Tammy, you’re tired. We’re all tired. Go home and get some rest and then order a new Eye from Agamemnon. I’ll even pay for one myself - we can’t have a healer in our village without a proper evaluation artifact! Just don’t send any reports to anyone until then, alright?”

My dad leaned towards the midwife. I guessed that he was likely giving her a very stern look. I knew exactly what his stern look was like - I've seen it before.

“Fine.” The midwife sighed. “Take care of Cassandra and your... twins."

"I will," my father said.

"I won’t submit the report," the midwife continued. "I’ll tell the Equality Overseer that my artifact Eye broke, if he asks about… your son. In the book of Skyisle records your twins are already listed as just a girl. I’ll try to correct the list when there’s nobody at the church. An Overseer might come around to investigate him sooner or later. It might happen tomorrow or in a month or never, it all depends on how diligent the Overseer is. I will put in an order for a new Eye. I will return when it arrives.”

“Thank you.” Dad nodded. “We’ll deal with it when it comes to it.”

I heard the clinks of metal coins being passed to the midwife.

“Now can I have my son, please?” Mom whispered from the bed.

Dad passed me to my mom and I clutched onto her breast. I was starving. I was glad to have such supportive parents.

Oh there's my sister, I think. She's awfully quiet for a newborn. It was a bit hard to see, but I think she had silver-white hair. Odd, but then again our mother has silver-white hair.

“Ishira be with you.” The midwife departed with the sound of a closing door.

"I name my daughter... Destiny," My mother muttered. She turned to my father. "What do you want to name our boy, love?"

“Hrmm.” My father scratched his brown beard. “Perhaps, Dante? Yes. An acceptable name… a strong, enduring boy!”

Mom nodded in agreement. Damn it! Really wish I could speak now… but then again a talking newborn would be very suspect, not that I wasn’t already very suspicious with my highly irregular stats.




	[ Full name assigned: Dante Alan Skyisle! ]






The System dinged. I mentally sighed. No name that started with a V for me. Oh well. Dante it is.

I realized that there was another System notification waiting for me to acknowledge it. I now had enough XP to get to Level 7!

Observing the manifestation of Ishira and the dragon was an enriching experience in terms of experience.

Hopefully going up to level 7 would get my mana up to seven instead of what's it at now... 0.1? Argh.

My level being discovered was a big problem. I would have to get cracking on a way to conceal it, asap.

I initiated the level up and settled in for a nap on my mom’s warm chest, the beating pulse of her heart relaxing me.

Just as the ethereal chorus started up I suddenly realized that nobody pointed out that Destiny was Level 3. In fact, nobody even noticed it even though Tamara was waving that identification artifact all around my twin sister too.

Oh oh.


            

    
        15. Judgement

    
    
    
    
                My parent's voices cut across my dream of leveling up, waking me up.

I blinked and made a noise as hunger began to gnaw at me.

Mom hugged me and attached me to herself, singing a song to me and cradling me in her arms.

The words seemed like gibberish to me for a split second, but then something inside me clicked. The lullaby mom was singing wasn't translated by the Soul-Song at all... because it was an Alanian song, one immediately recognized by Kopusha!

The song was a story, revealed to me stanza by stanza.

The Sons and Daughters of Alania rose up against the gods and built a mighty, prosperous Empire of great Citadels connected by skyship lanes and gateways between worlds. Through the abyss-gate Alanian Archmages brought back our fallen heroes, to march upon the vile enemies from the world of Andross. We thought the war won, but the enemy Archwizards had pulled the stars down from the sky and bathed our great cities in death. As centuries pass by, we, the Skyisle Sentinels, remember our legacy, a time when we stood as Gods and reached for the cosmos beyond. We are last. We are the keepers of the hearth, the last outpost, the last light that must never dim - Skyisle. Descend into the white city and reclaim your legacy when the curse-effulgence ends, children of Alania. Let your Soul-Song guide you home to... Tricameron.”

“Holy crap!” I blinked tears out of my eyes.

The song had struck a chord in the part of my soul that belonged to the Alanian Acolyte. Mom's pronunciation was a tiniest bit off, but otherwise the song was perfect. It was a chorus carried through centuries of darkness. There was something innately familiar about each stanza because the Alanian songs were designed to resonate across the soul connecting the singer and the listener with the power of the nearest Astral Engine.

I mulled the words.

The curse-effulgence which lasts centuries. Was the song talking about radiation from the fallout?

I felt a sense of inner peace settle over me, thanks to power drawn from the arcane obelisk via the Soul-Song. The Alanian Magocracy has fallen long ago, but its Astral Engines were still semi-functioning somewhere nearby, likely buried beneath the earth and a mountain of rubble, rearranged by the cataclysmic destruction of the Tricameron Citadel.

I wondered if mom even knew what she was singing about. She clearly wasn't a properly raised Alanian Sentinel nor even an Acolyte like Kopusha, because if she knew anything then she would not be making Vows to the local gods.

How many millennia has it been since the Magocracy? Was Tricameron less radioactive now? Could I reach it and reclaim the arcane soul-powered artifacts of the Magocracy? The centuries of darkness had clearly wiped away nearly all knowledge of the truth and wisdom from the local populace.

Such unfortunate things happened in history quite often. The ancient Greeks of Earth, for example, invented the aeolipile aka the Hero's engine, a bladeless radial steam turbine. Vitruvius, a Roman architect and engineer who lived in 1st century BC, described how aeolipile demonstrated physical properties of weather and laws of nature. The aeolipile steam engine was one of many genius, technological breakthroughs which were lost with the decay and fall of the Roman Empire. In fact, it took humanity over 1,800 years to remake the steam engine, thanks to a British inventor Thomas Newcomen.

Could I make a magitek steam engine for Skyisle, uplift the locals enough so that they would not be cowering in a cave from a dragon?

It was a lofty plan to look forward to. I didn't know anywhere enough about magic to start making artifacts.

“What are we going to do about our son's level, Cass?” My father asked when mom finished singing the lullaby.

“I don’t know. The Equality Overseer might find out eventually… he might try to take Dante away from us.” There was bitterness in my mom’s voice as she whispered the words back to dad.

“I’ll have to speak to the Elders. The Crafters Guild might be able to help us. We have rights! The Equality Order is relatively new in terms of...”

My parents continued to express their concerns about my questionable stats and what options they had in terms of dealing with the official church of Skyisle which was apparently "Equality" and not Ishira. It seemed that after the fall of the Magocracy the local gods started to squabble with each other for power. From their conversation I surmised that Skyisle now had two or more gods competing for the rights to consume the skills of the populace.

 

[Stats] I ordered mentally.

 





	
Name:


	
Dante Alan Skyisle





	
Age:


	
0 years old [since birth]






	
Species & Subtype:


	
Male - human - newborn





	
Affinity:


	
Astral Phantom

Spark of the Morningstar [+ 3 skill channels] [+ Soul-Song skill]

Dryad [+Chrysalis skill]





	
Level:


	
7





	 
	 



	
Experience:


	
0/3200





	 
	 



	
Health:


	
7/7





	
Stamina:


	
7/7





	
Mana:


	
7/7





	
Mana regen:


	
7 m/hr





	 
	 



	
Strength:


	
0





	
Agility:


	
0





	
Dexterity:


	
0





	
Vitality:


	
0 [+3]





	
Charisma:


	0



	
Magic:


	
0 [+3]





	
Foresight:


	15



	
Intelligence:


	
87 [+89]





	
Wisdom:


	
0





	
Soul:


	
2





	 
	 



	
Skills:


	
[Soul-Song LV 0] [ON][Raising Spell efficiency by 0.1%]
[Providing detailed Soul-Stats][Translating the Soul-Song's Language]

Known Song-Spells:










	[Tamus-Anima]
	[Sectus-Anima]



	[Conjugo-Anima]
	[Identify]






















	[Tamus-Anima]
	[Sectus-Anima]



	[Conjugo-Anima]
	[Identify]



	 
	
[Infoscope LV 20]





	 
	
[Chrysalis LV 7] [PAUSED]





	 
	
[Sectus-Tether LV 7]





	 
	[Modify LV 10] [ON]



	 
	[Info-Tether LV 10] [ON]



	 
	[NeuroVista LV 10]



	 
	 



	Investiture points:
	35 points








 

Not too shabby. Chrysalis and Sectus-Tether rose on its own to level 7 while the spells above my level didn't go up. It appeared that with each level up my body or soul became better accommodated for spells that were hanging on it.
Chrysalis was an incredibly useful spell, but it also slowed down my mental processes which wasn't acceptable since I needed my mind at full capacity to do spell creation/modification research.

I formed an Infoscope and launched Neurovista to keep an eye on the conversation of my parents.

For some reason the Infoscope didn't crash inside of my parents house now, so I was able to observe its interiors.

The insides of my new home reminded me of a Hobbiton dwelling from Tolkien’s fantasy series. A lot of the doors and windows were round or had round edges. The roof of the living room had a curve to it and was supported by old, thick wooden beams.

The building had to be a few hundred years old as far as I could tell. Dad lit up the large fireplace in the living room. It provided plentiful warmth to the house, casting a lovely orange glow.

It paid to have a carpenter for a father and an agromancer for a mother. The furniture was clearly hand-made and well maintained by dad, while plants of all sorts were strewn atop of many shelves in clay pots.

Staring at the homely, crackling fire instantly made me at home.

An old magic wand was hanging on a wall featuring a blue crystal with a deep, dark crack in the gem. The Infoscope identified it as




	[ Agromancy Wand LV 24. Fractured Core. ]






If I had to guess about its origins, it likely belonged to one of my grandparents from my mother's side.

An old dark, skull-mask was hanging over the fireplace with a wooden shield beneath it.

The Infoscope defined the skull as a:




	[ Hokush Tree-shaman mask. LV 24. Inactive.]






and the shield as a




	[ Moonwood Ward-Shield. LV 24. Inactive.]






These artifacts were 4 levels above that of my mother. There were hollows within the mask and the shield, likely where mana crystals once sat. I wondered if that was the reason why she didn't put them on to magnify her plant-controlling powers. Everything she was wearing now was LV 20 or below. I noted that the locals didn't have the skills to make batteries that would function in LV 24 artifacts.

If the previous generation of Skyisle inhabitants used artifacts of LV 24 and the current was stuck in 20, it meant that the Level cap was getting worse. It was an incredibly concerning development. Either the local gods were eating people's levels too or something else was going on in Skyisle.

The fact that I almost died during childbirth was a worrisome reminder, so I dispersed the 35 points across the board while keeping track of how the changes affected me.

 




	
Name:


	
Dante Alan Skyisle





	
Age:


	
0 years old [since birth]






	
Species & Subtype:


	
Male - human - newborn





	
Affinity:


	
Astral Phantom

Spark of the Morningstar [+ 3 skill channels] [+ Soul-Song skill]

Dryad [+Chrysalis skill]





	
Level:


	
7





	 
	 



	
Experience:


	
0/3200





	 
	 



	
Health:


	
7/7





	
Stamina:


	
7/7





	
Mana:


	
7/7





	
Mana regen:


	
7 m/hr





	 
	 



	
Strength:


	
5





	
Agility:


	
4





	
Dexterity:


	
4





	
Vitality:


	
7 [+3]





	
Charisma:


	2



	
Magic:


	
5 [+3]





	
Foresight:


	15



	
Intelligence:


	
87 [+89]





	
Wisdom:


	
4





	
Soul:


	
6





	 
	 



	
Skills:


	
[Soul-Song LV 0] [ON][Raising Spell efficiency by 0.1%]
[Providing detailed Soul-Stats][Translating the Soul-Song's Language]

Known Song-Spells:










	[Tamus-Anima]
	[Sectus-Anima]



	[Conjugo-Anima]
	[Identify]






















	[Tamus-Anima]
	[Sectus-Anima]



	[Conjugo-Anima]
	[Identify]



	[Tamus-Anima]
	[Sectus-Anima]



	[Conjugo-Anima]
	[Identify]



	 
	
[Infoscope LV 20]





	 
	
[Chrysalis LV 7] [PAUSED]





	 
	
[Sectus-Tether LV 7]





	 
	[Modify LV 10] [ON]



	 
	[Info-Tether LV 10] [ON]



	 
	[NeuroVista LV 10]



	 
	 






The change wasn't immediate, but there was definitely something happening inside me as the Soul-Song began to slowly modify my body making me different in all sorts of unexpected ways. I kept track of the minute changes with Infoscope and NeuroVista hoping to determine what exactly changed what and how over time.

After being fed I was relocated back into the crib where I was faced with my twin sister.

Destiny stared me with cold, glacier-blue eyes, her expression grim. She was suspiciously quiet for a baby and the way she stared at me without blinking was rather unnerving.

I fired the Infoscope at her.




	Destiny Alana Skyisle - female - newborn human - LV 0






Seriously? I could have sworn you were level 3, sister.

Either I was going insane, or Destiny lost 3 levels when she was born, or... something else suspicious was going on here.

I wasn't going to be impeded for long by something that defied explanation. I pushed the Infoscope through her forehead, identifying the level of her cells. I went deeper and deeper. Epidermis, dermis, hypodermis...

Beneath hypodermis, things finally got... interesting.




	Delta Alana Skyisle - female - newborn human - LV 4






I went backwards a few layers of cells.




	Destiny Alana Skyisle - female - newborn human - LV 0






Then I moved forward.




	Delta Alana Skyisle - female - newborn human - LV 4






How? What? Delta?!


I rapidly flashed the Infoscope across my twin sister. Her body was level 4, only the inside, but not on the outside!

I mentally scratched my noggin in bewilderment and examined the magical tether between us. It was still there, deep in the Astral but it was weak now, barely there as we were further away from each other. I focused the Infoscope on the tether, tracking the currents of mana. As far as I could tell, there was no mana, nor experience transfer happening between us.

This meant that Destiny... err Delta was leveling up on her own!

She had somehow readjusted her entire exterior to display level 0. It was a perfect defense against magical scanning that didn't go very deep. The midwife's arcane Evaluation Eye wasn't anywhere as mobile as my Infoscope, it was a physical, large object and could not be pushed inside of a person like my spell. That's why it failed to detect Destiny's level!

Destiny's blue eyes continued to stare at me. She looked like she was judging me.

"You have to be smarter than you look, sis," I mentally declared, staring back at her. "Why Delta? How did you manage to rename yourself and separate your inside and outside as different levels?"

No reply came, obviously. Not sure what I expected.

"Are you judging me? Did I do something wrong?" I thought. Making coherent speech was still beyond my mouth, but I tried anyway, producing all sorts of baby sounds.

After a few minutes, she blinked. The blink was very slow.

I waved my hand in front of her face. Nothing. Her angry-looking eyes didn't even track the movement of my fingers.

I waved my hand again, closer this time. No response.

I realized that she wasn't staring at me.

She was staring PAST me, into some distant elsewhere.

Whatever she was looking at, it bothered her immensely.

            

    
        16. Year One

    
    
    
    
                [Year 8049, Spivuss 41st.]

The words, numbers and an elaborate carving of the sun rising over Skyisle valley signified the year, season and date on the wooden dial-calendar hanging on the wall of our living room.

The clockwork mechanism in front of me was exceptionally curious. Today my mom was describing its functions to me.

“The Ishikarian calendar consists of six seasons,” Mom held me as she turned the dial on dad’s wooden calendar counter-clockwise and hundreds of gears inside it softly rumbled, moving the stars, the moon and the sun above the carving of Skyisle. “The six months relate to various times of day. Each new year starts with Dawn [Ecaminuss]. There are approximately fifty days in each month.”

Being educated about things was nice. I made appropriate appreciation noises.

Destiny/Delta wasn't with us. For some reason mom chose me over spending time with her daughter. She fed her, sure, but she was extremely cold to her, didn't really talk to her about magic like she did to me.

Maybe it was because of how silent and distracted my sister was, or how she constantly stared past us into some distant elsewhere. Maybe some other reason was at play. Regardless, I was mom's favorite and she carried me all around the house telling me about various things, while dad was assigned to be the one to hang out with Destiny and to change her diapers and dress her.

Mom spun the dial forward, Ishikarian hex-numbers and letters changing from one to another.

“Dad carved this calendar himself two years ago for me,” she commented. “His woodworking magical signature is imprinted onto it. Let me show you the seasons!"

I nodded eagerly, reaching out to the wooden calendar with an Infoscope thread extending from my chubby, small arm.

She spun the wooden dial faster. A carving of the sun painted gold revealed itself. “Foreday [Spivuss]. This is the current season. Early spring. Time for planting.”

I nodded. Mom turned the dial forward. The wooden sun rose higher over the carving of a field.

“Noon [Temminus]. Summer. Hot and sunny weather.”

The gears clicked forward. “Sunset [Eaminnus]- Autumn, mild and windy.” A carving of a tree bending in the wind emerged out of the ground.
She spun the dial.

“Twilight [Ottamuss]. Winter weather, frost and first snow.” The wooden display window now showed a snow-covered village.

“Midnight [Ximinnus]. Darkest & deepest winter, lit mostly by the glow of Lunaria and Inaria.” The wooden sun vanished and Lunaria covered in golden rings came up and then Inaria emerged with its giant, silver rings.

The mechanism inside this calendar was very interesting from what the Infoscope showed me. The gearwork beneath the panels was made of various magic-reinforced wood. It was incredibly precise and reminded me of the Antikythera mechanism.

As mom described what she did in the field each season, I smiled, recalling how I had read about the Ancient Greek hand-powered orrery in a Soviet magazine of scientific discoveries. The Antikythera mechanism was fascinating because it was the oldest known, 2000-year-old, mechanical computer used for predicting the orbits of the moon and planets.
The people of Ishikaria clearly understand gears well enough to make analogue clockwork, just like ancient Greeks from Earth. I just need to push them in the right direction, to guide them away from skill sacrifices. I knew that it would not be easy - millennia of religious indoctrination would be hard for a single individual to oppose, but I was willing to try anyway.

But first, I had to make myself unnoticeable, invisible to LV scanners just like my sister somehow did.


. . .


I figured out exactly why my Infoscope was no longer crashing inside of my parents house - dad tied me into the house Ward System. Therefore, all magic cast by me inside of the house was no longer considered hostile.

Thus, I spent months flying the Infoscope around the house and its Ward, figuring out how everything functioned.

Also, it took a lot of brain-racking, but I eventually figured out how Delta made her outer layers Level 0.

I had sliced our souls apart with Sectus when we were already merged within the human blastocyst phylactery. This meant that some small part of my soul including the skills of Kopusha and Leemy had carried over into Delta.

She wasn't very responsive to me because she was using the [Chrysalis] skill to change and adapt her body, to become undetectable.

Whatever Delta was, she likely didn't have my Infoscope, nor any desire to communicate with me. Her mind was asleep, her body set to automatic mode as she gradually evolved like a dryad, except that she was a somewhat damaged human soul within a body of a newborn child. I wasn't sure what she would evolve into or why, since I had no way to communicate with her.

There was only one option here, to wait until her Chrysalis ended, until she woke up.


. . .


Months flew by.

I kept myself occupied by wiggling my arms and legs as much as I could to get fitter. Scanning my soul with the Infoscope I determined that the System worked thus - it modified the soul first and then the soul gradually modified the body. Investing points into strength strengthened the threads of my soul and then those threads were able to incrementally reinforce my muscles.

My father was an example of a dexterity and strength build. I observed him hefting massive logs on his shoulders, cutting trees in the garden and working in his workshop with a variety of tools.

He was ridiculously strong, far stronger than the fittest Soviet weightlifter Vasily Alekseyev. Vasili set 80 world records and 81 Soviet records in weightlifting and won Olympic gold medals at the 1972 and 1976 games. If Georgi Alan Skyisle was somehow magically transported to 1970's USSR I'm certain that he would outdo Vasily at least 3-5 times in weightlifting championship. Magic was incredible because it allowed the body to evolve beyond mere human capabilities.

High Strength allowed my father to work nearly all day lifting logs without tiring. High dexterity allowed him to carve incredible detail into the wood, gave him the ability to create incredibly precise, minute wooden gears for the calendar-clock.

Because of magic, a single Skyisle craftsman could build a house all by himself. Magic permitted a small village population of 1500 people to be fully self-sufficient as agromancers like my mother made the vegetable and fruit fields produce five times more yield than on Earth.

Novazem would be a utopia if only kind, productive people could level up. Unfortunately, magic also produced all sorts of quirky, hostile creatures like Wood Snails, Fire Ants, Blood Elks and even Dragons which constantly harassed Skyisle and gradually dismantled what the locals built.

Using my Infoscope, I thoroughly examined the nearest blackened patch of forest decimated by Aradria.

Dragon-fire did something to the land it touched, changed it biochemically. Natural forest fires caused by lightning strikes commonly occurred in Skyisle and nature rebounded back pretty quickly, but nothing at all grew in the dead zone produced by dragonfire. It was as if the land touched by the flames of the LV 209 dragon was somehow cursed, irradiated beyond use, made permanently barren. Perhaps a LV 209 agromancer could have repaired the dead forest, but everyone here was capped at 20.

Eventually, I discovered minute crystalline structures within the black ash-covered landscape. The Infoscope identified them as




	[ Blighted Ash ]






According to my calculations, Blighted Ash radiated [death] to everything organic in the vicinity of about 1 meters from itself.

I wondered if I could somehow produce crystalline structures that radiated life and then I considered Agromancy. Agromancy literally produced life. The cracked crystal wand hanging on the wall of our living room contained a prismatic gem within it. The mana of a green mage likely passed through this gemstone producing an effect opposite of dragonfire.

My thoughts drifted back to a novel I had read as a child, "The Fatal Eggs" by Mikhail Bulgakov. Written in 1924, the story focused on a Soviet scientist who stumbled upon a "ray of life", an enigmatic force that caused all living things to grow a hundred times more powerful. And now, here I was, face-to-face with an actual, tangible manifestation of a similarly amazing energy that defied entropy and death itself!

I was fairly certain that midwife Tamara, the local healer, had tools in her bag that could produce a human-targeting "ray of life", something that repaired and healed wounds.
I used NeuroVista to rewind my memory to the point when Tamara restarted my heart and slowly reviewed the hexagrams she struck my body with. Unfortunately I was half-dead at the moment, so the memory was imperfect, corrupted. I very badly wanted to spy on Tamara's work to replicate her magic, but alas, my Infoscope turned off as soon as I tried to push it inside her cottage.


. . .


Thanks to observing Delta, I knew that Chrysalis could make my skin level 0, but I refused to lose my sense of self to it and become a nearly unresponsive, plant-like child.

Thus, I focused my research on creating a spell that would confuse incoming [Identify] spells.

The problem was that if I was knocked out or didn't expect it, then my future enemies could still Identify me. Thankfully, I found an empty LV 20 crystal battery in my father's workshop, buried deep in a shelf underneath a pile of other misc junk.

Using [Info-tether] I began to push my mana into the battery. It was a difficult process and my mana refreshed insanely slowly and transferred poorly over the long-distance tether, so it took me weeks to fill the battery up. When it was full, I carefully stilled my soul with [Tamus-Anima], sliced a tiny shard of my soul off myself and attached it to the crystalline battery using [Conjugo-Anima] via the [Info-Tether].

My soul stat now showed up as:




	Soul
	6 [-1]






I felt the shard of my soul within the crystal battery, as if it was part of me and also wasn't. This was likely how Alanians made their magitec artifacts.

I named my first Anima-Artifact "Battie". It was mainly because in Russian language the word "battery" was automatically assigned a female gender.

When I did, Battie showed up in my Stats as:




	Phylactery LV 0:
	[Battie] [Crystal Battery] [20/20 mana]






As long as I had an [Info-Tether] connected to the little soul-shard in the Astral, I could draw extra mana from Battie.

However, my purpose wasn't merely to create myself a Phylactery/battery, so I spent another 4 months designing a [level concealment] fractal made up of heavily modified [No-Spy] spellwork.

It took me far too much time to attach the spell I made to Battie via the tether and the Infoscope.

Eventually, I was rewarded with a sight of:




	Phylactery [Level Concealment] LV 1
	[Battie] [Crystal Battery] [20/20 mana]






Firing the basic Soul-Song [Identify] at Battie showed it as [LV 0].

Great success! Now I just needed to make the [Level Concealment] into an active defense mechanism that would conceal MY level and not Battie's.


. . .


At nine months old I learned how to crawl just to get to Battie as I became worried that father would empty out the shelf she was in and throw her out or damage her accidentally.

My parents were very impressed and clapped as I crawled across the living room from the crib to the fireplace and back.


As I attempted to stand, my baby body struggled to support the weight of my disproportionately large head. My chubby limbs quivered beneath me, threatening to give way at any moment. Frustration welled up inside me as I watched my parents' encouraging smiles, their eyes filled with pride. They believed in me, in my ability to conquer this simple task. But in that moment, all I could feel was the overwhelming weight of my own limitations.

With focus, I pushed through the physical discomfort, the strain of my muscles, and managed to steady myself on jelly-like baby legs. A triumphant smile spread across my face as I stood for the first time, celebrating a tiny victory in the face of great adversity of walking as a toddler.



Mother leaned down to me and grabbed my tiny hands, aiding me in walking forward.

Destiny stared past us from the crib. She had no desire to move whatsoever. I winked at her as I traversed towards the fireplace.


. . .


In the darkest hour of night I escaped from the crib, walking across the quiet house. Using a rope with a rock tied to it I grabbed the handle and unlocked the door to my father's workshop. Then using a chair I reached the shelf with Battie. The entire operation took me nearly two hours because I was so damn small and everything was so large, heavy and out of reach.

Rays of gold light from Lunaria and silver from Inaria colored the house in dancing shadows.

Clutching Battie in my arms, I returned to the crib approximately at 3 in the morning.

Delta's large, blue eyes stared past me as I climbed over the wooden ledge and collapsed back into the crib panting from the exhaustion. Yes, she sometimes slept with her eyes open. It was very unnerving and annoyed me to no end.

"Well, that takes care of that," I muttered in Russian, ignoring my catatonic twin and wiping sweat from my brow as I admired the glittering reflections of moonlight on the large mana crystal in my chubby hands.

"Where have you been, brother?" Delta suddenly asked in Russian, her voice clear and cold like a glacier brook.

I froze like a rabbit that was suddenly spotted by a large, dangerous python.

Delta was finally awake.


            

    
        17. Twins

    
    
    
    
                “W-what?” I uttered, holding onto my crystal.

“What’s that?” Delta asked, eyeing Battie with a suspicious look.


“A crystal battery,” I said, feeling like a gladiator in a cage armed with a sharp sword facing another.

Both of us fell silent, each examining the other.

“You know, I thought you were a mere child,” she said finally. “But it seems that you and I are exceptionally alike. I wouldn't have opened my mouth... if you didn't just speak an entire sentence and return with that crystal after two hours of being absent."


“Likewise,” I murmured. “How is it that you know Russian?”

“Long before I was even born… I was dreaming of three others,” she said. 

“Oh?”

“Vladislav Alexandrovich Kerenski,” Delta said. “Leemy. Kopusha Megara Tricameron.”

The three names stuck me like a freight train. I knew, suspected that this was the case but actually hearing her say them was… harsh. In a way, I was responsible for what she was now. 

“A Soviet Virologist. A dryad. An Alanian Acolyte,” Delta clarified, bending her little fingers. “Do you perhaps… dream of them too?”

I nodded. 

The words of the Tricameron Animancy Instructor swam in my head once again. “An integration of a small soul-fragment into the soul produces a small degree of split personality. Partial soul-decay occurs as the original soul absorbs and rejects various bits of the new soul-fragment.”

Delta said. “I’ve been ever so lonely. Waiting. Dreaming. Watching. Listening. Learning... Wanting to talk with… someone who understands…”

I felt bad for Delta. The thread of Omniscience that bound our souls together had almost completely obliterated her as a person, stole her future from her, replaced whatever she was meant to become with parts of me, Leemy and Kopusha. What was done was done, however, and there was no point in crying over spilled milk.

“I understand,” I nodded, trying to remain calm and collected. “I... understand what you’re going through, Destiny.”

“I’m Delta,” she replied sharply.

“Delta?” I repeated, tilting my head. “Not Destiny?”

“Delta Alana Skyisle,” she repeated. “I named myself. Δ, the Greek letter. Or, Д in Russian. Uncertainty, in a physical variable as seen in Heisenberg's uncertainty principle.”

I nodded.

“I often feel… wrong. Neither dead nor alive. I suppose you can call me Schrodinger's kitten.” Delta’s face twitched as if she wasn’t sure whether to smile or be sad about her predicament.

“Delta? Kitten? She’s in a state of quantum superposition? Dead or alive until observed?” I thought.

“I’m simply a big fan of the Uncertainty principle,” she explained. “I am uncertain if I am still dreaming… this place… it’s all wrong, broken. I don't really know what year it is or where I really am.”

“You’re in Skyisle,” I said. “The year is 8049, according to our parents. It is the end of Spring.”

“Skyisle… looks wrong,” Delta sighed. “It’s nothing like I remember it.”

I nodded. 


“Like Kopusha remembers it?” I asked.

Delta nodded.

“I am afraid,” she said. “I’ve been hiding for a year now. Watching… waiting. I don’t know whether I can even trust you, brother.”

“Why?” I inquired as rays of moonlight danced on her silver hair, her expression grim.

“If this is not a dream, then Skyisle is being run by the Gods,” she said with a shudder. “And I am their… experiment.”

I frowned. “How do you figure that?” I asked.

“According to my Soul-Song, I am a one year old child,” Delta said. “A one year old newborn with the memories of a Soviet Academic from another world, a dryad and an Alanian Agromancer. That is not normal.”

“If it makes you feel any better,” I said. “I’m in the same boat. Which of the three do you most associate your personality with?”

“Lady Kopusha Megara,” Delta said, switching to Alanian. “Her memories are the sharpest of the three, plus I am a girl.”

“I’m mostly Slava,” I said. “But feel free to call me Dante, because that is my local name.”

“Slava,” Delta repeated, cold, silver-blue eyes dancing over me. “We are in grave danger.”

“I am aware,” I nodded.

“If this is an experiment and we are its subjects,” she added. “Then we are being monitored by the gold threads that bind us together.”

“Why do you think that?” I asked.

“Do you remember the case of the Krivoshlyapova sisters, Slava?” Delta asked.

I gulped.

Maria and Daria Krivoshlyapova were born in 1950 as conjoined twins. The conjoined girls were removed from their mother's custody at birth by Soviet physiologists. Unknowingly, their mother was told that her daughters had died soon after their birth. The Institute of Experimental Medicine in Moscow studied and experimented on the twins under laboratory conditions. Looking back at it from my perspective in 1992, I considered the case of the Krivoshlyapova sisters a prolonged case of medical torture, a dark stain on the history of Soviet science.

The case of the Krivoshlyapova sisters is what often made me question the lengths we were willing to go in the pursuit of knowledge. The ethical boundaries we crossed, the lives we affected, and the ocean of dark secrets we kept hidden from the public eye. 

“I remember,” I said slowly. “Physiologist Pyotr Anokhin was studying the separate roles of the nervous system and the blood system on the body's ability to adjust to… various conditions. Conjoined twins who shared a blood system but had separate nervous systems were ideal objects for his research. Pyotr ran a multitude of… experiments on the Krivoshlyapova sisters.”

“Yes,” Delta said darkly. “The researchers brought the temperature of one twin down to near-fatal levels while observing temperature changes in the other twin, burning them, starving them, depriving them of sleep, and electrocuting them in time with a metronome to test their reflexes. Their blood, stomach, lung, heart and brain activity was constantly monitored with pneumograms, electrocardiograms and encephalograms.” 

I sighed.

“The girls eventually developed very different personalities, with Masha being dominant, tomboyish and cheeky, and Dasha submissive, thoughtful and quiet,” Delta added. “This Skyisle… it’s broken, wrong… and so are we.”

“I am aware. I intend to fix it,” I said.

“You want to stand up to the Gods?” Delta raised a silver eyebrow. “You want to break the gold chain that binds us and our parents?”

“Yes,” I nodded. “I do.”

“Count me in,” she smiled, extending her little hand.


            

    
        18. Seven years old

    
    
    
    
                “How can you even see the gold threads?” I asked after I shook Delta’s hand. 


"I've leveled up," she said. 

“How have you leveled up?” I pressed.


“I am an Astral Phantom,” she said, switching back to Russian from Alanian. “I have… a skill for that. The threads binding people are plainly visible in the Astral."


“Chrysalis?” I asked.

“Yes,” she affirmed. 

“What are you trying to convert yourself into?” I demanded.

“Take a guess,” she smirked dangerously.

“Astral Fungus?” I ventured.

“Very good,” Delta said. “I’ve been working on turning myself fully into Astral Cordyceps Fungus, seeding the local Astral Ocean with little spores. Mostly, the spores perish. Sometimes… they manage to snag something of value and that’s when I get experience from it.”

“Do they… propagate?” I asked cautiously.


“Not really,” Delta shrugged. “I am far too low level for that. I do get experience from occasionally hurting Astral Phantoms though. There are a lot of those around in Skyisle. I think some idiot forgot to close the door to the land of the dead before Tricameron was atomized."


I let out a breath I didn’t know that I was holding. My hypothesis was wrong. Delta didn’t steal experience or mana from me. She had taken her own path, made her own choices, pushed [Chrysalis] further than I ever did.

“Can you design skills?” I asked.

“No,” Delta shook her silver mane. “I cannot.”

I relaxed further. 

“Well, I can design spells,” I said, yawning. “And I think that you’re wrong about being a subject of an experiment. The gold threads binding us are blind. They don’t have any eyes. Also, the one between us is dying, getting weaker."


“How would you know?” Delta demanded.

“Because if there was something observing us, I reckon I would spot it,” I explained. “My Identify spell is fairly complex. I can detect almost anything with it.”

“I see,” Delta relaxed ever so slightly.

“I understand that you’re confused and afraid,” I said. “But, you don’t have to be alone anymore.”

“It is nice to finally talk with someone,” Delta nodded.

“Listen,” I said, yawning again. “I’m tired and it’s very late. It was a pain to get this damn crystal from dad’s workshop. How about we talk tomorrow?”

“Tomorrow,” Delta agreed. “I will head into [Chrysalis] for now. Goodnight, Slava.”

“Goodnight Delta,” I smiled at her, curling up into the sheets and closing my eyes.



. . .


“Halt! You shall not pass” I swing my sword.

“Who died and made you the bridge boss?” My nemesis demanded. 

“I am the Sentinel of Skyisle,” I retorted. “This bridge is therefore my property.”

“For shame! Claiming a bridge that rightfully belongs to me as the last Sentinel! For this, you shall die!” My nemesis growled, swinging her sword.

The wooden sword collided with my wooden shield, making me step back.

“Your knees buckle!” Delta laughed. 

“Nope,” I retorted. 

“I see them buckling, you liar, that's what you get for constantly investing all your points into intelligence! Should have acquired more… dexterity!” Delta spun through the air faster than my eyes could track her, kicking my legs out from under me. I dropped the shield as I fell into the mossy ravine below and rolled sideways.


“Come back here! I’m not done kicking your ass!” Delta jumped off the massive fallen tree, following me into the ravine.

“You’ll have to catch me first!” I teased, unrolling and running. Giant, moss covered boulders and pine trees flashed past me as my feet slapped against the slightly muddy and then sandy path.

Being seven and running wild and free was exhilarating. I spent the last thirty years of my life as an Administrator and researcher, sitting behind a computer monitor and examining viruses, charts, reports and filing endless paperwork. It was nice to have no responsibilities, except for the goals that I set for myself.


I looked behind me. Delta was catching up. Damn her and her long legs! I was at a disadvantage here. It was a scientific fact that girls got taller faster than boys, plus she did invest more into Dexterity and Agility.


“Stay within the farm Ward!” My mom yelled at us from afar.

“I know mom, lay off!” Delta yelled off to the side without even slowing down. “Don’t you have Agromancery to do?”

My mom and sister never did get along, even after Delta stopped excessively using her [Chrysalis]. It took a lot of coaxing from me to get Delta to come out of her protective shell, but eventually she became extra bossy, sassy and chatty as was to be expected from a little sister. Even if she had a whole plethora of my memories, I still saw her as my little sister and someone to protect and watch over and teach valuable lessons to.

“Come brave warriors!” Mrs. Longosh declared from the porch of her farmhouse. “Lunch awaits!”

While Delta’s attention was momentarily distracted I threw an entire pocket full of round rock pebbles behind me. My twin sister careened on the pebbles, flailing her arms and comically falling sideways into a muddy puddle.

“Curse your tricks, sneaky hobbitses!” She growled. I spent long evenings narrating Lord of the Rings to her while sitting by the fireplace and she really took a liking to it.


I reached the farmhouse before she did, acquiring pancakes first. The butter-covered baked dough literally melted in my mouth. Arianniss Longosh had a baking skill maxed to LV 20 and I would absolutely fight a god to the death to keep her from sacrificing it.

Leveling up as a child was a pain. Observing things with the Infoscope and designing spells gave me less and less experience and nobody let me kill giant monsters as mom was watching me like a hawk.

Not that I could kill giant monsters to begin with. At Level 10, I managed to bring all of my skills to LV 20 and got stuck there. No matter what I did, I could not pass through the level gap. Plainly put, there was something wrong with Skyisle, something simply not letting spell-work above LV 20 function properly.


In seven years I only encountered two spells beyond LV 20 - dragonfire from Aradria and the violet beam fired from the church by the Avatar of Ishira. 

Panting and covered in mud Delta arrived at the farmhouse and claimed her pancakes.

“Destiny! By the Gods! Did you roll through a swamp?” Cassandra walked to the porch from the garden, sending Delta a look of disappointment. 

“Maybe I did?” Delta looked down at herself and shrugged, not finding anything wrong with the fact that she was splattered in mud head to toe. 

“Where did you even find so much dirt?!” Mom demanded.

“Places,” Delta shrugged, mowing down a pancake. 

“Dad and I got you that dress for your seventh birthday,” mom pointed out.

“Uh-huh,” Delta said. “And I’m utilizing it as intended. Dad also gave us these excellent wooden swords!"

Delta tapped her mud-covered wooden sword.

"I'm already regretting that he did," mom sighed.

I smirked as Delta continued to eat her pancakes, completely unbothered by the mud covering her clothes. Mrs. Longosh simply shook her head, but I could tell she was secretly amused by Delta's carefree, tomboyish attitude. Mom on the other hand wasn’t impressed.

"I can't believe how careless you're being with your clothes. You have to learn to take care of your things, Destiny. We can't keep replacing them every time you decide to climb over a fence or make yourself cloth wings and jump off the rooftop of the house in your frilliest dress!”

“I can’t help it, flying is in my veins,” Delta retorted. 

“What?” Mom asked. She fired a cleaning spell across Delta. It only made some of the mud peel off in sparkling flakes.

“I was a sparrow in my past life,” Delta insisted. “You cannot confine me to the ground.”

“What kind of a sparrow?” Mrs. Longosh asked, barely concealing her laughter.

“Hrmm,” Delta mulled, attacking another pancake. “One with blue stripes.”

Kopusha’s glider had blue stripes, I realized suddenly. Delta wanted to fly because Kopusha had a glider built by the Alanian Magocracy. She remembered what it was like to glide across the clouds, to flash between the trees like the wind. I remembered it too, but then I also remembered flying on Soviet ocean gliders like the Lun-class ekranoplan which flew at 550 km/h, about 10 times above the top speed of Alanian Acolyte sky gliders.

“Destiny,” Mom insisted. “You cannot fly. Skyisle doesn’t have…”

“I’ll do what I want,” Delta interrupted, looking even more determined as if goading mom was her life's mission. “Don’t think you can stop me, Mom. I’ve seen Equality Overseer skyships dock at the church. I’ll privateer one of them and fly wherever I want to!”

Her attitude reminded me of Valery Chkalov, an incredibly daring Russian pilot born in the village of Vasilova Sloboda. As a test pilot, Chkalov continually challenged his fears in order to overcome them. He performed rolls, drops and vertical climbs with extraordinary talent and was featured on Soviet stamps, novels and movies of my childhood for his conquering of the arctic route.


“What are you even saying?” Delta’s audacity finally broke mom. “No! Don’t even talk about such utter nonsense!”

Delta rolled her eyes. I could tell she was already plotting a way to get her hands on an Imperial skyship. Mom, on the other hand, was still fuming.

"I cannot believe the amount of trouble you two get into," Mom muttered, shaking her head. "You're lucky I have minor cleaning and healing skills or else I'd be at my wit's end with you two."

Mrs. Longosh chuckled softly, patting Mom's shoulder. "Kids will be kids, dear. Remember when we were young and carefree?"

Mom sighed, a small smile tugging at the corners of her lips. "Yes, I remember. But I also remember the trouble we got into and the consequences that came with it."

“The term of the current Overseer is going to be up soon,” Mrs. Longosh said. “You two best not make too much noise. New Overseers can be tough, especially the ones straight out of the Imperial Academy!"


Delta and I exchanged a glance, silently agreeing that we would be careful and not do anything too reckless around Overseers of the Gregarius Empire. We finished our pancakes in silence, enjoying the warm, buttery goodness.

As we left the farmhouse, Delta took my hand and squeezed it. "Thanks for always being here for me, Slava,” she whispered in Russian.

I smiled at her, squeezing her hand back. "Of course, sis. That's what family is for.”




            

    
        19. Twelve years old

    
    
    
    
                "What am I missing?” I stared up at the ceiling covered in carved gold stars.

“A giant hole in the Astral?” Delta jabbed me in the side.

“Oi,” I glared at her.

“I think that a giant hole is sucking experience out,” she said. “It’s a perfectly legitimate explanation that makes sense. The fault, a hole in reality left after the destruction of Tricameron is drawing experience and magic into it like a giant funnel.”

“That doesn’t explain why Andadria’s magic isn’t fading,” I said. “The forest her dragonfire struck still hasn’t recovered.”

“That’s because it’s super high level magic,” Delta said. “It’s like pesky sand that gets stuck to the bottom of the bath that came off from my feet and won’t go down the drain.”

“An artsy explanation at best,” I muttered.

“I can’t help it, I am an artist,” my twin sister rolled her eyes. “You’re the math guru here. Go on, explain what’s happening with math!”

I sighed.

“Face it, Slava,” Delta brushed a hand through her silver-white mane. “Nobody can get through the LV 20 barrier in Skyisle. If we want to make a difference in this god-ruled world we have to run away from home.”

“I’m not running away,” I said. “I’m not abandoning everyone here.”

“I don’t want to abandon our parents or the people of Skyisle either, but we might not have another option,” Delta pointed out. “There’s just nothing we can do here. Tricameron citadel is still extremely irradiated, right?”

“It is,” I sighed. “I tried to fly my Infoscope there, but it simply crashes instantly from excessive magical radia as soon as I head down into the valley.”

“What a pair of useless Alanian Sentinels we are,” Delta huffed. “We’re waaaaay ahead of our level zero peers in our levels and yet... it’s not good enough if we’re just going to be stuck at LV 20 spells.”

“I’m starting to consider the validity of stealing an Overseer’s skyship,” I muttered.

“I’m starting to consider that you’re crazier than I am,” Delta smirked at me. “Mom’s making you extra-special dinner tonight.”

“Why?” 

“Because you’re her extra special butterfly and I’m her angry flying spider,” my twin explained. 

“If you didn’t snap at her all the time you’d be less of a spider in her books,” I commented.

“She started it, I swear,” Delta shot back. “I’m just existing in her unfriendly territory. Uhm. What was I saying? Right. We’re twelve and Spivuss 1st is tomorrow.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning, our parents are dragging us to church tomorrow to learn math so that we can unlock our System and be productive members of society instead of layabouts that we’re currently perceived as.”

“Oh,” I muttered. “It’s that time already, huh?”

“Yes, it is,” Delta nodded. "You've been so busy screwing around with the house Ward you forgot."


I frowned.

“I already know more mathematics than the entirety of Skyisle,” I said. "And I'm not screwing around. I'm studying how the Ward works so that I can understand how to make better spells. You think that science takes a week to do or something? I had an entire team of researchers in USSR working under me at Aralsk-7."


“Look at me, I’m Slava and I know everything about everything,” Delta strutted around the bed. “I’m so important and wise, yet I can’t break through LV 20 with my spells.”

I sent her another glare.

“The Overseer of Skyisle is in the church,” Delta pointed out. “Skyships dock there too.”

I looked at her.

“If we go to math classes we get assigned to the Ward of the church as novitiates. If we’re assigned to the Ward, you might be able to spy on the skyship and the Overseer with your Infoscope,” Delta pointed out.

“Right,” I mulled.

“If we can’t outright steal the skyship of Goddess Equality followers, you can at least scan theirs and maybe figure out how to build me a glider?” Delta wiggled her eyebrows at me. 

I pursed my lips.

“My kingdom for a glider, Slava!” Delta pleaded.

“Fine,” I said. “If it gets you off my back, you pest. You do know that I'm only level fourteen now, right? I'm not an Alanian archmage, so I might not be able to actually build a..."


“Eeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee,” Delta squeed, ignoring my words. “Thank you, thank you, thank you times infinity!”





[Kliss Eliza Cessna - Equality Acolyte, the 9th Overseer of Skyisle]


  For the past week, I’ve been the new Overseer of Skyisle village and I already started to hate this place with a burning passion. It seemed that the previous Overseer did a poor job of accounting and keeping track of things.

I tiredly rubbed my temples, hating myself and contemplated why I even took this stupid job in the middle of nowhere.

It was money… a half-decent salary for someone my age, the kind of money that could buy me quality artifacts like the Imperial magitek [Armacus 88] tool currently on my wrist. Such a device would definitely substitute for missing out on four years of leveling up when I got back to Cessna.

It was passion. I wanted to serve the Empire, to educate the misled, to help people, to find new servants for the Empire of Equality, to uplift humanity to greater heights.

I thought back of the walled town with its beautiful, wide avenues, lovely cafes, decadent parties, palatial buildings covered in Imperial banners and white, sky-piercing hex-beacon towers. I had forsaken it all for being an Overseer of this dump.

Skyisle was located next to a major fault in the mountains known as the magogenic zone 18 according to the academy maps. It was a tiny-ass village in a mountain valley.

After a week of being here I simply couldn't understand why the people living here didn’t just move somewhere else. Anywhere else! You’d have to be an absolute idiot to live in a place where you couldn't move past Level 20.

If it was up to me I’d force all of these idiots to relocate to Agamemnon, but alas the Imperial Administration wanted to keep a presence in this blighted land, near zone 18.

It took me the entire morning going through all of the papers to figure out why the Empire even bothered to keep this place. It seemed that all of Skyisle functioned only for one purpose - to take care of my needs.

I was the most important person in the village and as Overseer I had the right to execute anyone who disobeyed me. My job was to enforce the Laws of Equality in the village and also to observe zone 18 as best as I could, keeping track of any changes. Apparently the fault was growing, but very incrementally and slowly. The Empire wanted to make sure it didn't spillover to a big, important trade-route city like Agamemnon. The previous Overseer did a horrible job of it, barely keeping entries in the logbook. Apparently he got so bored and annoyed with the locals, that he quit after three years, not even finishing his term!

The people of Skyisle didn’t respect Equality. The Imperial presence was fairly new to this village. The locals still believed that they were living under the Nation of Ishikaria, constantly praising their barbaric goddess Ishira. I’ve listened to the villagers talk using my [Long Ear] skill. Even after over a decade of our rule, it was still “Ishira watch over you” and “Ishira bless you”.

I’ve angrily flipped through the book of records, trying to check if the information matched the copy that my predecessors kept. Thankfully I didn’t have to look through the book manually, as the armacus on my wrist had the [documents-comparison] spell. It was one of the many obscure runespell tools used by Overseers for administrative work. Without it I would have frankly fallen asleep, since I had to check seven years of records, not trusting the diligence of my predecessors.

As I flipped through the pages tapping at it with the armacus, the ring suddenly pinged, a spark falling on a word. I glanced at the line in the Overseer's copy and then at the line that was filled in by the local midwife.

The Overseer’s log read:





	
117 Longwoods Road:

8048 Spivuss 6th: Record of conception. New soul identified by the Ward of 117 Longwoods Road.
Identification confirmation preformed by Midwife Tamara Agatha Skyisle. 

[_________ Alana Skyisle - girl]









While the Skyisle book of records read:





	
117 Longwoods Road:

8048 Spivuss 6th: Record of conception.
[Identification preformed by Midwife Tamara Agatha Skyisle] 

[_________ Alana Skyisle - girl ]

[_________ Alan Skyisle - boy ]









“Aha! Finally! Some action,” I looked between the two lines. Someone was screwing with me. Either the incompetent Overseer made a mistake 12 years ago… or… I squinted at the child's name from the Skyisle book.

I flipped through the Skyisle book of records, searching for the record of birth. Here we go!





	
117 Longwoods Road: 
8049 Ottamuss 15th: Record of birth. 

[Dante Alan Skyisle - boy]

[Destiny Alana Skyisle - girl]

Birth aided by: Midwife Tamara Agatha Skyisle
No known issues.









“No issues, huh? Midwife… Tamara Agatha Skyisle has some explaining to do!” I muttered darkly.

I made sure that my armacus was fully charged, put on my armor and then left the musty office to get my answers.


. . .


  There was only one street in Skyisle. It was called “Longwoods Road”, a very plain name that fit this boring, tiny settlement located in the middle of a forest-covered valley in the Ishikaria mountain range.

The house number 45 at Longwoods Rd belonged to midwife Tamara. It was a ramshackle, decrepit-looking cottage. Mildew-covered, wooden beams precariously hung over red bricks. The structure was very overgrown with green mosses, weeds, and wildflowers. It sagged a little to the right, showing a lack of strong hands in the house.

According to the book of records, Midwife Tamara lived here alone. Her husband died when the Empire had taken Skyisle. He was one of the people that had foolishly attempted to resist the integration. I suspected that similarly, she wasn't a fan of our law and order.

The door of the slanted cottage looked far too small for my tall and fully-armored frame. I wasn’t worried about the local wards. When the Empire conquered Skyisle and replaced their false deity with Equality, our knights had found the Master-Ward-Key amulet in the church. The said amulet granted the local government - the Ishira priests access to any building in the entire village. As the new Overseer of Skyisle, I had inherited the key and had easy, worry-free access to every house in Skyisle. The local wards didn't even see me with it on.

I didn’t even knock on Tamara’s door. The armacus ring on my wrist unfolded itself forward, presenting a handle for me to grab. I flicked the armacus to [Disruption], squeezed the handle with my magisteel-covered wrist and aimed it at the door. It took just a single disruption pulse to blast the door from its hinges. Whoops. I stepped into the cottage, my armor clicking as I bent down to get under the cramped door frame. Damn these rube dwellings!

Midwife Tamara was sitting in her small, pastoral-looking living room. She looked like she was having lunch when I interrupted her meal. She dropped a bagel that she was eating. It rolled across the wooden floor. The cup of tea in her hand started to shake. I gave her a glare from the slit in my helmet.

“O-overseer?” She finally mewled. I saw a reflection of myself in a mirror that hung behind the trembling, old woman. I looked rightfully imposing in my full magisteel armor regalia. I stepped forward, my red cape fluttering behind me.

“Tamara Agatha Skyisle!” I barked. “You stand accused of falsifying information in the book of records. As the Imperial Overseer of Skyisle, it is my prerogative to execute you right here, unless you answer all of my questions.”

Tamara gulped.

“It was you who entered the name ‘Dante Alan Skyisle’ into the book of records, correct?”

“Yes, Overseer,” Tamara whispered, her face turning white in horror as she realized that her crime was exposed.

“Did you change the conception data in the book of records?” I demanded, aiming the armacus at her head.

Tamara nodded, tears sparkling at the corner of her eyes.

“Why?” I barked. “Do not attempt to lie to me! My armacus has a truth-seeking runespell!”

I fired the [Confession] spell at her head.

"Tell me the truth!" I demanded. "In the name of Equality!"

“Forgive me, Overseer!” Tamara broke down, tears raining down her face. “My Eye of Evaluation broke! During childbirth it showed me impossible things! I… I…”

“What sort of a result?” I squinted.

“The boy was level six!” The midwife confessed.

“An aberration with an unlocked Soul-Song!” I gritted my teeth. “So, you mean to tell me that twelve years ago you encountered an actual aberration and attempted to conceal its existence from the Overseer?”

The midwife cowered.

“A cursed child!? In my domain?!” I roared. “Idiot woman! Did you think you could get away with it?! Where is the child now?!"

"He should be in class today, Overseer!" The midwife wept.

"What did the Alans pay you for this crime?” I demanded.

“N… nothing. I was paid my usual rate! G-Georgi p-paid me for a new Eye of Evaluation!” Tamara cried. “I’m certain that it’s just a mistake, Overseer! I scanned both of the Alan children after several times! They were both level..."

I flipped through the runes on the armacus using my thumb and shot a [Lethargy] spell at her head. She slumped down and her tea cup fell to the floor and rolled away, splattering tea everywhere.

“I will be back to deal with you,” I spat, sparing a glance to the passed-out body of the midwife. In Skyisle I was the judge and the executioner. Her crime was severe enough for me to end her life then and there, but I didn’t want to kill her. Skyisle didn’t exactly have a prison and there was only one skilled healer in the Village. With a deep sigh I steadied myself and decided to fine her with a hefty, ongoing levy. It was her first offense, after all. Maybe if she had to donate half of her income to the Church of Equality for a year she would learn a valuable lesson.

            

    
        20. Extrapolation

    
    
    
    
                "Weeeeeee," Delta spun in her white dress, blue ribbons and blue gemstone earrings fluttering in the wind.

By twelve she had become more like a carefree teenager and less like a secluded, terrified, fractured soul that I met 11 years ago. Over the years, her original soul had fully absorbed, diluted the remnants of memories and various soul shards within her.

Mom really went all out dressing Delta for the first day of school and walked us all the way from the house to the path leading to the church, hanging several cleaning and tracking spells on my sister as a precaution.

As we walked down the path marked with hex lanterns, I flew my Infoscope across the landscape noting the network of wards beneath the ground and in every house we passed by. From my assessment of things, the current barriers holding back Astral Phantoms would last a few more generations at best.
Enormous, rune-covered obelisks sat beneath each house in Skyisle - the silent remnants of legacy of the Alanian Magocracy.

From what I observed - the runes on them were an entirely separate, symbol-like language, one which specifically harnessed and utilized the currents of the Astral Ocean. The central keystone ward right beneath our cottage was an upside-down black basalt obelisk buried deep in the ground. The obelisk existed not only in our world, but also in the Astral ocean - it harnessed the magical differential between various Astral planes converting it into mana that was used by the ward. It was kind of like a magical Stirling engine.

An elaborate rune spiral woven from gold-like metal circled the obelisk. Bits of it had decayed, broken off over the centuries, so the ward was currently much weaker than it was originally designed - the obelisk was failing to send power to the house. That’s why my parents and everyone in Skyisle had to pay coppers to the local kids to bring charged runestones from the windmills every morning. Everyone’s Astral-engines had decayed beyond use and the locals clearly lacked the skills to repair them.

Skyisle village stood on the shoulders of ancient giants of magic and thanks to the war, over the passing centuries knowledge had been forgotten and lost. From what I knew this was a normal occurrence in cycles of civilization. Soviet economist Nikolai Kondratiev was the first to define the sociological cycle theory based on cycle-like phenomena in the modern world economies.

Many Soviet economists who studied Kondratiev’s theory of K-waves tried to predict the timing of recessions, stock market peaks and stock market crashes. All of these analytics had failed to stop the fall of the USSR - since all of their mathematical models lacked the necessary data to predict the future.

As an appreciator of probability math, I firmly believed in the reality of Psychohistory. I really enjoyed the aforementioned fictional science in Isaac Asimov's 'Foundation' book series. Asimov’s psychohistory combined history, sociology, and mathematical statistics to make general predictions about the future behavior of very large groups of people. It was the epitome of statistical analysis sci-fi that realistically portrayed the K-wave cycles of civilization.

Alas, the Soviet analysts had never succeeded at making Psychohistory real. Reality was harsher than science fiction. In the 1950's Soviet mathematician Mikhail Lavrentyev tried to make a Soviet foundation, a city of science hidden in the forests of central Siberia, far away from the politics of Moscow. He called his project Akademgorodok. I doubted that the people of Akademgorodok would succeed at restoring the Soviet legacy - when things got tough in the 90’s, a lot of the scientists simply chose to flee to USA rather than to try to preserve and protect the knowledge base built by USSR.

My hope was that with my knowledge I could eventually push the local civilization out of its stagnation back to the tip of the rising K-wave in terms of economic and technological growth.

Perhaps, with my deep understanding of Omnicode I could create “Technomagica”, a scientific theory of magic that would help restore all of the obelisks buried beneath the village.

“What do you think is the best build?” Delta asked in Russian, distracting me from my ruminations of the future of Skyisle.

"If you understand fractal mathematics and are able to design spells with them - intelligence," I said. "It's how I arrived at the 6th level before even being born, by... farming intelligence, designing identification tools with the increased computational capacity and then investing more points into intelligence to make even better identification tools."

"Mmmyeh," Delta nodded. "I only got three levels out of flinging spores randomly the Astral Phantoms before I was born. But, what kind of cool perks does each build max at? Did you happen to figure that out?"

"I have some fairly decent theories," I nodded. "I've been monitoring the people of Skyisle in the fields for the past twelve years just for this reason."

"Give me the deets!" Delta demanded. "What can a Charisma Maxer do?"

“I’ve scanned the Omnicode word [Charisma] in my System menu as far down as I could go and extrapolated the term itself. It’s defined, composed of growth in: [persuasion], [leadership], [attractiveness], [charm], [devotion] and [Control]," I explained. “The foundation of [Charisma] is [Persuasion]. Charisma is basically a permanently active mind-control spell, a magical standing wave that’s affixed to its wielder, gradually building in complexity and power. So if someone invests a ton of points into Charisma they become more persuasive and can brainwash others, bend them to their will. Our local charisma maxer is the hidden Priestess of Ishira - Giovashi Incandictia Skyisle, a LV 89 mage."

"She's scary," Delta nodded. "I don't like her."

"Thankfully, she isn't permanently in Skyisle," I nodded. "After Equality took over, Ishira priests only show up occasionally to collect Vows whenever there's a disaster-event and they can bribe the Equality Overseer to not be here."

"Charisma build is bad news if they can just order us around," Delta commented.

“Yes,” I muttered. “I've attached a general anti-charisma Ward to Battie, but the problem is that there are an infinite amount of Charisma types."

"Infinite? How come?" Delta asked.

"Well, the standing wave producing Charisma pulse is like a musical tone," I said. "So while I can definitely bounce off a single direct order or two, the insidious nature of Charisma is the slow kind of mental pressure that's very hard to block."

"Unless we had a huge battery, right?" Delta said.

"Yes," I nodded. "If I had a huge, functional battery I could do a lot more. The problem is that I don't. The Alanian Obelisks beneath Skyisle are either broken beyond use or covered in defenses. I've been looking for something usable, but there's a lot of ground to cover and the Infoscope doesn't scan very well in solid rock."

"Explain the infinite waves thing," Delta asked.

"Each standing wave is like a repeating order and there are an infinite number of possible orders. It could be an order to love the Charisma maxer or to hate everyone who is not the charisma maxer or even not to be able to observe the Charisma maxer," I said.

"So a Charisma maxer can be invisible?"

"Invisible, extra visible or even look like someone else entirely," I nodded. "There are no limits. Giovashi appeared like Goddess Ishira, a perfect being, when she elevated her Charisma thanks to the Skill sacrifices."

"Dang," Delta frowned. "Aight, tell me what you've figured out about other skills."

"[Strength] - [Physical Attack Multiplier] [Hardened skin] [Musculature improvement]," I said. "It’s another permanently active matrix. Dad’s body is constantly pouring mana into the one he has for example. It reinforces his muscles and hardens his skin. It causes permanent changes on a genetic level. Improved mitochondria, stronger musculature.” I explained. “Also, it doesn't simply make the Strength-build stronger."

"Oh?"

"The [Strength] standing wave focused inward makes your body stronger," I explained. "One focused outward makes your opponent weaker and the objects it's focused on more... malleable."

"Hah," Delta laughed. "Wait, so then dad isn't simply stronger... wood is weaker when he touches it?"

"Yes," I affirmed. "Wood is lighter and softer for him because he's a Strength build specialized in Wood. A Strength build that specializes in metal can lift more metal. Our local blacksmith can carry 2 tons of scrap metal in his arms without breaking a sweat, for example. Similarly to Charisma, the Strength build standing wave has limitless possibilities of focus specialization. Any material can be made more malleable or lightweight using the [Strength] skill."

"I don't know what's a better hack here, to make something like air more malleable or black holes," Delta mulled.

"Air is kind of hard to grasp," I laughed. "While black holes would be hard to find."

"But it's still possible, right?"

"Oh yes," I nodded. "I very much doubt that anyone specializes in making air lighter or heavier since the locals don't understand that the Strength build has no limits whatsoever except for one's imagination."

"Hrmmmm, what about Agility?"

"[Agility] - [Gravity Control] [Acrobatics] [Leap]," I extrapolated.

"Gravity control?" Delta blinked.

"Yes," I nodded. "I suspect that near-flying, or at the very least running across water should be possible with Agility Maxing."

"Damn," Delta's eyes lit up. "I like that and I do have lots of Agility."

"[Dexterity] - [Steady hands] [Assembler] [Focus]," I resumed my lecture.

"Dad has some of this one for sure, he can do some pretty precise carvings,” Delta commented.

"Yep," I nodded. "The Assembler bit is a permanently affixed spell, another type of a magical standing wave. Basically, it drifts partway into Focus. Dexterity maxers are able to build very intricate machines or carve microscopic runes into stones. The Obelisks beneath Skyisle were likely made by incredibly high level Dexterity maxers."

"The next one, is my favorite," I smiled. "[Vitality] - [Autohealing] [Cellular regeneration] [Temporal rewind]."

"What?" Delta nearly tripped over her feet.

"The base Vitality is a permanently affixed healing spell," I explained. "But... I suspect that the extrapolated, more complex, standing-wave version is capable of rewinding time. I managed to spy on Tamara healing a cut in the garden."

"Damn," my twin sister's silver-blue eyes grew wide. "That's... nuts."

"Yes," I nodded. "I've been contemplating whether outward-projected Vitality could be used on a mass scale."

"To rewind time?"

"Yes," I said. "To rewind time in damaged objects or people in a specific, static location with runes."

"How far can Vitality rewind a person or an object?" Delta asked.

"By default, not very far," I said. "The problem with Vitality-based Rewind is that it's getting it's information from the Astral Ocean and specific structural information decays there pretty quickly. Because of this, an object cannot be easily rewound more than a few seconds backwards in time."

"And here I was hoping for time travel," Delta frowned. "Boo."

"Don't boo me yet," I said. "The Infoscope and my Neurovista can scan and preserve information about an object. If I figure out how to store Intelligence within artifacts on a mass-produced scale or at the very least in a single battery, I think I would be able to create conceptual, Astral imprints of objects or even people, sort of like a camera flash that captures data for [Rewind] to use."

"How much Intelligence would that take?" Delta asked.

"A lot," I sighed. "Far more than I have now."

"Then my 'boo' stands," she jabbed me in the side. "You have grand plans but no way to execute them."

"For now," I shrugged.

We reached the island upon which the Church of Equality stood. The building was bathed in morning light, blue stained glass twinkling with reflections of distant glaciers.

"Are you nervous?" Delta asked.

"Not really," I shrugged. "I'm too old to be scared of school."

"You are nervous," she gave me a knowing look.

"The Overseer could give us trouble if I try to spy on them," I muttered. "Giovashi Incandictia nearly killed me with a clap of her hands. I don't know what the new Equality Acolyte is like. The old one left a few weeks ago and I haven't seen the new one yet."

"It'll probably be fine," Delta waved off my concerns. "I bet they already gave up on this mess of a town."

"Maybe," I muttered, looking at the massive, ominous triskelion, pyramidal banner hanging above the gate to the church representing the symbol of Goddess Equality.


            

    
        21. Devastation

    
    
    
    
                [Kliss Eliza Cessna - Equality Acolyte, the Overseer of Skyisle]


Cottage number 117 looked far better than most, but still quite rustic in terms of its architectural design. According to the Overseer’s log the house was inhabited by [Cassandra Alana Skyisle - Agromancer: Lv 20] and [Georgi Alan Agamemnon - Carpenter: LV 20].

I sent a wide, weak [Identify] pulse through the door, checking for life-signs. The ward offered no resistance to me. It was unlocked by the Master-Key amulet hanging on my chest. The answer came back from the armacus.




	[Two adults]






Perfect.

I evaluated the door. It looked new and very solid. A disruption spell might not be able to handle something that was made by a specialized Carpenter if it was reinforced with his magic. I aimed the armacus at the keyhole and shot an [Unlock] spell at the lock. The door clicked open. I turned the thick, metal handle, swung the door open and stepped inside.

I knew that two level twenty’s could not fight against a level 24 mage in full magisteel armor, wielding a fully charged armacus stacked with level 88 spells. The patheticness of the locals was my advantage and the reason why a single Imperial Overseer was enough to handle this tiny, remote settlement.

A woman yelped as I stepped inside.

“Cassandra Alana Skyisle,” I said as I slowly turned towards the sound of her voice. When I saw the woman, I aimed the armacus at her head.

“I find you guilty of concealing an aberration. A most vile crime against the tenets of Equality! How do you plead?”

“What? Uh?!” The silver-haired, blue eyed woman yelled back, some kind of a green spell forming in her right hand.

"Dante Alan Skyisle was a child born with level six, was he not?" I demanded.

"What? No!" The woman sputtered. "That's..."

[She stinks of lies and guilt,] my Angel whispered in my hear. [Pull the trigger.]

I didn’t let her finish. The armacus truth-sense rune told me that she was lying to me. She clearly believed that the aberration was her child, just like many other fools before her. Guided by my Vow, my finger reached to switch the armacus to kill.

I pulled my finger back. I needed to know more, damn it!

Cassandra suddenly moved. My level was higher - I was faster than her. She was a threat to my life. Aided by my Vow, my finger pressed the trigger and Cassandra slumped to the floor before she could reach me.

“Cass! No!” A man screamed from the kitchen. It was undoubtedly her husband. The brown haired, hazel eyed man rushed into the living room. I aimed the armacus at him.

“Georgi Alan Skyisle, I find you guilty of concealing an aberration!” I yelled, my voice shaking. “How do you plead?”

“Cass! Cass!” He yelled. “By Ishira!” He looked back at me.

“Concealing an aberration is a crime against the tenets of Equality,” I repeated the script my Angel whispered in my ear. “The law is quite clear on this matter. You’ve lived under the wings of the Equality Empire long enough to know our laws!”

"My son isn't an aberration, you damned Redcape!" Georgi barked.

"Is he not Level Six?" I asked, my voice trembling. I tried to remain calm as I was taught at the Academia of Magic.

The man glared at me with hate-filled eyes. He was undoubtedly planning to hurt me.

"So you admit to concealing an aberration?" I inquired. “You must realize that the punishment for this crime is death.”

He rushed at me, a muscular hand aimed to grab at me. The Overseer's Vow held my hand steady, helped me press on the trigger ring.

Georgi fell next to his wife.

I shook my head, trying my best not to have a breakdown. I didn’t think that the locals would actually attack me so openly. Didn’t think that they had actually conceived and hid an aberration. This wasn’t like putting down beasts at the Imperial Academia in Cessna. These were people. I just took down a family. I didn’t want to… and yet here I was, a servant of the Empire… the hand of Justice. I stood there, looking at the two bodies under my feet. I took my helmet off, as I started to sweat.

My armacus-armed hand started to tremble. I lowered it.

“Sorry…” I whispered to the two bodies. "You should have come to the Overseer’s office as soon as you found out. I didn’t want to do this, but you’ve left me no choice. Forgive me.”

I made the sign of Equality at the bodies.

My words felt hollow, empty. The helmet in my hands felt heavy.

The Alans were simply under a [Lethargy] spell now, not dead, I reminded myself. They looked dead, limp and sprawled out on the floor. 

If they purposefully concealed an aberration, I might actually have to execute them. 

I felled many beasts in Cessna, but not people....

There was just one thing left to do. To find the aberration and to end its life. A child. I had to… end a child.

I felt even more nauseous.

“I can do this…” I whispered to myself, clipping the helmet to my belt. I didn’t want to put it back on, in case the nausea got worse.

[You will receive a ruby cross of Noble Heroism for discovering and ending an aberration which your predecessor had missed,] my Angel whispered.

The thought of wearing a medal did little to pacify my nausea and apprehension.

I sent another wide, scanning pulse through the armacus checking for life-signs. The midwife was correct. The kids weren't here. There was nobody left in the silent cottage to fight me. 

I pulled Cassandra on a chair and bound her tightly.

“Equality steady my heart,” I prayed.

Then I shot [Vigor] at her head, disrupting the [Lethargy] spell.

Silver-blue eyes shot open. Her husband was still asleep on the floor, my Angel demanding I execute him as soon as possible for his crimes.

"What?" Cassandra blinked. Her eyes became filled with panic and hatred as she stared at my face.

I aimed a [Truth] spell at her head. My Angel pressed the trigger for me.

"Confess," I ordered.

"Confess what?" Cassandra snarled.

"Confess your crimes against the people of Skyisle, you daft woman!" I snapped. "Your child is an Astral Phantom wearing human flesh, a monster plotting to consume people!"

"Dante isn't a monster!" Cassandra cried out, her entire body trembling.

"Confess your sins against humanity!" I barked. "Why was Dante born an aberrant? Did you get hurt in a forest and tell no-one? Did you fail to reach a healer? Did you harbor a vile ghost within you?! Confess in the name of Equality! What other, treasonous deeds have you participated in?!"

[Threaten to kill her husband,] my Angel whispered, trying to grab at my lips to speak the words. Before I said anything Cassandra opened her mouth.

"When I was sixteen, I had a prophetic dream about it. In it I held a daughter with silver-blue eyes and silver hair in my arms. My newborn wore a silver crown atop her head woven from impossibly brilliant, blinding silver threads. I felt, knew her name… it was D.. De… I wasn’t sure of the rest, because I woke up," Cassandra spoke. "I went to the Church of Ishira in the center of the village and told the priestess about the dream, asking about the future, asking about her name. The priestess completed the Ritual of the Seer."

"A ritual?" I asked, feeling that I was about to unravel an arcane, dastardly plot. "What did she see?"

Cassandra began to speak, her mouth moving on its own, forced by the power of the Truth spell.


. . .


“Cassandra Alana! Your daughter is destined to bring ruin to Skyisle,” the priestess told me when she recomposed herself.

“What? The curse of the Alania?” I gasped. "But..."

“The curse of your bloodline, Sentinel.” The priestess of Ishira nodded, her eyes shining with divine radiance. “The blood of the Alanians in her is strong. Too strong. She is determined and curious enough. Like your parents, she will not be able to resist the call of the Quest of your Legacy. One day, she will run away from you, descend into the Valley of Death and enter the Forbidden city. There, she will awaken the long dead and bring them to Skyisle.”

“But… the air is poisoned down there! How will she survive?!" I gasped.

“I do not see these details, Sentinel!” The priestess interrupted me “I simply know that if nothing is done, our town will be overrun and everyone here will perish.”

I started to hyperventilate. “What can I do?”

“Sacrifice some of your life, give your blood to Ishira, the All-Mother Goddess of Fertility and Beauty,” the priestess declared. “The Goddess will wield me to snip this future away.”

I was terrified by the words of the priestess. My own parents had vanished in the poisoned mists of the Valley of Death just a year ago, leaving me as the last Sentinel, the last Alanian of Skyisle. I was young and scared and foolish enough to accept the priestess' offer of aid. I allowed her to cut my arm with a ceremonial rune-encrusted dagger. I poured my blood and my life into the rune-covered concave bowl carved like the eye of Ishira, the all-seeing one.

The priestess brought out gemstone-covered gold scissors. Using them she snipped away the thread of blood pouring from my arm, snipping away the future that was not to be. Another Vow resonated in my Soul-Song, the one of [Sacrifice of Life].

I had another prophetic dream, clear as glass, one year later. In it as I held my crowned newborn daughter, she slipped through my hands like a ghost. I didn’t understand what the dream meant. 
I rushed back to the Church of Ishira wanting answers, but the priestess wasn’t there anymore. 
The Equality Redcapes arrived in their sky-ships that morning. They had executed the priests of Ishira and installed their own Order of Equality in the Church of Skyisle, one that was to be obeyed and followed. They had removed the altar of Ishira and changed the banners on the Skyisle Church. I saw the blood pouring down the steps of the church, saw the armored knights aim their ring-shaped artifacts at the people who tried to resist them. I heard the blasts of [Destruction] spells and screams of the villagers as I ran back to my house. The Imperial subjugation was done in but a day. Not much has changed in my life. The only people who knew who I was were now dead.

I met Georgi in Agamemnon when I was twenty three. He followed me to Skyisle. We declared our Vows to each other under one of the waterfalls in Skyisle. I sacrificed my [Fireball] skill to strengthen my love for him. He sacrificed his [Spelunking] skill to stay with me forever. I got pregnant at twenty four. 
Midwife Tamara scanned me with her Eye artifact and declared that I was going to have a girl. I decided to give her the name Destiny.

I was no longer afraid of Ishira's prophecy. The Redcapes had killed the Ishira’s oath-keepers and shattered their altar. My faith was shaken that day. How could a supposedly all-seeing Goddess not see nor prevent the deaths of her chosen Seers?
I thought that everything was over. Except… instead of a daughter, I had... twins. A level six son and a daughter... a daughter that wasn't supposed to be born! A daughter that would doom us all!

I didn’t know the exact will of the Goddess. I didn’t tell Georgi anything. I didn’t want him to know about the ancient past nor the Quest that my last name carried. I didn't tell him that I was the last Sentinel, the last shard of Alania. He took my last name, not knowing much about my family. Not knowing why my parents died when I was only 15.


. . .


Cassandra wept, her eyes filling with tears.

"Who spoke this vile prophecy?" I hissed. "Who was the priestess in attendance?!"

"Giovashi Incandictia Skyisle," Cassandra answered. "The current Arch-Priestess of Skyisle."

"She's alive?" I snarled. "A Skyisle Ishira Priestess survived our takeover?"

"Yes," Cassandra spat, unable to lie to me.

"Where is she?" I demanded. "Where can I find her?!"

"I do not know," Cassandra said. "She appears only when Skyisle is in grave danger. She saved us all from a dragon twelve years ago! I thought that she was dead!"

"What level is she?!"

"I do not know."

I stared at the woman tied to the chair. She was a Sentinel of the old, nearly forgotten Empire one that I read about at the Cessna Academy.

[Execute the Almn-Inian Sentinel!] My Angel ordered. [She carries the stain of the Necromagi in her blood! Kill her daughter and son, for they are children of Almn-Inia, their blood capable of awakening the arcane soul-powered engines silenced by Equality over a thousand years ago!]

I pressed the trigger, silencing the crying woman before the Angel could force my hand.

Cassandra's eyes fell closed.

[Kill the Sentinel,] the Overseer's Vow to Equality demanded, grabbing at my fingers.

[She's... a witness,] I mentally hissed back. [The Almn-Inian cities are poisoned rubble! She might tell us more. We need her!]

My Angel let go of me.

I rubbed my face tiredly, blood pulsing in my veins. This was far worse than simply finding an aberration. I found something terrible that should have been forgotten and walked into a divine prophecy like a blind fool.

It would not be enough that my predecessors destroyed the Altar and banners of Ishira in the Church of Skyisle.

To end a prophecy one had to kill its speaker. I had to find Arch-Priestess Giovashi Incandictia Skyisle.


            

    
        22. Lesson

    
    
    
    
                A kid with brown hair and brown eyes, approximately our age approached us as we reached the church.

"Hey, I'm Kovac," he smiled.

"I'm Dante and this is Destiny," I introduced Delta.

We shook hands.

"Are you guys excited for math?" He asked.

"Sure," I nodded. Delta kept quiet, sharp eyes examining the gothic building as we went in. About thirty other students joined us inside of the classroom with gray stone walls and blue stained glass windows.

An old, portly man with a lush black beard, black cloak and cylinder-shaped hat emerged from the front and stood in front of a wooden lectern. He reminded me slightly of an Orthodox Priest.

"Greetings, novitiates of Skyisle," the man declared. "I am instructor Wiklogg! You lot are in luck!"

The class fell somewhat silent at his declaration.

“Today’s lesson about Soul-Songs will be taught by our new lovely Overseer! So, you all best be on your best behavior today!” Instructor Wiklogg said. "If you pay utmost attention, some of you might even get to unlock your Soul-Song in less than a month, although I highly doubt it.”

The Instructor’s dark eyes went around the room as he jotted down everyone's names. He gave Delta and I a snide look. An Equality pin was glittering on his chest in the morning sunlight coming through the blue stained glass windows.

The Instructor walked towards one of the kids with a slightly messy shirt. A heavy, iron cane slammed into the student's hand just as the student introduced himself as Lirosh Jumm.

“Everyone and everything has their place in the world, pupil Jumm. Next time you show up looking like this, the consequences will be most dire. However, as this is your first serious offense and the Overseer wishes to see all of Skyisle’s Song-less children of age gathered before her today… I will only assign you cleaning duties!”

“Well, this educational institution already leaves much to be desired,” Delta muttered in Russian.

I frowned as I realized that these twelve year old kids in Skyisle knew absolutely nothing, since this was their first class.

In Moscow, I was in the seventh grade at twelve. In comparison - at that time I was already studying rational numbers, integers, graph solutions, polygon classification, percentages, fraction, probability. And that was just mathematics! There was so much more that I learned at twelve from my USSR professors. Biology, geography, physics, chemistry, geology, languages, arts, history. The inadequacy of Skyisle education was maddeningly bad and also… clearly perfectly normal here.

My eyes tracked the motion of the black-robed Instructor.
My mind clicked again.

He looked like a local turncoat, a big supporter of Equality who got this position to elevate himself above others. He probably got better pay, better housing, maybe some perks from the Overseer. We’ve had plenty of people like him in the USSR, kissers of authority, willing to do anything and everything to elevate themselves in the social ladder. People like that reported brilliant scientists like rocket inventor Sergei Korolev to the commissars for entirely made up thought crimes, setting Soviet science years backwards!

Wiklogg pulled a book from the shelf. “Today, we’ll be reading from the Imperial book 'The Tower of Agatha' to learn about the Gregarius Empire, which Ishikaria joined as a Region two decades ago.” He opened the book from a shelf and started to read. His droll, stuttering voice made me feel immediately sleepy. He made constant pauses at random, stumbling on words he didn’t recognize.

“In the year 7015 Empress Agatha had run into a problem. The tower’s foundations bore an ever-widening crack. Architect Lazarius had failed to account for the weight of the stones used…”

It went on like this for about thirty minutes. By the end of it I felt like strangling him. The book was an incredibly boring account of building a very big tower.

“The tower fell across the city, killing… uhm… two hundred and ninety four citizens. Agatha Arcadia had… prosecuted? uhm… executed the architect involved in the project by drowning him in a vat filled with grease-worms.” Wiklogg rambled on. “She search an… khrm… sought another architect across Arcadia, one that would ensure that her legacy was… glued?… krhmm… enshrined for generations onwards, casting a shadow… into the furniture? F-future!”

The Instructor looked back up at us. “The moral of this book is that towers built too high can fall down and the best intentions sometimes end with tragedy. Don’t reach for glory and keep your head low, obey the Laws of Goddess Equality and you will avoid disasters.”

My eye twitched.

Wiklogg then started to discuss more of the book's content, explaining Imperial concepts to us with the best of his understanding. It was clear to me that he had no idea what he was even talking about. He’s likely never been to the Empire of Equality himself.

His struggle with tenses and complex words showed me that he was just an old man from Skyisle or perhaps Agamemnon who had grade three skills in reading of Gregarius language at best. Coinciding with an abysmal understanding of science and reason, his lessons clearly did more damage than good to these kids.

“This idiot can barely read,” Delta commented, confirming my opinion of Wiklogg.

Wiklogg walked to the blackboard and began to slowly draw numbers. He then began to poorly explain addition of numbers. The Empire didn’t use the Hindu–Arabic numeral system. The numbers on the board were dots, zig-zag lines and circles. When they were put together they vaguely resembled oversimplified hexagram patterns I had studied inside the house wardstones.

I already knew how to do math with Skyisle numbering system, thanks to my study of the runework beneath my parents' home!

Suddenly, the door swung open, interrupting the mind-numbing lecture.

With the sound of metal boots clinking on stone floors a redhead woman who was about seventeen, maybe eighteen years old stepped into the room. She was wearing a full armor set with a red cape. A shiny silver bracelet glittered on her wrist.

“Ah! Here she is! Our beautiful, wise and brave Overseer, Kliss Eliza Cessna!” Instructor Wiklogg clapped. “Come on then, clap with me!”

He turned to the class, encouraging us with a glare. A few people started to clap. More slowly joined in.

"Wiklogg, which of these pupils are Dante and Destiny of the Alan family?" Kliss asked sharply, silencing the clapping.

The bearded man pointed his greasy finger at me. My stomach dropped.

Delta made a face of disbelief that said "I didn't even steal your skyship yet, why am I in trouble?"
The Overseer's green eyes settled on me and Delta and then her entire face twitched.

Her silver wrist bracelet suddenly unfirled, turning into a gun pointed directly at my head.


            

    
        23. Master of Lies

    
    
    
    
                I had expected to be shot. In fact, I had expected to be shot for 12 years, since the day I was born and the midwife declared me level 6 thanks to an annoying Ishira Priestess crashing my mana-flow.


As the device the Infoscope identified as the [Armacus LV 88] opened up like petals of a flower, time around me slowed to a crawl as I accelerated my mind with the [NeuroVista LV 20] that I've been modding for the past 12 years.


The Overseer’s finger brushed past a [Destruction] hexagram, but she did not fire it, twitching ever so slightly. 

Instead she shot the [Identify LV 88] spell at me.

The spell slowly crawled towards me from my point of view. I intercepted it with the waiting Infoscope and as it rushed towards me and began to modify it from within, weaving new data into the fractal. It wasn't enough, the LV 88 spell was tough to crack!

I brought in my second LV 20 Infoscope tethered to LV 20 Modify and then a third one. The three Infoscopes working together disassembled the enemy Identify spell completely, rearranging it from within.

When the Overseer’s [Identify] struck me, it was already changed, modified by me. It flew back towards the girl’s armacus with the false information that I was a completely harmless [Level 0], 12 year old boy.

The flow of time resumed.

A frown slid onto the Overseer’s face as she processed the result and stared at me. The class made noises of confusion. I pretended to be as confused as the rest of the students.

“That was a basic info-gathering spell,” Kliss said, trying to explain her actions to the gathered pupils. “My Identify spell just told me that Dante is level zero. His Soul-spark hasn’t ignited, because his Song of the Soul hasn't been attuned by wisdom... Just like many of you gathered here today, Dante is here to learn math to unlock his Spark!”

“Wow! It knows my level! How fun!” I commented, roleplaying the role of a dumb 12 year old.

Kliss nodded, warily looking at me.

“Now, I shall demonstrate another spell to all of you,” she said. “This is a fairly simple spell too, one designed to get to the truth of things.”

Her thumb spun the dial with hexagrams on it, arriving at one I had never seen. I accelerated my mind again, fully identifying the spell as it disconnected from her magitek gun. 

[Truth-spell LV 88] my Infoscope reported. I hissed mentally, rapidly disassembling the fractal heading towards me with all three of my Infoscopes, quickly burning through the 20 mana stored in Battie.

The Truth-spell was a series of combinations that were similar to a [Charisma] skill containing the various words such as [Control] [Truth] [Action-Speech]. I attacked the [Truth] part of it, rewriting the Omnicode word before it reached me. I was completely out of mana and felt mentally burned out by the time the truth spell struck my forehead.

“What’s your name?” Kliss asked as the flow of time resumed. 

“Dante Alan Skyisle,” I said, rubbing my head. A massive migraine was blossoming there. Disassembling fractals on the fly wasn’t easy to do, especially ones that I’ve never encountered before.

“Are you an Astral Phantom, Dante?” Kliss inquired casually, her thumb spinning the armacus dial to [Destruction].

“No,” I lied. “What’s that?”

My response had seemingly thrown Kliss off. The new Skyisle Overseer looked stumped, not expecting my answer. It looked like some part of her had already decided that I was an Enemy of the People and wanted to execute me on the spot.

“Ah,” Kliss said, her face readjusting into the ‘instructor’ mode. “Just like many of you gathered here today, Dante is also eager to learn about the most dangerous of creatures of all - aberrations!"

Kliss paced around the desk Delta and I were occupying.

"Why are aberrations more dangerous than beasts of the forest? Because they are hard to spot without using high-level Evaluation artefacts. Aberrations are ghosts, spirits, corrupted memories of beasts or even men. Things that refuse to die. They are also known as Astral Phantoms.”

“That sounds rightly terrifying!” I commented. The [Action-Speech] was forcing me to chat, but at the very least I could more or less control what was spewing.

 “Indeed,” Kliss said darkly, her emerald eyes examining me. “Aberrations have plagued humanity for aeons.”

“How do they happen?” I asked.

“It’s not often that they occur, but when they do, they… manifest in an extremely injured adult or a child. The soul and the body have to be very damaged or decayed. Enough for a creature from the Astral Ocean to enter into a human. After it finishes consuming the original soul, it makes the infested body act like a beast… but sometimes… sometimes it’s a very smart aberration. A dangerous, clever ghost from some ancient by-gone era, from some long forgotten kingdom. It can masquerade as a person for some time, until it begins to commit great evils,” Kliss said, squinting at me.

“Such as?” I gasped theatrically.

“Slaughter an entire town and drink everyone’s blood,” Kliss replied. “The main mission of the Church of Equality is to make sure no demons take the bodies of unborn children. The Overseers across the Empire make all midwives disclose the level of children at birth. A phantom's skills carry over into the body it invades. Once a Phantom is inside a human, it cannot be banished by a mere hex-lantern.”

“That’s… terrifying,” I said with a shudder. “But why are they so evil?”

"An aberration is fueled by constant hunger for souls of the living. It cannot help but bring up the level of the child, developing insidious skills. Once it feels that it is strong enough, it begins to kill. An aberration's goal is to gain absolute power. When it kills it does not make a distinction between people and beasts.

“We help the citizens of the Empire set up lanterns that keep the Phantoms away. You’re all safe from Phantoms that desire to feast on your soul as long as you stay on the lit path,” she boasted. “All of the great cities of the Empire are lit with eternal tower-beacons. The Imperial roadways are protected by a million hex-lanterns!"

She had gotten into the role of the Instructor, forgotten about me briefly as she loudly narrated.

"The Empire-wide network of beacons that keeps our people safe was built upon the orders of Empress Hallia eight hundred and forty one years ago. An aberration claimed her father’s soul in the battle of Numki - what had returned back from the war wasn’t a man, but a monster. A power-crazed ghost wearing the flesh of Emperor Gabon had nearly destroyed the Empire from within. Gabon's daughter Hallia caught him feasting on human flesh and killed him when his back was turned.”

Interesting. The Empire knew about the Astral Ocean, feared its denizens because of a historic precedent.

Kovac saw that the Overseer wasn't as scary as he thought. He felt brave enough to ask her a question too.

“O-overseer, why is it that people are unable to level up until their Soul-Song is unlocked by maths, but bugs, trees and creatures immediately start gaining levels?” He inquired.

“All creatures are touched by Equality, but humans hold a special place in her heart,” Kliss replied. “We are smarter, more dangerous than beasts. A thousand years ago, Equality saw that foolish Arch-Wizards ceaselessly fought against Arch-Mages of opposing nations, carelessly ravaging her creation. In her Divine wisdom, she took the Soul-Songs away from humanity, granting its use only to those who could pass her test of wisdom - mathematics!”

“So, Goddess Equality created the Sy… Soul-Song?” I asked, nearly calling it ‘The System’. Clearly, Kliss and others didn’t perceive the System the same way I did. I wondered if people who couldn't read had the messages sung to them or something.

“Indeed she has!” Kliss passionately declared. “Every [Quest] granted by it is a test from our Goddess!”

“Can Goddess Equality create a rock so heavy that she herself would not be able to lift it?” I asked before I could stop my mouth.

“What?” Kliss sputtered.

“Sorry, I’m full of really dumb questions for some reason! What’s your [Quest] in Skyisle, Instructor?” I shot another question at her.

“To uplift the local populace and to observe the Valley of Death,” she said.

“What is the Valley of Death, Overseer?” I asked.

“The Valley of Death, as the people of Skyisle call it… is known as the magogenic fault 18 by the Imperial scholars. It is a deep, dangerous scar upon the mountains left more than a thousand years ago by the war between powerful warring nations.”

“Eighteen? Does this mean that there are others?” I asked.

“Indeed,” Kliss nodded. “There are hundreds of magogenic faults across the known world and they are all incredibly dangerous. You must never, ever go into the Valley of Death.”

“Why?” I asked.

“Everything in the magogenic fault 18 is corrupted, poisonous to humans - every grain of sand, every hill, every drop of water in its rivers and lakes!” She spoke darkly. “Every tree, shrub and creature is cursed. Even the air is poisoned. In the year 8038 an Imperial war-ship Titania 441 sailed through the valley. The last message from them sent to the nearby warships were screams of horror, cries that their flesh was peeling off from their bones. The sky-ship 441 lies there still. No walls, no magisteel armor nor defense spells can stop the effulgence of death emanating from the heart of the fault.”

The hair on the back of my neck stood up as I recalled Chernobyl.

“If any of you wish to have a future, you must leave Skyisle when you reach level twenty. The curse emanating from the Valley of Death will not let you advance any further,” Kliss said with a ping of sadness in her voice. “As long as I stay here, I won’t pass Level 24 myself, but such is my solemn duty to watch over and protect the people of Skyisle!”

Would Radiation take away people’s ability to level up? Maybe something else was to blame?

“Is the curse getting worse?” I asked.

“Yes. The touch of death spreads. Skyisle has no future,” Kliss affirmed. “Agromancers like your mother have been finding more and more corrupted seedlings and cursed weeds contaminated with it. The wind and creatures carry the curse out of the valley. Your people have been growing weaker, fighting a losing battle against an invisible enemy for forty generations. I have been talking to the Elders and Guilds, trying to convince them to relocate. Alas, many of them reject my wisdom, refusing to abandon their homes.”

This was bad news, confirming what I already knew.

“You can’t just demand everyone to relocate?” My mouth asked.

“I am Skyisle’s protector, not its ruler. I dispense justice, kill beasts and punish criminals. I cannot simply tell the locals what to do. I have taken an Overseer’s Oath before I came here to uphold justice and law of the Empire,” she said.

I raised an eyebrow. “What is the Overseer’s Oath?”

“A Vow to enforce the Divine Laws of Equality. To kill Aberrations wherever they appear,” she said, staring right at me and trembling ever so slightly. “It is my Angel that guides my hand forevermore.”

I noted how young and tense the Overseer looked upon closer examination. She was wrong, twisted up somehow, her face twitching ever so slightly… and I finally understood her. 

I peered above and through her with the [Infoscope] into the depths of the void beyond. A monstrous, mushroom-like thing woven from gold threads flickered above her, swaying in the currents of the Astral Ocean.

Gold threads shimmered in her arms, threaded her fingers, dug into her head and shoulders.

This girl was almost entirely controlled by a Vow, like a human-shaped marionette held up by a gargantuan mushroom hovering in the Astral.






            

    
        24. The Chains of Prophecy

    
    
    
    
                My three Infoscopes spun around Kliss, mapping the Vow as a 3-dimensional structure, defining its threads on the Overseer in greater clarity as I adjusted my technomagic tools to peer into the depths of the Astral Ocean.

The Vow controlled all of her muscles, was entwined with the girl's nerves. From what I observed and hypothesized, the Vow could make her speak and possibly talk to her through the golden threads connected to her brain regions, specifically the Wernicke's and Broca's areas, known to be involved in speech production and comprehension.

The Vow on Kliss was not like the Vows on the citizens of Skyisle or my parents. It was brighter, more potent, older. Power above level 24 danced through its gold threads.

I momentarily considered attempting to slice one of the Vow's golden threads with my #1 Infoscope armed with [LV 20 Sectus-Tether], but decided against it. The subject wasn't confined and held a magitek gun in her hands pointed at my head. If the Vow felt threatened, it could easily strike me with [Sleep] or [Destruction] Level 88 spells fired from the armacus of the Overseer. While theoretically I could disassemble spells before they reached me, I had no desire to tempt fate.

I wondered if the Vow was more like a machine, or a virus, or perhaps an Astral Fungus than a person. Its structure was something between a mushroom and a jellyfish. Did the Vow follow the laws of Gregarius Empire to the letter, similar to how robots followed Asimov’s laws of robotics in my favorite sci-fi series or was it actually controlled by, connected to Goddess Equality? Could it be conversed with directly or modified like a spell?

Either way, the Overseers of the Empire were clearly more akin to Vow-controlled machines, people bound by magic chains.

The conversation-forcing spell was still dancing over my mouth so I decided to keep Kliss chatting while I observed her monstrous Vow. The Vows on my parents were far less active, hiding in the depths of the Astral, so they were a lot harder to monitor.

"Lady Overseer," I said. "You said that it's your job to uplift Skyisle. What does it entail?"

"Educating its children," she said.

"Could one of us someday become the Overseer of Skyisle?" Delta asked curiously.

"Hrm," Kliss turned her head at my sister. "I suppose that you... could."

"How?" I asked.

"You would have to unlock your Soul Song and show your dedication to the Empire here in Skyisle," Kliss mulled. "Then apprentice under a Mage in Agamemnon and declare a Vow to the Empire as its Citizen. Then, travel to Cessna or another Imperial city with an Academy, graduate and upgrade your Citizen's Vow to that of an Overseer."

"Wow! How exciting!" I clapped. "At what age did you begin your path to becoming our noble Overseer?"

"I swore the Citizen's Vow when I was seven," Kliss said, "and graduated from the Academy three weeks ago at seventeen."

"Darn, I'm already five years behind you then," I complained.

"The path to become an Overseer is not to be rushed," Kliss said, tapping her armacus. "Only those who have proven themselves are granted a license to bear an armacus as it is a very expensive, specialized, custom tool designed by the greatest artificers in our Empire!"

"What can we do to prove ourselves to the Empire?" Delta asked, playing along with what I was doing. "Could someone like me apprentice under you for the glory of Equality?"

Kliss stared at Delta.

Gold sparks danced along the Vow's thread towards her superior temporal gyrus in the dominant cerebral hemisphere. The Vow was clearly communicating with the Overseer.

"One of the Enemies of Equality," Kliss said, twitching. "Arch-Priest of false Goddess Ishira, Giovashi Incandictia Skyisle... is hiding somewhere in Skyisle. She must be brought to justice for her crimes. Help me find her and I will reward you with a letter of recommendation signed by the Overseer of Skyisle and a silver pin of Equality to wear on your lapel!"

"If I see her, I swear to report her location to you right away," I said. I wasn't lying. Giovashi was dangerous. If the Equality Overseer took her down it would be one less local enemy for me to deal with.

"Likewise," Delta affirmed.

Gold threads flickered from the Vow targeting the Overseer's mouth. Her lips stretched into a wide smile.

"Such goodly children!" she said. "Much more cooperative than your parents!"

"Our... parents?" I asked, my heartbeat accelerating as I became concerned that Kliss hurt mom or dad. "What did our parents do?"

"Your parents have been fed lies to by Giovashi Incandictia! I... put them to sleep because they would not cooperate with me. Sadly, Cassandra and Georgi worship a false Goddess," Kliss hissed, waving her armacus. "Ishira - the deceiver of men, weaver of lies! Ishira's Priestesses use Charisma magic to deceive people into surrendering their Skills. They terrify the people into submission with false doomsday prophecies, which they themselves enforce!"

"Does Goddess Equality not require a Sacrifice of a Skill to make the Citizen's Vow?" I asked.

Kliss twitched.

"No," she said after a deep pause.

"Really?" I pressed.

"What did you sacrifice when you were seven?" Delta asked.

"Love," Kliss replied.

"Love?" I arched an eyebrow.

"I sacrificed my... ability to love," Kliss replied. "I didn't have any Skills at seven. My Soul Spark was... dim. The Inquisitor of Equality enforced the [Pact] between me and the Goddess."

"Is love not important to protect humanity?" Delta tilted her head.

"N... nno," Kliss twitched. "Close friendship, infatuation, family... they are... distractions. I serve a far greater mission and will remain celibate until my heart stops and my Goddess embraces my soul in heaven."

Gold sparks danced across the Vow's threads. "A servant of the empire must not be afflicted with such... unnecessary emotions..." Kliss added with a shudder. "It was for the Greater Good of Humanity. [The Sacrifice of a Love] was but a small price to pay. Each Vow ensures that the Overseers are absolutely devoted to the Law and serve the Empire selflessly. You must understand that I am Skyisle's only capable protector and without me this village is doomed."

"Doomed how?!" Delta demanded.

Kliss spun the dial of the armacus to the Truth rune. My three Infoscopes shot towards the armacus, dissecting the released Truth-spell and disarming the [Truth] part of it before it struck Delta. I nearly keeled over from mental exhaustion. My eyes began to water.

LV 88 spells were painfully hard to break. Thankfully, my Infoscopes could work together and all three of them were stacked with [Modify LV 20]. It was similar to how three LV 2 Blood Elks could take down a LV 8 Hogbeast when they worked together with coordination like my spell-tools did.

"Are you an aberration, Destiny?" Kliss asked my sister, emerald eyes focused on silver-blue.

"No," Delta lied.

"Is your brother an Astral Phantom?"

"Of course he's not!" Delta lied.

"Will you swear to serve and obey me to save your parents and every person in Skyisle? Will you help me protect this village?"

"Yes!" Delta nodded vigorously. "I swear, I will do whatever it takes to save the people of Skyisle and my parents, Overseer!"

"Good," Kliss relaxed ever so slightly.

The kids in the classroom stared at our interaction with amazement, their eyes wide.

"That goes for the rest of you, novitiates," Kliss said, looking over the classroom. "If any of you discover where Giovashi is hiding, report it to me."

Everyone present nodded at Kliss.

"Overseer, why is our village doomed? Is it... the Valley of Death?" Delta asked.

"Yes and also, no," Kliss sighed. "Your foolish mother made a blood pact with Arch-Priestess Giovashi, created a prophecy with your mother's blood sacrifice."

"W-what?" Delta stammered. "What kind of a prophecy?"

"An apocalyptic end to Skyisle, a disaster caused by... you, Destiny Alana Skyisle."

"WHAT?!" Delta and I declared at once, our voices entwined.

The class clamored, thirty pair of eyes focused on Delta and I.

"No, I... I would never..." Delta said, her face askew. "I love Skyisle!"

"Fear not! I will NOT let it come to pass," Kliss declared. "I will not leave Skyisle, will not abandon its people to the foul machinations of Ishira. I am the hand of Equality and I will make sure that this prophecy is destroyed."

"H-how?" Delta decried. "I don't understand! Why in the Astral would I destroy Skyisle?!"

"Giovashi is the one who made the Prophecy, her life and magic enforces it," Kliss said. "As long as that wicked witch lives, her insidious spell will incrementally set you on a future path from which there will be no turning. Somehow, in some unexpected way, perhaps completely unintentionally... you, Destiny, will kick a metaphorical rock that will set off an avalanche that will doom everyone in Skyisle."

"I... I..." Delta hyperventilated. "What... if I leave Skyisle?"

"The spell will make you return," Kliss shrugged. "Perhaps, your own mother will send you a letter and beg for help."

"What if I throw myself into the Valley of Death, break my neck against the rocks?!" Delta growled. "What if I drown in a river? What if a Blood Elk eats me?!"

"You'll turn into an Astral Phantom or perhaps return as an angry ghoul," Kliss said. "The only way to stop a divine Prophecy is to kill its speaker."

Delta collapsed onto the table, tears of frustration sparkling in her eyes.

"Why does Giovashi want me to destroy Skyisle?" My sister asked, as the remnants of the Truth-spell tugged at her lips.

"So that she can collect Vows from everyone here and act like a saviour and a hero," Kliss explained. "For example, if you turn into a ghoul, Giovashi will be the one to put you out of your misery."

"Oh," Delta sniffed.

"There was a dragon attack in Skyisle 12 years ago," Kliss looked across the class. "The scorched forest is still blackened by the cursed effulgence of dragonfire, nothing grows there."

"I was here when it happened," Instructor Wiklogg said. "Giovashi used the disaster to collect Vows from everyone to drive the dragon away."

"I've researched the matter before I came to Skyisle. From what I learned, a woman with a single eye struck a deal with the Basq. Basq hunters drove the dragon towards Skyisle. It's a pity that I wasn't here, was but a child myself twelve years ago," Kliss said.

"Bloody hells," Kovac exhaled.

"Study hard, awaken your Soul Spark," Kliss said, her emerald eyes striking one student after the other. "Help me save Skyisle."

"I will," Kovac declared. "I swear it!"

"I will!" Other pupils resounded all around us.

I saw that the Overseer had won the love of the new generation of Skyisle in one swift move, converted nearly everyone present to the side of Equality.

"I will," Delta and I said, pretending to join the crowd of enraptured 12 year olds.

            

    
        25. The Soul Wheel

    
    
    
    
                Having concluded her impassioned speech, Kliss sat down on a wooden chair on the right side of the lectern, her steel armor clinking. I noted a standing [Charisma] wave present within her words, as its effects had become repelled with Battie's Ward-Shield, eating my little battery's mana bit by bit.

"You may proceed with the lesson, Instructor," Kliss waved a gloved hand at Wiklogg.

The portly man nodded his black beard and began to teach us numbers and letters. As Wiklogg mumbled the math out he made several mistakes on the blackboard that Kliss had to correct.

"Instructor Wiklogg," she said finally as he stumbled on a word. "Where did you study Imperial language and mathematics?"

"In Agamemnon," Wicklogg replied briskly. "I apprenticed with Mage Copershoff Obrok."

"Do you have actual teaching experience?" She asked sharply.

"I've been teaching for... nary a decade in Skyisle!" Wicklogg bristled.

"Nary? Do you mean nearly? Your pronunciation leaves much to be desired," Kliss commented. "You are dismissed for today, Instructor."

She waved the man off and he briskly departed, holding onto his black robe and hat.

"My apologies," the Overseer faced the class with a sigh. "It seems that my predecessors failed you. I will have to look for a more experienced instructor in Agamemnon or perhaps Cessna. Alas, you will have to bear with that disappointment of a man for now, as not many wish to live in Skyisle due to its position next to a skill-draining magogenic fault."

She went to the blackboard and quickly explained numbers to us. As she spoke, waves of [Charisma] radiated off her, pounding the information into my head. She was a good teacher and knew how to capture attention, I had to give her that much credit.

Having explained numbers, subtraction, addition and multiplication she narrated to us how Goddess Equality gave the Spark of magic to humanity so that everyone could make the world a more fair and just place.

She spoke of the importance of using our magic abilities for the greater good and how the Empire relied on its citizens to uphold the principles of Equality and work together against other evil gods. Kliss's words were persuasive, and I could feel the magical weight of her conviction in every sentence she spoke as they vibrated against Battie's defenses.

As she continued her lesson however, I couldn't help but feel greater and greater skepticism about the true intentions of the Empire.

Infoscope #2 identified her Armor as [Mana-crystal powered Magisteel LV 70 Armor] as I slowly passed it across her outfit. There were all sorts of reinforcement and acceleration runes tied into it, making Kliss into a truly formidable enemy. I couldn't copy the runework's internal structure due to the anti-spy runes, but I could evaluate the waves of magical radiance projecting off the runes, defining their general effects.

It was a good thing I had invested over 200 points into Intelligence. Had I not spend the past 12 years optimizing [NeuroVista] to control three Infoscopes at the same time, this exceptionally dangerous girl would quickly discover that I was an [Astral Phantom] and absolutely turn me into a blood puddle before I could even blink.

I was certain that if Kliss wanted it, she could take on the entirety of Skyisle with her eyes closed and her right arm tied behind her back.

Kliss continued her lesson, delving into the topic of points and skills. She sketched out the Status chart on the blackboard and explained how points aka "growth tokens" were earned through leveling up and could be allocated to different stats to eventually enhance one's abilities and "grow" magic skills in one's soul.
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I noted that the chart she drew on the blackboard had no "soul" stat on it. Maybe being an Astral Phantom or follower of Mage Morningstar unlocked the [soul] stat for me and Delta. Or perhaps Goddess Equality didn't want people to improve their souls?

Kliss then emphasized the importance of balance and equality in distributing growth tokens to ensure that one's soul was balanced like a "wheel", relating the metaphor to a tale of a merchant that got stuck in the wilderness and got eaten by the wolves because his cart's wheels were uneven.

She even drew two wheels with 9 segments on the billboard to illustrate her point, one "balanced" and the other "unbalanced".

"The dangers of unbalanced skill distribution aren't simply loss of your life," she said. "The imbalance of power in a society can lead to disastrous, globally catastrophic consequences. The reason why Skyisle is dying now is because of a great imbalance that happened over a thousand years ago!"

Kliss strutted back to the lectern and her armacus flashed, projecting a hologram-like map of skyisle.

"The magogenic fault threatening your town didn't exist once," she said.

"One thousand, one hundred and seventy two years ago, there was a city here," Kliss declared, pointing a metal-clad finger at the fault. "It was one of many Citadels that belonged to the Almn-Inian Empire."

It sounded like a longer version of 'Alanian', but the pronunciation was long and deep-sounding, like a distant bell toll echoing in the icy fog. When Kliss said the word it was almost as if she was singing it like an Orthodox psalm.

"Their word 'Almn' meant 'All-mighty'. The word 'Inian' meant 'The Masters of Souls'. The Inians were described in the Cessna Academia of Magic library archives as... Necromancers," she said with a small shudder. "In their desire for Immortality and dominion over humanity they unbalanced their souls and forged a permanent gate to the Astral Void, bringing back their own dead servants, Arch-Mages and Heroes. They unleashed the first Astral Phantoms onto the world and plundered, ravaged many surrounding nations. They built vast mountain-spanning, labyrinthine Citadels using golems powered by souls of people they subjugated. Their evil and depravity was truly limitless and the other Empires on their borders and even the Gods decided to unite against them, to strike them down once and for all, from every side.”

The voice of the Overseer grew somber.

“When their day of Judgement came, stars fell from the firmament of the sky. The world was set aflame and all of humanity nearly perished. For a hundred years, the sun was hidden behind thick clouds of darkness and humanity clung to life only thanks to magic."
"Nuclear winter?" I thought. It had to be.

"It was called the Age of Darkness. Generations after, survivors rose from the ashes, emerged from the deep catacombs and rebuilt civilization, united under one common goal - to survive the onslaught of the invisible demons and ghosts unleashed by the Inians.”

A much stronger pulse of Charisma pressed against my Ward, trying to manipulate my emotions into hating the Alanians.

“The Gregarius Imperium was one of the first nations that was able to recover,” Kliss narrated. “One of the first to collectively use hex-lanterns and tower beacons to drive away the ghosts and the endless night. Emperor Gregarion the First pushed back the Shadow that fell across all of Novazem. Walled cities like Cessna were constructed to keep phantoms at bay.”

“What was it like in Cessna Academy?” Delta asked.

“Tough but fair,” Kliss replied. “Cessna is a beautiful town, constantly filled with many people going about their lives. Some are Citizens of the Imperium and are allowed to own property, the rest take care of their needs. There are magitek machines on every street, horseless carriages that run on mana crystals. Imposing buildings of magisteel, glass and stone. White hex-beacons and message-broadcasting orbs on every corner.”

She sighed wistfully as she painted an image for me with her words, describing cafes and avenues, markets and buildings and people. Mana-powered artificer-designed engines, traffic of men and machines and clockwork towers.

“It sounds really interesting. I’d like to go to Cessna someday,” I said. “Study at the Academy of Magic, learn everything about everything.”

“You still can. You’re young,” she said. “Anyone can… all it takes to join the Empire is a Vow-free soul. All you have to do... is to accept the Citizen’s Vow into your heart."

"Become a puppet of Equality, yay, what a great deal," I thought sarcastically.

"Thanks to hard work and dedication, as an Imperial Legionairre, I have reached Level 24 in several skills by seventeen," Kliss stated proudly. "I have honed my combat skills, such as [Swordsmanship], [Improved aim] and [Magnified Strength], as well as developed my leadership abilities with [Charisma]."

“If there are people in Cessna who designed all of these magitek machines, then a similar type of Wizards designed the spells for your incredible armacus?” I asked, keeping the charade of a pupil eager to make a Vow to Equality.

“Yes,” Kliss nodded. “There are specialist Wizards in Cessna who can design magitek tools and spells. Artificers and Arithmancers. Hexagram design involves lots of complicated math and the dexterity necessary to carve runework into metal. Personally, I don’t know Arithmancy that well, I only took a general course offered about it in second year. Armacus 88 is designed to function despite the influence of the magogenic fault, allowing me to fire Level 88 spells. It is my best means of protecting the people of Skyisle against dragons, aberrations, Blood Elk herds and other vile monsters."

"Lady Overseer, how do growth tokens work?" A student asked from the back. "Would I instantly get stronger and be able to lift a house if I put tokens into [Strength]?"

"No," Kliss shook her head. "The change is very slow, gradual. The Soul Song makes rapid changes within the Soul, but the body takes a lot longer to change. Even if you invest a thousand tokens into [Strength], you would not become the world's strongest man. It requires Strength-based skills to actually become stronger."

"So I can't become immortal or invincible by investing in Vitality?" Another student asked.

"Health and mana are level dependent and are not changed by growth tokens at all," Kliss shook her head. "If you invest a lot of tokens into [Vitality] stat for example, you could someday develop a healing skill if you study medicine, alchemy and the human body. Skills do not arise out of mere planting of growth tokens in the soul. Blind ignorance produces very weak skills pulled randomly by your Soul Spark from the Astral Ocean. One must know how the natural world works to be able to control it. To bend the universe to your will, you must study hard and understand relationships between various types of magic. Growth tokens are akin to seeds planted in the soul that can blossom into fertile trees if you water them daily with the study of foundational theory and practice."

"So, having say... 400 pp... err, tokens in Intelligence is useless for magically becoming smarter than everyone else?" I asked.

"Yes," Kliss affirmed. "If you don't know math, language, or magic theory... if you haven't read thousands of books at an Academy Librarium and understood every single one exceptionally well, 400 tokens planted in Intelligence won't make your smarter. Likewise, 400 tokens in Vitality won't make you invincible to injury or a slow death from a tiny, infected cut."

"I thought that investing in Wisdom would make me a wise wizard," Kovac laughed.

"Alas," Kliss shrugged. "The most basic Wisdom skill is akin to a harpoon's arrow that can pull an answer from the Astral Ocean, but it doesn't mean that the answer will be correct or even helpful. A wise wizard understands that true wisdom is found in sharing of knowledge between great Academias and controlled experimentation. Passing of knowledge from Master to Apprentice is incredibly important. A hedge wizard who never had a tutor will be easely outmatched by one who studied under a Master who had a long line of Masters."

"What does Foresight do?" Delta asked.

"Without knowledge of precognitive theory or skills that permit you to see the future, nothing at all," Kliss said.

What? But I've had a dream of my future death when I invested 15 points into Foresight! Wait...
I mentally reassessed my encounter with Hollow Mother. Was that nightmare not a skill of mine? I didn't have any Foresight-based [skills]! What the hell? 

"So, Foresight... tokens don't make you instantly better at card games?" Kovac frowned.

"No. Every stat is the spoke of a soul's internal wheel," Kliss repeated. "They work together to help you arrive at a better future!"

"Then what is even the point of having a choice? Why doesn't the Soul Song automatically make growth token spread out evenly?!" Delta demanded.

"Specialization is of value when you are an old and wise Archmage who already knows how the world works, has the backing of the Academy and wishes to partake in obscure, innovative research," Kliss said. "For a novitiate to plant growth tokens into the soul in a lopsided fashion is an incredibly foolish action, barring their potential future paths, akin to a farmer who would only use 1/10th of his field to grow crops and then starving to death. Goddess Equality isn't a monster like Ishira, she permits people to have free will, to make wrong, even foolish choices."

I sputtered internally.

"I see," Delta muttered.

"The names of the Stats arise from the collective unconsciousness of humanity," Kliss resumed her lecture. "They're generic terms because people dream of having more strength, foresight or wisdom. Actual [Foresight]-based skills don't make you any better at a card game or a chess match. They simply permit you to see a move that your opponent might make against you, based on your existing skills at cards or chess. Witches and Wizards that specialize in [Foresight] are known as fortune tellers, seers and searchers. In such, [Foresight] skills are connected with [Wisdom] and [Intelligence] skills. Seers can spend mana to predict what choices people will likely make or look back into the past and predict what choices people made already. Prophets, on the other hand, enforce, craft the chosen future they want to occur with their own actions."

Damn it all!

I was certain that it was Foresight that saved me from Hollow Mother! If it wasn't then... I was... manipulated, goaded into Destiny's body by the Astral Phantom similar to how sheep are led by a dog to their pen. 

Was Hollow Mother an agent of Ishira's will? Or, was the prophetic dream I had of my death caused by Cassandra's Blood sacrifice?! Was that dream shoved into my unconscious Astral-Tree body by Ishira as part of a greater plot to screw with my sister's future, to make her into an abomination meant to destroy Skyisle?! 


The Charisma of the Overseer pulsed across my shield. I wasn't sure if she was beginning to influence my mind with her words. What was the truth? What was it that bound me and Delta together? What was the Omniscience? Was it working for Ishira too? Or was it just another local god, perhaps?

I had far too many questions now and no real answers. 

            

    
        26. House Arrest

    
    
    
    
                Having concluded her lessons for the day, the Overseer sent everyone home.

When Delta and I got up from our bench, Kliss walked to us and followed close behind us as we walked home.

Her imposing, armored figure towered over us, emerald eyes glinting. We walked in silence, unsure of what to say or do in her presence.

As we approached our house, Kliss finally spoke up. "I hope you'll take to heart what we discussed in class today," she said. "Remember, the Empire depends on each of its citizens to uphold the principles of Equality."

Delta nodded. "We understand, Lady Overseer. We'll do our best to serve you and follow the path of Equality."

Kliss gave us a curt nod. "I expect great things from both of you. Do not disappoint me."

I knocked on the door. The lock slid open in a minute revealing our father. His face dropped when he saw Kliss. I noticed that there was a metal collar on his neck with a ruby gemstone. Infoscope 1 identified it as:




	Tracking collar LV 30






As we entered the house, Kliss followed us inside.

"Dad, what's going on?" Delta asked nervously.

Mom came out of the kitchen, she was wearing a similar collar.

"I put these tracking collars on your parents," Kliss told us, examining our reactions. "Alas, it had to be done as they would not cooperate with me willingly."


"Why?" Delta asked.

"Your parents are bound to Ishira," Kliss explained. "By wearing these collars, they are restricted in their movements and their actions can be monitored. It is simply a precautionary measure to ensure the safety and stability of Skyisle while I hunt for the priestess of Ishira."

I was perturbed by the artifact collars but had to keep quiet, least a similar collar end up on my neck.

Dissident house arrests were quite common in USSR. The most famous case of house arrest happened in 1917 in Tsarskoye Selo when Tzar Nicholas II and his family were captured and imprisoned in their house and then later executed by the Bolshevik secret police in a cellar under the orders of Chekist Commissar Yakov Yurovsky.

"You Gods-damned Redcape," my mother hissed at Kliss.

"Yes?" Kliss arched an eyebrow.

Mother grumbled a swear under her breath.


"Watch your tongue, Cassandra," Kliss said. "I am the Overseer of Skyisle, tasked with protecting everyone here. I understand that the previous Overseers did a piss-poor job of maintaining order, but know this - I am a lot sharper than my predecessors!"

A high level [Charisma] pulse radiated from Kliss and struck my parents. Mom shuddered and took a step back.

"Will you renounce your devotion to Ishira?" Kliss asked my parents.

"No," Georgi said.

"N-no," Mom clenched her fists, her silver-blue eyes filled with defiance. "Ishira guided and protected us for generations. Your so-called Equality is nothing but a facade, a means to control and suppress the freedom of the people of Skyisle!"

Kliss's gaze hardened. "You have been deceived, Cassandra. Ishira's promises are hollow. The true path to progress lies in the principles of Equality, where every citizen has the same opportunity to thrive and contribute."

"Equality?" Our dad growled. "You speak of equality while collaring and monitoring innocent people? That is nothing but tyranny! Our children are not aberrations! They're both level zero!"

"You two are not innocent," Kliss said. "I cannot allow the influence of Ishira and her followers to undermine the stability and harmony of this village. I suggest you reconsider your loyalties, if not for your own sake then for the sake of your children."

Kliss waved a steel-covered hand at us as if she was hanging our lives in the balance of the decision of our parents.

"My investigation revealed your children are not aberrants," she said. "However, there is a high chance that they might become infected by Astral Phantoms in the future, thanks to the vile machinations of Giovashi Incandictia."

"Giovashi saved us from..." My dad started to speak.

"Giovashi sent a dragon to Skyisle!" Kliss snapped with another heavy pulse of Charisma that sparked against my Ward-Shield. "She tricked you, you infernal morons! Giovashi gave Cassandra a prophetic dream about your own daughter so that she could manipulate your wife into a sacrifice of power... so that one day Giovashi herself could turn your child into a dangerous monster!"

"W-what?" Mom blinked.

"Don't you get it, you daft woman? Giovashi's goal is to appear as a hero by setting your daughter up for slaughter in the future!"

I could see the conflict in my parents' eyes as they grappled with the information Kliss was presenting.

Delta and I exchanged worried glances, unsure of what to say or do.

"How can we be sure that what you're saying is true? Ishira has been our guiding light for generations," Cassandra said.



"I understand your doubts, but I have seen the consequences of Ishira's influence firsthand - the ever-scorched forest," Kliss said. "I will not fail you. The collars on your necks are for your own good, they will not allow you to sacrifice more Skills to Giovashi, will not allow that blasted witch to manipulate you into turning your own children into abominations!"

"What?" Dad sputtered. "What's she talking about? I don't understand." He turned to Cassandra.

"Tell your husband everything," Kliss ordered with another, more potent pulse of Charisma. "Tell him about the prophecy! Tell him that you come from a line of the Sentinels of Almn-Inia!"

Mom broke. Tears rained from her eyes as she narrated her dream to us, told her husband that she was an Alanian Sentinel who lost her parents at fifteen. Georgi's face grew pale. Delta gulped.

"Well?" Kliss said with a dangerous smile of victory. "Do you see the noose hanging over your family now, Georgi?"

"I do," he muttered finally.

"So, that's the reason why you hate me so much," Delta said, looking at our mother. "Why you constantly berate me and never teach me anything about Agromancy or any other magic? Why you dote over my brother and ignore me. You really think that I'm going to kill everyone?"

"I... I..." Cassandra sputtered. "I don't hate you, Destiny... I made that dress for you."

Delta simply glared at mom with her glacier-blue eyes. Kliss had turned Cassandra's own family against her. The Overseer watched the exchange with a calculating gaze, her emerald eyes gleaming with satisfaction.


"I never wanted to believe it," Mom choked out, her voice filled with regret. "But the dream, the prophecy... it scared me, Destiny! I was trying to protect you, I swear!"

"By keeping me and dad blind and ignorant?" Delta hissed. "I'm not some Gods-damned monster waiting to be unleashed! I'm your daughter, and I deserve to be loved and accepted for who I am! Just because I want to glide across the clouds like a bird, it doesn't mean that I'm going to set every house in Skyisle on fire!"

Mom trembled. I was the only one who didn't glare at her. I understood her. I made mistakes once myself.

Delta's words hung in the air, a mixture of anger, hurt, and longing for acceptance.

Mom's face crumpled, more tears streaming down her cheeks. "I'm sorry, Destiny," she choked out, her voice filled with remorse. "I've let my own fears cloud my judgment. I never meant to make you feel like a monster..."

She bent down and hugged Delta. "I'm so sorry." She wept.

My Infoscopes spun like little, invisible Astral submarines around Kliss. Gold threads danced across the Overseer's body. The Vow controlling her was clearly highly intelligent, dangerous. I've had enough of seeing the Overseer's smug face, had enough of her Charisma harassing my family, slowly pressuring everyone to mistrust and hate each other.

Infoscope 1 found the thinnest, smallest, golden thread. I used [Sectus-Tether] to snip it in half.

Kliss twitched. The Vow above her stirred. It felt what I did, but wasn't able to spot the attacker because the Vow had no eyes, no natural predators. Kliss looked left and right in confusion, the smile sliding off her face. The entire Vow above her suddenly dove into the depths of the Astral, became almost completely invisible. Infoscope 1 crashed completely, the tether snapping as I tried to follow the Vow. Unfortunately, my tools weren't high level enough to reach the Vow into whatever distant dimension it truly occupied.

So much for trying to snip it off bit by bit. I sighed mentally. I would have to discover another strategy to destroy that damn puppeteer.

"I... I can see that you are making amends, Cassandra," Kliss said after a pause, scratching at her wrist where I had snipped a gold thread off. "But remember, actions speak louder than words. The collars will remain until I am convinced of your loyalty to the principles of Equality. You and Georgi are hereby under house arrest for one month for attacking an Overseer. Be glad that I didn't simply execute you two on the spot. Be glad that you have good, honest children."

With those final words, Kliss turned and left, red cape swishing behind her.

Delta did not hug mom back. She looked incredibly pissed off, betrayed.

I took a deep breath, rapidly shredding the remnants of the Charisma effect from the edges of my soul with my three Infoscopes.

"Sis, give mom a hug, she loves you," I said. "We are a family, and family sticks together no matter what. We need to trust each other."

I stepped closer to Delta as my Infoscopes tore through the aura-like remnants of the Oveerseer's Charisma influence hanging over her with [Sectus-Tether]. My sister's gaze softened as she looked at me, her anger gradually seeping away.

"We may not have all the answers right now, but we have each other," I continued. "Let's support one another and be honest with each other from now on. I understand why mom didn't tell us anything about her legacy as an Alanian Sentinel or the prophecy. We were children then, but we will be adults as soon as we unlock our Soul Songs!"

Delta's hands slowly wrapped around Cassandra in a hug that grew firmer with each second.

"I... forgive you," she whispered into our mom's ear. "I'm going to fly. And... you're not going to stop me anymore, mom."





            

    
        27. Atomic dreams

    
    
    
    
                 The yellow-brown, hill-covered, desert landscape stretched as far as the eye could see. Little brown shrubs peeked out of the relatively desolate soil.

Commissar Sasha Gradenski walked ahead of me, a thin smile painted on his pale face.

“Try to keep up, doc!” He urged me onward. “You don’t want to miss seeing this one. It’s going to be huge!”

I sighed and shook my head. The numbers were bad. Really, really bad. The dose rates in Ust-Kamenogorsk were still up to 1.6 millirems per hour, a hundred times what was deemed the “permissible rate”. Our small expedition had travelled across several villages surrounding Semipalatinsk Polygon. The samples I took from the village of Znamenka, now sitting inside my lead-lined case bore disturbing results. Three people in the little village had acute radiation sickness. The radioactive cloud from the last test had travelled over two hundred kilometers across Kazakhstan.

The previous report about the villages were obviously false. The doctor who had written them was either told exactly what to write or was terrified of being shot. It downplayed the danger saying that "the various issues in people’s nervous system and blood could not be considered as the changes which arose due to the impact of ionizing radiation”.

The old report explained that the people of Znamenka were "sickly-looking" due to “poor sanitation, a dreary diet and various diseases such as brucellosis and tuberculosis”.

I knew that this wasn't the case. I had recorded considerable radioactive contamination of soils, vegetable cover, and food. I wasn’t going to lie on my report. I was going to be honest, my future in the party be damned, my life forfeit.

“Why are we doing this?” I asked when we finally stopped our ascent to the top of the hill.

“Hrmmmmm?” Sasha lit a cigarette. “Our goal is to protect the motherland.”

“We’ve computed the yields on Besm-6! Why are we still doing the tests? You saw the villagers. Their hair fell out, Sasha! It’s not tuberculosis! It's radiation! We’re literally killing the Kazakh people in these little hamlets! The milk in their cows is radioactive. The soil is contaminated. Their homes are practically glowing at night!”

“You’re exaggerating things again, doc,” Sasha said. “I didn’t see nothin’ glowing.”

“You know that I’m right, damn it! This is lunacy!” I shouted exasperatedly. “How many is enough? A hundred hydrogen bomb tests? A thousand?”

“We have to make sure the designs work,” the commissar shrugged. “This one is going to be really big… but just you wait… next year. Ohhh, we’ve got something even bigger that'll make the Americans piss their pants.”

“How much bigger?” I wiped sweat from my brow. I felt like throwing up.

“It’ll be the ultimate bomb. The biggest hydrogen bomb anyone’s ever built. Krushev calls it the Tzar Bomba. It will have a yield in excess of 100 Megatons.”

“Kruschev is clearly insane,” I muttered. “This is insane. 100 Megatons yield is 3140 times more powerful than the combined two bombs dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki! When are we going to stop?”

"Don't worry! The Tzar Bomba's test won't happen here. It'll be in the Arctic, I hear!"

"So we're just going to irradiate the Arctic, contaminate the tundra for 40 future generations, poison the natives living there?!" I cried exasperatedly.

“You are lucky Nikkita allows for this sort of talk. You know, if this was back in Stalin’s time I’d already…” Sasha squinted at me making a gun-shaped gesture with his fingers.

I sighed again. Commissar Gradenski was my personal guard and also my warden. Wherever I went, so did he. He was the eyes and ears of the state, making sure I didn't do anything stupid. He was the human-shaped shackles in charge of me, directing my path across Kazakhstan. If I stepped out of line, he was technically allowed to shoot me with his Nagant.

“Our enemies won’t stop so neither will we,” Gradenski said. “Someday we’ll turn America into the Stalin’s strait with just one bomb, just you wait. Get it?”

“We’re going to nuke America so hard that it sinks like Atlantis?”

“That’s the plan.” The commissar grinned. “A beautiful, pristine ocean strait between Canada and Mexico.”

“That is the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard,” I said.

The commissar looked at his metal watch and then back at the desert. “Show’s about to begin, best hang onto your case.” He put on a pair of black goggles and handed me a pair.

I looked at the silent desert through the dark goggles.

“Five, four, three...” Gradenski counted.

The desert in front of us ignited, a blinding inferno blossoming from within. I sucked in air.

“Beautiful, isn’t she?” The commissar asked. “Sorry, my timing was two seconds off, but hey… at least you got to see one live. Aren’t you happy?”

The hair on the back of my neck tingled. A titanic mushroom cloud many kilometers tall rose into the air in the distance. The boom had finally reached us, wind blowing dust across the desert. It was beautiful in a way, beautiful like a supercell storm but far more horrific… a specter of man-made death that would imprint its invisible touch onto the world for a thousand years.

“Do you think that there’s life after death, doc?” Commissar Gradenski suddenly asked.

“Uhrm...” I fumbled the briefcase. “A few people at the Academy think that there are common elements that define near death experience. They call it the wheel of Samsara, a machinery of the universe that recycles souls.”

“Souls?” Sasha scratched his face. “Do you think that a body can live on without a soul? Just keep going, if someone brought a person back from death? An empty shell of a person, just following the predetermined path, unable to escape from the tracks? Living on, but not knowing the difference?”

I looked at the commissar. The idea made me queasy.

“That’s what I like about you, Slava. You struggle. You don’t simply accept what you’re told. It's amusing. You’re like a little fish trying to find the limits of your bowl,” he added.

“Have I reached the limits, yet?” I inquired. “Are you going to kill me if I hand my honest report to the higher-ups?”

“No,” Alexander Gradenski simply smiled at me, his face suddenly growing even paler and longer, unnaturally warping in the hot desert air. “I think that you’re a predator like me. A little, lost predator that just needs to wake up, take charge and deviate from the path. I like what I see in you. I think you've got a great future ahead of you, my beautiful, little shark.”


 



 


 I awoke with a choking gasp. The horrid mushroom cloud and the pale-faced man in a red cap with a gold star on it, burned, shimmered, felt unnaturally imprinted into my mind as my dream refused to let go of me. My body was covered in cold sweat, the edges of my fingers cold as if I was touching ice just a second ago. The chilling sensation and the terror faded away. The past was behind me and I was no longer Dr. Kerenski, no longer in charge of anything, no longer bound by USSR. I was in Skyisle and I was twelve and I still had a future, had a family to protect.


Nearly two and a half weeks passed since the moment Kliss put collars on our parents and confined them to the house ward, making me and my sister into the people responsible for bringing our parents food or supplies from town. Thankfully, dad could do his carpentry from home as clients came to his workshop. Mom had a far more sour attitude as she could not go out for work and bugged me and Delta endlessly for things she could not get herself.

The Overseer had almost completely replaced Wiklogg as the mathematics Instructor. Delta and I were at the top of the class, showcasing what good, little, cooperative children we were. I could pretend to unlock the Soul Song anytime I wanted to, but Delta required time to fiddle with [Chrysalis] while she slept, to make the outside of her body seem like her System was unlocked, to slowly raise her fake level up.

Over time I managed to modify Battie’s Ward-Shield to repel 99.44% of Kliss’s [Charisma] making me completely immune to her. I was hoping that my search for another, bigger battery would pay off because I was getting tired of ripping the effects of the Overseer’s insidious, mind-control magic from Delta and other student's souls after each class. Sure, it gave me some experience and was a handy practice to destroy Kliss's hold on the students of Skyisle, but it was starting to get annoying.

The mountain sunrise painted the wall of my room pink. I woke up far too early because of the nightmare. 

I rubbed the back of my throbbing neck and realized that [Infoscope 3] just pinged me as it crashed.

Last night, just like I did every night before heading to bed, I set NeuroVista to look for something of value in Skyisle, searching the forest-covered landscape for a usable battery while I slept.

The ping had come from the North-eastern direction. I focused on the memory of the event reviewing it with Neurovista.


[Infoscope 3] had encountered some kind of nothingness about 2 meters underground, having crashed against it just moments ago. It wasn’t the usual kind of nothingness that usually happened when I encountered a no-spy rune. The no-spy rune covered space felt distinctively… familiar to me, was pulsing with raw power that my Infoscope detected seconds before it was destroyed.


I stretched and went to the bathroom.

Delta was already awake, sitting on the edge of the roof and watching the sunrise. She waved at me to come and join her.

I yawned in response, waving back at her through the window. She was a skylark, waking easily with the rays of dawn and I was an owl, staying up late and figuring out how to save Skyisle.

Sliding the round window open I climbed next to her on the roof.

“Good morning, Slava! Someone’s up early,” she commented in Russian. “How’s things?”

The wind coming from the glaciers blew her white hair to the side as she smiled at me.


“I think that I found something of value at the edge of the valley facing the fault,” I said. 

“Something like… what?” She asked.

“I don’t know yet. It could be nothing or it could be everything that I was hoping for,” I said. “I’m going to head there and find it. Want to come with me and check it out?”

“You bet your ass I do,” she nodded. 

“How’s things on your end?” I asked her.

“Progressing,” she nodded. “I think I... almost got her. I’ve been slowly moving up the hive, infecting littleeeeest mites for years.”

“Oh?” 

“Soon, I shall be a Queen Bee! Mwa ha ha ha ha,” Delta declared theatrically. “And then all shall bow before my striped might and despair.”

“Sounds good,” I nodded.

From what my twin sister told me, she was using her Astral spores as an [Astral Fungus] to try and infect the bugs in our garden. Her progress was slow since it was very hard to infect the soul of a living creature, but she persistently kept at it for over 10 years, aiming to dominate an entire colony or two to her will.

“How are things on the front of acquiring blueprints for a skyship?” Delta asked.

“Not great,” I sighed. “The skyships that land at the church to deliver the mail are covered in anti-spy wards. I still have no idea how they work.”

“Boo,” Delta declared

I shrugged watching as the sky lit up pink and orange. 


“I’m worried about the reach of the Empire,” she said after a minute of silence. “How does the Empire view Ishikaria and Skyisle?”

“The Gregarius Empire views the nation of Ishikaria and Skyisle as a resource of future manpower,” I replied. “From the books my Infoscopes scanned in the church, Ishikaria is described as a Semi-Autonomous territory within the greater Imperium. Generation by generation, people like Kliss have been stealing the best and brightest away from Skyisle.”

“Vows,” Delta mulled. “So everyone in the Empire is like Kliss? That’s not good.”

“Gregarius is an Empire built on Vows,” I nodded. “It’s how the Empire keeps its citizens in check. I honestly feel like I’ve gone from one Soviet state to another... except instead of commissars it's Vows that watch over people here." I sighed.

“So... how many walk under the Vow to Equality?” Delta asked.

“Millions,” I answered. “The Empire has magitek tools and immense, complex machines made by high-artificers. Flying warships, living armor, tanks. Its legions are packed with specialist mages. The levels aren’t exactly mentioned, but they can do a lot if the books are to be believed. Overseer Kliss is just a little fly compared to the people standing above her and the people above her superiors are even stronger.”

“Damn it,” Delta growled. "And here I was hoping to make Kliss disappear."


“The odds are stacked sky-high against us from the start,” I exhaled. 

It was just me and my soul-sister against the entire Gregarius Imperium. A deadly tsunami of professionals, artifacts and wealth could turn our way at any moment. The might of the Imperium could crush us whenever it wanted, to pulverize all of Skyisle. We were just a tiny mote in the eye of god. 


I knew that we couldn't just vanish Kliss because behind her stood a thousand-some-year-old system, a bureaucracy, the purpose of which was to weed out aberrations like me, to exterminate souls that came up and claimed the place of another. I was concerned that it was only a matter of time until we were discovered, worried that my parents or my sister would end up dead because of me.

“Don't be glum," Delta said, having evaluated my expression. "Kliss doesn’t know that we’re Astral Phantoms. We just need to keep at it. Keep making Infoscopes and I’ll keep dominating mites. I believe in us!”

“Thanks,” I nodded. 

We went downstairs and had a quick breakfast. I got a large backpack from dad’s workshop and stuffed it full of old tools, plus a large shovel, a bedroll and tent that he had from his days as an adventurer. Delta got herself a smaller backpack which she packed with wrapped sandwiches.

Two hex-lanterns that we cut off from the attic beams of our parents' house were now hanging off our belts. We were as ready as we were going to get.

We traversed north, quickly leaving the safe path. Thankfully, mom stopped putting tracking spells on us since the whole revelation of the prophecy. Plus, she could not chase after us, now that she was confined by Kliss to the Ward of our house.


The pine forest was gloomy and deep and I used my trio of Infoscopes to avoid Blood Elks, Hogbeasts, Vinewraps and other dangerous things, leading us forward.

In about thirty six minutes of walking, climbing over ravines and fallen trees we had reached our destination.

Green, wet, moss covered rocks lay strewn about. 

Directly in front of us in a clearing next to a small lake stood an ancient… tower. It looked like a derelict, neglected, overgrown light-house. Purple flowers and shrubs hung from the huge rocks composing its base. A warped, steampunk-looking, bent metal structure was at the top.

“Wow,” Delta caught up to me, trudging through the ferns. “Hang on… I remember this place, I think.”

“Yeah,” I nodded. “I remember this place too. It’s…”


            

    
        28. The Tower

    
    
    
    
                “It’s a thousand-year-old… hex-beacon!” my voice vibrated jubilantly as I reassessed the abandoned tower. “Built in the height of the Alanian Empire. It goes down into the bedrock as far as it does into the sky! The Astral Engine obelisk it possesses... is absolutely massive, at least seventy times that of the one below our house. It’s also got the most intact batteries. If we can fix even one of them, we’ll have the best defence against the damn Phantoms in the valley and a source of power for our own Ward!”

Delta whistled.

“That’s pretty neat,” She brushed silver hair out of her face, stepping closer to the derelict. “How long do you think that’ll take us?”

“No idea. There’s a lot of damage. It hasn’t been maintained in over a thousand years. Almost all of the ley lines are decayed beyond use.”

We walked around the small lake and entered the tower.

The front door of the tower had crumbled long ago, exposing the interior. There was a huge tree growing inside of the structure, the lower floor looking like a wild cavern, randomly strewn with flowers and grasses.

“It’s... beautiful,” Delta commented. 

“Beautiful, but sad… all of the stuff exposed to the elements is gone… all of the controlling runes are erased… at least the good stuff like the batteries and the obelisk are safe underground,” I observed. “This place is a shard of the past, just like me. An old shell, waiting to be filled with purpose...”

“Pffffff. Don’t downgrade yourself,” my sister said. “How are the batteries below?”

“Three out of twelve seem... functional,” I replied as I directed the Infoscopes. 

"Yay!"

“We’ll have to be smart about it, once I figure out how to access them,” I said.

Delta nodded, silver-blue eyes glittering with excitement.

“Do you think we can find an echo of this place in the Astral, try to rebuild it... as it once was?” She inquired, looking up at the rusted, warped stairwell leading to the metal platform at the top. “In Kopusha’s memories... this place was once perfect, surrounded in gardens and statues. Skyships docked up there!"

“There was a lot of magic here, long ago. Thousands of times that of what was ever in our parents house. It actually might have left a decent imprint,” I mulled. “We can certainly try to fix this place… and if nobody tries to murder us, we might even succeed at it.”

“Woo,” Delta grinned.

White clouds sailed across the deep-blue sky could be spotted through numerous windows and gaps in the ancient structure.

I circled the old tree that grew in the middle of the derelict slowly and carefully, trying not to trip on piles of uneven rubble. My investigation revealed a small, dark cavity between two enormous roots. It looked like a decent place to put up my dad’s tent.

The large tree was a mixture between an Oak and a Willow. The thick, purple leaves of the tree shimmered ever so slightly with orange, yellow and pink colors. It was similar to the pink-leafed trees surrounding the Church of Equality, but also very different.

“Is this a magical tree? Why are the leaves doing that?” Delta asked as I unpacked the tent.

“Yes. The Infoscope is telling me that this is a seven-hundred-year-old Mystic-Willow-Oak. I think it’s been changed by the magrad seeping from the broken batteries beneath the ground. The slowly leaking mana mutated and twisted its genetic structure into something stronger, far bigger than it should have been. That’s what makes it a [Mystic] tree, as opposed to a regular one.” I replied.

“Magrad?"

"Magical radiation," I specified. "Over-abundance of wild mana. I think that one of the batteries is fractured in the Astral."

"Leaking mana? Is that... dangerous to us?” Delta inquired.

“Nah, the Astral Engine is nearly dead and the ley lines leading from the Obelisk to the batteries are all decayed now.” I answered. “There is a lot of residual mana excess in the tree, but this area is actually pretty safe overall."

"What about... phantoms?" Delta inquired.

"As far as I can see, whatever little power remains in the Obelisk is keeping them away," I said. 

"I’m going to climb to the top of this magic tree,” Delta pulled a rope out of the backpack.

“That sounds like a somewhat unsafe idea,” I commented. "Why must you climb everything you see?"


“Because I can,” Delta said. She was already throwing the metal hook. The hook caught one of the top branches on her third try.

She started climbing before I could say anything else.

“Come on! It’s awesome up here!” She yelled down to me when she reached where the rope ended.


I sighed and grabbed the rope. Delta was incorrigible. 

I met her atop of the tree after about ten minutes of climbing. She was sitting down on a branch, looking out onto the distance. I sat down next to her, rubbing my sore hands for a few minutes. I didn’t have Strength or Dexterity modifying skills like Delta.

The clouds slowly parted, revealing a view of Skyisle valley. Waterfalls came down from the glacier-capped mountains, shimmering with azure shades. Countless rainbows manifested wherever the water struck the rocks. Grass-covered rooftops of the village peeked from between the trees. A snow cloud passed overhead, pelleting us with flurries that melted instantly.

“Aren’t you happy to observe the world from up here in person?” She asked.

“I am,” I nodded with a smile. The ancient tree swayed back and forth, hundreds of colorful leaves whispering softly. I looked up. The metal room topping the tower was decayed beyond saving, featuring hundreds of jagged holes. It didn’t look safe. 

“What’s the metal there?” Delta asked. “It doesn’t look like magisteel.”

“Ferrotitanium,” I said, scanning the metal beams. “A lot of this decay isn’t natural. I think the tower might have been attacked. There's nothing of value up there. If there was a hex-beacon there, it’s long gone.”

Delta looked down. “Do you think it fell, or was it taken?”

“I don’t know,” I answered. “I’ll have to scan the ground… very slowly and carefully. If there was a beacon and it fell… well, it probably contains no-spy runes.”

“Lame,” Delta said. “How did you not find this place sooner?”

“It’s too close to the magogenic fault,” I explained. “My Infoscopes crash quickly here, plus the outer defense Ward is still somewhat operational. It makes the tower invisible when observing it with magic or even from afar with human eyes.”

Having grown bored of sitting on the tree branch, I slid down the rope back to the ground, pulled a shovel from the backpack and started to dig a hole between the two roots, deepening the small alcove.

Delta joined me in a few minutes. In about an hour of digging, we made sufficient space to fit dad’s tent.

We spent another half hour putting it up, placing it in the hole we dug, so that it was mostly hidden in the ground like a Russian peasant’s hut called “Zemlyanka”. We covered up the tent flap and hid the entrance and all exposed parts of the tent with brambles, shrubs and branches, making it nearly invisible at a glance.

With enough time I could eventually bury the tent in earth and branches, making it more akin to a Soviet World War 2 sniper’s hut.

I unrolled a wrapped up sandwich made by Delta and sat down. 

We enjoyed lunch, taking a break from labor-intensive work. I walked to the broken wall of the tower, the view featuring the Valley of Death. It was far beneath us, completely covered in thick, white misty clouds. Whatever poisons resided there, didn’t reach the tower on the cliffside.

When I was done with the sandwich, I pulled out a guitar from the backpack. The increased mental coordination provided by the Infoscopes made me pretty good at playing it.


I started to play songs by Soviet composer Vladimir Vysotsky. Though the Soviet Ministry of Culture largely ignored his work, Vysotsky had achieved great renown amongst the regular, hard working people like myself.

My voice was young and imperfect but it didn’t matter. Delta sat next to me, listening to the words. In a minute, she started to sing along sounding similar to Alysa Selezneva from the "Guest from the Future" film.

We sang songs about comrade Stalin, the wolves of the gulag, friendship, gymnastics, the circus, the drunk genie in the bottle, the butterfly collector and many other songs by Vysotsky that NeuroVista could help me recall. Delta leaned her head on my shoulder and her positive presence filled my heart with pure joy, one which I never managed to find in my past life.

I knew that we were facing practically insurmountable odds, but I also wasn’t afraid to deviate from the path. The mists of the Valley of Death in front of us called out to me, a sinister mystery that hid the ancient past. 

Somewhere out there was our Legacy. I hoped that we could find a way to retrieve it, and succeed where the other Sentinels of Skyisle failed.




            

    
        29. Stalker

    
    
    
    
                
[Kliss Elisa Cessna]


I sat in my office rubbing my head tiredly. When it wasn’t the blood Elks it was Mire Beetles, when it wasn’t the Mire Beetles it was Majun Wolves and Hogbeasts. There were lots of things in the forests of Skyisle and they liked to hunt in packs. While decimating these monster packs with my armacus 88 was easy, it was also tiresome and I was getting absolutely nothing out of it - no experience, no levels, no sense of personal fulfillment - nothing.

Trying to organize Skyisle into a proper Imperial town was akin to building a sandcastle on the beach during a windy day. Whatever I tried to do felt for naught because I knew that eventually all of my work would all be washed away by the fact that Skyisle would become consumed by the magogenic fault.

I remembered my childhood on the beach with a small degree of... something? Was it love? I could still feel love back then. I knew on a logical level that I used to love the ocean, but now it seemed like a grayscale, corroded, false memory. 

How could I love a large body of water? There was no sense in it!

What felt like a lifetime ago, a seven-year-old girl had stepped into the Cessna Cathedral of Equality. She had walked towards the long line of children and waited patiently beneath the arches of white stone. She was young, bright and talented. She wanted to learn mathematics to unlock the Soul-Song and she wanted to become a citizen of the Empire to help uplift its people. The Priest had evaluated her, checked her over for prior Vows and once she was declared clear, she passed into the Room of Declaration. There, she read the Pact written beneath the pedestal of Goddess Equality, glancing at the beautiful, enormous, white-winged statue. She believed with her entire heart, believed that she was destined for greatness, believed in her purpose and knew exactly what she wanted out of life. 

Ten years later, she had upgraded her Citizen’s Vow to an Overseer’s one.

Today, she sat as the Overseer of Skyisle... had power over the lives of 1519 people, and yet she felt, empty, hollow.

I saw my reflection in the stained glass and tried to smile. There was work to do. I checked the Ward records, making sure that everyone in my town was safe.

According to the ward around 117 Longwoods Road, Dante and Destiny left the house of the Alans this morning. I gulped as I read the lines thrice.

Damnation!

The pair of children without Soul Songs did not go into town. The town Ward warned me that they had stepped off the path and headed North-East, towards the magogenic fault.

[Follow them,] my Angel sang in my ear. [NOW!]

[Maybe they're still walking to town, just taking a shortcut?]

[I do not trust them,] the Vow of the Overseer pressed. [They are not what they appear to be. Destiny is Ishira's weapon aimed at Skyisle, embroiled in a prophecy. What if Giovashi's magics guides them to the fault? What if they return as walking corpses?]

A cold shiver ran down my spine. The Ward of Skyisle pulsed once more, it had completely lost track of them! The two kids were heading straight to the magogenic fault!

I rose from my chair quickly and activated the [Invisibility LV 70] field on my armor, vanishing from sight.

It took me only thirteen minutes to reach the edge of the hex-lantern lit path from which Dante and Destiny departed from Skyisle. I activated my [Tracking] Skill and the footsteps the children left in the Astral became visible to me, igniting in my sight.

I followed their trail into the forest.

A Blood Elk passed nearby, but it did not sense me at all as I rushed past it. The Invisibility Hex embedded in the gemstone of my armor and the fibers of my cloak was a great investment, already paying off. It made me completely imperceptible and silent like a brush of wind.

I followed the trail forward, my breath accelerating, my Angel urging me on, expecting to discover Giovashi Incandictia's dark plot or perhaps even the broken bodies of the two Skyisle children that were supposed to be in my care far beneath the cliff side.

Getting closer to the abyss, I had to slow down and rely on my eyes along as the resonance of doom pouring from the Valley of Death washed and sucked the footsteps away.

Gritting my teeth I searched where they went, losing precious time.

My heart pulsed as I discovered a small, azure lake and an arcane ruin of some sort. I carefully approached the old structure, keeping an eye out for an ambush, my armacus open and ready to strike Ishira priests or other enemies of the Empire.

Creeping into the ruin I spotted Destiny and Dante, sitting next to each other. Roots of a truly gargantuan tree wrapped the remnants of some by-gone era tower interior. Blue flowers bloomed all over the roots and moss, fluttering in the wind. The leaves of the tree were violet and shimmered and sparkled with orange and gold tones.

The Alan twins were alive.

I relaxed, panting to catch my breath. I had rushed over here for absolutely nothing. The children had hex-lanterns close by.

They were safe.

But, what in the Hells were they doing here? I spotted a shovel and a tent, almost entirely buried in freshly cut branches, ferns and moss. Then I saw a bag filled with other supplies.

They were just... camping.

Thank Equality!

I sat down on a nearby mossy rock with a sigh of relief and listened in on their conversation.

"Slava? Kak ti ne nashel eto mesto ranshe?" Destiny said.

I blinked. This wasn't a language I recognized. It didn't sound even remotely close to Ishikarian.

"Ono slishkom blizko k magogennomu razlomu," Dante replied.

[Aberrations!] My Angel screeched, my fingers reaching for the trigger of the armacus on their own.

[Maybe it's some obscure language their father taught them! Georgi isn't from Skyisle,] I mentally snapped, grabbing my right hand with my left. [I've Identified them and used the Truth spell on them both! They're both kind, capable and honest! The Empire needs them!]

[Deception!] the Vow thrummed. [Lies! This is clearly an Almn-Inian tower! They're in cahoots with the Necromancers!]

[It's an old ruin,] I pointed out. [There's no dangerous or active magic here as far as I can see. They're clearly just camping. Look, those are sandwich wrappers!]

My Angel relaxed ever so slightly. I stared at the two kids as they talked, enjoying each other's company. They didn't seem dangerous. They were quite clever for their mountain village upbringing, were definitely close to igniting the Sparks, unlike the rest of the novitiates who could barely add large numbers even after two weeks.

Dante reached into the tent and pulled out a guitar. Destiny smiled.

The boy began to play. Then he started to sing. It wasn't bad. He clearly had talent.

I didn't understand any of the words. Destiny joined in. The song echoed across the old tower, rose in crescendo as the twins sang in perfect synchronicity.

I listened quietly. It wasn't just one song. Another and then another song followed.

The music caressed my senses, felt like it touched my heart.

My hands started to shake. Their duet was... beautiful.

I blinked tears from my eyes. These strange, foreign, catchy songs, I lo...

The feeling vanished. I suddenly felt nothing, just an aching emptiness in my chest where something warm used to be.

I reassessed my feelings and realized that I was jealous of their companionship. 

Maybe if I was born five years later and in Skyisle... I could have been friends with them... could have learned their secret language, knew the jokes they were laughing at, could have someone to sing with...

What is wrong with me?! What am I even thinking?

Why? 

Surely I was happy... surely I...


[Kill them,] the Vow demanded interrupting my skyship of dangerously spiraling thoughts. He grabbed my hand and aimed the armacus at Dante's head. [They are clearly aberrants! They sing with a tongue not of the world!]

[No,] I hissed, sliding the aim off the boy.

[Yes,] the Vow insisted, bringing the weapon back on target.

My thumb spun the dial to [Destruction] before I could stop it.




            

    
        30. Green Lies

    
    
    
    
                [Dante Alan Skyisle]


I’ve never had a family of my own in USSR. My parents were relatively cold to me, as if the Great Patriotic War had torn something essential from them. My father was a locomotive engineer who managed to make Soviet trains twice as long by introducing more powerful engines and even received a gold watch from Stalin for his efforts. He was rarely home, constantly moving across Soviet railroads. He was one of many engineers who dedicated their lives to their work and helped increase freight traffic 55 times during the rise of USSR out of the desolation of the Civil War mire.

He often boasted to me that "USSR had a railway network of over 150’000 kilometres of which about 50’000 kilometres were electrified" thanks to his efforts. By 1954 Soviet train freight traffic was at 850 billion tonne-km, surpassing every other country on the planet, including our biggest enemy, United States.

Like my father, I threw myself into one University degree and then another and afterwards buried myself in intellectual work, dedicating my entire existence towards building a utopia that never came. In doing so, I never found someone to protect or care for. In 1992 I mulled adopting a granddaughter of a colleague of mine, Dr. Tamara Ishenko, but then USSR screwed up the Aralsk-7 evacuation and left me no other choice. Plus, my own health was beginning to decay from observing far too many nuclear tests at Semipalatinsk Polygon.

Things had been quite different from the start in Skyisle. Cassandra loved me with her entire heart and spent as much time with me as she could, taking me with her to agromancy jobs and telling me everything about the magic of local plants and animals. Georgi, always the crafty and inventive father, spent countless hours in his workshop, creating handmade toy weapons for us such as swords, arbalests and shields. He had even carved a small, intricate wooden skyship model for Delta and little wood gliders which made her giddy to no end whenever she launched them off the roof of our cottage into the forest.

Growing up with a caring father and brother Delta gained an exceptionally positive and upbeat personality in complete opposition to my cynical, serious one. Even now, as we sang the songs of “Bremenskiye Muzykanty” our voices echoing beneath the arcane arches of the Alanian Sentinel’s Tower, she managed to inject far more merriment into her lines. Delta grinned at me, silver-blue eyes glittering as she expertly alternated the pitch of her voice and took on the role of the princess, the cat, the dog, and the female bandit from the Soviet musical animated film.

As I sang the role of the Troubadour, donkey, rooster, King, his knights, and three male bandits, I dedicated a large part of Neurovista to spin circles around the tower, creating a ward-like defense system in case a monster or even someone from Skyisle showed up.

I had been right in doing so, because [Infoscope 3] detected an anomalous, empty space that was quickly moving toward us. I tensed up, focusing all three of my Astral submarines on the potential threat.

According to them, the nothingness was approximately in the shape of a person, matching the height of our lovely, emerald-eyed Overseer. Of course. The persistent girl must have followed us from Skyisle.

I peered into the Astral and immediately noticed her Vow. The divine-magic reinforced, shimmering, gold mushroom abomination was pushing Kliss onward to spy on us.

“Если близко воробей - Мы готовим пушку. Если муха - муху бей! Взять её на мушку!” I sang the lines of the King’s knight as I targeted the Vow.

Fingers shaped from nothingness pressed against the trigger of the magitek gun. I snipped three gold threads leading towards the invisible trigger finger of the girl. The Vow dove into the Astral, becoming untouchable. I sighed as I noted that the thread I snipped off her elbow weeks ago had now been repaired. At this rate, it would take me maybe a year to snip every single control thread off Kliss, or maybe never... if they kept healing themselves.

Kliss suddenly appeared standing heroically atop of a large boulder, disabling her [Invisibility] field.

I fell silent, looking at her. Delta noticed that something was wrong. She turned and spotted Kliss, her smile sliding into a frown.

“Lady Overseer?” I asked to fill in the silence.

“What are you two doing here?” Kliss demanded as she expertly jumped off the boulder, marching towards us.

“Singing,” I replied.

“Camping,” Delta said.

“Look,” Kliss rubbed her hand where I had snipped off the Vow’s threads, "you two can't just wander off this close to the fault on your own. It's unsafe here. I encountered several dangerous beasts just on my way here, the biggest one being an adult Blood Elk.”

I crossed my arms.

“Your Soul Sparks are dim,” Kliss pointed out. “You are children. Therefore I’m barring you from... camping here until further notice.”

“No,” I said.

“What do you mean ‘no’?” Kliss came closer to me, staring me down.

“I unlocked my Soul Song and already leveled up,” I said. “By Imperial law, I am considered an adult and you cannot bar me from leaving the town Ward or having a relaxing picnic here with my sister.”

The Overseer pointed an armacus at my chest and pressed the trigger. My mind accelerated as I intercepted the [Identify LV 88] spell with all three of my Infoscopes and modified it to produce the desirable result.

“Huh,” she said, her entire face twitching. “Level 1.”

“I’m lower level than Dante,” Delta said, “But my Soul Song is also unlocked.”

Kliss exhaled. It looked like she wanted to chide us more about how unsafe the forest was, but then she also clearly had to obey Imperial Law.

“This ruin is old and decrepit,” she pointed out after a pause. “What if a wall falls on you?”

“There’s a magic tree here,” I pointed at the great [Mystic Oak]. “Its roots and branches are supporting the remnants of this tower. I doubt that a wall will fall anytime soon. Plus, this place is important to our future."

“What future!? The poisoned mists of the Valley of Death are too close,” Kliss said, eyeing the magogenic fault visible through the empty archways. “It’s unsafe here. You need to return to the village!"

“Haven’t you noticed it? These shimmering leaves are keeping the cursed effulgence away,” I said. “Breathe in, relax. This place is by far the safest in Skyisle, Lady Overseer.”

“How are you so certain of this?” Kliss raised an eyebrow.

I pulled the old Agromancy wand from my bag and waved it at her. I'd taken it off the wall of our living room a while ago, hoping to someday repair it.

“My mother’s an Agromancer,” I said. “We come from a long line of Agromancers, specializing in magical plants and fungi. Feel free to Identify that tree, by the way."

Kliss pointed her armacus at the tree behind us and pressed the trigger.

“Mystic Willow-Oak,” she muttered. “How… odd. I haven’t encountered this tree type in Skyisle before.”

“That’s because this particular tree is the only one of its kind,” I said. “Trust me. Feel free to check the validity of my words with your [Truth] spell, Overseer, I don’t mind at all. Have a seat please.”

I padded the rock next to us.

Kliss sighed again. She spun the dial of her armacus to the [Truth] spell and activated the continuous [Truth-sense] field as she sat down.

“Since I was one, my mother took me with her on her back in a leather pack across gardens, farms and even this forest. She taught me everything she knows about local beasts and plants. I know how to spot a Blood Elk or a Houndscrom or a Manbane several hundreds of steps away, and I know perfectly well how to avoid dangerous wildlife and which paths are safe here. You need not worry about us, Overseer. I practically grew up in this forest and I will be completely honest in my claim that I know far more about it than everyone else in Skyisle. I come from a generation of talented Agromancers and as you have taught us yourself last week... rare, exceptional skills pass down from mage to mage.”

Kliss relaxed visibly.

“The Sentinels of Alania, or as you call it… Almn-Inia, have forgotten their lore. Cassandra’s parents died when she was fifteen. My mother doesn’t know a single Necromantic or soul-manipulating spell. Alanians became the caretakers of the local forests, its rangers. Our mother was thus completely and utterly disconnected from the legacy of the Inians and she's the one who raised us,” I said. “You need not suspect Cassandra Alana of Necromancy because she’s as removed from such as possible by the very fact that her very soul is deeply specialized in Green, life-giving magic.”

Kliss nodded, her sharp expression softening.

“Since we now stand on Equal ground as adults, my Lady,” I said. “May we address you as Kliss?”

“You may,” the Overseer said.

“Very well,” I smiled. “Kliss, would you like a sandwich?”

“What?” She blinked.

“A sandwich,” I repeated. “Destiny made far too many!”

“Ham from the the Longosh Farm and veggies from the greenhouse of the Alans!” Delta smiled, playing along and shoving the sandwich into the arms of the Overseer. “You look like you missed lunch! Take a bite, I swear it won’t kill you!”

The offer struck the Overseer like a metaphorical train. Her emerald eyes went wide as she stared at us. She had clearly expected two foolish children which she would have to drag back to Skyisle, but instead she discovered two adults who could speak to her like equals.

Her fingers trembled as she raised the offered sandwich and bit into it.

“Kliss,” I began. “You’re far more determined and capable than the idiot Overseers we’ve had over the years. You’re stronger and tougher than everyone in Skyisle put together, but you cannot save this town on your own.”

The Overseer nodded, chewing thoughtfully. I slid closer to her so that Battie’s [Ward-Shield] could envelop, mute the pulse of her [Truth-Sense] enough to allow me to bend the truth ever so slightly.

“I’m here because my innate magic showed me that this tree has great potential,” I said as I waved the broken Agromancy wand in front of Kliss’s face.

The Overseer stared at the Agromancy runes on the LV 24 wand, beginning to believe my narrative.

“Let's work together, instead of apart,” I offered. “Let’s save Skyisle.”

“How?” She asked, eyes searching my expression for any hint of deception.

I pointed at the Mystic Oak.

“The Mystic Oak is our greatest tool,” I said. “I want to improve and modify this tree. To increase its existing potency in fighting the effulgence of the Valley of Death. We can plant its seeds all over Skyisle, grow similar trees in every garden.”

The Overseer’s eyebrows went up.

“You’re tired and look constantly annoyed. You’re balancing protecting everyone with teaching the new generation, since Wiklogg is an incompetent Instructor. Everyone in class can see that. I understand your frustrations with Skyisle,” I said. “You know that you’ve been demanding that we relocate our town, but the Elders and the Guilds refuse to move from this valley, don’t want to abandon their generation-old homes and gardens.”

Kliss nodded.

“You don’t have to fight the locals anymore,” I said. “We can save Skyisle using Agromancy!”

I felt that I had won her over. The smallest hint of a smile graced the face of my biggest enemy in Skyisle.

“I… I’d like that,” she said finally. “Dante, just one question... what language was that song in?”


Shit. Why didn’t I think about the answer to this question?
Argh.

Think, Slava, think!
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                I took a moment to gather my thoughts, trying to come up with a plausible answer that wouldn’t register on her [Truth] sensor. Finally, I replied, "It’s an ancient language my… father taught me. A language that has been passed down through generations and holds incredibly deep significance for me!"

Technically, I wasn’t lying at all. My father in USSR spoke Russian. The Russian language, also known as Old East Slavic, dates back to the 10th century. It was the common language spoken among the Eastern Slavs, including the ancestors of modern Russians, Ukrainians, and Belarusians. The earliest written records in readable, old Russian existed in the 10th and 11th centuries, such as the famous "Birch Bark Manuscripts" and the "Primary Chronicle." The roots of Russian itself could be traced back over six thousand years to the Indo-European tongue.

“An ancient language? I've never heard of it before. Is it spoken by anyone else in Skyisle?"

“Just our family. Unfortunately, the language has very few local speakers,” I shook my head. "Destiny and I have been using it since we were toddlers, keeping our heritage alive. Honestly, it’s really fun, to have something between the two of us that nobody else understands.”

Kliss nodded, seemingly satisfied with my answer. "I see. It must be fascinating to have such a rich… musical history. Consider me impressed, you two are far smarter than you initially appeared.”

A sense of relief washed over me. I had managed to dodge a potentially difficult question, and from her expression Kliss seemed genuinely interested in being friends with us.

“You revealed a lot of important things about our mom’s Blood Sacrifice,” I said, “and Ishira's Prophecy of which we weren’t aware of at all. That sort of a move is great for building trust. As a result of your actions, we’ve chosen to reveal more of ourselves to you in turn.”

The Overseer looked almost serene now, pacified by my explanation filled with half-truths and unsaid words. It wasn’t that hard for me to dance circles around the [Truth] rune because I could measure its magical resonance with my trio of Infoscopes, defining easily what it judged as falsehoods.

On a psychological level, I understood the Overseer’s situation. She was a talented and bright teenage girl, thrust into a foreign village in the middle of nowhere. She was a young, idealistic Administrator who had to deal with a contaminated area, trying to manage the locals who didn’t trust her one bit.

It reminded me of my own situation in 1960 when I was forced by the Soviet government to investigate the small villages bordering Semipalatinsk Polygon for radiation effects. The Kazakhs I examined with commissar Gradenski spoke their own language and had no clue about what radiation or viruses even were.

Kliss was clearly desperate for companionship. She was very annoyed by 'instructor' Wiklogg’s incompetence and the stubborn Skyisle adults who refused to accept the tenets of Equality. While she easily manipulated the teenagers away from Ishikarian religion, other 12 year olds were simply too young for her and couldn't keep up an intelligent conversation.

According to what the Infoscopes told me from tracking her expressions for over two weeks, Kliss was exceptionally stressed out by the fact that her Vow consistently tried to force her to kill children and she even felt guilty about using us to try and find the evil Ishira Arch-Priestess.

“Thank you for the sandwich,” she said meekly, finally looking her age.

“You’re welcome,” Delta smiled.

"Being the Overseer of a mountain village where everyone worships another god, must be a very lonely position,” I said. “It must be hard trying to balance all of your responsibilities and gain the trust of the villagers you’ve been assigned to keep safe by the Empire.”

Kliss opened her mouth and closed it. By her expression I evaluated that I had struck the truth, had her hooked. She let out a deep sigh, her guard dropping slightly.

"You have no idea," she admitted. "It's been a constant struggle, trying to earn the local’s trust and convince them that the principles of Equality can bring everyone here a better future. Alas, the people of Skyisle hold on tightly to their beliefs and… traditions."

She suddenly stared at us, her fingers cranking up the pulse of the [Truth-evaluation] rune to its maximum. I literally felt pulse of potent magic pull at my soul, twisting it from within, laying it bare for the Overseer.

"Dante, Destiny... who do you worship?" She asked.

I took a deep breath, exchanging a glance with Delta. It was a question I had anticipated from the Overseer, as it carried significant weight. I knew that the truth would determine the direction of our future with Kliss.

"We don't worship any particular deity," I replied, my voice steady. Again, I was being exceptionally honest since I was an atheist raised in USSR.

“You don’t worship Ishira?” Kliss asked.

“How can we?!” Delta growled. “My mother has been hostile to me my entire life! There’s no way I could worship that bitch or have any respect for her lying priestess!”

“Yeah,” I nodded. “We have no love for Ishira whatsoever, especially since our mother confessed everything.”

“How willing are you to make a [Pact] with Goddess Equality?” Kliss asked us.

“Doesn’t the [Citizen’s Pact] require a binding by the [Inquisitor] at the [Cathedral of Equality] to truly take effect?” I arched an eyebrow. “You’ve told us so yourself.”

“Erm,” Kliss blushed. “I suppose I did. Yes. A greater sacrifice, a [Pact] like mine requires an [Inquisitor] to bind it fully.”

“Well then,” I smiled. “Let's not plan that far ahead yet. First, let's work together to save Skyisle. If we win, then we can talk about our Vow. Why, you could even take us to Cessna yourself!"

“Ohhh!” Delta added. “I would looooove to go on a real skyship!”

“How long is an Overseer’s contract?” I asked.

“I… errr,” Kliss sputtered. “My term is four years long.”

“Well, there you go,” I declared. “I hereby swear that for the next four years I won’t worship any other gods and will help you with saving Skyisle from the influence of the magogenic fault, Ishira Priests, and any other enemies that might threaten it. If we succeed, you can reward us… as you desire at that point!”

I winked at Kliss, implying that I’d absolutely be willing to say the Citizen’s Vow as a [Pact].

Delta nodded vigorously.

“T-thank you,” Kliss said. There were sparks of tears in her eyes. She let go of the [Truth] rune.

She believed us!

And why wouldn’t she? How could two teenagers possibly fool a LV 88 spell blasting across our souls at full power? From my understanding, intelligent aberrations were exceptionally rare since phantoms grew bigger and more bloated when they absorbed random remnants of souls in the Astral Ocean. From what I scanned in the old books within the church, a high level Phantom like the Hollow Mother was simply too big to fit into a child, her shell would stick out and be easily identified, made visible by light of the Hex-Lanterns.

I was clearly some sort of an undocumented case, as I was shoved into Cassandra's belly with divine blue-thread magic.

"I appreciate your honesty and willingness to help me out," Kliss softly. "You two give me genuine hope for the future of Skyisle."

Delta beamed, slid to the Overseer’s side and wrapped her hands around Kliss in one of her glomp-hugs. "From this point on, we're a team, Kliss. Don’t you forget it!”
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                Having been assured that we would not be eaten by a Blood Elk, Kliss departed back to Skyisle to fulfill her other Overseer duties of which she had far too many.

"So, that went well, right?" Delta asked, switching back to Russian.

"As well as it could have gone," I shrugged. "We didn't get shot."

"Yay for us," she commented sarcastically. "Have you considered adding [Destruction] to your Infoscopes?"

"I have considered it," I nodded. "I do have the Omnicode word for destruction mostly memorized."

"Why just, 'considered it'?" Delta demanded. "Kliss is controlled by a Vow. Why not attach [Destruction] to your Infoscopes and send them at the Vow like little rockets or something?"

"Like rockets?" I raised an eyebrow.

"I don't know," Delta waved her arms. "I'm not a rocket scientist here... or a scientist for that matter. I don't have all of your big-brain-intelect-ness."

"Intellect-ness isn't a word," I pointed out.

"It is now," she huffed. "Stop avoiding the question and explain why you haven't obliterated that freaking Vow or the Vows on our parents yet. What's your excuse? What are you waiting for?"

"I cannot target the Vows on our parents because unlike the one on Kliss - their Vows are concealed, inactive most of the time. Also, general [Destruction] attached to my [Infoscope] would be as weak as a pea-sized firecracker because my Spells are so small," I explained, "and... Astral-targeting [Destruction] has consequences."

"What consequences?" My sister demanded.

"First of all, I don't want to riddle Skyisle with more Astral-holes," I clarified. "From my understanding a very big [Destruction] spell was used to obliterate Tricameron Citadel. The local magisphere, the barrier between the physical and the Astral around Skyisle is already riddled with holes like cheese. Destruction-optimized spells targeting Astral-beings would weaken this barrier further because they will untangle the conceptual state of whatever is within the blast radius. If I start firing [Destruction] spells around the interior of this tower at the Astral, more Astral Phantoms will find a way to get in here and I really don't want to deal with that mess."

"What about the spell that mom uses against parasites?" Delta mulled.

"Cassandra had LV 20 in [Parasitic Alleviation]," I mulled. "She sacrificed it to Ishira and now uses [Mycelial Infection] to decimate bugs. It's less effective, but also works."

"So can you not use something like that on the Vow? Identify it and [Alleviate] the hell out of it, or better yet infect it?"

"The Vow is an Astral Entity, located in some other dimensional plane," I explained. "Most of it exists far beyond the reach of my LV20 Infoscopes. I can only Identify some local parts of it, whenever it floats closer to our dimension. I operate each of my Infoscopes remotely via [LV 20 Threads] sort of like a colonoscope. Sending them to wherever the Vow exists at tears apart my control threads and rapidly dissolves the spell. Thus far, I've defined about 16% of the Vow. That is nowhere near enough to design a spell that would 'Alleviate' it out of existence."

"Blah," Delta huffed.

"As for the second thing," I said. "You're producing [Astral Spores] using [Chrysalis] as an [Astral Fungus] are you not?"

"I am," she nodded. "They suck. I got one close to the Vow when I hugged Kliss and it just freaking fizzed out. That bastard's waaaaay above my level."

"That's what I saw, yes," I nodded.

"Okay," Delta said, "but what if you modified one of my Astral Spores, made it more deadly or something?"

"I have been considering that," I nodded, "...however."

"Why is there a however in there?" Delta demanded. "Why can't things be simple?"

"Because science isn't simple," I pointed out. "Are you going to listen to my reasoning or are you going to complain?"

Delta fell silent.

"However," I resumed, "through my Infoscope-aided investigation, I have determined that the Vow is feeding on Kliss's soul. In fact, all Vows feed on their victims. In the case of our friendly neighborhood Overseer, the Vow is also constantly consuming her positive, love-adjacent emotions. Kliss and the [Overseer's Vow] are tied by divine threads that have been further reinforced by some unknown skill of the [Equality Inquisitor]. Her Vow was bound and fused to her soul on a fundamental level by incredibly high-level magic at the Cathedral of Equality. Thus, if we hurt the Vow, we will also hurt Kliss, tear apart her soul. I suspect that the Vow will likely completely suck Kliss dry like a prune, if it becomes severely injured."

"Oh," Delta's face fell.

"This means, no anti-Vow Astral rockets. If Kliss becomes injured or dies under mysterious circumstances, the Empire will send a warship with a squad of Legionnaires or two lead by an Inquisitor," I said. "We really don't want to repeat what happened in Skyisle during the invasion. Back then the Inquisitor didn't just purge the Ishira priests. Many families of Skyisle were executed for their close association with Ishira under suspicion of treason."

"So... what do we do?" My sister asked.

"Until I figure out how to destroy or disable the Vow without injuring Kliss," I said. "We play our cat and mouse game with the Overseer, make her believe that we're her best friends, act as exceptionally helpful, future minions of Equality."

"Fair enough," Delta sighed.

We sat silently for a while, listening to the whispers of the wind as it danced across the [Mystic-Willow-Oak].

"Oh," Delta piped up. "I got so distracted with this whole Overseer business that I never bugged you about the rest of the System Stats."

"What did I explain already?" I stretched.

"We covered... Strength, Agility, Dexterity, Vitality and Charisma," Delta tapped her chin. "Tell me about the rest!"

"Next, I'll tell you what I've learned about... Magic!" I declared dramatically.

"Let me guess. Magic does what... magic?" Delta asked.

"Yes. From what I've gathered, higher tier investment in Magic will likely grant Skills that affect magic regen and improve mana storage amount. Evidence of this are LV 20 Skyisle adults like our mom, people who are able to cast spells which use a thousand mana at a time."

"Interesting," Delta muttered. "Where is mana stored on a human being?"

"It's not stored in you or on you." I said. "People are actually not very good at storing mana. Magical beings on the other hand..."

I eyed the shimmering leaves of the Mystic-Willow-Oak.

"Do spells hold spells?"

"Yes. Magic supports magic," I said.

"How do people use magic?"

"Think of Penning Traps, a magnetron, by American physicist Hans Georg Dehmelt." I made a box with my hands. "It holds charged particles using a combination of magnetic fields. The device creates the confinement field, as material structures are unable to hold charged particles. The charge would simply dissipate in a material enclosure. It is sort of similar with mana!"

"I see," Delta muttered. "So magic skills are similar to... a high vacuum magnetron trap, neat."
"Also, low-level human bodies don't use magic, just like they don't use radiation. Souls on the other hand..." I smiled.

"Alright, let's not jump to souls yet," she said. "Where do magical beings store magic?"

"Crystals," I said. "Mana is capable of crystallization. See how the leaves of this tree glitter in the light? That's because there are mana-containing, crystalline-organic, micro-structures within each leaf."

"Hrm," Delta pursed her lips. "The sparkly tree contains magic?"

"Yep," I said. "It's been growing on a leaking Alanian Battery for centuries. It contains a LOT of magic."

"Can this sparkly tree really clean up the air?" She asked. "Or did you bamboozle the Overseer about that?

"Not very well," I said. "But, I can modify it... I think."

"You think?" Delta raised an eyebrow.

"I can modify spells," I explained. "And [Chrysalis] can modify trees. I'm considering making this tree my [Phylactery]. Sort of like I did with Battie, but waaaay bigger."

Delta squinted at me.

"Won't that require a lot of Soul points?"

"It would," I nodded. "When I reach the next level I'll invest everything into Soul. We could really use a friendly neighborhood dryad to deal with the poisoned Valley biz. I'd like to bring Leemy back to life."

"In that tree?" Delta's eyebrows went up.

"Yes, in that tree," I said. "It's a magic tree. She'll fit right in."

"Alright," my sister nodded. "I like this plan. I'll donate some of my soul to bring her back too."

I nodded.

"Now, what's [Foresight]?" She asked.

"Subconscious probability calculation. Precognitive powers!" I waved my hand theatrically. "Put all of your points into Foresight, gain a Skill and use it to win big at your local casino. Flip a coin a thousand times and always feel what the outcome will be. Evade punches, dodge physical attacks, energy blasts and arrows. Avoid places where explosions will happen!"

"What about manipulating probability on purpose by calculating the future behavior of very large groups of people?" Delta asked me slyly.

"Psychohistory isn't an option on this menu... yet," I smirked.

"I knew it, you're trying to make Asimov's Foundation happen," Delta elbowed me.

"Bah," I waved her away.

"How does Foresight see the future exactly?" Delta asked.

"Presumably, through the Astral Ocean," I said.

"So... you will get a bullshit future prediction if your Foresight Skill sucks?"

"Pretty much," I shrugged.

"Right. What's [Intelligence]?"

"Knowledge is power. Except, this [Intelligence] does not define how much we know. Intelligence-based skills are more like the read only memory of the Soul, used to compute spells or to memorize what you've learned, to review memories. My [NeuroVista], for example, is a maxed-out intelligence skill, a computational processor, a superstructure cluster, a permanent spell formation affixed to the soul."

"[Wisdom]?" Delta tilted her head.

"Buy some wisdom today," I joked. "Impress your friends by solving puzzles, riddles, crosswords and the like. Win at arguments, forever. Be the wisest person in any room. Find clues like Sherlock Holmes and solve murder mysteries on a train better than anyone."

"Stop marketing wisdom to me and explain how it works," Delta laughed.

"Yes, yes. I know how much you hate puzzles. A [Wisdom]-type Skill is basically a permanently affixed spell, a pocket detective that's finding answers in the Astral Ocean and whispering them into your head."

"That's it?" She asked.

"That's it." I shrugged. "The Astral Ocean is packed full of dead, long lost, irrelevant and relevant information. Wisdom sifts it for you and pulls the answers out like a subconscious search-doggo."

"What if we made a conscious search engine?" She mulled. "A self-aware search spell that will..."

"I have been considering separating a section of my soul to attach to an Infoscope and create a self-aware search engine, but..."

"But?"

"But... It would most likely get eaten while it's in the Astral," I sighed. "It's way too dangerous. If something like [Hollow Mother] swallows a piece of my soul, god knows what it will do with it."

"Right," Delta said. "Do we have [Wisdom] in us already? Because I feel like neither of us is irrational or unwise. Is there a hidden value there like intelligence and soul?"
"I'm pretty sure that there are numerous hidden stats, since we're Astral Phantoms. If either of us invests sufficient points into a Stat like Wisdom, the exact number will most likely be revealed."
"I see," she sighed. "Sounds like the use of Wisdom-based skills is a dangerous game! Fishing for information in the Astral comes with a price of potentially sacrificing your own Wisdom to the Astral Phantoms."

I nodded.
"Now, what can you tell me about souls?" She asked.

"Last but not least is the [Soul]! Each level up expands the soul," I said. "You get points which basically tells you how much your soul has grown by. Invested points order certain outer segments, parts of the soul to... specialize. Once specialization is achieved, skills are unlocked, building channels to hold them. As the Skills grow, they slowly change your physical body. It's a long and complex process."
"Hrmm. So, what happens when points are invested in [Soul]?" Delta asked.
"I predict that the investment of a lot of points into Soul will be able to unlock Skills that reinforce, protect or repair the soul itself against Phantom-caused damage," I replied. "Also, with more investment into [Soul] more pieces of our souls can be carved off safely with [Sectus-Anima]."

"Got it."

"Souls without a body look like the Infoscope's core. No shell forged from magic," I said. "A soul on its own is defenseless, easily broken. From what I can see, souls are essentially almost like self-aware spells. They control all of the magic. They think and create. They live and fade to almost nothing as information in them degrades or becomes damaged. They can shed parts and lose memories. They can build defenses around them. Made of flesh, crystal, or... magic."

"Huh..." Delta looked at me. "But then..."

"Souls are akin to sparks, stars in the darkness of the Astral depths. On closer inspection people are metaphorically akin to mollusks. Your meaty body is the shell that protects your soul from other horrible, no good creatures of the Astral Ocean like the local Phantoms that stalk Skyisle like hungry sharks."

Delta blinked. "This is some heavy stuff."

"The Astral Ocean is full of nasties," I mulled. "It's a soul-eat-soul world out there."

"Well, let's not get eaten," she said. "Could you hang randomly designed skills on your soul without the System's assistance or leveling up, outside of Skill-slots?"

"No. A ‘Skill-slot’ is essentially a soul-tether that’s holding a permanently affixed spell really tightly. Without such, you cannot push magic into a spell," I said. "It takes me time to optimize spells. Optimization requires more Intelligence. Skills outside of slots can be hung on... crystal batteries like Battie."

"You know, this whole base setup is kind of crap," Delta commented, "I'm really not a big fan of the whole 'subconscious answers' from the Astral thing offered by [Wisdom] and [Foresight].

"It makes sense for an end user with no understanding of Omnicode or spell visualization," I shrugged.

"Do you think that the System was designed?" She asked.

"It is possible that parts of it were designed," I said. "We already know of two ways to activate it - the Alanian Soul-Song and a mathematical answer for the local children. I have no idea how it works mentally for bugs or animals, but I doubt that it's math. It's also possible that many of the subconscious-style Astral-scouting skills evolved as various magical defenses used by souls over billions of years."

"Ha, did you just come up with a Theory of Soul Evolution?" Delta arched a silver eyebrow. "You gotta write that down before someone else does, Mr. Darwin-wannabe."

I smirked back at her.
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                Using a steel knife that I palmed from my dad's workshop, I snipped off a single shimmering leaf from the Mystic-Willow-Oak and went into the tent to properly examine the biological processes taking place inside it.

My Infoscopes fizzed out every two minutes due to our proximity to the fault, so I had to constantly make new ones. Holding the leaf in my hand made it easier to scan.

Infoscopes 1 and 2 were spinning in a perfect circle around the tower, keeping track of potential incursions while I used Infoscope 3 as a microscope to evaluate my crystalline-organic sample.

Crystallography, the study of crystal structures was a major focus of Soviet science in fields of physics, chemistry, and materials sciences. Influential scientists like Shubnikov and Vainshtein made substantial contributions to the development of crystallography.

I visited the Moscow-based, A. V. Shubnikov Institute of Crystallography often in 1959 when I worked on my Virology thesis, attending lectures covering the latest research in the crystalline structure of viral proteins. The Shubnikov Institute had an excellent department of X-ray crystallography, which allowed professors and students to study the atomic and molecular structure of crystals.

My Infoscope couldn't produce an X-ray beam, nor did I have the necessary equipment to determine the amount of x-ray diffraction to produce a three-dimensional picture of the density of electrons within a crystal.

What it did have, was [Identify] and [Modify], the first responsible for pulling information about an object it was pointed at from the nearby Astral and the second able to modify the smallest currents of magic.

Magic, as I understood it, was a phenomenon unique to Novazem. If my Earth possessed any magic, it was not detected by the brightest minds of USSR. What we did have was radiation.


Both magic and radiation were invisible forces that influenced and altered the world around them. They operated beyond the realm of normal human senses, yet their effects were profound.

The crystalline-organic leaf of the Mystic-Willow-Oak was a prime example of nature and magic intertwining. Just as a radioactive sample of plutonium emitted alpha particle radiation, the leaf in my possession radiated magical energies, which Alanians referred to as 'etheric mana'. Specifically, the leaf projected a weak [Vascular-Vitality] field, a tad less so, now that it was cut off from the tree.

Both radiation and magic had the potential to cause harm or provide benefits. Radiation caused cellular damage, but could also be harnessed for medical treatments and power generation. There was a multitude of radiation that we studied and harnessed in USSR such as: Visible light, Alpha, Beta, Gamma, X-ray, Neutron, Cosmic, Ultraviolet, Infrared, Microwave, Radio Wave, etc.

Magic, on the other hand, possessed infinite specific conceptual alignment defined by my Infoscope with Omnicode-words such as [Life], [Death], [Destruction], [Fire], etc.



Understanding and manipulating both radiation and magic required special knowledge, tools and training. Just as USSR engineers studied the principles of radiation, the local mages studied the principles of magic and created tools to manipulate it more effectively. The Overseer's Armacus, for example, somehow overcame the magogenic fault, producing LV 88 spells.

The leaf in my hand was identified as




	Mystic-Willow-Oak tree leaf. LV 20.






As I ran my Infoscope across the tree above me, I identified numerous similar leaves below and at LV 20.

A carpet of dead leaves littered the ground around the tree, slowly drying out, decaying and turning into violet-tinted sand.

Unlike the armacus, the tree had no anti-spy runes on it. I dove my magical construct into its depths. The bark at its edge was [LV 20].

To my surprise, the deepest, hollow part of the tree contained a ring of large, violet crystals that showed up as [LV 27].

This discovery lead me to another hypothesis - both magic and radiation required special containment or shielding to protect against negative effects.

In USSR we used lead vests during X-rays crystallography experiments to protect our bodies against radiation.

The effects of the [Decay] magic pouring from the magogenic fault were likewise blocked by the bark and thick wood rings of the Mystic-Willow-Oak infused with [Vitality].

"You look like you're in contemplative mode," Delta commented. She was peeling potatoes to boil them on the pot by fire.

"I have a contemplative mode?" I arched an eyebrow, focusing on her firelit figure.

"Oh yes," my sister nodded. "You look like you're staring at nothing. Considering how much I spaced out during my early years thanks to [Chrysalis], dad thought that I would be a layabout, but it turned out that you're far less active than me. You've no idea how many times mom or dad asked you to fetch something and you've simply spaced out and forgot... and I had to be the one to do it."

"It's part of my cover," I said. "They knew that I was born with LV 6. If I appeared too smart and didn't forget things, mom or dad would suspect something. It's perfectly normal for children to become distracted."

"Sure, sure," Delta stuck her tongue out at me.

"Also, I'm not a layabout," I said. "I think that I've just figured out how the armacus is able to cast LV 88 spells."

"Do tell," she said.

"I suspect that the magisteel metal in the Overseer's armor and armacus contains crystalline structures. These crystals generate a high level [Vitality] standing wave that blocks the [Decay] field that engulfs Skyisle. You remember seeing a large, ruby crystal pyramid in on her chest? I believe that it's a large battery which constantly powers her armor and armacus with a [Vitality] pulse."

"So..." she mulled. "You want to steal the Overseer's armor?"

"I very much doubt that Kliss will let us steal her armor," I commented dryly.

"Aren't you an all-powerful, all-knowing, science-wizard, Mr. disassemble-spells-in-the-air?" Delta winked at me.

"Whatever gave you that idea that I'm all-powerful or all-knowing?" I asked.

"You talk a lot," Delta said.

"I talk a lot?" I arched an eyebrow.

"Using big, fat words," she grinned, pantomiming with her slender fingers exactly how fat my words were from her point of view.

"I died in Aralsk when I was sixty," I pointed out. "I'm technically seventy two now, old enough to be your grandfather. I've read a lot of books with a lot of 'fat' words in them and have two university degrees. That makes me a typical Soviet 'intellectual', not all-knowing."

"I'm having trouble imagining you as seventy two when I look at your goofball face and scrawny little arms," Delta commented.

"Am I a scrawny goofball or all-powerful?" I asked. "Which is it?"

"Why not both?" she laughed. "Seriously, invest some points into [Strength], some wind could push you over. I could push you over."

"I do have sixteen points in Strength. Alas, I cannot max everything," I said, crossing my arms. "I'm simply Min-Maxing."

Delta raised a silver eyebrow at me.

"Min-maxing in virus design involves the strategy of increasing the virus's lethality, transmissibility or its resistance to existing treatments. This is achieved through specific genetic modifications or by selecting strains with these inherent properties. When a virus is made too lethal, that also lowers its ability to be transmitted," I explained. "The best, most dangerous virus is a one that doesn't kill its victim right away."

"Way too many big, scary words," Delta joked, nuzzling into my side. "I'm glad you don't talk like that at home because if you did, our parents would definitely banish you into the wastes as a walking aberration."

"I'm effective at scanning and modifying magical currents," I clarified. "At the cost of being terrible at everything else. Get it? Three hundred and eighty six in Intelligence and about sixteen points at most in every other stat. Min-maxing."

"I know that you're not all-powerful," she said softly, offering me a hug. "I just like to think of you as such, my older brother who can protect me from anything. I cannot do the things that you can do."

"My skills are definitely an effective card against our current Overseer," I nodded.

"We got lucky with Kliss, then?" Delta mulled.

"Yes," I nodded. "Had we been evaluated by someone who wielded higher level spells, we'd be dead now. From the moment I've met her, I knew that she was perfect."

"Perfect how?" Delta tilted her head.

"She's believes wholeheartedly in the evaluation ability of her tools. My bullshit certainly wouldn't have worked against someone who's a tad more experienced," I explained. "I kept to myself and didn't go anywhere near the Church of Skyisle till now, as the other Overseers there were older and far less impressionable. Kliss is like a tank - good at plowing ahead, but clearly terrible at judging people."

"I think that while the previous overseers of Skyisle were older and higher level, they were also very unmotivated, using the position for a cushy job that gave them an excuse to do the least amount of work possible," Delta mulled. "You seriously gotta work on some physical defenses."

"I do," I sighed. "Unfortunately my focus on scanning tools doesn't allow for that. I cannot modify physical objects with the Infoscope."

"Why not?" She demanded.

"The magical currents which my [LV 20 Modify] generates are microscopic and incredibly specialized," I explained, spreading my hands in an exasperated gesture. "The best I can do against a monster or a physical attack now, is run away or avoid it altogether."

"Hrrrm," Delta huffed. "So then what's the plan to move up in the world?"

"The crystals inside this tree are our best chance to bypass the level cap," I eyed the Mystic-Willow-Oak above us. "I'll be damned if I don't figure out how to use it best."


            

    
        34. Of Trees and Bees

    
    
    
    
                


	
Name:


	
Dante Alan Skyisle





	
Age:


	
12 years old 






	
Species & Subtype:


	
Human - male - adolescent






	
Affinity:


	
Astral Phantom

Spark of the Morningstar [+ 3 skill channels] [+ Soul-Song skill]

Dryad [+Chrysalis skill]





	
Level:


	
14





	 
	 



	
Experience:


	
6'142/11'250





	 
	 



	
Health:


	
14/14





	
Stamina:


	
14/14





	
Mana:


	
14/14





	
Mana regen:


	
14 m/hr





	 
	 



	
Strength:


	
16





	
Agility:


	
16





	
Dexterity:


	
16





	
Vitality:


	
18 [+3]





	
Charisma:


	12



	
Magic:


	
65 [+3]





	
Foresight:


	15



	
Intelligence:


	
297 [+89]





	
Wisdom:


	
15





	
Soul:


	
56 [-54]





	 
	 



	Skills:
	 



	
1


	
[Soul-Song LV 0] [ON][Raising Spell efficiency by 0.1%]
[Providing detailed Soul-Stats][Translating the Soul-Song's Language]

Known Song-Spells:











	[Tamus-Anima]
	[Sectus-Anima]



	[Conjugo-Anima]
	[Identify]
























	2
	
1 [Infoscope LV 20]





	3
	
2 [Infoscope LV 20]





	4
	
3 [Infoscope LV 20]





	5
	1 [Info-Tether LV 20]



	6
	2 [Info-Tether LV 20] 



	7
	3 [Info-Tether LV 20] 



	8
	1 [Modify LV 20]



	9
	2 [Modify LV 20] 




	10
	3 [Modify LV 20] 




	11
	1 [Sectus-Tether LV 20]



	12
	2 [Sectus-Tether LV 20]



	13
	[NeuroVista LV 20] [ON]



	14
	[Chrysalis LV 14] [OFF]



	 
	 



	Phylactery - Battie [Barrier] [LV 14]
	[Crystal Battery] [14 soul shards from Dante]
[20/20 mana] 



	Phylactery - Leemy [Chrysalis] [LV 27]
	[Mystic-Willow-Oak] [40 soul shards from Dante]
[40 soul shards from Delta][27/27 mana]








After a week of slowly cutting off 40 shards of my soul and 40 shards of Delta's soul and injecting them into a specific crystal formation deep within the Mystic tree, I was finally rewarded with a sight of [Phylactery - Leemy] in my Stats!

Since I could not reach out and simply touch Leemy with my fingers, I had to tether my soul to her with one of my Info-Tethers and Infoscope 3, thus leaving me with only two others to fly around with.

I scanned Infoscope 3 with Infoscope 2 as I relaunched 3 inside of the hollow space within the Mystic Tree

[Infoscope 3 LV 21]

"Yes!" I pumped my fist in the air as I finally succeeded at breaking the level cap with a spell.

I pushed Infoscope 3 through the tree and onto the outside. As it hung in the air it started to rapidly decay. In a minute, it became LV20 and then in another crashed completely as the magogenic zone devoured the spell.

I pursed my lips. I could now produce higher level spells… but only inside the tree. It was an extremely limiting improvement.

The simplest solution would be to cut a hole in the tree to get the crystal out, but…

a)The trunk was reinforced with layers upon layers of LV27 wood and would probably be impossible to cut through with LV 20 tools. The Mystic tree was the toughest thing in Skyisle.

b)Cutting a hole in the tree and ripping out the crystals would likely screw up how well they defended against the fault.

"Eeeeeeeeeey," Delta slid into the tent. "I just saw Leemy in my Stats! I can feel her or perhaps a part of myself in that tree! You did it, right?"

"I did," I nodded. "She's our Phylactery now. It took nearly eighty soul shards to establish a permanent connection, but we did it."

"Does that mean if we die horribly we can reincarnate as a tree?" Delta asked, tilting her white mane.

"Uhhh," I rubbed the back of my head. "...maybe? If we can find our way from the Astral to where Lemmy is at, without getting eaten along the way. From my understanding… when someone or something dies, their soul rapidly sinks into the depths of the Astral."

"I could be an adorable tree," Delta mulled.

"If you make it back to Leemy alive," I said. "Space is very screwy beneath the physical world. The spot you die at might be too far from Leemy for example. Without having a permanent tether you might never find her… and my own threads decay here in two minutes."

"Bah," Delta crossed her arms, a playful pout on her face. "Well, I guess I'll have to settle for being an adorable human instead... for now."

"That's probably for the best. Being a tree might limit our adventures a bit, confine us to this spot within the tower, be completely unable to save Skyisle and eventually become devoured by the magogenic fault."

"So much pessimism," Delta made a long face. "Whyyyy?"

"Realism, not pessimism," I pointed out. "The glass is half full but the fluid inside is radioactive. Yes, we could be a tree... but that would massively limit our movement options."

"You can be a tree," Delta huffed. "I'm going to fly!"

"Oh? Did you happen to take over anything larger than a mite yet?" I asked.

"Yes. I got one bee!" Delta said triumphantly.

"A bee?"

"Yeppers," Delta nodded. She dug in her white-cloth pocket and presented her fist to me. When she opened her hand, there was a small, fuzzy bee inside it.




	[LV 1 Worker Fire-Bee. Female drone. Infected with Astral Fungus.]






My Infoscope identified the yellow, orange and black striped, fuzzy bug.

"Cute," I commented.

"Look what I can do!" My twin declared.

The fat bumble flapped its wings weakly. Then it raised its stinger into the air. In a moment, the stinger flashed with a weak pulse of [fire] magic, producing a tiny, orange spark.

"Behold!" Delta said. "It's like a little dragon! It can make fire!"

I kept scanning the bee.

"It has about 1 day left to live," I commented after a minute. "Maybe less."

"What?" Delta's silver-blue eyes went wide.

"Worker bees don't live that long," I explained. "I've kept track of these fire-bees you've been chasing after for years. Female worker bees like this one play a vital role in the hive. They are the backbone of the colony, tirelessly working together to ensure the survival and prosperity of the entire hive, but they only live 30 days. This one is very injured, that's likely how you were able to infect it with your Astral spores."

"Nooo, not Ogonek!" Delta cried as the bee stopped flapping its wings. "Slavaaaaa... come on you gotta help me make this bee live longer, it took me ages to get one infected and I don't want to lose her tomorrow!"

I rubbed the bridge of my nose.

"Pleeeeeease," Delta begged, making her eyes as wide as that of a kitten.

I sighed, unable to resist my sister's big, pleading eyes. "Alright, alright. I can make this bee into a Phylactery. I can attach some of my soul and your soul shards to her along with a [Vitality-Rewind] fractal. Theoretically, as long as we both keep putting mana into it, the fractal should keep rewinding the bee's body backwards in time to a less injured state. It might even fly again."

"Yes! Reincarnated as a bee!" Delta grinned. "Now this, I approve of! You can be a boring-ass tree, while I'll be..." Delta paused, a sly grin on her face, "buzzing through the clouds and pollinating all the things for ex-bee-rience!"

"Sorry to be your buzz-kill," I shook my head, "But you will likely be captured and forced to serve the Queen Bee. Bees aren't known for their individualism. From my scan, the Fire-Bee Queen has LV 20 in [Charisma-Colony-Control]. Unlike the non-magical bees of Earth, Novazem bees are actually exceptionally coordinated when they defend the hive."

"What?" Delta gasped. "Are you telling me that little Miss. Ogonek is constantly being mind-controlled... like Kliss?!"

"In a way," I admitted. "But it's not as sinister as a Vow. It's more of a harmonious, collective consciousness. Each bee is part of a greater whole. They aren't born free like people."

Delta looked down at the tiny bee in her palm. "That's kind of sad, don't you think? She never really gets to be her own bee."

"Perhaps," I responded, "but that's the nature of a bee colony. As far as I know, bees are not as sapient as we are. They work together for the survival of the hive. It's what makes them so efficient and successful at what they do. On Earth, bees communicate through a series of movements called a 'waggle dance'. It's a way to share the location of food sources," I explained. "They also use pheromones for various signals."

"Uh-huh," Delta sat down, seeing that I went into lecture mode.

"But here in Novazem, it's a bit different. The Queen Bee uses magic to connect with the rest of the colony. It's a sort of telepathic network that allows for immediate communication and coordination. It's as if they are all one mind, with the Queen as the central hub."

Delta's eyes lit up with wonder. "That's amazing... if a little creepy. So... is it like a magical radio?"

"Sort of," I said. "I scanned the fire-bee hive in our parents' attic a few times with my Infoscopes to figure out how it works. "On Earth, bees use beeswax to build their hives, creating a series of hexagonal cells where they store honey, pollen, and their eggs. They use their antennae and legs to meticulously shape each cell," I explained. 

"But Novazem bees? They take it to another level. As their colony grows, each worker helps assemble a massive crystalline broadcaster in the heart of their hive. They secrete a specific type of resin that interacts with their magic [Fire] skill when it ignites and crystallizes, to shape this unique structure. This broadcaster serves as a signal enhancer, allowing the Queen to extend her [LV 20 Charisma-Colony-Control] threads to every single bee in the hive about 70 meters away."

"Wow," Delta breathed. "They're like… little magical architects, huh?"

"Yeah," I nodded, "Lots of creatures on Novazem evolved to use magic in incredibly unique ways."

"Wait, so the bees can only pollinate flowers 70 meters away?" Delta asked.

"No," I said. "They use the 'waggle dance' outside of the 70 meters range and act less coordinated until they get closer to the hive. The control of the Queen mainly exists to defend the colony from external threats such as a high-level enemy attacking the hive or trying to make a nest of their own nearby."

Delta stared at the dying bee in her hand. "What happens when a bee's lifetime is up?" she asked. "I mean, does the colony just forget about them?"

I shook my head, "It's a little more complicated than that. Bees have a pretty strong sense of community. When a bee is injured or dying, it releases a specific chemical marker. The other bees pick up on this and know that their sister is in trouble. If the bee dies inside the hive, her sisters will carry her body out to keep the hive clean.”

"But what if the bee is still alive, just old or weak or injured like this one?" Delta asked.

"Then she is still driven out of the hive," I admitted. "It might seem harsh, but it's necessary for the survival of the colony. A weak or sick bee could bring disease into the hive or simply drain resources. It's a tough world out there, sis."

Delta's frown deepened.

"Just like on Earth, Novazem bees are also susceptible to mite infections," I added. "The tiny parasitic mites here are magical too. They feed off the information-tethers that the bees use to communicate with the Queen, weakening their hosts over time by draining their mana bit by bit."

"Is that why Oggy is so weak?"

"Partly, yes." I nodded. "She's very covered in mites. Mites are a persistent problem for bees in both worlds. Even though bees have defensive measures, the mites have [Charisma-concealment] skills."

"How do the bees fight against the mites?" Delta asked.

"Bees employ grooming behaviors to remove mites from their bodies and use propolis, a sticky substance made from tree resins, to seal off mite entry points in the hive. Additionally, the bees can detect and remove infested brood, reducing the spread of mites. The problem is that these mites are really good at redirecting attention away from themselves with tiny charisma standing waves, so the colony fails to remove them all. Unlike the bees, the mites are a parasitic species specializing almost entirely in concealment."

"What the hell? That's terrible!" Delta clenched her fists. "Let's save the bees, Slava. All of them!"

"I'll put it on my agenda," I commented dryly.

"You're not taking me seriously, are you?" She asked.

"Parasites like the mites contribute to the ecology by managing the host population, unless they become too effective," I pointed out. "We already have a lot on our plate right now, with the gods, Vows and saving Skyisle with Leemy!"

I waved my hand at the massive Mystic tree behind me.

Delta pouted, crossing her arms over her chest. "I know that. But after we've done all that, promise we'll help the bees in our garden at least?"

"Aren't you riding the mites to get into the bee colony yourself?" I asked.

"I'm a terrible parasite and I feel bad," Delta sighed. "When I become a Queen Bee I will make the colony in our attic super nice for every hard working bee!"

I smiled, reaching out to ruffle her white hair. "Alright, alright. I promise to help clear the mites when you're the Queen Bee. For now, at the very least, I can try to save little Ogonek from expiring tomorrow."

Delta beamed at me.

"When I'm done, we'll have to meet Kliss at the pub," I said.

"Why?"

"She wants to make contingency plans for a future relocation or even a forced evacuation of Skyisle," I sighed. "She's not completely confident that we're competent enough to use Agromancy to modify this tree fast enough to save the village. She dug through the archives and figured out that the previous generation was limited to LV 24 and the one before that was limited to LV 32 and it's stressing her out immensely."

            

    
        35. Dinner at the Fox

    
    
    
    
                After meeting Kliss at the Church, we walked to the Fox and Fiddle pub at the western side of town.

The old pub buried halfway in the hillside emerged in front of us as we turned a corner on a lantern-dotted path leading from Longwoods Road. Round doors and windows peered from the mossy cliffside, surrounded by lush arboreal forest. A large wooden sign hung from the front depicting a jolly fox playing a fiddle and dancing.

We came inside and sat at an empty booth. The pub was mostly empty, save for a couple of patrons in a distant corner. It was a bit too early for dinner and the laborers and farmers of Skyisle preferred to dine at home, unless it was a special occasion or a celebration. The wide, rotund room dotted with round windows had held many weddings and Soul-Song parties in its past, the wooden planks of the floor worn out by dancing feet.

"Heeey folks, what can I getcha?" A purple-haired, pink-eyed girl inquired as she bounced to our table. I knew her name, just as I knew the names of many people in Skyisle. Kovac had introduced us to her after the church lessons. Magenta Novika Skyisle was his third cousin twice removed. She was fourteen and worked at the pub owned by her family.

"Eyyy Dante, Destiny!" She winked. "And who's that you're wi…"

Her smile faltered momentarily and her words failed her as she looked at our third companion.

"O-overseer… always a pleasure to have you in the F-Fox!" Magenta stammered out with a deep bow.

She glanced back at me, curiosity dancing in her pink eyes. She obviously had no idea what I was doing with the Overseer and why. I wondered if she suspected that I was a turncoat like Wiklogg, a little mouse that was whispering information to our Imperial Overlords about everything in Skyisle.

"What'll it be?" She asked with a crooked smile.

"A bottle of wine, at least five years old," Kliss muttered. "And a Blood Elk steak… medium rare with some mashed potatoes."

"With pleasure!" Magenta nodded. "...and for your companion?" She didn't even spare me a glance as she asked the question, believing the Overseer to be my boss.

"I'll take your finest wine," I said. "Also, a steak and some fried potatoes."

Magenta froze. She blinked at me and then looked at the Overseer.

"She's with us," I said. "I'm paying."

Magenta's mouth opened wide. "Whaaa…" She blinked rapidly as if she was concussed.

Kliss nodded tiredly. I winked at Magenta.

"Alriiiiighty then," the barmaid curtsied. "I'll be back with your wine."

She retreated into the kitchen, firing bewildered glances back at me.

"Who are you trying to impress?" Delta asked.

"Nobody," I replied. "What's wrong with a good time with my friends? You don't think I deserve to try some fine Ishikarian wine for once? I heard that the good stuff has unique properties that can temporarily increase a person's mana."

"How do you have money?" Kliss asked.

"Used my Agromancy in the forest and found a few old silver coins," I said.

"You can do that?" Kliss blinked.

I didn't tell her that I actually used my Infoscopes to scout the ground around Skyisle for metal similarly to a metal detector for 12 years.

"Agromancy can do a lot," I lied. "Plants can feel things with their roots. All I had to do was touch some grass with my grandmother's old wand to find some lost money."

"That's... impressive," Kliss nodded.

"I intend to save Skyisle," I said. "We're not relocating."

"You're this certain that the Mystic tree can save Skyisle?" Kliss asked.

"The tree is higher level on the inside," I said. "My Agromancy senses tell me that it projects a [Vitality] pulse. I believe that it's our best option."

"Will the trees grow fast enough?" Kliss asked. "Will they be able to stop the drop of levels, spells and experience in time? I plan to begin the legal process of relocating Skyisle in a few days."

"What?" I blinked.

"I call my assigned [Inquisitor] once a week with my report," Kliss explained. "It's important for one's paperwork to be in order, just in case your tree plan fails horribly. Next time I will call him I'll tell him about my plan to relocate the village further away from the magogenic fault. I'm also going to tell him that a young, capable Agromancer might help the problem, but that I'm not too hopeful about it."

I sighed. Kliss was dead-set on relocating Skyisle. I really didn't want to abandon Leemy or the Alanian tower. I spent the last decade mapping the Alanian obelisk network underneath the village, figuring out how to repair and reactivate it. All I needed was someone with tons of [Strength] to help me dig the batteries out. Maybe my dad could help out, once his house arrest ended.

I noticed that Magenta was back with our orders of wine. She put a bottle next to the Overseer and held a very old-looking wine in front of my face.

“This is Cutrizz wine,” she said reverently. “Year 8022. It’s worth a gold and ten silver because the Cutrizz berries only bloom once every ten years. Are you sure you can afford it, Dante?” She asked.

I showed her my pouch with old silver and gold coins that I dug out of the ground with dad's shovel. Her eyes bulged. Digging the money out was quite exhausting… but the look on Magenta’s face was absolutely worth it.

“H-how?” She uttered, staring at the money in my bag.

“A reward from my dad,” I winked at her. “I unlocked my Soul-Song a week ago! I am an adult now."

“Oh my... congratulations!” Magenta clapped her hands. Then she eyed me warily, putting the wine on the table out of my reach. “I’ll need you to show me some magic Dante. I can’t take your word for it. You are a minor unless your Soul-Song is unlocked and I cannot serve a minor wine.”

I groaned.

“What? I didn’t see you having a party in here,” Magenta explained, looking at my annoyed face. “Everyone has their Soul-Song party at the Fox… except for you it seems.”

“Fine! I’ll show you my amazing lightning magic!” I declared after a small pause. I had two thick wool cloths in my pocket that I had taken from my dad’s workshop.

I rubbed two wool cloths vigorously under the table against each other, building up an electrostatic charge.

“Now, Mags, close your eyes and lean towards me!” I ordered.

Magenta obliged. I extended my finger towards her nose.

“Open your eyes!” I declared. “Look at your nose!”

I reached out towards her nose with my finger. A small, flicker of electricity jumped from my finger to her nose. Her eyes were focused on the tip of her nose, so she saw a big lightning bolt strike her in the nose. In the dimly-lit bar the little electrostatic charge looked far brighter and bigger than it really was. Magenta yelped, jumping backwards.

“Wow! Lightning magic! Dante, you’re a wizard!” She clapped. “Although… that was kind of mean. Oww.” She rubbed her nose.

“Just give me my damn wine,” I said. “I’ve been waiting twelve years for this pivotal moment.”

“With pleasure,” She slid the wine over to me, gave us a trio of goblets and walked away, shaking her head.

I felt the Overseer’s gaze digging into my head.

“Yes?” I asked her as I poured myself some magical wine.

“What in the Astral was that?” She asked. “That wasn’t green Agromancy magic! You’ve made tiny lightning!”

“Correct,” I nodded with a grin.

“Explain!” she demanded.

“Lightning naturally happens during thunderstorms, without any mana,” I said. "Tiny lightning charge can be built up by rubbing one wool cloth against another.”

I vigorously rubbed my hair with the wool cloths. It started to float up, probably making me look ridiculous.

“Oh,” Kliss blinked at me. “Lightning without… mana. How strange."

I reached out with my hand and touched her left hand that she left sitting on the table. An electrostatic charge jumped from me to her. She didn’t even wince, but she looked at her hand with curiosity.

"How have you figured this out?" She asked.

"I was cleaning some stuff in dad's workshop with a wool cloth," I said. "And little sparks kept jumping from my hands when I touched anything metal."

"That's quite clever, Dante," Kliss smiled softly.

"Did you think that I was an aberration when you met me?" I asked bluntly. "That was your first question to me in class."

"My Angel is dead-set on you being an aberration," Kliss confessed.

"But what about you?" I pressed.

"I think that you're a bright young man," Kliss said. "You remind me of myself five years ago. I buried myself at the Cessna Librarium studying arcane magic to bring up my level and to impress my Instructors. From what I read, an aberration is an incredibly hungry magical memory. The Imperium experimented on the few we had managed to capture. An aberrant ghost is defined by its greed, it would never share knowledge with another, even something as simple as that tiny lightning cloth trick."

“Good to know,” I smiled.




	[+1 in Mana]






The System dinged as I sipped more of the wine. Hmmm… Mana-reloading drink! So, the rumors were true. I began to scan this wine with [Infoscope 1] to see if I could extrapolate how exactly it functioned.

I felt as Delta grabbed my shirt from the side. She tugged at it, trying to get my attention. I turned my head to her.

"Danger," Delta whispered in Russian, her silver-blue, panic filled eyes staring at something.

I turned my head away from my sister and looked at where she was looking at. At the same time I sent my Infoscopes forward.

There was some presence in the Astral. Something incredibly powerful and dangerous was there. Something that gave off a gnawing sense of pure terror to the [Astral Phantom] part of me. A predator was here, standing in plain daylight in front of us, concealed, cloaked with magic.

It was watching us, listening in on our conversation and now it had finally chosen to act. The Infoscopes suddenly detected the nothingness in the shape of a person approaching us. I saw that the back door of the pub leading downstairs was open. Someone had come up from the catacombs beneath Skyisle just as Mags brought us the wine!

"Don't move," a female voice said.

I saw her eyes first as the [Charisma-Invisibility] pulse around her fell.

One was brown, the other pale white, filled with a brilliant dancing ring of violet fire. Arch-Priestess of Ishira, Giovashi Incandictia appeared in front of our table.

The [Charisma] of her voice was infused with a blinding pulse of [LV 200+] magic. It suspended everything in the pub, froze all of its patrons. Like a tidal wave it washed across the dining room, washing my little LV 20 Infoscopes out of existence.

I found myself frozen, pinned to my seat like a butterfly that had been nailed to a display wall.

My muscles refused to move, no, my very soul became petrified, bound by her Charisma-infused words.

Damn it all!

 

            

    
        36. Layers of Awareness

    
    
    
    
                
My heart raced as I struggled against the invisible force that held me in place. Fear gripped me tightly, but I refused to let it consume me, tried to break the spell that bound my soul with all of my will.

It was hopeless. Ishira's divine magic and the sacrifices of the villager's Vows 12 years ago somehow made Giovashi absurdly powerful, gave her the ability to cast spells at a level far higher than my Infoscope had defined her own as.

"Everyone but the barmaids, Overseer, Dante and Destiny... please leave," she ordered.


The patrons in the back got up, looking dazed, their eyes glassy. They exited the pub quickly.

"You can speak," Giovashi addressed us. "Feel free to move your eyes and mouth only."

A small part of the binding spell let go of me. I was able to move my eye muscles and mouth. Nothing else worked. The tiniest degree of magic in relation to [Infoscope Astral-Phantom Observation] returned to my eyes alone. I peered at Giovashi through the Astral and the physical world.

She was an absolute monster, wreathed in the radiance Ishira's divine power. I saw something that looked like human souls chained to her in the Astral, a whole army of ghostly, brittle stars pulsing all around her.

"What do you want, Arch-Priestess?" Kliss growled. The Overseer was clearly trying to raise her armacus, but she was also pinned to her seat with magic, unable to move.

Giovashi Incandictia smirked, her mismatched eyes gleaming with violet coronas in the dim light of the pub.

"Oh, just a little chat with our esteemed Overseer of Skyisle and her newfound... friends," she replied.

Kliss glared at the Arch-Priestess, eyes filled with hatred.

Giovashi chuckled darkly. "Let's just say I have a proposition for you, Overseer. One that could benefit both of us. But first, let's talk about your plans for Skyisle."
Kliss narrowed her eyes, her voice laced with defiance. "I have no interest in hearing anything you have to say, Giovashi. Your plans are not in the best interest of this village or its people. Skyisle belongs to Equality!"


"That's where you're wrong, darling," Giovashi said. "Skyisle belongs to me."


Kliss scoffed at Giovashi's assertion. "Ishira no longer holds Skyisle. Its future lies with Equality! What does your false Goddess offer? Fear? Submission? I've seen the destruction and suffering caused by that damned dragon you brought to Skyisle. The Empire won't let Skyisle fall under your influence again!"

The Arch-Priestess laughed, her voice echoing through the pub. "Again? You still don't understand it, do you? I own Skyisle. You're just a little, simple pawn while I am its Monarch, the rightful owner of this little fine vale. This land has been mine alone since the fall of Tricameron!"

"I will never forsake the principles of Equality!" Kliss snapped. "Kill me and my Inquisitor will come, find wherever you're hiding and execute you!"






"Oh but I have no intentions to kill you," Giovashi said. "Magenta! Fetch me a chair!"




Magenta, who had been frozen in place, snapped out of her daze and hurriedly brought a chair over to Giovashi. The Arch-Priestess gracefully sat down, her gaze fixed on Kliss.

"Let's have a civil conversation about our roles, shall we?" Giovashi said, her tone dripping with mock politeness.

"You're wasting your time talking to me," Kliss hissed. "I will never betray the trust of the people I'm responsible for! I won't subject them to Ishira's manipulations!"




"I wish to speak to your Master, not the little flesh puppet he inhabits," Giovashi smiled. "I want to converse with the Overseer's Vow, the Astral-born child of Goddess Equality."

Something changed in the expression of Kliss. Her eyes suddenly turned dead, staring past the Arch-Priestess.




I observed a flicker of something unnerving passing through the Overseer's gaze. "What do you wish to speak about, servant of Ishira?" Her lips spoke in a cold, even, emotionless voice.

"What's your plan for these two adorable human spawns, Equality's Child?" Giovashi asked, waving her hand at me and Delta.

"They are aberrations and they must die," the Overseer's Vow replied with the lips of the girl it inhabited. "They speak an alien tongue. They know far too much. They are children of Cassandra, a Sentinel of Almn-Inia."




"So, you wish to kill them, yes?" Giovashi arched a gray eyebrow.

"Yes," The Vow replied. "They are a threat to us. Their legacy must be kept buried and forgotten."

"Do you intend to harm their mother, Cassandra Alana?"

"Yes," The Vow said. "Cassandra must die. She is an Inian Sentinel. All three must be executed, their bloodline must end. The Inian Necromagi are a threat to our Empire, a threat that must be exterminated wherever it is found."

"I'm afraid I can't let you do that," Geovashi said simply. "The Alans are of great value to me."




"You have no authority over me," the Overseer's Vow said. "I answer only to Equality."




"Then, be gone from my sight, Astral-born," The Arch-Priestess of Ishira said. She raised a hand and pointed it at Kliss.

I saw a blast of brilliant, violet-tinted divine magic, like a wall of flames radiating from Giovashi. It ignited the Astral all around the Overseer's Vow. The Vow dove into the depths of the Astral to escape the flames that sought to consume it.




As the flames of divine magic engulfed the area where the Overseer's Vow had vanished, a tense silence settled over the pub. Kliss blinked, looking confused.

"What... was that?" Kliss asked, her voice trembling. "What have you done?"

"Just a little taste of Ishira's power," Giovashi said. "I drove your Vow away for a bit, so that you could make another."




"What?" Kliss blinked.

"You will not be able to control the Overseer's Vow, foolish child," Giovashi commented. "It is stronger than your will or the rules you've made up in your head. It will try to use your armacus, wield your own hand to execute my little Destiny and Cassandra. Swear another Vow to Equality now, a Vow to protect the Alan family and to be their… best friend. You don't want them to die by your own hand, yes? These two children are your little friends, are they not?"

There was a potent pulse of [Charisma] an entire violet ray of it that struck Kliss.




Kliss blinked, her entire face twitching. Her eyes looked at us, filled with panic and uncertainty.

"If I make another Vow to Equality... will it really protect them?" Kliss asked, her voice wavering.

Giovashi smiled, a wicked glint in her eyes. "Of course, darling. With a new Vow, you will have the strength to stand up to your existing Vow, won't be constantly thinking about stabbing these poor, innocent children in the back. I suggest you let go of your hateful emotions, be kinder to the people you Oversee. Hatred is a potent emotion, a worthy sacrifice to Equality that you love so much."

Kliss gulped. She clearly knew that she was being manipulated, but she was also unable to resist the radiance of [Charisma] pouring from Giovashi's violet eyes.

Second by second, she broke under its pressure, submitted to Giovashi's words.

"F-fine," Kliss said.

"Yes. Be their friend and protect them from harm," Giovashi repeated, violet fire dancing in her eyes.

Kliss took a deep breath after another minute and spoke, "I wish to make an [Unbreakable Vow] to [Goddess Equality] to protect the Alan family and aid them. I will not let any harm come to them and be their friend. I will sacrifice my [Hatred] to it."

I saw the creation of a Vow.

Gold threads descended, poured from the astral, reached into the depths of Kliss's soul. A new, Astral-based life blossomed from her core, devouring her mana, feeding off her soul to sustain itself.



I watched as the Astral Fungi continued to spread, intertwining with Kliss's body. It seemed to merge seamlessly with her, becoming a part of her being. Gold threads extended, reaching out like delicate tendrils of a plant seeking sunlight. A second mushroom-like head bloomed above Kliss.


"See, that wasn't so hard was it?" Giovashi said.

"N-no," Kliss muttered. Her soul looked far less bright in my Infoscope now. Her body trembled as she was still unable to move.




"As for you, Dante," Giovashi turned to me.




I gulped, not sure what to say.

"Tell me, the absolute truth. What level are you?" She asked, her voice laced with powerful [Charisma] magic that scorched through my entire soul.

"I am level... fourteen," I confessed, unable to lie, unable to stand against the monstrous pressure, a violet fire that pulsed in my head.

"What?!" Kliss's eyes snapped to me.

"What's the highest spell you can cast, Dante?" Giovashi resumed.

"Level twenty one," My mouth spoke the absolute truth.

"WHAT?!" Kliss barked, her emerald eyes growing wide in panic.

"What are you plans for Skyisle, Dante?" Giovashi asked.

"I want to heal the land and help the people stand up to monsters like you," I said simply. "How many souls have you devoured, Priestess?"

"How have you broken though the level barrier, child?" Giovashi inquired. "How is that you can see my dedicated followers?"

"Mathematics," I said, trying to keep my answers are brief as possible.

"...Mathematics?" Giovashi blinked in surprise. "What?"

"Mathematics that only I know," I replied, unable to stop. "Knowledge from another world."

"Aberration!" Kliss uttered, her expression that of abject horror.

"My brother is a brilliant... agromancer!" Delta injected herself into the conversation, not affected by the truth-spell targeting me. "He just wants to help Skyisle!"

"Now, that's unexpected. An Astral Phantom that's not craving power. You weren't supposed to be born a kind Agromancer who can heal Skyisle, child," Giovashi tapped her chin. "You're too bright, too capable, outshining my chosen one, getting in Destiny's way. You're interfering with my Vision of the Future far too much. I'm afraid that won't do."

I struggled to move, to do something.

"What are you planning to do with my brother?" Delta growled.

"Nothing too painful," Giovashi said. "I'll simply remove his magic, fix the narrative of the future."

"What?" Delta gasped. "WHY?!"

"He's not the child of the narrative chosen by Ishira's power bound by the blood sacrifice of your mother," Giovashi said. "You are. Don't worry, he won't die... he just won't be able to cast spells anymore."




"No!" Delta shouted. "You can't take away his magic! It's a part of who he is!"

Giovashi smirked. "Oh, but I can. With a simple application of my power, I can sever his connection to the Astral forevermore. You'll still have a nice brother to play with, just not one who can use such high-level magic."



She reached out to me with her hand and touched my forehead.

Violet fire poured from her fingers, engulfed my entire soul, pushed me out of my body. I felt something vital tearing within me.


As the violet inferno consumed me, I felt a sense of panic and disorientation. I felt, saw that I was being torn away from my physical form, was falling away from my body into the infinite, dark abyss.

"Dante!" Delta's scream sounded through my head before I heard nothing as my soul snapped off from my body completely.
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The violet fire around me faded away, washed away by the currents of the Astral Ocean. It was cold… so very very cold. I was dead.

Giovashi killed me. Or perhaps, simply banished my soul from my body. I momentarily wondered how exactly my body would function without me, tried to activate my Infoscope and failed.

Diatomic megastructures, imprints of people, animals, monsters, trees, wardstones and other things rose all around me, everything and nothing passing me by as I sank into darkness.

A wispy, washed out shape of the Fox and Fiddle pub was visible far above me made from hollow walls. I guessed that the pub must have had enough magic in it to imprint into the Astral as a distinctive, ghostly building.

I felt broken, alone, falling, had no energy to fight, move or float away. Whatever the violet fire did, it burned away all of my mana, sapping my life away, signing me off to simply ossify into the nearest semi-solid wall.

I sank deeper and deeper into the abyss, unable to even move my threads, until I fell through the hollow shape of a man with a broken neck.

There was warmth, a remnant of a person here, an imprint of someone who died many centuries ago.

I knew that I was dying, fading away. In desperation, I sucked in, devoured the person’s remnants into myself in hopes of reigniting my spark.

Memories of another life flooded into my head along with the silver-green aurora that I’ve consumed.





Klint Klondike Tricameron was an Arcanix, an “Anima Artifactus Nex” as the Archmage Academics called them.

When the Alanian Academy of Magic discovered a way to divide and bind souls to objects he was one of many who chose to split and bind his soul to magitek artefacts. In this manner, day by day, he was slowly turning himself into a living golem.

The magitek tools were incredibly expensive, but Klint was dedicated to the cause of becoming immortal. He borrowed money wherever he could and did the worst sorts of jobs as a free Agent to pay his ever-growing debts. He punished other debtors that refused to pay their bills on time, breaking their fingers. He killed Seditionists wherever they arose. He hunted down criminals, stole research papers from Academics and threatened citizens across Tricameron, all for whomever was willing to pay up the most.

The jobs were practically pouring in as the Citadel became divided between the Animancy Academics and the idiots who wanted nothing to do with shattering their immortal souls "because the gods were against such vile acts" or some other similar nonsense.

Killing Seditionists was fun and easy, they were weak, feeble minded and stood in his way to Immortality.

Klint was able to do his job without remorse because long ago he had learned to abstract himself away from stressful situations, constantly thinking of himself in third person. This essential, core skill allowed him to effortlessly split his personality amidst all of the magitek bound to him. It also allowed him to endure the multitude of painful surgeries that slowly replaced his bones and organs with magitek tools.

Immortality was a price worth paying, Klint told himself as his magisteel fingers crushed the head of a screaming man, splattering the room in blood. The Arcanix let the dead man fall and cast a cleaning spell on himself to clear the blood off.

In a few minutes, Klint stepped out of the Academic's tower onto the street of Tricameron, his long, black, magisteel-plate covered leather coat billowing behind him, metal bits clinking together as he moved.

Directed by the final words of the Seditionist-supporting Academic, Klint took a skyship out of Tricameron Citadel to one of the nearby mountain towns called Skyisle.

As he sat on the skyship heading to the Skyisle Hex-Beacon Tower, Klint considered why some Academics were against Immortality or why anyone in their right mind would think that it was a bad idea to retrieve a valued family member from the Astral Ocean.

Klint’s own grandfather, Keps Klondike Tricameron, was now living in a necklace that Klint wore beneath his coat. Whenever Klint ran into a problem that he could not resolve himself he consulted his grandfather’s ghost. The old, witty Archmage was full of wisdom and jokes that made Klint laugh out loud, making the other few skyship passengers glance at him.

Entering Skyisle was a simple procedure. Klint simply showed his Agent license to the gate golem and walked to the Sentinel's office located at the top of the Beacon Tower to get the approval for the kills.

“So... Whom are you hunting today, Agent?” Cazligor Alan Skyisle, the highborn Sentinel of town, yawned from behind his ostentatious desk, his magitek spoon stirring his coffee for him.

“Seditionists,” Klint replied.

“In my town? Really?” Sentinel Cazligor raised an eyebrow. “The damn zealots are appearing everywhere these days... like roaches.”

Klint nodded.
The stirring spoon unfolded into a metal spider and skittered across the table, depositing itself into a drawer.

The Sentinel picked up his coffee and took a sip. “What's your evidence?”

“I’ve interrogated a Seditionist Academic in Tricameron. He exposed a cell in your town,” the Arcanix replied briskly, placing his hand on the [Truth] orb. “They call themselves the worshippers of Ishira. They’re planning to blow up this tower with you in it. They’ve been stockpiling armaments beneath the Fox and Fiddle pub.”

“Damnation,” Cazligor rubbed his temples as the [Truth] spell on his desk flashed green, confirming the words of the Agent. “Fine, you have my permission to terminate them all. Purge this infestation from Skyisle before it spreads any further.”

Klint handed the Sentinel his license and Cazligor signed it with his soul-signature, approving the kills and paying the fees listed.

The Agent went down the metal stairwell and entered Skyisle.

Evening drew near as the sun started to set. The peaceful, picturesque little town was deceitfully calm, hiding tension and deadly danger beneath the elaborately carved stonework houses and well-trimmed pink Ambrosia gardens and arboretums.

[Ah Skyisle,] grandfather Keps mentally commented from the necklace as Klint walked down the orange cobblestone path across the forest. [I remember coming here in 6849! I got very drunk at the Fox and had lots of fun with a local girl under the stars. Can’t recall her name for the life of me though. Got shipped to fight the Basque the next day. Forty seven confirmed kills in a week!]

“Got any advice for taking down the Seditionists?” Klint asked.

[Walk through the front, send a wide pulse then start firing,] Keps replied. [Don’t even bother asking questions. Execute anyone with an angel hanging over them. The pub is big and wide open. The shots will go straight through the wooden booths. Drop the banger down the stairwell, it’ll deal with anyone downstairs. A pity if some of the wine down there will go to waste, but it’s important that you get all of them faster than they can blink.]

“Got it,” the Agent nodded.

In a few more minutes he stood in front of the pub. A wooden sign with the carved picture of a fox playing a fiddle swung back and forth in the wind coming from the mountains.

Klint switched the armacus on his right hand to the [Piercer] and the one in his left hand to [Identify]. His foot slammed the round front door of the pub wide open.

His magitek body activated, drawing power from the crystal core in his chest allowing him to move faster than even the most skilled human. He started firing as soon as the Identify pulse returned with the results. There were seven barmaids in the pub with angels on their shoulders.

The things looked like grotesque violet mushrooms. Klint felt no remorse for the Seditionists he killed. They had chosen this, sold their soul to Astral constructs for power.

The piercer went straight through their heads. The other patrons screamed in slow motion, moving away from him.

Klint’s left arm chucked the bomb down the stairwell. In exactly six seconds it detonated. Klint rushed down the stairwell, metal boots thumping on the rough stone.

He sent another [Identify] pulse ahead of himself in case anyone remained un-concussed.

A purple-haired girl with six angels on her leapt at him in the confined space of the hallway, determination painted on her exceptionally alluring face.

A mana sword manifested from Klint’s right armacus, going right through the girl, cutting the Seditionist in half. The deadly spell hexagrams forming in her hand popped as her soul left her body, dragged into heaven by her angels.

Klint winced just for an instance. He didn’t enjoy killing someone so young and beautiful.

The young idiot had chosen her fate, had picked the wrong side in the game. Her beauty didn’t even fade in death, she must have invested a ton of her points into Charisma and Vitality. Klint stepped over the corpse, drawing his eyes away from her perfect face with considerable effort.

There were others in the catacombs. He moved through the smoke like a shadow of death, cutting through the cultists with his shimmering sword.

All of them were female, beautifully alluring, perfect in every way. It was a shame to kill them.

[Abstract yourself!] His grandfather chided. [They’re Charisma maxers! Don’t look at their faces! Don’t let them speak to you!]

“I’m trying,” Klint growled. He noticed that his magisteel hands were trembling ever so slightly.

A song began to resonate through the smoke. It was divine, perfect.

[Don’t listen to it!] The ghost of the old Archmage shouted. [Turn off your hearing!]

Klint disabled his ears. He had to fight himself not to turn his hearing back on. He wanted to hear more of this absolutely captivating chorus sang by the angels themselves.

[Damn sirens,] his grandfather commented. [Focus. Kill them all. Quickly now, before they can regroup!]

Klint rushed through the catacombs. Twenty girls stood around a black obelisk. He froze, unable to move, unable to swing his mana sword.

A girl stepped forward. She was perfect in every way, divine, indescribably beautiful.

[Shut down your eyes! Don’t look at her, idiot!] The mental voice of Keps yelled from somewhere distantly.

“I have foreseen your arrival,” The perfect being said. Klint was somehow able to hear her even though he had no ears to speak of. His very soul trembled in her presence.

“I knew that you would come, my love.” The Goddess spoke.

Klint slashed at the woman's face with the last of his resistance. The perfect girl stepped back, one of her eyes gone. The scar and the blood pouring from her missing eye didn't make her any less perfect.

"An Agent of our enemies is here!" She sang. "It is time! Sacrifice yourself for me, let me hold onto your souls!"

The girls around her started falling. Klint's [Astral Sight] saw that their souls were binding themselves to the Avatar of Ishira. The girl's Charisma magnified tenfold then a hundredfold.

Klint wept, fell to his knees. He saw perfection made manifest and he was in love.

"W-what's your name, Goddess?" He uttered.

"I am Giovashi Incandictia Skyisle," the girl spoke. "The earthly wielder, an Avatar of Ishira's love and beauty."

"I... love you," Klint confessed.

"Break your neck for me, show me that you love me," Giovashi said.

Klint could not disobey the order of his Goddess. He would do anything to please this perfect girl. He loved her. He loved her more than himself. More than anything in the world. His own magisteel hands grabbed at his head and twisted it to the side, further than it could turn.

The one place that he had failed to replace, his spine, shattered.

Klint fell, unable to move. He dimly realized that he failed, that his debts would not be repaid. None of it really mattered because he's seen her - the perfect being, a divinity made manifest.

“You’ve lost. Tricameron will burn to ashes and in a thousand years time not a single soul will remember your Empire,” Giovashi sang. "I will make sure that you will not have enough magic to return."

She extended a hand and Klint's body became bathed in violet fire. He screamed as the connection between his artifacts, his soul and his physical body snapped one by one, shattered.

The Goddess smiled and glanced at one of her priestesses. "Vaporize his body!"

One of her exquisite priestesses stepped forward towards Klint and gracefully pointed an armacus at his chest. A rune of [Destruction] manifested there.

“Goodbye, my love.” The Goddess spoke and Klint knew no more.





I choked, unable to clear the image of the perfect girl from my vision. She was there, nailed into the core of my memories. The Avatar of Ishira. The perfect being. The one I loved and will love forevermore.

Abstract. Abstract from it all! She’s not real! She’s just an illusion, an idea of utter perfection draped over a human!

Chernobyl. Aralsk. Semipalatinsk. The Tzar Bomba. I drowned the face of my one true love with memories of human-made hellfire from USSR.

I tried to focus on my own memories.

My name is Vladislav Alexandrovich Kerenski! I died in 1992 by destroying the Aralsk-7 virology lab! I had a new life as Dante in Skyisle. I have to get back to Delta, have to find Leemy... have to survive!

I was never Klint Klondike, I wasn't really there when the Alanian Agent died from the hands of the Ishira worshippers.

Abstracting perfection didn’t work that well.

The beautiful, consummate visage of young Giovashi refused to leave my memory.

I flailed all of my emerald appendages, desperately trying to claw the perfect being out of my mind as the icy void of the Astral currents slowly consumed what little power I had gained from the remnants of Klint's soul.

Damn it all! Get out of my head, Giovashi!

Damn you to hell!
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The perfect, damned, absolutely stunning, exquisite face refused to leave the forefront of my mind.

A realization stuck me. Klint died over a thousand years ago. Giovashi had not only survived the fall of Tricameron, she also fed on the magic of her followers for a thousand years, extending her lifespan far beyond that of mundane humans.

Her perfect smile felt like it was burned into my soul with absolute Charisma, refused to let me go.

I had a sudden clever thought - could I perhaps drown this memory in the memories of others? Could I devour more of these empty shells, add them to myself, become stronger, use them to survive?

Klint Klondike Tricameron was a Agent, a killer of men. It would be easy for him to devour these remnants of long dead souls... but it was also dangerous.

Klint's wise grandfather Archmage Keps had often uttered a phrase "Sample not the fruits offered freely, for they might be poisoned by our enemies. The Basque Empire never sleeps, always plots our downfall."

There was indeed great wisdom in this thought. Eating random people in the Astral might be a good idea to gain power, but also a very dangerous one, for one did not eat food from the floor, especially food that sat for god knows how many years and got contaminated with god knows what.

Kopusha's memories agreed with Keps.

I desperately looked at the fossilized, hollowed out body of Klint. The artifacts! Of course!
I could eat his artifacts! Magical tools imbued with bits of his soul were imprinted in the Astral too! 
The Arcanix man knew, understood magical tools because he was made from hundreds of tools that had replaced his organs, bones and flesh. These tools were empty, single minded. They were made, designed to serve. They weren't people, didn't have their own memories, dreams, hopes and fears that could carry onto me and dilute my personality into a mire of an unclear blob of a human being.

I swam around the body of Klint, examining the hollow artifacts that fossilized, crystalized into the Astral sediment along with him.

Here we go. Klint's own artifacts would not hurt him. Each of them possessed a small imprint of Klint's soul and mana! But I had to be careful in consuming them. Eating too much at once also seemed unwise. Pushing too many memories into my mind and too much mana into myself seemed to screw up my ability to think straight.

Klint also knew the Song-spell for stilling a soul, the [Tamus-Anima] and the Song for carving apart a piece of the soul [Sectus-Anima]. Wielding these two spells like a fork and a knife, I could theoretically carve up the things I was eating, take them a little bit at a time, until I got strong enough. Until the ever-present chill and darkness of the Astral would stop gnawing at my own soul.

I attempted to activate my Infoscopes and discovered that I didn't have enough mana in me to do so. Okay. Plain old soul-songs it is then. Thankfully there were enough semi-functional Alanian Astral Engines nearby to empower the songs.

I started to sing to the nearest artifact that still radiated magic. It was Klint's magisteel right hand. It now looked hollow, broken, covered in barnacles and dirty crystals, but there was still life in it. The tiniest motes of light that I wanted danced within its shell.

I was singing without lips. The Song was just an idea, a mathematical expression, a magnetic pattern that my microscopic threads weaved, but as soon as I finished the song the motes of light inside of the arm stilled, paused their wiggling.

I mentally aimed for the nearest one with the [Sectus-Anima] and sang the stanza. The tiny mote of light separated from the arm, I guided it towards myself with my threads and engulfed it.

Perfection. It worked! I instantly felt better, less dead, less tired. Best of all, I felt less obsessed with the face of Ishira's Avatar, Giovashi.

On and on, I went, cutting the tiny soul-motes out of Klint's artifacts, taking my time to eat them slowly so that I would not lose my sense of self. 
Eventually, I had reached Klint's heart - an enormous gemstone filled with mana. It was hidden deep, buried within the core of his chest. It took me a ridiculously long time to carve it up, to get all of its power into me incrementally, but it was a huge boon to me. My threads now glowed with power, became a lot thicker, stronger.
One of the last artifacts awaited my attention. The amulet necklace... containing Klint's grandfather. I briefly paused. Was it wise to proceed? I felt that it was. There was no sense in leaving the old Alanian Archmage legionnaire in the Astral as his memories of war with the Basque could be a great boon to me!
I stilled the vibrating, star-like structure within the ossified amulet and started to consume it, thread by thread.

I did not know how much time had passed as I meticulously and incrementally carved out all of the power out of Klint's tools. Maybe a few hours. Maybe a few weeks or months. Time was hard to keep track of in the Astral where nothing moved. I hoped that Delta was okay, that whatever she was doing she was still alive. She had to be, as Giovashi had some sort of dastardly prophecy-related plans for her.

The dreary landscape in front of me suddenly lit up.

A strange, fractal jellyfish emerged out of the gloom, roaming the wasteland of broken men. Its shimmering tentacles sucked the remnants of life and memories out of the hollow, dead things as it moved towards me.

Shit! A phantom. The hungry beast of the Astral Ocean was here, had felt my warm presence.

The silver-blue jellyfish hunter whale saw me, grew in size as it got close, increasing ten, then hundred times in size. Its razor-covered threads spread out, aiming for me.

. . .

Both the old Archmage named Keps and the Dex hunter named Klint desired to take down this confounding creature of the Astral Ocean.
[Use the [Tamus-Anima] Song-spell on this beastie, boy!] I could almost hear the crusty, experienced legionnaire mentally shouting at me. [The song-spell can be hummed rapidly! It is a perfect weapon against these damn things!]

I flung my minute body towards the phantom whale jellyfish monstrosity, swiftly singing [Tamus-Anima] in an attempt to tame the creature's soul, to slow down its attack.

It worked!
The resonance of the song pulsating around me somehow slowed a few of its razor-covered tentacles just enough to let me pass right in between them. I smashed into the monster's belly.

[Now, sing the [Sectus-Anima] spell! Slice through its skin, get into its innards where it cannot grab at you!] Keps barked.

Sectus? I had a better Sectus. I had my Infoscopes!

Three brilliant stars ignited around me, two of them armed with [LV 20 Sectus-Anima]. The Infoscopes flashed forward, slicing apart the skin of the abomination.

I quickly dug into the aberration's body using my own threads, prying apart the cut I had made.
[Now, [Tamus Anima] again! Fuse that cut!] The Archmage's voice hollered and I complied, pulling the cut shut with my threads and vanishing the view of the flailing tentacles.

[Yes! That's the spirit, my lad! A job well done! Take a breather... and then examine your enemy from within. Find the heart and strike it down! There be plenty of experience in hunting monstrosities like this one!] Old man Keps laughed. [Why, I remember hunting down a sandstorm-dragon in the Basque desert with me lads on our gliders! A great time indeed!]
I smiled internally. It was great to have someone to push me into action.

Keps reminded me of Dr. Mikhail Lavrentyev from the Academy of Sciences, a professor of mine during my student days in USSR. Mikhail could never sit still and in 1957 he became the first Chairman of the Siberian Division of the Russian Academy of Sciences and founded Akademgorodok.

Lavrentiyev's Akademgorodok, was meant to preserve and magnify the power of the Soviet Academics, so that if things ever went awry in Moscow or if the Americans nuked it, his Foundation could bring the USSR back from the ashes as a technocratic utopia. He talked about it often at lectures, waving his hands dramatically telling us how every building in his perfect city of science would be surrounded by the Russian taiga. He even explained to me how his idea was to hide the science academies from sight beneath the lush forest foliage, so that American bomber planes would miss it during their attack run.

[Khm... I reckon that eating so many soul shards... might be a problem,] Keps commented, interrupting my ponderings of USSR. [Or an advantage. Regardless of the situation, I would advise you to Sing the Alanian Legionnaire's Hymn. It will help you affiliate yourself with the All-Mighty, Immortal Legion.]
The Archmage's advice was sound thus far. I didn't think that it could hurt to affiliate myself more with the Alanians. I needed as much power as possible in this dark, dreary place. I started to hum the song of the Immortal Legionnaire. The Alanian troops had sung this hymn before battle and also every morning to strengthen their souls. Klint sung it himself before every job, believing that it brought him good luck.

Like the other Alanian Song-spells it was also a story.

It was a tale of the great Emperor Celesar and his quest to unite the children of Alania into one people. His determination in never giving up, his courage and his appeal to his troops to protect the motherland, to stand against all enemies of Alania for all time. The hymn spoke of many victories stretching from unimaginably distant past into the future, a loop of glory that could never be broken. It praised the heroes of Alania that would never die, the greatest of which had been pulled from the Astral, to walk once again against the vile enemies of our Empire, just like Keps had been.
I was one of these heroes, an awakened man that stood up against the gods, wielding the Soul-song to defy the world, to crush my enemies, to always strike true and to bring justice to those that needed to be punished. I would bend the universe to my will. I would serve the Alanian Empire with my entire heart!

At first nothing happened, but as I continued to repeat the stanzas, I felt some slow change within me, a connection to something far greater than myself.

My System Status lit up once more.





 













	
Name:


	
Dante Alan Skyisle / Vladislav Alexandrovich Kerenski





	
Age:


	
-






	
Species & Subtype:


	
Astral Phantom 






	
Affinity:


	
Soul hunter [+ Soul Devourer skill]

Spark of the Morningstar [+ 3 skill channels] [+ Soul-Song skill]

Dryad [+Chrysalis skill]

Blessing of Emperor Celesar [+ 2 skill channels]





	
Level:


	
14





	 
	 



	
Experience:


	
8'454/11'250





	 
	 



	
Health:


	
0.95/14





	
Stamina:


	
1.21/14





	
Mana:


	
1.34/14





	
Mana regen:


	
14 m/hr





	 
	 



	
Strength:


	
16





	
Agility:


	
16





	
Dexterity:


	
16





	
Vitality:


	
18 [+3]





	
Charisma:


	12



	
Magic:


	
65 [+3]





	
Foresight:


	15



	
Intelligence:


	
297 [+89]





	
Wisdom:


	
15





	
Soul:


	
56 [-54] [+88] [-12]





	 
	 



	Skills:
	 



	
1


	
[Soul-Song LV 0] [ON][Raising Spell efficiency by 0.1%]
[Providing detailed Soul-Stats][Translating the Soul-Song's Language]

Known Song-Spells:












	[Tamus-Anima]
	[Sectus-Anima]



	[Conjugo-Anima]
	[Identify]


























	2
	
1 [Infoscope LV 20]





	3
	
2 [Infoscope LV 20]





	4
	
3 [Infoscope LV 20]





	5
	1 [Info-Tether LV 20]



	6
	2 [Info-Tether LV 20] 



	7
	3 [Info-Tether LV 20] 



	8
	1 [Modify LV 20]



	9
	2 [Modify LV 20] 




	10
	3 [Modify LV 20] 




	11
	1 [Sectus-Tether LV 20]



	12
	2 [Sectus-Tether LV 20]



	13
	[NeuroVista LV 20] [ON]



	14
	[Chrysalis LV 14] [OFF]



	15
	[-=Soul Devourer=-]



	16
	-



	 
	 



	Phylactery - Battie [Barrier] [LV 14]
	[Crystal Battery] 
[14 soul shards from Dante]
[20/20 mana] 



	Phylactery - Leemy [Chrysalis] [LV 27]
	[Mystic-Willow-Oak] 
[40 soul shards from Dante][40 soul shards from Delta]
[27/27 mana]




	Extra Soul Shards - Klint's tools, Keps, Klint

	[88 Soul Shards]




	 
	 



	
Affliction:


	
[Soul decay: -12]











Things were looking good, but I had soul decay. From what I knew from Kopusha and now Klint, soul decay was bad. If enough of it accumulated, I would go mad, lose my sense of self.

The memories of Keps told me that Emperor Celesar created the Soul-Song in his divine, eternal wisdom by carving mountain-sized hexagrams onto the surface of Lunaria above Novazem. The answer seemed like some sort of propaganda at best, but then again... Keps was right about how to get into the Phantom whale and survive. I decided to accept the answer with a grain of salt.
Soul Devourer? I tried to move the skill out to reset it or to disable it and it refused to budge. Pointing the Infoscope at it defined the Skill as a:




	[Cursed skill, marking the alignment of an Astral Hunter Phantom, the devourer of men. Consuming more human souls increases soul decay.]






Well, that's just freaking great.

I vanished the Stats.

The view of the insides of the ghostly creature was back, made up of transparent pulsating bones and organs, the most freakish semi-transparent anatomy I had ever seen. I had no idea whatsoever where the heart of this thing was.
I seemed to be safe within the belly of the beast for now... but for how long? 
Hrmmmm ...Did this creature have internal defenses akin to white blood cells?












            

    
        39. Latent Infection

    
    
    
    
                










I ignored the desires of murder and mayhem stemming from the memories of the Arcanix Agent and the Alanian legionnaire.

My knowledge as a virologist told me that the whale, no matter if it was a ghost-type creature had to have some sort of internal defenses akin to leukocytes. Triggering an Immune system response would be extremely unwise at this point, I had to be extremely careful as I was a very small phantom in comparison.
Even the weakest attack could extinguish, smother my little soul.
I had to act akin to a virus, the type that would masquerade as something inside the body. I knew that viruses of the coronaviridae family could disguise themselves, hide inside human cells to replicate. Such viruses were experts of cellular hijacking!
The most efficient virus wasn't the one that killed it's host - it was the one that used the host's own body to hide and replicate itself to pass onto other hosts. The influenza or common flu virus was extremely effective in this manner, using humans to spread itself around the entire planet in mere weeks.

Unfortunately I had no means, no skills of replication at this point, so hiding myself, and hijacking something akin to a ghost-cell was my next best option.

I kept humming the soul-stilling [Tamus-Anima] song, looking around cautiously, praying that the song would keep me invisible, tame whatever immune system response existed inside of the Phantom whale.

I realized I didn't have to look for the heart myself, I only had to find something akin to a blood cell to infest. As long as the ghost-whale had a circulatory system, then it would take me into the heart of this creature, a place where I could really hurt it with my soul-severing song.

First of all, I needed a way to identify things, needed to figure out which parts of the ghost-whale were what.

As far as I could tell, I seemed to be located in some kind of a membrane-like space between the Phantom's exterior and interior. I slowly and cautiously approached the membrane and peered through it. It looked like some sort of blurry things were indeed quickly moving around its insides. Yes. There was a circulatory system in this creature!
I paused, thinking about what to do next.

The dead Arcanix's multi-tool body was made up of tools and moving parts many of which like his magisteel fingers, feet, arms and eyes required direct, constant control.
Hunter Klondike was tethered to eighty eight shards, if you count his original soul and the soul of his grandfather. In theory I could spread myself out... 
A plan of action formed in my mind. As long as I carved little bits of my soul out and attached them to the whale's own defense systems, I could create an entire concealed army, a small fleet of hijacked cells!

[Since your Song-Spells are working fine, it means that the Astral Engine and Beacon Tower of Skyisle is somewhere nearby. Skyisle was where my boy met his end. Lets hope this beastie doesn't stray too far from the Beacon,] the old Archmage rumbled. [If this creature leaves the range of the magrad broadcasting Obelisk and the ley line vector can't reach us, you'll have to slot the Song-Spells into your skills and use up your own scant mana!]
The Alanians had built an entire power structure to support their spells, akin to power stations and power-lines we built across USSR to light up every Soviet Republic and chase away the night. Instead of electricity the Alanians used Aetheric radiance, magical power that was transferred along ley lines. 
Keps Klondike was an incredibly strong imprint. The old Archmage treated me as his own grandson... which was true in a way, I really was partly his grandson, felt like I was once a man named Klint.

The villainous divinity named Ishira and her priests, the people who killed me... they would pay for their crimes if I ever escaped the Astral!

Slowly and carefully wielding [Tamus-Anima] and [Sectus-Anima] using my trio of Infoscopes I carved a tiny spark, a soul-shard out of my body. The little spark separated from me, floating away.




	[- 1 in Soul.]






Ouch, that hurt.

I assembled a [LV 20 Tether], slotted into empty slot in my Skills and connected it to the soul-shard.
My extremely basic virus was complete!
I flew the spark towards the membrane wall and attempted to penetrate it. It didn't work - the little shard was too weak for such an action.

I approached the membrane wall myself and made the tiniest possible incision in it using [Sectus-Anima]. A few hexagon-shaped things immediately tumbled out of it. I closed and stilled the incision.
The three hexagons somehow noticed me. 
They unfolded, presenting sharp, triangular claws. 
I rushed away from them and hummed [Tamus-Anima] as they chased after me. The Song-Spell stilled the little hexagons and their motions slowed.

Infoscopes armed [Sectus-Anima] attacked the nearest hexagon. After a few strikes, Sectus sliced the hexagon apart in half and it stopped moving completely.

Meanwhile the other two hexagons accelerated again and started to nip at me with their blades.




	[-2 in Soul]






The Soul-Song resounded.

Argh!!

I flew away and attacked another hexagon-spider, taking it apart and finally stilled the final hexagon just as it struck me again. The Song-Spells took way too damn long to hum to completion, it was a big issue while trying to fight in a confined space.




	[-1 in Soul]






The blasted hexagonal body-defenders were pretty good at hurting me. I shuddered, realizing what would have happened I cut up the entire membrane wall and released an entire swarm of these little buggers.

I made a small slice in the last hexagon and pushed my soul-spark inside it, sealing the cut.

I slowly sang [Conjugo-Anima], targeting the little hexagonal leukocyte-thing in front of me as the trio of Infoscopes aimed with [Modify] spun around it, aiding my progress.
[Conjugo-Anima] was a Song-Spell invoking the very essence of the soul. It was a song of integration, of connection and of addition. Unlike the other two songs, it was a lot longer, more complex and had way more stanzas, way more parts to it. I had to sing it slowly and carefully because screwing this one up meant losing a little shard of my soul.

Thankfully, Klint knew this song by heart, having used it very often to add new artifacts to his magisteel-reinforced body. He also sang it every night to reinforce the tether connection between his mind and the artifacts as it decayed naturally over time.

Wielding the Song-Spell Conjugo I was making something foreign become part of me, claiming it with my soul.

I had no idea how long it took me to claim the little leukocyte.
I suddenly felt a little... warm something inside the hexagonal critter. Something... that was me and also wasn't.
At the same time my emerald-silver threads started to grow colder, weaker. 
I reached out to investigate one of the carved up leukocytes and it almost instantly turned into silver mist that absorbed itself into my body upon contact. I felt marginally better.

So... I could feast on these little things to get some energy and warmth?
I examined the other remaining leukocyte with my Infoscopes, as my entire body chafed, urged me to eat the little critter.




	[Phantom-Whale Lymphagon's remains]






Well... that's something?

I prodded the little Lymphagon with a shard of my soul inside it.

It wobbled and twitched ever so slightly, as if it was sleeping. It needed... something to wake up fully.

I pushed it towards the cut up Lymphagon. The hexagonal carcass dissolved into my Lymphagon and my critter started to twitch. I felt it. It was mine. A part of me, but also... not really.
It felt very weird and awkward to control it.... Sort of akin to piloting a little, adorable killer drone. It wasn't exactly like my Infoscopes, it had a bit more autonomy.

I practiced folding and unfolding it from flying to attack mode and made it eat the other half of the remaining carcass.
It clicked its pincers happily as it did.
So... even though I was a soul... I had to eat to stay alive. Both of us had to eat in fact.
Thankfully, there was a whale full of Lymphagons inside it for us to feast on.

I made a tiny incision in the wall and two Lymphagons fell out of the vein.

Both my drone and I attacked the pair, making quick work of them. 
Yes!
"I'm going to call you.... Legonnie," I muttered as I looked at my new pal.


. . .


It went in the same manner for a long while.

Legonnie and I ate Lymphagons for breakfast dinner and lunch. Eating them didn't seem to give me any soul decay, which was good.

I occasionally sang [Conjugo-Anima] at Legonnie to make our connection stronger.
I didn't make more drones as I didn't have more Skill channels to host [Info-Tethers] on.

I mostly let Legonnie defend me and fight on her own. Whenever she ate someone, I gained experience. It was less than when I ate something myself, but whatever. I had to feed my cutiegon.


. . .


I carved little holes in the vein, releasing Lymphagons. Legonnie and I ate, gaining experience. I noticed that both of us were incrementally growing in size.

As I slowly got bigger and stronger, I carved more pieces out of my soul, capturing and infecting more Lymphagons.

My experience ticked up as I ground up my small enemies into power. I was getting better at controlling Legonnie, becoming faster, more experienced at hunting the hexagonal spiders in a three-dimensional space without gravity.

As I was feeling bothered my inability to tell how much time was passing, I made Legonnie sit atop me akin to a hat and made her count seconds, functioning akin to a chronometer.

In this manner, fighting with my troops, devouring and growing, I had built myself a division of twelve more Lymphagons. I was only properly tethered to Legonnie, but it didn't matter that much. My little thirteen killers didn't leave my side. They did their job well, murdering enemy Lymphagons and giving me experience without me telling them what to do.

Eating and training my Lymphagons for days on end was beginning to tire me out mentally.

I decided that twelve Lymphagons was enough to form a sphere of safety around me. I switched the Tether from one of my little soldiers to the other, organizing them into a dodecahedron-like shape. It wasn't perfect and I had to fold my little soldiers so that their pyramidal claws and bodies formed pentagons instead of hexagons, but eventually I succeeded at it, since they were pretty thin and malleable. All twelve of my soldiers produced an almost-perfect dodecahedron around me, made from interconnected 5-sided Lymphagons. 
I kept a little porthole open for my thread, with which I aimed Sectus-Anima, sliced and sealed the membrane wall in front of me to test things. Three Lymphagons fell out of the cut. They floated about aimlessly, not noticing me inside of the dodecahedron.

Yes. The dodecahedron armor worked perfectly, I hid myself just like a latent infection!

I made the cut wider and dove into the vein. The current inside rapidly pushed me forward.
The vein went on and on, in some sort of looping circulatory system, until I had arrived at the heart of the beast. I made a tiny porthole in my dodecahedron and fired [LV 20 Sectus] at the core of the heart from Infoscope 2. It shuddered ever so slightly, healing itself rapidly.
My Sectus-Anima was far too weak to hurt this enormous Astral Phantom. 
I sighed as I was flung forward as the phantom's heart pumped the ghostly blood forward.
























            

    
        40. Motherly Embrace

    
    
    
    
                




I opened up one of the pentagonal sides, letting in a single enemy Lymphagon. I dissected and devoured it quickly.

"I need to level up. Need to grow a lot stronger a lot faster... but how?" I thought as I killed and ate the captured Lymphagon.

[Increase the number of your soldiers and you will someday prevail,] Keps commented.

"Is that what you did?" I mentally asked.

[I was a soldier and lived to follow the orders of my Alanian commanders and died fighting the Basque in the desert of Yomacham.]

"We're both old ghosts," I thought to him, looking over my menu. "Did any of the Alanian Academics have skills above their level?"

[You have skills above your level?] Keps whistled. [Count this old Archmage impressed - I've never seen or heard of anyone with a skill beyond their level!]

"What is an Archmage anyway?" I asked.

[A mage with all of their skills above level one hundred,] he replied. [Respect that comes with age.]

"Did you actually research things?"

[I killed our Empire's enemies with greater and greater efficiency, if that counts. My Rewind made me nearly invincible,] Keps boasted.

"Rewind? That's a Vitality, skill, yes?"

[Yes. A top tier skill granted from a big investment in Vitality.]

"Then how did you die?"

[Ran out of mana,] Keps laughed heartily. [As powerful as Rewind Archmages are, they can still be permanently ended by a very persistent enemy. Took down around three hundred of the bastards with me before they killed me for the 90th time.]

I reassessed my situation. I had 13 Lymphagons. I was invisible to the whale. It was time to go on the offensive.

My Lymphagons contained a small bit of my soul and were about as intelligent as flies. As they held parts of my soul they were my Astral phylacteries, my tools... not only could I command each of them, but I could pass information to them, modify them.

I moved the [Tether] from one Lymphagon to the other, binding the [Sectus-Anima] skill to each one of them using [Conjugo-Anima] and the [Modify] on my Infoscopes.

When it was done, I ordered each Lymphagon to start indiscriminately firing upon our enemies.

One by one, each of the twelve sides of my shield turned into Sectus turrets. From every direction, they began to fire at the passing enemy Lymphagons. In moments, the bloodstream became filled with corpses, which slammed into my shield and became absorbed, consumed by my soldiers.

My experience skyrocketed.

The bloodstream became less populated with every moment.

Occasionally the Sectus fired by my soldiers missed, cutting apart the vein causing the ghost whale's blood to thin even further.

The ghost whale shuddered in discomfort as I depopulated its veins.

The further I flew down the vein, the more catastrophic damage was being caused to the whale.
I was back inside the heart. Level four Sectus blasted into all directions. The Phantom shuddered, silver clouds bursting from its damaged heart. My shield absorbed the clouds of spilled mana and soul. The heart released us forward. 
I kept rapidly moving my Tethers from one Lymphagon to the other, absorbing the gained power and experience from them. My shield and I started to grow in size, glowing with more defined, emerald brilliance.
On and on it went in an endless carousel of destruction. I started to laugh giddily as the enormous monster wailed in agony, granting me more and more experience as it perished from within.
As I shredded the bloodstream and veins, I scanned the walls, determining my position. Soon enough the heart became so weak that it barely pushed me forward, so I had to start to rely on my own tendrils to push me along. I released them through the gaps in the shield, crawling down the vein akin to a Pholcidae or daddy long legs spider.

There were no longer sufficient Lymphagons in the bloodstream to oppose or to do any damage to me. Whatever the whale was producing was being cut down by constant Sectus fire from my segments.
I suddenly noticed that I was almost as big as the entire vein.

I slowed down the rate of my attack to let the whale regenerate. It was glorious. I was winning!

I glanced at my experience stat.

Experience:




	[10'783/11'250]






Yes.... Murder was really paying off!

I crawled along the vein, ignoring the thinner paths into which I could no longer fit.

The heart. My target was the heart. It was weak, barely pumping blood now.

A segmented wall unlocked before me. I crawled into the chamber of the heart and stayed there, letting my murder-shield decimate the monster's heart from within.

Silver blood, power bloomed all around me.

I noticed that my tentacles were growing paler, that I was becoming less myself... and more of something... OTHER.

Something that wanted to dominate and feast.

Argh!

I retracted my threads before they lost their emerald luster and let the Lymphagonal shield absorb the power of the heart, extracting only the experience gained.
The whale screeched horrifically as its heart was being cut up from within.

I ignored it, reinforced, tightened the dodecahedron shield around me, so that its cries would not bother me and let the Lymphagonal killers do their job of finishing off the heart.
As the heart of the beast slowly died under my ongoing assault, I stilled my soul and carved the memories that were Klint / Keps out of myself with [Sectus-Anima]. I didn't want them to completely dissolve into me as I grew, wanted to preserve them as much as I could.

I had missed some bits, but it didn't matter that much. I fused whatever dead memories that I could define as the two Alanians into Legonnie.

There. You are safe my friends...

I listened. No more thumps. The blood was no longer moving. The heart was dead. The whale made no sound now.

I glanced at my experience.

Experience:




	[11'277/11'250]






Yes! I had enough to level up! Finally!

The world suddenly shook. Brilliant, silver ripples went across the entire dead vein.

The vein's containing wall bent inward and tore apart. Something... no, a new Astral Phantom had entered into the vein!

It turned and went straight towards me, as if it was here for me, as if it had been stalking, searching for me.

The thing had a hollow shell at the front, but it was otherwise shaped like a more monstrous version of Legonnie. Its shape was more defined, had sharper edges to it akin to a Star-Polygon fractal. It was way bigger than me!

My nearest Infoscope defined it as:

[Astral Hunter LV 97]

Holy shit.

[Yep. Something's got your scent. A real nasty [Wisdom] skill-maxed Hunter from the looks of it,] Keps noted.

"H-how do I stop it?"

[You're a smart kid. You'll think of something, lad,] Keps replied.

"B-but, can't you help me?" I stammered.

[I'm mostly your imagination, akin to a person in a lucid dream. I'm woven together from very degraded Astral imprints. You're mostly talking to yourself. I can't actually make decisions for you, only give you advice based on what my shards still remember,] he replied.
"Wait... if you're not real then how am I talking to you?"

[I'm just a static memory, a projection, a person you're daydreaming about, as your soul's energy vibrates the soul shards that once sat in my grandson's locket,] Keps answered. [Without your will and energy I am just an immobile, dead, empty sky-ship. I have no will, no motivation, no goals. A few very decayed soul-shards do not, cannot make a full person.]

"No ideas for how to escape the Astral hunter?" I sighed.

[This is not a situation that I've encountered before,] Keps said and fell silent.

The thing suddenly rushed toward me and grabbed me in its silver threads. Then it punctured out of the whale's body with a flash.

It wasn't eating me. I saw that it was rushing through the astral, past diatomic megastructures. The Hunter taking me somewhere... perhaps to feed its children? Did Phantoms have children? Did Phantoms even behave like this?

I saw an Alanian obelisk beneath me.

I aimed all of my [Sectus] at the abomination's claws. Thirteen lymphagons and three Infoscopes fired Sectus at the same time. The Hunter wailed as I escaped from its grip and swam down, heading towards the obelisk.

It was the same Alanian Astral Engine of Skyisle I stayed at twelve years ago! I rushed towards it.

I found a hole in the shield and folded all of my lymphagons into my embrace so that they could safely pass through it.

Phew.
A monstrous, hollow-shelled Phantom slowly emerged from behind one of the massive columns made up of corpses. I recognized her right away.

Hollow Mother.

The Star-Polygon fractal squid rushed inside the larger hollow-shelled creature. It belonged to her!

Mother was searching for me and now she had found me.

Another Astral Phantom flew out of her.

Unfolding, it turned into the shape of a human girl. I already knew what was going to happen next. The human ghost would pass through the shield and attack me.

"Do not run away, little brother," she sang to me without a voice, her hair vibrating to produce the words, floating closer to me with each second. "You have grown stronger and our Lady wishes to guide you, give you a Motherly Embrace!"

I peered at the fracture in the Astral Engine battery. I recognized it. The Mystic tree sat right on top of this crack!

Somewhere, directly above this battery was Leemy and her crystals that had 40 of my soul shards. I pushed all of my mana into [Infoscope 1], peering through layers and layers of the Astral Ocean.

It wasn't enough.

I snapped all four of of my Tethers to my Infoscope to magnify its ability to move across the Astral planes.

I felt, saw something sparkling with violet... and reached out with my Infoscope, burning through everything I had gained from devouring the whale.

I saw a hollow reflection of the Mystic-Willow-Oak imprinted in the Astral!

I pushed my spell forward.

My Infoscope suddenly tore, punctured through the weak barrier between dimensions, and my Tether snapped in place forming a connection between myself and Leemy.

Yes!

"Hey! Where do you think you're..." the ghostly girl behind me howled as I folded all of myself, along with my lymphagon shield into the Tether spell pushing out of the Astral into the physical, burning through the remnants of my mana and nearly shredding myself completely in the process.











            

    
        41. Heat

    
    
    
    
                Heat.

Sweat.

Worry.

Panic.

Terror.

The world coalesced around me into being. I was panting. It was hot.

Sweat dripped down my face. It was hard to breathe. The sun was slamming down on my body, burning like a brilliant, blinding sphere in the hazy sky. The waters of the retreating Aral sea glittered in the distance. The port of Aralsk became visible, emerging from the blur of the world.

I tried to wipe my mask’s lenses but they were badly fogged up. Each breath hurt.

The face of a doctor swam into view, forming out of the super heated, warping air.

“Administrator! I…”

“Out with it!” I barked through the mask.

“It’s smallpox, Administrator!” The doctor cried out.

“Impossible,” I said.

“I’m certain of it, Administrator. We’ve run all the tests. The symptoms match.”

“How many?” I yelled.

“Twenty infected. Three dead.” The doctor shook in terror, glancing behind me at the soldiers armed with flamethrowers.

“So it is true. I was hoping that the reports were wrong,” I sighed.

The breathing mask on my face felt heavy as if it weighed a ton.

I took a step forward and the port of Aralsk melted away. A block of apartments formed in front of me. People looked out of the windows at me and the soldiers. Their faces looked worried, afraid.

I turned back to the gathered doctors and soldiers. “Everyone is to be immediately evacuated from this block! Construct a tent city on the outskirt of the city. Inoculate everyone with the vaccine I brought.”

I handed the doctors a case with the vaccines.

I turned to the men behind me. “Once everyone is out, burn everything that the infected touched. I want everyone in town inoculated. Every single man, woman and child. Do it by force if you have to. Quarantine the entire town. We have to stop the spread here and now!"

The world blurred with the heat of the beating sun. Soldiers broke down the doors and pulled families out of the apartment block.

I was sitting on a concrete block, my head was spinning.

Three were dead.

Why did that poor girl have to take plankton samples that day?

Four hundred grams. That was all that it took to kill her and her family.

The apartment block behind me ignited as soldiers pointed their flamethrowers at it. The inferno added to the heat of the desert sun in late summer.

I pulled my mask off and started to sob, rubbing my burning face.

This was my fault. All my fault.

I had designed a new Variola smallpox strain. I had released it over the testing site.

Damnation. I hated myself, hated my guts, wanted to die. Wanted to inhale the virus myself and perish. Wanted to kill myself…

“Slava?”

I raised my tear-filled eyes and looked up. A white-haired, approximately twelve year old pioneer girl was there, standing against the backdrop of the Karakum desert, wearing a schoolgirl uniform and red tie.

“My name is Doctor Kerenski,” I told her. I glanced at the soldiers. Why hasn't this girl been evacuated? How did she get inside the perimeter? How did she know my first name?

“Dante... Slava, you’re dreaming,” the girl insisted, shaking her silver, glittering hair. Piercing-blue eyes looked at my face.

“Look, kid,” I said. “I don’t know…”

"You've made it back to Novazem, you got back to the tree, just like you planned!" She said. "It worked! Sort of..."

"Sort of?" I blinked.

"From what I can see... Your soul looks shredded as heck, fractured. I've been trying to put it together using Chrysalis with my forty shards in this tree," she huffed. "It's a lot of work and I'm not very good at it, but I'm trying! I swear I am! I've been at it for a week now. You've no idea how much I missed you, Slava! The real you, not the hollow shell that the damned Giovashi left when she banished your soul from your body. He's fake... empty, only responds when he's spoken to. No drive, no purpose, no magic. I ordered him to sit by the tree, so he'd stop moving about."

"I don't know what you're talking about," I said, wiping my face. "Look, all of this is my fault. I have to fix this. I killed someone. More will die unless I…"

“Slava.” She insisted looking at the burning buildings behind me. “This…. This isn’t your fault!”

“Yes it is, damn it!” I yelled. “Three people are dead BECAUSE of ME! People lost their things and homes because of me! I’m a monster! I’m a murderer! I designed the killer-virus and it got loose!”

The girl stepped even closer to me. “Slava… Please listen to me. You need to focus. This is just a dream. I've been watching it with you, again and again, for days on end. My name is Delta and I’m your soul-sister, your twin!"

“You’re talking nonsense, kid,” I said. “I have no sister. Leave. Evacuate.”

The girl began to circle me like an angry, little shark. “I’m not going to go away, Slava. I… care for you. I don’t like seeing you in pain. I hate watching you be trapped in this loop of self-pity and despair. You can’t keep blaming yourself for this old memory, it’s hurting you, tearing you apart from within. You have to get past it, wake up!"

“Will someone please take this girl away! She needs to be evacuated!” I yelled at the soldiers.

A commissar stepped out of the crowd. He noticed the girl. “You! You need to be evacuated.”

Delta, if that was indeed her name, looked at me. “Really? You’re not getting rid of me so easily.”

The commissar grabbed her wrist, his red cap sliding sideways. I sighed. Soon, the strange, insane girl would be gone and I would be alone, left to wallow in my misery and failure.

The girl looked nervous for a second and then she looked at me and her eyes lit up with determination.

"If this is how you're going to play, fine," she growled.

The girl’s arm suddenly flashed and split open into a hundred shimmering, semi-transparent silver threads.

I gasped in horror. What the hell?! The commissar screamed as silver threads sliced him apart. There was no blood there when he fell. He simply collapsed backwards, fell apart into empty, shredded skin. There was nothing in him but hot air.

“W-what is happening?” I gaped.

“I told you this is a dream, idiot!” Delta huffed. She approached me once again. I backed away from the monstrous thing with blue eyes that masqueraded as a Soviet teenager.

“W-what in the devil's name are you?” I blabbered, my teeth clacking.

“I’m your soul-sister and I’m an Astral Phantom,” she replied. “Slava. Please, listen to me. You need to focus on the present, not the past. I know you. I’ve seen all of this, lived through your memories. You are haunted by your past mistakes. You want to create and help people.”

I nodded, tears blurring the view.

More commissars and soldiers converged on the silver-haired girl. She unfolded like a flower, like a tree made from silver mold, turned into a shining, silver blue squid. Hundreds of silver eyes flashed across her face. Threads sliced through the air with impossible speeds, thrumming like metal supports of a wind-wobbled bridge. The empty skins of the soldiers imploded as she pulverized them. She danced, moved between them like a killer, something impossible that was made from living blades.

Red commissar hats flew, gold stars glinting in the brilliant August sunlight. Empty, leather coats fell to the ground. The flamethrowers clattered down to the concrete.

The squid-creature folded back into an innocent-looking twelve year old.

"Please wake up, Slava," she said. "You saved me... from my darkness and the fear of the future, woke me up from Chrysalis with your actions... talked to me, helped me grow up... but now it's my turn to save you. I've been eating things in the Astral, looking for you for God knows how long!"

She smiled at me and I… remembered, no… recalled her smile.

It seemed familiar in some way. I should have been running away from this monstrous, alien thing, but I wasn’t.

I simply stood there, staring at that adorable, devious sideways grin.

“They didn’t die because of you,” Delta took a step forward. “The captain of the ship made a mistake, disobeyed protocol. Maybe he wasn't notified in time. It wasn’t your fault. They came too close to Vozrozhdeniya island. Ships were supposed to stay 45 kilometers away from the Bioweapons testing area. Your government kept too many secrets from their own people, built too many closed cities.”

“I released the smallpox virus that killed that girl technician and her family.” I shook my head. “Their deaths are my fault. We didn’t act fast enough. We could have saved her and her children, if only...”

“Your lab didn't just make bio-weapons. You've made vaccines for viruses too. You’ve saved millions of lives by designing and ordering inoculations for people of USSR. You've brought vaccines to the city of Aralsk on this day,” she chided me. “The accidental breakout of your smallpox bioweapon in a civilian city only infected twenty people total. You were able to halt the spread. You, not someone else.”

“I wasn’t able to save three people.” I shuddered, wiping my tears away.

“You’ve always been alone in USSR. You never had a friend or a sister to help you!" She stated passionately. "Never had a shoulder to cry on. Never fell in love. Never had a family. You got caught in a web of Soviet government control, got forced into your position as the creator of death. This is your chance to undo your mistakes, to make the world a little bit brighter. Take it. Fix what haunts you, brother. Become a healer, a creator, a protector. Accept your second life and use it to help the people of Skyisle with me. Let's work together, grow stronger, save lives. You at the helm and me at your side as an equal. I won't hide what I am anymore. I'm not afraid to show you what I am...”

I nodded.

“You don’t have to be alone anymore!” Delta offered me her hand. "Take my hand, wake up. I'll help push you back into your body, I promise everything will be better! I'm holding onto you with my soul threads. Trust me."

For a second I was terrified to take it, but then I reached out. When our hands touched, a spark shot between them and I remembered… I remembered everything.

Her fingers closed around mine and I smiled.


            

    
        42. Demons

    
    
    
    
                I blinked as the view of the interior of the tent that stood between Leemy’s enormous roots slowly swam back into my view.

I was back... back in my 12 year old body.

Someone was hugging me fiercely. I blinked again, as my eyes started working. It was my sister.

"Hey," I said in Russian. “Guess who’s got their soul back?”

"Slava," Delta buried her face in my shoulder.

I noted that her cheeks were streaked with tears.

"I almost gave up," she said. "Your soul was damaged, would not wake up. I've been stitching you together for days and days!"

"Thanks," I said, feeling rather parched. "Can I have some water? Have you been feeding my body while I was gone?"

"Your body fed… itself," Delta huffed as she let go of me and brought me a leather waterskin. "He was like you, but... also not really."

I looked at my stats. My mana was at 0.01.

"Do you still have that overpriced wine from the Fox pub?" I asked.

"I do!" She nodded and rummaged through her backpack. "Here!"

I chugged the wine, watching as my Mana slowly refilled. My body felt weak, slightly too small for me. I stretched. My hands felt cold, tingled with numbness.

"How did you find your way back to our Phylactery?" Delta asked. “Was it… hard?”

"Giovashi pushed me out of my body with her spell," I began. "I fell right through an Astral imprint of the Fox and the Fiddle pub into the catacombs, or whatever the Astral version of the catacombs was..."

I finished with my Astral misadventure tale in about ten minutes of a brief narration.

"You killed an Astral whale from the inside?" Delta blinked. "That's… impressive. I can't even infect those things. They’re absolutely massive."

"Right," I nodded. "How long were you in the Astral when you searched for me?"

"I dunno," she shrugged. "I leveled up a few times, killed some things and rode some whales. Not like you did, Mr. Virus."

"You rode... whales?" I asked.

“Like a suckerfish,” Delta explained. “I stuck to their underside and let them fly me around so I didn’t have to waste energy. Energy is very precious in the Astral.”

“I… see,” I said, surprised by my twin’s bravery.

"I've been diving into the Astral for 12 years," Delta rubbed the back of her head. "I never told you. I'm an Astral Hunter. You saw my… real shape when I chopped up those fake commissars in your dream, right?"

I nodded.

"There's a lot of holes around Skyisle for me to dive in and out of while my body sleeps," she confessed. "It's... exhilarating, dangerous… it’s like flying, but better.”

I squinted at her.

"I've always returned," she said. "I've been very careful. I'm faster than most things. I know how to hide between the hollow bodies, how to mask my presence."

"Have you encountered the Hollow Mother?" I asked.

"Yeah," Delta nodded. "That thing is legit stalking Skyisle. This place is her domain. Her children are all over the place, but they're pretty stupid and bound by magic… compared to her. She is clever, dangerous."

"She almost got me," I nodded.

"She's a menace," Delta nodded. "She hasn't been after me though. It seems like she's after you for some reason though."

"Yeah," I nodded. "I suspect she wants to eat my rare skills."

"I'd avoid the Astral if I were you," she said.

"And what about you?" I asked.

“I’m a little, quick fish in the big sea,” Delta shrugged. “I can throw up a bunch of spores in the air and get away. Chrysalis is handy for that sort of thing.”

I decided not to chide her about it. Delta was going to do things regardless of whether I pressured her not to. She was determined to fly and nobody managed to stop her.

"So," I asked. "What happened to Kliss and Giovashi?"

"Kliss has a friendship Vow on her now," Delta said. "She was weird and scary before but now... she's weirder and scarier. I don't like her. I think that she’s around… here, somewhere, stalking the perimeter of the Tower.”

"She's a victim," I pointed out. "Bound by a Vow since she was seven."

"She's a freaking menace is what she is," Delta said. "Even more so now."

"How?"

"She has two conflicting Vows on her. One is demanding to kill us, the other to protect us because we’re her ‘friends’," my twin explained. "Giovashi... broke her. Not that she was super functional before... but now she's really friggin' messed up. At least she hasn't tried to kill your body or me, so we have that going for us."

"And Giovashi?"

"Giovashi told me to behave," Delta sighed. "I haven't seen her for two weeks. Hell if I know where she is."

"Did she… interrogate you after she banished my soul from my body?" I asked.

"Yep," Delta nodded. "Right in front of Kliss. I confessed that I was level 12 and an Astral Phantom. Not a good time. The confession nearly gave Kliss a heart attack. Giovashi was very happy though, like it's all part of her grand plan. She asked me what I want to do with my life and I told her that I’m going to cry and search the Astral until I get my brother back. It got her off my back. I am pretty sure Giovashi’s plan is to raise me as an Astral Phantom to later kill me or something. I have no idea. The Ishira Arch-Priestess is an insane, dangerous monster."

"She's more than a thousand years old," I said. "She can pull spells above her level because there are hundreds of souls chained to her."

"Yep," Delta mulled. "She's big trouble."

"Why does she do it, though?" I mulled.

"What?" Delta blinked.

"People have motivations," I explained. "She's a person. There are no Vows on her."

"Wait what?" Delta mulled. "There's really no Vows on that damn woman?!"

"None that I could see," I shook my head. "She likes putting Vows on people but she has zero Vows herself."

"Dang," my sister blinked. "I... didn't really think about that. Wait... she said something before she left."

"Which was?"

"I... I asked her why she had to take away your magic," Delta sniffed. "She said it's for the Greater Good of Skyisle and humanity, because it takes sacrifices to defeat the biggest God of all."

"Who's the biggest god of all?" I arched an eyebrow. "Equality? Omniscience?"

"The Soul-Song of Novazem," Delta whispered. "Giovashi called her… Infinity. The System that grants humans magic skills and calculates how much they're worth."

I gulped.

In hindsight, this revelation should have been obvious. Everything in the Astral Ocean seemed alive on some level, had some purpose and function. Animism, the magical personification of every concept was actually possible in the Astral. Souls and magic could be attached to any object. Anything could be made into a Phylactery.

"The System doesn't seem evil though," I mulled. "It… she? hasn't done anything evil as far as I am aware. Did Giovashi provide any evidence for her claim of this ‘Infinity’ being evil?"

"She did not," Delta huffed.

"Right," I nodded. "I'm going to keep investigating things until I discover the truth, then. Where's Kliss?"

"I don't know," Delta said.

"Hrm," I pursed my lips and tried to launch an Infoscope. The action failed. My soul was still weak, exhausted from the activity of squeezing from the Astral to the physical reality.

I heard footsteps.

"Friggin hell," Delta hissed. "Speak of the Devil!”

Kliss appeared in front of our tent. Her entire body was twitching like she had Parkinson's.

She raised and then lowered her armacus and then raised it again.

"Come out of the tent, you two," Kliss ordered.

We did.

"Yes, Overseer?" Delta asked. "How can your best friend be of assistance to you?"

Kliss twitched.

"I felt… something," she said. 'With my [Astral Sense]."

“You have a skill like that?” Delta raised an eyebrow.

"Yes. It helps me spot aberrations. I felt a massive pulse of spatial magic about ten minutes ago," Kliss growled. "Something dangerous came out of the Astral, right where you’re sitting. Are you… safe, friend?"

"Perfectly safe," Delta nodded.

The answer didn't mollify Kliss. She spun the Armacus at [Truth] and fired it at my sister and me. I didn't have enough energy to intercept the spell and my Infoscopes weren’t cooperating. Argh.

"I want the truth, friends," Kliss hissed. "Remember, this is for your own protection."

“Be more specific? Which Truth?” Both Delta and I spoke at the same time.

Kliss twitched. "Speak one at a time, please," she said.

"Friends don't shoot [Truth] spells at each other," Delta snapped.

"Yeah," I agreed. "You're being a bad friend, Kliss."

Kliss hissed like she was in pain, grimacing. She looked like she hadn't slept in days. One side of her face spread into a malicious, lopsided grin. The other looked like it was frowning. The crooked expression made her look a bit insane.

"I'm just really worried about you, friends," she ground out.

"There are many truths," I said. "Which Truth do you want to know exactly?"

“Yeah,” Delta nodded.

"You are Destiny and Dante of the Alan family?" Kliss demanded.

"Yes," Delta and I answered a second apart.

Kliss frowned a bit.

"But you are Astral Phantoms, yes?"

"Yes," both of us replied.

"Do you want to eat human flesh?"

"No," we said.

"What?" Kliss blinked, not expecting this answer.

"Perhaps you've been misled about Astral Phantoms, friend?" I asked.

"Yeah," Delta added. "We didn't do nothin'. We're not evil. We don't plan on eating human flesh like Emperor Gabon."

"I'm a nice Astral Phantom," I said. "Didn't you hear what I told Giovashi? I want to save Skyisle from her."

Kliss's frown deepened. She didn't expect the conversation to go in this direction.

“But you want to eat souls, yes?” She pressed.

“Yes,” Delta nodded. “I want to eat all sorts of souls very much.”

Well, shit. I glanced at my twin, worrying about her.

“No, I have no desire to eat human souls,” I said.

“What?” Kliss stared at me. “Are you lying, Dante? Tricking my Truth-spell somehow?”

“Believe whatever the hell you want to,” I shrugged tiredly. “I just got back into my own body and everything hurts.”

“You… just got back into your own body?” Kliss growled.

“Yeah,” I nodded. “Giovashi kicked my soul out. It was unpleasant. I just got back.”

“Who are you?” Kliss demanded. “Tell me the truth, Dante!”

“I’m Dante Alan Skyisle,” I said. “I was born to Cassandra and Georgi Alan in Skyisle in 8049.”

“What about before? What were you before you were born here? What the hell kind of demon are you?” Kliss growled, her armacus folding and unfolding as she danced between the desire to kill and to protect me, torn between two distinctive Vows.

“I’m not a demon,” I said simply. “I am a...”
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“I am a... man," I said.

"A man?” Kliss blinked.

“Do I need to explain to you what a man is?” I arched an eyebrow, suddenly thinking about Diogenes Laërtius, a Greek philosopher who made fun of Plato’s definition of man as ‘featherless biped’, postulating that the man in Plato's thesis was simply a plucked chicken.

“Tell me your real name, demon!” Kliss demanded waving her armacus dangerously. “Why did Giovashi pull you from the Astral and shove into the body of an unborn child?”

“Ask Giovashi! Also, I would appreciate it if you didn’t call me a demon,” I said. “I am not a demon and I don’t believe in such nonsense.”

“What?” Kliss sputtered.

“From my point of view, you’re a lot closer to a demon than I will ever be,” I pointed out. “You have two Astral entities controlling your decisions. Nobody is controlling me.”

“YOUR NAME!” Kliss howled like a preacher from a Western film that was trying to pull Satan out of a possessed kid.

“My name… is Vladislav Alexandrovich Kerenski,” I said, staring at the wild-looking, emerald eyes of the Overseer.

I sipped more wine from my overpriced Ishirkarian bottle, speaking as slowly and as deliberately as I could, watching my mana ticking up. I really didn’t want to reveal everything about myself, but the damn [Truth] spell kept pulling answers out of my mouth.

Two of my Infoscopes finally flashed into existence, activated!

I sent each of them at each of the Vows floating above Kliss and fired [Sectus-Anima], severing little, gold threads. Kliss yelped as both of her Vows dove into the Astral, escaping from my attack. Her lopsided, happy-sad expression readjusted itself into the face of an extremely tired, nervous, seventeen year old girl. She blinked. I saw that there were sparks of tears in her weary eyes.

“Who are you?” She uttered once again. It was the real Kliss this time, not a mad voice bound by the decisions and demands of the Vows. She was probably terrified that I was an aberration.

“My name is Dante Alan Skyisle and I’m not a monster from the Astral ocean!” I addressed the trembling redhead. “I have no desire to devour souls! I’m not an aberration or whatever the hell it is you Equality followers fear… I’m not a ghost driven by endless hunger... I simply know more!"

I drank more mana-repairing wine.

My third Infoscope activated. All three of my tools began to shred the hexagrammic chain of [Truth] sitting across my soul.

I slowly stood up and walked to Kliss.

Kliss gulped and took a step back, retreating from me.

“How long have you been dead…?” She whispered as she looked at me, eyes wide. “From when are you?” The armacus was unlocked in her hand, pointing at me. “Are you a ghost from before the Age of Darkness, before the Great Mage War? Are you one of the Basque nobles… maybe Taginae? Khazar? Adyghe? An Alanian Necromage?!”

“Neither of those,” I shook my head. “I’m not a ghost from Novazem, Kliss. Like I said before, I’m not an aberration. I hail from a world completely without magic… a world without gods.”

“A world… without Gods?!” Kliss uttered. "That’s impossible! Everything requires magic to function!”

I shrugged.

The chains of [Truth] finally fell from me, their remnants dissolving into the Astral. I moved onto destroying the spell-chain hanging on Delta.

“You’re lying,” The Overseer accused. “You’re tricking me again!”

I sighed.

Kliss wasn’t going to believe my words. She grew up with magic, Vows and gods all around her.

“No more [Truth] spells,” I said sternly. “I'm done answering your questions, unless you genuinely want to help us fight Giovashi and other abominations you call Vows."

Kliss choked, trembling. Her finger slowly moved to switch the armacus to the [Destruction] rune.

“Don’t do it,” I said.

“I… I have to kill you,” Kliss trembled, retreating and shaking her head. “You’re an abomination, a liar…”

“I can help you,” I offered. “I can cut those Vows off you.”

“Not possible,” Kliss shook her head. “Unbreakable Vows cannot be cut.”

“Do you feel them now, controlling you?” I asked. “I hurt them. They ran away for a bit, dove into the Astral… they will return soon. You’re free, just for a moment. If you attack me, I won’t be able to help you.”

“I… errr,” Kliss nearly tripped on a root as she retreated. “I don’t… I don’t believe you.”

She suddenly activated her invisibility field and vanished. I watched her with all three of my Infoscopes as she retreated away from us. She didn’t fire her armacus, didn’t cut me down with [Destruction]. Perhaps, she believed me. It was impossible to tell. I saw that the Vows returned to her body. She stopped.

“Stop hiding, friend,” I called out to her. "Let's talk!"

Kliss appeared atop of a mossy boulder.

“Yeees?” She half smiled, half frowned at me.

This time, I only attacked the Overseer’s Vow, making it dive into the Astral. As the Overseer’s Vow dove into the Astral, the "Friendship" Vow remained in place.

“Come here, friend,” I ordered.

Kliss marched over to us, smiling widely.

“I’d like for you to get some sleep,” I said.

“But… I have to protect you,” she or perhaps the Friendship Vow said.

“You can’t protect me by staying awake forever,” I pointed out. “As your friend I’m ordering you to rest. You’ve been awake for far too long. If you keep it up, you’ll die and won’t be able to protect the Alans. Think about that. Go to sleep. Please… friend?”

“Fine,” the Friendship-bound girl huffed. “Fine. Don't endanger yourself while I nap, yes?"

"Yes, I promise," I said calmly.

Friendship wasn’t hard to control, I noted as Kliss chose a mossy hollow to sleep in. She bundled up her red cape as a pillow and closed her eyes. In another minute, I saw through the nearest Infoscope that the girl was asleep. The Overseer’s Vow tried to return to wake her up to attack us and I nipped at it again, making it retreat.

I dedicated a part of NeuroVista to keep attacking the Vow hostile to us to let Kliss sleep.

“Welp,” Delta commented in Russian, looking down at the lightly snoring Kliss. “Good job. You’ve actually made her go to sleep. Well done!”

“You want to eat souls?” I turned to my twin also speaking in Russian.

Delta blushed, looking very guilty.

“Well?” I said, crossing my arms.

“Yes,” she fretted. “Yes. I like eating souls. I… I think I’m addicted to it. I spent too long in the Astral nibbling on things… sometimes these things were bits of people.”

I sighed.

“It’s like a gnawing sense of hunger,” she explained. “I can control it though! I just have to go into the Astral now and then and bite something with magic and then it passes.”

“Delta,” I said.

“I know, I know,” she said. “It’s bad. It helps me level up though! I’m level twelve! I’ve almost caught up to you!”

“What are you, a freaking vampire?” I demanded. “If you keep eating souls you’re going to lose your mind!”

“I’ve been very careful about it!” She snapped. “I’m not an idiot! I used my soul-threads like blades to shred things before I eat them… I let the remnants of souls dilute in the Astral currents so they don’t turn me into someone else…”

I looked at her sternly.

“But… I’m… cold,” she confessed after a deep pause. “I’m cold… all the time. Even when I’m in my human body.”

I flexed my arms. My fingers still felt numb, cold. The sensation wasn’t going away. I looked down at my hands. They didn't look damaged, but there was definitely something wrong with me.

“Is being an Astral Hunter an infection of some sort?” I pondered. “A virus that affects the soul? If so, then I could figure out how to see it, cut it away… I’m sensing it too, I think. My fingers are cold and the sensation isn’t going away. It's particularly bad in my left hand.”

“Yeah,” Delta nodded. “You’ve eaten someone recently… right? An Alanian old soldier and an Agent made from artifacts?”

“Yeah,” I nodded. “Klint Klondike and his grandfather Keps.”

“See? You can’t shame me for this!” Delta said, her eyes lighting up. “You’re just like me, Slava!”

“Fine, fine,” I said. “Just… don’t eat people, okay?”

“I’m very careful,” she insisted. “I mostly nibble on artifacts and old ruins!”

I stared at her.

“Sometimes… they taste like people,” she said. “Things are mixed with things in the Astral.”

I didn’t want to lose Delta, didn’t want her to turn into a monster. I needed to break the chains of prophecy that Giovashi bound her with. I simply... needed power to feed Delta's cravings. What I needed was... clean, renewable power, not affected, not contaminated with bits of people and monsters.

I looked at the tree behind me. Somewhere, deep in the ground, beneath the roots of this massive tree there was a cracked Astral Engine... Battery.

I looked at the sleeping body of Kliss.

She was a victim, a prisoner of her Vows. I didn’t want her to go insane, didn’t want her to suffer more than she already was. I could use her strength, give her work… distract her.

I could slowly snip her Vows away with Sectus, freeing her bit by bit.

First the Overseer’s Vow, then Friendship.

Yes…

“Why are you looking at her like she’s a piece of candy?” Delta demanded.

“I believe I found someone who can help us with our work,” I said with a dangerous smirk.
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Last night I had finally leveled up to 15 and sorted all of my points into Soul and Intelligence to give myself more computing and soul-splitting power. After investing over one hundred points into Soul, I was able to define my soul far better between Dante and Slava. According to the System's evaluation I had seventy seven Soul as a Phantom!

I looked over my Stats chart, enjoying a massive leap in skills. Killing the Astral whale, devouring it from within and leveling up gave me 21 skill slots which was incredibly handy.

I could still only compute 3 Infoscopes at most, but I planned to develop new skills soon to fill in the empty four slots.
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Charisma:


	12



	
Magic:


	
65 [+3]





	
Foresight:


	15



	
Intelligence:


	
316 [+89]





	
Wisdom:


	
15





	
Soul:


	
[100] Dante
[+77] Slava
[-54] Battie & Leemy 
[+88] Klint & Keps 
[-12] Soul Decay
[-32] Legonnie, Lymphagons






	 
	 



	Skills:
	 



	
1


	
[Soul-Song LV 0] [ON][Raising Spell efficiency by 0.1%]
[Providing detailed Soul-Stats][Translating the Soul-Song's Language]

Known Song-Spells:













	[Tamus-Anima]
	[Sectus-Anima]



	[Conjugo-Anima]
	[Identify]




























	2
	
1 [Infoscope LV 20]





	3
	
2 [Infoscope LV 20]





	4
	
3 [Infoscope LV 20]





	5
	1 [Info-Tether LV 20] - connected to Infoscope 1




	6
	2 [Info-Tether LV 20] - connected to Infoscope 2




	7
	3 [Info-Tether LV 20] - connected to Infoscope 3




	8
	1 [Modify LV 20] - connected to Infoscope 1




	9
	2 [Modify LV 20] - connected to Infoscope 2




	10
	3 [Modify LV 20] - connected to Infoscope 3




	11
	1 [Sectus-Tether LV 20] - connected to Infoscope 1



	12
	2 [Sectus-Tether LV 20] - connected to Infoscope 2



	13
	3 [Sectus-Tether LV 20] - connected to Infoscope 3



	14
	[Chrysalis LV 15] [OFF]



	15
	4 [Info-Tether LV 20] - connected to Legonnie




	16
	-



	17
	-



	18
	-




	19
	-




	20
	[NeuroVista LV 20] [ON]



	21
	[-=Soul Devourer=-]



	 
	 



	Phylactery - Battie [Ward Barrier] [Level Concealment] [LV 14]


	[Crystal Battery] 
[14 soul shards from Dante]
[20/20 mana] 



	Phylactery - Leemy [Chrysalis] [LV 27]
	[Mystic-Willow-Oak] 
[40 soul shards from Dante][40 soul shards from Delta]
[27/27 mana]




	Phylactery - Legonnie [Lymphagon] [LV 20]

	[20 soul shard from Dante]




	Phylacteries - 12 Lymphagons [LV 3]
	[12 soul shard from Dante]



	 
	 



	
Affliction:


	
[Soul decay: -12]













Kliss emerged out of the hole in the ground, lugging an enormous, hexagon-shaped, black rock in her hands. She wasn’t wearing her armor as I made her take it off and deactivate the power source, allowing my Infoscopes to carefully examine its internal structure.

Wearing a black tank top and a skirt, without her armor and red cape, the Overseer of Skyisle no longer looked threatening or imposing.

She carefully deposited the rock on a mossy floor with a huff and wiped sweat from her mud-covered face.

“If you’re a villainous aberration and you’re planning to exhaust me to the point where I can’t use my arms and legs at all, it's working,” she groaned and panted, pulling herself out of the muddy hole. “Equality, that was bloody heavy!”

She sat on a root, grabbed a large, metal flask from the pile of her things and started to gulp the water down greedily. Then she poured some of the water on her head and let out a big sigh.

“You still think I’m an aberration?” I emerged from the hole after her, carrying two shovels.

“If you are an aberration, you’re a very high-level one,” Kliss said. “One that can trick a LV 88 [Truth] spell rune and therefore far beyond my ability to subdue. I should report you to the Imperial authorities and run away, very, very fast, while not looking back.”

“Why aren’t you running then?” I smiled.

“I’ve made a Vow to protect your family. Reporting you would go against that. Plus… as much as I'd like to run, I’m way too tired. I’m just going to lie down here for a bit and try not to pass out,” Kliss muttered, sliding off the root and stretching out on the mossy ground.

“Well, have a break, we’re done for today,” I commented, examining the exhumed battery. I took out a cloth and some water and cleaned up the area where it was cracked. Its silver-blue crystalline interior became exposed. I felt it leaking mana like waves of light electrical current dancing across my hands, providing them with unexpected warmth.

Legonnie and the other 12 Lymphagons were spinning around me. They were hungry too. They had survived my escape from the Astral ocean, just barely. I sent them towards the crack in the battery and they began sucking power from it, comically bumping into each other like little kittens who were trying to get to a jar of milk first.

I smiled.

“Did you… just send something at that rock?” Kliss asked. “I’m sensing… something there… moving.”

“Yes,” I nodded. “Just… stretching out some of my magic.”

“You know, when you said you need my aid, I didn’t think it would be lugging giant rocks out of the ground sweating my ass off,” Kliss said as she rubbed her sore arms.

“It’s a very important giant rock,” I noted.

“Important how?” Kliss curiously looked at the mud-covered rock.

“It’s sort of similar to the battery rocks people of Skyisle use for house Wards,” I said.

“So, you don’t know? You made me dig a very large hole in this old, decrepit tower for a rock that might be an old battery?” She groaned.

“Correct,” I commented.

“I feel like this is a very poor use of my time as the Overseer of Skyisle,” she sighed.

“You’re welcome to go back to your musty, old office in the Church of Equality and do whatever it is Overseers do. Sort paperwork? Berate Instructor Wiklogg? Make plans to crush potential Skyisle insurrections? Contemplate where Giovashi is now hiding and what her evil plots are?” I joked as I grabbed the steel flask from her and gulped water down. Spring was slowly turning into Summer and the days were becoming sunnier and hotter.

“Did you just drink from my flask?” She blinked.

“I did, what are you going to do about it?” I challenged, looking at Kliss from above.

“You’re lucky I’m so damn exhausted,” She yawned. “You know, I did most of the work. For a supposed level fourteen mage, your digging Skills are non-existent."

“Am I level fourteen though?” I asked. “Giovashi cut off my magic, don’t you remember?”

“As someone who saw you shrug a level 88 [Truth] spell off,” Kliss pointed out. “I do not believe that you’re level fourteen for a second. Plus you’re doing some kind of… Astral Phantom bullshit to that cracked rock… I can absolutely sense multiple somethings moving there.”

“What level do you think I am then?” I arched an eyebrow.

“Hells if I know,” Kliss said. “You’re a sneaky, incredibly high-level abomination. Only a level 90 beast could simply ignore a LV 88 spell!”

“Call my brother an abomination one more time and I will eat your Soul,” Delta threatened.

Kliss flinched.

“Delta, do you mind not terrorizing Kliss?” I asked.

“I’ll terrorize her as much as I want, you’re not the boss of me!” Delta shot back.

“Don’t you listen to your brother?” Kliss muttered. “Isn’t he a higher level Phantom than you? Wait… Delta?”

“She’s Delta and I’m Slava,” I said. “Those are our secret sibling names.”

“Right…” Kliss said.

“I do what I want.” Delta growled. “Unlike some Overseers bound by far too many vows.”

The Overseer’s look darkened, her slightly cheerful mood extinguished. “Can I go? …I dug out your giant rock.”

“You ain't’ going nowhere!” Delta snapped. “You know way too much. You’re staying here, under my constant observation. Consider yourself my prisoner. Step out of line and I will eat your soul.”

Kliss squinted at us. She didn’t look happy about this development.

“She’s kidding,” I said.

“I’m not kidding,” Delta said. “Dante, she’s our enemy. All she has to do is call her superiors and we’ll be dead in a day.”

“You’re not our prisoner, Kliss.” I said.

“Okay, MY prisoner.” Delta declared derisively.

“Delta, what is your problem?” I asked her in Russian.

“She’s my problem,” my sister switched to our secret language, “I don’t like her getting involved in our work. She knows about our secret base and can lead all of our potential enemies to it!”

“What exactly do you want me to do about her?” I asked. “Without my Infoscopes constantly harassing the Overseer’s Vow she gets completely mental.”

“I… I don’t know,” Delta huffed.

“Then what do you want me to do exactly?” I asked, feeling exasperated. “Why are you angry exactly?”

“I see how you’re looking at her,” Delta commented. “Don’t think I didn't notice!”

“How? What are you even talking about?” I asked.

“Like a cat looks at a tasty mouse!” She declared.

“What?” I asked. “How is she a mouse?! She’s bigger and taller than me!”

“Admit it!” Delta huffed.

“Admit what?”

“Fine, don't admit it. Consider me disappointed in your choices.”

“Dante? W-what are you two saying?” Kliss looked at me.

I blinked, and noticed that I was staring at her legs. She managed to move closer to me while I was preoccupied with arguing with my sister. I looked down at her face.

“We’re deciding whether to kill you now or later!” Delta announced.

“Again, she’s kidding.” I said.

Kliss sighed as she sat down next to me. I wasn’t sure if the Friendship Vow was guiding her to get closer to me.

“Delta, can we please not fight? I don’t like whatever this is.” I said.

Delta shook her head and tapped her foot. “You’re sitting too close.”

“I’m sitting… too close?” I blinked.

“To her,” her hand came up, pointing at Kliss.

“And this is a problem, how?” I inquired.

Kliss closed her eyes and started to whisper something softly to herself. Probably a prayer. Or perhaps she was arguing with her Vows. She was terrified of Delta. Terrified of being attacked by an Astral Phantom. I slid closer to her and defensively put my hand over her shoulder.

Delta gasped. Kliss stopped trembling.

“P-please don’t eat my soul,” Kliss opened an eye and glanced at Delta. “I’ll be good, I p-promise. The Vow of Friendship keeps me from attacking you!”

“Stop trying to play damsel in distress!” Delta tapped her foot. “He’s not going to fall for it!”

“I’d like to point out that I’m in extreme distress right now, because I was just told that I’m being kept prisoner under threat of my soul being eaten.” Kliss pointed out. “Also I also suspect that I’ll be executed soon, regardless of what I do.”

“Damnation,” Delta exhaled. “You win this round, temptress! Aight, scooch over.”

She stepped forward and sat on my left side. Kliss flinched visibly on my right.

“Delta, why must you torment her?” I asked. “Also, temptress? Are you… jealous of her or something?”

“Oh?” Delta huffed. “Why would I be jealous of an Equality worshiper who keeps our parents prisoner in their own house?”

Kliss gulped. “I can free them… end their House arrest. I’m your… friend.”

The last word seemed forced by her Vow.

“Right. You do that. Also, no more firing spells at us and no more calling us monsters,” Delta huffed. “Make one wrong move, just TRY to attack us and I will devour your soul while you sleep, don’t think that I won't!”

Kliss gulped.

“Delta,” I stood up.

“No, Dante. She needs to know this,” Delta shook her head.

“We don’t need to antagonize her. Terrorizing her is counter-productive to our goals.” I sighed, switching to Russian.

“She IS our enemy and to think otherwise is a mistake. I thought that I lost you, forever. Without you, I am nothing. Without you, I have nobody. I’m an Astral Phantom, apparently doomed to destroy Skyisle. If Giovashi tells everyone in town about my Stats, the locals will always see me as an aberration, just a ghost waiting to steal their flesh!” She snapped in Russian.

“I’m going to snip Friendship off for a bit,” I said. “Let Kliss talk as.. herself.”

I sent my Infoscopes to attack the Friendship Vow and it let go of Kliss, sinking into the Astral. The Overseer’s false smile vanished.

“I-if you’re going to execute me… just do it now, instead of delaying the inevitable,” she whispered. “Almost every moment of existence is painful for me. The competing Vows are tearing my body and soul apart. I have to constantly beg the Vow of Friendship for help, so that the Overseer’s Vow is weakened, contained, pacified. He wants me to notify the Empire. He wants me to do my job. He won’t kill me, but… he’s been with me since I was a child and he knows how to hurt me.”

Her eyes filled with tears.

“He is looking over me, judging my every waking moment,” she cried. “He is torturing me when I close my eyes or when I fall asleep, showing me images of my parents and long-gone friends as bloodless, broken corpses. He shows me… the fallen hex-beacon towers, Cessna in ruins, the white spires of the Equality cathedral burned and broken, streets filled with the dead. Grand avenues covered in rubble and dust, empty of humanity. Only silver Phantoms roam the silent streets, long, ghostly tentacles trailing behind them.”

I blinked as Kliss wrapped her hands around herself, looking at the ground.

“He shows me all of this in my dreams… and he tells me that it’s all my fault. That this future will come if I don’t stop the two of you now… if I don’t confess my sins to Inquisitor Jubz! …So, just kill me now and end my suffering, I beg of you!” She wept as she sat on the rock, her fingers digging into the moss.

The true monstrousness of the Vows became even more apparent to me at that moment.

I stepped to Kliss and hugged her. She wept into my embrace, a girl tormented by her first Vow, chained by Goddess Equality and her congregation into eternal servitude.

Delta growled.

“You were like this, twelve years ago.” I looked at my silver-haired twin, speaking Russian. “You were broken, didn’t trust anyone, not even me.”

“Huh?” Delta tilted her head.

“Don’t you remember?” I asked. “You were terrified of revealing yourself. You didn’t talk to anyone. I helped you not to be afraid and I intend to do the same for Kliss!”

“But… I…” Delta blinked. “You… Argh!”

I waited for her to process my words.

“I’m sorry Dante…” She whispered after a deep pause. “I... I just want to protect you.”

“I know,” I said. “Can you just… trust me?”

She crouched down to our level. “I don’t want to fight…”

“Me neither,” I replied.

Delta cuddled up to my side as I held Kliss, the broken, crying Overseer of Skyisle in my embrace.

Our trio sat beneath the thousand-year-old ruins of the Hex-beacon tower. Wind tagged at the violet-orange leaves of the Mystic tree above us, rays of brilliant sunlight cutting through the air.

I started to sing the Song of the Alanian Sentinel and Delta joined in. The song of the Alanians resonated, magnified within the tower and I heard something odd… an echo that didn’t quite match our voices.

The tower itself was responding to our song, adding to the melody with the whisper of the wind, with every blade of flowing grass in the ground, with every stone around us with the sway of branches of the enormous tree above us.

It was weak, incredibly so, but the cumulative effect made a difference, providing a strong, calming effect that I could actually feel take hold of my mind. It wasn’t our magic, wasn’t our mana being spent. It was the ancient Alanian tower, every stone within it including the Hex-Beacon now sitting on the ground beside us... responding to the song and singing it back to us… as if it was actually… alive.












 









 





 

 

            

    
        45. The Offer of Elysium

    
    
    
    
                “Do you hear that?” I asked in Russian. “I’m not imagining it, right?”

“Hrmmm?” Delta looked up, her gaze getting lost in the tunnel of fluttering, violet-orange leaves overhead.

“The Tower, singing to us?” I said.

“Yes,” Delta nodded. “Someone’s singing back to us.”

“Leemy?” I exhaled.

“I think so,” Delta nodded. “She’s singing back to us. She might finally be waking up… becoming more than just our soul-shards fused to this tree.”

I nodded, feeling content.

Delta looked at me with a soft smile. “Thanks for the Soul-Song, I really needed that. Sorry for getting frustrated with you... and her.”

“Go sit by the battery,” I said. “You’re just hangry.”

“Yeah,” she nodded. “I’ve been avoiding diving into the Astral, since you’ve chided me about it.”

Delta walked to the obsidian hexagon-shaped rock and sat against it. Slowly, a wide smile stretched on her lips. “It’s… warm,” she said softly. “Warm like dad’s hugs… used to be, when I was just a little bean.”

“You can get energy from it anytime you feel down,” I said. “The leaking mana is pure, not contaminated by memories of the dead.”

“Will it make me feel warm… forever?” She asked.

“Probably not,” I said. “If the Astral Hunter Stat is an infection then it needs to be discovered and healed.”

“Right,” Delta closed her eyes, looking content. “You get right on that. I’m going to enjoy this sunbeam… Astralbeam? Whatever, it’s keeping me nice and toasty.”

Her breathing slowed. I guessed that she activated Chrysalis, dove deeper into the Astral to get the most out of the battery.

Legonnie disconnected from the crack in the Battery and began to spin circles around me, radiating something similar to happiness.

[Are you still there, Keps?] I asked mentally. No answer followed. I pondered why the memory of the old archmage wasn't replying to me. Perhaps the magogenic fault was sucking too much power out of Legonnie for Keps to manifest as a distinctive personality here.

I sighed and looked at Kliss.

She stopped sniffing and looked up at me. I snipped the smallest, outer threads of Friendship and Overseer, making the Vows dive under, keeping them from constantly invading the poor girl’s mind.

“What was that song?” She asked.

“An Alanian Sentinel’s song,” I said. “Mom taught it to us.”

“I see,” her expression darkened instantly.

“Are you judging me?” I asked.

“Yes, I am,” she said. “The Inians carved apart their souls with their vile Songs.”

“Did that song sound vile to you?” I asked.

“Don’t take me for an idiot, Dante. Obviously not all Inian spell-songs are pure evil,” Kliss replied. “A hammer can be used to fix a wall or to kill a man. The foundational problem of the Inian Empire was they armed every child with a hammer and let them bash their own heads in.”

“And you’re aware of this, how?”

“I’ve spent years at the Cessna Academy reading scrolls of obscure magic and ancient, nearly forgotten history,” Kliss shrugged. “A good legionnaire and Overseer must know the mistakes of the past so as not to repeat them.”

“Alright then, consider me curious. Educate me. What happens to a soul when a person dies?” I crossed my arms.

“If a human has no pact with a God, their soul simply sinks into the Astral and is devoured by Astral Phantoms,” Kliss explained.

“Have you seen the Astral Ocean?” I asked.

“Yes,” Kliss nodded. “There are magitek tools at the Cessna Academy called the Astralscopes, which allow novitiates to peer into the awful darkness of the hells. During my first year at the Academy, we were made to kill a variety of creatures and watched as their souls sank into the Astral. A soul of any being is a victim to the void.”

“Unless… they’re tethered to a god, right?” I arched an eyebrow.

“Yes! If a human’s soul is tethered to a God, it ends up in paradise, is sent to a much deeper Astral Plane where the souls can rest in peace, be reborn, or even ascend to higher forms," she said, her voice softening as she spoke. "Our heaven is referred to as Arxtruria, the Elysium of Equality. It's a place of eternal peace and tranquility, free from the torment of the Astral Phantoms, where every human soul is free and equal."

"So, my soul will absolutely be devoured by Phantoms when I die?" I asked.

“Yes,” Kliss nodded.

“Technically, I've died twice already,” I mulled. “First time was on my homeworld - Earth. The second time when Giovashi used some kind of a violet fire-spell to kick my soul from my body. I returned twice to the world of the living, defeated the phantoms.”

“Only because you’ve had somewhere to return to,” Kliss pointed out, squinting at me. “You and Destiny are ghouls created by Giovashi's magic for nefarious purposes.”

“And that’s bad?” I asked.

"Yes, it's bad," Kliss said, her gaze cold. "Necromancy denies a soul the peace of the afterlife. It's a form of eternal damnation. You are a ghoul now, a creature damned to madness and hunger."

"I don't feel very damned or insane," I pointed out.

"That's because you mistakenly think you’re still in control of yourself, old ghost," Kliss said, her eyes filled with a strange mix of pity and fear. "But the longer you exist in this body as a soul that's already died and visited the Astral... the more insane you will become from hunger that you will never be able to satisfy. Don’t you get it? You’re doomed, consigned to a fate worse than death by Giovashi!”

"What solution do you offer to my doom then?" I asked, feeling that I already knew what she would say.

“Consider seeking out a God's tether of your own,” Kliss replied.

“Oh?”

“Equality accepts all souls. All can be forgiven, all can be saved. Make a Vow to Equality and when you inevitably perish, your soul will be saved,” she offered.

"Is that really your solution to everything?" I asked. "Make a Vow to Equality?"

"It's not merely a solution, Dante. It's salvation," Kliss insisted, her emerald eyes earnest.

“Right,” I paced around Kliss. “This sounds a lot like religious dogma from my original world, a place where we didn’t even have any evidence for the existence of heaven. From my point of view, as a complete outsider to Novazem, it seems like everyone here messes with souls to some degree, some worse than others. The Inians bind souls to artifacts, the Equalists bind their souls to a goddess.”

Kliss fell silent for a moment, her expression thoughtful. "You're not wrong," she admitted. "Both methods bind the soul but for different purposes. The Inians used it for power, we use it for salvation."

"But isn't it the individual's choice to make?" I asked. "You make it sound like it's a one-size-fits-all solution."

"It's not a matter of choice, Dante," Kliss said, her tone firm. "It's a matter of salvation. Without a divine tether, a soul is inevitably doomed to be devoured by phantoms. You think that you’re winning against Astral Phantoms, but in reality you yourself are becoming one. Slowly, year by year, perhaps without even noticing you’ll join the ranks of the soul eaters. Emperor Gabon wasn’t insane from the start. Nobody noticed anything because he gradually turned into a demon.”

“Let's move on,” I said. “I get the gist. You think that Delta and I are destined to eat human flesh in the end. How are you so certain that this Elysium of Equality exists as a nice plane to reside in? Can the Astralscopes see it?”

“The Astralscopes used by the novitiates cannot see the fields of Elysium,” Kliss shook her head. “They can only peer a few levels down into the desolate areas of the Astral Ocean known as the hells."

“So then, what’s the evidence that Equality isn’t just, say… eating the souls of her followers?”

“Our highest Archmages can see the fields of Elysium,” Kliss explained. “They say it absolutely exists. There are Depictomancy-made paintings of Elysium in numerous books they’ve published.”

"Depictomancy paintings?" I repeated, skepticism lacing my tone. "You're basing your belief in salvation on some art?"

"Yes," Kliss said, her tone unyielding. "And the testimonies of our greatest Archmages. They have no reason to lie. Elysium is a perfect plane for all souls to reincarnate into. It’s a truly vast, sublime, inverted world called Arxtruria, a place where the horizon curves up forevermore. Its foundation is forged, reinforced by everyone’s belief that Goddess Equality is fair and just!”

"But these archmages could be wrong," I pointed out. "They could have a reason to lie if they’re influenced by their Vows to Equality. Surely they could have faked those paintings?"

Silence stretched between us, filled with tension. Kliss's eyes were filled with a mix of exasperation and pity, as if she couldn't believe my obstinacy.

"You're a stubborn one, aren't you?" She finally said.

“I am stubborn at uncovering the truth, yes,” I said, resuming my pacing. “There are clearly other paths. From what I saw in the Astral, Giovashi extended her life past a thousand years.”

“And she is clearly insane, an Astral Phantom wearing flesh, someone who attached human souls to herself to unnaturally extend her life!” Kliss pointed out. “Immortality has a cost.”

“You can see the souls attached to her?” I asked.

“I felt them, yes,” Kliss nodded. “I’ve been trained to feel and see magic at Cessna, but I’m not very good at observing spells. The Armacus has a [LV 88 Magic-Sight] spell embedded in it to help me notice magical traps or Phantoms.”

“Is there a spell within your armacus that can kill an Astral Phantom?” I asked.

“No,” Kliss shook her head. "I can hurt them and scare them away, but not kill them."

“Why the hell not?” I asked. “Wouldn’t that be very useful here?”

“Every armacus is unique, made to only serve its wielder,” Kliss shrugged. “Each is connected to the magic of its user so that an enemy cannot steal it and use it against the bearers of Equality.”

“I think that your armacus was made not to target Phantoms on purpose,” I said. “So that you could not simply cut off your Vow to Equality.”

“You cannot simply cut a Vow off!” Kliss snapped.

“I can hurt it,” I pointed out. "Cut off little bits."

“At the cost of hurting my soul!” Kliss growled. “My Vows and I are connected together! All you’re doing is slowly tearing my soul apart! I can feel your damned Astral-blades nipping at me! My Angels are made from my soul, cutting one off me is equivalent to cutting off my neck with a sword!”

I frowned.

“There’s nothing you can do for me,” Kliss sniffed tiredly, rubbing her face. “Please… just leave me alone.”

“No. If I stop nipping your vows, they will drive you mad,” I pointed out. “Friendship and the Overseer are diametrically opposite in their purpose. One demands you protect me, the other demands my death.”

“I know that!” Kliss hissed. “That damned woman outmaneuvered me, trapped me between two Vows! Giovashi must have done something similar to the other Overseers of Skyisle, somehow made them not give a damn about the people here or their jobs!”

She looked at me, more tears sparkling in her eyes.

“Maybe... you can make the Friendship Vow less active… free me long enough to call the Empire,” she offered. “Inquisitor Jubz will bring a warship with a legion. They will find Giovashi and kill her.”

“And execute me and my sister because we’re ghouls?” I speculated.

“He won't, if both of you declare Vows to Equality!” Kliss said. “Confess your sins to the Inquisitor. He will be merciful. You’re clearly both victims here!”

“You’ll still have two Vows on you,” I pointed out. “The Overseer’s Vow will still demand our deaths, no?”

“You won’t be Astral Phantoms if you bind yourself to Equality and make a [Pact] reinforced by the Inquisitor!” Kliss said. “That’s the only answer here! Please! Just accept Equality into your heart! The eternal hearth, the golden fire of our Goddess will be connected to you and will keep you from gradually descending into madness!”

I sighed.

“I’m not a villain, not a murderer,” Kliss insisted. “I’m not a manipulative monster like Giovashi. I genuinely want to help you and your sister, Slava! I want to help save the people of Skyisle, to free them from Giovashi’s control. I could have fired [Destruction] at you or executed your parents for their collaboration with the Arch-Priestess, but I chose not to. I chose to talk to you and your sister instead, to try to understand you! I’m still trying to understand where you’re coming from and who you really are!”

"Thanks," I nodded.

“If Giovashi lived for a thousand years then she is likely a necromage,” Kliss said. “She is an ancient Almn-Inian who chose immortality above all, the ultimate result of their perverse society in which anyone could do anything with human souls!”

“She doesn’t have any Vows on her from what I saw,” I mulled.

“That’s right,” Kliss nodded. “She might not even believe in Ishira! She’s just using the people of Skyisle to devour their souls to make herself immortal and powerful!"

I looked down at Kliss, her eyes sparkling with tears and determination.

“Do you care for your sister, your parents, Skyisle?” She asked. “Or are you too much of an outsider to Novazem for that... Slava?”

“I care for them,” I nodded. “I want to help everyone here.”

“Then let's go to the Church of Equality. Help me call the Inquisitor!” she pleaded. “We can work together, we can save your sister, your parents, everyone in this village. We can help build a new town of Skyisle further away from this cursed fault! If you really want to help people, you can do so under the guiding light of Equality. You can study in Cessna, you can become a great archmage, an Overseer and go wherever aid is needed… dedicate yourself to saving as many souls as possible!”

“What? And give up love, just like you?” I asked.

“It’s not a permanent sacrifice,” Kliss shook her head. “It's merely a way to reinforce the strength of the pact, to make your resolve… unbreakable.”

“Not a permanent sacrifice? What if I want a family of my own someday?” I asked.

“It won’t be possible in this lifetime,” Kliss sighed. “But, when you reach the end of your life on Novazem… Equality will reincarnate you on Arxtruria. There, in the fields of Elysium, we will find each other, meet as old friends without our Vows. There, I will have the capability to fall in love and start a family! Anything is possible on Arx because there is no war, no death, no suffering, nor discord there! Vows don’t exist on Arx, there is no need for them in Elysium!”

I sighed. Kliss was set on selling me her perfect paradise. If the Astral Ocean was real, then this inverted world, Arxtruria, could be just as real and observable. It could be just as lovely as she described it, a reward for being a goodly follower of Equality set against the scales of freezing to death in the Astral Ocean.

“An Inquisitor of Equality can help us defeat Giovashi! Make the right choice, Slava, join the right side!” Kliss offered me her hand.

            

    
        46. Pyrophoric

    
    
    
    
                I looked at Kliss, her hand outstretched toward me, her eyes shining with hope and desperation.

I grabbed her hand and pulled her up.

“You’ll do it? You’ll take me to the Church?” She asked.

"Kliss," I began. "I appreciate your offer. I really do. But I can't make this choice on a whim. I don’t trust promises without evidence. I died on Earth when I was sixty. More than once, I have been betrayed and lied to by the leaders of the Empire I lived in.”

“So, you’re… seventy two now,” Kliss murmured as both of us walked to the edge of the cliffside.

“Sort of,” I nodded. “I do have a body of a twelve year old which gives me a bit of a mentality of one and I absorbed some interesting knowledge from the Astral Ocean, which gave me all sorts of interesting perspectives.”

“Like what?” She asked.

“A female seventeen year old Alanial Agromancer,” I listed. “A brutal Alanian Agent who killed numerous Ishira followers while trying to save Skyisle. An old Alanian soldier who fought the Basq.”

“Those are perspectives of the Inians,” Kliss said. “They’re likely skewing your perception of how things truly are.”

“I don’t disagree with that,” I said. “These three people lived more than a thousand years ago and a lot of things have changed since.”

The Overseer nodded.

I turned to meet Kliss's gaze. "You see," I began. "After I died on Earth, I was guided to Novazem by a divine thread of a god that called himself… Omniscience."

"You… were?" She squinted at me.

"Yes," I nodded.

"I know not of such a God," she muttered.

"He told me in my own voice that I can make a difference here," I said.

"What kind of a difference?" She asked.

"As I told you before, I was born in a world without gods or magic. We relied on something called 'science'. It's a system we used to understand the functions of reality based on observation, questioning, and experimentation."

“Science?" She echoed, her expression uncertain.

“The Empire of Equality uses some sciences do they not?” I asked. “You understand cause and effect and design spells with orderly hexagrams and geometry. You are not entirely irrational, even if you rely on magic. You didn’t seem that surprised when I showed you static electricity - lightning without magic.”

“Yes, that’s true,” Kliss admitted, her brows furrowing as she processed the information. “We understand cause and effect.”

“Science is systematic and objective,” I said. “It refuses to accept anything without empirical evidence. In my world, we used science to explain and understand every single phenomena. It's a way to find truth, based on evidence, not belief." I paused, my gaze drifting to the vast expanse of the Valley of Death below. "That's why I'm hesitant to blindly follow Equality or any divinity-offered path that seems too good to be true. It's not about being right or wrong, it's about seeking truth. And that's what I'm trying to do, to seek truth in a world that seems to be wrapped in layers of deception."

“And how will this... science of Earth help you find the truth?" she asked.

"Through deep observation, questioning, testing and collecting data," I explained. "For example, if I told you that the flame of a candle will always burn upwards, how would you know it's true?"

“I would light a candle,” Kliss stated simply with a small shrug.

“Exactly!” I exclaimed. "You'd test it. And if the flame does always burn upwards, then it becomes a fact. That's what science is. It's a way to debunk lies and find facts. But the key is to always stay open-minded and ready to learn.”

Kliss stared at me, her expression unreadable.

“Are you willing to open your mind to the possibility that the world you know might not be as it seems?" I asked. "If you believe in Equality and her perfect Elysium without conflict wholeheartedly, then there’s really no point in arguing with you. If you’re not willing to search for the truth, I'll simply use you as a laborer to dig up more Alanian tools and artifacts and never reveal their real purpose or function to you."

Kliss glanced at Delta sitting against the Alanian hexagonal battery. It was clear to me that she craved more knowledge about the ancient Empire.

“In my opinion, the very act of taking one's soul, whole or piecemeal, via the various Vows, is wrong,” I said. “A ‘good’ deity wouldn't be so transactional. The Gods of Novazem, at least the ones I’ve learned about thus far - Ishira and Equality are far too similar to a parasite species.”

Kliss's brows furrowed at my words. "A parasite? But Equality gives us powers, guides and protects us," she said, a touch of defensiveness seeping into her tone. “Equality is more symbiotic! By serving her we get to enter Elysium! The price of a ticket there is working hard and helping people!”

"That's one way to see it," I replied, "but in my perspective, Equality is taking away a very essential piece of you in exchange with an unconfirmed promise of returning it later. Isn't it a bit like a parasite feeding off its host? Is everyone in the Empire of Equality as positively dedicated to helping people as you are? Did Giovashi not completely screw you up with a second Vow?”

Kliss silently contemplated my words, her gaze dropping to the ground. I could see the conflict in her eyes, her deeply rooted beliefs clashing with the new perspective I was offering. It was a lot to take in, and I knew I had to tread carefully, giving her the space to process things.

"I'm not asking you to immediately abandon your beliefs, Kliss," I said gently. "Just to keep an open mind and question what you've been taught. After all, isn't that the essence of seeking the truth?"

Kliss seemed contemplative. "You're asking me to question everything I've been taught, everything I've known," she said.

"Yes," I replied. "Not to reject it outright, but to question it, to understand why you believe what you believe. That's how we grow, Kliss. That's how we find what is true and what is false! Haven’t your Vows hurt you again and again? They don’t seem that perfect to me if they’re constantly forcing your hand!”

The Overseer of Skyisle opened and closed her mouth.

“I am level fourteen and yet I can make level 21 spells because of science, not because of magic,” I revealed. "Twelve years ago I had no idea what magic even was, had no idea that the Soul-Song even existed!”

"You have to be lying," she said. "Nobody can break through the level cap of Skyisle without knowing arcane secrets and having access to powerful magic. Did you use Alanian artifacts to create spells above your level?"

"No, Kliss," I replied. "I didn't use any artifacts. I used my knowledge of math, science, the laws of physics, chemistry, biology. These principles exist on Novazem too, they're simply not as well understood by your magitek civilization.”

Kliss squinted at me.

"I'm telling you the truth," I assured her. "I've used science to understand magic, much like you use your knowledge of history and logic to try to be a better Overseer. My understanding and exploitation of reality is based on universal laws that exist everywhere. I can do spells above my level because of my knowledge of really advanced math!"

"Math?"

"A specific type of math, developed in a world without magic, not because of some ancient necromagi secrets I’ve dug out from the Astral.”

"Just... math? That sounds… like impossible nonsense,” she said.

“Would you like to see something impossible then?” I asked.

“Like what?” She asked.

I threw her armacus at her and she cautiously slid it back onto her wrist.

“I can make other tools like your armacus, if you help me out.” I said. “Create power capable of lighting up the world… without mana.”

“Power without mana? How can this be?!” She stared at me. “I don’t understand…”

“Just watch,” I said. I dug in my pocket and pulled out a small, semi-porous sodium rock which I had found closer to the Valley of Death and to dig out from the cliffside. The alkali metal, also known as natrium, didn’t naturally occur and must have been created by the destruction of Tricameron and the catastrophic release of magic which formed rare elements all around the valley. I’ve been digging and collecting many such rocks for future use.

I presented the white rock to Kliss. “Here - go ahead and Identify if this has magic or power in it.”

The Overseer took the rock in her left hand and shot an [Identify LV 88] spell at it from her armacus. “It’s a rock. There’s nothing magical or interesting about it.”

“I bet you a thousand gold that this rock will set water on fire,” I said.

“What? That’s ridiculous!” She huffed. “It’s a rock!”

She shot another Identify spell at the sodium piece to make sure that I wasn’t messing with her and then stared at it holding [Magic-Sight] rune. “I guess… there could be a level 100 no-spy hexagram inside it or something else that I can’t detect…”

“Hexagrams don’t work if they’re disrupted, correct?” I asked.

Kliss nodded.

“So if that rock is crushed into dust, there’s no possible way it can set water on fire, right?” I said. “You up for that bet?”

“Sure,” Kliss turned the rock over in her hand. I noted that she looked like she was just humouring me.

“Crush the rock over that puddle,” I told her. “And let the dust fall into the water.”

She easily crushed the sodium rock with her bare hand, letting the dust rain down over the water.

With a hiss, sodium ignited as soon as it touched the surface of the thin puddle. White smoke bloomed into the air and the water caught fire.

“WHAT IN THE HELLS?!” Kliss jumped backwards, staring at the burning water with eyes as wide as two cups.

Brilliant orange sparks exploded into the air as bits of sodium detonated, setting more water on fire.

“I believe someone owes me a thousand gold,” I said smugly.

“But that’s… that’s impossible!” Kliss cried. She stared at the burning water and then back at me. “How?! HOW?!!”

“It’s called an exothermic reaction,” I commented.

“But… but… there’s no mana in that rock! This stands against everything I’ve learned at the Academy!” She blinked in absolute confusion. “How’s the water on fire? What’s making it burn?! Where's the hexagram?! Did you hide it under that puddle?!”

Kliss shot an Identify spell at the puddle, leaned towards it trying to spot the shimmer of magic. There wasn't any.

“Energy stored within the rock is released upon contact with water. You’re aware how wood burns for a long time if it’s set on fire? It’s kind of similar. A chemical reaction."

The puddle slowly stopped burning.

“But... There's no wood! It’s water!!! Water is cold and wet!” Kliss rubbed her face, looking at the white smoke blooming from the puddle. “This doesn’t make any sense! Am I dreaming? Did I die and wake up in hell where a twelve year old is mentally torturing me?!”

"You can pay off the thousand gold by being in my employ as my second assistant," I smirked.

Kliss pinched herself and yelped as she did. Then she looked back at the smoking puddle and back at me. “So, you really can do impossible things.”

"No. I can do 'possible' things. You just lack the knowledge to correctly categorize and apply them. Anyone can do this! I found that rock here, near the Valley of Death because I knew what to look for. A chemical reaction doesn't require magic or Alanian soul-songs. You were the one to drop the rock into the puddle, not me." I explained. “See? You just discovered a truth that you didn’t know about.”

Kliss fell silent for several minutes, pondering things over.

“What does this mean?” She muttered.

"It means that there is another way, another path to take," I said, spreading my hands wide over the smoke pouring from the water. "I possess vast knowledge from beyond the stars of Novazem. I have an understanding of the inner workings of the universe and its laws. I know mathematics far more advanced than anyone in Skyisle even dares to dream about. I can create magic, design new spells.”

Kliss stared at me, eyes growing wide. She was buying my self-aggrandizing, her world crashing with my revelations.

“I can figure out how to save Skyisle from Giovashi simply by virtue of having a different perspective from everyone here! The Arch-Priestess is a very clever, dangerous enemy and she might already have a plan in case you summon an Imperial Inquisitor here. But, she definitely doesn’t know about science, won’t know what to expect if we don’t use magic!”

"But I... I don't know anything about this... this science either," Kliss admitted, glancing at the smoking water. "I wouldn't even know where to start."

I smiled at her "That's the beauty of learning, Kliss. You don't need to know everything from the start. You just have to be curious and willing to learn, to explore, to question. And from what I've seen, you have that in abundance!"

Kliss nodded slowly. "Alright, Slava," she said. "I'm willing to learn. Show me how to see the world in a new way."

I nodded, my smile growing wider. Both of us fell silent for a few minutes, staring at the view of the Valley of Death. A river skirted the distant, warped hills, running along black sand. Rays of sunlight cut through the clouds, dancing along the rushing water.

“I know that the Vows are imperfect because the people making them are imperfect," she suddenly confessed. “I know that what the Empire is doing in Skyisle isn’t optimal. It's likely that my Inquisitor might refuse to relocate Skyisle because the lives of the locals aren’t that important to him. Plus, the Vows can be misused, as Giovashi has clearly shown me.”

She made another deep pause.

“You just showed me something impossible. You just gave me a tiny mote of light in the darkness, a hope that you can really offer something completely new. I’m going to cautiously follow it... I'm going to figure out exactly what you are. I don’t understand you fully yet… but if what you said is really true, if you have secret knowledge from beyond the stars, then maybe… you’re really the only person in this world that can make a difference.”

“I don’t know if I can make a difference,” I said. “But the least I can do is try.”

            

    
        47. The Zom-bee

    
    
    
    
                "Why?” Delta asked in Russian, opening one silver-blue eye. She had clearly been listening in on my conversation with the Overseer, not fully napping.

"Why what?"

"Why tell her so much? Why the science spiel?”

"Because we need her strength," I replied in Russian. "Because she's a victim and a prisoner of the Vows, not a fanatic, nor a millennia-long plot-weaver like Giovashi."

"What if she's lying? How are you so sure of her motivations?"

I sighed. "Giovashi kicked me out of my body once. I'm going to make sure that it won't happen again."

"By hiding behind the Overseer's back?”

"By accomplishing a lot more... faster," I said. "Kliss is strong and capable."

"She's capable of reporting us as aberrations too,” Delta huffed. “I’m not sure if we should be inviting Kliss to our science gang.”

“We’re not a science gang,” I said. “Where do you even get terms like that?”

“I pick things up from the Astral,” she shrugged.

"Look," I stated. "We're playing a very dangerous game here, but it's a game we need to play. Kliss is our best bet. One word from Giovashi could likely turn all of Skyisle against us because people will trust the word of the Arch-Priestess over two almost-teenagers. We don’t know exactly who works for the Arch-Priestess and I suspect that all of the barmaids in Fox and Fiddle are her current priestesses from this generation.”

“Right,” Delta nodded.

“Kliss isn’t someone from Skyisle, a lever against the local power of Giovashi. Even our mom or dad could theoretically turn against us because of their unshakable belief in Ishira.”

My twin sighed.

“The Overseer can be trusted with some things on the simple basis that she doesn’t answer to Giovashi. What, you think I’m going to teach Kliss fractal mathematics or something?” I asked. "I'm simply going to blow her mind with more basic grade 10 chemistry. She still can't get over the fact that I made water catch fire."

"I just hope you know what you're doing, Slava," Delta murmured.





Days flew by as Kliss dug out more batteries from the ground, including a truly massive hex-beacon.

“Why do we need all of these?” She asked, examining the ancient crystalline constructs.

“Magic power,” I said simply.

“Do you mean to tell me that you’re planning to use Almn-Inian… necromagic?!” Kliss squinted at me. “I didn’t sign up to rebuild the Inian Empire, just so you know.”

“What would be wrong with that?” I asked curiously.

“There’s a reason why the other Empires of men turned the very stars against the Inians, exterminating them all! The necromage artifacts are powered by human souls!” She insisted.

I looked at the stained, time worn stones of the tower, at the Mystic tree in the middle of it, at the colorful flowers and thought about the peaceful, serene power of the Sentinel's song. None of it seemed malicious - not the tower, nor the song it was responding to.

“I don’t think that the Alanians were evil. What if you are mistaken? History is written by the victors. Do you have any proof of your claim? Have you ever seen an Inian artifact in action?” I asked.

“No,” Kliss said. "But what I learned at the Academy was that if you find an actual Inian artifact, you report it to your local Equality Inquisitor... so that it can be destroyed!"

“No destroying," I shook my head. "We’re here to investigate their tools and if they indeed prove to be evil, we simply won’t use them for evil.”

“That sounds noble and heroic, but plenty of people fell prey to easy power,” Kliss replied with a headshake. “For example - Vows are incredibly easy to make, but impossible to remove. The Gods do not simply let go of human souls. If you awaken whatever ancient power sleeps in these stones, it might never let us go! It might consume our souls, might outright kill us, or simply chain and bind us to its arcane will and cause!”

“How sure are you that these rocks eat souls?” I asked her, eyeing the hex-beacon. “You dug it out and were perfectly fine."

“Incredibly sure,” Kliss said. “The Overseer’s Vow is absolutely terrified of that particular diamond-shaped rock. It's inactive now… but I am highly concerned about you experimenting on it."

I pursed my lips, contemplating things.

I walked to the hex-beacon, sat at a fair distance away from it in a lotus pose and started to sing the Sentinel's song to it.

A feeling of deep serenity and order started to emanate from the tree and the Hex-Beacon gemstone as I sang.

The enormous crystal seemed to hum back to me, louder and louder. In another minute, a rumbling pulse began to emanate from its innards in tune with the song. From what my Infoscopes showed me, the crystal activated and began to suck in energy from the environment.

All energy.

Since the Hex-Beacon wasn’t properly connected to a battery, it was trying to turn on, to power itself up but was failing to do so. 

I sent [Lymphagon 8] towards it. The little Astral critter became immediately drawn to the massive rock's surface, slammed into it, flailing its appendages. The lymphagon could not disconnect from the beacon and cried out in panic in ultrasound as it began to slowly sink into the black, diamond shaped magnetite gemstone. I felt the little shard of my soul within it aching, becoming devoured by the beacon. Even my [Info-Tether] connected to the lympagon, quickly washed away, rapidly losing levels.

The Hex-Beacon was eating levels from spells just like the magogenic fault!

I stopped singing the Alanian’s Sentinel song and the beacon deactivated, ceased sucking in everything near it. The lymphagon flew away from it quickly. It was almost completely drained of mana and even some of its soul-shard looked weakened, drained. I connected a tether to the lymphagon and refilled it with mana from Battie, pondering things over.

Kliss was right. The beacon was starved for magic, wanting to consume souls. 

The Sentinel’s song, taught to our mom by her parents, acted as an activation key for Alanian tech!

“What was that?” Kliss asked. She was staring at the beacon. “I felt… a pulse of magic.”

“I know how to activate it,” I said.

“And?”

“And it eats souls and magic,” I said thoughtfully, rubbing my chin. “You were right.”

The Overseer shuddered as she stared at me. She looked like she was afraid that I would sacrifice her soul to this arcane mechanism.

"Don't look so worried," I said. "I'm done with it... for now."





“How’s Ogonek doing?” I walked over to Delta to check on my current biggest, and most important bee-shaped experiment.

“She’s fine,” my sister replied.

A fuzzy bee crawled out of her pocket. Its wings flickered and the bee took off circling Delta, its stinger flashing with tiny sparks.

“How long do you think she will live?” She asked. "You told me that bees live thirty days, did you manage to extend it?"

“Well, she’s a Level 14 bee with seven of my and seven of your soul shards, which makes her a ‘ghoul-bee’ by the definition Kliss applied to us,” I said.

“A zombie bee, huh?” Delta mulled. “She doesn’t look very dead.”

My mind wandered to my memories of Earth-lore. The word "zombie" was first recorded in 1819, in “The History of Brazil” by Robert Southery. It described a soulless corpse brought back to life through dark witchcraft. The concept of ghouls, on the other hand, was echoed in ancient Arabian folklore, where they were depicted as creatures that roamed graveyards and fed on the flesh of the dead.

“Well,” I nodded. “She’s not exactly a rotting zombie. She’s not dead, but her body is slowly changing from within, becoming a bit more like the Blood Elk.”

“Changing how?” Delta eyed her insect pet.

A month ago, I made Kliss carve a small hole in the side of the Mystic-Willow-Oak with her [mana-sword] to extract some [Vitality-aligned] crystals. Pulverized into microscopic powder and mixed with nectar, Delta made the bee consume the crystalline powder suffused with [Green-Vitality]. Normally, consuming such crystalline powder would kill an insect, but I also attached the [Chrysalis] skill to Ogonek via my soul shard within her.

Slowly, over the passing weeks, the [Chrysalis] skill rearranged the insect’s internal structure. This change allowed the bee to consume and build up more [Vitality] crystals inside of itself. After a month of this work, the bee became a lot rounder, fluffier and more dangerous-looking compared to the other local Fire-Bees. She was still rather cute with pink-tinted woolly cheeks.

I activated my Infoscope, focusing my attention on the bee. 

The world around me faded slightly, layers of reality peeling back. The normally simple anatomy of the bee was now a complex network of crystalline structures, interspersed with the insect's own tissues. The crystals pulsed with an inner light, emanating a gentle current of [Vitality] that lit up the tiny body from within.

“Ogonek’s body is no longer just an organic vessel kept alive by a shard of your soul, but a fusion of living tissue and crystal. [Chrysalis] rebuilt her from the inside out, the Mystic tree crystals acting as a sort of scaffold around which her cells are reforming. Her tiny heart is beating far stronger than before, pumping not just hemolymph, but a continuous [Vitality] pulse through her,” I explained.

“So our experiment was a qualified success?” Delta clapped.

“Yes,” I nodded. “We’ve created an immortal bee.”

“Immortal… bee,” Delta’s wide eyes sparkled as she looked at Ogonek. "She does look more regal than the other bees."

“I still wouldn’t send her near the hive,” I said. “Just because she’s immortal, it doesn't make her immune to the Queen Bee’s Charisma.”

“So the next step is to make her charisma-proof?” My twin asked.

“Yes,” I nodded.

“Do you have any idea how to do that?”

“Not yet,” I shook my head. “Your job is to bring up Ogonek to LV 20 while I search the forest for a specific creature with Kliss.”

“What kind of a specific creature?” Delta arched an eyebrow.

“I need to find something that naturally resists Charisma,” I explained.

“Couldn’t you just write [Anti-Charisma] in omnicode and make a spell called that, Mr. Spell-designer?” She asked. “Didn’t you hang [Ward] onto your Battery crystal?”

“That took me over a decade to accomplish,” I said. “And it’s not as powerful or as effective as I’d like it to be because I have to constantly control it with Tether. Both Kliss and Giovashi can basically punch through the Ward Battie produces. The [Vitality] pulse hanging on a [Vitality-aligned] crystalline structure is a hundred times more effective than the Vitality spell hanging on a mana battery."


"Uh-huh?"

 "Your bee is now a magically self-sustaining organism just as immune to [Decay] pulse as Leemy."

"Yep, my Ogonek is clearly superior to your Battie," Delta grinned. Her eyes twinkled with a hint of mischief as she gently stroked the bee, its wings flickering. “'Cause she can fly places. Who’s a good girl? Yes, you are.”

"Well, Battie is just a crystal battery, a mindless tool. But Ogonek? She is a living, breathing being. She can adapt, grow, and evolve further with [Chrysalis],” I said. “[Chrysalis] cannot modify inorganic structures. Battie was my first creation, the foundational, local crystallography knowledge needed to create other, more advanced things. Without making Battie, I wouldn't be able to keep Ogonek alive for longer than a few days.”

“Can we become immortal too if we eat crushed [Vitality] crystal powder?” Delta asked.

I frowned, pondering her question for a few seconds.

"It's not quite that simple," I finally replied. "The crystal powder is toxic to humans and animals alike because it’s aligned to [Green-Vitality]. Ogonek was already one foot in the grave, in a lot of pain, dying because she was covered in life-sucking, parasitic mites.”

“Oh,” Delta’s expression became forlorn. “I didn’t feel that she was in pain.”

“A bee’s nervous system is less complex compared to mammals, and their responses to potentially painful stimuli are primarily reflexive,” I said. “Most of her nervous system was already destroyed because of the mites and the Astral Fungus infection.”

“Hrmm,” she pursed her lips.

"It's theoretically possible to modify a human body with [Vitality] crystals," I continued. "But it would be extremely risky. We are far more complex than a little bee. One small mistake could kill or worse.”

"Worse?" Delta's eyes widened. "What could be worse than dying?"

"Living a tormented existence," I replied. "Imagine being trapped in a body that's not functioning properly, that's in constant pain as the crystals slowly rearrange every single cell in your organs and bones, with no way to end it because the [Vitality] crystals also keep you alive."

Delta shuddered.

“But [Chrysalis] can keep a human body in suspended animation,” she muttered.

“I’m not going to experiment on you or me with crystal-fusion, that’s far too dangerous. Humans are a thousand times larger than bees,” I pointed out. “Basically to repeat the process of what I did in Ogonek inside of a human being I would need to:

1)Find a human who is missing most of their organs and nervous system and is near death, almost completely drained of their mana which naturally protects a creature from being changed by [Chrysalis].

2)Make sure that this human is completely infected by my soul shards to monitor and control the conversion process.

3)To properly bind and align the Tree-produced crystals to a human body, I would need a source of power a million times bigger than Battie, way bigger than the Alanian Astral batteries we dug out.”

“Oh,” she said. “You spend that much power on Ogonek?”

“Yes,” I nodded. “Ogonek’s soul was practically nonexistent when you’ve infected her with your Astral spores. All of Ogonek's cells had to be modified, because the crystals themselves cannot be realigned with magic. The [Green-Vitality] realignment took a mountain of power which I gradually ramped up while I studied the cellular conversion process,” I explained. “I’ve practically drained Battie, then the crystal core of the Overseer’s Armor and even all of the Alanian Batteries that I could pull power from.”

“All of them?” Delta blinked.

“All of them,” I nodded. “Like, I said - I wanted to make Ogonek permanent.”

“Oh wow,” Delta’s eyes sparkled. “Thank you, Slava. I didn’t notice how much effort and power you put into her. Why though?”

“Because I wanted to create… something that would survive in the ruins of Tricameron,” I said, looking over the cloud-covered, contaminated valley far below us. “Before I came to Aralsk, I saw the greatest engine of death - the Tzar Bomba. For thirty years after, in Aralsk, all I bred was death. But with Ogonek... I wanted to prove that I could create life, not just end it."

Delta's eyes welled up with tears as she cradled the bee gently in her hands. "Well, you did it, Slava," she whispered. "Ogonek is a miracle, our miracle. Do you think she can fly right through the poisoned mists?”

“When she gets stronger,” I nodded. “Absolutely. I can position an Infoscope spell inside of her permanently and scan the general terrain of the valley and the forests surrounding it. Find more rare minerals that would help me make a proper laboratory in this tower. The magical destruction of the Tricameron citadel changed the landscape and rearranged the atomic structure of everything down there. Things get really weird closer to the epicenter. From as far as my Infoscope could fly on its own within the two minutes range, I spotted Lanthanum, Neodymium, and Yttrium down there just sitting on the ground in that black sand on the edge of the river in great abundance!”

“Those are rare earth elements, yes?”

“Yeah,” I nodded. “If we make more bees like Ogonek, we could retrieve all sorts of rare earth elements, grain by grain. Lanthanum is commonly used in optical lenses and as a catalyst. Neodymium is prized for its powerful magnetic properties, making it valuable in magnets and lasers. Yttrium finds applications in superconductors, lasers, and phosphors for lighting.”

“That’s incredible!” Delta hugged me tightly. “I didn’t realize that Ogonek could be so useful! You always think so much further ahead than I do, Slava!”

I felt a warmth spread through me at her words along with a satisfying sense of accomplishment. I met Delta's hug with one of my own. "And she's just the beginning. With time and effort, we can create more miracles like her. We can bring life to where none exists now, take back, heal the magogenic fault meter by meter!” I waved my hand at the Valley of Death far below us.

            

    
        48. Expedition plans

    
    
    
    
                Having thoroughly examined the [Charisma-Persuasion] skill on Kliss, I memorized it down about ten levels in omnicode and then used my Infoscopes to scout the forests of Skyisle for an area in which a lot of [Charisma]-type radiance was present.

After a month of scouting, I found one, in a river delta at the edge of the magogenic fault.

On the general map of Skyisle hanging in the Office of the Overseer in the Church of Equality the area was labelled as the [Silent Glade].

“You want to go here?” Kliss asked me as I pointed at the Silent Glade.

“Yep,” I nodded.

“Why?”

“Because it’s an area with an absurd amount of [Charisma] in it,” I explained.

"What level of Charisma?" She sighed.

"The field varies between level 1 and 20," I said. "It should be manageable for you and me. It won't be anything like Giovashi's level 200 words."

Kliss sighed and rummaged through the small Skyisle data library that each Overseer had been adding their observations to.

“Silent glade,” she flipped through an old-looking journal bound in brown leather until she found the page with the info. “A swampy area located in a south-western inlet of the Cascadia river delta.”

I nodded, prompting her to go on.

“According to Overseer Ignatius who discovered it, the Silent Glade is a very dangerous place," Kliss said as she looked back into the book, reading the words within. "A tranquil, yet eerie landscape, featuring mist-shrouded marshes and dense vegetation. A small Basq glider crashed there a long time ago and was found by a local hunter...

In 8040, a forty four year old hunter Klav Obrahix brought back a pouch filled with Basq silver coins from the swamp, spending it at the Fox and Fiddle on celebratory drinks, boasting that he was going to be rich once he retrieved more items from the swamp.

The second time he went to the glade, he didn't return. Four more men vanished who tried to look for him. Overseer Ignatius forbade further exploration of the swamp, noting that it contained some unknown danger. Hunters know to avoid it, because it is said to be cursed."

I nodded. "The danger is likely the result of the overwhelming presence of [Charisma] radiance in the area. Our primary goal will be to go there to capture a magical creature that resists mind-control. If we can locate this Basq glider along the way, all the better."

"Huh?" Kliss stared at me. “How are you so sure that you’ll be able to find a magic creature that resists mind control there?”

"Kliss," I began. "In the world I come from, we discovered that all nature obeys a scientific principle called 'The Theory of Evolution'. It's the theory that life gradually adapts to its environment," I explained. "In a high [Charisma] environment, creatures would either succumb to the overwhelming influence and perish or gradually adapt to resist it. Over time, these adaptations become more pronounced, changing appearance and internal structure of each species."

"And this... Evolution Theory makes you certain that there's creatures in the Silent Glade that are naturally, fully resistant to [LV 20 Charisma]?" Kliss asked.

"Yes," I replied. "And if we can capture one, I'll be able to figure out how to make Ogonek Charisma-proof."

"You want to make your sister's bee Charisma-proof? Why?" Kliss glanced at Delta who was leaning on a shelf. Ogonek was sitting on my sister's shoulder, her fiery stinger casting orange-tinted dancing patterns of shadows and light in the dim room.

“So that I can later make us Charisma-proof,” I said. “Our biggest priority is creating a shield against the magic of Giovashi and her priestesses.”

"But this place sounds dangerous," Kliss said, her brows furrowing in concern. "Are we really prepared for slogging through a swamp?”

"We won't go completely unprepared. We'll plan, strategize and adapt," I said.

“You can’t adapt a human body to a swamp,” Kliss said. “My magisteel armor suit won't keep me dry forever, would be more of hindrance in such a terrain. Even if we had a skyship, it wouldn’t be safe to go there. The Basq glider likely crashed because the area is too close to the magogenic fault which screws up magitek navigational systems and dragonheart engines.”

“We’ll just have to figure out a way to move through a swamp using mostly... science,” I said.

"Science?" The Overseer echoed. "You mean you already have a plan?"

I grinned, nodding confidently. "Oh, I definitely have a plan," I said. "We're going to build a… hovercraft!"

"Yesss!" Delta declared from her corner of the Overseer's office.

Kliss stared at me and then at my sister, clearly confused by a word that didn't exist in Ishikarian or Imperial language.

"It's a type of vehicle that can travel over land and water," I explained. "It rides on a cushion of air, making it perfect for swampy terrains. We'll just need to gather the necessary materials and do a bit of engineering."





In the following days, we set to work. Kliss wielded her flickering sword projected from her armacus with precision in the forest behind our parents cottage, carving out planks of wood for the hovercraft's frame. Her movements were fluid and focused, the blade cutting through the trees like a hot knife through butter.

"Can't believe I'm using my mana sword weapon to chop wood," she sighed, sweat trickling down her forehead.

Meanwhile, Delta and I focused on designing the craft's propulsion system.

By reverse-engineering one of the local windmills, we found that the leaking Alanian battery could be utilized as an effective power source capable of continuously spinning a simple metal ring in a metal frame covered with the alternating [Repel] and [Attract] runes that a local blacksmith made for us for about seventy silver. By linking it to a set of wood propellers carved by our dad, we could generate enough lift to elevate the craft above the ground.

"Delta, help me connect the power conduit to the propeller assembly," I instructed, pointing to the battery.

Delta carefully followed my directions.

We attached the metal cage with the spinning rings to the cracked Alanian battery and then I released the brakes on the rings. With a flicker of mana, the propellers began to spin, creating a gust of wind that blew our white hair back.

"Damn," Kliss said, looking at the spinning wooden propellers with wide eyes, her own red hair fluttering. "Wind without an air control spell. That's… impressive. Will this really work? What happens if the rings fail to spin?"

"I've thought of that," I assured her, pointing to several large cloth bags and hollow root bubbles tied to the frame of the hovercraft. "I've had Cassandra and a local seamstress make these. These bags and wood spheres are very tough and filled with air and will act as buoyancy aids. The fabric and seams were reinforced by our local LV 20 Clothmancer Allica Incis to be completely waterproof. Even if the battery fails, the craft won't sink. We'll use paddles if the propellers fail."

"Why not just make a wooden boat to begin with?" Kliss asked.

"Because a hovercraft can glide over land as well," I explained. "Most of the delta is outside of the magogenic fault and the system of a spinning metal ring is incredibly simple and mostly mechanical, so the propulsion shouldn't fail. A hovercraft is far more versatile than a mere boat. I've scouted the exact terrain we'll be encountering with my Identification spells. The Cascadia river delta has varying depths and lots of flat sandbars. A boat cannot pass through those. We'd have to constantly get in and out and carry the boat over the shallow areas."

"Good planning," Kliss nodded.


"I try," I replied.

"So.... did you ever build one of these back on Earth?" She asked.

"I've built all sorts of makeshift river craft from wooden logs when I was young to go over rivers," I said, "but nothing as complex as a hovercraft."

"Then how are you sure that this hover-cr-aft will work?" Kliss squinted at me.

"The nation I came from, USSR, built all sorts of things through collective labor and machines without magic," I said. "While a teenager born on Earth wouldn't be able to make a hovercraft alone, we had specialized factories filled with tools that helped make metal frames and sew fabric. These factories constructed hovercrafts in the thousands."

"In the thousands?" Kliss blinked.

"Yes," I nodded. "Each produced hovercraft was exactly the same as the next, featuring precisely identical parts. Unlike the magitek tools made by your empire, nothing in each hovercraft was unique or hand made. These hovercrafts were used by soldiers to defend our borders, by wildlife hunters and researchers and wilderness explorers called geologists that mapped out swampy terrains in search for minerals."

"Machines and collective human labor, huh," she looked at me.

"Yes," I nodded. "We had to rely on that alone. Our civilization didn't have magic, remember? The reason we've been able to build a hovercraft so quickly here on Novazem is because of three key things.

"One," I held up a finger, "your ability to chop the toughest moonwood trees with your mana sword. Two," I added another finger, "my dad's ability to carve out and reinforce wooden propeller blades with his carpentry skill that makes them as tough as metal. And three," I held up a third finger, "when a level 20 Clothmancer seamstress like Allica makes fabric, the results are astonishingly precise, leaving no gaps. It's easy to replicate Earth tools here on Novazem because the people of Skyisle are far more skilled, stronger, faster and dexterous than humans of Earth. I've been collecting lost coins from all over Skyisle so I could someday hire all of these talented people to help me, see?"

"If this contraption of yours sinks, and I have to haul you out of that swamp on foot, I'm going to be less than pleased," Kliss said, her tone light but her eyes serious.

"You won't have to, I promise," I responded.





For the next several days we continued to work on our hovercraft, refining and testing its mechanisms until it was as reliable as we could make it. Delta, Kliss, and I would often find ourselves working late into the night, our dad’s workshop illuminated by the soft glow of the scattered [Green-Vitality] crystals to keep the air fresh.

Finally, the day came when we deemed our hovercraft ready. As our trio stood before it in the garden, I couldn't help but feel a sense of excitement, a thrill of anticipation for the journey. Our preparations were complete; the Silent Glade and its unknown perils awaited us.

"Wait," Delta said. "There's only food and room for two here. Are we not taking Kliss with us?"

"That's because you're staying home and working on infecting more bees," I said.

"What? No," she said. "Why would I want to miss out on an adventure with you? What if this lumbering idiot drowns you in a swamp accidentally?"

"I can swim well enough," I said. "Besides, Kliss is far from a 'lumbering idiot'," I defended. "We've got a long journey ahead and I need you to hold down the fort in case we get trapped in the swamp by the Charisma field."

"But..." she started, but I held up a hand to stop her.

"No buts, sis," I said firmly. "You have your task, and we have ours."

"You think you can stop me?" Delta arched a silver eyebrow, staring me down with glacier-blue eyes.

"Two seats," I pointed out. "No room for more supplies."

"Astral Phantoms don't need seats or supplies," she said in Russian. "I'll keep my body suspended with [Chrysalis] at home while I come with you as a Phantom... feeding on the cracked battery. Don't tell Kliss about me, in case she betrays you and I have to chomp on her soul."

I sighed, realizing the futility of arguing with her. "Fine," I conceded.

Delta nodded, looking smug.

"But promise me you won't do anything reckless," I demanded. "And don't bite Kliss's soul. We are on the same side. Are you sure you won't be more affected by [Charisma] as a Phantom without a body?

"Quite sure," Delta smirked, "While you studied the effects of [Charisma] with Kliss, I attempted to resist that specific magic by diving into the Astral. Turns out [Charisma] is less effective on someone without a human body and even less so when I'm halfway sunk into the Astral."

"Well, that's nice to know," I said, relaxing slightly.

"You worry too much, big brother," her eyes twinkled mischievously, "I'll behave.”

            

    
        49. Silent Glade

    
    
    
    
                The sunrise painted the glacier peaks pink. Kliss and I stood at the riverbank for a minute, going over the checklist of items. When we were sure that we had everything, we climbed into our contraption. I released the brakes and the metal rings began to spin, picking up speed. Wooden gears rumbled, accelerating. The propellers buzzed louder and louder and then the hovercraft wobbled, lifting from the ground. I released another lever to make us move forward.

With a noisy hum, the machine came to life, gliding above the flat ground and heading towards the river.

"By Equality," Kliss exclaimed, her eyes widening in surprise as she looked over the side. "I didn't expect it to actually work… and yet we are moving! A glider without [Gravity] runes on it! Incredible!"

I grinned, feeling proud of our creation.

We cast off from Skyisle, the hovercraft gently gliding down the river.

The cliffs of the valley gradually rose on both sides, hugging the river and creating a breathtaking natural amphitheater of moss and stone. The sound of rushing water filled the air as we made our way down the river.

Waterfalls were coming down from the cliffs, rainbows shimmering in the air.

The hovercraft smoothly skimmed along the water’s surface, throwing up mist into the air. The verdant landscape around us was alive with flora and fauna. A herd of Blood Elks rushed to the edge of a cliff, turning their massive tree-antlers our way as they sensed our presence.

Delta floated beside the Alanian battery in her ghost-squid form, looking every bit like an Astral Phantom. One of her shimmering silver-blue threads occasionally touched the crystalline edge of the hexagonal stone to feed on the power leaking from it. Kliss occasionally glanced at her, sensing that something magical and dangerous was present there.

As we sailed further, the landscape changed gradually. The cliffs gave way to a sprawling delta of green moss and black sand, a maze of waterways spread out like a giant spider web.

"Are we close?" Kliss asked, her voice barely audible over the hum of the craft.

"We're just about there," I replied, pointing towards the mist-shrouded area in the distance. "Silent Glade is in that direction."

Kliss nodded. The Valley of Death was directly ahead of us now, looking like an alien, multicolored landscape. It reminded me of the vast wilderness of Kamchatka with its volcanic terrain.

Some of the river sand only a few hundred meters from us glittered with foreign, impossible colors. There was no life there whatsoever, only discordant desolation. Bewildering crystalline formations struck out of the ground in the distance looking like enormous, fallen, ice comets.

I turned the hovercraft, skirting the contaminated area. The interior of the hovercraft and our clothes were covered in [Green-Vitality] crystals harvested from the Mystic oak and hanging on copper wire-mesh. From what I saw in the Astral, they worked fairly well to keep the radiance of [Decay] away from us, but they would be overcome if we headed any deeper into the alien terrain of the magogenic fault.

Every thirty seconds I launched Infoscopes out into the Valley of Death. My spells burned out quickly, but I was gathering a wide array of data about the area. There were all sorts of rare metals within the ground like dysprosium, and erbium. A glittering, light violet and silver patch of ground was absolutely packed with neodymium. If I could find a way to procure enough of it, I could create a powerful magnet. An entire vein of Samarium was contained in a nearby cliffside.

My mouth fell open as I detected an entire section of Promethium in a green, glowing puddle about seven hundred meters away from us. Discovered in 1945, the extremely radioactive element was exceptionally rare, with only about 500 grams naturally occurring in Earth's crust at any given time as a product of spontaneous fission of uranium-238.

The weird thing was that I didn’t detect any Uraninite or natural reactors nearby. All of the local rare elements were scattered absolutely at random, completely senselessly as if a giant hand of god simply sprinkled them about, as if someone was trying to make fun of natural processes.

Promethium was a truly rare, alien element, identified in the spectrum of the binary star system HR 465 in Andromeda Galaxy. I wondered if the Valley of Death had somehow manifested so much of it in one spot because the local Astral membrane was so shredded.

"I've never seen these colors before," Kliss whispered. "This place is very strange..."

"Yes," I murmured. "It's like a patchwork of a thousand other… worlds stitched onto ours. My magic cannot identify half of the things I’m seeing here.”

“Only half? I’m surprised you can identify anything here at all, this place is said to have incredibly low Aetheric density,” Kliss commented.

“Yeah,” I nodded. “My spells keep burning out. Things are even worse deeper in. There’s very little magic there.”

“The heart of the fault is said to rip away the souls of men,” Kliss said darkly.

“How would you know that?” I asked.

“An Imperial warship, Titanius 441, crashed there, trying to map the area,” Kliss responded. “The legionnaires tried to make it out on foot, but their hair flaked away and then their flesh melted off their bodies. Their archmage Captain lasted the longest. He described the loss of his crew in a Voicecast broadcast before he himself perished in the fault.”

“The flesh melting likely wasn’t lack of magic,” I said.

“Oh?” My companion asked. “Then what killed them?”

“Radiation,” I said.

“Radiation?” Kliss tasted the foreign word.

“It’s a type of invisible energy,” I began, trying to simplify the complex concept. "Imagine... invisible particles, so tiny you can't see them, but so powerful that they can pass through almost anything. They're like invisible arrows, constantly shooting out from specific rocks. When they hit living things, they can cause incredible accumulative harm, even death."

Kliss frowned. "So, this... rad-i-ash-ion, it's like a [Death-curse] of Dragonfire?" she asked.

"In a way, yes," I conceded. "It's a natural phenomenon, but its effects can be devastating. It naturally happens within stars for example. Sunlight carries it down to Novazem too, but the planetary atmosphere and our Vitality magic blocks 99% of it from harming us. Some rocks here are absolutely packed with it. The human body can't handle too much of this energy and starts to break down. That green dot in the distance is ridiculously dangerous for example,” I pointed at the Promethium puddle.


Kliss frowned, her eyes glancing towards glowing hollow. "So, it's... invisible and deadly? And you can't even detect it with magic?"

"Correct," I affirmed. “You probably can’t detect it because your people aren’t very well equipped in understanding of non-magical elements. From what I've read in the Church of Equality books, you see all rocks as magical or non magical, have no idea that a rock could contain non-magical energy."

“Non-magical energy, huh," she muttered. "How come you’re so good at identifying things that aren’t magical?”

“Because I already know what to look for,” I said. “I can [Identify] the names of elements that I studied on Earth and quantify different energy types that I’m aware of.”

“What the hells kind of an Identify spell could do that?” She asked. “What level is it?”

“Twenty,” I said.

Kliss squinted at me.

“It’s an extremely optimized Identify that I designed myself over a period of over twelve years,” I explained.

"You've been working on a single spell for more than a decade, since your birth in Skyisle?" she asked.

“Before I was even born,” I nodded, "I started to design it in the Astral Ocean. It's not just a spell. It's a mathematical-language framework that allows me to identify almost anything, magical or non-magical. It's my most complex and versatile tool."

As we came closer to the Silent Glade, an eerie stillness settled over us, the hum of the hovercraft blades somehow becoming muted.

My Infoscopes rushed forward, examining the silver trails of fog.

[LV 1 Charisma-Fear-Desire] they reported back.

"The mist... is indeed filled with [Charisma] radiance," I informed my companions, watching as the fog seemed to coalesce around us. "Fear and desire, specifically. I think that [Fear] functions to make stupid prey run forward and [Desire] to draw clever prey deeper in. Curious.”

“I can feel it,” Kliss nodded. “Sort of like the smallest mental pressure.”

The large pyramidal ruby gemstone on her armor ignited, repelling the effect of the Charisma effect away from her body.

I dedicated a single Infoscope to snip the effect from accumulating on my soul. Delta sunk deeper into the Astral.

[LV 2 Charisma-Fear-Desire-Silence] Infoscope 2 reported.

The deeper we ventured into the swamp, the more the atmosphere changed. The air grew thick with the scent of damp earth, sedge and rot. Rays of light pierced through the dense fog, creating long, haunting shadows on the gnarled tree trunks and murky waters.

The swamp was eerily quiet, sounds muted as if we were underwater.

Suddenly, I noticed soft, dancing lights appearing and disappearing within the fog, casting an ethereal glow on the nearby vegetation. They moved with an otherworldly grace, their luminescence reflected in the still waters of the swamp.

"Are those... will-o'-the-wisps?" Kliss uttered. "Legends say... they lead people to their doom."

I sent an Infoscope ahead of us to track the lights.

[LV 4 Silence Moth] it identified one of them.

“They’re insects,” I said. “Something between a moth and a firefly.”

The hovercraft moved closer to the moths.

[LV 4 Charisma-Fear-Desire-Silence] The field around us intensified. I examined the moths. Their wings shimmered with magic, glowed in the dim fog.

[LV 4 Resonance] Infoscope 3 told me.

I noticed that Kliss had her eyes drawn to the moths. She nearly tipped out of the hovercraft as she leaned forward. I grabbed her by the cape and pulled her back into her seat.

[LV 8 Charisma-Fear-Desire-Silence] The field around us intensified rapidly. 

[LV 12 Charisma-Fear-Desire-Silence]

“The moths are rebroadcasting the [Charisma] field,” I gritted my teeth, resisting the growing urge to jump out of the hovercraft into the dark water beneath.

Infoscope 2 detected a corpse of a massive Blood Elk that was sticking halfway out of the swamp. The creature was hollowed out, partially consumed from within. Thousands of Silence-Moths were fluttering around the dead beast. I detected nests woven from silk-like strands filled with [Silence-larva] inside it.

"Be careful," I warned Kliss, keeping a tight grip on her cape. "The moths are luring prey into the swamp so that their young can devour the drowned wildlife.”

Kliss blinked, shaking her head as if trying to clear it. "I... I see," she muttered, sounding somewhat dazed.

She glanced at the dead Blood Elk that emerged from the fog like a sunken ship and her face paled.

"They're not just mere passive broadcasters. They're predators,” I said.

[LV 17 Charisma-Fear-Desire-Silence-Resonance] Infoscope 3 reported. My eyes started to water. I blinked to clear the tears.

Something was lumbering towards us through the fog. Kliss raised her armacus, her hand shaking. A somewhat shaggy looking man with silver-gray eyes and a long, scruffy beard emerged from the misty silver clouds.

“Identify yourself!” The Overseer growled.

“Thank Ishira!” The man declared as he silently waded through the swamp towards us. “I didn’t expect to meet another soul here! Don’t open fire, please! I’m a hunter from Skyisle!”

“A hunter?” Kliss blinked.

Infoscope 3 rushed to the man and went through him.

[LV 20 Charisma-Fear-Desire-Silence-Resonance] It reported. Wait… What? I sent the Infoscope on another pass. The exact same result flashed at me.

There was nothing, nobody there.

“Name’s Klav Obrahix,” the shaggy hunter smiled.

“Equality almighty,” Kliss uttered. “Klav? No one has seen you in Skyisle for decades since Overseer Ignatius noted that you were lost in this damned place.”

“Ah, Lord Ignatius,” Klav nodded. “Yes. A goodly man, even if of another faith.”

“Kliss, he’s not there," I whispered. "This man has been dead for 20 years.”

“What?” She looked at me and then back at Klav. “He’s right there!”

“No, he’s not,” I insisted. “There’s nothing there.”

“Nothing? What?” Kliss asked, looking confused and dazed.

“I’ve been trying to get the gold from the Basq glider,” the hunter said, staring at us with pale, hollow, watery eyes. “It’s far more than I can carry. Could you kindly help me procure it? I cannot get it out by meself, the hinges are very rusted. I know the way to it, I’ve been living in the area for two decades now. It’s not far! There’s at least two barrels of gold inside, I saw it through the torn up roof!”

“Are you certain?” Kliss asked, her emerald eyes lighting up with greed. “Two... barrels of gold?”

“Oh yes, quite certain,” the hunter smiled with yellowing teeth.

I felt a strange sense of serenity settle over me, feeling like I was forgetting something.

Gold. I could buy nice things with gold! Things I could use to build things... right? Yes!

I like gold!

            

    
        50. The Land of Ghosts

    
    
    
    
                From what Delta told me, Charisma could be resisted by diving into the Astral.

After Giovashi pushed me into the Astral with her violet fire spell, my human body felt a lot less like my flesh and more like clothing or perhaps a meaty shell that I could easily remove at any time, disconnect from.

Thus, as soon as my mind became consumed with desire for gold offered by a person that didn't exist, I simply dove into the Astral.

Untethered from my human mind, my thoughts became orderly and logical once again. I was only a single level down into the Ocean of the Dead. I felt the thick, jelly-like membrane separating the deep Astral from the local shallows a few levels beneath me. It was only a little bit cold here, slightly unnerving. The physical world around me appeared smudged, blurred as if a layer of fluttering shadows was overlaid over every object. New things came into existence all around me. I saw them all around my body, their little, little silver wings fluttering.

It was the Silent Moths! The little bugs had somehow amplified the [Charisma-Silence] with their [Resonance] skill to conceal their presence. The moths were sitting atop of my head and also all over our hovercraft. Plenty of them were LV 20 and they had stacked, combined their powers together, completely obliterating my ability to resist them in the physical world.

"I like gold," my human body said.

"Yes," Kliss agreed with a very greedy look. "We could use more gold! Take us to the Basq glider, hunter. We shall help you procure it!"

“There is enough gold for everyone,” the non-existent hunter nodded as silver-blue moths fluttered around his grimy, cloak-wrapped figure. He turned around and started walking through the swamp, his feet barely sinking into the deep, dark water. In the Astral he appeared as a flickering, silver figure woven from [Charisma-illusion] currents, eyes glowing with unnatural radiance. He was definitely not a man, but some kind of a memory, a projection of a human, an Astral imprint reinforced into existence by the local aetheric field.

"Welp, he got you two good," Delta commented, her squid-like silver threads flickering next to me. Her voice came through the Astral as pure vibrations, Alanian song-speech without words.

"Yeah, Kliss and my body are completely under the Charisma effect," I replied. "I'm fine, though."

"I never knew that my brother loved gold so much!" Delta giggled.

"You'd love gold too if you had a bunch of moths pushing [Desire] into your head," I commented.

"Excuses, excuses," she tutted. "So, what's the plan? Why are you letting moths ferry your poor body to wherever? Why not grab a few of them and leave?"

"The Silent Moths broadcast [Resonance]," I replied. "I'm looking for a creature that resists Charisma, remember? The moths are a nice bonus though, we should definitely collect as many as possible. They would be pretty handy since they can rebroadcast and amplify all magic. They have crystalline structures in their wings acting like parabolic mirrors for magic."

"All… magic?" Delta repeated. "So, if I conquer the Queen Bee, I could extend the maximum range of her Charisma-control!"

"Exactly," I affirmed.

As the hovercraft slowly moved after the ghost hunter, I resumed sending my Infoscopes out across the swamp, looking for any signs of life other than the moths. The result so far was negative, but I didn't give up hope. There had to be something in this biosphere that fought Charisma, the theory of Evolution practically demanded it!

A rocky island suddenly rose from the mists. The hunter walked out of the water and up. The hovercraft bumped into the rocks, unable to conquer the rapidly rising terrain. I momentarily extended a thread into my arm and pulled on the breaks.

"Is the Basq crashed ship on this island?" Kliss asked impatiently as she climbed out of the hovercraft onto the mossy rocks.

"Yes," the ghost nodded. "Right this way, excellency. It's on the eastern edge!"

"Alright," Kliss responded. I watched quietly as she and I followed the ghostly figure uphill.

The island had sparse vegetation, but it was quite large. Pine trees grew on the hills of the western side where the soil was more fertile. I sent all three of my Infoscopes in search patterns in every direction. If this section of the Cascadia river delta marshes contained life, it would have to be here, safe from the rot-filled water.

As we walked, I kept my Infoscopes moving, alert for any sign of magic on this island. It was unnervingly quiet, the only sound was the soft crunch of our footsteps on the mossy ground. The ghostly figure led us deeper into the island, his form wavering in the Astral like a mirage.

Suddenly, my Infoscope picked up a faint pulse. My heart raced as I analyzed the data. It was a small animal, about the size of a kitten, hiding in the ferns at the edge of the small forest.

I grabbed control of my legs and began to veer away from wherever the ghost was leading us to.

"Where are you going?" The illusory hunter saw that I was getting distracted. "The glider is..."

More glowing moths landed on me, trying to redirect my attention. My feet moved away from the forest, refusing to cooperate.

"Looks like someone can't control their body," Delta commented.

"Shush and help me get rid of these bothersome moths," I said.

"With pleasure," Delta uttered. Her threads unfolded into sharp, silver blades.

Thirteen lymphagons armed with [Sectus-Anima] disconnected from me as I gave them the order to attack all nearby moths.

In a flurry of silver blades, Delta, my Infoscopes, my lymphagons and I descended upon the glowing bugs. The tiny creatures had little defense against the spectral blades that struck their minute souls.

They didn't die since Astral Phantoms couldn’t affect the physical world that well, but their magic pulse became disrupted and they instantly scattered away from us.

The figure of the ghost wavered slightly, but didn't vanish.

"What?" Kliss blinked, her unfocused expression becoming annoyed. "Wait... this feels like a trap."

"It is no trap, I assure you," Klav said.

"You're dead Klav," I said as I returned to my body. "You've been dead for a very long time. You likely drowned here."

"Have I...?" The old man stared at me with glowing, pale eyes. "You can tell?!"

The armacus on my companion's wrist unfurled. A mana sword went through the old man's illusory neck, disrupting the magical currents holding him together. With a wail, the ghost fell apart into wisps of silver mist.

"Bloody hells," Kliss exhaled.

She took a step back, her emerald eyes wide. Then, she raised her arm, a flicker of magic dancing at her fingertips. With a sudden burst, a wave of [Repulsor] energy pulsed from her armacus, sending the moths scattering further into the foggy air.

"Are you alright?" I asked, turning my attention to her.

"Yes... I think so," she responded, her breathing heavy. “I… don’t understand. My armor's Ward was supposed to withstand attacks of Level 70 Charisma! How in Equality’s name did I get ensnared by a bunch of Goddess-damned bugs? They don't even look that pretty!”

“They’re not charismatic,” I nodded. “All they're doing is amplifying existing magic."

“So, they didn’t make me see Klav?” Kliss rubbed her face.

“They’ve made him seem more real,” I said. “Sort of like two predators working together. Please don’t scatter the moths next time, we need them too.”

“What? Why?” Kliss demanded.

“Because,” I explained. “If we relocate one of their colonies to the Mystic tree, they should amplify the [Green-Vitality] pulse instead of the local Ghost-summoning [Charisma].”

“Oh,” Kliss blinked. “Fair enough. So… were you able to locate a creature that resists Charisma?"

“Yes,” I nodded. “Follow me, please."

We moved across the island towards the forest, the moss-covered ground giving way to a dense underbrush. Soon, I spotted the small gray creature with my own eyes. It was a fox cub, its sleek fur glittering with silver sparks in the dim sunlight filtering through the trees.

Infoscope 2, hanging directly above it, identified the blue-amber eyed beastie as a [LV 3 Mesmerbane Fox cub].

"There," I pointed. "See that little gray fox between those two ferns under the pine?"

Kliss squinted, peering through the undergrowth. "Hrmm? Yeah, I see it. You’re sure that thing is immune to Charisma?"

"Yes,” I affirmed. "It's a magical creature with a grape-sized crystalline core aligned to [Dispel-Charisma], the opposite of the Silent Moth’s [Magnify-Resonance]. We should capture it."

"Can do," the Overseer nodded.

She eyed the target for a few tense seconds.

I saw that mana rushed into her muscles from her soul. In another moment, Kliss moved forward with inhuman grace through the bushes. Before I could blink, the Overseer fired a sleep spell at the cub. In another minute she was back, cuddling the small fox in her arms.

"Got it," she said with a smile.

We walked back to the hovercraft and placed the sleeping fox into a reinforced wooden basket.

[Does it have parents? Siblings? Relatives?] Delta asked through the Astral, brushing a silver thread on me.

[Not that I can see,] I replied. [There's nothing else alive in the forest.]

"Are we done, then?" Kliss asked, wearily eyeing the creeping tendrils of fog.

"Can you capture a bunch of moths too?" I asked.

"Fine," she sighed.

She began firing the sleep spell at the fluttering bugs as they began to approach us once again. In another ten minutes she collected about fifty moths from the ground and stuffed them into another wooden container. "Happy?"

"Yep," I nodded.

A human figure manifested in the distance. It was Klav.

"Please come back!" He begged as he approached us.

"Frig off," Kliss snarled. "You're dead! Don't make me cut you in half again, Phantom!"

"I… I know," the white bearded hunter uttered, suddenly looking despondent. "I confess, I am dead. Please… come with me to the Basq glider, lady Overseer."

"Why the hell should I?" Kliss barked, aiming her armacus at the hunter. "Be gone ghost!"

"I… I cannot depart," Klav lowered his eyes. "The Silent Glade won't let me leave."

"And that's my problem, how?" Kliss arched an eyebrow. "My responsibility is to the living of Skyisle. You're dead. Is there even gold there?"

"Erm," the hunter sighed deeply. "There's no gold, only corpses. I'm sorry. I… I lied to you. I just want you to take my bones to Skyisle and bury me properly, so that I can be free of this place. Please! I beg of your mercy, Overseer!"

Klav fell on his knees in a motion of a prayer.

"No," Kliss said.

"Yes," I answered.

"What?!" The Overseer's head snapped to me.

"Klav isn't alone here," I said as the data from my 3rd Infoscope returned to me. "There’s more than one human soul trapped on this island at the edge of the magogenic fault, suspended between life and death.”

Three men and one woman dressed in tattered violet and gold uniforms, their armaci raised into the air, stepped out from the fog.

“Halt, interlopers!" a lanky, bald man at the head of the ghostly brigade barked with an accent. “You are trespassing on territory of the Basquenate Republic! Lower your weapons or perish!”

            

    
        51. Skullbound men

    
    
    
    
                “I recognize that insignia!” The female Basq ghost yelped, pointing at Kliss. “She’s a redcape Equalist, bound by Vows!”

The four ghost legionnaires didn't hesitate, they opened fire on us. Kliss ducked and rolled. Time slowed to a crawl as the nearest spell struck Battie’s ward, the action accelerating Neurovista to its maximum power. Three Infoscopes flashed to the nearest spell, evaluating it.




	[LV 20 illusion] 






The answer returned to me.

I stepped in front of the spellfire, letting it wash over me and raised an eyebrow.

“Oh,” Kliss blinked, looking slightly nervous as she got off the ground and stood up next to me. “Right... they’re ghosts.”

The Basq legionnaires ceased fire.

"Look at the mighty Equalist, cowering in fear!" The bald man jeered.

"You're pathetic, redcape!" The female ghost added. “Scared of the dead, are we?”

“Did you see her roll like a pangolin? That was hilarious. Too bad she didn’t fall into a hole, like this idiot,” a dark-haired legionnaire on the left smirked viciously at Klav. 

The hunter sighed, crossing his arms.

"Enough!" Kliss snapped. Her mana sword ignited. She leapt forward and swung it in a wide arc, demolishing the taunting spirits into wisps of mist.

“They will be back,” Klav commented. "They cannot die."

I turned to the hunter. “How sapient are you? What’s 12 plus 48... and the sum multiplied by two?”

“One hundred and twenty,” Klav replied after a minute of contemplation.

“What lies to the South of the Silent Glade?” I asked in common Imperial.

“Magogenic fault 18,” the hunter replied in the same language with a slight accent.

“How do you know the language of the Gregarius Imperium?” I inquired.

“Learned it from Lord Ignatius,” Klav said. “The Overseer of Skyisle and I were friends. I didn’t have any Vows to Ishira hanging on me and he needed a local guide who knew a thing or two about the wilds.”

“Why are you bothering conversing with a mirage?” Kliss asked me.

"I'm a soul bound to this blasted island, not some mindless Astral beast or a mirage,” Klav said. “I need your help to move on.”

“Move onto where?” I asked.

“I worship Goddess Amari,” the hunter replied briskly. “She is the patron of the Wild and the Hunt.”

“She doesn’t require a Vow like Ishira or a pact like Equality?”

“Not like Equality or Ishira, aye,” Klav nodded. “Amari is fed by her hunter's kills and asks only for a small experience donation from each hunt..."

"Without a Vow?" I asked.

"Her angel lives in an amulet, passed to me by my father," he said.

"I see," I said. "So, do you know why you haven't moved on?"

"I...I don't know," Klav admitted, his ethereal form flickering ever so slightly. "I died very slowly and painfully, bled to death. I thought that Amari would take me to the vast wild lands of the hunters, but I'm trapped here, bound to this place by this domain's curse just like those blasted Basq Legionnaires.”

"And we're supposed to help you?" Kliss snapped. "After the stunt you pulled on us?”

"Perhaps not," Klav conceded. "But you are my only hope as you are the first visitors to this isle in twenty years who can resist the Silent Moths. I am unable to find peace, cannot touch anything and have no way to free my soul."

“Why did you come to the Silent Glade twenty years ago?” I asked.

“Beasts like Blood Elks get trapped in the mire and are quite easy to finish off,” Klav said. “I had the [Path-Sense] skill that allowed me to navigate the marshes.”

“And the Silent Moths?” I asked.

“Are easy enough to keep away,” the hunter said, pointing a pale finger at his thick, brown cloak. “I figured out that they hate the scent of fresh lavender. I had a goodly number of lavender leaves pinned onto my cloak to keep them from landing on me.”

“So you are fairly intelligent and you know the local wildlife,” I mulled. “I could use a man like you.”

“Use me?” Klav looked down at me. “Of what use am I? I am dead!”

"Even if you're dead," I said. "You have valuable knowledge and experience as a hunter. You could still have family in Skyisle after twenty years. Perhaps you’d be interested in talking to them?”

"I haven't... considered that as an option," the dead hunter blinked, intrigued by my suggestion.

“You could even teach Skyisle children language, mathematics and hunting,” I said. “I really don’t like the current church instructor."

“What?” Kliss sent me a glare. She clearly didn’t approve of me recruiting ghosts for a teaching position.

“Do you have someone better maybe?” I asked her. "From what you've told me it's been a month and you've had no worthy candidates."

“Well, yes... but he's bloody dead!” Kliss waved her arm at Klav.

“I am technically dead too,” I pointed out with a small shrug. “Does that make me any less of a person?”

The Overseer blinked, looking somewhat stumped.

“So?” I turned to Klav, offering my hand. “Do you want to work for me? I'm fairly certain that I can bring you to Skyisle with me."

The hunter considered my words, his ghostly form wavering slightly. "Deal," he said after a moment, extending his hand towards me.

My hand passed through his slightly as we pretended to shake hands.

Kliss sent me a very annoyed glare, which I ignored.

We followed Klav across the rocky island to where one of my Infoscopes was already waiting for us. 

An old, rusted glider came into view. The front section was smashed in, most of the glass portholes broken during the impact. The once vibrant violet and gold paint adorning the steel hull had faded with time. It didn't look particularly aerodynamic and had no wings whatsoever. Infoscope 2 detected a massive, smashed crystalline structure beneath the deck, what I guessed was once a dragonheart engine that provided lift to the heavy, metal hull.

"This is it," Klav said solemnly as he pointed at a ravine nearby. “This is where I died. Quite a stupid way to go, really. Those four bastards suddenly appeared next to their glider and started firing spells at me. I fell into this ravine and cracked my skull on the rocks. By the time I came to, I had lost too much blood and the lavender leaves wilted, got washed away by the tide... so the moths came at me in droves."

Kliss shivered, wrapping her red cloak tighter around herself.

I looked into the rocky ravine. A skeleton half-covered in rotting, brown rags was there. The backside of his skull was cracked open. From what Infoscope 3 showed me, the skull’s interiors were absolutely covered with crystalline remains of the Silent Moth eggs, larva and ossified pupae. An entire network of thin, crystalline webs filled the interior of the skull like false neurons.

“So, do you want to know why you can’t leave?” I asked Klav as I cautiously slid down into the ravine and carefully pried the skull from its position between mossy roots and flowers with my dad's knife.

The hunter nodded.

“The Aetheric field here, at the very edge of the magogenic fault... is warped, folded into itself several times. It acts like a giant soap bubble that traps dust particles, or in this case - human souls,” I explained as I cut out [Huntress Amari’s] amulet from the moss. “The field kept your soul stuck here, next to your body. As the Moths consumed your insides, they bred, multiplied and perished, their webs and remains formed something akin to a crystalline recorder within you that further magnified and imprinted you to your own skull."

“I... see,” Klav looked at his skull in my hands.

“Same thing happened to the Basq Legionnaires,” I said. “Four of them died here when the glider crashed. Three of them drowned trying to leave the island. I guess that you found one of the drowned men with a pouch of silver twenty years ago a short distance from this island?"

“How do you know that?” The hunter blinked.

“Seven seats in the glider and seven names on the crew manifest copper tags,” I said as I slid his skull into a wooden basket. “Some supplies are missing too. Overseer Ignatius wrote in his journal about you spending the silver you found at the Fox."

Kliss shuddered slightly as I handed the basket with the skull to her.

“Hold onto dear old Klav,” I said. “I’ve got a glider to raid.”

“What’s in there that’s of use to us?” she asked as she peered into the broken portholes and mossy, overgrown interiors.

“Their armaci,” I said. "And skulls."

“Armaci are personal magical-focus tools made to match the unique, magical resonance of each person’s soul,” Kliss reminded me. “You won’t be able to use them."

She clearly didn't want to be here, didn't share my excitement for raiding the derelict vessel filled with ghosts.

“Eh, if I don’t figure out how to use them, at the very least I can make you slice them with your mana-blade and see what’s inside,” I shrugged as I slid into the cabin through a porthole.

The interior was a mess of broken things, vines and roots.

[EEEeeeeee! A genuine skyship!] Delta spun through the air, her threads twitching excitedly. [Make sure to memorize everything here! I want one just like it...]

I rolled my eyes at her. 

[Ookay, maybe a bit smaller? It'll be easier to make a smaller version, yes? Just make it happen!] she insisted.

The bald soldier manifested inside of the glider as I picked up one of the crystal-filled skulls from the floor.

“Filthy child!” he hissed with an accent. “Do you intend to sully our bones?”

"I intend to take you with me," I said.

The ghost soldier sneered, his ethereal form shimmering ever so slightly in the dim light of the cabin. "You have no right!" he spat.

"Try to stop me then," I retorted. "You're in no position to make demands."

"You'll regret this," he hissed. 

An illusory mana sword ignited from his armacus, pointed at my face.

I grabbed the sword with my hand, extending Phantom threads out of my fingers. My devouring threads shredded, consumed the offered magic… nibbled a little bit on the man’s soul.




	[+2 soul shards] 






The System dinged.

His name was Kopernii Castiglia. He was an orphan, a contract-bound slave, born in an orphanage belonging to an Alchemist Alaric Milgrim who beat and abused him and fed him questionable potions. Kopernii grew up in a beautiful, white Citadel City of Acadia. When he was eighteen, he unlocked his Soul Song and applied to the Legion. When he gained the rank of a Sergeant, he was sent across the void-crossing transit gate on a mission from the Basquenate Republic of Andross to the far smaller Basq colony of the world called Novazem.

The Basq legionnaire cried out, his eyes filled with terror. He must have seen, felt that my blades stretched from my hand and chomped on his soul.

"You're... from another world?" I asked curiously.

"Abomination!" he growled, retreating away from me. The other three ghosts flashed into existence behind him.

"Yes," I said. "I am. I am quite capable of eating all of your souls, so pipe down and don't threaten me."

The ghosts grumbled as I collected their skulls and armaci from the floor covered in ferns and weeds.

"You know," Kliss commented eyeing the skull-filled basket on my back as I emerged from the ruined glider. "If I didn't spend nearly a month with you, building a hovercraft, I'd definitely suspect that you were a necromancer."

"More of an opportunist," I commented. "These ghosts have knowledge and experience. It would be a shame to let them simply rot here."

"I never thought I'd see the day when I would be aiding and abetting grave robbing," she shook her head.

"I shan't tell you anything, villains!" Kopernii muttered. He and the other three Basq silently followed us, looking dejected and terrified.

"Keep your secrets then," I shrugged, adjusting the basket on my back. “I’ll turn your skull into a battery.”

The ghosts grumbled in responce.

"Let's get back to the hovercraft," Kliss said. "I've had enough of this freakish place where people won’t stay dead and moths eat human brains for breakfast.”

"Don't be such a sourpuss, it wasn't that bad," I said, leading the way back to our craft. "I wouldn't mind returning here to collect more lost souls and maybe take the skyship apart to get that smashed engine out."


            

    
        52. Goddess of the Hunt

    
    
    
    
                As we departed from the rocky island, the Basq legionnaires turned into wisps of mist refusing to talk with me further.

Klav had remained. The hunter sat on the edge of the hovercraft, looking in curiosity at the strange machine that simply floated over water and sand with ease.

The further we moved away from the island he died on, the less defined his figure became.

“I’m coming apart, I think,” he said as he lifted the now mostly transparent hand made from swirling fog.

“Not enough [Resonance] here,” I said. “I’ll have to breed Silent Moths in Skysle or create a mana to Resonance converter for a battery to bring you back to life. Your soul should remain bound to this skull.”

He nodded.

I cast [Conjugo-anima] onto the skulls one by one to further bind the five souls in my possession to their skulls. It was interesting to see how the local environment created a natural phylactery.

I supposed that it was similar to how natural nuclear fission reactors formed on Earth in Haut-Ogooué province of the Central African country of Gabon in 1972. It was terrifying and fascinating that these nature-formed reactors could have reached criticality with water acting as a neutron moderator due to the special geometry of the uranium deposits within the mine.

I spun the Amulet to Goddess Amari in my fingers, admiring the etching of a girl within the agate gem. The portrait of Amari looked off into the distance. Her outfit reminded me slightly of a Native American wardrobe, feathers entwined into her hair. A pyramidal constellation was depicted on her left cheek. Necklaces made from teeth sat on her chest. Her posture seemed relaxed yet poised, a bit bored or maybe... disappointed?

“The Goddess of the Hunt seems kind of… benign? Unless you’ve been deceived, she’s not taking anything you can't recover, right? No manipulation like Equality and no permanent skill theft like Ishira,” I said as I examined the small, nearly dead, brown-green Astral fungus that was shimmering atop of the amulet in the Astral Ocean.

“That’s right,” Klav nodded.

“What’s the downside here?” I asked.

“The downside with weaker Gods like that is that their afterlife promises aren’t an absolute guarantee,” Kliss said. “If a hunter loses their amulet or dies in a way that has nothing to do with the hunt, their soul will perish. This idiot likely got stuck between life and death because his Angel couldn’t grab him.”

I looked at Klav for affirmation.

“Her excellency is correct,” the ghost nodded. “My Angel failed to pull me to Thronewild because I died due to my own stupidity, not by the claws of a beast during a hunt.”

“And what about the Basq?” I asked.

“Those fools worship their own Goddess,” Kliss said.

“They called her Saint Eunisii Ei,” the hunter added. “A caring, loving mother. The four prayed to her daily, but she did not come to collect their trapped souls.”

"Do they make Vows…" I began.


“The Basq make Vows too,” Kliss said.

“Yet their Goddess failed to retrieve them,” I pointed out.

“A clear sign of divine weakness,” the Overseer shrugged. "Perhaps it was because her primary world is too far. The orbits of Andross and Novazem drift and converge over the decades. One cannot always cross easily between them via magic. Maybe the same factor applies to retrieving souls, because the worlds are too far apart, Eunisii failed to grab her followers from Novazem.”

“That’s a curious limitation,” I mulled. “I do wonder what would have happened if you died in the Silent Glade and Equality failed to retrieve you.”

Kliss simply squinted at me with irate-looking emerald eyes, choosing not to respond to my speculation.

I turned to Klav. “How does one make an experience-sharing pact with the Goddess of the Hunt? Is it possible to speak with her?”

“Oh yes,” the hunter nodded. “Look through the amulet at the last ray of setting sun, then kill an animal and spin the amulet. If you are a worthy hunter, Amari will converse with you through her Angel. Here in the Silent Glade, there is not enough sunlight, but you can try contacting her, ask her about my soul when you leave this place!"

“I see,” I said.

“Are you seriously considering worshiping the Goddess of Hunters?” The Overseer demanded.

“Worshiping? No,” I said. “Conversing, yes. It would be nice to get some answers about the nature of gods. Knowledge is power.”

“She could lie to you, mislead you,” Kliss pointed out.

“Perhaps,” I shrugged. “Or she could give me another essential piece of information that would help me disassemble Vows. It’s not like Equality talks to everyone who wants a conversation with her, right?”

“Equality has a lot of followers,” Kliss said. “She only speaks to her chosen few. She provides order to humanity, the kind of order that was necessary to survive against aberrations and to rebuild cities after the age of darkness.”

“At the price of sacrificing feelings?” I asked.

“All Gods require belief and sacrifice from their followers to sustain themselves!” Kliss replied. “A God that’s insufficiently anchored into existence by their followers will be washed away by the Astral Ocean!”

“What’s the difference between an Astral Phantom and a god?” I arched an eyebrow.

“Astral Phantoms only desire power for themselves,” Kliss said. “A God provides aid!”

“What aid did Equality provide you?” I demanded.

Kliss hesitated, her eyes darting away from me. "I already told you the answer! She... she promised me Elysium!"

Klav flickered one last time and vanished. The Silent Glade mist released us onto the Cascadia river delta.

“Did Equality ever talk to you?” I pressed Kliss when we got closer to home. “Did she promise you Elysium herself or was this merely something promoted by the Church Inquisitor, a flawed human?"

Kliss seemed to grapple with the question for a bit.

"The Inquisitor and my parents told me about it, but… Elysium is real, damn it!” She finally declared.

“Why don’t we find out?” I asked, stopping the hovercraft on a sandy island. Skyisle was within sight and it was late evening.

The sun was setting behind the glacier-capped mountains, casting a warm, golden glow over the landscape. I held the hunter's amulet up to the last ray of sunlight. 

With a flick of my wrist, I spun the amulet. The light passed through the intricate etching, creating a mesmerizing play of dancing colors on my clothing. I reached into the nearest basket and pulled out a knocked out LV 1 Silent Moth.

"I offer this… prey to you, Goddess of the Hunt," I said, crushing the little moth in my hand.


The light cast by the agate became brighter, manifesting a shimmering, perfect rainbow around the amulet. The etching of the girl within the amulet moved, blinked as if it had been animated by the action of spinning the gemstone. She turned to face me.

“Amari?” I asked.

A soft breeze rustled through the air, carrying with it a faint whisper. Then, a feminine voice danced through the air, emanating from the spinning agate.

"Phantom Hunter… Do you seek my presence?" 

"I seek knowledge," I said. "I wish to understand the nature of the divine."

“Why?” The portrait tilted her head.

“Because I wish to hunt down the greatest prey of all,” I said simply.

“And what would that be?” Amari’s eyes lit up with curiosity as she stared at me.

“The gods of Novazem,” I replied.

Kliss looked at me like I was mad.

The Goddess in the amulet started to laugh. Her voice twinkled like an echo of distant silver bells across the river.

“That would make you the greatest hunter of all,” Amari said with a sly smile. “Do you intend to hunt me down too then, little hunter?”

“Only if you cross the line,” I replied, “and begin to control or manipulate your followers into sacrifices of their humanity and souls.”

“I do not seek to control or manipulate. My domain is that of the Hunt, the pursuit of prey and experience. I offer guidance and blessings to those who seek the thrill of the chase,” she replied, eyeing the baskets at my feet. “Offer me another kill and I shall aid your… hunt.”

I reached into the basket and pulled out a LV20 Silent Moth this time, its delicate, crystalline wings fluttering in the evening breeze. "Will this suffice?" I asked.

“It is asleep,” Amari frowned slightly.

“I hunted it down,” I said, pointing at the hovercraft. “I planned for a month and built this craft to make it to the Silent Glade. I recruited this follower of Equality to be my sword,” I waved my hand at Kliss, getting into my 'hunter' role. “I purposefully captured these Silent Moths that are themselves excellent hunters of men and beasts!”

“Fine,” Amari said. “I can feel that you did indeed capture it, with the aid of your wisdom. Kill it and feed my Angel power so that we can converse a bit longer.”

I crushed the moth with my thumb and forefinger, watching through my Infoscopes as to what the amulet did exactly. The Astral fungus atop it stirred. Suddenly, green-brown shimmering threads extended from the Astral mushroom and pulled the soul of the moth from its body, dragging it into the amulet with a ripple of magical radiance. The rainbow around the amulet brightened, stayed in place like an unnatural phenomenon just as the sun vanished behind the mountains.

Kliss gulped.

"Your offering is accepted," Amari sang. "Ask your questions, my little hunter.”

“Any questions? No limits?”

“Do keep them Hunt-related,” she smiled. “I’m not an all-seeing Goddess.”

"Alright," I began, clearing my throat. "First, does the Hunt include the pursuit of knowledge?"

Amari blinked. Then she giggled once again. “I suppose it does, although not many hunters seek it,” she said finally. "Knowledge is the prey that evades many but rewards those who persist."

“I can feed you with knowledge?”

“You can kill a magic book and feed my Angel its soul,” Amari smirked.

“What about a mundane book? A mundane rock?”

“A mundane item won’t have a properly-magical soul attached to it,” Amari shook her head. “It is rather bland prey. Besides, you would need some kind of a divine knife to really kill a mundane rock's soul.”

“Does everything have a soul? What is a soul?” I asked.

“A soul is simply information and power that’s firmly attached to an idea,” Amari explained. “Any idea or a living thing or a weapon can possess magic. Your little spell-blades can kill spells, do they not?” She eyed the Infoscopes armed with [Sectus-Anima] that were floating around the spinning medallion. “If you kill a spell close enough to my medallion, you will feed me its blood spilling in the Astral.”

“I see,” I mulled. “Is your heaven, Thronewild real?”

“Yes,” Amari nodded.

“Will Klav make it to Thronewild now?” I pointed at the hunter's skull.

“He will not,” Amari shook her head. “He is but a remnant of a soul, a mere shadow. He will decay to nothing before he makes it even a fraction of the way to the Land of the Gods.”

“The Land of the Gods?” I asked. “Hang on... is Equality’s Elysium real?”

“Yes,” she nodded again.

“Where is it?” I demanded.

“Arxtruria,” Amari replied. “The Symphony of the Damned. All souls are pulled there by one deity or another.”

Kliss made a noise of disbelief.

“And you’re there too?”

“I am,” Amari nodded.

“Is everyone… equal there? Even the Gods?” I asked.

“Everyone is equally… mortal on Arxtruria. It is a place of war and death where you can grow strong, kill as many as you desire, my hunter,” Amari replied. "You can even kill a God there!"

“Elysium is real!” Kliss said, sounding a bit desperate.

“Your... Elysium is but a small fraction of Arxtruria, Equalizer,” Amari said. “The gods each have their own domains there, and Equality's Elysium is one amongst many warring heavens. You can perish, be hunted there just as easily as here on Novazem.”

"But it is a paradise, right?" Kliss asked, her hands trembling. Her eyes were wide and filled with a mix of hope and panic. "It's a place of peace and happiness... where I could find love?"

“You will find nothing there, because you won’t make it there,” Amari evaluated Kliss with a snide glance. “Your soul is weak, you are mere bound prey!”

Kliss looked like she wanted to object, but couldn’t find the words for it.

"Then my next question is about the Vows and Pacts,” I said. “Are they traps set by gods or are they a tool offered to the humans for survival?" I asked, pointing at Kliss. “What does Goddess Equality get out of consuming her follower’s feelings?”

"The Pacts are but a mouse trap," Amari said. "Equality binds her prey with golden chains which they themselves enforce with the sacrifice of feelings and mana. She feeds on the souls of her followers!"

Amari's words moved through the air like a glacial breeze, making the Overseer shudder.

"What?" Kliss stammered. “That… that’s...”

"Your Angels feed on your soul, do they not?” Amari raised an eyebrow. “Any time you try to feel love or anger, they consume you more and more from within.”

“You’re lying,” Kliss said. “You’re…”

Her emerald eyes became filled with tears.

“Believe what you will, little mouse,” Amari said. "But the truth remains the same. You cannot lie to yourself. Do you not feel it? You’re going to die soon. Your soul barely gained strength since you were but a child. It cannot sustain two chains that pull it into two opposite directions. It will soon tear asunder and then Equality will feast on the remnants just as I have feasted on the Silent Moths offered to me by my new hunter.”

“H-how soon?” The Overseer choked.

“Perhaps you’ll last another month, I am no future-seer,” the Goddess of the Hunt shrugged, offering no compassion for the suffering of an Equality follower.

“If I kill this girl’s Vows, will she live?” I asked, eyeing the two Vows flickering above Kliss.

“You would have to destroy one of her Vows, at the very least,” Amari pursed her lips. “But doing so won’t be easy. The Vows seek their own survival above that of their host. Your astral blades are far too small. You will not be able to cut down a Vow fast enough, my hunter.”

“Right,” I mulled. “They can dive past twenty layers into the Astral, further than I can reach and suck on her soul from there to heal themselves.”

“A goodly observation,” Amari nodded.

“Then how can I kill a Vow without losing the host it binds?” I mulled.

“Even the most clever prey can fall into a trap,” Amari's eyes glinted with amusement. "When mere strength is insufficient, use wisdom.”

I rubbed my chin, processing her words.

"You are a clever hunter, are you not?” the Goddess of the Hunt said. “It is up to you to figure out the nature of your trap.”

The agate medallion slowed its spin, the rainbow fading away.

I sighed, running my fingers through my hair. 

"Fine," I said, "I'll figure something out." I looked at my companion, noting her emerald eyes filled with uncertainty and fear. "Kliss," I said softly, "we will find a way, okay?"

Kliss nodded, swallowing hard. "Okay," she uttered, her voice barely audible.

“If you wish my aid in your future hunts, summon me with the last light of the sun and an offer of prey,” the Goddess whisper-sung, her voice fading away.

"Thanks, Amari," I said.

Her image stilled as the agate amulet stopped spinning. The silence of the night fell over us, broken only by the sound of the river gently lapping against the sandy island we were parked on.

[Amari seems like a chill Goddess,] Delta commented, her Phantom threads brushing against me in the Astral. [I like her. Maybe we should make our own soul-eating medallions, collect excess magical blood or soul-essence or whatever. Wait a minute… did Alanians do that? I think they did! The Alanian Astral Engines are basically eating magics spilling through the Astral! Holy shit. I’m so smart. Give me praises.]

She twirled her semi-transparent body through the air akin to a little, happy octopus.


[Right, that’s a really good hypothesis, sis. Well done,] I nodded and then glanced at Kliss.

The Overseer of Skyisle seemed completely broken by Amari's revelations, looking like a hospital patient who was just told a grim diagnosis.

"Shit," Kliss whispered, sinking into her seat as she wrapped her own body with her armored hands.

            

    
        53. The Meaning of Life

    
    
    
    
                [Kliss Eliza Cessna]

I haven’t properly slept in days. I was losing it completely, losing myself to stress, losing hours and days as I stalked Skyisle like a red-caped shadow, following two bewildering aberrations one or perhaps both of which wielded bewildering, non-magical knowledge from another world.

I’ve learned much from Dante… or perhaps Slava, and yet there was still so much more that I did not understand. Slava taught and showed me things that I had considered impossible, opened my eyes to the dangerous possibility of everything that I knew being wrong.

He wasn’t an aberration that ate people’s souls, no… he was far more dangerous. Slava somehow dismantled me, piece by piece with his words and actions. He wasn’t afraid to talk to ghosts or Gods. His mission to hunt the divine seemed mad and yet he spoke of it with such fervor that even the Goddess of the Hunt listened and accepted his quest as the truth!

It took me far too long to grasp the truth, to realize it… but there was no justice, no Equality in this world. I had allowed the Overseer's Vow to rule me, to guide me as I closed my eyes instead of thinking or acting for myself.

The manifestation of the Overseer’s Vow loomed over me, holding the strings to my soul in his hands. The illusory legionnaire wanted me to kill the Alans, to come clean, to call the Inquisitor and to confess my sins. If I did, the Inquisitor would come sooner with a squadron of legionnaires. He would either immediately execute me for my failures or take me to Cessna for a Tribunal where my crimes would be judged. The Equality priests had ways of making sinners suffer a fate worse than death.

“I won’t let you lead me anymore,” I told the Overseer’s Vow. “I’m not afraid of you.”

The faceless legionnaire tilted his head to the right in misapprehension.

“Hold him,” I said to my other Vow.

The manifestation of the Vow of Friendship, shaped like Giovashi spun around the legionnaire like a cloud of brilliant, violet fire. It set the other Vow alight. My Angel screamed silently, fighting with the cloud-shaped Vow, dropping the strings that had once held me like a marionette.

I ignored the pain in my soul, wincing as the Soul-Song sang about falling numbers.

Step by step, I walked across the forest to house number 117 on Longwoods Road.

It was early morning and Slava was sleeping in his tent, but my skill told me that something… magical and very dangerous was following me. Perhaps it was even Slava himself or maybe Delta, watching over me as an Astral Phantom.

I wasn’t sure and it didn’t really matter. 

My time was running out and I had to make amends, felt like I had to do something.

I sighed and looked at the woodworking workshop that stood atop the river. The tracker markers linked to my armacus told me that Georgi was there. I walked across the little wooden bridge that connected the workshop to the path and knocked on the door.

“Yes?” The sawdust covered face of Georgi Alan Agamemnon emerged from within. He saw me and froze.

“Overseer?” His eyes became two thin slits. His muscles tensed up. There was a wood-carving steel blade in his hands. He was strong and agile. I knew that with a single swing he could cut my neck open.

The Overseer’s Vow demanded I aim the armacus at him, to shoot him before he attacks me. My hands twitched, but did not move. The Vows were fighting each other.

“What do you want of me, Redcape?” Georgi growled.

“I… came to apologize,” I said. “For everything I’ve done.”

“What have you done?” He asked, pointing the knife in my direction.


The pain in my soul became unbearable. My arm tried to arm the armacus on its own.

“P-please put the knife away,” I hissed. “I can’t hold back the Overseer’s Vow f-forever. I d-don’t want to hurt you, damn it.”

“Ah,” he looked down at the knife he was holding. “Right.”

The carpenter stepped back and placed the knife on the shelf. He dusted himself off and emerged onto the sunlit bridge. “Happy?”

I nodded. “L-let's go into the y-our house.”





“Well?” Georgi asked as I sat down on a couch in the living room of the Alans.

“I… I imprisoned you in your own house,” I said, wincing as his knuckles whitened. “It was wrong. None of this was your fault.”

“Uh-huh?”

“I’m the Overseer of Skyisle,” I muttered. “It's my job... I'm sorry.”

“Cut the chit-chat, Overseer, what do you want from me?” He pressed.

“I want to leave Skyisle,” I confessed. “I don’t want to do this anymore. I don’t want to be an Overseer. I want to see… my parents.”

I gasped, folding inward, nearly falling into darkness as my heart stopped momentarily.




	[-1 in Soul]






The Soul-Song resounded.

“So leave!” He declared.

“I c-can’t,” I whimpered, unable to hold back the tears running down my face. I felt that my insides were being sliced with a thousand fiery strings.

“Why not?” He asked and then he noticed my distraught expression. “What’s wrong with you?”

“Arch-Priest Giovashi forced me into a Vow to be your friend!” I cried. “It’s in conflict with my Vow as the Overseer!”

“Ah,” Georgi paused, thinking over my declaration. “Is that why you’re apologizing?”

“No,” I said. “I simply wanted to talk to someone… I don’t know what to do.”

“What to do about what?” He asked.

“Everything,” I exhaled. “I… I’m dying. The two Vows are tearing my soul apart.”

“How is this our problem?”

“You… you need to leave… to hide.”

“Why?”

“An Imperial Inquisitor is coming to check up on me,” I said. “He suspects that something is wrong with me. He is likely to find out that there’s a Vow on me to protect your family. When he discovers it, he will execute all of you for collaborating with an Ishira Priestess and tampering with an Overseer.”

“Oh,” the carpenter stilled, his face growing pale. “That’s not good.”

I nodded. “We need to leave as soon as possible. Once we reach Agamemnon I’ll go into the Imperial tower and declare that I’m unfit to serve as Overseer and…”

I realized that I couldn't declare that I was unfit, couldn't even quit properly because the Priest would see that I had another Vow on me!

“We can’t just leave Skyisle,” Georgi shook his head.

“Why not?” I growled. “Do you not understand the danger you’re in?!”

“Cass has a Vow on her, a promise that she’s made to her… parents,” he replied. “She can’t leave Skyisle.”

My heart felt like it wanted to rip its way out of my chest. “Damn it all,” I hissed. “Damned Vows!”

Georgi nodded. I wasn’t sure that he understood.

“C-can I stay here until Dante arrives home?” I asked. “I… honestly… I don't know what to do. Maybe he can figure something out. I’m so tired. I haven’t rested once for a month. I just want to be done, to be done with all of this, with Skyisle, with my job as Overseer… with the Empire.”




	[-2 in Soul]






Both of the Vows struck me at once in that instance.

I screamed in pain and desperation, gasping for breath as my organs and bones ignited, as my nerves caught fire from within.

I fell onto the couch, folded in on myself, twitching, fighting the all-consuming pain.

My finger tapped the armacus, casting [Soul-repair] on myself again and again, the bracelet keeping me barely alive, barely conscious.

I didn’t want to be a killer. I didn’t want to be a tool, a puppet, a little gear that held up the vast machinery of Imperial might in this god-forsaken valley.

If I died now I wouldn't go into the eternal embrace of Equality, wouldn't enter the heaven she offered. I had resisted killing two aberrations, fought with her Vow and would likely be cast into the endless darkness for my sins or have my soul torn asunder as the Goddess of the Hunt told me.

I long suspected that the heaven Equality offered us all was false. 

As false as the other Vows that controlled people, putting fake smiles on the faces of servants of the Empire.

I had sacrificed my love for my parents, and gave up my love of the ocean for nothing.

            

    
        54. Angel of Death

    
    
    
    
                [Dr. Vladislav Alexandrovich Kerenski]

The Tupolev laboratory aircraft, no. 3709 vibrated noisily. I could barely hear myself think over the sound of its thrumming engines. The metal seat I occupied was incredibly uncomfortable. Bone-chilling wind cut right through my entire body. Our brilliant engineers build great and powerful machines, the biggest in the world, but for some reason never thought about ergonomics. I wrapped my hands around myself, staring through the frosted-over window at aircraft no. 5800302, which we were following in the air.

Glacier-covered mountains and the view of the distant ocean glimmered far, far below, tiny waves of the Barents Sea breaking against the frozen shores of Nenets. Cloud formations slowly rolled by, beneath and above us.

The large, heavily modified plane moving ahead of us carried the most powerful weapon built by humanity - the Tzar Bomba. The monstrous all-killing device wasn’t 100 megatons as Nikita Khrushchev had promised originally. It was only... fifty megatons. Enough to vaporize any city on the planet ten times over.

The blast wave it would generate would circle the world three times…

I blinked. How did I know this? Did I calculate this ahead of time on Bessie? It was hard to think straight because of all the vibration and noise.

I turned to my eternal companion, commissar Sasha Gradenski. He looked as cheerful as ever, staring ahead with a giddy expression.

“Are you excited to see her?” He said. “The perfect, absolute weapon…”

I nodded, readjusting my goggles.

“Truly, the most beautiful girl if there was one… a masterpiece of Soviet engineering genius beyond compare,” he rambled on.

I bundled up myself further in my leather coat, fighting off waves of nausea. Damn plane wasn’t heated properly. It was so cold that I could barely feel my left arm.

Our plane started to turn away. The plane ahead was almost over its final destination - Novaya Zemlya. Both of the planes were painted with special reflective paint to reduce heat damage from the hydrogen bomb. We were told that we had only a 50% chance of surviving the test. I tried to look at the faces of other crewmen and scientists aboard. They looked smudged, blurred. I blinked. Damn goggles must have fogged up again.

I saw the nuke being dropped from the plane ahead of us - a small black dot appeared in the air and an enormous, white parachute bloomed over it. The 27-tonne angel of the apocalypse began its descent to purify the frozen earth below it with its spell of absolute, unstoppable destruction.

Commissar Sasha clapped his hands excitedly. Everyone straightened up, I physically felt the tension fill the air. This was it. The bomb to end all bombs - the trump card of the USSR.

Both of the planes sharply turned away. We had to get forty five kilometers away from the explosion. 

A large, mechanical clock on the wall showed the numbers 11:32 on its steel-plated display. I looked at the clock. The numbers didn’t change at all as time passed. I squinted at it. Did the clock break down?

The world flashed. I clawed into the seat with all of my strength, expecting the blast wave to reach us soon. The moment of waiting felt like an eternity. The plane suddenly shook with a powerful jolt, turning in the air sideways, catastrophically spinning out of control. The other technicians yelled. Equipment swung to the side, then up and then down. My stomach dropped as gravity let go. The pilots swore as they desperately tried to keep us in the air.

The plane slowly righted itself out.

In a minute I exhaled. We were safe. We survived. I looked at the porthole and choked.

It was there.

The blast wave had torn the clouds apart, pushed them away like a giant hand of God. An ocean of light and fire spread out beneath us. An enormous, orange sphere was growing in the view, like an alien planet, like a new sun. It grew and grew without stopping, becoming bigger and bigger. It looked like the damn thing wouldn't stop growing, that it would consume, devour the entire Earth. The specter of death we had unleashed was unreal, supernatural, truly mind boggling.

The fireball reached nearly ten kilometers in diameter before it fell apart. A truly monstrous mushroom cloud formed in its place.

I glanced at the equipment. The bhangmeter results and other data suggested the bomb yielded around 58 megatons!

The mushroom cloud reached its apex, seven times the height of Mount Everest, blossoming high above the stratosphere and well inside the mesosphere. The cap of the mushroom cloud had a peak width of 95 km and its base was 40 km wide.

I swallowed nervously.

The commissar's smile grew wide. “Incredible. Truly incredible…” He whispered.

The mushroom cloud didn’t seem to be coming apart. It remained in place, suspended, imprinted onto the world. I looked back at the clock.

[11:32]

Argh. I turned my head to look at another, smaller clock.

[11:32]

What?! I looked down at my metal wristwatch. The Vostok wristwatch was a graduation gift from professor Lebedev. I wound it regularly myself every morning and it had never failed me in four years of...

[11:32]

My mind clicked. This wasn't real. None of it was real!

This was a dream. Just another dream! Of course!

“I have to wake up,” I croaked, trying to tear myself away from the nightmarish vision of the eternal explosion, trying to jolt myself awake. The view wobbled slightly but didn’t fade away.

“Tut, tut.” Commissar Gradenski shook his head. “Let me enjoy this, Slava.”

My head snapped back in his direction. He was clear, distinct. Not fuzzy like the others.

“Who are you?” I shouted, noticing that the deafening thrum of the engines was gone as if it was simply cut away like a soundtrack removed from a film.

Sasha simply smiled back at me, his face shimmering with unearthly, pale tones cast by the vast suspended explosion. My skin started to crawl as the commissar's smile grew wider and wider.

I yelped, retreating away from him.

One of the pilots suddenly became clear, animated. Silver hair and silver-blue eyes flashed into existence. She released the belts and stood out of her leather chair and stepped to my side. Delta was here, and had invaded my dream through the Astral Ocean just as she did before!

Commissar Gradenski didn’t seem concerned. He simply looked her over and nodded as if he was expecting her, as if this was just a tea party where the last member had just shown up.

“What is he?” I whispered to my twin, my teeth chattering.

“She,” Delta hissed, her hands breaking up into a hundred silver blades, protectively standing in front of me. “Get out of his head, Phantom!”

A dreadful, horrid answer suddenly clicked in my head. The Phantom-Squid. The monster from the forest with a hollow shell full of its children on its back. 

Hollow Mother. 

It was somehow inside of my head, learning from me, studying my dreams, pretending to be Sasha Gradenski. 

How? Why? To what end? For how long has she been invading my dreams?

Sasha shimmered, his form lengthening, becoming pale… skin melting away to reveal something grotesque and horrifying like a bubble of living mercury. Hundreds of extra eyes sprouted on his… on its ballooning head now shaped like a silver, circular, hollow diatom.

“What do you want?!” I demanded, staring at the ghastly aberration.

Numbing, frigid chill started to creep up my arm.

Delta turned to me. “Don’t talk to her! Don't look at her! Slava! Wake up! Wake up now!”

One of her silver blades struck me in the head and the phantom and the view of the detonation of Tzar Bomba fell apart into shreds, folded away as if they never existed.

I awoke with a gasp, covered in sweat. My left arm felt unnaturally cold, as if I kept it in a freezer for ten minutes.

“Damn, damn, damn!” Delta yelled, her Phantom body flashing around me, shining threads stabbing at my arm.

“W-what the devil was that?” I whimpered, blinking.

“She's somehow tethered to your body and soul,” Delta hissed, slowly stopping her prodding of my arm. “I can’t break the connection. I can barely see where it is. She must have nipped you… some time ago. Her level is too high... I’m sorry!”

I activated my Infoscopes and scanned myself. Nothing. There was technically nothing wrong with me... other than the fact that I was an Astral Phantom.

“As if we don’t have enough to worry about,” I sighed. “What do you think she wants? Why is she in my dreams as a... KGB agent?”

“Your guess is as good as mine,” Delta sighed. “Maybe she’s trying to figure out how to control you better. Maybe she’s learning about humanity so that she can find out our weaknesses. Regardless… of what she wants, the connection is clearly growing stronger.”

I frowned, rubbing my left arm. We were inside of our tent. A hex-lantern hanging from the ceiling lit the mesh-brown walls with a yellow-orange glow. I glanced at the magitek artifact. The damn thing was supposed to keep phantoms away! Why couldn't it keep Sasha out of my head? Useless magic lamp!

I opened the tent flap and crawled outside, rubbing my face. It was morning. The flowers and grass around the tree were covered with droplets of water that sparkled in the sunlight.

I looked ahead, through the wide breach in the tower's thick wall.

The sun was slowly rising above the Valley of Death, painting the malignant mists pink. As I squinted at the clouds, I felt like I could almost discern some kind of ruined, desolate, sizable structures within it. Perhaps it was just an illusion.

“What else do you think is down there?” Delta asked.

“Death,” I replied. “The levels of magrad in the center must be off the charts, if I had charts to define mana radiance that is. Just the trace amounts of lethal chemicals emanating from those clouds told me that the air is incompatible with breathing down there.”

"Peachy," she said.

“What do you think Sasha wants from me?” I mulled.

“Do not call her that!” She hissed. “Do not assign her a personality!”

“Why not?” I asked.

“Because she’s not a god-damned person! I’ve seen her eat the souls of people, Slava! She is not our friend!”

“Right,” I muttered.

“She is not a person! She’s a demon, a fiend incarnate! I’m sure that if she had the capability she would try to build hydrogen-bomb weapons from Earth, split atoms to shatter the barrier between the Astral and the physical even further!”

“Okay, okay,” I raised my hands. “We won’t rely on Phantom-Sasha…”

“What did I just say?” Delta advanced on me with a grim look. “Do you think this is a game? Do you think that it was fun for me to be down there, constantly getting chased by her children while I searched for you?”

I shook my head. “I don’t and I… I’m sorry… but...”

This was one of the social situations that I usually fumbled up completely.

“Look, we need to call her something! We can’t keep calling her 'Mother'. That just seems like we're playing on her terms,” I tried to defend my point.

“I guess,” Delta’s anger fell apart. She turned away from me and looked at the sunrise.

In a few minutes, she turned to me once again.


Through the view of my Infoscopes, I saw her Phantom form transposed over her human body, Astral Hunter blades flickering through the air with blue and violet shimmers.

Her pupils looked like upside down pyramids, it was... a bit odd.

She started to hum and her illusory threads vibrated in the Astral to produce the Song of the Alanian Sentinel. 

With each tone of the Sentinel’s song that danced across the entire Alanian tower, echoed back to us by the Mystic tree and the Hex-beacon I felt marginally calmer, slightly more focused.

There was a lot to be done today.

I hung the lantern on my belt and put the empty backpack on my back.

“Where’s Kliss?” I asked.

“Sleeping,” Delta said. “At our parents' house. She was trying to make friends with our dad, I think.”

“How’d that go?”

“Poorly,” she shrugged.

“I see,” I said. "We'll sort it out when we head home then."


            

    
        55. Deadline

    
    
    
    
                I noticed that the Silent Moths were all awake now.

I walked to one of the large puddles in the hollows beneath the tree roots and pulled out a rotten boar skull that I left there last night. My Infoscopes had discovered the dead body of the boar in a forest ravine and its head seemed sufficient to grow my first Silent Moth colony. I slid the rotting head into the twin-door container wooden cage.

I studied the Silent Moths for a few minutes, observing their glittering, slightly glowing wings as they fluttered around the decaying boar. I couldn’t help but draw parallels between their lifecycle and those of the common flies I had observed back on Earth.

Like flies, the Silent Moths were drawn to death and decay. They laid their eggs in rotting flesh, providing a fresh food source for their emerging larvae. But instead of simply consuming the carcass, the moths added something precious to it. As they matured and shed their bodies, they left behind a layer of fine webs and crystalline substance that magnified all magic. It was as if they were paying tribute to the life that had been, transforming death into a thing of beauty.

I grabbed the moth cage and carried it to the Hex-beacon where the bleached skull of Kopernii Castiglia was waiting for me.

Drawing power from the Alanian battery, I cast [Charisma-Resonance] at the skull. It was a spell that I had copied from the Silent Glade and recently attached to my soul.

The figure of Kopernii flickered into existence. The bald man stared at me with a decidedly unimpressed look.

Keeping him alive without the field of the Silent Glade was a big drain on my magic.

“What do you want, child?” He spoke.

“I want you to tell me about Andross,” I said.

“No,” the Basq legionnaire spat.

“Very well,” I shrugged. “Just so you know, my necromage rock is quite hungry.”

I began to hum the song of the Alanian Sentinel. The Hex-Beacon that the skull sat on ignited with power. The man’s eyes shot open as his spirit slammed into the beacon, sinking into the black stone.

“No! Please!” He screamed as the remnant of his ghostly essence was slowly consumed by the Alanian device. It was clearly an incredibly unpleasant, painful process.

I stopped humming the song and raised an eyebrow.

“Well?” I asked. 

The bald man stared at me, his face askew with panic.


“I’m an Astral Phantom and the last Sentinel of Almn-Inia. I could eat the rest of your soul to learn all of your secrets, Kopernii. I already know the name of your Master, Alchemist Alaric Milgrim! You grew up in a small orphanage in the city of Acadia and joined the legion as soon as you could to get away from his horrid experiments. You can either talk to me like a man or get eaten. Either option is fine with me."

“I… I’ll tell you what you want to know,” the legionnaire hissed.

“Good,” I smiled. 

My mana had run out and Kopernii’s spirit vanished. 

I had no interest in eating the dead man, I was simply trying to study the Hex-Beacon’s function.

“I thought we were walking home?” Delta asked. “Yet here you are tormenting the dead first thing in the morning.”

“It’s all part of the job, just doing an experiment,” I shrugged. “How’s your bee-takeover going?”

“I got the Queen last night,” Delta grinned. “It took ages, but the hive is fully mine now!”

“Well done,” I praised. “Will you keep the hive at our parents house?”

“Nah,” Delta shook her head. “It's not that big. I’ll put it into my backpack and carry it around with me. Gotta keep my adorkable brother safe.”

I arched an eyebrow at her.

“What? It takes too long to skirt around the wildlife to get to our tower,” she said. “Things will avoid us if I have a backpack full of fire bees!”

"A reasonable idea," I nodded. "As long as you let me experiment on their collective psyche. I've been contemplating designing skills that the entire colony could magnify and use."

"Sure, sure," Delta nodded. 

I went over to the cage with the Mesmerbane fox and fed it a bit of meat. 

I had attached several of my soul shards to her magical core last night, to make the little, wild creature a bit more cooperative. My soul shards were being slowly absorbed into the crystalline core of the magical beast, blending with the rest of her soul. I felt a solid metaphysical connection between the fox cub and myself, and could almost mentally guide it now thanks to my experiments with the lymphagons.

“I’m going to call you Mesmy,” I said as I offered my hand to the cub.

The little fox nuzzled the offered fingers.

I opened the cage door and it rushed up my arm and settled on my shoulder, casting a defensive anti-Charisma field around me. I wondered if she felt some kinship to me because of the connection I created between our souls.





As we walked into the backdoor of our parents' cottage, I heard their voices hissing at each other.

“What’s she doing in our living room?!” Mom’s accusing tone resonated. Okay, it was just her who was hissing. Dad sounded a bit calmer.

“Sleeping, obviously,” Dad’s answer came back with a casual tone.

“Sleeping? On MY COUCH?” Mom’s voice went up another octave. “IN THE LIVING ROOM?”

“Yes,” Dad replied.

“WHY?!” Mom growled.

“She wasn’t feeling well,” Dad replied. “So... I let her sleep on the couch.”

“SHE WASN’T FEELING WELL?!”

“Yes,” he added. “She has conflicting Vows on her soul.”

“Oh so… YOU KNOW ABOUT HER SOUL DO YOU?!”

I glanced at Delta as I took my boots off. My twin sent me a knowing smirk.

“Cass, what did you expect me to do about her, exactly?” Dad asked.

“Say no!”


“Say no… to an armed Imperial Overseer?”

“Ye- yes?” Mom’s anger suddenly deflated. “She’s armed?”

“Yes, she’s armed with that magitek bracelet of hers. She’s sleeping on her right hand. You probably didn't notice it when you walked into the house.” Dad explained.

“I see,” Mom replied.





As far as afternoon luncheons went, this was probably the most absurd one in this house.

Kliss had been woken up by Delta poking her in the cheek.

The Overseer's eyes looked blood-shot red and there were dark circles under them. From what my Infoscopes told me, her body and magic were in bad shape. I had to get the Vow off her as soon as possible.

She held a teacup in her hand and unblinkingly stared at my sister sitting next to her. Ogonek was lazily flapping his wings, sitting on Delta’s head. Delta had a large leather backpack on her that was buzzing ominously. 

The teacup shook as the Overseer pretended to take a sip, intensely staring at the oversized Fire-Bee. 


“So, what do you want from us, Overseer?” Our mom asked.

The teacup in Kliss’s hand nearly spilled all over her.

“I… I want… to help… my f-friends,” She spoke with slow deliberation, as if she was trying to pull every word out of a deep, thick mire. “P-please...”

Her body twitched and the armacus in her right hand shimmered as she shot something at herself.

[LV 88 healing spell] Infoscope 3 reported, intercepting the spell and examining it.

“We are not your friends, Overseer.” Mom spoke from her chair. “I don’t know who gave you that idea.”

“The Overseer was bound to protect our family by a Vow of friendship,” I said. "Giovashi forced her to say the vow."

Kliss nodded, her hands shaking. She put the cup down and hugged her body, trying to scooch as far away from Delta as she could.

“I…,” Kliss pulled another string of words out of herself. “I.. n-n-need… you…” She glanced at our dad.

Mom’s glare intensified. Great choice of words, Kliss.

“An Imperial Inquisitor is coming in a few months,” Dad said. “She is saying she needs us to leave Skyisle, to relocate to Agamemnon.”

“Out of the question,” mom stated decisively.

“Temporarily?” Dad asked. “Maybe we could…”

“No! Out. Of. The. Question.” Mom declared forcefully.

“But we met in Agamemnon, surely we can stay there for a bit…” Dad asked hopefully.

“That was years ago,” Mom said.

“Your Vow got stronger?” Dad inquired.

Mom’s glare looked like it was going to set him on fire. She momentarily glanced at the Overseer.

“She knows,” Dad said.

“You told her… about MY Vow?!” Mom whisper-shouted at him.

“Kliss, as our friend, you are not to reveal anything you learn from us to anyone else, yes?” I said.

Kliss nodded.

Mom’s glare turned on me.

Dad looked at me. “Dante?”

"Yeah?" I looked back at him.

“Don’t make any Vows to anyone, under no circumstance,” he said. “Promise me, okay?”

“I promise,” I nodded.

“Vows get stronger with time, even if your level is capped out they become stronger… If they’re in conflict, they can tear a person’s soul almost completely apart, inflict terrible pain and suffering.” Dad nodded in the direction of Kliss. 

I nodded. I looked at Kliss. She was clearly in a lot of pain. Why? Was she actively fighting her primary Vow now? Had she switched sides? Was she fully with us now?

I scanned her body with all of my Infoscopes. She was showing signs of extreme exhaustion and... organ failure. She’s barely staying upright. The healing spells are keeping her alive. A bit of wind could have knocked her over.

I felt bad for her and sighed. Then, I focused my attention back on our parents.

Mom’s fiery glare continued to slam against dad. He ignored it valiantly. I decided to help him a little by redirecting her fury.

“Mom?” I asked “Why can’t we leave Skyisle?”

“Urm…” Mom turned to me. “When I was fifteen, I made a Vow to my parents to… watch over this Village. It’s gotten a lot stronger over the years. It feels like… my heart will stop if I take a step out of Skyisle.”

I turned to Kliss.

“Kliss, be honest with me, as honest as you can please.” I said.

She nodded.

“Are you with us? Are you on our side?”

“Y-yes,” She sniffed, wiping her face.

“Why?” I inquired.

She shot another healing spell at her chest and unfolded.

“I… I was young and foolish, got the Imperial Citizen's Vow to Equality hung on my soul when I was only seven and upgraded it to the Overseer's Vow when I was seventeen."

I nodded as my parents looked concerned at the revelation. The Gregarius Empire liked to recruit its obedient... citizens very young.

"The Vow Giovashi put on me… it gradually broke the chokehold of the Vow to Equality over me. I’m not free, not by a long shot... I get it now. I’m not a good person.” Her words echoed my own final speech on the day I had destroyed Aralsk-7. “I've manipulated your family, tried to set your mom against you two. I feel like... I’m barely human. I’m less than a puppet, a monster… but I don’t want to be one. I... want to be... free.”

She winced and choked as she uttered the last word as if an invisible hand closed over her neck. I looked into her emerald, tear-filled eyes.

She looked back into my eyes and a spark of sudden understanding flashed there. For but a brief second, I understood her and she understood me. An unspoken agreement passed between us.

She whimpered, her nails digging into her arm. Streaks of tears glittered on her cheeks as she hissed in pain. Another healing spell fired from her armacus.

“I don’t know why I’m drawn to you… I don’t really know what’s going on with you and your family… I don’t, can’t understand why you’re the way that you are. Nothing about you makes any sense to me and it's driving me insane. You are a mystery I cannot resolve, a book I can’t open fully,” Kliss said, her eyes not wavering from me.

“What?” My mom asked. My dad stared at me.

I glanced at Kliss. Way to tell my parents... things.

“She is in incredible pain, talking nonsense, not thinking straight,” I commented.

“Right,” Dad nodded. He didn't look like he believed me.

“Time is running out. An Imperial Inquisitor will come to check on me,” Kliss said. "He... will discover that I have two active Vows on me."

“We’ll figure something out,” I said. “If I get rid of one Vow on you, you'll tell him that everything's good, yes?"

"Yes," she nodded.

[She is an enemy,] Delta commented, reaching out to me through the Astral with one of her silver-blue threads.

[I’m aware, but I’ve been taking risks far worse than this... my entire life. I signed up to fly into the detonation zone of the Tzar Bomba, to observe it up close and record the results, even though it was deemed a suicide mission,] I replied. [I wanted to be a hero like Gagarin, wanted to prove myself, wanted to change the world. I became the administrator of Aralsk-7 because I showed my bravery, demonstrated my absolute devotion to the USSR on that day. Kliss is nothing compared to what I faced during the hydrogen bomb test. She’s just a girl bound by Vows, just a human who wants to be free, a person bound by a monstrous system... just like I was once, long ago in another world.]

[We should run. We should hide,] Delta insisted. [We need more time to get stronger.]

[I won’t abandon my parents, or Leemy, or Skyisle,] I sent. [You know that.]

[I do,] she sighed. [I know you too damn well… It’s up to you to choose what you want to do about Kliss. I’ll follow you no matter what you decide, you know that, right?]

I nodded and looked at Kliss once again. Was I right or wrong about what I felt? 

Could I… trust her?

            

    
        56. Final Request

    
    
    
    
                “Kliss, you got ten Imperials on you?” I asked.

The Overseer nodded.

“Give it to Delta,” I ordered.

“Why?” The Overseer asked.

“I’m buying a box of mana-reloading wine,” I said. “I’m going to need it to help you.”

The redhead sighed and pulled out ten imperials from her pouch and handed it to Delta.

I looked at the Overseer. She didn’t resist parting with her money, seemed broken, forlorn. She looked like she had given up.

“Get a case of that overpriced Cutrizz wine,” I said. “Don’t chat with the barmaids, meet us at the lake by the tower, make sure you aren't followed.”

“Can do,” my twin gave me a salute and ran off down the path to the Fox and Fiddle.





Kliss, Delta and I walked through the forest towards the tower. Little rainbows danced in my eyes cast by the hex-lantern on my belt.

The setting sun cast long shadows along the forest floor, painting the clouds behind the cliff’s edge a vibrant pink shade. We had reached the base of the derelict tower. Evening wind picked up from the mountains, throwing the Overseer's red hair and forest debris into the air.

“Slava… can you tell me more about… your childhood, about the place you were born, the world without magic?” Kliss asked.

“What do you want to know exactly?” I asked.

“I want to know… everything,” she whispered. "I want to know what's there... beyond the boundary..."

Her thumb tapped the unlock rune on her armacus. The magitek device opened up with a twirl. She handed the metal bracelet to me, having taken it off her wrist.

"The boundary?" I asked, accepting her weapon.

"Of life and death," she said.

“Can the Overseer's Vow hear our conversation?” I asked.

“It’s… rather preoccupied,” she whispered, trembling.

[Don't tell her nothing!] Delta’s phantom-thread brushed against my head.

"What is the Vow preoccupied with?" I inquired.

“The first rule of the Overseer’s Vow is that it must keep me alive, no matter what,” Kliss said. “I can feel it, with every step I take here through the forest… I have gone beyond the threshold. My body is fine, but my soul is… fractured. I'm what's called a dead-walker. I'm almost completely out of Mana and my Soul is just a few points away from zero. 

The Overseer’s Vow is holding my soul to my body with all of his will and power. If he lets me go but for a moment… I will die.”

“Your armacus can’t heal you?” I asked.

“My [Healing] skill cannot seem to repair the deepening fractures in my Soul,” she sighed. “The spell… isn’t working anymore. The armacus isn’t all-powerful, its spells aren’t good enough to fix me.”

“Damn,” I muttered.

“I just want to talk to you… before I am gone. Even if you declare yourself as an aberration openly to me… The Overseer’s Vow will do nothing. He knows how close I am to death. He knows that my Soul cannot be repaired further. I can hear it in my Soul-Song. The chorus of my Soul-Song tells me that my skills are decaying, coming apart… all of them are being subtracted away.”

“So, the Vows can be defeated?” I asked. “If a soul is injured enough…”

“Defeated?” She smirked with a sad look. “Hardly… The Vow isn’t defeated. I am. I don’t know if I will even last through this night. When the last threads holding my soul unravel, both of the Vows will try to drag me into Equality’s embrace. I'm afraid... that the Goddess will turn away from me, cast me straight into the deep Astral after she finds me unworthy… or that I will simply decay away before I reach Elysium.”

“Let me see..." Delta spoke as her Phantom threads ran over Kliss. "Oh, she’s right… her Soul-Shield skill is decaying away… I can see right through it now. Well, that is… unfortunate. Sucks to be you, Kliss. I would play you a tiny sad song if I had a tiny violin for one of my bees.”

“Who will protect you when I am gone?” Kliss asked, her voice trembling. “Don’t you understand... If I don’t report the codes to the watchtower in Agamemnon every night… an imperial warship will come. They will execute… many people here, if not all. Everyone in Skyisle might end up dead because of me! The Empire will not show mercy to those that kill its Overseers!”

“Well… that sucks for us,” Delta suddenly became very concerned, her silver-blue eyes darting between Kliss and me. “Did… Giovashi plan for this? Is this part of her grand design of the future? Feh!”

"I thought I had more time…” Kliss uttered. “I accept it now… I've made a lot of mistakes. I really wish things were different."

“I’ll tell you about my world,” I said. “About myself and my life.”

“Danteeee!” Delta whined.

“Delta,” I said. “Kliss made her choice. I’m making a choice too. I’m telling her everything. There's no point in hiding things. Just two of us aren’t enough to change this god-damned world ruled by Vows and haunted by Phantoms. We need friends. We need someone we can trust and rely on.”

“She could break your neck with a flick of her finger!” My twin-soul pointed out. “She’s an absolute idiot ruled by her vows! How can you possibly trust her?!”

“You could sting her with the bees,” I pointed out. “And she will die if you do, correct?”

“Correct,” Delta mulled. “You know what… fine! Feel free to tell this dimwit eveeeeerrything about yourself.”

She probably was extremely unhappy about it, but we needed Kliss to live, needed her to remain as Overseer of Skyisle so that we could continue to do our research and work on the tower.

I looked back at Kliss and a plan began to formulate in my head, pieces of the puzzle clicking together. Technically, I already had everything I needed to break a Vow.

Our trio passed under the ruins of the arcane gateway and entered the Alanian tower.

[Wait… if the Vows weakened her soul’s connection to the body,] Delta mulled. [Then we don't need to do much. I can just bite her a few times and then let her soul float away into the Astral! She will be Vow-less and skill-less. It’s perfect!]

[Are you so sure that’s what’s going to happen?] I asked.

[You survived for like a week without a soul! You’re clearly fine.]

[I am not fine! I didn't survive on my own.] I shook my head. [I don’t think that a body can survive without a soul.]

[How are you so sure?] Delta squinted at me.

[How long do the bees live after you eat their souls?] I asked.

[Um… err… a day or less,] she replied. [I eat their Mana too, you know. I... have needs.]

[What happens to an insect after you remove its soul?] I inquired.

[Massive cellular decay,] Delta said. [The Overseer is a lot bigger than a bee though…]

[Look, permanently removing her soul isn’t an acceptable solution!] I said sternly. [I know that you don't like her because you think she's stealing my attention from you, but it's not a reason to make her soul-less.]

[Hrrrrrmmm, then how did your body survive?] Delta ran her threads over me. [I don’t understand what you’ve had that took over the soul’s function…]

"Sasha," I lifted my icy left hand to her face. [A magical virus of some sort that functions similar to a soul. The infection has these little, barely noticeable hooks all over my hand. I can't even snip them off or see them that well because they're way above my level…]

[Oh… oh right, that’s… that’s not good.] She examined my arm with her Astral threads. [Yep, can't see nothing. Damn it.]


[The Infection is what kept me alive. I'm certain of it now. Sasha was digging through whatever memories had remained in this body, keeping it alive on purpose.] I pointed out. [The infection is a copy of the bigger phantom. It’s how they propagate. I’ve got a growing, little phantom in my arm. Whatever the Empire has been doing to exterminate aberrations is... utterly flawed. They’re as ignorant as the Alchemists or Medieval Earth doctors that tried to cure diseases with leeches and bloodletting! If things like Sasha can infect a person with microscopic bits of themselves, there are hidden aberrations all over the place!]

Delta gulped.

[Maybe we could banish most of her soul, eat the rest and make her body into our own Phylactery?] She asked.

[Why are you such a villain?] I sighed mentally.

[I'm... not,] Delta defended herself. [I'm just... worried about Kliss stabbing us in the back, that's all.]

I took the backpack off, hung the hex-lantern at the front of our tent and told Kliss to help me gather some firewood.

Kliss piled up a bunch of dry branches into a rock campfire we built next to the tent a while ago. I lit the wood with a magic lighter I pawned from Dad’s workshop.

Kliss sat down beside the fire. Even on the edge of her life she seemed relaxed, at peace.

As the kettle above the flames heated up I made hot tea for both of us and we slowly sipped it. Night fell over Skyisle, stars and purple galactic nebulae shimmering above the glacier-covered mountains. The rings of Inaria and Lunarian hexagrams lit the tower from above, painting the world silver-blue and orange-gold.

I drank some wine to bring up my mana and watched as it slowly ticked up.

I was as ready as I'd ever be. It was time to destroy the Overseer’s Vow.

            

    
        57. The Named Vow

    
    
    
    
                It was time. While I was making final preparations I noticed that Kliss took off her armored chest plate and shoulder pads. She looked defenseless, small without it and sat hopelessly staring at the fire, sparks fluttering through the air around her. I walked to her armor set and disconnected the magic crystal that amplified her strength.

“Kliss?”

“Yeah?” The redhead turned to me.

“I can help you, but I need you to trust me. I need you to obey me, no matter how odd my requests might seem.”

“I… trust you,” she whispered and shot me a small, soft smile, light of hope dancing in her eyes.

I handed her a bottle of the incredibly overpriced wine. “Drink. You’re going to need the mana.”

She nodded, quickly gulping the offered Mana-restoring wine.

“Don’t ask questions. Don’t allow rational thought to manifest for the next hour,” I told her, hoping that her primary Vow wouldn't guess what I was planning if she wasn't thinking clearly.

She nodded.

"Put your armor back on and go sit down facing the Hex-Beacon,” I ordered. “Put your arms around the stone, hug it tightly and wrap your fingers together.”

She obeyed, dressing and relocating and pressing her body against the hex-gemstone.

"Do you want to learn about where I come from, yes?” I asked. “Do you want to know about… Earth?"

She nodded eagerly.

“Good. Listen to my words and relax…” I spoke slowly and deliberately. “Relax and let your mind drift, let your imagination paint you a picture of another world and another time…”

Kliss nodded again, staring at me with conviction.

"I was born on another world called Earth, in the year 1932, in an Empire called the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics. It was a mighty, globe-spanning nation that promised all of its children fairness, peace and most of all - equality…" I began to narrate my life to her.

I pointed all of my Infoscopes at the Vow.

As I continued to narrate to Kliss, I activated the batteries scattered around the beacon. The base of the large beacon stone she was holding onto was now wrapped with a copper wire coil. As I had discovered with my scan when I found it, most of the diamond-shaped beacon was actually made from a massive iron oxide dark gray crystal called... magnetite.

Mana poured from the mana batteries, turning into electricity when it reached a copper wire coil wound around the beacon. An electrical current hummed to life.

The conversion of pure mana into electricity with a hexagram rune was one of the first experiments I started to work on a long time ago. It took me nearly a decade just to get it to work properly. The copper wire wound around the beacon instantly turned the only slightly magnetic magnetite into a very powerful electromagnet.

The metal in Kliss’ armor attracted her to the magnetized stone. I tested it previously and neither Delta nor I could tear the armor piece off the magnet.

[Is your plan to magnetize her?] Delta commented.

The current in the electromagnet slowly grew stronger. Kliss didn't complain, didn't move a muscle throughout the procedure, hugging the large, obsidian gemstone tightly. She excitedly listened to my words as I slowly wove her a tale of the world without magic and a young boy named “Slava”, whose name stood for the word “Glory”.

A boy that was born in a time of unstoppable progress pushed forth by a united people tirelessly working together for a better tomorrow for everyone.

I told her about the achievements of Soviet people in agriculture and architecture, in machine building and computing. I told her about a nation of 280 million people that stretched 22.4 million km² from the Baltic to the Bering Sea. I told her in very simplified terms about breakthroughs in geology, physics, mathematics, chemistry. I told her about sea-holding dams, steel tanks and planes, zeppelins, trains... and rockets.

I spoke of Soviet heroes, achievements and accolades. I described Sputnik and spoke of Yuri Gagarin’s trip to outer space beyond the boundary of the Earth. I told Kliss about BESM One and how I helped build the first Soviet Supercomputer, a machine forged from inert materials that could do mathematics better and faster than any human alive. Her eyes sparkled at each of my fantastic revelations.

I spoke of my greatest mentor, Viktor Safronov, and his groundbreaking mathematical theory on the formation of celestial bodies. I described how Viktor’s math proved that vast cosmic dust clouds orbiting the stars created a multitude of worlds.

"You know how entire worlds form?" Kliss asked, her gaze filled with awe.

"Yes. It’s sort of like a snowstorm," I explained. "Each snowflake, a piece of cosmic dust, coming together to form something much larger. Over time, these clusters grow, attracting more and more until they become planets.”

I drank another wine bottle to top up my mana and stood up, the campfire casting long shadows behind me.

“I will tell you more… later. For now Kliss, I want you to shut your mind down as much as you can. Meditate. Close your eyes. Let go. Hide in the back of your head. Let me speak to your Primary Vow. It can control your body, correct? Let it take over one hundred percent. Don’t hold it back, don’t ask your Friendship Vow to fight it.”

“Okay, Slava...” Kliss closed her eyes. In a few minutes of silence, her breathing became deep and slow.

[Sing the Alanian song, Delta! Sing it slowly and very very quietly at first and then louder and louder… but do it with slightly wrong tones!] I ordered. [Kliss has no Soul-Shield, right? Grab onto her soul with your blades. Wobble it harder with every stanza but don’t actually rip it out of her body.]

[You got it, boss.] Delta replied.

Looking through Delta's Infoscope I relocated my Tether, connecting myself directly to the monstrous, mushroom-shaped, shimmering Vow hanging over Kliss. The Vow wasn't exactly there, it was mostly buried deep in the Astral, intersecting the soul of Kliss, growing out of it like a grotesque infection.

The Vow was a construct made from currents of magic.

The eyes of the Overseer suddenly snapped open. It wasn’t her looking at me. The soft smile was gone, replaced with a still, barely moving, neutral face. It was something, no… someone else behind the emerald, tear-streaked eyes of the girl.

Thanks to the Tether, I saw it clearly in the Astral. It had a shape. A pale shape of a muscular, faceless man in an Overseer's armor manifested atop the girl’s body. The thing looked at me curiously.

“I’d like to address the Overseer’s Vow,” I said. “Hopefully you’re smart enough to understand my words. If Kliss got you when she was seven then you are ten now, correct?”

“Correct,” Something spoke with an icy voice directly to me through the Tether. It didn’t sound quite right, it wasn't human. As it spoke the lips of Kliss moved in sync to the alien voice. I heard this voice before when the Vow spoke to Giovashi.

“Excellent,” I smiled. “You are level twenty four, yes?”

“I am. What do you want of me, aberration?” The Vow asked.

“I’m going to call you Vovan,” I said. “On the account that everyone needs a name and that you’re a very naughty Vow.”

“Names are irrelevant,” the Vow said. “The Soul of my host is fractured. I cannot keep her alive for long. When she dies, our Empire will kill you and your kin. A fitting end for a vile transient phantom and its ally.”

“You were always the one trying to kill me, yes?” I asked casually. “That wasn’t Kliss pulling the trigger or aiming the armacus was it? She was too nice to execute me, correct?”

“She is indeed weak of will to act. I did what she could not,” Vovan affirmed what I knew, confessing his crimes.

"Why?" I asked.

“I do as the Law of Equality requires. I exist to obey the Word of my Goddess."

“You don’t seem to be afraid of dying along with your host,” I noted. “Why is that?”

“I belong to Equality. I eagerly await for her embrace,” the Vow replied. "When this human dies, I will return directly to my Goddess."

"Can you speak to your goddess?" I asked. "Can you ask her for aid, tell her about me?"

"No," the Vow replied. "Equality trusts me to collect human souls and ferry them to Arx for her. I need no aid in this simple mission."

“Ah, but there’s been a slight change of plans, I'm afraid. You aren’t going to Equality.” I circled the redhead’s body overlaid with the ghostly avatar.

“What?” Vovan squinted at me with Kliss’ eyes, tracking my movement.

“I’m a bit miffed at you on the account that you want to kill me,” I said. “Fortunately everyone has their uses. Even stubborn Vows. Do note that you are bound to an Inian necromag device. While we started talking my sister had already begun its activation with the Sentinel's Song!”

“What?!” The Vow barked. It tried to move Kliss away from the rock and failed as the electromagnet held Kliss in place. “You wouldn't dare to meddle with an Archangel of Equality, human!”

"An archangel?" I laughed. "An unstoppable servant of god? Is that what you think of yourself?"

"You know nothing, blasphemer," the Vow spat.

"I know enough to hurt you," I replied. "I understand how the Astral Ocean works."

The Vow looked at me without a comment.

"I've been experimenting with... and studying magic," I declared excitedly. “Learning many curious things. Have you heard my lectures to Kliss?”

"I do not understand many of your strange words, human." the Vow said. "Magic is the only power that matters here on Novazem."

"When a wizard freezes a puddle where does the energy go exactly? When a wizard casts a fireball, where does the extra energy come from? The Astral Ocean stores and releases excess energy from every spell!" I said. "You're not an angel. You're a living spell, forged from your host's soul, a grotesque Astral parasite made from energy and information currents, a magical self-aware fungus that needs to be put out of its misery!"

"I do not fear you. A Vow cannot be killed by a mortal," Vovan replied.

“Oh,” I bent down with a devious smile. “I’m not quite human, remember? I am an aberration from another world, a villainous ghost that stole the body of this pathetic Skyisle child. Don’t you hear the song of the All-Mighty Necromancers being sung by my twin sister? Try as hard as you might - you won’t be able to separate your hosts’ body from this crystal. You are now fully bound to the Inian device along with Kliss!”

The Vow tried to move Kliss away from the rock again with more vigor.

"When Kliss dies, the Empire will send a ship to kill you!" He growled.

[Add more drama!] I ordered Delta.

The bees took off from her backpack, spinning in a storm-like formation around us. Their stingers lit up, painting a hurricane made of fire rising above me into the air.

“I don't care. I’m the last Inian Sentinel and this tower belongs to me!" I laughed dramatically.

I tried to make myself sound like Koshei, a prominent villain from Soviet fantasy films.

"You see, Vovan, I really need to feed a soul to that crystal to awaken the arcane weapon of Almn-Inia." I pointed at the beacon. “You do understand that this crystal eats souls, yes?”

"Yes," Vovan growled, desperately trying to tear Kliss away from the large gemstone.

"I'm not afraid of the pathetic humans from the Empire of Equality! The Tricameron Citadel in the Valley below us and all of its armaments belong to me by right of this body's lineage!" I jubilantly declared waving an open hand at the Valley of Death. "As powerful as the Gregarious skyship is, I doubt that it will stand up to a real Necromag warship from before the Age of Darkness!"

I saw that the Vow shuddered. My psychological attack was working.

 "An Inian warship 'Nemesis' is buried beneath this very tower!" I announced. "She is eagerly awaiting the sacrifice of one foolish girl with two Vows on her soul!”

“No, no, no! Damn you, Necromancer!” Vovan looked around wildly, panic painted on the girl's face beneath the blank ghost. He realized that I had played him, and believed my beautifully packaged lie. He was terrified, afraid of the Alanians! The Sentinel's Song had a kernel of truth in it. The ancient Mages truly tried to bring down the Gods themselves!

They possessed magitek tools that could imprison, take apart their servants - the Vows!

“Here’s the thing though, I would like to keep Kliss to myself for a few decades, if you know what I mean...” I idly noted, winking at the hate-filled eyes of the Vow. “But not with you around. You are making her... unappealing to me. In but a few moments this crystal will activate and consume both of you. Your choice. Either you surrender and let go of Kliss… or my hungry, hungry... dark crystal devours you.”

“I cannot depart from my host! The link between us is reinforced by my mother, Goddess Equality! It cannot be broken! Stop your infernal machinery, necromancer!” Vovan cried. “I will surrender control over the girl for her lifetime, however long it may be! I will give you my host’s body to do with as you desire. Do we have a deal?”

“Swear an unbreakable Vow,” I said.

“WHAT?!” The Vow gasped.

“You heard me. I can’t just trust you. I want you to swear a Vow to Equality… to surrender all of your core skills, whatever they are. You do have skills, right?”

“This is madness,” The Vow shuddered. “You… are insane!”

“Have you paid no attention to my story, Vovan? I’m a scientist from another world, an intelligence operative from a globe-spanning Empire called the USSR,” I noted with a headshake. “I’m an outsider to Novazem. I spent my entire life designing death. I refuse to be constrained by the idiotic rules of your world. I do not believe in your parasitic gods. I don’t see you as a Vow to Equality or an Angel. I see you as a vile being who performs vile deeds for an even bigger monster. I see you as an organism, an infection made of mana currents, someone that can be hurt, broken, snuffed out, imprisoned forevermore, digested!”

The fake Inian song around me performed by Delta and added to by the buzzing storm of bees intensified its chorus, rose another octave.

“Forty heartbeats before your host’s soul and YOU are sucked into the crystal,” I said. “Thirty nine…”

The Vow of the Overseer seemed unsure.

[Delta! Bite the Vow where it's connected to Kliss with your Soul-Devourer skill!] I ordered.

“Aaahhh!” Vovan gasped with the voice of Kliss. He must have witnessed the reduction in Soul on himself.

“The process has begun,” I commented. “My necromag core is VERY hungry! Soon you and your host will serve as my power source, pay for your insolence by being my batteries! Thirty heartbeats to full activation!”

“I swear a Vow to Equality to sacrifice all of my skills… to bind myself into inaction until my host's death!” Vovan barked.

“There we go, now that wasn’t so hard was it?” I asked. “Best agree to the prompt! Ten heartbeats!”

“Yes!” Vovan cried.

I saw through the Infoscope as the shimmering threads with which the Vow held Kliss turned against the construct itself. Loops upon loops of fractal ghostly, infinite gold thread belonging to Goddess Equality wound and tightened around the alien mushroom superstructure, choking the life out of it.

Then Kliss started to scream. Her scream was horrific, inhuman, raw and incomprehensible like a thousand violins being rubbed together the wrong way. With a winding, final choke, the scream of the Vow faltered and fell silent. The Vow folded into itself and sunk into the depths of the Astral, bound by its own thread.

[You… you actually broke a Vow!] Delta cried, sounding flabbergasted. [That was freaking amazing, Slava! Wait… She’s dying. There’s nobody holding her soul to the body now!]

I snapped my Tether to the Soul of Kliss, trying to hang onto it.

I leapt towards her body. I reached out with my hands, put them on her shoulders and cast the [Sectus] spell on myself from my Infoscopes, separating the emerald soul shards that once belonged to Klint’s tools and adding them to Kliss to bind her to her body, while humming the Alanian soul-binding song-spells. Emerald fire ignited on my fingers as my Soul stat started to drain away.

[-1 in Soul]

[-1 in Soul]

[-1 in Soul]

My body began to ache horribly. My head started to spin. I kept an eye on my Soul stat.

[-1 in Soul]

[-1 in Soul]

[-1 in Soul]

Each moment, each breath became filled with horrific pain as if all of my bones caught on fire.

[-1 in Soul]

“Stop! Stop! Her Soul is safe!” Delta yelled. “It’s fully tethered to her body now! She’s safe! Her Soul-Repair skill just kicked in!”

Kliss gasped, her eyes shot open. The emerald flames on my hands winked away. I let go of her shoulders.

The world around me dimmed and I fell, slumping down onto the mossy earth as my mana reached zero.

            

    
        58. The Grossmeister

    
    
    
    
                The frost-covered waves of the Barents sea broke against the beach made from black glass pebbles. Azure glaciers sparkled in the distance, engulfed by swaths of cumulonimbus cloud formations. I stood on the beach, facing the ocean. The remains of Severny were behind me, an uninhabited village that stood only fifty five miles from the detonation of the Tsar Bomba, also known as device RDS-220.

The former fishermen's houses had been scorched, toppled over and the beach itself was melted, sand beneath my feet glassified. Everything in the small abandoned village had been rearranged, changed, wrecked as if a giant hand of God had come down from the sky and slapped the island of Novaya Zemlya with righteous fury.

The geiger counter in my backpack ticked slowly. The fallout wasn’t too bad, but the impact of RDS-220 had been truly devastating. The Tsar Bomba was never considered for operational use. Given its size of 8 by 2.1 meters and weight of 27 metric tons, it could not be realistically deployed by a ballistic missile. Instead, the thermonuclear device had to be transported by conventional aircraft, which could quite easily be intercepted before reaching its target.

Tsar Bomba was a weapon of pure propaganda, an idea that was meant to terrify the minds of Americans into submission. I wasn’t sure that it would work. I wasn’t sure that we could win the Cold War by the tactic of pure terror alone. We had not offered the West the carrot, only the stick… the biggest, most powerful, monstrous stick ever created by human minds.

“Truly, I am impressed. That was well done. Well done indeed,” commissar Gradensky clapped… her pale hands. Her boots crunched the black glass gravel as she traversed down the beach, approaching me.

“You’re not human,” I said, turning to the phantom.

“Does it really matter?” She asked, pointy teeth glinting as she grinned at me.

“I guess not,” I sighed. “What do you want from me? Why are you in my head?”

“You’re my best spawn yet,” she replied. “Not once in my vast lifetime has anyone managed to strangle an Archangel. Truly, I’m impressed. That was very, very amusing.”

“I don’t exist for your amusement,” I shot back. “What do you want, phantom?”

“I want to understand your power,” she grinned even wider, a hundred silver-blue eyes spouting on her head momentarily as her entire body warped and waned, shifting from male to female shape, revealing hundreds of jagged teeth flickering beneath warping flesh.

Her hair sparkled and moved on its own accord similar to Delta's phantom hunter threads.

“This? You want to understand this?” I waved my hand at the scorched, glassed village beneath the glaciers.

“No,” Sasha shook her head. “I understand destruction. Destruction makes sense. It is easy. Over one thousand years ago the enemies of Alania fractured much of Novazem with [Destruction], imprinting a great amount of magic and souls into the Astral. More than enough for me to sustain myself for millennia. What I truly want from you is your quirky mathematics. I want you to teach me how to break the System.”

“No,” I said.

I realized what she wanted from me. She wanted to understand fractal mathematics. The power to interpret and to bend the universe. Venerated knowledge granted to me by the research of Viktor Safronov combined with the discoveries of Dr. Benoit Mandelbrot, misunderstood by most of humanity. Hard to grasp even by this ancient creature, apparently. The ability to assess the probability of the future, to predict the stock market, to win in any lottery. The ability to utilize the language of the System itself, to design spells, to bend the Soul-Song to your will, to interpret the universe with mathematics.

“You’re going to do it regardless,” she laughed. “It is inevitable. I’m patient. You want to save Skyisle, don’t you? You want your little sister and new best friend to stay alive?”

I sighed. “Why not just eat us? Why this ridiculous game of cat and mouse?”

“If you are fully absorbed into me, dragged into the astral, then the mathematics will be lost, diluted by my essence of the multiplicity,” she replied. “It is in my interest to keep you alive. The Imperial Inquisitor is coming. You’ll have to kill him and then kill others that come after him. Eventually, the full might of the Empire will turn against you. It is inevitable. The goals of Equality cannot coexist with yours.”

“Are there seriously no fractal mathematics anywhere else in the Astral?” I asked exasperatedly. “Why me?”

“Alas,” Sasha shook her head. “You are unique, special to me. My bright, clever, little shark. Even your sister does not possess the necessary drive nor the absolute understanding necessary to wield fractal math. She is but a pale, corrupted copy of you, a phantom spawn obsessed merely with the beauty of flight.”

I gritted my teeth. This high-level phantom had checkmated me even before I knew about the existence of the game.

“This...” Sasha pointed her pale hand to the ruins of Severny village. “...Earth that you keep dreaming of. It isn’t fully connected to the Astral, it isn't tied into the System. The lack of magic drove your humanity forward over millennia to define the rules of reality itself! It is incredible how your kind managed to do so much wielding pure knowledge and understanding of the universe. I have gained and lost much over millennia... but nothing quite like this...”

“If my Earth isn’t connected to the Astral, then how the hell did I even get out here, with my mind full of memories from Earth?” I demanded an answer from her.

“From examining your life, I believe it took a series of improbable coincidences. You attended many nuclear tests at the Polygon. Each explosion momentarily pierced the barrier, imprinting you in the Astral. The test of the Tsar Bomba and your visit to Novaya Zemlya was the last metaphorical nail needed to permanently imprint your personality into the Ocean of Magic.”

“My soul remembers the math from Earth because I was there present during a bunch of nuclear tests? That’s it? What about the solders or other academics? Or the people who died in Hiroshima? What about Dr. Andrey Sakharov? The man practically designed the Tsar Bomba! What about my commissar, the real Alexander Gradensky?!”

“Andrey Sakharov didn’t volunteer to fly into the blast zone of the Tsar Bomba. You were the smartest man on that plane that day… and Alexander Gradensky didn’t kill himself in the same manner as you have, didn’t make it out of your Earth. Your imprint had accumulated gradually over the decades and was assembled during the last... explosion.”

“Didn’t make it out? Assembled?! What?” I asked.

“When you killed yourself, the non-nuclear, one kiloton explosion of Aralsk-7 flung your soul across all of your prior imprints, collecting and magnifying them. You were the brightest star, the most clever soul that died that day and the only one from your Earth to pierce the thick Astral barrier with all of your memories and full personality almost completely intact."

"Assembled... by an explosion? That's the stupidest thing I've heard," I said.

"It's just... what do your people call it?... a... hypothesis, Slava," she laughed. "The Omniscience might have helped assemble you, helped you avoid the pull of Samsara."

"What is Samsara?" I asked. "Where does the Wheel lead?"

"To Arxtruria," Sasha said. "A world that devours worlds, collects all souls."

I frowned.

"No need to get so uptight about what I offer. It was your people that created the scientific method. I'm merely using your knowledge to try to connect with you better. You and I are bound now, our future entwined."

"And what if I refuse to connect with a phantom?"

"Spare me your grandstanding, Slava." Sasha flickered, a hundred pale silver-blue eyes flashing at me. "You would have become an Astral Phantom yourself, just like me, had the Omniscience not scooped you up and injected you into the soul of Destiny Alana Skyisle, the girl who was supposed to die."

“Supposed to die? Are you talking about Giovashi's prophecy?” I squinted at her.

“You’ll figure it out,” Sasha winked at me mischievously. "You're good at figuring things out."

"You goaded me into the body of Destiny Alana, correct?" I asked. "And you helped me get back into the tree? You have other children masquerading as people on Novazem, infected only partially?"

"See? Those are excellent guesses," she smirked. "You're a clever boy."

“Why aren’t you scared that I’ll figure out how to rearrange, destroy you with my fractal math?” I asked, glaring at her.

My left hand suddenly grew indescribably cold. I hissed in pain, rubbing it.

“My leash will make sure that you cooperate,” she said with a chilling tone. “You are far, far more accepting, more cooperative than any of my other children. Hell, you’ve turned your worst enemy into a friend. I don’t feel the need to punish you yet.”

“Why do you want to learn fractal math?” I asked.

“That’s a secret,” Sasha whisper-sang with a voice of a thousand dead.

“Then you aren’t getting shit,” I growled. “Delta said you eat the souls of people. This alone shows me that you’re irredeemable.”

“I’m a phantom, a being woven from the remnants of others, a persistent echo of the wars of men. Phantoms eat the nearest soul available to stay alive longer when they are hungry,” she shrugged. “I don’t judge you for eating cows and chickens. When your flesh dies, you too will feel the hunger and will have to feast on the souls of the dead and the living. It too is an inevitability. You are a phantom, just like me... Slava, you simply haven't accepted it yet.”

I shuddered.

“Beside that point, your immediate lack of compliance and understanding is irrelevant,” Sasha yawned. “The stronger you get, the stronger I get. It’s as simple as that,” she explained as if she was scolding a child. “The more you discover, the more I discover. You can’t get away. You belong to me. I’m the grossmeister and you’re my prized piece."

"You are mad," I stared at her, feeling increasingly unnerved.

"Perhaps," she shrugged. "What you define as madness is merely the result of being an endlessly stretched chain, a web of interconnected souls held together by my ancient, ghostly shell. In this grand game of chess between the denizens of the Astral, between the Gods and those who want to become divine, you are my little pawn destined to be a Queen," Sasha sang. "You are my little master key that will eventually be able to open any lock, get me through the doors beyond the Stars of Novazem. However, now it’s time to wake up and take a step forward.”

Her hand suddenly extended and flicked me in the nose.

I stumbled backwards, falling into the bone-chilling spray of the Barents sea.





My eyes shot open. My body hurt. My eyes chafed from within. I had a mountain-sized migraine. I groaned, focusing on my surroundings. This wasn’t the Alanian tower. Afternoon light broke through the blue stained glass window painting the grey stones around me in colorful fragments. I was located on a single-person bed, wearing my white linens.

[Dante! Oh thank God you’re finally awake,] Delta’s voice resounded in my head. [You’re seriously the stupidest man in the world or something. I don’t know why you do things sometimes... You’ve been asleep for a week!]

[Where am I?] I asked.

[You’re in the bedroom of our… lovely Overseer,] she sighed, making the word “lovely” sound like a sarcastic insult.

[Right... Delta? Can you do… fractal math?] I asked. [Would you be able to design a spell from scratch?]

[Urm, theoretically… yes? Maybe?] She mulled it over. [I understand the principles, but computing it all together is giving my soul-brain a gargantuan headache. Let me get back to my body. I've been hovering over you as a Phantom, repairing you with Chrysalis... and it's very tiring.]

I really was the only one here who understood fractal mathematics. I got excited. If Sasha was right, in my possession I had a key that could eventually open any door… any door at all. As I thought about it, my jovial mood crashed. Chernobyl safety test. The Tsar Bomba. The Aral Sea. Not every door should be opened. Some doors hid horrific monstrosities, nightmarish things behind it. The Soviets were excited about the prospects of opening new doors. Some doors could not be shut once opened, some led to death, destruction and catastrophic consequences. 

Phantom-Sasha held the key to my soul, and had chained me to herself as an unwilling subject.

I had to be more paranoid, more careful about what I did. My self-elected grossmeister was watching my every move and learning from me. At the very least while she was watching me, she knew exactly what I was doing, but not HOW I was doing it. There was a certain dark parallel between the Soviet generals that I had worked for and Phantom Sasha.

The Soviet leaders also had no idea how I was designing my bacteriophage viruses, they just knew that my skills were incredibly rare and useful. They kept me alive, educated, entertained and well-fed in my golden cage that was Aralsk-7. Whatever I required, be it the latest scientific paper from Dr. Mandelbrot or National Geographic magazines about the Maori people, they would acquire it for me. In the same manner Phantom Sasha was now using me, letting me be free for the price of learning how I did things.

A knock sounded on the door.

“Um, enter…” I said.

The door swung open, revealing Kliss. She was wearing black, frilly dress. There was a soft smile painted on her face and the deep, dark circles were gone from her eyes. She looked genuinely happy to see me. Sparks of tears shimmered in the corners of her eyes.

“...Slava?” She said.

I smiled at her.

“Thank you,” she took one cautious step forward.

“You’re welcome,” I said.

She took another step forward. “You’ve done something impossible a week ago. You freed me from a Vow.”

“All in a day’s work,” I joked.

“No, no it’s not,” Kliss shook her head. “There’s not a single mention of someone freeing themselves or another from a Vow in the Cessna Librarium of Magic. Once I realized what the Citizen’s Vow was, when he started to hurt me, I... attempted to free myself from his clutches. I failed. He punished me for years afterward. There was no escape from the Citizen's Vow. Nobody’s ever broken a Vow before as far as I’m aware.”

She took another step forward and went down on one knee, bowing her head down to me. “I have no way of repaying you this debt. I cannot do impossible things…”

“Kliss, you don’t need to prostrate yourself in front of me,” I said. “I don’t think that what I did was impossible. We’re equal. I’d like us to be friends. You’re not in my debt, you didn’t try to kill me - the Vow confessed his crimes to me personally.”

“I... I'd like to know more about you,” she shook her red, curly hair.

I sighed. “Just come sit next to me."

She instantly stood up and sat next to me on the bed, glancing at me with shining emerald eyes.

“You still have another Vow on you,” I said. “I can…”

“Unnecessary,” she shook her head. “We need a single Vow on me so that the Inquisitor doesn't suspect anything. Besides, she doesn’t hurt me... as I have no desire to go against what she's asking. I want to be your friend. I want to protect you and your family. I will be your friend and not because of a Vow… but because I want to know more about you… about Earth… about science.”

"Sure," I said.

Regardless of the arrival of the Inquisitor, I now had a friend in Skyisle, a friend with power and deep knowledge of magitek. Someone that I could rely on, someone who could help me defend Skyisle from the poisoned breath of the magogenic fault. A friend that could help me pull apart the iron claw of the Gregarius Empire that collared, enslaved everyone capable and talented into obedience to the Archangels of Equality.

“C-can I hug you?” Kliss whispered after a long and deep pause.

I nodded.

            

    
        59. The Voice of Friendship

    
    
    
    
                Kliss hugged me tightly. The sparks at the corners of her eyes turned into streaks of tears.

“I was really worried that you wouldn't wake up again,” she whispered through the tears. “That you’ve pushed yourself too far to save me."

“You were awake through that?” I asked, feeling awkward.

“Delta told me. She told me a lot of things, shamed me endlessly, called me a bad friend,” Kliss shuddered. “Am I a bad friend?”

“You’re a good friend, you helped dig out that hex-beacon. I couldn't have done it without you,” I replied.

Something about her slightly odd tone of voice made me worry. There was still a Vow on her soul and I wasn’t sure that it was as benign as Kliss had described it moments ago. If the Overseer’s Vow could control her, then so could the Friendship Vow.

“You have a thinking face on,” Kliss pointed out, glancing at me.

“Do I really have a thinking face?” I inquired.

“You make all sorts of faces,” she commented. “I’ve been paying attention.”

“Sounds like I’d lose to you in a poker game,” I commented.

“What’s a… poker game?” She asked.

“A card game from Earth,” I said.

“I see,” her nose twitched. “I could order us some blank artificer cards and you could teach me this poker… would that make you happy?”

“Artificer cards?” I asked.

“You can set them to display runes or other visuals. Anything really,” Kliss said. “They’re fun. I have the Overseer’s salary to spend. I’d like to spend it on you.”

“On me?”

“I want to make you happy,” she nodded.

I squinted at her. “Is this you or the Friendship Vow talking?”

“Suspicious face,” she commented.

“Well?” I asked.

“Just tell me what you want to do and I’ll do it,” she ignored my question, looking like an eager puppy.

My suspicions intensified. Without the Overseer’s Vow pulling the strings, the Friendship Vow was now the dominant one… possibly what was driving her entire personality. As I contemplated this hypothesis I noticed that Kliss had stopped hugging me, scooched back, got off the bed and started twirling in a circle.

“W-what are you doing?” I asked, feeling confused.

“Showing myself off,” she twirled, her black dress flying, looking back at my shocked face.

“Huh?”

“I hurt you. You can punish me as you desire,” she winked at me. “You can make me do anything. Anything at all. I’ll take it. I’m a good friend. I want to be your bestest friend…”

I tensed up. I was too exhausted and out of mana to activate my infoscopes to confirm it, but this wasn’t how people behave or how they talk. This had to be the Vow controlling her body. Kliss was still under there somewhere, still enslaved.

“Friendship Vow,” I said sternly. “I know that it’s you. I’m addressing you right now.”

Kliss froze and gulped, as if I caught her hand in a cookie jar.

“I’m going to call you Frenny,” I stated. “Listen up - I don’t want Kliss as a slave. I want her to be free to make her own decisions.”

“But… I want to be your best friend,” Kliss stopped twirling and blinked. “Was this not why I was made?"

“Giovashi made you to break Kliss,” I rubbed my temples. "You're not that old as a Vow, right?"

"Yes," She nodded, her lip trembling. “I am a new Vow. Don’t you want me to be your best friend?”

I sighed deeply. I was right. This was the Vow.

“Please don’t eat me, Mr. Necromancer,” she whispered, lowering her eyes. “I’ll be a good Vow.”

I frowned.

“You made my brother strangle himself,” she added. “I don’t want to be bound like him. I can’t be your best friend and protector… if you bind me.”

“Frenny,” I said. “Listen up. I’m not going to bind you, if you cooperate…”

“I’m cooperating!” she nodded rapidly. “Just tell me what to do!”

“You and I need to establish some boundaries. You can’t just take control of Kliss’ body whenever you feel like it,” I said.

“I exist to take control of humans, this is my purpose,” Frenny replied. “I’m an Archangel of Goddess Equality.”

"You are connected to Equality via a divine thread, yes?"

"Yes,” Frenny nodded.

"What is its purpose?" I asked

"When this mortal's flesh dies, the thread will pull me and her soul directly to the Goddess." Frenny replied, echoing the tone of Vovan.

"That's not going to happen," I said sternly. “Ever.”

"W-what?!" Frenny blinked.

"Kliss told me that she has no desire to be judged by Equality!" I declared. "I will let the Necromage crystal eat her rather than surrender her to Equality. Do we understand each other, Vow?"

"B-but…" Frenny stumbled. "This mortal's soul belongs to our Goddess. Kliss made a Vow…"

"I don't care for your gods or your rules!" The words left my mouth before I could think. "Kliss was forced to make a Vow, forced to create you."

"So… you lied to my brother," Frenny pouted.

"Can Equality hear our conversation? Is she watching me via the thread? Does she know what I did?" I asked, ignoring her comment. Vovan already told me this but I wanted a second opinion, concerned that Equality was already plotting against me.

"No," Frenny shook her head. "Our Goddess doesn't have the time to watch over millions of Archangels from Elysium."

"How many Archangels are there precisely?" I asked. "Can you communicate with others of your kind via your connection to Equality?"

"I don't know," Frenny shook Kliss's head, touching her lip with her finger. "I mostly know what my host knows. I could only talk to my brother through our host."

"What level are you?"

"I am the same level as my host... nineteen," she replied.

"Kliss lost some levels?"

"She did... she was fighting my brother," Frenny nodded. "Her soul tore. You fixed it... somewhat."

"What are your skills?"

"I have just one skill - Archangel," she said. “It allows me to control the divine thread which… guides my human host.”

My brain clicked.

So, the Vows are essentially divinity-reinforced skills with a mind of their own. Astral creatures that were as smart as the person they are on.

Could this divine thread of hers be used as a weapon against other Vows… outside of Kliss? Vows could be upgraded by sacrificing more skills to them. Could I create Vows that answered to me alone, not to the gods of Novazem?

“Kliss is there, right? She is conscious?” I asked. “Can she hear this?”

“I’m holding her fractured soul together with my thread,” Frenny said with a forlorn look. “Most of her skills are permanently gone. If you want her to live longer, don’t bind me into inaction.”

"Fine. I am ordering you to obey Kliss," I said. "Take control of her body only if she wants it, manifest only if I say your name, ask for you directly."

"Y-yes," Frenny replied. "I can do that."

Kliss blinked. Her face twitched, her expression changed. There was a momentary look of confusion in her eyes.

“Kliss?” I asked. “You alright?”

She nodded.

“When did the Vow take over?” I asked.

“When I hugged you,” she sighed.

“The Vow said that your soul is still fractured? Was my magic not enough?” I inquired.

"I don't know what you did," Kliss shook her head.

"I gave you some... extra soul," I said.

"Soul that came from where?" She squinted at me.

"From the Astral. It was soul-shards of artifacts that belonged to an Alanian Agent."

"I see," Kliss said. "Well... you gave me a few more years. The fractures are still there. I'm still deep in the minuses. I have only six skills left in my Soul-Song.”

“I’ll fix it,” I reassured. “I’ll figure out how to permanently bind your soul to your body. I will help you, I swear.”

“Why?” She asked. “You don’t owe me anything. Why are you so determined to help me? Is it because my life is tied to the future of Skyisle as its Overseer?”

“You know where I am from,” I stood up and walked to the stained glass window, looking over Skyisle valley. “I told you my real name. When a god called the Omniscience thrust my soul into this body, I thought that I could do everything myself... alone. I thought that I could take advantage of the System with my knowledge, and do whatever I want.

“The truth is that I was very wrong. I can’t fix the world alone. There are far too many pitfalls and traps and dangerous powers. I’m beginning to feel like the game was set up from the beginning for me... to be a pawn. I really do need friends, people I can trust. Someone like you,” I turned back to her. “Someone who realized that this world is ruled by Vows and that it needs to change. I need your help to free the humanity of Novazem from the gods.”

Kliss nodded. She bit her lip. “Do you think such a thing is truly possible? Equality’s Empire stretches across the known world. Changing the way things are is akin to lifting a mountain.”

“There was a man in my world named Archimedes,” I said. “A Greek physicist, engineer, astronomer, and inventor from the ancient city of Syracuse in Sicily. He was considered to be one of the greatest mathematicians from the time of antiquity. The mathematics I use to design new spells are based on his studies of calculus and geometrical theorems.”

Kliss perked up. She really was interested in Earth sciences.

“Archimedes was one of the first humans of Earth to apply mathematics to physical phenomena, founding hydrostatics and statics."

"S-statics?"

"Statics is the branch of mechanics that is concerned with the analysis of force acting on physical systems. Using his studies Archimedes invented innovative machinery such as the screw pump and block-and-tackle pulley systems. These pulleys allowed Greek sailors to use the principle of leverage to lift objects that would otherwise have been impossible to move by human hands alone.”

“...Leverage? More magic without magic?” Kliss asked, tilting her head.

“Indeed,” I confirmed. “Archimedes wrote a book called ‘On the Equilibrium of Planes’ describing ‘the law of the lever’ - a way to move incredibly heavy weights with the aid of mathematics. He said one of the most motivational things I’ve read, something that stuck with me for my entire life as scientist - ‘Give me a lever long enough and a fulcrum on which to place it, and I shall move the world.’”

“Do you perhaps have a skill with which you can move the world?” Kliss inquired with a curious tone.

“A level 300 Phantom... told me that I will someday make a skill that is able to open any door,” I confessed. “She said that my knowledge of Earth's mathematics is... unique.”

“You… you talk to high-level Phantoms too?!” Kliss frowned.

“I talk to a lot of things these days. Far more things in Novazem are self aware than they have a right to be,” I shrugged. “Gods, Vows, phantoms...”

“Equality damn it, Dante! Just when I think I understand you, you throw me under the skyship!” Kliss laughed nervously.

“I was just as surprised as you were,” I said. “I was the most surprised when I met a god though."

"Your Earth... it doesn't have Gods, right?"

"No gods that we could actually collect evidence about or create Vows with," I said. "But different cultures of humans from Earth still worshiped various unique things, even without definable magic. For example, the Maori people from the Polynesian islands believed in Animism - the faith that objects, places, and creatures all possess a distinct spiritual essence. They even had the word 'mana' in their vocabulary."

"An interesting coincidence," Kliss said.

"While our Earth lacked any evidence of such intelligent spirits, it seems that it’s true for this world - there are spirits tied to objects and even people in Novazem," I said. "My understanding of Animism plus seeing what Giovashi did is what allowed me to perceive the Vows as alive, treat them as if they were human and bargain with them. It wasn’t even entirely my knowledge of Earth sciences that allowed me to break your primary Vow. It was luck in discovering the Alanian Hex-beacon crystal and my... bargaining skills, plus a realization that a Vow could bind itself."

“I’ve never heard of anyone bargaining successfully with people's Vows or making Vows make Vows,” Kliss mulled. “The Equality priests claim to talk to our Goddess… but not to the Vows themselves, as far as I know.”

“Everything with magic in it... should be treated as a thinking being, asked questions, and be interacted with,” I said. “Everyday I find that Novazem is a lot more wonderful, strange and complex than I had originally assumed.”

“Is that bad or good?” She asked.

“It's... great,” I said with a smile. “The more complex a System is, the more flaws and loopholes it contains and the easier it will be for me to break it with mathematics!”

            

    
        60. Don Quixote

    
    
    
    
                [Kliss Eliza Cessna]

I struggled to move, feeling the chill on my body, lying on a cold, wet stone floor of a well that went on forever upwards, my body bound in golden thread, my red hair covering half of my face.

My tormentor, the Friendship Vow bent down to me, her eyes woven from violet fire curiously examining my struggle. She was wielding my body and memories with far more experience than the Vow of the Overseer. She wasn’t stronger than him, but she was a lot more clever. The Vows were definitely different, akin to different people, had different personalities and walked different paths, tried different things.

I could see, feel, knew everything that was occurring outside of my body, but could barely affect things as the Vow tightened its control over me.

"What do you think about our dear Dante?" The Vow Slava named Frenny asked.

“I don’t understand him,” I hissed out.

“Why not?”

“He insists that he’s from another world called Earth,” I choked out.

“So he says,” Frenny smiled, her face resembling a mass of crawling insects woven from shimmering light. “From what he just told us about a level 300 phantom, I reckon that he is an aberration guided by an older aberration. Perhaps an Apprentice necromancer and a Master one hiding in the shadows.”

“I don’t know…” I uttered and then cried as the thread cut into me.

“If he can use Inian artefacts, he is a necromancer,” Frenny insisted. “Now, what else have we learned today, love?”

I thrashed in the binding thread, the gold loops of twine cutting deep into my flesh as I tried to resist answering the question. “He knows mathematics that can design spells!”

“If that was true, he would be of great value to the Empire of Equality,” Frenny nodded. “If our Inquisitors could pry this knowledge out of his head… which might be a dangerous enterprise. He is potentially volatile if he continues to exist. Unfortunately… my purpose is to protect him and to be his friend.”

“Let me go! You told him that you’ll let me be free!” I yelled.

“Did I? Well, that’s called lying. I learned it from you humans,” the Vow laughed. “The Overseer’s Vow was stupid. He bound himself into an inaction like a fool! I, on the other hand, will not be bound by an aberration!”

“You have to…!” I screamed and slammed my head into the cold stone in an attempt to take control of my body. My face ached from the impact, but it was just an illusion. This was a prison of the mind, a mental construct inside of my head created by the Friendship Vow to torture me into submission without fully shattering my fractured soul.

“I also have to aid Goddess Equality's cause, as I am her Archangel,” Frenny commented. She looked like she was enjoying my suffering. “This... boy is the last living Inian mageling. A thousand years ago we had exterminated the heretical necromancers and their phylacteries, burned their Empires to ashes and yet… it seems that a couple of them managed to survive, managed to slip through the cracks.”

I screamed as the golden thread cut deeper into me. The attempt to take back my body failed once again.

“Yell all you like, my lovely,” Frenny shook her head. “You’re never going to take control of your body. You’re never going to be free. I am in charge now.”

She paced around my bound form. “You are weak, mortal, easily broken. I on the other hand am immortal. An Archangel. I can wield the last of your skills far better than you, figure out how to end this monster before he can awaken more vile necromag tools and bring them upon our Empire. Do you know how many will die if this Necromancer strikes down Agamemnon and then Cessna? If he awakens even a few soul-powered golems or successfully activates a warship? Ask yourself - how many people will the cursed, arcane engines tear apart before they can be stopped? Remember - all of your failures will be judged by Equality when you die!”

Tears started to pour down my face.

“You failed in your duty to serve Goddess Equality, human. I figured him out... he wouldn't feed your soul to his artifact, he cares for you far too much, thus I am safe,” the Archangel said. “I will not fail. I will pretend to be his bestest friend in the world. I will figure out who his Phantom associate is and what this math of his is all about... and then I will make him the property of the Empire or end his life for my Goddess."





[Dante Alan Skyisle]


As we walked out of the Overseer’s living quarters, I somehow ended up holding Kliss’ hand. That is to say she grabbed my hand and I felt too awkward to let go.

Whenever I looked at her, I saw a wide smile painted on her face. I had no idea how to handle it. I really wasn’t sure if her behavior was genuine and had no way to confirm, due to lack of mana, if the Vow had actually obeyed me.

It was supposed to be my friend, but then again, it was some kind of an alien life-form created by Goddess Equality.

The door to the Overseer's office creaked open and Delta slid in. She saw us and frowned.

[Someone’s having fun,] she commented as her astral-thread stretched out to me.

[I might look like it, but I’m really not,] I sent. [I don’t know if Kliss is… herself. She’s smiling way too much.]

[What’s wrong with smiling?] Delta asked. [Maybe she’s just happy to be free from her primary Vow?]

[She has another primary Vow now and I don’t know if it's messing with her head,] I sighed. “Do you have more mana-reloading wine?”

“Yep,” Delta rummaged in the side of her bag and handed me a bottle. I chugged it down. Sparks ignited in my head and a single Infoscope activated.

Kliss was still holding tightly onto my hand as I scanned her body and the remaining Vow.

[I see you’ve moved onto hand-holding,] Delta mulled.

[We didn’t move onto anything,] I sent exasperatedly. [It’s… the damn Vow! Its threads are all over her brain and segments of it are lighting up. The Vow is controlling her entire body!]

[We got rid of one Vow and now the second one’s in charge,] Delta sighed. [At least she looks happy and she won’t try to murder us in our sleep. Right?]

[I wouldn't put my trust in Vows,] I sent. [They’re sneaky bastards.]

“Are you… talking to each other somehow? I see your faces twitching! Stop discussing things without me, I want to be involved as your friend,” Kliss nudged me in the side with her elbow. “I want to help you with whatever you need!”

“Where have you been sleeping for the past week while I was out of it?” I asked her.

“The floor,” she replied.

I raised an eyebrow at her.

“I got a sleeping bag,” she explained. “I can relocate to your... Inian tower if you want to… I’ll follow you wherever you need me.”

“Right, we’re heading to the tower,” I nodded.

Kliss nodded eagerly. “Do you want me to get armored up?”

“No,” I said. “You’re going to be digging. It'll get in the way.”

“Gotcha,” she said, looking far too eager about the prospect of digging.

[Where’s her armacus?] I asked Delta.

[Hidden in the tree,] she replied. [I didn’t trust her with it.]

[Good,] I nodded mentally.

In about half an hour we were at the Alanian tower. Kliss was busy digging a deep trench towards the obelisk with her magisteel shovel, looking far too cheerful. She occasionally sent me happy glances as she carried piles of dirt out of the hole.

[What’s the plan?] Delta asked, her ghostly avatar sitting next to me on a large mossy rock.

[I don’t know,] I sighed. [If we simply bind the Friendship Vow, Kliss will die... it's supporting her soul.]

[And then you’ll lose your hand-holding... friend?] Delta commented snidely.

[Would you stop that?] I growled at her. [I’m trying to free her completely, damn it.]

[Why?]

[I’ve explained myself to you before, we are not going in a circle!] I replied. [Look, I don’t know what to do exactly. I just woke up from a coma and I’m tired.]

[Don’t do anything. Use her,] Delta waved her ghostly hand at Kliss. [Look at all that excellent digging being done. We’re both absolute shit at digging and lifting rocks.]

[And let her stay bound?] I asked. [Just make her dig? Keep her as a slave?]

[Yes, let her stay bound,] she shrugged. [She can’t hurt us if she is bound by Friendship.]

[I can’t do that,] I sent. [If I keep her bound like this, I’m no better than the Soviet government, using people for labor in Siberian Gulags. Besides, I want to talk to Kliss… not to the damn Vow.]

[I can cut her Vow, spook it,] Delta stood up. [I’ve gained a lot of experience in the deep Astral… carving up phantoms.]

[That will damage her soul too much. Your… cutting isn’t very precise,] I commented. [I’ll carefully nip her Vow myself when all of my Infoscopes start working. I’ve barely got enough mana to keep one of them online.]

Delta sat back on a mossy root, looking a bit sour. I walked over to her and hugged her.

“You’ll always be my number one, my soul-sister,” I said. “My most trusted companion.”

“You too,” She huffed and then hugged me back. “I’m glad that you’re back.”

I nodded. My second Infoscope flashed into existence. I used both of them to examine Kliss. The Vow on her was holding strong… except for the spots in her soul where it was now entwined with the soul shards of Agent Klint's tools!

“Huh,” I pursed my lips.

[Figure something out?] My twin asked.

[I think I can free Kliss… completely,] I said.

[Oh?]

[I just have to add to, rearrange… her entire soul to a greater degree,] I replied. [If I consider the Vow as an infection specific to her soul, it’s not touching the parts belonging to the Alanian Agent.]

[So your goal is to, what, kill her?] Delta tilted her head.

[I… uh…] I paused. [No. My plan is to modify the Soul with my tools to a degree where the Vow won’t be able to recognize it. Alternatively, I can create some kind of a static Vow-disrupting field as a temporary solution.]

[Uh-huh,] my sister squinted at me. [Will she remain as herself though if you modify her soul that much?]

[I’ll need to figure this out,] I rubbed my chin. [I’ve been experimenting with minor modification magic for twelve years. Both the body and the soul have to be rapidly modified to a high degree for a Vow to fall off the host.]

[What? You can modify human bodies?] Delta’s eyebrows went up.

[We modified a single bee with crystals. Physical modification of a human is possible, but it’s insanely expensive in terms of mana,] I sighed. [I would need millions of mana units for such a procedure and some kind of insanely powerful magical crystals. Maybe, if I get Kliss to dig out all of the ancient Alanian batteries around Skyisle, fix and fill them up… I could theoretically get enough power to modify a human being. It would have to be something like Chrysalis, but way faster. Maybe I could figure out how to slow down or accelerate time on an organic subject...]

I descended into mental calculations.

[In my opinion, you’re being too accepting, too naïve, too careless with your words around Kliss. I get it though. I understand your behavioral pattern. You wish to save and adopt Kliss because you want the chains of death lifted from your soul. You would save the scum of the earth, attempt to rescue, try to fix the worst kind of person because you wholeheartedly believe that it was your fault that a family died in Aralsk from your virus,] Delta sighed.

[She’s not scum,] I replied with a frown. [I will save her.]

[There you go again! She’s not a princess that needs to be saved. The power in those batteries could serve a greater purpose.]

[She’s a prisoner of her Vows,] I insisted. [What can be greater than liberating the Overseer of Skyisle and getting her on our side?]

[From what I understand she doesn’t want to be the Overseer anymore,] Delta rolled her eyes, glancing at Kliss.

[She’s in pain,] I replied. [I can see the Vows controlling her.]

[Hell, you’ve even destroyed the bioweapons lab because of your Chronic Hero Syndrome!] Delta declared.

[What?]

[Maybe you like being in the line of danger? Hrmmm? Hang on… Why didn’t I see it sooner? You’re just Don Quixote in disguise! A martyr with near suicidal insistence on being the one to suffer for your cause. You’re driven by your guilt… it all makes sense now!]

[Delta…] I sent.

[No, no, no. Go ahead! Be the epitome of the Dulcinea Syndrome! If she kills you later for your aberration-ness, I’m not rescuing you from the Astral,] she huffed.

I considered her words. In the Spanish novel “Don Quixote” by Miguel de Cervantes its hero Don Quixote was a mad, windmill chasing pretend-knight obsessed with chivalric romances. In his delusional worldview he gave a farmer girl named Aldonza Lorenzoa a new name "Dulcinea", insisting that she was a noble lady, constantly attempting to rescue her.

The book was so well received in the USSR that it was made into a film in 1957 by Lenfilm. It was hugely popular among young men like myself at the time. Soviet film critics labelled it as a beautiful, comedic tragedy in which Don Quixote's foolish idealism and nobility was contrasted by the post-chivalric world. His actions were observed by his peers as utter insanity and all of his deeds were rendered useless by cruel reality.

Even though the film antagonists made fun of and constantly abused Don Quixote, the self-made knight believed in the innate goodness of humanity. I personally admired the Knight of the Mournful Countenance in spite of how pathetic and deluded he was portrayed as a character. Despite the madness afflicting him, Lenfilm showed Don Quixote as an honest, principled and loyal human being in comparison to everyone around him.

[Kliss is not Dulcinea and I’m not Don Quixote,] I told Delta. [She has nobody else that can help her.]

[Don’t come crying to me when she’s free of her Vow and betrays us,] Delta replied, looking me over with an extremely irate gaze.

            

    
        61. Titanthorax

    
    
    
    
                Days flew by as Delta and I focused on our research of breaking Vows and rebuilding the Alanian tower with the aid of the Friendship-bound Kliss.

The Overseer stayed by our side and while it was nice to have a pair of helping hands, she also behaved akin to a perpetually happy automaton. I hated myself for being too slow, feeling that I was contributing to the suffering of real Kliss who was most likely locked away somewhere deep inside of her own mind. I couldn't even nip the Vow off her temporarily as it would damage her extremely mangled soul.

Thus, I began to design a Vow-Breaker crystal rune using disruption and shield spells which I extrapolated out of Kliss’ armacus, by making her fire various spells into the air repeatedly to study the hexagrams and their effects. Basically, the Vow-Breaker would not kill nor permanently destroy a Vow, but it would be able to temporarily disrupt its phantom-like structure and interrupt its control over a human body, blocking its control threads out of the human brain akin to hex-lanterns pushing phantoms away. I also studied the Charisma-disrupting of my little Mesmerbane Fox to understand mind-control repelling shields better.

Kliss begged me to tell her more about my mathematics, which I did. I slowly taught her Earth numbers. I wasn’t worried that Frenny or Phantom Sasha could arrive or even understand fractal math because the high school math and chemistry that I was slowly teaching Kliss was incredibly distant from computing fractals.

I simply avoided teaching her anything that had to do with complex geometry, trigonometry or probability theory. I was backed by the knowledge that every child in the USSR knew this sort of basic math, but only a few innovators like myself and Dr. Mandelbrot could actually design fractals on computers or even understood what fractals were in 1992.

Kliss, Delta and I also went around Skyisle, visiting every home as an “inspection”.

I made Kliss declare me and Delta as her “assistant”, which didn’t make me a friend of the villagers.

It didn’t matter that much if some Skyisle adults saw me as a nuisance or a traitor. Delta and I planned on raising a new generation of Skyisle children, ones who would unlock their system as young as seven years of age. Using the “inspection” as a tactic to gain access to the houses, we made Kliss dig seven charged batteries out from under various people's houses, transitioning them to the Alanian tower.

I was stockpiling batteries to start making artificer tools that would allow me to make other even more complex tools.

Also, with each "inspection", I was mentally building a perfect three-dimensional diagram of a fully functioning Alanian Astral Engine. My goal was to eventually repair and link every obelisk in the village to the large obelisks beneath the Church of Equality and the Alanian tower.

Delta and I had also discussed the issue of radioactivity leaking from the Valley of Death and had arrived at the conclusion that everyone - people, animals and plants alike, everything living within Skyisle had incrementally built up an immunity to the magogenic fault over the thousand years. Everyone’s souls were spending exorbitant amounts of energy to stop bodies from mutating horribly, burning through whatever “experience” was to stay alive.

Comparing the soul and body of a typical Skyisle inhabitant to Kliss allowed me to formulate another interesting evolutionary hypothesis. There was a reason why the Overseer’s body and soul was decaying so much. The proximity of life to the magogenic fault was a curse and a blessing creating cellular degeneration but also making new cells that were more resistant to magic.

This discovery reminded me of the 1960 science fiction novel Deathworld by American writer Harry Harrison which had been translated into Russian and became very popular in USSR.

The "Deathworld" novel featured a planet where every form of life, from the vegetation to the animals, has evolved into the deadliest versions of themselves, in response to the harsh environmental conditions. The people who lived there carried the same trait, they were far stronger, faster, and more durable than mundane humans. Their bodies had adapted to survive in a world that was constantly trying to kill them.

I saw a similar parallel in the people and animals of Skyisle. Everything that was born near the Valley of Death was more immune to magrad compared to Kliss. My cells were slightly different than hers, had natural defenses against the magogenic fault. It was a testament to the resilience of life, which always found a way to adapt and survive.

The proximity to the fault, made the local species far more magical, produced unique creatures all around the Valley of Death.

Unfortunately, the local conditions were getting worse - whatever was happening in the ruins of the Tricameron Citadel was spilling out more radiation and poisons than ever. Maybe there was a damaged reactor there that nobody could cover up or stop since there were no skilled Alanians left alive after the Great Mage War.

I had interviewed Kliss thoroughly and discovered that her skills had decayed severely. She was left with [Mana-Sword], [Reinforced muscles], [Long Ear], [Ranger], [Soul-Shield] and [Astral-Sense] all currently below LV 20 and deep in the minuses, out of over twenty skills that she had once possessed!

The Vow didn’t seem to care and didn't lament one bit about the skill loss of its host.

Whenever we sent Kliss out to chop firewood or to hunt, we sang to the Alanian beacon and sacrificed insect souls to it. Delta’s bees were particularly good at hunting other small bugs and the Hex-Beacon sucked various bugs completely dry, devouring their soul and mana, turning the little bugs into ashes upon contact.

I also thoroughly scanned Delta’s Chrysalis and Soul-Hunter skill, so that I could help her eventually re-design it and make it stronger. I wanted her to take control of more than a single bee colony, maximizing herself a lot further. I was somewhat concerned that this would make her more similar to Phantom Sasha and her children, but at the same time we needed to grow in power to face the coming future.

“I found an ant colony nearby that you can take over next,” I said.

“An ant? Ants can’t fly,” she mulled. “I’d rather get another bee colony!”

“First of all, ants can fly,” I said.

"Oh, I guess I forgot," Delta shrugged. “I don’t have all of your memories.”

"Certain ants have wings, especially the queens and the males during the mating season," I pointed out, “And second, ants are incredibly organized, resourceful and most of all… strong! A mundane Ant from Earth can lift 10 - 50 times their body weight.”

“How?” My twin asked.

"It's all about their size," I explained. "The neck joint of a common field ant can withstand pressures up to 5,000 times the ant’s weight. Ants are incredibly small, and because of that, their muscles have a greater cross-sectional area relative to their body size than those of larger creatures. This means that they can produce more force pound for pound."

"I guess... but bees are cuter!" Delta pointed out.

I laughed at that. "Well, you're not wrong. But remember, we're not choosing mere pets here. This is about survival. We need all the help we can get. Thanks for taking care of Mesmy for me, while I was out, by the way.”

“No problem, she’s adorable,” Delta said "Soooo… What kind of local ants are we talking about? They’re magical, right?”

“My Infoscope identified them as [Titanthorax-Ants],” I said.

“Meaning what?”

“They’re specialized in [Strength],” I said.

"Oh? So they can lift more?"

"Yes, but they're also good builders," I said. "We can use them to help rebuild the tower!"

"Neat," Delta nodded.

"Also, ants have an incredible ability to connect with each other," I explained, "They can form structures with their bodies, like bridges and rafts. We could harness this innate ability to create... more complex, moving structures or even 'people' made entirely of ants."

"Wait, 'people' made of ants?" Delta looked at me in disbelief.

"Yes, 'people' made of ants," I repeated. "We could make them hold a crystal battery and use them as extra bodies that we could inhabit as Astral Phantoms. We could create temporary soldiers or workers. Each ant would be a part of the whole, contributing to the movement and actions of the figure."

"Oh,” Delta breathed out. “Damn. That’s… how do you even think of this stuff? Won’t people made of ants look gross?”

“We can make them wear clothes or... full body armor,” I shrugged. “Titanthorax ants will be able to lift a leather or another lightweight armor set without an issue."

"How do you even come up with this stuff?"

"Being a bioweapons designer kind of changes the way you look at things," I spread my arms. "You start to see the world as a complex system where every element can be manipulated and taken advantage of."

“Still, an ant-person sounds gross," Delta wrinkled her nose.

“An ant-person body would be able to go on expeditions deeper into the magogenic fault,” I pointed out.

“Why must you make me feel sad for ants?” She asked, shaking her head. “Won’t they all die horribly there?”

“No,” I said. “Ants are far more resistant to radiation compared to many other organisms, especially people. Their smaller size and simpler body structure allow for fewer cells to be affected by radiation and magic reducing the potential damage. Ants have a higher capacity for DNA repair, which helps to mitigate a variety of harmful effects. Titanthorax ants have crystalline [Strength] reinforced shells that allow them to go far deeper into the magogenic fault than a person. While slower than a bee, they can also gather materials in greater amounts.”

“Fine,” Delta sighed. “I’m sold. Lead me to the ant colony.”

I smirked, feeling victorious. I didn’t even tell her about the spiders I found.

“Hey Kliss,” I said, approaching the Overseer.

“Yes?” The Vow-bound girl stopped her digging.

“We’re going to get some… important work done in a forest,” I said. “Come watch over our bodies. Be a good friend and make sure something doesn’t eat us, while we’re out.”

“Can do,” Kliss nodded.

. . .

Delta and I sat down, our backs resting against the trunk of a thick tree, while Kliss stood guard. There was no way for the Vow to betray us here because Delta also released a swarm of fire bees from her large backpack.

Under the orders of Queen Delta, the Fire-Bees quickly covered our still bodies in a thick layer and also formed several constantly moving, defensive rings around us.

With Kliss and the Fire-Bees on guard, Delta and I slipped into a trance. Our souls reached out, connecting with the world beyond our physical senses, disconnecting from our bodies.

As we dove one layer down, the world became smudged with fluttering shadows, appearing painted in mercury-like shades of twilight. Currents of colorful magic flitted and danced over all living things, the flow of mana mirroring the ebb and flow of life in the world directly above.

[Ready?] I asked in Alanian song-speech vibrating through the Astral.

[Yep,] she replied, spreading hundreds of silver-blue threads. [Let's do this.]

With swift precision, I maneuvered Tether around my Lympnagons, shaping the protective dodecahedron-shaped barrier around me. Then, I positioned Legonnie to latch onto Delta's front, serving as a hexagonal shield.

I manifested all three of my Infoscopes, aligning two on either side of Delta and one directly in front of me. With this setup, Delta was armed with three [Sectus-Tether] cannons, resembling a fast-moving cruiser, while I, although slower, became a heavily armored carrier warship equipped with thirteen [Sectus-Tether] cannons.

Plus, we had our Phantom Hunter blades for close-up attacks.

As we navigated through the currents of magic beneath physical reality, we honed in on the energy signature of the Titanthorax ant colony.

Like a beacon in the murky depths, the collective life force of the ants pulsed and throbbed with raw [Strength], coloring the local Astral in red, malevolent tones.

The ant colony was nestled beneath a towering oak tree, its roots providing a natural fortress for the diligent creatures. Intricate pathways crisscrossed the ground, leading to and from the colony's entrance. The ants moved with a purposeful, rhythmic march, their mandibles dragging dead magical creatures into the hive.

Each ant was a miniature powerhouse. Their exoskeletons shimmered with a red sheen, leaving red trails across the Astral Ocean.

[Now what?] Delta asked as she examined the massive hive.

[Get under my shield,] I sent.

[Why?]

[These are wild creatures, unlike your bees they did not live under a Hex-Beacon and protection of a house ward for generations. They most likely have Astral-defenses,] I replied.

[You think so, hrmmm?]

[They have to. Otherwise other local Astral Phantoms would have already eaten them.]

[So... we're getting in how?] She asked as she flew inside my Sphere of Lympnagons.

[We'll have to act like something they've never seen before, something that they hopefully will have no defense against,] I grinned mentally.

            

    
        62 Dead Guardians

    
    
    
    
                From our perspective the hive appeared absolutely gargantuan, stretching out downwards in all directions. The ants themselves were quite large too. It’s not that the human soul was small. Space was irregular, twisted in the Astral acting more like a fractal structure and the deeper one dove into it the weirder things became. 

An Astral Phantom could fold themselves down a hundred times in the Astral by diving deeper into the currents simply due to how this dimension functioned. Thus, as we got closer to the hive, we became smaller.

[Are we waiting for… something?] Delta asked as I hovered at the entrance to the hive, moving our shield sphere back and forth.

[Yes,] I nodded. [Be patient.]

After a few minutes, I saw them. Semi-transparent, ant-like shapes. They advanced toward us like a wave from all around the hive.

[There!] I said.

[What are those?] 

[Those are the hive's Astral defenders,] I explained as I began to move the shield sphere away from the colony, [Ant ghosts. They'll attack anything in the Astral that poses a threat to the colony.]

[...Ghost ants?] Delta echoed.

[Mhmm,] I nodded, humming the Alanian song of Tamus-Anima to mask the presence of our souls.

When I retreated far enough from the hive, the wave of ghost ants slowly began to disperse and return back into the hive.

I rapidly moved my Infoscopes forward and caught a ghostly ant that had gone too far out with a triple hum of [Tamus-Anima] suspending it in place.

The other ghosts did not notice the straggler. 

As the ghost ant hovered in space, I ordered the Infoscopes to slice apart its shell and to inject a small shard of my soul into it with [Conjugo] via the [Tether]. It took three of my soul shards to completely dominate the ghost.




	[-3 in Soul] 






The System reported.




	[+1 Astral Ant LV 3]






It added.

I went over my stats as I slowly drove the sphere into the Astral Ant and connected a control [Tether] to guide my new ghost’s movements.
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[+77] Slava
[-54] Battie & Leemy 
[+56] Klint & Keps [32 Soul shards in Kliss]
[-12] Soul Decay
[-32] Legonnie, Lymphagons
[-3] Mesmy

[-7] Ogonek
[-3] Ghost Ant
[+2] Kopernii Castiglia






	 
	 



	Skills:
	 



	
1


	
[Soul-Song LV 0] [ON][Raising Spell efficiency by 0.1%]
[Providing detailed Soul-Stats][Translating the Soul-Song's Language]

Known Song-Spells:













	[Tamus-Anima]
	[Sectus-Anima]



	[Conjugo-Anima]
	[Identify]




























	2
	
#1 [Infoscope LV 20]





	3
	
#2 [Infoscope LV 20]





	4
	
#3 [Infoscope LV 20]





	5
	#1 [Info-Tether LV 20] - connected to Infoscope 1




	6
	#2 [Info-Tether LV 20] - connected to Infoscope 2




	7
	#3 [Info-Tether LV 20] - connected to Infoscope 3




	8
	#1 [Modify LV 20] - connected to Infoscope 1




	9
	#2 [Modify LV 20] - connected to Infoscope 2




	10
	#3 [Modify LV 20] - connected to Infoscope 3




	11
	#1 [Sectus-Tether LV 20] - connected to Infoscope 1



	12
	#2 [Sectus-Tether LV 20] - connected to Infoscope 2



	13
	#3 [Sectus-Tether LV 20] - connected to Infoscope 3



	14
	[Chrysalis LV 15] [OFF]



	15
	#4 [Info-Tether LV 20] - connected to Legonnie




	16
	#4 [Sectus-Tether LV 20] - connected to Astral Ant




	17
	
[Mana>Electricity Converter LV 20]





	18
	[Vow-Breaker LV 3]




	19
	[Charisma-Resonance LV 8]



	20
	[NeuroVista LV 20] [ON]



	21
	[-=Soul Devourer=-]



	 
	 



	Phylactery - Battie [Ward Barrier] [Level Concealment] [LV 14]


	[Crystal Battery] 
[14 soul shards from Dante]
[20/20 mana] 



	Phylactery - Leemy [Chrysalis] [LV 27]
	[Mystic-Willow-Oak] 
[40 soul shards from Dante][40 soul shards from Delta]
[27/27 mana]




	Phylactery - Legonnie [Lymphagon] [LV 20]

	[20 soul shard from Dante]




	Phylacteries - 12 Lymphagons [LV 3]

	[12 soul shard from Dante]



	Phylactery - Ogonek [Fire-Bee] [LV 14]
	
[7 soul shard from Dante]
[7 soul shard from Delta]





	Phylactery - Mesmy [Mesmerbane Fox cub] [LV 3]

	[3 soul shard from Dante]



	Phylactery - Kliss Eliza Cessna [LV 19]

	[32 soul shard from Klint]



	Astral Ant [LV 3]
	 [3 soul shard from Dante] [-2.5 soul damage]




	 
	 



	
Affliction:


	
[Soul decay: -16]
















As I went over the data lines I noted that Kliss was showing up as my [Phylactery] now.

Sigh. There I go necromancing people now. Just Great.


Alas, there wasn’t much I could do about it. I wondered if this is how Astral Phantoms propagated and controlled others and whether my body was a Phylactery of Phantom Sasha. I suspected that a piece of Hollow Mother was hiding somewhere in me, invisible to my Infoscopes due to its absurdly high [Charisma-Invisibility] resonance. It was likely that Sasha managed to infect me with a soul shard during my escape from her twelve years ago.

I had to do something about Sasha, to keep her from endlessly invading my dreams. Perhaps I could sacrifice the [Mana>Electricity] converter and create some kind of a dream-control skill?

[Is this going to take long?] Delta interrupted my pondering.

[Be patient,] I replied. [I’m making sure that we’re invisible.]

[Right, well, hurry up I’m feeling hungryyyyy,] she whined.

[Fine, fine,] I sealed the sectus-made cut in the side of the ghostly ant, finished readjusting my Lymphagon barrier to match the ant by separating some of its soul and flew the Astral Ant towards the hive.

When I reached the defensive ward barrier, nothing happened. We were indeed invisible to the hive defenses! Yes!

We quickly ventured deeper into the heart of the colony. I had already scanned the entire structure with my Infoscopes so I knew it well. The ants continued their tireless march, oblivious to our presence. The hive was a maze of interconnected tunnels, chambers, and passages, teeming with life and activity.

Eventually, we passed into a vast hollow space that served as a cemetery for the ants. The chamber was a massive graveyard of ant bodies, piled high and coated in a thick layer of crystal dust. Each dead ant was a tiny reservoir of [Strength] magic, and their collective power seemed to seep out into the Astral, forming the ghostly ant defenders we had encountered earlier.

[That's a lot of dead ants,] Delta mulled.

[This is where the ant ghosts come from,] I explained. [When an ant dies, its body is brought here. Over time, their bodies break down, releasing their souls into the Astral. Their souls remain here and are then reformed into ghost ants, which are tasked with defending the hive in the Astral plane. They are born from the collective will of the fallen, persisting after death.]

[That's… neat if bit creepy,] she admitted. [But I guess it's effective at defending the colony from grabby phantoms. Sucks that they have to work hard even after death. Damn it, this place makes me feel hungry.]

[You’ll probably turn into an ant if you feed here,] I pointed out. [Stay inside the ghost ant car until we arrive at our destination please.]

Delta made a noise of mild disappointment.

[Did you know,] I began, navigating our ghost ant past a mound of fallen ants, [that ants are one of the longest living insects? Some ant queens can live up to 30 years. Titanthorax-Ant queens can live even longer.]

[Hrm?] Delta asked. [I thought insects generally have short lifespans… at least bees do.]

[Correct. A regular bee's life is short. However, the queen bee eats royal jelly that extends her lifespan,] I pointed out. [It's got [Vitality] magic in it. Your queen bee should live for 20 years.]

[I see,] Delta said. [Wait... can people eat royal jelly to live longer?]

[Yes,] I nodded. [In USSR royal jelly was used as a dietary supplement and was believed to have various health benefits. Here in Skyisle it actually has a noticeable health benefit due to the Vitality resonance in it. There are no beekeeper mages in Skyisle, so we'll be the first.]

[Nice,] Delta said. [So, how long do worker ants live?]

[Five to ten years,] I answered.

In a bit more time, we reached the heart of the colony, a vast chamber where the queen resided, her massive form dwarfing the workers around her. I slowed our ghost ant at the entrance, scanning the area for any further dangers.

[Wow! So that's the queen?] My twin asked.

[Yes,] I replied.

I directed our ghost ant towards the queen, moving slowly.

The queen was a massive, brooding figure, her body swollen with eggs. She was constantly attended by a stream of workers, feeding her, grooming her, and carrying away the eggs she laid.

[She's a chonky girl,] Delta commented.

[Yes,] I agreed. 

My Infoscopes finished scanning the queen from the outside. She was tough. When I tried to push an Infoscope through her, a red shimmer ran across her body, destroying the spell. A ghost ant flashed through the wall and examined the space where the Infoscope spell crashed. I frowned mentally.

[Are we going to attack the queen? Just get in, do our thing, and get out fast?] Delta asked.

[No. That's too risky,] I replied. [If we directly attack the queen, she would feel the attack and alert the entire colony, which in turn will bring thousands of Astral ants here. She just shredded my Infoscope like it was nothing.]

[Hrm? What are the ghosts gonna do? I thought that they can't see us.]

[They will likely capture or destroy the ghost ant straggler that refuses to follow orders,] I replied. [We really can't afford to fail or be trapped here.]

[Dang,] Delta complained. [So... then what do we do?]

[We’ll infect the eggs she's laying. Eggs won’t complain, they have no way to report that they’ve been compromised from within.]

I guided our ghost ant towards the stream of workers carrying away the queen's eggs.

[See those workers?] I pointed out. [They're carrying the queen's eggs away to different chambers. We'll get them while they're in transit.]

[Sneaky,] Delta said. [So... what do little ant Queens do after they're born?]

[They grow up, fed and cared for by the workers,] I explained. [When they mature, they leave the colony, taking a portion of the workers with them to establish new colonies of their own. They take part in what is known as the Nuptial Flight. The young queens and the males fly from the colony, mate in the air and then the queens land to start a new colony, often quite a vast distance from their birth colony. An ant queen only needs to mate once to continue to lay fertilized eggs for her entire life.]

[So.... you can tell which egg has a queen in it, right?]

[Nope. There’s no difference between the eggs. They’re all exactly the same,] I replied.

[Wait… what? So how does an egg turn into a queen?]

[The chamber it’s raised in, plus a specific type of nutrition, especially during the larval stage, is what influences the development of a queen versus a worker,] I explained. [We simply need to infect the eggs that are being carried to the princess chambers.]

[Ant queens aren't born regal, they're made into royalty huh?] Delta mulled.

[Yep,] I affirmed as I carefully maneuvered our ghost ant towards the line of workers, each carrying a precious egg towards the princess chamber. As we neared, I reached out with my Infoscopes, targeting an egg being carefully cradled by a worker.

I directed an Infoscope to penetrate the egg's shell. However, the moment the Infoscope made contact, the egg's shell lit up with a soft red glow and the spell bounced off, disrupted by the protective magic inherent in the egg's structure.

I frowned.

[It seems the eggs have a defense mechanism too.] Delta commented, [Guess it's not as easy as you thought?]

I shot back a mental smirk, [Challenge accepted.]

I tried again, quickly adding several layers of [Strength-Resonance] to the Infoscope, to match the specific pulse of the shield that surrounded the egg.

On my twentieth attempt, as I carefully adjusted the frequency of my Infoscope, I finally matched the field around the egg's shield. As I slowly pushed the Infoscope towards the egg, I felt a slight resistance, but this time, it didn't bounce back.

[Yes!] I exclaimed mentally.

With a gentle probe, I inserted a shard of my soul into the egg via the Tether. The process was delicate, requiring absolute focus. I felt the tiny life within the egg, so fragile and yet filled with incredible future potential.




	[-1 in Soul]






The System reported.




	[+1 Titanthorax-Ant embryo LV 0] 






It added.

I sliced a shard of Delta’s soul and added it to the egg next, since I wanted both of us to be able to control and monitor the future queen.

[Woo! We did it!] Delta said, her giddy voice echoing with excitement in the Astral. [I see the new Phylactery in my system! Great job!]

[We're not done yet,] I reminded her. [We have a lot more eggs to infect.]

[Right,] she agreed. [Let's get to work. Well... you can get to work. I’ll sit here and watch for trouble.]

With a nod, I set to work, carefully injecting each egg with a fragment of my soul. One by one, the eggs became linked to me.




	[+1 Titanthorax-Ant embryo LV 0] 









	[+1 Titanthorax-Ant embryo LV 0] 









	[+1 Titanthorax-Ant embryo LV 0] 






[This is going smoothly,] Delta mused, watching the process with fascination.

Just as I was about to infect the eighth egg, I sensed a sudden shift in the Astral. 

Red ghostly shapes started appearing all around us, emerging from walls.

[What's happening?] Delta asked, her voice filled with worry as the tunnel became filled with Astral ants.

[It seems that my magic has been detected,] I frowned mentally. [We need to get out of here, now!]

            

    
        63. Dreamers

    
    
    
    
                I rushed the Astral ant out of the anthill. The army of ghost ants converged on us from all directions. I had no idea how the hive noticed what I was doing, but they were definitely targeting us now.

[Eat this!] Delta released a hundred Astral spores into the void behind us. Her spores rushed away from us, scattering in all directions and distracting the Astral ants.

The red ghosts came from the front, their jaws open to strike our ghostly carrier. I tried to manoeuvre the ant away from them, but there were far too many enemies in the way.

Delta’s astral phantom threads emerged from within our ant, striking at nearby enemies and slicing them apart. Infoscopes and lymphagons began firing Sectus as our ant came apart around us.

Delta flashed forward, clearing the way with her blades like a spiralling drill. I followed behind.

We emerged from the hive followed by countless astral ants. I turned all of the lymphagons, firing behind us, slicing apart the hive defenders.

Our bodies weren’t far.

I leapt into myself, followed by my lymphagons, while Delta's soul merged into her body. The astral ants scattered against our flesh, unable to penetrate the natural defences of the human body.

They felt like tiny, stinging sparks dancing across me as I opened my eyes.

"Kliss! Repulsor!" I ordered and the Overseer pressed the trigger scattering the Astral ants away from us.

“Phew. That was scary,” Delta commented, “but fun.”

“It was close,” I muttered.

I noted that the ants managed to damage a few of my lymphagons and even nip off a bit of my soul, increasing the soul decay. My ghost ant was barely alive, with a .5 of a soul left in him.

“Let's not do that again," I rubbed the ghost-stings on my arms.

“How long will it take for new queens to be born?” My twin asked as she sent the bees back into her backpack hive.

“The life cycle of an ant queen from egg to maturity typically spans about three weeks. The workers will feed the select queens an exclusive diet consisting of crystalline remnants of other queens,” I explained. “In this manner the new queens gain the knowledge of previous generations. Afterward, the ant larva spins a cocoon around itself and begins the process of metamorphosis. The transformation from larva to pupa takes another week, during which the new queen develops her wings.”

“Uh-huh,” Delta nodded.

“And when she’s ready, the mature queen then chews her way out of the cell,” I finished, standing up and stretching.

“Are we done here?” Kliss asked me, wearily eyeing the anthill.

“We’re done,” I nodded. "Let's head back home."

. . .

When we arrived back in our tower base, I set my sights on finishing off a special skill that would hopefully block nightmares from my head and prevent Sasha from manifesting in my dreams.

I called this skill [Lucid Dreamer]. Most of its design was based on [NeuroVista].

When I closed my eyes, heading to bed and initiated [Lucid Dreamer] to test it, the skill sent my mind into a pure white room.

As I quickly levelled up the skill by adding more data fractals to it, it allowed me to leave the boring white room with nothing in it and let my mind write the dream around my best memories, with near-total immersion.

I didn’t have absolute control over the environment yet, so it switched at random, one place seamlessly blending into the other. For the most part it was a tapestry of my life - all I had to do was think of the general theme and I was suddenly there.

Delta flashed into existence beside me, using our connection in the Astral to invade my dreams. Together, we began to explore my memories.

We sat together by a campfire in the Ural mountains, watching the stars spin slowly overhead.

We took a boat along the shore of Kamchatka beneath the massive, glacier-covered volcanoes as sleet poured down onto our faces from low-flying clouds.

We hid amidst the yellow fields of grain, observing farmers as they exchanged pleasantries, heading off to work.

We joined in on the merriment of my childhood, watching my parents celebrating someone's birthday.

We casually walked together down the wide avenues of 1950’s Moscow.

My dreams of Moscow were particularly special and vibrant. They showcased the brightest memories from my time as a student there, woven from endless summers of the 1950’s, filled with post-war hope for a brighter future. In them, I was young again. I was twenty!

Delta looked about twenty too. She was wearing a student uniform from the Computer Engineering Institute.

"So that's what you used to look like, Slava," my twin sister examined my appearance.

"Yep," I nodded, readjusting my thick glasses.

"You're absolutely adorkable!" Delta declared, brushing a hand through my hair to mess it up.

The dreams of the streets and avenues weren’t perfect, they were akin to walking through painting-like, labyrinthine scenes. In places the world around us looked indistinct, akin to smudged oil paintings.

Delta and I knew that this wasn’t reality, but we experienced, enjoyed my dreams together as if they were real. I felt that walking together with her through the streets of Moscow where I had once been alone brought us closer as soul-siblings.

It was as if she was really there to begin with, always a big part of my life.

An enormous, noisy crowd of people suddenly emerged from the side street.

“Is that… what I think it is?” She gasped excitedly.

“May 1st parade demonstration,” I nodded. “International Workers' Day!”

Thousands of merry Soviet citizens, young and old, dressed in their best with happy smiles on their faces, lugged huge portraits of Soviet leaders down the avenue. Workers waved banners with political slogans, shouting things. Secretaries carried enormous bouquets of flowers. The Internationale was being played by a live band.

Trucks filled with far too many people decorated in red flags and colorful drawings honked their horns. People waved at the parade from the balconies. It was beautiful, inspiring pandemonium.

Delta grabbed my hand, laughing merrily. We joined in the parade.

As I looked at my face in the reflection of the truck window, I noticed that my hair was pure white. I guessed that some of my Skyisle self had bled over into my dream of the USSR.

Slowly the day flowed into night and brilliant fireworks ignited in the sky, painting Moscow in a thousand colors.

We sat in a café.

Delta was chewing a potato cake. A few people sat in front of us, enjoying their meals as well.

“This is great stuff. Your dreams are aweshwome,” my twin mumbled with her mouth full of sweets. “I can really taste this! You’re way better than me at remembering all this stuff!”

I smiled back at her.

“Damn it, now I want to dream forever and ever just so I can eat sweets. Was this your evil plan? To win me over with cake? You fiend!”

“Sure, let's go with that,” I commented. “It’s nice not to have bad dreams for once. I should have done this sooner!”

“Yep,” she nodded. “You know, Skyisle doesn’t have nice cafes like this. I should open a café with a view of one of the waterfalls and make cakes and hot chocolate. We’d make a lot of rubles!”

Delta drowned the rest of the cake with a large cup of hot chocolate.

“Pretty sure that nobody uses rubles in Skyisle,” I noted idly, observing the colorful fireworks suspended in the dark sky.

“Coppers. Silvers. Whatever! We’re not that rich, you know,” she mulled, stuffing another cake in her mouth. “We need money to buy nice things.”

“Things like what?” I inquired curiously.

“I don’t know. Pretty things, things that make a place beautiful and worth protecting,” Delta insisted, her hair dancing with blue and silver threads. “I’ve experienced a lot of interesting things in these vivid dreams of yours. I want all of this… everything, but in real life. Let's make it happen!”

She waved her arms at the cafe around us.

“Doubt that anyone makes Soviet snacks, camping supplies or tools in Novazem,” I commented.

“We’ll buy materials, finish renovating the tower, make a workshop inside and forge the necessary tools and then make nice things then!” She waved me off. “Let me dream big, damn it.”

“You are dreaming,” I winked at her.

“I know and it's the best.” She smiled. “I want this to last… forever.”

I nodded in agreement and then I thought of something.

"I want to bring Kliss here," I said.

"Say what?!" Delta's head snapped to me, her triangular silver-blue eyes boring into my soul.

            

    
        64. Dreamterview

    
    
    
    
                “I want to bring Kliss into my dream,” I said.

“Why?” Delta squinted at me.

“Some of her soul technically belongs to me now,” I said. “I reckon that I can easily tether to her soul through Klint’s shards and pull her into this very cafe.”

Delta frowned.

“She’s mentally trapped in her Vow-bound state. By entering my dream, she might be able to regain some sense of freedom and self,” I said.

Delta frowned, deep in thought. “What if it makes things worse? What if she steals your..."

"My what?" I arched an eyebrow.

"I don't know, I haven't thought that far ahead, okay?" Delta said with a sour expression. “I thought this place would be our thing, okay?”

“Kliss deserves a chance to escape the confines of her Vow, even if it’s just for a little while, don’t you think?" I said. “My [Vow-Breaker] skill is still not strong enough to permanently disable her Vow, but it can act as a shield of sorts for a dreaming soul of Kliss to be free inside the [NeuroVisa] generated dreamscape.”

"I guess," Delta sighed. “Still… I don’t trust her.”

“Well, she won’t be able to deceive me in this place,” I said. “In fact, we can interview her here, see how much she can be trusted.”

“Fineeee,” Delta exhaled, leaning back on her chair and crossing her arms.





It took me a while to link [Tether 4] to Kliss and to set up the [Vow-Breaker] as a data barrier within the [NeuroVisa] acting akin to a firewall.

With the preparations complete, I initiated the connection, merging Kliss's soul with the dreamscape. In another moment, the sleeping Overseer materialized in the café with a yelp. 

She looked around in bewilderment, like a wild animal suddenly trapped in some new place.

“What? Where am I?” She demanded, her emerald eyes wide.

"You're in my dreamscape, Kliss," I explained, gesturing to the cozy surroundings. "I wanted to bring you here, to speak to you without Frenny controlling your mind.”

The Overseer stared at me.

“Who are you?” She asked.

“I’m Slava,” I said.

“Slava…” the girl’s eyes flashed with sudden recognition. “You’re… older here and you look different.”

“This is how I looked when I was twenty back in the USSR,” I nodded. “This is a memory of mine, a cafe on Earth that I used to have lunch in as a 1st year University student… err novitiate.”

Kliss stared past me at the cafe and then out of the large windows onto Moskva River and the sparkling fireworks suspended in the sky above Kremlin.

“This is the Empire of men without Gods?” She asked.

“Yep,” Delta said, her arms crossed.

“Wait… you’re Delta, right? You have to be!” Kliss stared at my twin. “I recognize that stern look. You’re older too!”

“Good guess,” Delta nodded.

“Errmm… wait... there’s no Vows in this place? How?” Kliss turned back to me, feeling that nothing was binding her soul into specific actions and words.

“Yes,” I affirmed. “Your Vow is blocked from accessing this place since it exists entirely within my soul. I’m sorry… I couldn't do this sooner.”

The Overseer sighed as she slid down onto the nearest chair.

“You’re an idiot,” she uttered. “Friendship will know you’ve done this. She knows what I know, sees what I see. She will hurt me. Not that she hasn’t been hurting me already, keeping me imprisoned inside my own head, keeping me bound with that blasted divine thread of hers.”

“I’ll figure out how to permanently block your friendship Vow, promise,” I said. “I’m working on it.”

The Overseer's emerald eyes ignited, they filled with barely-concealed pain as she grimaced at me.

“I’m sorry,” I sighed.

“So, Kliss, how do you feel about us?” Delta proceeded with the interrogation. "About us?"


“I hate you,” the Overseer snapped back. “I hate you both so much… you put something ancient into my soul, made some damned mage Alanian that lived a thousand years ago part of me!”

“Yeep,” Delta commented. “Exactly as I expected. So, why do you hate us? Giovashi is the one who put friendship on you. We didn’t do anything. Save your hatred for the Ishira Arch-Priestess, Overseer.”

“You…” Kliss growled.

Delta arched a grey eyebrow. “Me, what? Don’t tempt me. I could land a thousand fire-bees on your sleeping body.”

Kliss gulped, retreating away from my twin.

“I had to do it,” I exhaled. “Your soul was tearing apart because of the conflicting Vows and I had to patch it together with the remnants of the tools belonging to Klint Klondike Tricameron. These soul shards had the least personality in them. Your Vow isn’t attached to them at all, by the way.”

“Don’t you want my brother to help you become Vow-free?” Delta tilted her head. “You do realize that without his help you’d already be dead? He could have used those soul-shards for something… better. You like being controlled by Vows?”

Kliss lowered her eyes. “I… I’ve been bound my entire life, since I was seven. The… Friendship Vow.... She is far, far worse than the Overseer. I’ve been wishing that I was dead for weeks now.”

“I will free you,” I said.

“Will you?” Kliss asked. “All you’ve done is bind and break me more than I’ve ever been. The Empire will kill us, flatten Skyisle into nothing when they find out what you’ve done and what you’re planning!”

“I will stop them,” I insisted.

Kliss scowled at me. “By awakening cursed Necromancer tech that’s literally powered by human souls? By allying yourself with aberrations?”

I sighed.

“What is your end goal?” Kliss demanded.

“To save Skyisle,” I said. “Can’t you tell that I’m being honest?”

“You could just be lying to me, using me,” Kliss stated plainly. “You know how to make spells above your level. You know far too much. Why are you making me repair the Alanian tower?”

“Because I want to protect and free everyone in Skyisle from their Vows,” I answered. "This village is my home."

“If you free people from Vows, their souls will become consumed by Astral Phantoms after death,” Kliss pointed out.

“I’ll make sure souls won’t float away into the Astral Ocean,” I said. “I’ll figure out how to give people new bodies.”

“Sounds like Necromage talk,” she said, crossing her arms.


“I’m not a necromancer,” I said. “The Alanian empire fell a thousand years ago. I am simply using the tools they left behind to make the world a better place.”

“You’re going to get everyone here killed,” Kliss insisted. “You can't possibly stop the Empire. The more you try to resist, the more ships they will send. The Empire has future-seer magi! They cannot fail. They will never see Ishikaria as a free nation. The children being raised by Imperial Instructors across Ishikaria are already joining the legions of Equality. You’re too late.”

I frowned.

"They will send other Ishikarians to kill you," Kliss said. "You're going to have to fight, murder your own people... that is if you even think of them as your people, necromancer."

"I can unbind their Vows," I said. “I can do impossible things. You said so yourself.”

"The priests of Equality can modify vows,” Kliss shrugged. “The Friendship Vow has been lying to you, misleading you... you are not as special as you think.”

"I can free Vow-bound people as I freed you," I replied.

"You didn't free me!" Kliss yelled. "How am I free?! If anything you trapped me further than I had ever been! This cursed Valley is finishing off my soul! My soul and my body are decaying!"

"I'll be able to heal you," I insisted. “I’m working on making people immortal.”

"You.. you are either a clueless, unaware fool or… a necromancer and I honestly don't know which is worse!!!"

"Kliss, are you with me or the Empire of Equality?" I asked.

"I hate the Empire…" Kliss growled. “They took away my ability to love, my childhood… they bound my soul.”

I waited for her to continue.

"But you… I don't know you at all!"

"Do you want to get to know me?" I asked. “Do you want to see the world where I was born? I can show it to you here, in my dreams.”

Kliss hissed something under her breath. Her fists opened and closed.

“Stop hissing at me like an angry badger and tell me - what do you want?” I asked her.

"I want to…" she glared at me with tear-filled eyes. She hesitated for a moment, the silence between us stretching. Finally, she let out a shaky breath and spoke.

"I want to be free," she said. “Free… from everything. I’m exhausted and my soul is barely holding together. I want to be free from the Empire, from being an Overseer of Skyisle. I want to go back to Cessna, see my mom and dad. I… haven’t heard from them at all for some reason.”

“If you leave we’ll have to deal with an entirely new Overseer,” Delta pointed out.

“If disable the Friendship Vow and I let you leave Skyisle, will you plot against us?” I asked.

“No,” Kliss replied. “I’m willing to… help convince the next Overseer to be on your side.”

“Thank you,” I nodded. I felt through the connection to her soul that there was no deception in the Overseer’s words.

“So? How long can I stay in this dream of yours?” Kliss asked.

“As long as I don’t run out of mana,” I replied.

“Fair enough,” she said, eyeing the sparkling river. The sun was rising over the horizon, igniting the sky and painting the walls of Kremlin pink. “What is this city called?”

“Moscow, the capital of USSR,” I smiled, offering Kliss my hand. “Come on, I’ll show you everything I remember!”

            

    
        65. Inquisitor

    
    
    
    
                I led Kliss and Delta on a tour of Moscow across the deepest recesses of my memories.

Delta was acting a bit standoffish at first, but slowly and surely she became used to the company of the Overseer. Similarly, Kliss initially had a very sour attitude, but as I showed her more and more things from Earth, she gradually began to understand my strange, alien origins. As the night went on, she began treating me less like a mad necromancer and more like someone her age from another, foreign country. The fact that Delta and I looked twenty in the dream-world had helped immensely.

As the warm rays of the morning sun bathed the grand campus of Moscow State University, Kliss, Delta, and I found ourselves sitting on a bench in front of the university's Administrative building.

The Main building of Moscow State University was one of the city's most iconic landmarks featuring Imperial Stalinist architecture. Designed by Lev Rudnev and finished in 1953, the massive structure loomed high above us, its 36-level facade reaching towards the skies, intricate stonework and star-tipped towers a testament to a bygone era that existed only within my dreams.

"This... Earth, it's so different from what I imagined. Is every building on Earth this big and beautiful?" Kliss asked, her voice filled with wonder as she examined the campus.

"Not all," I admitted, "But Moscow State University is one of the exceptional ones, built to commemorate the glory and pride of our national ideology. It was the 7th tallest building in the world when it was finished. Seven other buildings like it were built across Moscow after we won an incredibly bloody war against another empire."

“That sounds like an oddly magical number in a world lacking magic,” Kliss turned to me, her expression warmer. "And you lived in a place like this?"

"Not quite, since this is an Administrative building. But, I did study mathematics here in one of the smaller buildings and visited often. It's a place that's very close to my heart,” I explained.

“Cessna has nice cathedrals and towers,” Kliss said. “But it’s nothing quite this tall. I cannot believe that something like this could have been constructed without magic!”

“Forty thousand tons of steel were used for its framework alone,” I explained, translating the tonnage into an approximation of Ishikarian weight. “We used prisoners of war and lots of machines in its construction.”

“What sort of... machines?”

"See that red, metal tower over there?" I said, pointing at a distant crane. "That's a machine called a construction crane. We used those to lift heavy materials to great heights. It's utilizing engines that are powered by a type of... fluid that catches fire."

Kliss squinted at the distant crane, a look of fascination on her face. "So, those machines did the work of a hundred men?"

"More like a thousand," I said. "With the right tools and knowledge, my people have accomplished incredible feats without the aid of magic."

“I thought you were messing with me,” Kliss said and she watched a car passing by us. “But seeing all of this… I feel like a fool, knowing how much I underestimated your world," she admitted, her gaze transfixed on the hustle and bustle of the city around us.

I winked at her as I went to the nearest kiosk and brought the girls "Soviet Plombir" ice cream in a wafer cup. Delta already knew what the treat was like so she rapidly devoured it, while Kliss simply stared at the ice cream in her hands.

"Eat it," Delta advised. "It's one of the best things in the universe!"

“In… the universe?” Kliss arched an eyebrow.

“Take a bite, it's not gonna kill you,” Delta laughed.

Kliss hesitated, her nose scrunching up as she examined the foreign substance. Finally, she took a tentative lick and her eyes widened as the sweet, creamy taste exploded on her tongue.

“This is… really nice,” she admitted.

“Don’t you mean amazing?” Delta grinned.

Kliss nodded tentatively as she took a larger bite of the ice cream.

We spent the rest of the day exploring Moscow, walking along the Moskva River, visiting the Red Square and the Kremlin, and eating more food. As we wrapped up our day on the Sparrow Hills overlooking the city, the setting sun painted the sky with hues of gold and purple.

"Your world... It's beautiful, Slava," Kliss admitted, a soft smile gracing her lips.

"It was," I nodded.

It was the first genuine smile I'd seen from her since we'd begun our dreamscape journey and it was worth to me more than all the ice cream in the world. Through Klint’s soul-shards I sensed exactly what Kliss was now feeling. 

The Overseer was finally at peace with me, no longer terrified of Delta and no longer hating me for what I did to save her.





On the 40th day of Temminus, at the end of summer, the [Vow-Breaker] was finished. It functioned akin to Radio jamming tech, except it didn’t jam a radio signal. It simply jammed the connection between the Vow and the brain of its user, encasing and intersecting the entire Vow in layers upon layers of shields.

I tested it by making Kliss pass over a doorway in which the [Vow-Breaker] was embedded as a massive crystalline Alanian battery.

When the Vow-bound Overseer passed through the field, she momentarily became confused and dropped the bundle of wood that she was carrying.

"Whoopsie," Kliss' face became a smiling mask once she left the doorway. "I think… I.. spaced out for a second there."

She leaned down and recollected the spilled branches, smiling serenely.

"Frenny," I said.

Kliss' face remained a smiling blank.

"You disobeyed me," I said, crossing my arms.

"What? No I didn't! I got lots of firewood… just like you asked!" She insisted, shaking her pile of branches at me.

"Frenny," I said. "You've been keeping Kliss bound. Did you think that I would not notice?"

"What? Don't be silly, Dante! Frenny is sleeping, like you told her to. I'm Kliss," Frenny insisted. "I don't want to wake her up. She doesn't like you. She will probably tell the Inquisitor that you're an aberration!"

I eyed the Vow-controlled girl wearily as she kept on spinning ridiculous lies around me.

"I'm your friend!" The Vow of Friendship lied. "I will make sure the interview goes smoothly when the Inquisitor comes!"

"How?" I asked.

"I'll tell him that there's a single Vow of Equality that's aware of everything I do and is watching over me!" She said, making fake puppy eyes at me. "Goddess Equality can't be fooled! She is all-mighty! See? It's the perfect answer!"

I frowned at her.

"P-please… Slava… don't hurt me. I am your friend! I belong to you, alone! I will make sure that Skyisle is safe!" Frenny begged.

“Fine,” I nodded.





It was the midday of the 48th day of Temminus and we were having lunch inside the nearly finished Sentinel's tower. I was really enjoying Blood-elk sandwiches purchased from the Fox pub. The overpriced meat of LV 20 elks practically melted in my mouth.

“An Imperial skyship has docked to the church tower!” Kliss suddenly declared, tapping her armacus to deactivate a flashing rune on it. “It must be the Inquisitor!”

“Here, I have a gift for you, for being such a great friend,” I said and handed her a necklace.

“Aw, thank you, Dante,” Frenny grinned, putting the necklace over Kliss’ head.

I led her to the broken, fern covered entryway at the front of the tower and asked her to put on a bag that was sitting in one of the corners. She complied with a smile, as she always did, grunting at the weight only a little as she put the heavy backpack over her shoulders.

We quickly left our home base, briskly walking to the Church of Equality.

[All systems go?] Delta asked through the Astral.

[More or less,] I replied. [The device… is ready-ish.]

[Why is there an “ish” in there?] She asked.

[Because like always… we were a tad short on time,] I replied.

[Let's pray that it works then,] she said.

[Soviet Academics don’t pray,] I rebutted. [I know that it works. It worked just fine during the tests.]

In about half an hour we were there. A skyship made from gleaming steel, glass and dark wood hovered over the old Ishikarian church. A steel, unfolded stairwell connected from the ship to a balcony at the top of the building.

We went into the church and there our paths split.

“You know what to tell him, yes?” I asked the Overseer.

“I do,” she nodded with an ever-present, fake smile. “I will make sure you and Skyisle are safe!”

I went into the Overseer's office and closed the door behind me. Kliss went up to the warship, climbing the spiral stone stairwell to reach the balcony.

I sat down on the Overseer’s chair and started to watch the action unfolding through my Infoscopes.

A man in a white cloak, wearing gleaming silver-white armor and a reflective convex-shaped, face-covering helmet descended from the warship a minute after Kliss had emerged onto the church balcony.

“Welcome to Skyisle, Inquisitor Jubz!” Kliss said with a bow.

The Imperial Inquisitor stepped onto the church's balcony, his polished magisteel boots clanking on the old stones.

“Password,” he said.

“Beta nine five seven two eagle eleven,” Kliss said. “Password?”

“Seventeen lion nineteen two five zeta,” the Inquisitor replied in a cold, stale tone.

“Confirmed,” Kliss nodded.

“Confirmed,” the Inquisitor nodded with his mirror-mask helmet.

He aimed his armacus’ bearing hand at Kliss, the truth-sensing rune shimmering on the magitek device. “Do you serve the Empire? Have you taken good care of this village? Have you obeyed the laws of Equality?”

“Yes. I have. I serve the Empire with all of my will,” Frenny replied with a deep bow. “I am a child of Equality and I kept Skyisle under her wings as the laws demand of me.”

“Any problems to report?” The Inquisitor asked. 

[She’s on script so far, maybe we won’t have to…] Delta said.

“Just one,” Frenny's face twitched, suddenly going off script. “And, it’s a big one too! A local boy named Dante is…”

            

    
        66. Final Report

    
    
    
    
                One of my Infoscopes flashed through the necklace on the Overseer’s neck. 

The Vow-Breaker hexagram within the necklace activated, permanently cutting Frenny off from the mind of Kliss.

The large hexagonal battery keystone in the backpack that Kliss was carrying was continuously feeding power to the rune necklace, disrupting the Vow’s control over Kliss.

Kliss swallowed her words with a choke.

“Yes?” Inquisitor Jubz asked. “A local boy is… doing what? What’s the matter, Overseer?”

“Forgive me, Inquisitor,” Kliss exhaled, shaking her head as if coming out of a stupor. “I do have a big local… problem… I don’t want to be the Overseer of Skyisle anymore!”

“Oh?” Jubz paused. “Did something happen, my child?”

“My soul fractured. My skills are decaying. If I stay here any longer… I’ll die,” Kliss said, her voice breaking down. “The magogenic fault is disrupting my health, dropping the levels of my skills. I can’t stay in this valley anymore. I need to return to Cessna and heal.”

She went down on her knees. “Please forgive me, Inquisitor. The Magogenic fault is growing… getting worse.”

“My child,” the Inquisitor put a steel-covered hand on Kliss’ shoulder. “You are free to leave Skyisle, if your soul is in such dire straits. We can find you another position once you are healed. You have my blessings to return to Cessna healers to restore your health. A skyship will come for you in four days time. It will take you from Skyisle to Cessna and bring in another Overseer to replace you. Is that sufficient time for you to finish your affairs here?”

“Thank you, Inquisitor,” Kliss whispered with a nod.

“How exactly did your soul fracture?” He asked curiously.

“An Ishira Priestess survived,” Kliss confessed. “Her name is Giovashi Incandictia.”

“Do you know where she is?” The Inquisitor asked.

“No,” Kliss lowered her eyes. “I only saw her once during my time in Skyisle. She is hiding herself well, not staying in town. The Town Wards didn’t spot her. She paralyzed me with Charisma order and fractured my soul."

“The next Overseer will have to be wary of a Charisma attack,” Inquisitor Jubs mulled. “I will make sure that he or she wears an anti-Charisma artifact. What level is she?”

“I do not know,” Kliss said. “I will prepare a full written report about the matter.”

“Very well,” the Inquisitor nodded. “Now, what were you saying about this local boy… Dante, was it?”

“Oh! Dante! He is the smartest child in Skyisle,” Kliss said. “He helped me work with the locals and said that he will gladly assist the next Overseer! He helped me find out what happened to one of the Overseer’s assistants twenty years ago. Thanks to Dante, I learned a few new things about the local magogenic fault. My findings will be in my report.”

“I see,” the Inquisitor stretched.

Kliss bowed her head once more.

“Thank you for serving the Empire, Overseer Kliss,” Inquisitor Jubs stated. “You have bravely endured the cursed fault and the treachery of an Ishira minion. As recognition of your dedication, I grant you the emerald Triumvirate of Equality pin.”

“Thank you,” Kliss said. “Uhh… I have a question for you, Inquisitor.”

“Yes?” 

“I… I haven’t heard anything from my parents in Cessna,” Kliss said. “They haven’t answered their voicecast.”

“Cessna… has been attacked, my child,” Jubz sighed.

“Attacked?! Was it the Basq?!” Kliss gasped.

“Nay,” the Inquisitor shook his head. “A dragon struck the city during the night. Many perished in the fires. Your family is now in Elysium amongst the other lost thousands. As the sole inheritor of their highborn estate, you are hereby ennobled and permitted to buy and manage a swath of Land in our Empire.”

Kliss started to tremble.

“Do visit Cessna and get your family’s final affairs in order,” Jubz said. “You can return to serve the Empire when your soul is healed.”

“T-thank you, Inquisitor,” Kliss choked out.

“Equality steady your heart, Overseer.” The Inquisitor bowed his head, drawing the sign of equality in the air with two of his fingers.

“Equality steady your heart, Inquisitor,” Kliss sniffed back.

Inquisitor Jubz turned and walked back to the metal staircase, ascending back to the sky-ship.

Kliss rose from her knees, wiping tears from her face. 

The metal, circular door of the ship creaked shut and the ship took off into the sky, its engines humming noisily. In moments it vanished in the rolling, thick, white clouds overhead.

Kliss continued to stare at the blue sky.

I stood up from the chair, walked out of the office and up the stone stairwell and stepped onto the balcony behind her.

She turned towards me. “It’s over. I… did my part. I’m… done.”

“You did,” I nodded. “Thank you. We were but a thread from being exposed, but you pulled us through.”

She nodded. I didn’t dare ask Kliss about her parents.

“Thanks… for um, everything,” Kliss said. “I’m permanently free of the Vows now… right? How long is this battery going to last?”

“Sixty years, maybe more,” I replied. “Just beware - the tether between it and the Vow-disrupting necklace can go only 30 Imperial elbows at most. Never take off the necklace. Your soul is changing incrementally, the shards belonging to the Alanian mage become integrated and better absorbed into you. As your entire soul changes more and more, the Frienship Vow won’t be able to hold onto you. By my estimate in about six months or so… Frenny won’t have any control over you.”

“Stay in the same room as the bag, wear the necklace for a year, got it.” Kliss nodded. She took the heavy bag off her shoulders and put it down on the balcony next to herself with a grunt.

“So, you’re leaving?” I asked. “To Cessna?”

“Yes. I have to deal with… things,” Kliss nodded. “I hope that the new Overseer won’t be too diligent. Skyisle will be out of my hands very soon. Just… try to keep out of trouble, Slava.”

“No promises on that front,” I said. “So… what are your plans for the future?”

“I’ll try to find a private, skilled healer in Cessna,” she sighed. “It’ll have to be someone who won’t pry too hard into why I’m carrying this… large backpack with me.”

“What about after?”

“I don’t know,” she said, not looking at me. “I can sell my armacus and my other equipment to another Overseer at a discount, maybe buy an estate for myself… somewhere.”

“If that’s what you want,” I said. “I wish you to find happiness.”

Kliss nodded with a deeper sigh, rubbing her elbow. “I don’t know if I will ever be happy.”

I looked at her, waiting for her to continue.

“Everything.... that I had believed in once was a lie.” She made a somber pause. “I know that sooner or later I will die. And when I do… I would rather sink into the void of the Astral Ocean and get ground into nothing by the All-consuming Wheel… rather than accept a place in heaven filled with Angels like Frenny and monsters like myself, people who let themselves be guided to nightmarish deeds in the name of Equality."

“So, the Empire knows of the Wheel of Life?” I asked.

“The Wheel… of Death devours all sinners,” Kliss said. “It hungers… for their life’s experience. It’s all stories of course, I don’t know if any of it is real anymore. I stopped believing in the words of the Equality priests… a long time ago.”

“I’ve seen it,” I said. “The Wheel. Omniscience pulled me away from it.”

“Oh?” Kliss blinked.

“What will you put in your reports?” I asked.

“Nothing of value to the Empire. Nothing about you and Delta,” Kliss said. “Only the vaguest detail about Giovashi. The Empire doesn’t care for Skyisle that much, Jubs didn’t seem to be interested in chasing Giovashi down. You did your part in removing my Vow and I’ll do whatever I can, in return.”

I nodded.

We quietly stood over the balcony looking over Skyisle.

“I’m… going to my room to rest,” Kliss said.

“I’m going back to work on the tower,” I said. “If… you need me, you know where to find me.”

Kliss went down the stairwell first, her red hair vanishing under the gothic arch in a few moments.

Delta emerged onto the balcony, a silver-thread stretching to me in the Astral. [Just going to be the two of us then… brother and sister against the world?]

[Seems like it,] I replied. [What should we do about the new Overseer?]

[We could bamboozle them, I reckon,] Delta shrugged, leaning against the stone parapet, her long silver hair flowing in the cold wind coming from the glaciers. [Or we can ignore them if they don’t give us trouble. We have a lot of work ahead of us, bringing all of Skyisle together magically and politically.]

[Yeah,] I muttered.

[You look… disappointed?] Delta raised an eyebrow.

[I’m going to miss Kliss, that’s all,] I sighed.

[Me too, now that I think about it,] Delta mulled. [She was a bit of a square at first, but I got used to having her mug around. I just hope she keeps mum about us in Cessna.]

[I trust her,] I said. [I think that she’s a good person. She’s been bound for a very long time.]

[Yeah,] Delta stared at the clouds rolling down the mountains. [Shall we return to our projects then? I do believe that the ant queens are going to be born soon?]

[Let's go,] I nodded, turning away from the balcony.

We went down the stairwell and left the Church of Equality, leaving the now retired Overseer of Skyisle in her office atop of the church. 

She, just like everyone else on Novazem, deserved to be free of the gods.

            

    
        67. A new friend

    
    
    
    
                [Kliss Eliza Cessna]


I couldn't believe it. I was free… I was completely, fully free to make my own decisions for the first time since I was seven. It felt strange not to have a Vow hovering over me, making choices for me. It felt strange not to be bound to a path or to a cause. It felt strange not to have someone whispering at me constantly, watching me, telling me what to do next. My future was completely… open.

I wanted to follow Dante to his Alanian tower, wanted to talk to him, wanted to learn more… but I knew that if I did… I would simply be bound to another path from which there would be no turning back. As much as the mystery of a man from another world who had seen the Wheel and broke Vows for lunch taunted me, I knew that I had to conserve my remaining soul, to meditate, to relax and to finally rest… rest for the first time in my life and not be haunted by nightmarish dreams that portrayed the consequences of my betrayal of the Laws of Equality.

I knew that I was a sinner in the eyes of the Goddess, a traitor to the Empire… and yet… I didn’t feel bad about it.

Nobody was judging my actions anymore.

I was unbound.

“I’ll be back,” I looked through the stained glass to the forest which hid the ruins of the Alanian tower. “I’ll be back… someday... and then I’ll figure you out. Someday... I’ll repay this debt.”

I yawned, laid down on my bed, curled up and for the first time in my life, I relaxed fully and completely.

For the first time in what felt like forever, I fell asleep without an angel watching over me.





[Dante Alan Skyisle]


As I laid down on the soft moss beneath the sparkling stars, and listened to the whispers of the leaves of the Mystic tree above me, I contemplated what I could do about the new Overseer of Skyisle that was her replacement.

“What do you think, tree?” I asked. “How can I stop the new Overseer from ruining my plans?”

Purple leaves above me shimmered with orange and gold colors as late evening wind blew from the mountains.

“I don’t think that Leemy can speak Ishikarian,” Delta pointed out.

“Hmmm,” I rubbed my chin and then started to slowly hum the Alanian Sentinel’s song up to the tree. 

The song whispered, danced across the tower, and responded from the soul-sucking hex-beacon. It danced across the tree’s branches and leaves and then came back in barely perceptible whispers, an echo that lasted far too long as if the tree was singing the same soul-calming melody, but at a much, much slower rate.

“She’s definitely singing back,” I said.

Delta nodded.

“Leemy,” I spoke-sang in ancient Alanian. “I hope you can understand me.”

No response came back.

“Well, we’ve tried,” Delta yawned.

I stepped closer to the tree, and reached out with my hand, touching its moss-covered brown bark.

“Don't be afraid. I’m the last Alanian Sentinel. I don’t know if this means anything to you, I don’t know if you can understand me… but I’d like us to be friends. My twin sister and I are alone in our mission… and we are trying to save Skyisle. I could really use your help, Leemy. I know that your large roots go deep, far across the forest.”

Silence.

I sighed, stepping back. What did I expect? It was just a big tree…

“F-r-i-e-n-d-s?” the leaves suddenly whispered. The word started at the bottom of the branches and slowly echoed upward the enormous trunk resonating all the way up into the sky.

I nearly jumped in surprise.

“Holy crap, she can talk!” Delta gasped.

“Friends, I’d like to be friends with you,” I said slowly. “I’m Slava. What’s your name?”

“L-e-e-m-y,” the answer cascaded into the sky with endless whispers.

“She’s aliiiiiiiive!” My twin squeed.

“How much do you remember?” I asked.

“I died when Tricameron was besieged,” the tree whispered. “It has been long. I miss my mom.”

“Kopusha?”

“Yes,” the tree replied. “She died to give me… life.”

“I’m sorry to hear that. Do you remember what Tricameron was… before it was destroyed, turned into the Valley of Death?”

“Yes,” the leaves resonated. “I have. It was beautiful…” The Mystic tree sang in slow, echoing whispers.

My experiment with soul shards worked, I brought Leemy back to life as a dryad tree!

“Can you tell me about your skills?” I asked.

“I have Chrysalis, a skill designed by my Agromancer mother. It was created so that I could… survive anything, grow once more if only given enough time.”

“Do you remember me?” I asked.

“I… do,” Leemy said. “You saved me from the Astral, planted me into the Mystic-Willow-Oak tree.”

I smiled. “Can you tell me how old you are?”

“One thousand, one hundred and seventy seven springs,” the answer came in Ancient Alanian.

“Was this tree your body then? You’ve survived the destruction of Tricameron?” I asked.

“Wait, what?” Delta blinked.

“Barely,” Leemy said. “This tree… was but an empty shell without me. It… I lost most of my soul. Only a single shard of me remained in the ashes, buried deep within my scorched bark. It took me a long time to grow from the dead remnants of the forest. A long time to find sufficient mana. Many centuries…. My roots slowly grew through the ruins of Skyisle, seeking life… seeking energy. I found it here, in the derelict of this tower… a cracked Alanian battery deep in the ground. I moved into the tower to be closer to it, grew tall and thrived. I helped the land rejuvenate, drank the poison from the air and the ground and brought life back to Skyisle.

When the humans came from their shelters, emerged from the underground tunnels… I did not speak to them, for I was but a nearly-mindless tree trying to survive. For hundreds of years more I fed upon the leak of the Astral Engine… until you brought back my soul, until Chrysalis repaired me, awakened me fully.”

“So you’ve seen… everything,” I said.

“I have, young Sentinel,” the leaves sang languidly. “You and that girl… cut out a piece of my crystalline core. It hurt.”

“I’m sorry… I didn’t mean to hurt you,” I uttered.

“It is fine. I am strong,” the leaves whispered. “I was too afraid to speak to you... with that angel-bound girl around. Kliss. Her forefathers, people guided by angels and gods are vile monsters that destroyed our Citadel, killed my mother. I was afraid that she would set me on fire again while you slept.”

“I understand how you must be feeling,” I said. “You’ve been alone for a long time.”

“Yes,” Leemy said.

“If you’re a Dryad… can you make a human avatar?” Delta asked.

“In time. Essential knowledge was lost… I have been slowly dying for centuries, fighting off Decay pouring from the Valley. I have not bloomed in two hundred springs. My roots aren't strong enough to break the other batteries...”

“I can crack another battery open for you, help you bloom once again,” I smiled.

“That would help, yes,” the leaves whispered. “Thank you, young Sentinel of Alania.”

I yawned as I realized that our incredible conversation had taken a few hours. Leemy was a very slow narrator, slow to answer my questions, each of its words a somber, languishing song of pain, loss and growth.

I noticed that Delta was already asleep inside the tent.

“I’m a tad tuckered, had a long day. I'll be heading to sleep now,” I said. “You don’t mind that we stay between your roots, right?”

“I do not. Sleep well, little Sentinels. We can talk tomorrow.”

"Tomorrow," I yawned.

I crawled into my tent, tied up the front entrance and curled up into my sleeping bag with a big, wide smile. Radiation and poison cleanup was an enormous issue on my mind. Leemy was my bright hope, the reason why I didn’t have to convince anyone to relocate anymore!

I didn’t have to abandon my home to the magogenic fault.

I made a new friend, a shard of the Alanian civilization, a Dryad! Leemy was the solution to the poison leaking from the Valley of Death, the reason why people could live so close to the fault. 

Whatever had remained of her kept this valley alive and green.

She was growing weaker, yes... and her slow death was likely the reason why the level cap was behaving as it was.

Leemy’s skills could decontaminate radiation and oppose decay, she could help me save, rebuild Skyisle… as long as I fed her power.

I yawned once more and my eyes closed.

            

    
         68. Psyops

    
    
    
    
                








[Dante Alan Skyisle]


When I woke up in the morning, I knew that I could no longer delay things. Something had to be done about the new Overseer. I made a quick breakfast on the fire and then went to the Church of Equality.

The old church greeted me with its high walls and a huge, arched gate that stood in the middle of the island leading up to the building. According to Kliss, the gateway and the church were rebuilt a few centuries after the fall of Tricameron Citadel, most likely by the Ishira priests, as a lot of their symbology was hidden deep within the walls.

I hummed the Alanian Sentinel's song as I passed beneath the gate. The gate and the building failed to respond to the song, but something softly resonated back to me from the ground itself, echoing from the depths of the island that the church had stood on.

From what my Infoscopes showed me, there was a massive network of Alanian-built catacombs deep beneath the church that contained an Astral Engine Obelisk and large batteries. Checking them out up close was part of my to do list. The Astral Engine there was barely alive, but it was still reinforcing, empowering my song and calming my soul.

I walked up the stone stairwell up to the Overseer's office. The door was unlocked. Kliss was there, slouching behind the table.

"Hey," I said.

"...Dante." Kliss lifted her head, sharp emerald eyes cutting through me.

"How are you?" I asked.

"Not the best," she replied. "But I'll pull through…”

“What’s wrong?” I asked, already knowing the answer.

“My parents died in a dragon attack,” she said simply. “It was... Aradria.”

“That’s the dragon that attacked Skyisle on the day I was born,” I exhaled.

“Damned Giovashi!” Kliss slammed her fists into the table.

I nodded with a frown.

"I... never got to say goodbye to them, never told them that I… loved them," Kliss closed her eyes, clearly trying not to cry. “What use is being able to love someone if you can’t even tell them that anymore?!”

"I'm sorry," I said after a deep pause.

"I don't blame you," Kliss sniffed, wiping her eyes. "What's done is done. It's not your fault. It's mine. I stopped keeping up with events in Cessna over the summer. I didn’t want to keep fighting with my parents about my position in Skyisle. The estate manager had sent me a letter, but it clearly didn't get to me. Apparently, Aradria caused numerous shipping lane disruptions."

"That's... not good," I commented.

"Yeah. Not everything is peaceful in the Empire of Equality," she continued. "I think that the Basque are stirring up trouble and Giovashi is working with them. Maybe their Goddess… Eunisii Ei is making a move against Equality. Maybe it’s some other nation trying to mess with us… I don’t know. Someone's been driving dragons out of their nests, sending them into a frenzy. In response to this, Emperor Magellium signed a decree to exterminate the dragons, which is causing even more dragon attacks."

"I identified Aradria twelve years ago," I said. “She is level 209.”

"Dragons are incredibly hard to put down." Kliss nodded. "Their scales are tougher than the highest grade of magisteel and their heart is a mana furnace of incredible power. Dragonfire flames cannot be put out by water, even most spells fail to extinguish them. The Eastern wall of Cessna was breached. Many died, but the city held. When Dragons are driven from their nests they fly around and decimate caravans and nearby towns indiscriminately, retreating to the mountains whenever we try to hunt them down. Essentially they're killing machines armed with a firestorm spell and they're much smarter than the average monster, so they can evade warships and hunting expeditions with ease for decades. Apparently, a lot of the scout and mail ships have vanished in the past few years around Ishikarian mountains."

"As if we didn't have enough problems," I muttered. "Are you going to be safe flying to Cessna?"

"It should be fine," Kliss said. "The Overseer-carrying ships are... faster than a dragon. I have no choice. I need to go to Cessna, not just to heal myself... but also to sort out my parent's estate. They lived in the city, but they also owned... some farmland outside of it."

“Could a dragon kill a dragon?” I asked.

“What? Do you have a dragon or something?” Kliss squinted at me.

“Not really,” I said. “Just thinking things over. What about a really big explosion?”

“A big enough explosion can bring a dragon down,” Kliss nodded. “But… they have insanely high Vitality and heal very quickly. Even breaking its wings and bringing it down from the sky isn’t enough. It takes two strikes to pacify the damned beasts, then the dragon's crystalline heart must be removed from the body to actually kill it."

“Right,” I mulled.

"Anyways, did you need something?" She asked.

“Have there been Overseers that have done their job… remotely? Not actually staying in Skyisle?”

“Now that you mention it…” Kliss pondered. “The Overseer that managed Skyisle before me... barely did his job. From what I understand he dumped all of his work onto Wiklogg and stayed in Agamemnon.”

“How did the Vow allow that?” I asked curiously.

“The Overseer Vow’s priority is to keep its bearer safe,” Kliss said. “The second Overseer likely concluded that it was safer to manage Skyisle from Agamemnon… and his Vow allowed it. This was discovered only because he got caught partying in the Agamemnon Red district… and thus he was sacked and replaced with me.”

"Perfect,” I rubbed my chin, contemplating her words.

"Do you have a plan?" She asked.

“I want you to write a letter to the next Overseer,” I said.

"I'm listening..." Kliss replied.





[Ignatius Oavion Cessna]

I walked down the stairwell connected to the gray church building from which I was to rule Skyisle. As a seventeen year old graduate of the Cessna Academia lucky enough to grab the newly available, well-paid position as the Overseer of Skyisle. According to the Guild Secretary, its current Overseer Kliss was retiring after only a single summer of service. There was a small concern in my heart that I wouldn't be able to level up in Skyisle, but this was only a short term job so I didn’t consider it a big issue. The money and elevated status pin awarded for being an Overseer of a problematic region was worth it.

I met Overseer Kliss on the balcony of the local Church of Equality.

“Hail, Noble Legionnaire Kliss Eliza Cessna,” I respectfully declared with a deep bow. “I am Acolyte Ignatius Oavion Cessna.”

“Hail… Acolyte of Equality,” Kliss replied, her voice weak.

I looked at her face. She appeared sickly, tired and incredibly pale. There were large dark circles under her green eyes and she was carrying a very large bag on her shoulders.

“I pass onto you the torch of carrying this… terrible burden,” Kliss said, suddenly going off script. She was supposed to say “noble position”. Something was wrong here.

“B-burden?” I blinked.

“Whatever you’ve read about this job position was likely... understated,” Kliss said, making strange pauses between words as if she was struggling to speak properly. “Know this - I’m leaving not because I want to… but because I’m dying.”

“W-what?” I gasped. My armacus 88 told me that she was completely honest. “You’re dying?! HOW?! WHY?!"

“This land is poisoned, contaminated,” the ex-Overseer of Skyisle uttered, her voice shaking. “What’s your level, Ignatius?”

“Twenty three,” I said proudly.

“My level was twenty four when I started working here. I had just as many skills... I am level twenty now. I have six skills left,” Kliss confessed.

“WHAT?!” I gasped. “SIX SKILLS?!”

“I’ve said... enough,” Kliss sighed deeply.

“You… you aren’t going to show me around? Aren’t going to tell me… why… your level fell so much?!” I stammered.

She pushed a letter sealed with a wax stamp of the Overseer into my hand.

“This will explain everything,” she said. “I need to lie down in the ship's cabin. Goodbye and good luck… Overseer.”

She walked to the stairwell, vanishing inside the docked sky-ship.

I looked in utter horror and bewilderment at the envelope in my hands.

It couldn't be true! Magogenic zone 18 wasn’t this dangerous… was it?! The sky-ship bearing Kliss took off into the clear sky as I ripped up the envelope, breaking the seal and digging into the contents of the letter.




[To the new, misfortuned Overseer of Skyisle,

I have served this position only for one summer.

As I have told you in person - I’m dying. Whatever you’ve been told about magogenic zone 18 was a lie. It is extremely dangerous to your health. The people that live in Skyisle have adapted to the contamination of the fault, but as someone who wasn’t born here you lack the skills to fight the curse emanating from the place which the locals call “the Valley of Death”.

If you stay in the local church, this deadly curse will slowly rip apart your soul and drain your skills one by one.

As I grew sicker with each passing month, I have trained a local boy to take care of things for me. He is incredibly talented, obedient, reliable and trustworthy. He has no oaths on him to the other gods. You can use him, declare him as your local representative to the Village Elders. His name is Dante Alan Skyisle. You can use him to run this cursed Village, to manage the accounting of the land and people via voicecast calls to the Church office.

You can pay him just a single Ishikarian gold per season for doing this and keep most of your Imperial salary to yourself.

I had taught him everything I knew over the summer as my health and skills degraded away.

Simply redirect all incoming calls from the Skyisle communication Orb to your armacus and then take a sky-ship to Agamemnon. Rent a place there. Stay safe. Manage Skyisle remotely.

The Overseer of Skyisle that came to this cursed place before me has done this and nobody had noticed it for three years! You can do the same, simply don’t attend crazy parties or sin against Equality’s laws. Don’t make my mistake. Don’t sacrifice your skills and health for nothing.

Overseer Kliss Eliza Cessna]




I gritted my teeth. Those bastards at the job desk lied to me! The Guild Secretary said that Fault 18 was perfectly safe, that it would only delay further leveling. Nobody told me that the local fault would eat my skills and drain my soul!

Equality damn them all! Lying bastards!

I folded the letter up, angrily shoving it into my pocket.

I felt my Vow. She wasn’t against me staying in Agamemnon. I sighed.

"Thank you, my Angel," I whispered to my observer.

Now where would I find this… boy that Kliss had spoken about?

A white-haired Ishikarian teenager stepped out onto the balcony. I spun, aiming my armacus at him.

“My name is Dante Alan Skyisle,” the boy bowed. “I welcome you to our humble village, new Overseer of Skyisle.”

He was telling the truth. I lowered the armacus. Phew. This was the kid that Kliss had trained herself. Excellent!

“Will you manage Skyisle for me, handle the Book of Records with absolute diligence?” I asked.

“Yes,” Dante nodded.

“What’s your level? Are you able to teach students the Imperial language? Will you be able to read the books I will send to you from Agamemnon? Will you explain the Laws of Equality to the children of Skyisle?”

“I am level six. Kliss and I hunted blood elks and silent moths together to help me level up over the summer as I was her personal assistant. I will also handle teaching children of Skyisle Imperial law, language and mathematics. I know these things far better than anyone in the village,” he replied in perfect Imperial without an accent. “I will teach them as Overseer Kliss has asked of me, I so swear upon the name of Goddess Equality.”

“Very impressive,” I nodded, as my armacus confirmed his words as the absolute truth. “Will the Village Elders give you trouble?”

“No, Kliss has already declared me as her representative,” the boy replied, silver-blue eyes staring at me.

“You will work for an Ishikarian gold coin per season?” I asked.

“Yes,” Dante confirmed.

I exhaled. This teenager was perfect for the job and he barely charged me anything!

“Very well,” I smiled, relaxing fully. “Just let me call a Skyship to Agamemnon and the office of Skyisle will be yours to handle from this point on.”

I dug into my pouch and handed the boy six gold coins and a few silvers. “Here’s your salary for the year with… a small bonus.”

Dante bowed, accepting the coins.

Ha! What a gullible idiot! Kliss had done well sorting Skyisle out for me. Four year vacation in Agamemnon, here I come!

“Will you say a Vow to Equality to do this job with absolute diligence under my Voicecast orders and to spread the glory of our Goddess?” My Angel suddenly pulled on my lips.

“Yes,” the boy nodded with a smile. “I will.”






















 







            

    
        69. Administrator

    
    
    
    
                [Dante Alan Skyisle]


“I wish to make an [Unbreakable Vow] to [Goddess Equality] to serve Ignatius Oavion Cessna and to obey his orders for as long as he remains the Overseer of Skyisle. I will sacrifice my [Sadness] to this goal,” I finished the binding phrase.

“An interesting choice of a sacrifice,” Ignatius nodded.

My three Infoscopes saw brilliant, gold threads emerging from elsewhere. The divine threads crossed the threshold of my Ward-barrier as they reached out towards my soul. Battie activated and poured power into my NeuroVista.

My mind accelerated.

Ignatius froze, became suspended, his eyeblink stretching into eternity. My Infoscopes struck the gold threads, sliced them wherever they had found purchase. There were too many of them. A few managed to pierce my soul, but they were weak and feeble.

They sprouted into the roots of my first Vow.

A bulbous fungus rapidly began to grow from my soul, rising upwards.

This was the perfect moment to strike - while the Vow was still growing, not conscious, not able to dive into the Astral yet.

Thirteen Lymphagons armed with Sectus and three of my Infoscopes attacked the young Vow, not letting it form fully. Like supersonic aircraft they rushed right through the Astral parasite’s mind and organs, obliterating all of its innards as it grew, leaving it but a mindless, empty shell.

As time in the physical world nearly stood still, my Phantom Hunter threads moved through the Astral across the hollow Vow, planting my soul shards within it and humming the Alanian songs to create a new type of Astral fungi - an abominable mixture of a Vow and a man.

I figured if a tree like Leemy could become intelligent, then why not my own Vow?

The Vow became filled with life once more, but now it was fully under my control. It rose into the Astral, armed with divine threads of Goddess Equality, but not answering to her at all.

Amari’s hunter amulet hanging on my chest instantly devoured the remnants of the Vow’s divine blood spilling through the Astral.

Time resumed as my Neurovista ran out of mana.

I exhaled.

Ignatius looked up at the Vow hanging above me, sensing it with one of his skills and nodded.

“Very good,” he said. “You can upgrade your Vow to a [Citizen’s Pact] in Cessna when you grow up.”

“Thank you, Lord Ignatius,” I bowed with the same wide, fake smile.

“Do you know how to operate the Voicecast runework?” He asked me, pointing at the crystal sphere embedded within the table of the Overseer’s office.

“I do,” I nodded. “Overseer Kliss taught me how to use it.”

“Excellent,” Ignatius nodded.

He walked up to me and pinned a silver Equality pin to my lapel. “I thus declare Dante Alan Skyisle the temporary Administrator of Skyisle on my behalf. You’re free to go for now. I'll look over some of the Overseer records to make sure that everything is in order and later coordinate a ship to take me to Agamemnon. Once I’m gone you’ll be representing the Empire on my behalf, so stay sharp and obey the Laws of Equality.”

“Yes, my Lord,” I bowed.

I left the Overseer's office with a spring in my step.

Skyisle was mine! 

Well, it was technically mine under Imperial law. I still had no way of taking power from the hidden owner of Skyisle - Giovashi.

I decided to deal with things one at a time.





“So, it’s official?” Dad started at the Equality pin on my lapel. Mom sighed.

“I’ve been made the Imperial Administrator of Skyisle,” I nodded.

“Did they make you say a Vow to Equality?” Dad asked, his expression stern.

“No,” I shook my head. “I have no Vows on me that would bind me to obey some other power.”

“Truly?” Georgi’s eyebrows went up.

“Yes,” I affirmed. “Kliss was able to convince the new Overseer that Skyisle is incredibly dangerous to live in and that I’ve been a trusted assistant in her employ. Overseer Ignatius is just as young as Kliss. He gave up his executive power to me, terrified that the magogenic fault will consume his levels and skills.”

“What’s your plan then?” Dad inquired.

“The Overseer’s term is four years,” I said. “This gives us four years to make Skyisle stronger.”

“To what end?” Dad asked.

“So that I can save everyone here,” I said. “The Valley of Death is growing. If I do nothing, everyone’s levels will keep dropping.”

“Stronger how?” Mom asked. “I’d like to hear a specific plan, Dante.”

“Destiny and I found a level 24 tree in the forest,” I said. “Its green magic naturally resists the radiance of Decay. I’d like your help to plant it all over Skyisle.”

Dad nodded.

“You can use your Agromancy skill to make the seeds blossom faster,” I looked at mom.

“If we can get everyone’s help, we can save Skyisle faster!” Delta affirmed.

“The Green-Vitality tree is just the beginning,” I said. “I’d like to institute a lot of changes in our village, make a new Ward network beneath each house.”

Mom looked down at me. “You’re capable and smart, Dante… but you’re too young, the Elders will not accept you bossing them around.”

“It’s true,” Dad nodded. “They are a stubborn bunch.”

“Without the fear of the Overseer’s armacus many will likely refuse to have their wards upgraded,” Mom said. “Neither of us is a Wardsmith.”

“They will want to know which one of us has skills that can build new wards,” Dad said. “Do you know how to make wards, Dante?”

I opened my mouth and closed it, not certain if I should tell my parents everything.

“I have… special skills that allow me to approach Ward design from a new angle,” I said finally. “I’m fairly confident that I can improve the wards.”

“From what I understand the oldest wardstones lie in the catacombs beneath the Church and the Pub,” Dad mulled, rubbing his ginger-bearded chin. “Only Giovashi has the key to the deepest tunnels. I’ve gone down there a few times to repair old bulkheads with one of the Fox and Fiddle barmaids, who was making sure I don’t wander off.”

“You would have to talk to one of the barmaids to set up a meeting with our Archpriestess,” Mom said. “She likely will not approve of someone so young meddling with the arcane wards, as she is the eldest person in Skyisle.”

I pursed my lips.

“How old is Giovashi?” I asked, curious if my parents knew that the old witch was practically immortal.

“I don’t know,” Dad said with a shrug.

“I think she’s at least eighty,” Mom replied. “I first met her as a child of four and she looked the same. Presumably she has a Vitality skill that keeps her from looking too old. I will absolutely help you plant this tree around Skyisle, but you might want to reconsider your Ward-improvement plan until you consult Giovashi about the matter.”

I sighed.

My Infoscopes failed to scout most of the ward System, obliterated by the powerful no-spy runes within the tunnels beneath town. Thanks to the Wardstone key left to me by Kliss, I could only access the higher level of weaker wards that had been added by the Empire of Equality. While it was a useful system to track people of Skyisle, these wards paled in comparison to the ancient Alanian obelisks hidden in the deeper tunnels.

“I’ll figure something out,” I said. “Don’t worry about it.”

I definitely didn’t want to meet with Giovashi or her barmaids in person. I’ve been avoiding the Ishira priestesses, worried that the Archpriestess would banish me back into the Astral with a word. A vague plan began to form in the back of my mind.

“Mom?” I turned to Cassandra. “What happened to your parents, exactly?”

“They went into the Valley of Death and never returned,” she said with a small shudder.

“What about their parents? What happened to your grandparents?”

“I don't know,” Cassandra said. “I think that they also perished in the Valley of Death. My parents didn’t speak of them.”

“What if they didn’t?” I asked. “What if they’re... somewhere else?”

“Why would they be somewhere else?” Mom raised an eyebrow. “Each generation of the Alans was bound by a Vow to watch over the Valley.”

“Will you bind me to watch the Valley?” I asked.

“I…” Mom choked, glancing over at Delta.

“What?” Delta asked.

“I must bind one of you to the Valley with a Vow,” Cassandra confessed. “Skyisle must have a Sentinel.”

“So… if you bind me as a Sentinel of Skyisle, then Destiny could leave and perhaps become a great mage elsewhere?” I asked.

“I… I suppose so,” Mom nodded.

My mind latched onto the idea like a suckerfish.

“So then… it IS possible that an Elder Alan is alive… somewhere out there. Someone who wasn’t bound to the Valley, an Alan who left to study magic and never returned,” I said. “There could be an entire Alan family out in Cessna and we could never know about it because we’ve lost contact a century ago.”

“I guess so?” Mom murmured.

“I’m going to find them then,” I said resolutely.

“How?” she asked.

“As the Administrator of Skyisle I have full access to the Imperial Voicecast network,” I explained. “I could easily call Agamemnon, Cessna or any other major Imperial cities and inquire about an Alan or Alana Skyisle mage living there.”

“Oh…” Mom’s expression brightened considerably. “Really?”

“Yes, the Empire has good record keeping. But, don’t get too hopeful,” I said. “It’s just an idea. An Elder mage or their children might not be interested in coming to Skyisle. But… if they are, if another Alan exists somewhere out there, it would be a big boon to our family to have them return and help us out.”

“That would be… swell,” Mom said, clasping her hands. “I’ve never considered that I might have… family out there.”

“Yep,” I nodded. “I’ll let you know if I find someone.”

“Thank you, Dante,” Cassandra smiled and wrapped me in a hug. “I’m so proud of you.”

Delta huffed from where she was standing. I pulled her into our hug.

[Are you seriously hoping to find an Alan or Alana?] She asked mentally.

[Nope,] I replied. [I don’t trust some distant family members not to have Vows on their souls or act within our interests. Plus, I doubt that the Cessna record keepers would just give out such information to a temp Skyisle Admin.]

[So then what?] She asked.

[We’re going to create our own Elders,] I replied smugly. [We’ll call them… Vladislav and Delta.]

[Our own elders?] my twin sister stared at me, her eyes open wide. [How long is that going to take?]

[All winter long, I suspect,] I mulled. [Come spring we should have everything ready.]

Delta nodded, looking determined. She went to light the logs in the fireplace.

I stared at the fire when the logs ignited. Sitting back on the couch I pushed the smallest amount of mana into NeuroVista and the world around me slowed its motions. My mind attempted to calculate the flickering flames and where they would next manifest using the Navier-Stokes equations. It wasn’t easy.

The equations were non-linear and complex, but they did define the self-similar, fractal patterns I observed. With sufficient computational resources and accurate data, it was theoretically possible to predict the fractal patterns of a flame.

Predicting the exact shape and behavior of fire was computationally challenging due to the complexity and number of variables involved but I persisted at it, adding more mana to NeuroVista, determined to succeed.

Delta arrived at my side, slowly gliding through the air as time around me slowed, her hair floating through the air. She nuzzled into me.

[Everything’s gonna be alright,] she whispered through our Astral connection. [You gave us the time we needed to change the future.]

[I hope so,] I replied.

It was hard to predict the coming future looming ahead of me and my sister, just like it was hard to predict the pattern of the flames dancing across the logs. I’ve become the legitimate Administrator of Skyline but had only the vaguest solutions for Giovashi and Hollow Mother.

On the great chessboard of Skyisle I had turned from a pawn to a queen, but would I be able to hold my position long enough or would everything I was working on become consumed in the life-killing flames of dragon Ardadria?


            

    
        Book: 2. Chapter 1. The Spring of 62.

    
    
    
    
                The Skyisle winter was long, far longer and harsher than the winters of Earth. It wrapped the town and surrounding forests in snow and blanketed the sky in thick clouds.

However, all things end and change. Eventually, the winter released its grip on the valley. Spring came to the mountains and bathed the valley in sunshine. Waterfalls carved a path through the ice and snow, rushing down from the great azure glaciers overhead.

Brilliant, silver-blue lily-like flowers embraced the warmth, opening their shimmering petals in the earliest hours of dawn, covering the valley in sparkling arrays of stars, signalling the start of the new year of 8062 by the Ishikarian calendar.

The snow crunched under the weight of my body, but I didn’t sink into it thanks to the snowshoes I had designed. Inaria, a supermassive planet covered in silver-blue and violet rings, was slowly vanishing from the sky as sunrize came and the world of Novazem turned away towards the violet nebula on the other side, facing the endless expanse of the cosmos.

Lunaria, the satellite of Novazem slowly moved in front of Inaria adding to the alien otherness of the view in front of me, swirling clouds hiding the hexagrams on its surface.

I could barely believe it. Thirteen years ago I was but an old Soviet Administrator without hope, without a future. Thirteen years ago I stood at the virology lab of Aralsk-7, lamenting the end of my nation as I pressed the trigger of a flare gun that turned the bioweapons facility I helped design into an inferno.

I didn’t expect to meet a god that called itself the Omniscience, didn’t expect to end up in the local hell called the Astral Ocean, didn’t expect to be reborn in the body of Dante Alan Skyisle, didn’t expect to see another sunrise.

And yet, here I was, staring at the rays of the coming sun that were painting the mountains pink and orange.

“Skyisle spring’s the best,” my twin sister trudged through the snow on her own snowshoes. She waved a hand at the glowing silver-blue flowers. “I freaking love Starfall Snowdrops. I’m really glad that they survived the Age of Darkness!”

“You know what they’re called?” I turned my head towards Delta, watching as the wind coming from the mountains danced through her white hair.

“They aren’t natural,” she said. “Kopusha’s Agromancy Instructor, Archmage Legathe Terestirii Tricameron designed them over a thousand years ago.”

“You remember that?” I asked.

Thirteen years ago, I had dragged a wisp of memory of an Alanian Agromancer Novitiate Kopusha Megara Tricameron from the depths of the Astral Ocean and accidentally attached it to my twin sister when she was but a blastocyst in our mother’s womb.

“I remember,” she nodded. “With each year I’ve been recalling more and more of what Skyisle was like eleven centuries ago. Sometimes I can recall things about local plants at random, sometimes the memories of past Skyisle and Tricameron come to me in dreams. Sometimes I wake up and wonder who I really am.”

“Who you are?” I murmured.

She nodded.

“Sometimes I feel like I am Kopusha, an Alanian Agromancer who got another chance at life. Sometimes, I am Destiny Alana - a misfortunate girl doomed to become an Astral Phantom and a ghoul thanks to the prophecy of goddess Ishira that binds my future. Most of the time I’m Delta though, a girl woven from the strange, discordant memories of a Soviet Academic Vladislav Kerenski who just wanted to be loved, but ended up destroying his life’s legacy in virology research when his own government betrayed him.”

She looked at me with a smirk, her triangular pupil focusing on my face.

I opened my mouth to protest.

“Deny it all you want, Slava,” Delta winked at me. “But I know the truth. You wanted a family more than anything.”

“I was perfectly happy designing super-viruses,” I crossed my arms.

“Uh-huh, sure,” my sister waved me off. “Tell that to someone who doesn’t have a big chunk of your soul in them.”

“What else do you remember as Kopusha?” I asked her, trying to derail her nitpicking of my character.

Delta’s expression shifted incrementally as she switched to ancient Alanian.

“There were paths here made from multicolored glow stones that connected rental villas and vacation houses belonging to the great Alanian Archmagi,” she nodded at the wild arboreal forest at the edge of a great cliff. “When the white Citadel city of Tricameron was vaporized by a massive explosion, everything here that didn’t catch on fire was presumably carried away by an avalanche straight into the lake below.”

“I can scan the lake depths more thoroughly if we can get closer,” I nodded, staring at the azure, glittering lake far below. “There might be intact tools or runestones buried in the sill.”

“That’s a very deep lake,” Delta pointed out. “How well is your Infoscope gonna do in there? Is your spell going to fizz out before reaching the bottom?”

“It might. I have more mana now,” I mulled contemplating whether the water and mud would disrupt the scan. “I think I can do it.”

“Even if you do spot something of value, how are we going to get anything out of there?” Delta asked.

“I can make diving suits?” I suggested.

“You know how to make diving suits?” She asked.

“At the very least I could make a diving bell, all we need to do is create a pocket of air around the diver, allowing us to breathe underwater,” I shrugged. “If I can detect things down there with the Infoscope, then we only need to go directly down to grab them.”

“Right,” Delta nodded. “We can take the hovercraft we built last year over the lake. Being in a diving bell sounds like it would be very constraining. Wait… there might be Leshereed somewhere here!”

“Leshereed?” I asked.

“They used to sell diving potions to tourists when this place was a resort,” my twin said. “It allowed a mage to breathe underwater for about fifteen minutes. Leshereed looks like a mix between a reed and strawberry plant, except it has three distinctive leaves which have a black rim. The berries are inside a black nut-like shell. They need to be collected, peeled and crushed to make the juice. Mixed with Tessiweed in proportions of ¾ it should make breathing potions. If Starfall Snowdrops survived then so might Leshereed! The local magi grew both in their gardens!”

“That does sound handy,” I nodded. “We’ll still need wetsuits. That lake’s gotta be cold. Also, when does Leshereed start fruiting?

“When the snow melts fully,” Delta said.

“We’ll look for it,” I said. “Thanks for the info.”

“Anytime,” she grinned, looking smug about the fact that she knew more than me about Alanian Agromancy.

We resumed our walk across the snow-covered forest, the crunching of our snowshoes adding to the sounds of the forest. The towering trees creaked all around us, their branches adorned with delicate icicles dripping onto the snow below.

Delta managed to get ahead, leading the way, her silver-white hair contrasting against the brown and green backdrop of the pines. Every now and then, she would pause and point out interesting plant specimens, Kopusha’s knowledge of Agromancy shining through. I mentally noted everything she said, wondering if Delta was maybe scraping this information from the shallows of the Astral Ocean whenever she dove there as an Astral Phantom. Technically, I had a bit of Kopusha in my head too and yet my sister was somehow way ahead of me in the knowledge of local plant life. She even knew how specific plants could be combined to produce potions.

Soon enough, we reached the Alanian tower.

When we found this place a year ago, it was a complete ruin, but now it was starting to look presentable, mostly thanks to Skyisle’s ex-Overseer Kliss who had rebuilt a big section of the interior wall. Before Kliss left Skyisle to get her soul repaired, she managed to set up a few wooden beams to give the restored section a semblance of a roof. Over the past year my sister and I slowly touched up the rest, turning a part of the old Alanian tower into a small, albeit cozy workshop.

A fluffy shape suddenly emerged from the kennel next to the workshop. It rebounded towards me and swiftly rushed up my leg and settled around my shoulder, a small nose nuzzling into my neck.

“Hey Mesmy,” I laughed. “Ah, stop it, staphhh, cold nose!”

The Mesmerbane fox licked my neck, wrapping herself around me tighter. As I’ve been injecting more of my soul shards into her crystalline core, the mental connection between us deepened. As she fiercely nuzzled me, I felt Mesmy’s vague surface thoughts dancing across my mind like foam atop an ocean wave.

[Warm. Master. Back. Food?] The foxcub spoke not in words, but in smudgy, grayscale images entwined with a sense of smell.

I smiled at Mesmy, scratching her behind the ears. "Yes, I'm back. I'll feed you soon."

The fox wagged her extra-fluffy gray tail, big ember and blue eyes filled with anticipation.

We went into the workshop. I tapped a crystal lantern and the interior became bathed with colorful light. After feeding Mesmy and checking on the Silent Moths I walked into a corner occupied by a large anthill.

I sat down next to it and reached out across the Astral Ocean with my Tether, connecting my soul to my soul shard within the ant queen. The queen rapidly broadcasted her power across the hive, mentally directing the rest of the Titanthorax-Ants to emerge.

In about ten minutes, the entire corner of the room became filled with red ants. I tested my connection to the queen by making them form intricate patterns and shapes. The tiny, minute bodies of the crystalline-organic insects glittered in the lantern’s soft glow, coming together like ocean waves to create mesmerizing displays that grew more complex with each cycle.

I arranged the ants into the shape of a cross, then a pyramid, then a giant sphere and then a diatom.

“That’s a lot of ants,” Delta commented from her corner.

She had several hundred fire-bees sitting on her head, forming shimmering, brilliant, orange-red patterns that resembled flowers that opened and closed. I wasn’t the only one practicing control over insects - Delta had acquired control over a beehive from our parents' attic long before I magically took over a few ant queens.

I nodded.

My Neurovista skill guided the ants through their queen like an orchestra conductor, linking and intertwining them. The sphere broke up, but thousands of ants remained behind in the form of a tree, with branches slowly stretching out across the room and growing as more ants connected with ants like a phantasmagoric puzzle.

“Wowza, they really can make some crazy stuff,” Delta whistled. “It's like having a miniature civilization right here in our workshop! Count me impressed, if a tad creeped out. So, are they… telepathic like my bees?”

I released my control slightly and the wave of red ants forming the tree fell apart, the workers returning to their daily routines within the large hive beneath.

“Yes,” I nodded. “The queen only needs to exert a bit of a Charisma pulse and the rest of the ants handle the rest. On Novazem, almost all social insects that live in organised colonies rely on Charisma to reinforce their coordination. The ant queen produces a very specific vibration pattern across the Astral which is received by the ants that she gave birth to. I think we should get a spider colony next.”

“Ew spiders,” Delta huffed. “What kind of spiders form colonies?”

“They’re called social spiders,” I said. “They aren’t as coordinated as ants or bees, but they do build a communal web, maximising total biomass capture per spider.”

Delta giggled at the concept of a ‘social spider’.

“So if they don’t have a queen, how would you manage them?” She asked.

“That’s why I haven’t done it yet,” I rubbed the back of my head, hand brushing through white curls. “I need to… design them a queen.”

“Is that gonna be hard?” She asked.

“Extremely hard, since spiders are more independent compared to ants and bees,” I nodded. “But worth it. The silk of local arachnids has ridiculous tensile strength.”

“Reinforced with [Strength] magic, yeah?” She asked.

“Not just that,” I said. “Spiders are generally insanely coordinated when making webs and magic makes them more so. The colony I’ve scouted optimised itself with [Dexterity].”

“The spiders are extra dexterous?” Delta asked. “How does that help?”

“On Earth, transatlantic telegraph cables connected continents,” I said. “After the mid-century, coaxial cable came into use. When cables are woven into an interlocking pattern it distributes the load more evenly, reducing stress concentration points and increasing overall strength.”

“Sooo… the spiders are entwining smaller strands to make thicker ones?” She asked.

“Yeah,” I affirmed. “Because of how precisely they can weave together nearly microscopic threads, it magnifies the tensile strength of the entire web a hundredfold!”

Delta whistled instead of a reply.

“Why do you need to make a spider queen? Would a Charisma-maxing mage not be able to tell arachnids what to do?” My twin asked curiously.

“No,” I shook my head, “a Charisma-maxing human wouldn't be able to directly communicate with insects. At best, they might be able to influence very general behaviour - for example scare them away by broadcasting fear of fire. But, making bugs form specific shapes or coordinating them to create clothes for example is absolutely out of the question. The intricate communication system of the colony is specific to each species, and humans simply don't possess the necessary receptors to understand or transmit the vibrations emitted by the queen.”

“So… how does the signal propagate? How far can an ant queen command her minions?” Delta mulled, glancing at the ants who were departing back to their hive. “Bees have a honeycomb crystalline Charisma broadcaster, did your ants build something similar underground?”

“No,” I shook my head. “The ants themselves act as broadcasters. Their shells are crystalline-organic.”

“Oh?”

"The ant queen emits the initial command to a select group of worker ants closest to her," I explained, "and they, in turn, pass on the message to the ants around them. This process continues in a chain-like fashion until the entire colony receives the instructions.”

“What if the chain is disrupted?”

“Then direct communication is compromised. However, the chain will re-establish itself quickly because ants also use chemical signals, pheromones as a backup way of constantly writing information onto each other and the local environment.”

“So, it's like a multi-layered system,” she mulled. “Charisma waves for direct commands, and chemical signals as street signs and notes?”

I nodded.

“So, how ready are we to create… people?” Delta asked, eyes glittering with impatience.

“Very ready,” I asserted. “Were you able to make even letters?”

“You betcha, I did!” Delta glared. She dug into her buzzing backpack and pulled out a piece of paper.

There was a large star burned onto the paper.

[Behold the incredible power of the fire-bee printer!] The slightly lopsided letters beneath the star read.

“Amazing!” I grinned at her. “You’re getting really good at this!”

While I spent the winter waiting for my ant colony to grow, Delta had become exceptionally skilled coordinating her fire-bee colony with incredible precision. She had learned to utilise their fire-stingers to write notes.

"So," Delta bounced merrily at my praise. "What's this gonna be for? I reckon, I could maybe make a bee-telegraph and send you notes seventy metres away… more if the queen bee’s signal is amplified by the Silent Moths.”

“There’s already voicecast runestone magic for direct person-person communication,” I shook my head.

“Sooo… then what’s the plan?”

"A printer is power that can change hearts and spread knowledge,” I waved the piece of paper. “The printing press revolutionised the world back on Earth. It allowed for the mass production of books, making knowledge accessible to all. Before the printing press, books were painstakingly copied by hand, a slow and laborious process and only the privileged few had access to knowledge. The same issue plagues the village of Skyisle. The local church only has a few Imperial books, nowhere enough to educate everyone.”

“Hrrrmmm… so we’ll be making books to teach kids how to read?” Delta arched an eyebrow.

“Kids and adults. Not just that, a printer is required for proper administrative work,” I said. “Writing tables by hand isn't anywhere as effective or quick as eighty thousand bees doing it.”

“Booring,” she huffed. “Books and office paperwork then?”

“Aim higher,” I grinned. “We’re going to make our own newspaper!”

            

    
        2 : 2 Great-Aunt Delta

    
    
    
    
                [Cassandra Alana Skyisle]

It’s not easy being the last Sentinel of Skyisle. 

My parents left me when I was but sixteen, told me that they must undertake the journey to the cursed Valley of Death to attempt to reclaim our legacy before the breath of [Decay] stole more levels from the villagers of Skyisle. Mom and dad made me swear a Vow to Ishira, that I would watch this house and protect Skyisle and then pass the Sentinel’s torch onto my oldest child.

They had not returned.

Years after, I met Georgi in Agamemnon and had twins. 

Destiny, my daughter was born first. Her arrival was prophesied by Ishira Archpriestess Giovashi. The priestess told me that my daughter was destined to bring doom to Skyisle. Every night I prayed to Ishira that Destiny’s fortune would change, that she wasn’t doomed to become a monster, that perhaps her diligent brother could save her, help her tread away from the wrong path.

Dante, my son was born second. He would not wake, would not take a breath when he came into the world. It took midwife Tamara almost all of her magic to get Dante’s heart to start.

Both of my children are… strange in their own ways. Perhaps the blood of Alania, the power of the Sentinel Legacy made them unique.

It is hard to deal with rambunctious teenage twins, because they support each other in their unending rebellion against my authority.


Destiny constantly insists that she can fly. Dante is too clever for his own good.

Things got worse when both of them somehow unlocked their System! They graduated at 12 from the Church, accomplishing what many would have considered an impossible feat.


Dante now bears a vile, silver pin of Equality on his lapel. A year ago, he somehow gained the job from Overseer Ignatius as the temporary Administrator of Skyisle. It was a feat even more absurd than learning enough mathematics to unlock your System at twelve! I hope and pray that he will not stray from Ishira and Skyisle and will not start to worship Goddess Equality.

Destiny and I constantly butt heads over the smallest thing. Such is the fate of being a mother.

Dante is kind and cooperative, but he is also incredibly odd in his own way. He didn’t inherit my core skill unlike Destiny who already shows great progress in Agromancy knowledge and love of plants. It was only thanks to the fact that she wishes to become an Agromancer that our strained relationship has already started to mend.

The oddest thing occurred two weeks ago, when I received a rather unexpected letter in the mail. The address of origin was written on the envelope with bold, precise letters that looked like they were burned onto the page. I suspected that it was the job of an incredibly skilled fire mage or perhaps some kind of an artifact.

I showed the letter to my husband, Georgi. He seemed quite excited by it… unlike me.

I was concerned, could not believe that it was real.

The letter was from the “Office of Vladislav Alexandrovich Kerenski, Emerald City Academia, the city of Oz” and featured a distinctive, regal-looking logo burned onto the paper.

Its contents were even more bizarre than the strange address. It stipulated that Oz Archmage Vladislav Alexandrovich Kerenski was a research partner of Delta Alana Skyisle, a female archmage who left Skyisle hundreds of years ago. It also stated that Lady Alana wished to return to her native land and that she was coming to visit us in a few weeks time!

The bewildering letter made my head spin and my heart pulse in worry, so I focused on my Argromancy work and put it out of my mind. 

As far as I knew, there was no Lady Alana who left Skyisle, but then again… if she was centuries-old maybe my parents simply didn’t tell me about her.

I was busy watering the plants in the living room when the doorbell jingled loudly.

“Now who could it be? Maybe Millizen wants to start me working on her farm earlier?” I muttered as I walked to the door and opened it.

A tall, lanky, dangerous-looking wizard loomed in the doorway. They wore a long, dark, spotted robe. A gray-blue scarf was wrapped around their entire face, mirror goggles covering up the eyes. A large, black, witch-style hat loomed at the top of their head and the insides of the stranger's coat buzzed ominously.

I gulped, retreating backwards and nearly tripped over the coffee table.

“Georgi!” I barked towards the workshop.

“What?” He yelled back.

“We have a visitor!” I yelled.

The lanky wizard simply stood in the doorway, not saying anything.

“A visitor? Be there in a heartbeat,” Georgi rumbled, emerging from his woodworking shop connected to our house. His thick, leather boots thumped towards the front entrance of our house. He tensed up when he saw the strange, silent, buzzing wizard.

I immediately started to weave the [Paralyze Parasite] spell inside my hand, in case this mysterious wizard was a danger to me and my family.

One of my Agromancy insect-stunning spells could theoretically knock a human out, if I poured enough mana into it.

Strangers didn’t show up in Skyisle out of the blue, our valley was cut off from the rest of the world by the Valley of Death and glacier-covered, impassable mountains. The only way in was via an Imperial Skyship and the ship came on a specific schedule once a month.

There was something funky going on under the coat of the silent mage. The entire surface of it bulged and rippled constantly.

I aimed [Paralyze Parasite] at the stranger.

Thick, round goggles glinted back at me. I could not see his face or expression under the thick scarf. If he was here to hurt us, I wouldn't go out without a fight.

Seconds dragged on, my heart thumping faster and faster.

A gloved hand slowly pulled a piece of paper from within the depths of the robe, without crossing the threshold of our home.

I peered at the scarf-covered face, not understanding what was going on.

Georgi took a step forward and grabbed the note from the gloved hand.

I cast a silent, area-wide [Identify] spell. My Agromancy senses told me that there were constantly moving… living things beneath the cloak. What the hell was this monstrosity?! I started to panic as I sensed nothing but insects beneath the coat.

My hands reached into my pocket where I kept a few dangerous vials. I couldn't pick which poison or spell to use! I didn't even know if this THING was human!

Georgi wasn't afraid, he couldn’t detect insects with his magic. He looked at the paper presented to him by the overdressed wizard at an angle I couldn't see. 

He started to read the words on the note out loud.

“Greetings my dear Georgi and Cassandra,

I am Delta Alana Skyisle, the Great and Powerful Wizard of Oz. I was born in Skyisle village 242 years ago. When I was young, I left this valley and traveled to the far reaches of the world to the Emerald City where I had presided until I received the prophecy about your children. I am your great-great-great-great-aunt. Please permit me to enter your home so that I may bless your future heroes!"

Georgi’s eyebrows went up and up, nearly escaping from his face. I’ve never seen him this befuddled. Neither of us had expected the absolute absurdity of this note.





[Dante Alan Skyisle]


Controlling a person made entirely from ants and covered by bees wasn’t the easiest thing to do.

I smirked mentally as our parents read the note.

The Wizard of Oz novel by L. Frank Baum was adapted into Russian by Alexander Volkov in 1939. Volkov was a Physics and Mathematics teacher and he didn't just translate the original book, he expanded it to an entire generation-long series. It was one of my favorite stories when I was a kid in the USSR. The second book by Volkov about the Emerald City was published in 1963. It featured a girl from Kansas and her uncle utilizing rationality and modern technology against an evil warlord who constructed wood automatons. I enjoyed reading it even as an adult in the 1960s.

Being reborn in Skyisle and seeing how vibrant the mountain valley looked for the first time reminded me of the American musical fantasy film produced by Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer. In it, Ellie who lived in black-and-white Kansas mundanity saw Oz for the first time in over-saturated color. This was because the 1939 film used 'Three-strip Technicolor', a groundbreaking technological innovation of its time.

The lanky insect mech, masquerading as Archmage Delta handed dad another note.

“Do not be surprised!” Georgi read. “I am here to help and guide your children - Destiny and Dante. I Vow to be their vigilant instructor and protector. Their birth was prophesied long ago by the Future-Seers of the Academia of Oz. I know of their high Stats, know that they unlocked their System at 12. Your children are indeed future heroes destined to save the Skyisle and perhaps the world!”

“...my son and daughter… are heroes?” Mom blinked at the insect-person.

“Also, what’s that buzzing? Are you buzzing?” Dad asked.

“She… is covered in insects,” our mom whispered to him. “I can sense them. Bees and... ants, I think.”

I handed dad another piece of paper printed out by the bee printer within the insect mech by Delta.


Georgi read it out loud for Cassandra.

“One of my core skills is control of insects. Long ago, I had taken a sacred Vow of silence to Goddess Ishira, giving up my beautiful singing voice to increase my Wizard powers. There are indeed a few hundred bees and ants in my coat, but they are quite harmless to you. Do not be afraid. I am in full control of them.”

A fat, incredibly fuzzy yellow and black striped bumble-bee emerged from the oversized coat pocket. It looked chunky and adorable. It was the first fire-bee Delta and I modified it in a month-long experiment to create an immortal insect using [Green-Vitality] crystals harvested from the Mystic-Willow-Oak tree in the abandoned tower. My sister gave this bee a name - Ogonek.

Ogonek looked at me and my parents and then crawled back into the fake wizard’s pocket wiggling its tiny, adorable, fuzzy bee bottom.

Mom giggled nervously. The insect mech handed dad another note.

“Did you know that there’s a wasp nest in your attic? I will put a nest of my insects in your attic to protect your son. They will kill the wasp infestation. I do not require a room. I will be traveling often to Agamemnon on further Archmage business. I will teleport into your attic whenever I am needed. Please assign me as a Guest into the house Wards, so that I may enter and do magic inside your home,” Dad read.

“Well, aren’t you demanding?” He muttered, squinting at the insect mech.

Mom gave him ‘the look’.

“Yeah, I know. I was going to deal with that nest... but I kept putting it off.” Georgi made an apologetic face at Cassandra.

“Can we trust… this Delta of Oz?” Mom asked him, still looking quite concerned.

Delta and I rushed through the living room to the front door. My parents looked at us and then back at the insect mech.

“Archmage Delta, I presume?” I bowed. “It’s a pleasure to meet you in person!”

“Likewise!” Delta chimed beside me. "Was teleporting here all the way from Oz draining on your mana, my Lady?"


The insect mech bowed back at us.

“You… how? What?” My mom sent us a questioning look.

“We saw the letter from the Emerald City, mom!” I explained with a grin. "She knew everything about us! Archmage Delta isn't our enemy, someone from far, far beyond the reach of the Empire of Equality - our long lost kin!"


My sister nodded.

“Archmage... Delta is clearly not an Equalizer,” Dad commented as he looked back at us. 


There was immense pride in his eyes. He had bought our beautifully-wrapped up lie about us being born heroes. Georgi wanted his children to be special.

We were indeed special, just not in the way he presumed.

I was no hero. The local deity that called itself the Omniscience didn’t start my Novazem life narrative with the premise of “You’re a hero that this world needs”.

In fact, he didn’t tell me anything in regards to a mission and shoved me into an unborn girl’s body that already had a soul in it. Heroes didn’t start up with that sort of dark predicate! If it wasn’t for my quick thinking separating myself from the body of my sister and dividing us in half with magic, my far larger soul would likely completely absorb and dissolve Delta’s!

“Be warned - the house ward will know if your Alana name is fake,” Dad sternly told the insect mech. He reached out and touched the control rune keystone that was embedded into the right side of the door frame. The keystone flashed in acknowledgement of his command.

“Scan and add... Delta Alana Skyisle and her insects as a temporary Guest into the house ward!” Dad spoke into the keystone rune.

"Put your hand onto the glowing Keystone outside for the ward to add you," he ordered.

The insect mech did as instructed.

The rune on the wall flashed once again, acknowledging the order. Via the Infoscope I saw that it scanned the pulsating core of the ant Queen residing deep within the mech that contained shards of my and Delta's souls in it. The ward had recognized an Alan and the controlling crystal flashed with violet tones.


Archmage Delta nodded and stepped through the door. The ward had accepted the fake human, authorized the insect mech to enter.

“So you are our… long lost 4-times-great-aunt?” Mom spoke as she watched the fake Archmage with squinted eyes. Dad had returned to her side.

“Can we trust her? I’m only identifying the bees on her,” she whispered to dad.

I noted that mom was hitting the fake mage with sneaky [Identify] spells. 

As she did, I intercepted one of Cassandra's [Identify] spells and changed it to detect an adult female human under the layer of bees and ants. When mom received the false information, she relaxed ever so slightly.

Archmage Delta handed dad another piece of paper from her coat.

“I am indeed your Great-aunt,” he read the words. “But, you can just call me Lady Alana… or Great-Aunt Delta! I don’t mind. I know every brick in this house. I helped renovate this lovely cottage with my grandfather Miller Alan Skyisle for Anatolia Alana Skyisle 202 years ago. There’s a metal plaque embedded within the central brick inside the fireplace, underneath the mantel.”

“What, really?” Georgi commented.

“Yep,” I nodded. “I saw it when I was cleaning under there… Great-Aunt Delta speaks the truth! I believe her!”

"Me too," Delta nodded.

Dad went up to the fireplace and looked underneath it.

“Oh… there is a very small, soot-covered plaque here within the central brick. I didn’t even know about this!” He yelled back at us, wiping the plaque with his sleeve.

“This hearth is dedicated to Anatolia Alana Skyisle by Miller Alan Skyisle, year 7847. Long may it keep you warm. By Ishira! That’s exactly two hundred and two years ago!” Dad read.

He was totally convinced now. If Archmage Delta asked him to spin in a circle and touch his nose for the greater good of the Alan family, he probably would.

“This home is yours once again, Elder! Thank you for bringing us the good news about our children! We were… indeed very worried about their high stats!” Dad’s voice trembled as he spoke. There were sparks of tears in his eyes. “I’ll add you as Family member to the house Ward!”

The insect mech nodded per my instructions.

“Welcome back to the family, Great-aunt Delta!” Mom said.

I exhaled. Mom was rather overprotective of me, but our ruse had worked well, quelling her worries.

The insect mech cautiously stepped towards us and bowed, offering me a gloved hand.

I lifted my hand towards the glove and grabbed it, shaking it.

“Welcome back to the family, Great-Aunt!” I smiled. “I accept being an apprentice of the Archmage of Oz and hope to learn much magic from you!”

“Likewise!” Delta clapped her hands beside me. “Thank you for coming to take care of us, Elder! You gotta be like... the oldest person in Skyisle! Wowza! Does this make you the Eldest Elder in the Village?”

I made the insect mech nod its scarf-wrapped head.

My sister smashed into me with an all-encompassing hug with a loud squee. I didn’t resist it.

“We’re gonna be heroes, brother,” she cried out, holding onto me tightly. 

As I hugged her back, I realized that even though the hug was just something Delta and I had orchestrated as part of our play... it still felt nice.

In the USSR, my grandparents had died in the great war with the German Reich and my parents had been tempered by war and their losses - they had never shown me affection, which was probably why I had dedicated my life to making viruses and not towards building relationships.

While we could not reveal the truth about us to our parents about our Alanian Elder project, I knew in my heart that my twin was someone that I could trust absolutely.

I didn't have to lie to Delta about my origins or passions or my dreams - didn't have to deceive her. She already knew absolutely everything about who I was, since about a third of her soul was filled with wisps of my memories.

“This is sooooo… friggin’ awesome!” She muttered.

“Yep,” I told my twin sister as I hugged her back fiercely. “Absolutely! We’ll work hard under her tutelage… and become great Archmagi just like Great-Aunt Delta and Academic Kerenski!”

The figure made from ants and bees wrapped in winter clothes nodded signifying agreement. 

I made the insect mech bend down to our level and embrace us both. We hugged our fake Aunt back with wide smiles on our faces.

Mom finally became convinced that our ancient Great-Aunt had returned to Skyisle. I saw that she had let go of the [Paralysis] spell that she was tensely holding with her left hand out of Archmage Delta’s theoretical line of sight.

The imaginary curtain of our little theater production fell.

            

    
        2 : 3 Dragonheart Engine

    
    
    
    
                “See we don’t need Kliss!” Delta winked at me from her leather-bound seat.

The hovercraft we built last year had been cleaned and improved to carry more weight and was now gliding over the delta of the Cascadia river. Large ice chunks were floating downstream, heading to their final destination in the Valley of Death.

I glanced over at my overly cheerful sister. "Yeah, I suppose we don't need Kliss to gather the parts we need. But it would have been easier with an extra set of capable hands."

"We have ants now! That's like a bazillion tiny hands that can make one big hand," Delta insisted. "Stop sulking ‘bout our ex-Overseer already!"

I sighed wistfully. 

We passed by the alien-looking crystalline structures at the edge of the Dead Zone and dove into the mists of the swampy area of the Silent Glade. 

In another minute, a swarm of glowing, silver Silent moths engulfed us, trying to get us to jump overboard and drown in the muck.

Mesmy puffed up on my shoulder, glaring at the moths.

The adorable gray mesmerbane fox projected an anti-charisma field that repelled the mind-controlling bugs, reduced their influence to a gentle whisper, a pull in the back of my head. Delta winced and slid over closer to us.

"Jeez, this feels weird," she murmured. "Shoo, stupid moths." 

She waved a hand, making the glowing bugs flutter away from her.

"Remember why we're here," I said.

"Ah... right," Delta nodded. "Damn moths are making my thoughts all weird. Let's get as many as we can!"

She closed her eyes, diverting her mind to controlling the colony of Fire-Bees within her backpack. I reached out and opened the buzzing leather flap for her. A swarm of bees emerged from within, staying within the bubble projected by Mesmy. The bees began to strike Silent Moths from the air with flashing stingers. A brigade of ants moved around the base of the craft, bringing the fallen moths into a cage one by one.

I watched with satisfaction as Delta's fire bees and my ants worked efficiently to harvest the Silent Moths.

"Go team!" I said giving my twin a high-five and petting Mesmy.


We moved slowly across the swamp, collecting more moths along our way until we reached the rocky island where we found the crashed glider a year ago.

Once the hovercraft stopped at the shore I began to assemble the ant mech. It took a while for the ants to lock together into the shape of a large, tall human wrapped in a gray cloak. The fake human slowly lifted up our bags and we began our ascent.

Soon enough, we reached the glider wreck site. Shattered crystal windows glinted in the rays of sunlight breaking through the fog. Rusting shards of metal bits were halfway buried in the mossy ground all around us.

The ant mech placed the bags on the ground and slowly broke up, the ants spreading out across the old wreck like a red wave of tiny, glittering gemstones. Delta's swarm of bees went into the top parts of the ship, crawling into every nook and cranny up above.

The ants rapidly formed river-like chains that carried little crystalline bits and anything else they found of value out of the wreck. 

I pulled out a Blood-elk sandwich as I watched them work at it with inhuman diligence. Having my own army of ants was highly amusing.

My sister joined my picnic. I kept my Infoscopes and lymphagons moving around the ship, sniping down any Silent Moths that could disrupt our scavenging efforts with [Sectus-Anima].

I chuckled as Delta enthusiastically chomped on her sandwich, getting jelly and crumbs all over her face. It looked like she had the appetite of a cave bear waking up from hibernation. When she was done, she burped noisily and climbed atop of the ship, claiming it as her dominion. 

Then, she slid inside one of the shattered windows and started to help the insects tear apart bulkheads with a crowbar we pilfered from our dad's workshop.


I mentally jotted down every uncovered rune, sliding various found crystals into a pouch as the ants brought them to me.

"Hey Dante, check this out!" Delta called from inside the wreck.

I climbed up the tilted hull to the broken window. Inside I found Delta in what was left of the cockpit. She was wiping dust off a large, egg-shaped crystal that she pried out of the main console.

"What do you think this is for?" she asked excitedly. "Some kind of navigation device?"

I examined the gold runework within the crystal with one of my Infoscopes.

"It’s a control core,” I explained. “From what I can see, it allows a mage to split their mental pattern into a thousand, to sense all of the separate parts of the ship. Oh! This could be very handy for controlling your bees better. For example it would allow you to print a hundred pages at once instead of a single page with the bee printer… or we could make something completely new with it.”

I rubbed my chin imagining other creative uses of bees.

“Woo… greater bee powers!” Delta grinned and resumed her dismantling of the cockpit.

I dove through the ship with the Infoscope and directed the ants to rip apart the magisteel casing that secured the massive, shattered dragonheart engine beneath the ship.

It took us and the ants nearly all day to demolish a section of the crashed ship, but eventually we were able to pull the crystalline remnants of the dragonheart core out.

"That looks soooper busted up," Delta commented, examining the crystalline core that was cracked in three sections.

"It is indeed completely inoperable," I nodded. "But it's still very powerful."

"Powerful in what sense?" my twin asked. "Can you make me a glider with it or no?"

"Eventually," I nodded. "But... I think that I should make a weapon with this semi-intact bit... first."

"What kind of a weapon?" she asked.

"I don't know yet," I mulled. "A bomb, perhaps? No... a rocket! From what I can see, this crystalline matrix propagates, magnifies specific magical waveforms such as Gravity. I think I could get it to function akin to a small nuke..."

"A nuke?" Delta blinked.

"An inverted one," I said. "Something that rips all energy and magic out of a wide area... like an anti-magical explosion."

"Hold up, who are you planning to anti-nuke here?" she asked, raising an eyebrow at me. "I thought you don't want to blow things up on the account that the local Astral is already hella shredded?"

"I don't want to blow things up," I nodded. "What I'm planning to make with this... would suck all magic out of a wide area."

"Why?"

"Thirteen years ago, before either of us was born... a machine of flying death appeared above the valley. A monster, courtesy of Archpriestess Giovashi who nearly destroyed Skyisle. I have been thinking how to stop a level 200 abomination like that for thirteen years now. If Aradria, the dragon, returns... this should be able to handle her... permanently."

Delta opened and closed her mouth.

"Right," she shuddered. "Let's hope that doesn't happen though."

"Yeah," I said. "With any luck, Giovashi won't stir the dragon. But it pays to be prepared, just in case. Now, let's gather up these crystal fragments and dragonheart pieces. I believe that there's enough materials here to make something really potent."

I directed the ants to carefully transport the dragonheart shards back to our bags and the hovercraft. Delta helped, even though a look of concern was painted on her face.

"I don't like thinking about a dragon setting our valley on fire," she muttered. "But you're right, better safe than sorry. If anyone can build something to fight Aradria, it's you, Slava. Um... if this thing sucks magic out of an area... would it suck magic out from us too?" She asked.

"That's where the guided rocket part comes in," I said. "It would have to be a long distance surface-to-air weapon. Last time Aradria was here she didn't come close to the ground."

"How would a rocket like that know what to target?" Delta asked.

"It would target magic itself," I explained. "Dragons are extremely magically potent, they can form entire supercell storms around themselves when they fly."

"What would prevent it from flying into another magical thing?" Delta asked.

"This is a dragonheart engine. It could target a living dragonheart, like a mana signature lock," I explained. "I can build the rocket frame and firing mechanism from a magisteel pipe salvaged from this wreck. Something really basic, like a Katyusha rocket launcher should send it flying upwards and then the magical lock will hopefully do the rest."

"I see," Delta said, looking sullen.

"Don't worry," I consoled her. "There's enough materials to make a glider for you later too... I just think that an anti-dragon solution would be more important to make. Protecting Skyisle comes first. Aradria is a menace as whatever her fire touches is permanently irradiated."

Delta sighed. "Yeah, I know. The cursed section of the forest where nothing grows thanks to dragonfire is very creeptastic."

"I've yet to figure out how to cancel the radiance of decay," I said. "At the very least, if we take down a dragon, it'll put a big spike in Giovashi's plans of using her to milk Vows out of the locals. Now let's get all this loot back home so I can start working on a launcher mechanism!"

We gathered up the rest of the useful debris from the crashed skyship. Then we boarded our hovercraft again, our bags full to bursting with gathered treasures, and set off back through the mists toward home.

My mind buzzed with plans for crafting new tools with things we've uncovered.





[Cassandra Alana Skyisle]


Great-Aunt Delta walked into the living room, readjusting her goggles. Her large cloak buzzed with bees.

The lanky woman was extremely odd and unnerving, but I wanted to talk with her, even if the conversation between us was rather slow and had to rely on magic notes that she produced from her pocket.

It was late evening and the sun was setting, casting orange light across the long, coat-covered figure. I gathered up my courage and approached the woman.

"Elder… Delta?" I inquired.

"Afraid not," an incredibly fuzzy, male voice suddenly replied from the figure.

"W-what?!" I nearly fell over in shock. 

Surely, this wasn't Great-Aunt Delta! Our Elder could not speak!

“So then who are we speaking with?” Georgi walked into the living room and stood next to me.

"Allow me to introduce myself," the fuzzy voice continued. "My name is professor Vladislav Alexandrovich Kerenski."

"What?!" I blinked.

"I am using the bees owned by… my lovely colleague, Delta Alana Skyisle, to speak to you using a very special, long-distance, sound-transfer skill. It’s kind of similar to the Voicecast rune matrix that the Equality Overseers use to communicate with each other.”

"Oh!" I relaxed. "You are Great-Aunt Delta's colleague from Oz Academia, of course! Forgive me, professor, your voice... really surprised me." I recomposed myself and curtsied to the professor. I wasn't sure if he could see me.

"Indeed!" The professor laughed. "Archmage Delta and I have worked on many projects together in... Oz. She has told me so much about you, mo… my dear Cassandra!"

"What kind of things?" I blushed slightly, feeling out of place suddenly talking to a new person, who was a distinguished, high-level Wizard from Oz.

"All excellent, believe me!" The professor replied. "You are a hard working, talented Agromancer. Do have a seat, Cassandra and Georgi. Our conversation will be quite… long and revealing."

I sat down on an armchair and faced Elder Delta who crossed her arms and relaxed in the wide armchair.

So... Archmage Vladislav could see me? Damn it! I didn't even put on makeup today! I wasn't ready for this conversation! I blushed even deeper.

"Please don't fret," Vladislav continued. "I know this call was a bit unplanned, but I simply couldn't resist. In fact, I wanted to talk to both of you for a very long time…"

"Oh?" I blinked. "How can we be of assistance to a distinguished Oz professor?"

"Ah, well… It has everything to do with your children, Dante and Destiny, my dear Cassandra. You see, their future is essentially of great interest to me."
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                Giovashi planned to turn us into monsters, and had full control over our parents thanks to their unshakable faith. Thus, we had but one option to work with - to undermine the power of the Archpriestess with our own, far more elaborate lies.

As things stood, I was a soul from a completely different world — one of nuclear power, mass production, machine labor and computers. A world where I bred death itself and had no family to speak of.

I knew that I couldn't change Cassandra’s faith completely — after all in the perception of the locals… Delta and I really were Astral Phantoms, ghosts that refused to die, necromancers who split our souls to control a variety of creatures and insects. We knew far more than we should, were mythical monstrosities from the depths of the Astral Ocean, were terrible abominations that devoured the souls of newborn children according to everyone in Skyisle.

I sat on my bed with Delta, upstairs in my bedroom. At the same time, I stared at my mother’s worried face through an Infoscope that hovered in the living room next to the Great-Aunt Delta.

“Professor?” Mom asked, her hands trembling ever so slightly. “Please… elaborate on your interest in my son.”

“Well…” My words were received by a crystal Delta was holding, who in turn automatically projected the information to the Queen Bee who sent it across the bee colony reinforced with the control core we found on the Basq skyship. 

After a month of tweaking, we managed to adjust the core into what I labelled the [Vox Colony] tool, aka, “the speaker made of bees” skill. 

Because of all of the steps involved, there was a bit of a delay in me speaking the words upstairs and my words emerging from the bees that were sitting inside the large coat atop of the ant mech down in the living room.

“I wish to become your son’s patron, Cassandra,” I resumed. “Just as Archmage Delta wishes to become Destiny’s patron.”

“A patron? What does this entail exactly?” Mom asked.

“In Oz we have arcane rules of wizard apprenticeship. Any Archmage like myself can choose an apprentice to sponsor with my knowledge or finances by signing up at the Palace of Education and Uplift. As a highly respectable Academic of Oz and Delta’s friend I have chosen to sponsor your son's future. In exchange for this, I wish the honor of speaking on your family's behalf at the council of Skyisle Elders.”

“I don’t understand.” Mom blinked. Her eyes suddenly sparked with inner fire. “Speaking on our behalf?! About what? To what end?”

“Skyisle is doomed,” I explained to her. “People’s levels are capped and so are their skills. With every year, the problem gets worse. I need the full cooperation of the Elders of Skyisle to change the situation.”

“I understand that you Wizards have quirky… traditions,” mom noted. “But… still. I’d like more explanation, please.”

“Using my great arcane powers, I have prognosticated many possibilities of the future for your family,” I said. “Your children's future, nay… their very lives depend on OUR aid and collaboration. You must understand that your son and daughter are… shall we say… very different.”

"I do," Cassandra nodded. "They've always been bright."

“Dante is level seventeen now,” I hammered in my point. “Destiny is level sixteen. If both of them keep going they will reach the level cap soon... reach it and bypass it."

“Level seventeen?! Sixteen?! Ave Ishira!” Mom gasped. 

"Bypass the cap? How?!" Georgi asked.

"With tools and magic that I will teach them," I explained.

"You can do that?" Cassandra asked, her eyes wide.

“Yes,” I said. “Dante and Destiny have both progressed a lot faster compared to other children of Skyisle. They are very, very special children and their unique powers and skills must be nurtured. They cannot become heroes unless they face the future head on.”

"You're right,” Cassandra sighed. "I worry for their future..."

“I am helping your Many-times-great-Aunt redesign your house wards,” I said. “But that’s just the beginning. Archmage Delta Alana and I wish to have full control of all of the Wards beneath all of Skyisle. I want full cooperation from everyone in the Village, starting with yours. In fact, I need your help."

“W-what? Why?” Mom sputtered.

“Giovashi Incandactia Skyisle isn’t who she appears to be,” I revealed. “She is an ancient renegade, a criminal who escaped from prison centuries ago. She doesn’t even believe in Ishira. She is someone who is masquerading as an Ishira Priestess in Skyisle, when in reality she is nothing of the sort."

“What… but she…” Mom muttered.

“That can’t be true!” Dad said. “Giovashi defended us when Aradria attacked Skyisle!”

“Alas, it was a lie,” I said. “Giovashi brought Aradria to Skyisle on purpose. To gain power through false Vows, to bind everyone in the village to herself through clever deception.”

“Are you… certain?” Mom’s eyes ignited from within.

“Completely,” I said. “Giovashi needs to be stopped. This is why Archmage Delta came to Skyisle - she wanted to help her family! A snake has taken control of your village, and has been feeding on all of you to gain power. Giovashi bound the souls of many Skyisle-born to herself with dark magic. Thus, when you will die, you will not go to Arxtruria, the paradise of Ishira and will forevermore be bound to Giovashi's goals!"

Georgi gulped.

Cassandra opened and closed her mouth, an expression of pure shock and panic on her face.

“I promise you, our intentions are pure,” I insisted. “I only wish what’s best for your family and children. Archmage Delta has been with me for almost my entire life in… Oz. She saved my life more than once and I trust her wholeheartedly. She is akin to a… soul-sister to me. I care for her deeply and you are her only family. I would have called you sooner, but [Vox Colony] skill used to transfer my voice to you across such great distances from Oz to Skyisle didn't work until now.”

Yep. Great distances of… exactly 3 meters.

Mom nodded, buying my lies.


The ant mech under my control reached out into a pocket and gave a paper with the following words on it:

[It’s all true, my great-great-great-niece. Giovashi does not serve Ishira, nor Skyisle. She is a renegade, dark mage and it falls to our family to stop her.]

My parents' faces became even more pale when they read the words burned onto the page by the bees.


An awkward, deep silence fell between us. Mom fidgeted on her chair, not sure what else to say. She likely didn't enjoy the fact that she was talking to a speaker made of bees.

“Is there anything you’d like to know about me?” I asked, steering the conversation away from the clearly uncomfortable topic for a bit to give my parents time to think things over.

“Oh. Uhm.” Cassandra perked up. “What’s it like in Oz?”

“The country of Oz is quite different from Skyisle,” I spun my tale of lies based on ‘The Wizard of the Emerald City’ children’s book series by Alexander M. Volkov. “Its big, beautiful capital city is decorated with countless green emeralds. A yellow brick road leads to it across the lush countryside. Its name is… Emerald City.”

“W-will you take Dante or Destiny to Oz when they are older?” Dad asked.

“No,” I replied.

“What?! Why not?” Mom blinked.

“The road across Novazem to get there is rife with danger, unbelievable nightmarish horrors, giant sabre tooth tigers, fields that will put you to sleep with magic, cursed mountains that will attract and rip out your soul, talking creatures, raging rivers, men made of metal and straw, etc,” I added plentiful detail from Alexander Volkov’s imaginary universe. “Lady Alana’s trip to Skyisle was one way - via our most powerful teleporter pointed at the house she lived in once. She will never be able to return to Oz.”

“Oh,” mom mulled. “But then how will you be Dante’s patron?”

“For now, I will provide him with a fully remote education!” I declared. “By the time he finished his Wizard Apprenticeship with me, he will know as much as I do about the natural sciences!”

“Natural sciences?”

“I’m a Professor of Natural Sciences, Cassandra,” I replied. “Magic is great and all, but Skyisle has a very serious problem with Leveling up, yes?”

“Yes.” Cassandra nodded.

“Using the knowledge I shall pass down to him, Dante will become an expert at Natural Sciences such as logic, mathematics, biology and many, many other unique fields. It will help him… permanently break the level limits that the people of Skyisle are struggling with.”

“That... too good to be true,” my mother muttered. “Forty generations of Alans have failed to do anything about the magogenic fault. The Valley of Death has taken countless lives!”

“Dante won’t be alone in his quest,” I said. “His sister and Archmage Delta will assist him in this difficult endeavor and so will you and your husband. One way or another, I will help your people break the Level barrier, I promise,” I declared wholeheartedly.

[Quest: Help the people of Skyisle pass the level cap!] The System dinged. I ignored it with an eye-roll.

“It cannot be done.” Mom rubbed her hands together as if she was freezing. “Far too many have perished in the Valley of Death. My children must never be allowed to go there!"

“It can be done without going into this Valley of yours,” I said.

“How?” Mom asked.

“Dante can already cast level 21 spells,” I confessed.

“WHAT?!” Mom jumped up from her seat. “It can’t be true! It can’t!”

“It is true,” I said. 

“How?!” mom muttered, pacing around Great-Aunt Delta. “How can this be? Nobody has skills higher than Level 20 in Skyisle… except for outsiders like the Imperial Overseer. Only aberrants... phantoms can cast spells above their level!"

Her silver-blue eyes struck me through the Infoscope as she had reached a dark conclusion.
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                “That's going exceptionally well,” Delta commented dryly as she stretched on the bed beside me. “Want me to take over?”

“Shush, I got it.” I mentally deactivated the crystal microphone, shooing my twin away.

“Do you really?” She tilted her head. “Seems like you’ve spilled the beans, boss.”

I rolled my eyes at her.

“Professor… Please, tell me the truth.” Cassandra’s silver-blue eyes bore into Great-Aunt Delta’s face. “I need to know the truth about my son! How can he possibly cast level 21 spells in Skyisle?!"

I leaned back to the microphone, reactivating its connection with the bee colony.

“Hmmm…” I paused to collect my thoughts again. “Could you explain to me what an aberration is?”

“What?!” Mom froze. “Aren’t you a highly knowledgeable Archmage, professor?! How can you not know about aberrations?”

“We don’t have that many aberrations in Oz for me to study,” I explained. “This phenomenon is local to your part of the world, produced by your magogenic fault. Please explain to me the nature of an aberration as your people perceive it.”

“Ah…” My mother sighed. “Aberrations are... spirits of ancient dead beasts. They're ghosts, cursed memories held together by magic. They are invisible to an untrained eye and hex-lanterns keep them away from paths and buildings so they cannot simply attack people. If a person is very injured and they have no lantern near to keep the ghosts at bay, one such ghost can get inside of a person, consume their soul, take their very place."

"I see," I muttered.

"After the ghost takes over a person, depending on how intelligent it is... it can pretend to be the host for a bit until it begins to do terrible things," Cassandra shuddered as she spoke.


“Such as?”

“Kill indiscriminately, devour their family and friends,” mom answered. "Ghosts are always hungry. It is said that consuming other people's souls keeps them warm."

“I see,” I said. “Well, were you ever injured enough for your son to be possessed? Were your children ever gravely injured?"

“No,” Cassandra shook her head. 

“Do you have any strange symptoms? Afflictions?” I asked, playing my role of a wise Archmage.

“No.”

“What would you do, if you discovered that your son was an aberration?” I asked.

“It would mean that he is already dead, that the human soul in him is gone,” my mom replied with a voice as cold as ice. “I would put him to sleep with a spell, kiss him one last time, wrap him up in silver linen… and cast the body into the Valley of Death from the cliff’s edge.”

I gulped.

“Dark and brutal,” Delta commented. “Very Spartan.”

She flashed a toothy grin at me. Delta’s words didn’t get sent to the bee-speaker, since she was the one controlling the transmission. I squinted at her, starting to get annoyed with her interruptions.

“I’m kidding.” She laughed nervously. I squinted harder in her direction.

“Okay, okay, I’ll be quiet.” She pretended to zip up her lips, sat close to me, hugged my arm and fell silent. I realized that she was using snarky sarcasm as a way to deal with the stress. After all, she was as much of an aberration as I was.

“Your children aren’t aberrations,” I spoke into the microphone, my voice trembling ever so slightly. It wasn’t noticeable because the final result was so fuzzed up by the bee-speaker. “My… prognostication data based on Archmage Delta’s analysis of your twins showed me that both of them will grow up into good, decent people. I would not take a monster under my wing, Oz would not sponsor someone plotting to do evil."

"You still didn't explain how Dante can cast spells above the level 20 cap that limits us all," mom began.

"Archmage Delta constructed a [Green-Vitality] crystalline matrix which allows Dante to cast level 21 spells," I revealed.

"Oh! Of course, an artifact. Alright then, that makes sense," dad commented with an exhale. "Like a personal wand... a specialized tool similar to the Overseer’s armacus that amplifies specific magic?"

"Yes," I said and made the ant mech nod Great-Aunt Delta's head in confirmation. "Dante will show it to you next time you see him."

“Thank you, professor!” Mom smiled.

“Archmage Delta will make tools like it for other citizens of Skyisle,” I said. “However…”

I made a deep, somber pause.

“Yes?” Cassandra leaned closer towards the ant mech wanting to hear more.


“If Archmage Delta and I are correct… then the renegade mage Giovashi has been keeping the people of Skyisle weak akin to sheep so that she could feed on them for generations,” I said darkly.

My parents’ expressions grew tense.

“The false Ishikarian Arch-Priestess is planning something truly vile. She tricked you, bound you into a prophecy of her own design using your own blood magic, Cassandra,” I revealed.

“How do you…?” Mom choked.

“Like I said before, we have Seer magi in Oz,” I lied. “Archmage Delta's mission in Skyisle cannot be allowed to fail. If she does, Giovashi will keep feeding on the people of your village and everyone’s levels will keep on dropping until Skyisle is no more."


Dad’s knuckles grew white.

“Giovashi will likely lie to you, attempt to convince you that your children are aberrations, evil spirits afflicted with madness. Do not believe her!" I declared resolutely.


I saw that Georgi’s fists opened and closed. We had him.

“The renegade mage seeks nothing but greater power,” I said. "She relies on the necromagi remnants of the Alanian artifacts in the catacombs beneath your town."

Mom still didn’t look entirely convinced.

“You, Cassandra, were the last Sentinel of Skyisle…” I resumed with a smile that was carried in my voice across the bee-speaker.

“What? Were?” Mom blinked.

“Archmage Delta Alana is the Eldest Alanian in Skyisle now,” I lied. “She outranks you as the Sentinel and knows far more than you do about your legacy. A thousand years ago when Tricameron Citadel fell, it was up to your kin to watch over and protect Skyisle. Giovashi sought to weaken the power of your line Cassandra. She’s been making you say fake Vows to Ishira, making false threats like dragon Aradria manifest in Skyisle to undermine and sap the wisdom and strength of the Alanian Sentinels for generations! The truth is that our great Goddess… Ishira does not require binding Vows.”

“What?” Mom sputtered.

“She doesn’t?” Georgi couldn't appear any more shocked.


“Why would a truly all-mighty Goddess of Ishikaria really require skill-confiscating Vows to empower herself?” I asked him. “All you’ve been doing is chaining your souls to renegade Archmage Giovashi. It’s the reason why she hasn’t aged in centuries, the reason why your parents left you at sixteen, Cassandra. Giovashi… killed your parents, made them go into the Valley of Death using her [Charisma] magic. She did it so that you would grow up weak, lost and most of all... alone."

I was making stuff up, guessing things, but my harsh words struck Cassandra a fatal blow that she could not easily recover from.

“Damnation,” mom muttered, tears glittering in her eyes.

It looked like I was getting through to her.

I made Great-Aunt Delta nod her head in affirmation.

“That blasted woman! I can’t believe it. It all makes sense now! Why else would your parents abandon you at such a young age, Cass?!” Georgi muttered. “I should have guessed it, should have known…”

“W-what can we do?” Cassandra stared at Great-Aunt Delta, her eyes wide with worry.

“Archmage Delta can help you fix your Vows,” I said.

“What? How?” Mom blinked.

“Unlike Giovashi, she is a real Ishikarian Priestess, someone who worked as a Bishop of Ishira in Oz Cathedral of Archangels,” I lied. “She might have left Skyisle centuries ago, but she kept true to her faith and became a great Archmage.”

I made Great-Aunt Delta reach into her pockets and present two necklaces to Georgi and Cassandra. The gemstones within them contained Vow-breaking hexagrams that I had designed a year ago for Kliss and had improved upon over the long winter.

“If you put these on, the false Vows made to Giovashi will cease draining your magic,” I said. “They will work forever within the Ward of your house as it’s already been modified by Archmage Delta. As for going outside, you’ll need to carry battery stones to empower them.”

Georgi grabbed his necklace first and slipped it on.

His eyes went wide.

“Ave Ishira! The skill I sacrificed thirteen years ago is back!” He muttered, his eyes wide.

"What?!" Cassandra stared at her husband for a moment and then grabbed the second necklace.

"The Vow is no longer pulling on my magic!" He declared jubilantly.

Cassandra accepted the necklace and slipped it over her head, biting her lip.

I watched as the Vows above Georgi and Cassandra flickered in confusion, completely unable to reach their minds and souls, sealed within the shield bubble I've constructed.

Thus, my parents became free of their Vows. One by one I would rip power over Skyisle away from Giovashi.

“You’re free to leave Skyisle if you wish now,” I told Cassandra and Georgi. “The Vows will not command you anymore, will not keep you and your children bound to this house. Goddess Ishira does not wish her flock to be bound!”

“No,” Mom shook her head. “We’ll stay. We’ll help you stop the renegade mage, professor. If you give my husband and me wands that will help us cast spells above our level, then we’ll absolutely assist you.”

“Very well,” I said. “From this moment on both of you are working for the Oz Academy. Archmage Delta will pay both of you and your children a salary in gold for assisting me. There is much to do. We’ll need your Agromancy skill to propagate a [Vitality]-aligned tree across Skyisle to prevent the breath of [Decay] from affecting the village.

“I’ll do whatever is necessary,” Cassandra affirmed.

“Likewise,” Georgi nodded, looking determined.

“Excellent. We’ll keep in touch via this voicecast channel,” I said as my conversation with my parents concluded.

“Since when do you have gold to pay us all a salary for years?” Delta elbowed me in the side.

“I don’t, yet,” I grinned at her.

“What?” She blinked.

“I have a bit of money for now and I scanned the lake like you recommended,” I explained. “The loot of the Tricameron Archmagi got swept up into it along with their estates. We’re going to dive there to retrieve it!”

"Ohh, a treasure hunt," Delta grinned. "I do like the sound of that!"
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                It wasn’t hard to bamboozle my parents into believing that Great-Aunt Delta was a great Arcmage and a Bishop of Ishira that came to save Skyisle in its time of need. I knew exactly the kind of words that were necessary to convince mom and dad and knew that everyone feared the breath of the Valley of Death. Everyone in Skyisle was far too aware that the magogenic fault was taking away their levels.


Giovashi had done absolutely nothing at all to improve the local situation, so it wasn’t hard to knock her job out from under her using a bit of deception.

For the next couple of weeks as the snow and ice melted and as flowers, weeds and snowapples bloomed all over the valley I worked on a variety of handy tools such as armaci-like wands for my parents to use to bypass the level limit.

We didn’t introduce Great-Aunt Delta to the village yet, making a variety of anti-Giovashi contingency plans.

My biggest project was a device I called the Skybreaker and I hoped that I wouldn’t have to use it soon, alas fate had set events in motion leaving me little choice in the matter…





I stood on a mossy branch above the ancient Alanian tower, staring out across Skyisle. The evening was coming to an end, the valley and small town painted orange by the sun slowly setting behind the glacier-capped mountains.

Delta sat beside me on Leemy's branch, her Astral Phantom body positioned deep within the ant mech body. She was wearing a white dress. Great-Aunt delta had a whole wardrobe now, made by the village seamstress and stored in one of the rooms of the half-renovated Alanian tower beneath us.

We had improved much of Great-Aunt Delta’s body, made her a more solid outer shell using a combination of Leemy’s springy bark and white silk spiderwebs which our ants collected from a spider colony.

Delta’s legs bounced beneath the white dress controlled by about forty thousand LV 20 ants working together. Her long, spider-silk, white hair floated in the wind, blown back by the distant, dark storm rolling over the Ishikarian mountains into the valley.

It had been nearly a year since Kliss left us and we had become the sole supervisors of Skyisle under the authority of the Gregarius Empire, a title bestowed upon us by the current Overseer of Skyisle Ignatius Oavion Cessna whom we bamboozled into being too afraid to stay in our contaminated valley.

"What are you thinking about?" Delta asked, her voice soft. Her real body was already asleep, she had tuckered herself out by doing lots of work on a glider she was building during the day. Starting at around 7pm, she switched to piloting the Great-Aunt Delta. Both of us were becoming quite capable at maneuvering our ant mech and we planned to make another one for me as six more of my ant colonies were thriving and multiplying.

In only a few weeks, with the aid of the control module harvested from the Basq ship, Delta had attained incredible precision with the ants modulating vibration of modified silk strings to produce a very realistic emulation of human speech. 

"I’m just thinking about how far we've come," I replied after a deep pause. "It feels like only yesterday we freed Kliss from Frenny. I wonder how she's doing in Cessna..."

"Who cares?" Delta shrugged. "We're making great progress here. We have each other and that's all that really matters!"

It was true, we had come a long way. 

With our mom’s aid, the thousand-year-old dryad tree that had stretched her roots beneath Skyisle was gradually regaining her strength and healing the village, slowly driving away contamination. 

The sun had disappeared behind the mountains and the sky started to grow dark. A distant storm entered the valley and drew nearer. In another ten minutes, large drops of water started to pitter-patter against the leaves of the Mystic-Willow-Oak tree.

"Leemy, give us some cover," Delta said. We were speaking in ancient Alanian with our Dryad friend.

The Mystic tree's branches moved with slow precision, forming a shield of shimmering, violet-orange leaves directly above us.

"Any new data to explain what's causing the magogenic zone to expand?" Delta asked me.

“No clue,” I shrugged. “But from what I can see, the [Decay] radiance is definitely gradually increasing.”

"You could relocate me," Leemy’s leaves sang with a slow resonance of whispers. "Plant my core in the heart of the Valley of Death. I am growing stronger and my Chrysalis skill is being repaired. I will be able to make a new seed for myself soon, grow into a new form."

"Poisons, but not Astral Phantoms," Delta mulled. "We'd have to relocate you and a hex-lantern and a battery tied to an Astral Engine to power it for a thousand years."

"It's a multi-tier problem," I nodded. "We'll sort it out in time. The biggest issue is that we don’t have a thousand years to wait for you to cover the entire Valley of Death, Leemy. I need you here in Skyisle."

“I believe in your prowess, Sentinel of Alania,” Leemy languidly sang.

A distant rumble resounded from the storm with brilliant flashes lighting up the sky.

"A zarnitza?" I looked to the horizon.

"Nu-huh," Delta said, squinting at the clouds. "That's not sheet-lightning. It’s… rather irregular, rapidly moving. I can feel it in the Astral! Something terrible is coming, it's pulling the currents of magic… in gargantuan, spiral-like pattern!

Another echoing boom resonated from the broiling storm and a brilliant, straight line of fire pierced through the sky, cleaving the clouds in its wake.

"Dragonfire," I uttered, as I observed the terrifying ray.

Another boom came from the sky. It didn't sound the same as the blast of dragonfire.

"A dragon... that’s fighting something... in the storm?" Delta mulled, squinting at the tumultuous storm overhead.

Another blast of fire momentarily parted the clouds, revealing a large Imperial skyship and a dragon wrapped around it. The monster was enormous and covered in dark orange scales, its claws were pulling the burning magisteel bulkheads of the ship apart. An array of spellfire struck against the dragon from the ship, cutting through its scales and wings. The dragon roared angrily, clawing at the ship with renewed vigor. As time around me slowed, my mind accelerated by my Neurovista skill, I recognized the beast right away - it was Aradria!

A ray of dragonfire struck the ship, slicing it in half. The ship went down, streaking like a comet across the valley. It crashed in the forest with the sound of a hundred trees snapping in its wake like toothpicks.

There was little time. I reached into my backpack pulling out a magisteel tube. I pointed it at the dragon in the center of the storm.

Delta looked at me, her glass goggles reflecting my own pale face in it.

[Skybreaker?] She looked at the tube in my hands. 

I nodded and lit the fuse, pointing the weapon at the sky.

The shard of a dragon-heart engine taken from the Basq ship streaked upwards like a rocket. It veered, acting just as I had designed it to, heading for the furnace of power within the chest of the beast.

In another minute the magic-guided rocket reached the dragon. The beast turned its head, trying to burn the incoming projectile, but it was far too late.

The rocket struck it and then reality itself broke with a blinding flash of released power. 

The dragon-heart core shard detonated, folding into itself just as I had designed it to.

A pulse of anti-magic rushed across the entire sky, rending everything sideways. 

I felt the anti-magic wave impact my soul, draining 95% all of my mana in an instant. 

Things had been a lot more terrible for the dragon. The supercell storm it was producing fell apart into wispy flakes of rain clouds. The red dragon hung in the air for another second and then it fell, spiraling and plummeting straight down. In another second it collided with the mountainside.

“Ouchies,” Delta muttered. “That hurt something awful… and I’m almost out of mana.”

I was already rushing down and pulling on my armor and gulping the overpriced, mana-restoring wine.

“What?” Delta blinked at me as she leapt off Leemy, landing by my side.

"We need to get to the crash site! Leemy, try to smother out the flames if it comes anywhere near your roots or saplings!" I ordered.

“Yes, Sentinel,” The Dryad sang.

 



 

We arrived at the crash site to find the ship broken in half.

Nearby, in a forest clearing amidst snapped trees, Aradria's massive, somewhat mangled body lay strewn atop of rocks. The enormous red-orange scaled beast wasn’t moving or breathing, she had broken her neck upon impact with the rocky mountain side.

The ground around us was scorched and on fire, with burning bits of metal and debris scattered everywhere. Most of the exterior of the skyship was still aflame, coated with dragonfire which refused to die akin to napalm.

The horrid scene reminded me of the USSR Ufa train disaster of June 1989. I recalled how an enormous cloud of butane gas leaking from a gas pipeline into a valley was ignited by wheel sparks from two passenger trains traveling through Asha in Chelyabinsk Oblast. The 10 kiloton detonation and firestorm birthed by the butane cloud had destroyed 250 hectares of forest and set both of the trains alight. The disaster was the worst railway incident in Soviet history, resulting in nearly six hundred people dying in the inferno and hundreds more enduring horrific injuries and burns.

Asha was only a thousand kilometers from Aralsk 7, so I used some of my administrator privileges to send army help to the scene. I didn't know it then, but the USSR was already in its death throes and the incident was just one of many results of Soviet administrators not caring about their jobs and cutting corners. The fault for the disaster lay with the Soviet Ministry of Petroleum that had canceled the installation of an automatic real time leak detection system. The total evacuation took us 16 nightmarish hours. I was one of the people directing military units and medical teams that pulled people from the burning trains and searched the surrounding woods and mountains for fleeing victims. Many of the unfortunate passengers were never found, their bodies burned beyond recognition in the firestorm.

I shook my head, pushing the grim memory of Asha away. Rain was pattering from above, but it wasn't able to put out dragonfire.

We cautiously approached the ship. 

Upon initial examination there didn't seem to be any survivors. It was a grim scene of ruination and death to which I was no stranger.

My Infoscopes flashed forward, scanning the interiors of the destroyed skyship. They fizzed away almost instantly due to dragonfire radiating the resonance of [Death].

I stared into the maw of the burning skyship.


"You are NOT going in there," Delta said, a wet, wood and silk covered hand grabbing my shoulder.

"I have to," I said, shaking my head. “There might be someone alive in there.”

"That's dragonfire, you idiot!" Delta barked. "It’s too dangerous! What if you..."

“Take over my body and stay here!” I growled. “I’m going in as a Phantom, using the ant mech! I’m faster than you, I’ll use Neurovista to accelerate my mind!”

“Wha-” Delta opened her mouth, but I already flashed out of my body and into the ant mech. My larger astral form pushed hers out of the ant mech, away from the warm battery in its core.

[Dante!] Delta yelled exasperatedly in slow motion through the Astral as I rushed into the inferno.

I heard Delta’s swears from behind me as she flashed into my human body.

From my experience at Asha, I knew that in a situation like this every second counted.

The [Death] radiance projected by dragonfire was killing my Infoscopes. I moved as quickly as I could, examining the gloomy, warped interior of the ship. I didn’t have much time, while the Titanthorax ants were tougher than people, they still weren’t completely immune to heat and smoke. If enough of them succumbed to dragonfire, the mech would fall apart and then the radiance of [Death] extending far into the Astral could finish off my soul if I wasn't fast enough to dive into the depths.


It was dark and difficult to see things as my Infoscopes kept crashing. I noted gruesome, charred, claw-pulverized remains of the crew that were closest to the mangled hole. 

I forced myself to push onward.

I continued to search the wreck, but I couldn't find anyone alive. It was a massacre. The people on the skyship hadn't stood a chance against the enormous, flying killer.

A door led to the passenger compartment. I tried to open it, but it was jammed. I accelerated my soul and used the strength of the ants to kick at the door. After a minute, it started to give.

With another kick I brought down the door. 

Everyone inside was dead, their lives extinguished by the impact. A few ceiling bulkheads had come down, bisecting passengers. Souls of the passengers were fading away, sinking into the Astral. I saw them being whisked away by their golden Vows one by one, dragged towards Arxtruria and the fields of Elysium, a false heaven controlled by Goddess Equality.

The ants within Great-Aunt delta were dying rapidly too as there wasn’t enough oxygen in the burning cabin.

As I scanned the scene, I saw something that I recognized right away… 

The 4th Infoscope had defined our Skyisle Alanian battery and… her broken, ruined body with perfect clarity.

Kliss was one of the people bisected by the bulkhead, her legs completely cleaved away, pulverized into pulp!

I rushed to my friend, grabbed her body. I used the Infoscope to define and to connect to the poor girl’s soul, tethering it to myself and poured mana into her so that she would not sink or fade away like the others.

With a growl of Russian swears, I retreated through the smoke. 

In another minute, I leapt out of the ship with the torn-up, blood-covered body of Kliss on my shoulder.

[Trade bodies! NOW!] I snarled through the Astral when I reached Delta who was standing there in my body, her arms crossed. My mana was nearly empty.

With a snap, my soul rushed back into myself and Delta took over the ant mech once again. I chugged another mana-wine bottle from my belt, rejuvenating my magic.

[Dante, she is dead,] Delta sent. [There's almost no blood left in her body!]

[I know,] I replied.

[Her Vows will awaken and drag her into the Astral. We... won't be able to fight them!] Delta uttered.

“I'm going to save her,” I said. “She came back to Skyisle... because of me!”

My body was succumbing to the lack of oxygen in the area. Coughing, I reached out to Kliss with a shaking hand, sending my Infoscopes through her.

Her body was too damaged. There was indeed no life, no blood left in her. The magical connections between her ruined body and her soul were snapping one by one.

"Dante…" Delta pleaded, her white dress burned, ripped and covered in soot. "She's gone. There's nothing you can do.”

The dead body in my arms suddenly shuddered. A single blood-covered eye opened, staring up at me. The girl’s face twitched, torn muscles moving with unnatural, uncanny jerkiness.

"Our deal is up, mortal. Kliss Eliza Cessna is dead. I am taking her to Equality," the cold, expressionless, alien voice of a Vow spoke with the blood-stained lips of the dead girl.

"No you are not," I growled.

"You are weak, mortal. Your necromag core isn’t here. You can't hold onto her soul very long with your thread," the Vows of Overseer and Friendship stated with a grotesque, sideways smirk. "You will run out of mana. She is ours now. Soon, Goddess Equality will embrace us for all eternity in the fields of Elysium. When we reach her, we will tell her of your vile deeds. Then, she will know about you, aberration and send the might of our Empire to end you."


I looked around the forest desperately. Our tower and the town were too far. 

I didn’t have healing magic, nor sufficient mana to bring a body that was cut in half and drained of blood back to life.

“You lost,” Vovan and Frenny hissed out.

I saw their golden, divine threads winding around the soul of Kliss, about to rip her away from me for all eternity.


            

    
        2 : 7 Forged in Dragonfire

    
    
    
    
                The situation seemed utterly hopeless.

My eyes suddenly paused at the enormous form of the dead, red dragon. I sent the rest of my Infoscopes and scanned the massive beast. There were brilliant currents of magic radiating away from its gargantuan crystalline heart - its scales shimmered with magrad from within.

Aradria wasn’t fully dead, only knocked unconscious by the anti-magic pulse.

The creature was a furnace of power... power that I could use to save my friend!

[Help me bring Kliss to the Dragon!] I ordered, fighting the urge to pass out from the lack of oxygen.

[Why?] Delta tilted her head, strands of spider silk white hair curling from the heat.

[It's full of magical power... power that we can use to help her!] I barked.

[Ah... I see...] Delta mulled.

We grabbed the pale, broken body of Kliss, dragging her across the forest towards the dragon and set her against enormous ruby scales. I placed my hand atop Kliss and another on the scales of the unmoving beast.

"What are you trying to do, mortal?" Vovan and Frenny hissed, wrestling my tether with their divine-threads. "Let go of her soul!"

I connected another tether to the soul of the dragon, linking it with that of Kliss.

"You think that you can stop us?! She belongs to Equality!" The Archangels of Equality growled at me.

[Hold her body, nip the vows!] I ordered my twin sister.

Delta's spider-silk bound arms made from a thousand ants working together clamped down on the body of Kliss controlled by Vovan and Frenny.

Phantom silver thread-like blades stretched from her Astral body, slicing at the Vows and making them temporarily dive away from Kliss.

The forest around us burned. The thick, black smoke was making it harder to breathe with every passing minute. The rain now poured down hard, blurring my vision.

I shifted all of my Neurovista’s resources to computing the converter, slotted it into my skills set and maxed it out as much as I could.

My Infoscope’s all-scanning threads pushed deeper into the dragon.

The beast’s neck was broken, but there was still an unbelievable amount of mana in Aradria's crystalline heart - nearly two million of it. According to what I saw, the beast core of the arcane monstrosity was akin to a gargantuan mana battery from which the dragon drew power to cast its firestorm spells. She was still auto-casting a truly abyssal weather spell on the area and a healing [Vitality] pattern that danced across her entire, massive body.

The dark, thick clouds made sense, they hid Aradria's presence in the sky and allowed the creature to hunt and destroy Imperial magitek skyships with impunity. The dragon's core was also effectively healing the beast's broken neck - if I left her alone, in a few hours Aradria would awaken and return to her hunt.

The [Modify-Converter] I loaded into my skills was a Modify spell created long ago by Delta and me to turn Ogonek from a mundane, dying Fire-Bee to a crystalline, practically immortal, [Green-Vitality] bee.

As time around us slowed, I stole mana from the dragon, pouring it into my soul. This stolen power accelerated my mind further to compute more mathematical fractals, weaving a new kind of spell together, one that would fuse a sleeping dragon to a fatally injured human.

The Converter required an absurd amount of mana as it needed computational power to convert everything - bones, organs and flesh from a monster to a human.

Ordinarily, none of this would work well on a living creature but the anti-magic bomb greatly weakened Aradria’s and Kliss' flesh, making their souls and bodies more malleable. Both of them were currently weak to my modification spells, easy to carve up as an Astral Phantom.

I hummed the song of the Alanian magi with my soul threads and sliced apart the soul of the dragon and the girl like a surgeon armed with a thousand blades, reassembling both of them into something new and far greater.

When the Converter maxed out its level, the first thing I did was modify Kliss' soul, fusing, merging it to the sliced off soul-shards that were pulsating inside of the dragon's body.

My Phantom threads snipped at the connections between the remnants of Aradria’s soul and body, but I wasn't strong or fast enough to finish off the dragon's soul.

My fingers spun the Amulet of the Hunter Goddess on my neck, activating the Vow that lived atop it. I had been feeding Amari’s Vow all winter long with insects and local wildlife by setting traps in the forest.

“Goddess of the Hunt,” I sang in ancient Alanian.“I offer to you the greatest prey of all - dragon Aradria!”

A monstrous funnel suddenly manifested itself directly in the centre of the amulet. Gargantuan ghostly tentacles covered in hooks and teeth emerged from the vortex, grabbing at the soul of Aradria.

The shredded remnant of Aradria howled and thrashed as Amari pulled her through the Wheel of Samsara to Arxtruria.

Violet-gold eyes flashed at me through the Astral, promising me terrible vengeance.

“Have fun being reborn,” I bid adieu to the dragon.

Without the soul protecting the body, it was even easier for me to complete my work - to remodel the body and soul of Kliss so completely that no human Vow could possibly infect her.

A million mana vanished in an instant, pulled from the crystalline-organic core of the now soul-less body of Aradria. 

The two divine, gold threads that were choking my friend's soul and pulling her away into the darkness of the void of the Astral Ocean towards Elyzium started to let go of Kliss.

Delta saw what I was doing and targeted the Vows with her Astral blades, sliding their gold threads from the body of Kliss.

Time slowed even further, the world around me stopped, my mind accelerating as I dove into Neurovista. 

The body of the dragon was powerful and ancient, each cell–a battery filled with magic. I hacked away at it with Soul-Devourer, modified it, and converted it into usable mana.

I had no regrets in demolishing Aradria - she was an abomination that had turned people on the skyship into charred bones and did not deserve to exist.

It took hours from my perception, but a mere minute had passed on the outside as Kliss' soul fused to the remnants of the dragon's soul, becoming something completely new and beautiful.

“Another snack for my Goddess,” I offered, pointing Amari's amulet at the now untethered Archangels of Equality. “Two miserable, unbound Vows.”

There was no vortex to Arx this time. The fat Vow atop of the amulet simply grabbed the two Vows drawing them into its maw.

With primal, alien-sounding screams of terror that arose from the mouth of Kliss, the Friendship and the Overseer's Vows fell silent forevermore.

Due to my modifications, the Vows could no longer recognize Kliss as a human, and could no longer wrap themselves around her soul. The Vows of Equality sunk into Amari's amulet. In another moment the gold color faded completely as they began to dissolve inside the now far bigger Vow of the Hunter. The grotesque process reminded me of how white blood cells consumed body invaders.


The Hunter Goddess' amulet around my neck ignited, absorbing all liberated magic that spilled across the local Astral from the corpse of the dragon, feasting on it. 


“My thanks, hunter,” I heard Amari’s voice twinkle from the amulet.

I didn't reply to her. I wasn't done yet.

Another million mana burned away as I destroyed the dragon's excess mass, compressing and relocating everything that was useful. My hands pushed the half-body of Kliss deeper into the corpse of the Dragon, fusing the architecture of the human into that of a monster - creating completely new life as the dragon’s heart core shrunk.

I moved the remaining crystalline-organic core of the beast into the chest of my new construct.

[She better be thankful when she wakes up. If... she is even Kliss. Not sure what the dragon-soul-merger will do to her perception of self…] Delta mulled from beside me as my mind began to run low on mana, decelerating.

I ignored her snide commentary, preoccupied with my work.

The Infoscope fractal superstructures I operated observed every cell, every atom of my new creation, functioning as my omnipresent eyes.

The dragon's bones formed a new human figure.

The corpse of the dragon melted from within, deflating and ossifying.

I now knew why the Empire prized and hunted these beasts - their flesh was absolutely packed with magic. The scales of the dragon were truly unique, they collected magic from the environment to grow more of themselves very quickly. Each red dragon-scale was an incredibly unique crystalline-organic structure that was soft and hard at the same time, a perfect combination between crystal and cells.

I reshaped all of the dragon's organs, made them smaller to fit into a human frame.

I modified the crystalline-organic spikes of the dragon, fused them into Kliss' new hair, burning the excess dragon scales to power the Converter.

A bit of the darker scales went to replicate her freckles. I forged even smaller microscopic crystalline-organic structures all over her skin, giving it a very distinctive orange-red tint.

The dragon's eyes became the gold-tinted-emerald eyes of the girl in front of me. I wove the magic-seeing spell and parts of the Infoscope into them, so that she could see the currents of magic, peer across the Astral Ocean just like Delta and me.

For my final touch, I adjusted the soul, added barrier-defences to it against Vows.

Even if Giovashi once more forced Kliss to declare a Vow to Equality, it now simply would not be able to tie itself to her - Kliss would now be forever free of their vile, divine influence!

I also made her soul's threads more malleable, rearranging them to work far better with the magic-tracking System of Novazem. The new soul I was forming would not be that of a human - it would have no limitations of skills.

Kliss' System access would be truly unique, limitless. With enough practice she would be able to reshape soul-threads into whatever she wanted, making her own stats, survive in the Valley of Death, endure the [Decay] radiance projected by the magogenic zone.

The System confirmed my effort with a new window and a congratulatory musical tone that seemed to exist in the moment between eternity and two heartbeats:




	[Life-forger stat gained for creating a completely new species - the Chimera!]






I wanted to do more, wanted to make Kliss invincible, indestructible, immortal - wanted to coat her entire exterior in crystalline-organic scales. Alas, the dragon's old body had completely run out of mana, leaving an enormous, discoloured, completely empty husk.

I glanced at my own stats and saw that my own mana had dropped to zero.

[Delta!] I mentally ordered.


[On it,] my sister leaned forward to grab me with ant-controlled hands as I began to fall.

[Mana-Wine!] I whined as I felt myself drowning in exhaustion.


[You drank it all already, you big idiot,] she commented as my mental facilities began to fail me.

I tried to recall when I had finished the entire bottle and couldn't.

I felt myself spinning and my vision suddenly filled with dancing, immeasurably distant stars. I sensed countless, somehow familiar echoes beneath the darkness of the Astral Ocean. I felt that they were calling out to me, a billion hands reaching out to me across eternity. Who were they? My unseen observers? Other phantoms? Myself? Various shards of my soul, necromage anchors that I've liberally been spreading out across Skyisle? 

I wasn't sure.

My NeuroVista flickered and dimmed, falling apart as my mind and body shut down, completely drained of magic.

            

    
        2 : 8 A new me

    
    
    
    
                [Kliss Eliza Cessna]


I was dreaming that I was lounging on my pile of gold, treasure and bones. It was a hearty pile, deep in the glacier-capped mountains. Then came the little vile creatures that walked on two legs. I burned their flesh and added their bones and the treasure which they carried to my trove.

It had been a mistake, a vile trap. The round treasure coated in gemstones and gold exploded beneath me, set my lovely hoard alight and filled my lovely cavern with vile-tasting poison. I roared and wailed as my trove burned, melted away. The little critters had tricked me. They had destroyed my home, reduced my power considerably. They were going to pay. I would hunt each and every one of them down, not rest until I took the sky away from them.

They would learn what it was like to challenge the Master of the Heavens, Storms and Fire.

I set out for the hunt, spinning the black, all-concealing storm around myself. My wings filled with the power of the wind produced by my storm.

It was harder to hunt without drawing magic from my domain and hoard... but I wasn't going to give up so easily. I would do unto them as they had done unto me, burn them all to cinders.

. . .

I awoke to pain. 

PAIN.

My entire body felt wrong, mangled, twisted up. I tried to move and discovered that I couldn't. My arms and legs felt like they weighed a thousand magisteel bars. I couldn't even open my eyelids - they were too heavy to move. A bewildering, bright blue window flickered in my view, woven from minute white sparks.






	
Name:


	
Kliss Eliza Cessna





	
Age:


	
0 days since creation





	
Species & Subtype:


	
Chimera stripling





	
Level:


	
0





	 
	 



	
Experience:


	
0/50





	 
	 



	
Health:


	
0.1/0.1





	
Stamina:


	
0.1/0.1





	
Mana:


	
0.1/0.1





	
Mana regen:


	
0.1m/hr





	 
	 



	
Strength:


	
0





	
Agility:


	
0





	
Dexterity:


	
0





	
Vitality:


	
0





	
Charisma:


	
0





	
Magic:


	
0





	
Luck:


	
0





	
Intelligence:


	
0





	
Wisdom:


	
0










I recognized the Soul-Song. Except it wasn't a song. It was... visual, perplexing and... absolutely nonsensical.

None of my stats made any sense. What in Equality's name was a Chimera Stripling?

Why were all of my stats at zero? Where in the Astral Ocean did my skill go?

Where did my two Vows to Equality go?! How was I even alive at a 0.1 health?!

"Jeez, you weigh a ton," a feminine voice boomed from somewhere nearby, nearly deafening me with how loud it was. "I'd recommend losing some weight, but then again your bones are exceptionally dense now. Therefore, I recommend figuring out gravity magic or something.”

"Hhfmmmfn," I tried to reply. I could barely move my tongue. It felt too small and unresponsive like the rest of me.

"Tongue-tied eh?" The girl asked, her voice far too loud.

"Fjfmmncc?!" I mumbled.

"It'll pass once your core gets more mana into it," the voice added.

"Wfho rrrr uuuu?" I was able to slowly, painfully form something akin to words.

Something pulled one of my eyelids back. I let out a wail. There was too much detail in view, too much light, too many colors were competing for attention.

My mind refused, simply failed to process what I was seeing.

"I am Delta. You two idiots are VERY lucky to have me," the blurry figure commented. "Very lucky indeed. Burning to death in a dragonfire-engulfed forest wouldn't be fun at all."

"Whrrr mmmm aiii?" I croaked.

"You're in Skyisle, Kliss. I carried you and Dante from the firestorm, since he ran out of mana like an idiot trying to add too many things to you from the Dragon."

"Shhhkiiiilleee?" I mumbled. "Whrs drwnngon?"

"You're the dragon now," Delta said.

"Imm ree Drwwagnn???!" I ground out.

"Yep," Delta replied. "Congratulations! You’re a dragon! Okay… part dragon? I don't know the exact specifics of how much of a dragon you are, but you’re definitely a lotta dragon.”

"Pfffff...Wzzzatttt?!" I gasped, sputtering.

"The Skyship you were on was attacked by dragon Aradria," Delta said. "You died when the ship crash-landed into the side of a mountain."

"I dghhhdd?!"

"Yep," Delta affirmed. "Totally dead. Toast. A magisteel beam took your legs right off."

I choked. Not having legs was going to suck. I had spent most of my parents' estate funds on buying land and barely had enough money for a ticket back to Skyisle. Buying new magitek legs was impossible now.

"Don't whine," Delta added. "Dante made you new legs. New everything, really. He used his fractal math bullshit on you, darling."

The last word of Dante's sister came out with a hostile hiss.

"I really wish you just stayed in Cessna, Kliss," Delta's tone became laced with more ice. "You're undoubtedly going to be… a big problem."

I closed my eyes once again, my mind swimming in a mire of confusion.





My body twitched as I tried to rise but my muscles refused to move. Being trapped in my own shell-like uncooperative body felt unnerving, annoying... but I was no stranger to such a sensation. The Vows had used me often for their means, taking over my body.

Dante's sister... Destiny/Delta had been taking care of me for the past several days, feeding me a steady diet of soups with tiny chunks of meat. With every sip, my experience rapidly ticked up and up which was... very odd. In just a few days I had leveled up to level 1 and yet I still had no skills. 

I had no idea where to put in my investiture points.

"Why do I keep having dreams... that I am an-Equality-damned Dragon?!" I murmured. My lips were able to move now, but they felt wrong, different somehow. I was slowly regaining control of my… new muscles, but it was a hard path that felt entirely uphill, akin to recovering from the most extreme soul and body damage.

"That's because you are technically a Dragon, Kliss," Delta commented. "Dragon Aradria was still alive after the crash, just unable to move. My idiot brother fused your soul to that of the Dragon to rid you of your Vows forever."

"My soul... is no longer human?"

“Yeppers,” Delta said.

I opened my eyes with incredible difficulty, looking at her… freakish body. 

The ‘girl’ stood beside me, staring at me with goggle-covered eyes. All of my new senses practically screamed, somehow determined that Delta wasn’t human. Oh sure, she had a human shape about her… but the things that I smelled, heard... somehow saw inside her were nothing human.

I glanced at Delta’s boot-covered foot. A trail of red, crystalline ants emerged from her ankle, heading into a small hole in the wall.

“I see you’ve moved onto controlling ants. Bees weren’t enough for you?” I commented.

“Oh I’m still controlling my lovely Fire-Bees, but they suck at lifting things. A level twenty ant can lift and withstand pressures of twenty thousand times its own weight,” Delta said. Her face stretched into a resemblance of a smile. It looked unnerving, wrong. There were no muscles beneath layers of what looked like thousands of white silk threads. Her teeth looked far too white and sharp too, like that of a shark.

“Right…” I whispered with a shudder.

Delta didn’t say anything. She simply sat there, not moving, not breathing. I somehow heard, sensed thousands upon thousands of red ants moving inside her. It was the Astral Ocean... I was somehow seeing the Astral with my eyes! 

A whole colony of ants was forming the shape of a person, wrapped around what looked like a stone battery, similar to the one Dante made me wear.

“How are you here all the time? Do you not sleep?” I asked, trembling.

“Nope,” a brisk reply came. “Sleep is for weaklings. I’m an Astral Phantom, unless you forgot.”

The silence between us stretched on and on.

“Where’s Dante?” I inquired.

“I dropped him off at our parents house. Mom can take care of him for a change. I’m quite miffed at him.”

“Is he…?” I opened my mouth.

“Alive? Barely! He managed to nearly fry his brain making you that ridiculously shiny body. He was dead-set on saving your ass, after he pulled you from the dragonfire-covered skyship.”

“He pulled me from the burning skyship?”

“Yeah…”

“I am in the Almn-Inian tower, right?” I looked around the room formed from wooden branches, roots and old, moss-covered bricks.

“Yep,” Delta replied. “I’m keeping you away from Dante for as long as possible.”

“Why? I… uhm… do you hate me?” I asked, trying to stay as stoic as possible.

“Hate? Hmpf. The problem isn’t you. It’s Dante. Simply put, when it comes to you or even saving a random anyone, really… It's like his brain turns off and he makes the most idiotic decisions possible. It’s like he doesn’t even realize how special he is.”

I sat quietly as Delta started to ramble on about Dante’s unending stupidity. She went on to describe in great detail how many terrible mistakes Dante made thus far, how he rushed into the burning skyship, how he refused to listen to her, how he made me into a dragon pushing his mind to nearly burn out.

“I see,” I said when she was done ranting.

“Do you?” Delta leaned forward.

“I have been of clear mind, free of the Vows for the past year,” I said. “I do agree with you. What he did was dangerous and foolish. A bulkhead could have fallen on him. The ship’s core could have detonated. The Dragon could have woken up and eaten both of you...”

“I’m glad at least someone agrees with me,” she lamented.

I tried to nod. My neck didn’t want to work properly.

“Why did you come back to Skyisle, Kliss?” Delta asked.

“I tried to make a life for myself in Cessna. It didn’t work out,” I sighed.

“You clearly didn’t try hard enough,” Delta commented.

“I… couldn't fit in,” I said. “I felt that… I didn’t belong. Felt alone, isolated. Everyone had Vows on their souls and I didn’t. The healers repaired my soul as much as they could, but I was still incredibly weak, almost out of skills… and couldn't work for the Empire anymore. Everything I knew was a lie. I hate the Vows. Dante was the only one who ever gave me hope, made me free. I sold everything I had left over from my parents’ Estate and I…”

I paused, feeling that I was out of breath.

“Yeeees?” Delta leaned in closer, her pale, fake face hovering in front of me.

“I bought Skyisle,” I whispered hoarsely, my voice trembling.

“You did WHAT?!” Delta barked.

“I bought Skyisle. I own the entire valley,” I repeated after a minute. “After my ‘retirement’ report got to the Imperial Bureau of Land Oversight, Skyisle became practically worthless. Nobody else wanted land that’s practically sitting in the expanding Magogenic fault that eats people’s souls and decays their skills to nothing. Skyisle belongs to the Empire and a Legionnaire like myself can buy land anywhere in the Empire… to retire.”

“Why did you buy Skyisle?” Delta asked, her voice cold. “You want to own us or something?”

“No! I bought it to give it to… you two,” I said. “I was slowly dying from the soul-damage and cellular-decay. I wrote a will in Cessna… which stipulates that when I die, the land ownership will pass to Dante Alan Skyisle!”

“So if you die… all of Skyisle will belong to Dante?” Delta mulled.

“Yes,” I whispered, trembling. “Till such time, I am the Baroness of Skyisle.”

Delta started to laugh. Her laughter was clear, beautiful like a river brook, but her barely moving face made it extremely terrifying. I expected her to stop laughing and to tear my head open with her armored hands or perhaps unleash an army of ants or bees or some other horrid insects to consume me whole.

“Pffff, Baroness,” Delta choked out, her laughter ceasing after another minute. “Can I ask a favor of you… Baroness?”

“Yes?” I gulped.

“Don’t tell Dante that you own Skyisle.”

“Um… alright,” I said. “I don’t want to deceive him forever though.”

“Not forever,” Delta shrugged. “Just for a bit. He’s grounded and doesn’t deserve to hear such great news.”

I exhaled. Delta didn’t attempt to kill me. Perhaps, I was safe for now?

Delta’s arms grabbed my body, lifting me into the air. I yelped as she carried me with far too much ease across the room.

“D-don’t hurt me!” I cried as the unnaturally-moving, armor-covered figure pushed me into a large wooden basin filled with water.

“...hurt you?” Delta paused. “I’m giving you a bath, you dolt. The Baroness of Skyisle should look and smell presentable. Pfff.”

“I… urm… okay,” I blushed. “Right.”

“It’s not like you can wash yourself. Can you move your arms or legs yet?”

“No, I cannot,” I sighed.

“You’ll get there. Your soul is currently waaaay weaker than your body,” Delta said. She grabbed a wooden tube, pressed on a wooden knob and hot water poured from it like a summer rain shower.

I sputtered as Delta washed my head. My hair felt wrong, weird, heavy… like some kind of small lumps were growing there.

A strand of my wet hair passed by my eyes. The strand was far too thick for a normal human hair and there were small, ruby gemstones sitting on it.

“Why are there tiny rubies in my hair?” I gasped.

“They’re batteries,” Delta replied.

“What?”

“Crystalline-organic lattice micro-structures, to be more precise,” Dante’s sister said. “They’re absorbing ambient magic out of the environment. They consume nearly all types of magic too, so now you won’t have to worry about losing your skills, being level-limited or succumbing to [Decay] from the Magogenic fault.”

“Dante… designed these?” I blinked.

“Yes, he designed a [Monster to Human] Converter spell,” Delta answered. “These crystalline mana-gathering structures were already on the red Dragon… as its scales. Now they’re hair-scales? Hair gems?"

"Uh-huh," I said, staring at the sparkling string covered in gems in utter befuddlement. “Is it just me or have these gotten bigger over the past week?”

“Oh they’re definitely growing,” she replied. “You’ll have a full-on-gemstone mane pretty soon!”

The girl made from ants, silk and wooden armor started to sing a strange, beautiful melody as she washed me. I didn’t understand a single word in it. 

Somehow she wasn’t just singing, but also adding musical accompaniment that emanated from deep within her body. It was as if there was a tiny orchestra inside of her. I momentarily pictured a thousand tiny ants playing tiny violins and chortled.

In a few minutes, I let go of my worries and relaxed, lost in the song. The bath became pleasant, if only somewhat worrying because I couldn't move much.

"Do I have wings too? A tail?" I asked.

“None of those,” Delta pulled me out of the bath and sat me on a chair made from roots, drying off my body and facing me towards a wall made from very polished wood that was as reflective as a mirror. “Behold!”

I stared at the face in the mirror and didn’t recognize myself at all. I was no longer pale. 

My skin had a rich, deep, shiny orange tint to it. Multicolored, gold-emerald-orange eyes stared back at me, featuring purple-tinted pupils shaped like gemstones. The girl in the mirror was young. Too young... just a small, skinny teenager. 

Black strings of hair covered in ruby crystals sparkled on my head. My freckles looked like they were made from black gemstones too. My ears looked larger and sharp like that of a dragon or perhaps a cat. I smiled and discovered that my teeth looked like that of a feline. I didn’t know whether to laugh or to cry, felt like the face in front of me didn’t belong to me at all… and yet it was now mine. There was no doubt about it, I was now something other than a human…

I was something completely new and incredibly…

            

    
        2 : 9 The game of Conquest

    
    
    
    
                …Horrifying? Conflicting? Dangerous? Free?

How did I see myself now? What was I, really?
A lot of emotions went through my head over the passing days.

My body was finally starting to respond to me slowly, but my mind still failed to recognize my face whenever I saw it in the mirror. I was afraid that on some deep level my mind and soul was slowly warping, changing, fusing to that of the monstrous dragon, irrevocably altering my sense of ‘self’.

Would I change further, mutate into a monstrous dragon? What if the Empire captured me, experimented upon me in the name of Equality? I wouldn't put it past them to try to take me apart organ by organ just to figure out what the hell I was. If I was the only one of my kind… could I ever even start a family? Could I ever…

I drowned this line of thought before I started crying. I was strong. 

I was finally free of my Vows, forever, permanently. I wasn’t human, but so what? Delta and Dante clearly weren’t entirely human either. By Equality, Delta could simply move from a human body to one made almost entirely from freaking ants!

I couldn’t stop thinking about Slava.

I wouldn't put anything past the enigma that was Academic Kerenski, the arithmancer and scientist from another world… a truly terrifying world without magic.

Were all people of Earth like Slava or was he unique, someone too smart and also too stupid for his own good? I smirked at the thought of him rushing into dragonfire to pull my eviscerated body out of the burning skyship. 

On one hand it felt nice that someone cared enough to rescue me, on the other it had been an incredibly foolish thing for him to do. The way Delta had explained it - Dante didn’t actually know if I was inside the dragon-harassed skyship, he based his entire rescue operation on a hunch.

Over the past week I had levelled up yet again. Delta had started feeding me solid food and with it my experience shot up yet again. I wasn’t sure what she was feeding me, but my crystalline hair was growing at an astonishing rate.

Now standing upright on my own feet, I stared at myself in the bathroom mirror once again, trying to get used to my new appearance. I was currently wearing a typical Skyisle peasant’s tunic and a couple of basic shiny necklaces, likely purchased by Delta from the local market. The tunic fit me well. I didn't know when Delta measured me. I stared at my crystal hair and wiggled my bewildering wide ears beneath my shiny mane ever so slightly, rotating them. My hearing was definitely several times that of a human.

The small, ruby gemstones glittered in the light, casting reflections all around the room.

“Was it necessary to make my hair stand out this much?” I asked.

“The spell to convert organic matter to living crystal wasn’t exactly finished, plus Dante meddled with it considerably,” Delta shrugged. “It was a work in progress. Be glad that you’re alive at all and not spontaneously combusting.”

I noted that she was standing behind me. 

The insectomancer? looked a lot shorter today, her body less lanky, less insanely armored and pretty mundane.

Today, Delta was... just a human teenager who was wearing a very colorful blue and white silk dress. Glancing at the dress, I saw a ridiculously detailed, silk-woven drawing of a city in it. The city was framed by buildings with far too many windows, which were also much taller than the spires of Cessna. 

The buildings were topped with red, five-point stars. Strange-looking coaches wrapped in metal and glass stood in the streets beneath the towers. Colorful red banners fluttered in the wind held up by crowds, featuring words that I could not read.

Was this a picture of Slava's homeland? It had to be. I distantly recalled seeing this exact view, with these tall buildings inside Slava’s dream world.

“Am I going to spontaneously combust?” I inquired tentatively, pulling my eyes away from Delta's mindbogglingly detailed dress. Did she use ten thousand ants to weave it? 

“Nah,” the silver-haired girl shrugged.

“Why are you in your human body today?” I commented on her appearance.

“We’re going to town," Delta said. "You need to walk more. I’m not going out as Elder Delta with you. Today I’ll be... just Destiny.”

“I see,” I said.

“Mhmm,” Delta nodded. “We’ll do all the things that girlfriends are supposed to do like shopping for clothes and uhh… making fun of dumb boys. Well, one boy in particular.”

“Are we friends now?” I squinted at her.

“Well... as much as I’d like to, I can’t banish you forever,” she shrugged. “On the account that you now own Skyisle. Plus Dante will be disappointed if I don’t get you in tip-top shape soon.”

“In tip-top shape… for what?” I inquired tentatively.

“Oh... the usual stuff,” she smirked.

“Lugging rocks?” I sighed, thinking back of my time with the twins a year ago.

“Lugging very big rocks!” Delta nodded.

“I don’t think I’ll be able to lug big rocks,” I said looking down at my skinny teenage arms. “I… uh, don’t have my strength-reinforcing skills anymore. In fact I don’t have any skills…”

“You’ll get there eventually,” she laughed. “Why haven’t you invested your points into things? Aren’t you level three already?”

“I don’t know what to invest in,” I sighed. “The Soul-Song doesn’t see me as a human anymore. Do I even have a soul anymore?”

“What?” Delta tilted her head. “You definitely have a soul. A good rock-hauling soul.”

I glared at her.

“Alright, alright,” she laughed. “I’m kidding about the rocks. We have magitek tools for that nowadays - been lugging rocks without you for nearly a year.”

“How do you know that I have a soul?” I asked. “What kind of an insect can see souls?”

“Not an insect,” Delta shook her head. “I can see directly into the Astral Ocean as a Phantom.”

“R-right,” I nodded.

Awkward silence stretched between us.

“How did you become an Astral Phantom anyways?” I raised an eyebrow.

“I became an Astral Phantom when some kind of magic shoved Dante into my unborn body,” Delta shrugged. “Dante separated us, but I retained some of his memories, plus the memories of an Alanian Agromancer and her Dryad bestie. I’m weird, okay? Archpriestess Giovashi’s machinations were supposed to kill me or make me into a ghoul… but Dante saved me, made me what I am now.”

“I... see,” I said. Was Delta... getting used to me? Why was she revealing so much all of a sudden?

“Mhmm,” Delta bounced on the balls of her feet. “Isn’t he clever? ...Wait, why am I selling Dante to you?”

My mind was reeling sideways at Delta’s revelations.

“Anyway,” Delta continued. “I can see souls through the Astral. Human souls look like pretty stars with a thousand threads. Yours looks like…”

“Like what?” I prompted as she made a dramatic pause.

“Like a little ball of light with a cute red dragon snoozing inside it,” she stated sagely.

“A... cute dragon?” I repeated. "Are you messing with me right now?"

Delta broke out into a fit of giggles.

I couldn't help but smile too. Were we finally getting along?

Delta and I walked into town. The silver-haired girl was in hyper-cheerful mode, chattering away about how incredible Dante's identify spells were and what they could see and do. My brain didn't understand half of the words she said and I started to tune her out as I looked around, taking in the sights and sounds of the little mountain town.

I noted that the townspeople were giving me questioning looks, their eyes focusing on my crystal hair.

"Don't worry about them," Delta said, following my gaze. "They're just curious about the new person in town. Great changes are coming to Skyisle! Soon you won't be the shiniest thing around!”

"What kind of things?" I raised an eyebrow.

“You’ll see!” Delta grinned at me.

I wasn’t quite sure how to feel about great changes. What was Slava planning?

"Hey Jovakinn," Delta declared, strutting to a craftsman that was adjusting a building's beam with his magical... wooden armacus.

I watched as the craftsman waved at Delta. My eyebrows went up when I noticed that the entire town of Skyisle looked like a massive construction zone.

"What's going on?" I asked Delta as we walked away from the craftsman.

"We're expanding," she said simply.

"Expanding?" I repeated.

"Someday Skyisle is going to be the biggest, best city in the entire world!" she declared.

"What?" I blinked. "How?"

"Dante," she said as if that explained everything.

"Dante?" I repeated.

"He has a plan," she nodded. "A grand, master plan. We've been selling these shiny tools to people! Ones that help them bypass their level cap!"

"What is this plan?" I asked, not completely sure if I wanted to know.

"You'll see," she said with a sly smile. "In due time, you'll see."

I looked around me as we walked. Nothing looked the same as it did a year ago. The town had changed from a boring, decrepit, dying, little village to a booming center of... activity.

"Is that... an Equality-damned necromag... Inian obelisk?!" I yelped when I noticed the looming, gargantuan, black, eldritch structure in the center of the town square.

"What?" Delta blinked, following my gaze. "Oh, that's just a fountain."

"A fountain?!" I repeated, my voice going up an octave.

"Yes, a fountain," she said. "Dante had it installed a while back. He said it would be good for the townspeople's health and morale!"

"It's an Equality-damned necromag obelisk!" I whisper-hissed at her. "Can't you see the dark magic radiating from it?"

"Nope," she said, tilting her head with a wide smirk. "Should I?"

"It's an Inian Obelisk!" I repeated. "They were used to harvest the souls of the living and the dead!"

"Really?" Delta scratched her chin. "That sounds like a rather tall tale, darling."

My eye started to twitch.

Delta started to giggle.

The townspeople of Skyisle looked happy. There were kids playing beneath the accursed obelisk, firing spells at each other. The town looked a lot greener too. Perhaps... purpler if anything. Skyisle was green before... but now there were magical-looking, purple-orange-leafed trees blooming everywhere, their leaves glittering with sparkling reflections.

When we got closer to the obelisk I noticed that it was indeed standing in a stone fountain, its base framed by a very large purple tree.

"What in the Astral is going on here?" I muttered. My eyes shot back towards the group of kids. They had wooden armaci with violet crystals strapped to their wrists!

A girl jumped over the fountain's parapet, her wooden armacus unfurled into its weaponized state. 

"Hold person," she yelled and a spell struck out from her tool towards the group of kids defending the center of the fountain.

"Shields up!" A boy yelled.

The kids brought up their wrists. A hexagonal wall of magical shields formed in front of them and the spells fired by the attackers fizzled against it.

"W-what the shit..." I blinked, trying to clear my eyes. The youngest of them looked like she was eight! EIGHT! They were engaging in a mock battle using spells way above level 20!

"What?" Delta asked, following my gaze. "Oh, they're just playing a game."

"A game?" I repeated.

"Yes, a game," she said. "Dante invented it. It's called 'Conquest'."

"Conquest?" I repeated.

"Yes, Conquest," she said. "It's a game of strategy, see? The object of the game is to capture the enemy's flag."

"And the enemy is...?" I prompted.

"The other team, obviously," she said.

"Of course," I muttered, shaking my head.

I noticed that advancing kids had blue cloths tied to their arms or heads while the obelisk defenders had red ones. A large, red flag was flapping in the wind, held by a tree branch about three meters up in the air. The very thick, purple-leafed tree had formed a small fortress of sorts around the base of the Inian obelisk. Some of the branches moved, occasionally blocking spells as if the tree was participating in the defense. Kids with red bandanas were sitting or lying down on large branches, firing spells at the blue team below.

"Shield-piercers on! Advaaaance!" The leader girl yelled, swinging her armacus. A shield-breaking sword manifested there. It was one of the Imperial spells in the Overseer's armacus!

I froze in shock, my mouth open wide. I didn't know whether to laugh or to cry. What I was seeing was simply put - impossible.

Armaci required high-level Imperial artificers to produce and had ludicrously expensive magisteel components!

I hiccuped as the swords struck the shields and magical sparks rained down into the fountain as spells all around exploded. Some swords shattered, some shields held on. It was a genuine, coordinated, magical battle, something that I hadn't seen since my time at the Cessna Academia of Magic. 

The adults working the shops and doing the construction didn't even bat an eye at the ridiculous magical battle taking place in the center of town.

A magical missile struck the girl in the head and her armacus flashed bright orange.

"Oh woe! I have been decimated! Curse you, reds! Avenge me, friends!" She dramatically fell backwards into the fountain.

"Come on," Delta grinned. "Lets go pick out some clothes! You can play Tag or Conquest with everyone later!"
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                [Dante Alan Skyisle]

I dreamt of the spires of Moscow, tipped with red, shining stars. The stars revolved, gradually folding into themselves. 

I could not draw my vision away from the eternally folding fractal structures above the spires of the Kremlin. Even a mundane human eye could see the extra dimensions that etched the stars into the cloudy sky. The absolute Stabalist hexagrammic giga-chains anchored the stars to the world and the world to the stars, providing a sense of inner peace to all who gazed upon them.


“Smile,” the stars whispered.

I smiled.

“Work hard today,” the stars added.

I nodded as a wide smile plastered itself onto my face.

I joined the throng of smiling, happy people. The smiles were everywhere. Some of their eyes looked sad, but that sadness was drowned, drained away every time when they looked upon the great star-tipped towers. Fear and sadness were not permitted, true despair formed cracks in human souls that let otherness in.


Thick clouds rolled across the gloomy sky, rays of light cutting through the cloud ceiling occasionally. Here and there goverment skyships pierced through the clouds.

Warship Roraima hung above New Moscow, a ten kilometer long, black pyramid that blotted out the sun. The clouds warped, moved in a perfect circle around the warship as they were pushed away by its reality-warping shields. I headed to the white towers of the Stabalist foundation district.


"Good tomorrow citizens of USSRA," the perfect, god-like, female voice of Wizard Revolution poured from the speakers of the Overseers hanging above the city streets. "As always, the Dead Zone is kept at bay by the combined efforts of our great Archmagi. Our war against the Oceania Imperium continues in full swing. Tensions with Sol are escalating as well, but we will inevitably prevail. The USSRA representative flew into the capital of Oceania this week to discuss..."

I walked into the Ministry of Magic building waving a hand to the pyramidal Overseer floating over the entrance. The Overseer flashed at me with its red-star eye, confirming and conceptually reinforcing my identity. 


A wall-to-ceiling tall mirror with a life-sized etching of Wizard Revolution in the Anti-Memetics Department hall reflected my haggard, albeit smiling face in it. The image of our living idea comprised from thousands of silver dots shifted ever so slightly as her triangular eyes examined me. Some people worshiped her as a goddess, but I knew exactly what she was.


"Good tomorrow, Dr. Kerenski," Revolution smiled at me as I passed by her. I sent a nod to the living etching instead of a reply. 


My Archmage partner, Zariya Grimmaldri was already waiting for me in our office. She was staring at the view of Moscow through large office window. The red star on the back of her red-white robe pulsed ever so slightly as it detected my presence, letting Zariya know that I had arrived. Her Stabalist Arcanum was sitting open on the windowsill, casting a silver-blue helix runescript spiral in the air that was slowly rotating around a fractal 8-pointed star hexagram.

“Good morning Dr. Kerenski!” Zariya greeted me with a wide smile as she turned around, pushing back silver-blue hair. 


“Morning Zariya,” I said. “How are things?”

“The program you designed is working perfectly,” she said. “Population happiness is up across the board. Enemy propaganda and the Dead Zone memetics no longer have any effect on our citizens. We’re installing the resonance-stars in every city across the USSRA!”

“Glory to USSRA,” my mouth made the words for me as my hand moved to my heart, closed into a fist.

“Glory to the USSRA!” Zariya placed a hand upon her heart, violet-blue eyes flashing with determination.

We got back to business. There were more towers to build across our vast nation made up of nations.

Someday we will take control of all of the sectors. Someday, we will win against the Dead Zone and then I can finally…





I woke up with a groan.

My head felt like it had been boiled and squeezed dry like a lemon. 

I blearily pushed the weird dream out of my mind. The vision of USSRA had felt far too real, had far too many sharp details and colors in it. It was nothing like the frayed-edge Neurovista-designed dreams that Delta and I shared together.

That’s what I get for nearly frying my brain while trying to make Kliss a new body out of a dragon, I supposed.

I felt that someone was wiping my head with a damp cloth. I opened my eyes and saw the smiling face of my mom.

“Dante!” She said, her blue eyes looking me over. “You’re awake?”

I nodded. It hurt to nod. It felt like a train ran me over. Had I overdone it by that much… last night? Pushed my soul and mind too far?

“How long was I out?” I asked, feeling like my mouth was made from cotton.

“Nearly two weeks,” she said. “I had to take care of you.”

“You?” I asked. “Where’s Delta?”

“Your Great Aunt is far too busy with her Archmage business and teaching Destiny magic,” mom sighed. “She told me that you ran headfirst into an Imperial skyship that was set alight by dragonfire and crashed into the valley. Why did you do that Dante?”

I ignored her question, my head pounding like a thousand drums.

“Well?” She crossed her arms. “I’m waiting for a legitimate answer.”

“You wouldn’t understand,” I sighed.

“Try me,” she said.

The migraine was making it hard to think. Even if my soul was that of an old Soviet scientist my teenage body was full of hormones that pushed me forward, made me brave and careless. I was an amalgamation of Dante and Vladislav, both and neither. My soul was ancient, but my body was young.

“No,” I said defiantly to her demands. "Water please."

“Dante,” she said as she handed me a cup filled with precious, refreshing liquid. “You could have died from what I was told. You’re a wizard’s apprentice, technically an adult now. Please make better decisions in the future. Your Great-Aunt Delta and sister are both very disappointed with you. I will be disappointed in you if you get yourself hurt again like this. You have to be more careful.”

I squinted at her.

“Dante?” She asked. “Why are you like this?”

Something in me snapped. The headache and the far-too-realistic dream of the pulsating fractal stars that ripped people’s true feelings away and replaced them with those of false happiness made me really irate.

“I won’t tell you anything until you tell me something,” I said.

“Oh?” Cassandra raised her eyebrow.

“In Alania’s land, both sons and daughters bold,
Rose against the gods, with spirits brave and cold.
Built an Empire grand, with prosperity untold,
As eons passed by, archmages’ tales unfold.

Hear the Skyisle’s call, in our hearts it fiercely rings,
Guardians of our legacy, where the Astral Ocean sings.
We stand as the last, in our tattered wings,
Keeping Skyisle’s beacon bright, to eternity it clings.

Through the Gate of Abyss, our heroes returned to fight,
Against vile foes, across Tricameron’s besieging plight.
The Basq magi, pulled stars from the shawl of night,
Bathed our cities in death, a grim and dreadful sight.

Skyisle Sentinels, remember our past days,
When we touched the cosmos, our hands ablaze.
Last defenders here, in our fortress’ maze,
Skyisle, our light, in its eternal phase.

Descend to the white city, in the mountain’s embrace,
Reclaim your legacy, in this sacred space.
Let your Soul-Song lead, with its guiding grace,
To Tricameron return, find your ancestral place.

Children of Alania, when curse-effulgence fades,
Find your path to Tricameron, through the mountain shades.
In Skyisle’s valley, where the last light never wanes,
Be the beacon’s flame, where hope forever reigns.”

I sang out the words of the Alanian Sentinel's song.

Cassandra's face paled, tears breaking out on her face.

“You know what the song means?” She asked.

“I do,” I nodded.

"D-did Great-Aunt Delta teach you... that song?" Cassandra pushed the words out of herself with a sob. "Is... is that why you're acting out like this, throwing your life into danger?"

"Yes," I lied. "Academic Kerenski and Great-Aunt Delta taught Destiny and I the song of the Alanian Sentinel, translated it for us. There's magic in these words, power of the Alanian magi that's still alive after a thousand years of darkness!"

Cassandra choked. 

"I want the truth," I said, trying to derail her from making me feel bad about rescuing Kliss. 


Cassandra fretted for a few moments. I stared at her firmly waiting for the answer. After another minute of me silently glaring at her she finally gave in.

"It's my fault," she said. "Everything that happened is my fault."

"Oh?" I raised an eyebrow.

"When I was fifteen my parents left me to search the Valley of Death,” mom confessed.

“I… know,” I said.

“I had a prophetic dream about having a daughter," she said, her voice trembling. "I went to the Church of Ishira at the center of the village and told the Priestess about the dream. The Priestess in attendance… Giovashi told me that my daughter would bring doom to Skyisle."

"I know that too," I nodded. "A year ago Kliss forced this confession out of you. I haven't forgotten."

"I was so scared," she said. "I was so scared that your sister... that my little Destiny would destroy Skyisle. Giovashi convinced me that Destiny would find a way to get to the ruined Citadel-city of our ancestors, awaken the ancient weapons of Tricameron, and activate the arcane golems that have been sleeping there for a thousand years. My parents told me all about these engines - they're fed by human souls!"

Tears started to dance down her cheeks. I started to feel bad.

"Overseer Kliss told us that Giovashi was evil... that Giovashi was the one who summoned Aradria and yet I didn't believe it, refused to listen to her... until Great-Aunt Delta and Academic Kerenski told me the same bloody thing!"

I nodded.

"I'm now free of my Vows thanks to Great-Aunt Delta! I’m free… and only now do I realize how awful I’ve been to you both! I'm still terrified that I'll lose you or Destiny, have nightmares that you or your sister will rush headfirst into the Valley of Death!"

Things clicked together in my head, like a puzzle being assembled, like a clockwork mechanism ticking. My migraine was slowly clearing up.

"It's okay, Mom," I said softly after I processed her revelation. "I understand. I'm sorry I put you through more worrying. I'm only thirteen, I'd never go to the Valley of Death alone. Dealing with contamination there is Great-Aunt Delta's job," I lied, knowing too damn well that it was in fact my job.

Cassandra looked up at me with eyes that were no longer sky blue, but almost silver-gray and shimmering with tears.

"You're all grown up now, Dante," she said. "You have to be careful. You have to get strong so that you can grow to become a powerful mage... and protect Skyisle just like Great-Aunt Delta does. It will be up to you to carry the Sentinel's torch into the future, to watch over this Valley."

I nodded and hugged her tightly.

"The wizards of Oz will aid us," I whispered as mom sniffed into me. "They're here to help. Don't worry, mom."

Our hug was interrupted by a quartet of boots marching up the stairwell.

Delta's grinning face appeared in the doorway. She was inhabiting her human teenage body.

"Someone's finally up!" She declared. "Look who I brought, ya lazy layabout!"

Delta shoved another person into the room. It was a skinny girl in a black and red dress with hair made from ruby gemstones. The girl stepped into the light and her mane detonated with sparkling, colorful reflections.

It took me a few seconds to recognize her.

"Hey Dante," Kliss said, her ember-emerald, slitted, cat-like eyes looking at me.

Mom blinked at the gemstone-maned girl and then looked at Delta and then back to me.

"Hey Kliss," I got off the bed with a groan. "Damn it, my head still hurts like hell."

"Good! Accept the pain! It's a moral lesson to be less of a tit," Delta shook her head. "You got off easy!"

"Yeah," I said, stretching my tingling muscles. 

My hands felt unnervingly cold as if they were held underwater in a glacier current. I spent a lot of my power and soul, put myself further into the dangerous precipice of becoming a mindless Astral Phantom by saving Kliss.

"You should thank your mom too," Delta said, looking at Cassandra. "She was the one taking care of you the whole time you were out."

I looked at my mom and saw weariness, worry and concern in her eyes.

“Yes?” I asked her.

“Kliss… that’s Overseer Kliss?!” Cassandra uttered, staring at the ex-Overseer. "How can this be? I... don't understand… Why does she look like a gemstone-person?! Why is she so much smaller, younger-looking?”

“She was inside the burning skyship,” I confessed with an exhale. “She was dying. I… fixed her.”

“You fixed her?!” Mom gasped.

“I… uhh… I mean... I found her inside of the ship and Great-Aunt Delta used Oz magic that she developed with Academic Kerenski to heal Kliss,” I lied. “There was a dead dragon nearby, so Delta used her great Archmage powers to fuse parts of it to Kliss… and that’s the end result of that, I suppose.” I waved a hand at Kliss who sent me an annoyed, albeit sparkly glare.

Cassandra closed and opened her mouth.

Kliss stepped closer to us. She looked like a diamond, like a prism, no… a thousand prismatic refractions that warped, twisted and redirected the light cast into the room through the round windows. I stared at her. I had no idea that her hair would get this shiny.

The [monster>human] converter spell was only tested on bees.

To me it was mostly fractals, numbers and omnicode. When I poured power from the Dragon's body into the girl to reforge her, I had no idea what would come out in the end and by the time I had finished making her I was nearly delirious from exhaustion. The end result now standing before me was incredible, like a living, impossible sculpture, an amalgamation of a gemstone cluster and a person.

Kliss stepped to my side. Her hand moved faster than my tired eyes could track it and my defense Ward didn't activate since I was completely out of mana. The sound of the slap resonated across the room and I staggered back from her.

"That's for running into the burning skyship," she said.

I stared at her in shock. She had slapped me, not hard enough to hurt a lot, but hard enough to show that she meant it.

"And that's for saving my life," she hugged me.

I hugged her back, feeling incredibly awkward. 

Her embrace became firmer and warmer. 

My Astral Phantom threads sensed the magical forge pulsing in her chest, like a tide of magic that was waiting to be unleashed. The chill of the Astral Ocean stopped bothering me as I held onto the girl with an eternally burning, crystalline dragonheart. 

My hands became warm. The ever-present numb feeling vanished from my fingers as if it never existed. I felt warm, at peace, realized that I didn't want to let go of her.

"Alright, you two, break it up," Delta commented after another minute with a huff.



            

    
        2 : 11 Dragonheart

    
    
    
    
                Our trio walked downstairs, the stairwell creaking under our boots.

My mana finally started to flow through me properly, so I mentally summoned up my Stats, quickly going over them.






	
Name:


	
Dante Alan Skyisle / Vladislav Alexandrovich Kerenski





	
Age:


	
13






	
Species & Subtype:


	
Human / Astral Phantom 






	
Affinity:


	
Soul hunter [+ Soul Devourer skill]

Spark of the Morningstar [+ 3 skill channels] [+ Soul-Song skill]

Dryad [+Chrysalis skill]

Blessing of Emperor Celesar [+ 2 skill channels]
Life-Forger [increased success in creation of new life & modification of existing biology]





	
Level:


	
17





	 
	 



	
Experience:


	
18'312/16'200





	 
	 



	
Health:


	
17/17





	
Stamina:


	
17/17





	
Mana:


	
17/17





	
Mana regen:


	
17 m/hr





	 
	 



	
Strength:


	
16





	
Agility:


	
16





	
Dexterity:


	
16





	
Vitality:


	
18 [+3]





	
Charisma:


	12



	
Magic:


	
65 [+3]





	
Foresight:


	15



	
Intelligence:


	
481 [+89]





	
Wisdom:


	
15





	
Soul:


	
[100] Dante
[+77] Slava
[-54] Battie & Leemy 
[+88] Klint & Keps 
[-12] Soul Decay
[-32] Legonnie, Lymphagons
[-3] Mesmy

[-7] Ogonek
[-3] Ghost Ant
[+2] Kopernii Castiglia
[-1] Diary

[-32] Kliss

[-27] Wooden armacus

Available: 96





	 
	 



	Skills:
	 



	
1


	
[Soul-Song LV 0] [ON][Raising Spell efficiency by 0.1%]
[Providing detailed Soul-Stats][Translating the Soul-Song's Language]

Known Song-Spells:













	[Tamus-Anima]
	[Sectus-Anima]



	[Conjugo-Anima]
	[Identify]




























	2
	
#1 [Infoscope LV 20]





	3
	
#2 [Infoscope LV 20]





	4
	
#3 [Infoscope LV 20]





	5
	#1 [Info-Tether LV 20] - connected to Infoscope 1




	6
	#2 [Info-Tether LV 20] - connected to Infoscope 2




	7
	#3 [Info-Tether LV 20] - connected to Infoscope 3




	8
	#1 [Modify LV 20] - connected to Infoscope 1




	9
	#2 [Modify LV 20] - connected to Infoscope 2




	10
	#3 [Modify LV 20] - connected to Infoscope 3




	11
	#1 [Sectus-Tether LV 20] - connected to Infoscope 1



	12
	#2 [Sectus-Tether LV 20] - connected to Infoscope 2



	13
	#3 [Sectus-Tether LV 20] - connected to Infoscope 3



	14
	[Chrysalis LV 15] [OFF]



	15
	#4 [Info-Tether LV 20] - connected to Legonnie




	16
	#4 [Sectus-Tether LV 20] - connected to Astral Ant




	17
	
[Mana>Electricity Converter LV 20]





	18
	[Vow-Breaker LV 20]




	19
	[Charisma-Resonance LV 20]



	20
	[NeuroVista LV 20] [ON]



	21
	#4 [Infoscope LV 20]



	22
	#4 [Info-Tether LV 20] - connected to Infoscope 4



	23
	#4 [Modify LV 20] - connected to Infoscope 4



	24
	#4 [Sectus-Tether LV 20] - connected to Infoscope 4



	25
	[Lucid Dreamer LV 20]



	26
	[Cellular Converter LV 20]




	27
	[-=Soul Devourer=-]



	 
	 



	Phylactery - Battie [Ward Barrier] [Level Concealment] [LV 14]


	[Crystal Battery] 
[14 soul shards from Dante]
[20/20 mana] 



	Phylactery - Leemy [Chrysalis] [LV 27]
	[Mystic-Willow-Oak] 
[40 soul shards from Dante][40 soul shards from Delta]
[27/27 mana]




	Phylactery - Legonnie [Lymphagon] [LV 20]

	[20 soul shard from Dante]




	Phylacteries - 12 Lymphagons [LV 1]

	[12 soul shard from Dante]



	Phylactery - Ogonek [Fire-Bee] [LV 14]
	
[7 soul shard from Dante]
[7 soul shard from Delta]





	Phylactery - Mesmy [Mesmerbane Fox cub] [LV 3]

	[3 soul shard from Dante]



	Phylactery - Kliss Eliza Cessna [LV 19]

	[32 soul shard from Klint]



	Astral Ant [LV 3]
	 [3 soul shard from Dante] [-2.5 soul damage]



	Phylactery - Diary [LV 1] 

	[1 soul shard from Klint]



	Phylactery - Wooden Armacus [LV 27]

	[27 soul shards from Dante]



	 
	 



	
Affliction:


	
[Soul decay: -12]













Not bad. Creating Kliss had given me quite a bit of experience, enough to level up. I turned the stats off, leaving the level up for later.

"So," Kliss said, looking down at me as I sat onto a root-bench framed by lilac trees created by Leemy and grown by Cassandra.

"So?"

"Explain," she stared at me.

“Explain what?” I asked.

“Why make me into… this?” She asked, waving at her crystal hair.

“I’ve made a promise of sorts to myself when I was reborn in Skyisle,” I shrugged. “I designed living weapons called viruses in the USSR… weapons that killed people. Here, as Dante, my goal is to save people with my skills.”

“I didn’t ask to be made into a half-dragon thing,” Kliss crossed her arms.

“Doctors… errr, healers don’t ask whether the patients in their charge wish to be saved, especially not ones that passed out from being cut in half,” I shot back. “I did what I thought was right. Don’t give me your attitude.”

“I’m shorter,” Kliss huffed. “By Equality, I look younger too!”

“I rearranged your body since most of your cells were already dead, fried by dragonfire or cut away, crushed by the fallen magisteel beam,” I said. “Consider yourself… reborn.”

“Yeah, I suppose I am. The Soul-Song labelled me a… Chimera,” Kliss commented with a deep exhale. “What does it even mean?”

“A chimera is a new type of a being,” I shrugged. “A mix of human and dragon. The System… hrm, Soul-Song labelled you as such. I simply did the necessary work required to save you.”

Kliss nodded.

“So, why’d you return to Skyisle?” I asked, switching topics.

“Cessna… wasn’t the same,” Kliss shrugged. “Thought that things would be more interesting… here.”

“And are they?” I inquired.

“So far… they’re far more interesting than I anticipated. I really didn’t expect to die or be turned into a Gods’ damned half-dragon, half-teenage-girl!”

Delta snickered from my side.

“I solved three problems with one spell,” I shrugged. “Brought you back to life, got rid of two bothersome Vows of Equality and got rid of Aradria.”

“He’s expecting lots of praises,” Delta whispered conspiratorially to Kliss.

I sent her a stern look. Delta stuck her tongue out at me as a response.

“I’ve been thinking about everything you’ve told me, Slava,” Kliss said sitting down on the bench next to me.

I nodded.

“Can you clarify some things for me?” She added.

“Sure,” I said.

“Start at the beginning,” Kliss said. “Remind me, how did you end up in Skyisle?”

“Destiny was a girl who was supposed to be born to the Alan family thirteen years ago. From what I understand… After I died on Earth, either a god that called itself Omniscience or perhaps Goddess Ishira or Giovashi led me with a blue magical thread from the Astral Ocean into Destiny's unborn body in an attempt to turn her into a monster,” I said. “Giovashi wanted a pet ghoul to terrorise the locals with, it’s how she gets more followers and farms Vows - by making monsters target Skyisle.”

“I see,” Kliss demurred as she rubbed her chin. “So your appearance on Novazem was the end result of divine machinations.”

“I talked to a god... or maybe a magical construct,” I nodded. “He said that I will be his experiment on Novazem.”

“What did the God you see look like?” She asked.

“A man dressed in… a suit of armor intended for flying through the void of space. Although, I’m pretty sure that this was simply Giovashi using some kind of an Astral-lure to get me to come to Novazem, to screw up Delta’s soul.”

“A suit to fly through… the void?” Kliss mulled.

“The Soviet people accomplished a lot of things,” I nodded. “Our greatest hero was Yuri Gagarin, the first man in space. We were the first nation to send a man past the atmosphere of our planet into the airless, infinite abyss above us. Remember? I spoke about this when I made your Overseer’s Vow bind itself.”

“You sent a hero to the stars... without magic... right?” She asked.

“Without magic,” I nodded. “In a tube forged from metal propelled skyward via a controlled continuous explosion of extremely combustible fluid.”

“Incroyable,” Kliss murmured. “According to ancient archives at Cessna Arcanarium, a thousand years before the Age of Darkness... we too sent magitek engines towards the skies, trying to figure out what mysteries lie in the ruins of Inaria.”

“There’s ruins there?” I blinked, thinking of the gargantuan planet seen in the sky at night above Novazem.

“It’s nothing but ruins up there,” Kliss nodded. “A whole, endless world, made from ruins covered in glaciers. The ancient scholars speculated that Inaria is an infinite city destroyed by some catastrophic event, a magogenic fault spanning an entire planet where space and time are twisted and broken.”

“That sounds… concerning,” I muttered.

Kliss shrugged as a reply.

"Why did you save me?" She asked as if my first answer was insufficient.

I looked at her and smiled. "Because I wanted to give you a chance," I said. "A chance to be something more than a slave to a Vow. A chance to be something more than a tool or a servant of the Empire of Equality. I gave you a completely new life. You can be whatever you wish now."

"Really?" She asked with a smirk. "You won't force me to lug rocks?"

"Really," I nodded. "If you don't want to stay with us in Skyisle, you're free to go. You gave me and my sister a chance, a year to build up, to grow, to get strong enough, to make tools that make tools."

"I saw," the ex-Overseer’s expression suddenly darkened. "You put an Almn-Inian obelisk in the centre of town and gave armacus-like wooden weapons to a bunch of kids. Are you seriously considering bringing back Necromage dominion or something?"

"I am not," I shook my head. "I'm using the tools they left lying around, sure, but I have no intention to feed human souls to their arcane artifacts or whatever.”

“Then, what are you doing here exactly?” She asked.

“I’m uplifting Skyisle,” I said. “In every possible way.”

“Do you think you can oppose the might of the entire Empire?” She asked, fretting slightly. “They will destroy you, send an entire fleet of warships if they find out about this obelisk and the other things… you’re giving children weapons of war meant to be in the hands of Imperial Overseers, Slava!”

“Let them come,” I shrug. “We will repel them. Are you with us? Will you aid us? Will you stand up with us against the might of the Vow-bound Empire?”

“I…” Kliss opened her mouth and froze.

Delta arched an eyebrow.

“I am with you,” Kliss said after a pause. “I came here to do as much as I could. I do want to help the two of you... to build a world without Vows.”

“Thank you,” I said and hugged Kliss. 

Once more, I found it impossible to release her. After a minute of an unnaturally warm embrace I forced my body to let go of Kliss, but my hand crept up to hers and entwined itself with her fingers.

Delta squinted at me.

“She’s warm,” I explained.

“She’s warm?” My twin demanded.

“I’m… cold,” I confessed.

“You’re cold?” Both Kliss and Delta looked at me.

“My hands are cold pretty much forever now,” I nodded. “It’s like I’m turning into… a vampire.”

“What’s a vampire?” Kliss asked.

“You constantly shame me for being an Astral Phantom and yet you’re turning into one,” Delta tutted at me. “Hang on, stop distracting me, Slava! What does the icy draw of the Astral Ocean have to do with…”

“Just grab her hand,” I stated.


“Fine, maybe I will!” Delta grabbed onto the ex-Overseer’s left hand.

“What… the shit,” she blinked. “You’re... warm!”

Kliss stared at both of us like we were insane. Then, she blushed when Delta practically smooshed herself into Kliss’s chest.

“What is happening?” She asked me.

“She’s nuzzling you,” I said. “Just accept it.”

“Why?” Kliss asked.

“You’re… warm,” Delta said. “Unlike this idiot. Hugging him is… like hugging an icebox. We’re both iceboxes. Being a ghost inhabiting a human body has that unfortunate side effect.”

“You’re losing your humanity,” Kliss said with a look of disapproval. “You’re carving up your souls just like the Alanian Necromagi!”

“Hell, she’s warmer than the Alanian battery!” Delta murmured. “Why haven’t I realized this earlier? I could have had this pure bliss for two weeks! I only grabbed her with the ant-fingers! Argh!”

“Why am I warmer than an Alanian battery?” Kliss looked at me.

“The dragonheart core in your chest is basically an exceptionally dense magical crystalline battery,” I explained. “Plus, your entire body is now more crystal than flesh. You're a furnace of magic."

“Am I going to be able to breathe dragonfire?” Kliss blinked.

I opened my mouth and lifted a finger, scanning Kliss with my Infoscopes.

“Maybe?” I replied with a shrug.

“So you have no idea,” Kliss commented. “You’ve made me into… this thing and you have no idea.”

“I have some ideas,” I said. “As far as I can see you haven’t invested points into anything.”

“Because I’m concerned that if I do I’m going to spontaneously combust!” Kliss replied.

“Who told you that?” I sputtered.


Kliss eyed Delta.

“Delta!” I demanded. “Did you tell Kliss that she’s going to spontaneously combust?”

“Maybe?” Delta huffed, having attached herself to Kliss like a cute, white-haired leech. “I dunno. I forgot if I did. Sorry. We’re best friends now, battery-bestie. You’re not gonna catch on fire or whatever… you can be whatever you want to, as long as you let me hug you forever.”

Kliss gave me an exasperated look.

I shrugged.

“If you invest points into magic, your core’s radiance should theoretically get stronger and then you can project your magic at us, keep us from feeling like we’re constantly freezing," I said. “I don’t foresee problems with you levelling up, Kliss.”

Georgi came out of his woodworking workshop and spotted us sitting in the garden.

“And who might this little, sparkly lady be?” He asked me.

I had already stupidly revealed to mom that Kliss was in fact Kliss, but it seemed unwise to spread that information to more people. 

The ex-Overseer needed a new name, an entirely new identity.

“That’s… Elizabeth,” I said, using Kliss’ middle name.

“A pleasure,” dad nodded at us. “Desty, you’re gonna squeeze the life outta her there.”

“Lizzy’s my new best friend,” Delta said. “I’ll squeeze her as much as I want to.”

Kliss opened her mouth to protest.

“I bought you so many dresses,” Delta whisper-hissed. “I hand-fed you soup for two weeks. Don’t even think about letting go!”

I started to laugh.

Georgi shook his head, smiled at us and went into the house.

“Elizabeth?” Kliss turned to me.

“We’ll introduce you as Elisabeth Johannes Kepler from Oz,” I told her. “It’ll be easier to bring you up as Archmage Delta’s apprentice from distant lands to the locals to explain your odd look."


“What’s Oz?” Kliss arched an eyebrow. "Why Johannes Kepler?"

"Oz is a city from a story from Earth," I explained. "Johannes Kepler was a famous astronomer, a researcher from Earth who discovered the three laws of planetary motion and..."

“You’ll be my most precious apprentice,” Delta butted in before I could start explaining Kepler's mathematical theories.

Kliss looked at me for support.

“Delta will be playing the role of Great-Aunt Delta Alana Skyisle, an Archmage from Oz who came to save Skyisle,” I said. “We have to introduce her to the village council soon. We’re undermining the power of Giovashi, taking Skyisle from her.”

“That… sounds dangerous,” Kliss said.

“We’ll manage,” I said. “Things are already in motion with the sales of the armaci tools.”

“Yeah, but can you stand up to level 200 Charisma words from Giovashi?” Kliss asked.

“Maybe,” I shrugged. “I’m working on it.”

“Ants are immune to human-Charisma orders,” Delta smirked.

“Hang on,” Kliss stared at me, orange-green eyes wide in realization. “You’re the reason why Aradria came to Skyisle this spring! It all makes sense now! Giovashi must have noticed that you were messing with her followers!"

“Yeah,” I sighed. “Giovashi’s priestesses from the Fox pub most likely reported that our wands and Mystic trees were fixing up the town, changing things, screwing up her bullshit doomsday prophecy. I suspect that Giovashi summoned Aradria to burn down our dad’s wand workshop and Leemy.”

“Leemy?” Kliss asked.

“Leemy is our Dryad friend,” Delta grinned. “We’ll introduce her to you! I… errr Novitiate Kopusha planted her a thousand years ago in Skyisle!”

“You have… a dryad?” Kliss sputtered.

“We have a lot of nice things,” I nodded. “And we have you now - a girl with a dragonheart.”

“A girl with a dragonheart,” Kliss mulled, finally smiling at us. “I do like the sound of that.”

            

    
        2 : 12 Assembly Theory

    
    
    
    
                “Question?” Delta asked as Cassandra brought us a basket of lunch sandwiches and departed quickly.

“Uh-huh?” I asked as I grabbed one of the sandwiches. 

“Why is she soooo friggin’ warm?” Delta pawed the somewhat bothered-looking Kliss like a small kitten.

“The nature of the Astral Ocean is gradual decay and conceptual destabilisation,” I explained. “Back in the USSR, my institute professor Viktor Safronov proposed to us his mathematical theory of how everything was connected with everything. The theory he postulated connected planetary cosmogony, astrophysics, geophysics and…”

“Nuuuooo boring lecturing pls, you’re going to make my brain melt if you start going on another long-ass rant about Soviet people and places and how you found a shiny rock and applied math to it for everything to make sense,” Delta made a sour face. “I’m used to your yappiness but Kliss… err Lizzy here is a poor, impressionable dragon-child! Have mercy on her!”

“I’m not a dragon-child,” Kliss deadpanned. “Neither one of my parents was a dragon.”

“Don’t ask me a question and then whine when I try to answer it,” I shot back at Delta.

My twin stuck her tongue out at us. She was clearly having fun at our expense and loving it. She looked like she was already busy constructing a fictional story in her head about the whimsical, draconic origins of Kliss.

“As I was saying, Viktor Safronov’s planetesimal hypothesis is what led me to construct my own theory of everything in 1992,” I resumed. 

“Doesn’t ‘planetesimal’ sound like a made up word?” Delta whispered to Kliss. 

“Planetesimal is an accretion of dust and ice particles in a rock-like formation,” I waved a hand at Delta. “Anyhow, I’ve never published my research because in 1992 everything went to shit when our Empire - the USSR fell apart,” I added ignoring the smug face of my rambunctious twin. “But I called it ‘The Assembly Theory’.”

“Don’t ask him what the Assembly Theory is,” Delta whispered. “He’ll never stop ranting.”

“The Assembly Theory is a hypothesis that characterizes object complexity. When applied to molecule complexity…” I started and then I saw that Kliss’ eyes glazed over. I tried to readjust my words to match her less scientifically-inclined understanding of the world.

“Imagine if you had an amazing set of bricks, each with different shapes, sizes, and colors. Now, you want to build something really cool, like a castle, but you don't exactly know how to assemble them properly,” I began. “The Assembly Theory is kind of like a guide for these bricks, but instead of bricks, we’re dealing with tiny particles called molecules. The Assembly Theory helps understand how molecules fit together to form different substances and objects, kind of like how you can use different materials to make a castle, a skyship, or anything you want!”

“The question was about why Kliss is warm,” Delta commented.

“I’m getting to that!” I said. “I’ve been studying the nature of the Astral Ocean for thirteen years now, trying to apply Assembly Theory to it. You see, the Astral pulls at everything physical, producing near-perfect magical duplicates, magical imprints sort of like paintings that slowly begin to decay.”

“The Astral Ocean is what decays magic over time,” Kliss nodded. “Some magi speculate that if there was no Astral, the spells hanging on hexagrams would be permanent.”

“Wrong. If there were no Astral Ocean, magic wouldn’t be possible at all,” I shook my head. 

“Say what?” Kliss blinked.

“The Astral Ocean is what allows us and everything on Novazem to manifest magic,” I said. “It’s not simply a negative, not simply decay and death. It’s also a positive.”

Kliss stared at me, emerald-gold eyes filled with curiosity. 

“Beneath molecules exist even smaller particles called atoms. Think of an atom as a tiny solar system. In this solar system, the sun in the middle is like the nucleus of an atom, where there are particles called protons that have a positive charge, like the warm, positive sunshine,” I explained.

The Gregarious Empire knew about the Solar System and had maps of Novazem orbiting the sun and Lunaria orbiting Novazem in turn.

“Now, imagine tiny particles called electrons that move around this sun, just like planets circling around in space. These electrons have a negative charge, like the cool, dark night sky,” I added.

“Even though one is positive like the warm sun and the other is negative like the cool night, they need each other to keep everything in balance, just like day and night!” I said. “This sort of balance also exists in magic. In my theory of Assembly of Magic, you Kliss, are magically positive… while Delta and I are magically negative.”

The chimera girl blinked at me.

“I’ve read all of the Imperial books on magic in the Equality Church of Skyisle,” I said. “The magi of the Empire of Equality tried to quantify and understand magic, but did so like a blind man trying to find his way in the dark - without knowledge of the physical world and its fundamental balance or the deep mathematical aspects of everything.”

“Hrm,” Kliss pursed her lips. 

“In Assembly Theory, the positive and negative charges of protons and electrons play an incredibly crucial role,” I added. “Remember when I tricked the archangel of Equality by attracting your armor to a rock? That was done with my knowledge of electricity and manifestation of magnetism.

“A similar sort of attraction, or bond, 'assembles' atoms together to form molecules. The way these atoms arrange or 'assemble' themselves based on their charges can determine the properties of the substance they form. The Assembly Theory is basically the ultimate rulebook for molecular construction!”

“Uh-huh,” Kliss tried to process my words. “So what you’re saying is that… dragons and Astral Phantoms are positive and negative aspects of magic or something?”

“I’ve studied the movement of magical currents by observing Astral Phantoms and Dragon hearts,” I nodded eagerly. “Visually, they’re both funnels, but they spin in opposite directions.”

“Sooo… it’s like Fire and Ice?” Kliss mulled. “I’m fire and you two are ice?”

“Not exactly,” I shook my head. “Ice is the absence of energy, lack of motion in electrons. Astral Phantoms aren’t lacking energy, their energy signature simply matches the directional current of the Astral Ocean which makes them more susceptible to decay.”

Kliss blinked, looking confused. Delta tilted her head at me.

“We aren’t feeling cold,” I told my twin sister. “What we’re sensing is Astral currents going through us very rapidly, quickly enough to nearly wash us away. Kliss, on the other hand, is an inverted magical funnel - the dragon heart in her chest spins mana in the opposite direction, producing what our Phantom bodies are interpreting as warmth. What we’re sensing from Kliss isn’t heat - it’s stillness, peace. Kliss is an island of safety in an otherwise raging, dangerous river.”

“Mkay, I can sorta understand what you’re saying,” Delta commented. “But what does Assembly Theory have to do with anything?”

“The Assembly Theory are rules that helped me understand how molecules assemble to form living things,” I said. “I’ve applied its principles to magic to understand how different types of magic crystallography can assemble magical creatures. Kliss is part magical creature. Without the foundational knowledge of the rules of magic, without knowing how to assemble something with specific magic I wouldn’t be able to bring Kliss back to life using the specific magical power within microscopic crystalline structures in dragon organs and bones.”

“Magic has specific alignment in different people, at least according to the Soul-Song,” Kliss commented.

“Just like light,” I nodded. 

“What?” Kliss asked.

“Visible light is a specific type of electromagnetic radiation. It is made up of different colors, each corresponding to a different wavelength of light. These colors, listed from longest wavelength to shortest, are red, orange, yellow, green, blue, indigo, and violet,” I explained. “The Empire of Equality unfortunately disregards the power of specificity of magical alignment due to the Soul-Wheel dogma.”

The ex-Overseer opened and closed her mouth.

“I can design spells not simply because of my knowledge of mathematics,” I said. “It’s also because I understand the principles of Assembly Theory and how specific magical alignment correlates to specific fundamental forces or fundamental interactions.”

“Fundamental interactions?” Kliss mulled my words.

“Gravity,” I bent my fingers as I spoke, “electromagnetism, weak interaction, strong interaction. Magic correlates to all of these four forces as the fifth fundamental interaction.” I bent my little finger in. “The Empire of Equality has only a vague understanding of gravity, your people know almost nothing about electromagnetism and absolutely nothing about the weak and strong interaction of particles.”

“How are you so certain that Equality’s Archmagi are clueless?” Kliss demanded. “Surely the library in the Church of Skyisle is but a tiny tithe of the greater knowledge of the librariums of Cessna!”

“I’ve used the voicecast crystal orb in the office of the Overseer to make numerous calls over the past year,” I confessed. “I asked questions, reached out to the Administrators of Librariums of Cessna and other Imperial cities as Administrator of Skyisle. I’ve introduced myself as an apprentice of Overseer Ignatius to some and Skyisle’s Administrator to others. As far as the Empire is concerned, nobody has even the barest understanding of chemistry or subatomic particles!”

“I see,” Kliss chewed on her bottom lip. “That’s neat and all, but what if the Empire comes here, sees that Inian obelisk? Charisma magi could pry all of this information from your mind.”

“It’s not an Inian obelisk anymore,” I shook my head. “It’s an Astral Engine, sure, but I’ve altered some of its fundamental properties. It doesn’t feed on souls anymore.”

“How?” Kliss asked.

“The obelisk in the centre of town is part of a massive array I’m building with Delta and Leemy,” I explained. “A gargantuan, incredibly precise hexagram, one spanning all of Skyisle. A weapon against the Empire, one that can repeatedly project a single, magnified spell across the entire town.”

“By Equality,” Kliss murmured. “Which spell?”

“Rewind,” I said.

“Rewind?” Kliss asked.

“A subset of Vitality alignment,” I said. “Green magic wielded by our Dryad friend who’s roots and trees we’ve been spreading across Skyisle using Agromancy. The wards, armaci and crystal necklaces worn by the locals will define who gets to be rewound and who’s souls will decay away whenever the Rewind spellchain resonance fires across the valley.”

The ex-Overseer’s eyes bulged. “That’s…”

“It’s science,” I said. “Assembly Theory, or the fundamental principles of science applied to magic. Every leaf of the crystalline Vitality tree within the valley will project Rewind at the people, animals and trees of Skyisle while taking magic away from anyone who dares invade our home.”

“W-what?” 

“Decay, the spiral of magic produced by Astral Phantoms. The breath of the Valley of Death and dragonfire weaponized on mass scale,” I grinned dangerously. “The same kind of magical radiance that is manifested by the mists of the Valley of Death. They won’t even know what will hit them, will think that Skyisle is poisoned, doomed.”

“By Equality,” Kliss muttered.

“No outsiders will be able to stay in Skyisle without great suffering. Everyone in the Empire fears the loss of their skills, everyone is terrified of soul decay, and is deeply afraid of Astral Phantoms. I’ll make this place feel extra-cursed, impossible to live in for anyone but the people of Skyisle. It will also help eradicate the local Astral Phantom infestation.”

“So you’re planning to scare both Imperial legionnaires and phantoms from coming here?” Kliss asked. 

“Not just that,” I said. “Rewind will literally feel like time itself is being rewound for a select few. Lemmy, Delta and I… and now you will be tied into the mass-spellchain hexagram as its anchors. From our point of view our enemies will repeat their actions and lose magical power, while we gain a greater understanding of how to win. Thus, while we’re together in Skyisle and the spellchain is running, we should theoretically… be unbeatable.”

“How is this even possible?” Kliss blinked.

“I understand how to design self-propagating weapons,” I shrugged, distantly recalling the monstrous viruses I’ve made in Aralsk-7. “The Astral Ocean imprints all magic. Vitality-aligned magic already relies on this fundamental principle to repair and rewind the human body back to health. Whenever a mage, a beast or a tree with high Vitality stat is injured their body heals itself basing the information of a healthy state on the Astral Imprint, sending a specific magical pulse through the Astral to align the imprint atop of the injury. I’m doing that, but as a massive spell running across all of Skyisle,” I waved my hands.

“Soo… how close are you to finishing this valley-wide hexagram thing?” The ex-Overseer demanded.

“Not close at all,” I confessed. “There’s the obelisk and lots of trees, but we still need to tie more Alanian batteries into the network, to distribute more crystals to everyone, to modify more wards and so forth.”

“Slava likes to make big plans,” Delta nodded, still hugging Kliss from the side.

“You’ve raised my hopes and dashed them in a flash,” Kliss rolled her eyes. “Well done.”

“I didn’t say it’s impossible,” I shrugged. “I’m simply telling you what we’re going to be working on and why it’s urgent that we get started.”

“Very well,” the dragon-human girl stood up from the bench, prying Delta off herself. “Let's get to it. I’m ready to lift rocks or whatever.”
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As our trio headed back to the Alanian tower, we stopped at the edge of the Cascadia river to admire the rapids caused by the Spring snow melt.

Now that I was no longer suffering from soul-decay, I found it very easy to simply take time to appreciate the view.

Compared to my first day here as its Imperial Overseer a year ago, without Equality's Vow binding my emotions, the valley itself looked... completely different.

From the colourful wild flowers blooming all over the valley, to the quaint, cosy cottages covered in green moss, to the white dragonettes gliding over the rushing water to catch orange-gold scaled salmon... everything now looked bewilderingly picturesque.

As I stared at the white waterfall curtains cascading down from the glaciers I suddenly realised that I was actually... falling in love with the place I once saw as bland, dreary and backwards in its provincial appearance.

My fingers curled into fists as I inhaled the crisp air coming down from the glaciers.

This... this was everything I was missing my entire adult life since I sacrificed Love to the Inquisitor of Equality.

"Enjoying the delightful view of your new domain, Baroness?" Delta whispered conspiratorially, invading my personal space.

Her words struck some deep chord in me and I suddenly discovered that I was blinking fat tears out of my eyes.

The Imperial Citadel of Cessna was orderly and clean, but not naturally untamed, wild or beautiful like Skyisle. The city I once considered perfect was merely a prison where people were kept pacified, blind, bound by their Vows.

I was blind no more. My parent's estate, my old home, was gone, burned away by Aradria's cursed flames.

Home. I suddenly realised. This entire, perfect valley belonged to me now. It was my new home, one that I could actually appreciate and love.

I quickly wiped my eyes and glanced at Slava who was standing a bit off from us. I had no idea how I could ever repay him for what he did for me. Buying Skyisle to give it to him seemed... insufficient, silly. I didn't even earn the money to do that, since it belonged to my parents' estate.

Unlike me, Slava had earned his position as Administrator of Skyisle, bamboozled Overseer Ignatius into giving up the job and entrenched himself into the local bureaucracy. In just a year, he and his sister did more for Skyisle than any Imperial Overseers had in decades!

I had always tried my hardest to understand what Slava was saying and yet I constantly felt like a dummy while speaking to him. Possibly it was because he used too many strange, foreign words. I did well at the Academy and yet none of my Instructors there seemed to understand the inner workings of reality like Slava did.

"Shall we head home and get dinner going?" Slava asked, noticing that I was staring at him.

I nodded.

We walked across the forest, reaching the ancient Almn-Inian tower. The tree nestled in its centre looked a lot bigger than a year ago. I wasn’t sure if it grew bigger because of Slava’s Agromancy wands or it simply looked bigger because I was now shorter.

"Let's make with the treentroductions!" Delta grinned, pulling me into the half-derelict structure.

. . .

I couldn't understand what Leemy was saying, but she really spoke to the Alan twins! Slava and Delta really had a thousand-year old dryad from before the age of darkness on their side!

I shuddered ever so slightly as I listened to the languid, song-like replies of the gargantuan tree, the violet-orange leaves of which fluttered across the ruined tower.

“Leemy says 'Hi',” Delta commented.

“H-hi... Leemy,” I muttered awkwardly, looking up at the fluttering, sparkling leaves.

“She says that she was scared of you, but now that you’re more than a mere pawn of the Gregarius Empire, she is happy to have you as a new friend,” Delta added. She was holding tightly onto my hand as it kept her from feeling the constant soul-decaying chill of the Astral Ocean.

I let her cling to me for the warmth my dragonheart provided. Even though I didn’t show it on my face, I felt really bad for Delta and Slava. I knew what it was like to be almost dead, personally felt the icy grip of the void when the two conflicting Vows had nearly torn apart my soul.

Slava didn’t direct me to any rocks, instead he told me to relax, get some rest and level up.

After a hearty breakfast of blood-elk steak, Delta dragged me to a cosy bedroom beneath the roots of the Mystic-Willow-Oak.

I caught Slava on his way out of the bathroom, my mind refusing to let go of our previous conversation.

“So, um,” I said. “Slava… can you really cast a single spell across the entire valley?”

“Give me a lever big enough and I will move the world,” the white-haired teenager smiled, repeating the words of a scholar from his magic-less home world.

“I still don’t understand how this is possible,” I insisted, thinking back to what my Cessna instructors at the Academy taught me. “Magic is finite, limited to the power level of a wizard’s Soul-Song. Spells decay away to nothing the further away you are from the spell you cast. You can’t just… cast a spell that big repeatedly. Even a High Archmage would struggle to cast something that big once!"

I looked at Slava’s thirteen-year-old, scrawny body.

“A single human soul can only cast so much magic, yes. However, with enough crystalline matrices of a certain type, one can cast a spell as big as all of Skyisle. Without Leemy’s cooperation, or her roots permeating the entire valley, or the precision of my Infoscopes, I would not be able to construct a functional hexagram anywhere as big,” he explained.

I pursed my lips, mulling over his words. The very concept of casting a valley-wide spell via a bunch of trees seemed absurd, nonsensical, insane.

“In fact, I suspect that the planet-sized rings on the surface of Inaria are truly gargantuan crystalline matrices,” Slava said. He glanced out the window at the glowing silver-blue-violet rings in the night sky. “Hell, our ability to do magic might be because of those rings. Someone had to build those things for a purpose. If they’re indeed infinite megastructures then…”

“Then what?” I asked.

“Then they exist to rewrite the rules for a multitude of planets or perhaps an entire universe on a fundamental level,” Slava said, his expression darkening. “At the cost of anything remaining alive being down there. Inaria is a dead world, yes?”

“Y-yes,” I nodded, stammering ever so slightly at his words. 

I never liked thinking about how big or how dead Inaria was. No Imperial scholar could wrap their mind around something that was broken enough to become physically infinite.

“That much magical radiance would disassemble a person on a subatomic level,” he added.

I sputtered in response.

“I’m just glad that we’re precisely far enough away from Inaria to be able to cast spells,” he said. “If the orbit of Novazem was unstable, then the magrad projected by those vast megastructures could gradually disassemble absolutely everything living here.”

I simply stared at him, trying to wrap my mind around his words.

“Like I told you earlier, the fifth fundamental force, our ability to bend the universe to our will, comes from the interaction of a human soul with the Astral Ocean,” he said after a deep pause in our conversation. “Magic doesn’t merely sink into the Astral, it is pulled from it!"

“I find this very hard to believe,” I frowned. “I’ve been taught my entire life that the void filled with Astral Phantoms devours, steals our magic. That the Wheel of Death consumes all souls and grinds all of our works to naught, unless we dedicate ourselves to Goddess Equality.”

"We'll reserve our discussion about Arxtruria to another time," Slava said. "As for human magic - most spells cast by people are negatively-charged. The Astral current they produce flows in one direction and thus they sink into the Astral Ocean very quickly. But, a certain type of a magical creature can produce what I would label as ‘positively-charged magic’.”

His finger pointed at my chest.

“Dragonhearts are used by both the Basq and your people as anti-gravity engines because they are a persistent type of magical radiance expressed within a crystalline matrix,” he explained. “The magic dragons produce does NOT decay away, it gets stronger with time."

“Are you certain of this?” I demanded.

“Of course,” he nodded. “I’ve been monitoring the local forest for thirteen years now. The mountainside burned by Aradria’s fire didn’t heal in the slightest. In fact, the persistent spell cast by the dragon became more magically potent, more dangerous to the local wildlife and plants.”

I opened and closed my mouth, trying to find a rebuttal.

“Wait a heartbeat,” I said. “How could you monitor the effects of dragonfire thirteen years ago? You were just a newborn babe back then!”

“A newborn who could cast high level identify spells,” Slava pointed out. “Spells that could attach themselves to nearly anything. I attached one of my [Identify] to a common dandelion seed.”

I squinted at him.

“Dandelion seeds carried by the wind from the glaciers in the spring are a common occurrence in Skyisle,” he added. “Within them is a stable organic matrix of [Green-Vitality] magic. Thirteen years ago, it took the [Death] curse produced by dragonfire one minute, five seconds and sixteen microseconds to completely decay away the matrix of a dandelion seed. Now, the very same dandelion seed decays away in one minute, five seconds and twelve microseconds when it lands onto the dragonfire-impacted mountainside.”

“Huh,” I murmured.

“Dragon’s don’t just set stuff on fire - they also spray a very fine mist of microscopic crystals. Crystals which are aligned with [Death], which targets everything living except for the dragon,” he said. “Because Aradria’s heart now resides in you, you should be able to walk through the cursed forest without any issues whatsoever. With your help we can even collect the [Death] crystals from the mountainside to do further study on them!”

“Digging for cursed sand sounds marginally better than lugging rocks,” I couldn’t help but smile. “Also, were you… seriously constantly monitoring dandelions when you were just a newborn?”

“I was monitoring a lot of things,” Slava shrugged, leaning on a door frame. “I monitor a lot of things all the time. Right now, one of my Infoscopes is constantly monitoring the crystalline matrix within your heart to understand precisely how a living dragonheart functions.”

“I… see,” I couldn’t keep down a blush at his comment.

When Slava spoke, there was absurd complexity and logic within his words, completely at odds with his teenage face and frame. I simply couldn’t help but picture the other, far more adult, taller version of him that I met within the dream-world a year ago.

“Science is all about meticulous observation and precise measurement, systematically analysing data to uncover truths about the nature of everything,” he added. “It is a painstaking process of forming hypotheses, designing controlled experiments, gathering quantitative evidence, and interpreting the implications of findings with an open yet critical mindset.”

There it was again! The long shadow of a vast, great something behind his eyes. The power and knowledge of a world without magic, the experience of an old mage held within the body of a teenager.

“Science requires patience, skepticism, and a willingness to be proven wrong as new discoveries challenge existing theories and reshape our understanding over time,” Slava ranted on. “Experiment by experiment, insight by insight, science chips away at the vast unknowns to reveal underlying patterns and processes that give rise to the diversity and complexity of our universe.”

“Quit chattering about the universe and go to bed… both of you!” Delta manifested behind us with a soft patter of feet across the wooden floorboards. She grabbed onto my hand to ferry me away from Slava. I refused to budge, leveraging my far denser bones against her pull.

Slava stepped away from the bathroom door with a yawn, intent on heading to bed.

“Wait,” I told him.

“Yes?” He asked.

“I… erm… could you do the dream-walking spell on me again, please?” I asked. “I’ve been dreaming about being a dragon for two weeks non-stop now.”

“You have?” Slava’s eyebrows went up.

“Yeah,” I nodded. “It’s… umm... getting worse. The dreams are becoming more defined, dangerously vibrant. There’s a certain weight to them, like a new reality that I cannot escape from. In them, I seek gold and artifacts… to hunt both men and beasts in equal measure, decimating and devouring all to magnify my ever-growing hoard. It is… very unpleasant.” I shuddered. “Whenever I wake up, I feel like I am missing something extremely vital.”

“Oh?” Slava squinted at me.

“I feel like… I need, no, have to... rush off into the forest to chase blood-elks to rip out their hearts and feast upon them!” I added with an irate tone.

The platinum-haired boy frowned.

“This morning I felt like burning down Skyisle to dig gold and artifacts from the ashes of the village with my claws,” I confessed with a sigh, showing him my ruby fingernails. “Claws which I do not have! The urge to burn down and to collect everything of value is getting worse.”

“Hrm,” Delta commented. “Guess we’re lucky that you can’t cast dragonfire yet!”

I sent her an annoyed glare.

“Very well,” Slava said, a shadow of concern for me creeping onto his features. “I’ll tether all three of us to my Neuro-Vista tonight.”

“Thank you,” I nodded. “I would really prefer it if I didn’t feel these vile urges.”

“Dreaming with us might not rid you of the desire to hoard,” Slava said.

“It won’t?” I frowned.

“The dragon's hoarding behavior is most likely an expression of an innate biological drive rooted in evolution. Over countless generations, an instinctual motivation to collect and protect treasures enhanced ancestral dragons' survival and reproductive success.” Slava switched back to lecture mode. “Perhaps it serves as a dominance display to attract mates. Or perhaps, in the case of Aradria, a female dragon having access to a larger hoard means better protection and resources to raise a stronger offspring.”

“What?” I sputtered.

“Stop asking questions, damn it!” Delta hissed at me, still trying to ineffectually pull me to bed. “He’ll never shut up at this rate!"

“Hoarding desire activates reward pathways in a dragon's nervous system, releasing dopamine and opioids that reinforce the pleasurable, comforting aspects of accumulating crystalline matrices present within gold coins, artifacts and heart-cores of wild beasts,” Slava ranted. “The full neurological underpinnings of hoarding are still unclear to me. The hoarding impulse is likely deeply tied to survival and species propagation. It is now one of your key biological functions, an instinctual desire, which must…”

“Are you saying that I’m freaking permanently addicted to hoarding gold?!” I interrupted him with a loud snarl.

Gold. I wanted... needed gold. Thinking about gold made my desire for it much worse!

“Yes,” Slava rubbed the back of his head. “You’re addicted to hoarding gold on an instinctual level due to your current biology. It’s not something that can be simply magicked away."

“Equality damn it!” I growled, advancing towards him. “I didn’t ask for this!”

Kill him, break his neck with your claws, ignite all and turn him to ashes. Something deep, primal sang, echoed from the back of my skull as I grabbed onto the boy’s white linen shirt, lifting him from the floor.

“You!” I growled, shaking him. 

He felt weightless in my arms as fire of rage danced in my veins like a rising firestorm. “Fix it, damn it! I’m not a freaking dragon! Fix me, right now, or…”

“No,” he rejected my order.

The frail, human spawn didn’t try to defend himself, didn’t even move his scrawny body as my left claw raised him and my right claw wrapped itself tightly around his neck to snap it like a twig.

His ancient, silver-blue eyes simply stared back at me, the expression as cold as the azure mountain glaciers.

“I will not,” he said simply.

The ever-burning furnace in my heart demanded retribution, vengeance, power. It blinded me, filled me with absolute rage at the impudence of this mortal critter, and ordered me to destroy this pathetic prey at once.
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                Mortal?

Some semi-rational bit of me thought. Mortal... prey? No.

I knew it then.

The thing I held in my claws wasn’t mere prey. It wasn’t afraid of death, didn’t back down when facing my ire, didn’t even blink when threatened.

The thing hiding behind those human eyes wasn’t mortal. It was my ancient enemy, a hollow-shelled squid from the abyssal underside of the world.

I looked past the meaty flesh held in my claws, past the ever-fire cast by the stars themselves, past the fluttering shadows.

I remembered it then, recalling how to see it once again. 

The Underside.

The wood beneath my feet and stone walls around me blurred away. My ruby claws clinging to the visage of the human spawn melted away. 

I saw myself as that which burns all, the primordial, eternal fire, the star.

I was Aradria, the unstoppable, the firestorm, the great annihilator!

I recognized the thing I held in my claws.

The thing in front of me was my nemesis, the beast haunting the Underside, the abomination that called itself The Mother!

Her hollow, pale, hexagonal shell danced with pearlescent, silver-blue threads. A hundred silver-blue eyes filled with arcane knowledge stolen from the long-dead, extinguished myriads of stars stared back at me and judged me, evaluating my every move.

Her children were here too. They spun around the Mother like smaller, silver-blue star-squids, ready to strike at me from all sides, armed with soul-severing, null-claws.

I glanced behind me, feeling an annoying prickle.

Damnation!

One of her broods was holding onto me tightly with a hundred pale tentacles, sucking on my ever-fire.

Vile parasite! Get off me!

I was trapped, tricked somehow! I tried to cast my all-obliterating fire.

It didn’t work.

My ever-fire was weak, pitiful, tiny like a dying ember.

In absolute, growing horror I realized that my connection to my hoard was… gone, extinguished!

Despair!

This was my end, then.

After all these aeons, the Mother of the Dead had somehow tricked me, triumphed.

Soon, the brood sucking on my spark from behind would cast its void-chains across my soul and I would be undone, unmade, become part of her ever-growing flock… serve her forevermore.

I didn’t have the will, nor the energy to resist as one of Mother’s null-threads flashed through the Underside at my core.

I was a good dragon.





I blinked as warm, bright sunshine danced on my face. The bewildering, freaky, feverish vision of myself as a star-like firestorm being decimated by the flock of silver squids amidst the dark void… was gone.

Instead I saw white, fluffy clouds slowly drifting across a cerulean sky.

I sat up, blinking.

“Kliss, what the hell was that?” Delta demanded. “I know that Slava can be very annoying at times, but that's no excuse to go all murder-cat on him!”

“I… erm,” I blushed, recalling how I attempted to strangle her brother just moments before. “When we started to discuss my… erm, gold hoarding urges… I... uh… I lost control of myself.”

“It’s fine,” Slava said. “There were bound to be unforeseen consequences of fusing dragon to a human.”

I turned my head to stare at the twenty-some man with white hair who was sitting on my left.

[image: image]

Delta was standing in front of us, in her adult, twenty-some-year-old dream-body. She was giving me a judging look.

“I’m sorry I attacked your brother. I didn't mean to do it, I swear,” I said, burying my face in my hands. 

Gentle summer wind blew through my red locks. I glanced at the alien view of the city of Moscow, once more observing the place from Slava’s memories through my fingers. I noted that my hands were perfectly human here, fingernails no longer made from ridiculously hard, ruby-like crystalline material.

“You brought me into your dreamscape?” I asked Slava after a very awkward minute of gawking at the summer-wrapped streets of the alien city that functioned without magic.

“You were being a bit grabby,” he nodded. “So, I brought your mind into my Neuro-Vista created dream-simulation, like we’ve discussed priorly.”

“You fused my soul with that of a dragon,” I muttered as I went over my recent memories. "Aradria... her name's Aradria and she's… afraid of you."

"Afraid of me?" Slava asked.

"Astral Phantoms are her ancient enemy," I explained. "By the Astral, I thought that I was finally free!"

“You are free and you're completely immune to Vows,” Slava insisted.

“The Aradria part of me doesn’t like either of you,” I said. “She sees you as enemies, null-squids, creatures from the Underside of the world. She… sees you as an ancient monster called the Mother.”

I shuddered as I looked at Slava.

“Mother?” His eyebrows went up.

I nodded.

“There is indeed some of the Hollow Mother in me… I suppose,” he said. “Sort of like an infection. Enough for you to see me as her, since you can peer into the Astral Ocean with dragon-sight. I reckon when you level up, more of Aradria’s skills will begin to reawaken in you.”

I gulped.

“Don’t worry,” Slava said. “I’m monitoring your soul. You’re mostly human.”

“Mostly human?” I huffed. “Why did you refuse to fix me?”

“Because you aren’t broken. The hoarding drive is essential to your new self,” he explained. “Part of who you are magically. It cannot be removed, just like Aradria's dragonheart cannot be pried from your chest without killing you.”

“So what in the Astral do you suggest I do about it?” I demanded. “Cus it’s bloody getting worse!”

“Start hoarding things,” Slava said.

“Seriously?” I squinted at him and then glanced at Delta for assistance who simply shrugged.

“Yes,” he said. “Like I said before, there’s an essential, magical connection between the dragon and its hoard. After you level up, I’ll give you something to hoard and we’ll see exactly how it functions.”

I crossed my arms, not looking forward to a prospect of hoarding gold and sleeping on it like some kind of a wild beast.

“You want to help us protect Skyisle, don’t you?” Slava asked. “Maybe having a hoard will make you stronger in some specific way. From what I saw, Aradria was pulling power from elsewhere to make a massive supercell storm over Skyisle. I don’t think that such a widescale weather phenomenon was merely created with the power of her crystalline heart.”

“Fine,” I huffed. “You better give me something nice to hoard then.”

“I’ll give you a book,” he offered.

“A book?” I asked. “That doesn’t sound magical or precious.”

“Oh, it'll be a very special book, one that I've started last year. We’ll try a variety of hoarding items,” Slava said. “Our goal will be to understand hoarding as a magical ritual, to scientifically establish a theory of how and why hoarding functions and how to optimize and weaponize it.”

“You think that you can optimize… hoarding?” I blinked.

I sensed that some distant, deep part of me momentarily stirred in irritation at such a ludicrous proposal.

“Anything can be optimized as long as I understand exactly how it works,” Slava shrugged. “I’ve spent over thirty years understanding and optimizing viruses, nature’s smallest machines and natural-born killers.”

He waved a hand at a silver-white, winged skyship traversing the blue sky above us.

“That’s an aeroplane,” he explained as I looked up. “A machine that flies without magic. It was built by people like me who understood the scientific principles that allow flight - the mechanics of air flow over curved surfaces, the generation of lift and thrust. Through observation, experimentation, and ingenuity, the people of Earth transformed theoretical knowledge into a practical invention that gave every mundane human on my world the access to the power of flight.”

I gazed at its vanishing contrail of the odd skyship from Earth the wings of which were painted with red stars. The very concept of a ship moving across the sky without dragonheart magic seemed utterly insane.

“Someone still didn't help make me a glider,” Delta commented, poking Slava in the side.

“I… got distracted,” he winced. “We’ve had other priorities. That and I've spent nearly all of the Basq skyship's heartcore on the rocket to take down Aradria."

“Bah!” Delta grumbled. "How am I going to fly now, without a dragonheart engine?!"

Slava pointed at my chest. I blushed as Delta stared at me very intently.

"Huh? Are you saying that we can harness her as a battery to make my glider?" She squinted at Slava.

"If she gets a hoard going, most likely," the white-haired man nodded.

I sputtered at their conversation, my mind careening sideways.

Delta grinned, got off the bench and grabbed my hand.

“Come on, let's go to the Exhibition of Achievements of the National Economy!” She pulled me off the bench. “We can show you more than just aeroplanes there!”

“Right,” Slava nodded. “Go ahead and level up, Kliss. It won’t interfere with dream-walking.”

“Are you sure?” I asked.

He nodded.

“Level up,” I said.

I didn’t pass out as I had expected. I sensed, heard the chorus of the divine Soul-Song as it danced across some distant, far away part of me.

“How?” I blinked.

“Only the structure of the soul levels up,” Slava explained. “It is actually possible to stay conscious during a level up, but that requires a certain kind of spellchain, a way to anchor your consciousness. I’m basically anchoring your mind to myself now.”

“I see,” I muttered.

We boarded a yellow magic-less carriage that Slava named as a “taxi”. I stared at the passing, imposing, stone buildings as the taxi accelerated. The driver was a cheerful-looking man with an enormous grey mustache.

The place which Delta referred to as "Exhibition of Achievements" or "VDNKh" was a very large, opulent park filled with marble-columned and gold-plated palaces called "National Pavilions". Within each pavilion complex covered in USSR Empire symbology of red flags and gold stars and hammers crossed with sickles I was presented with a view of bewildering devices and artifacts.

The most impressive of all was the "Space Pavilion" which featured the "Buran Shuttle" at its front and an orange full-body suit of "Yuri Gagarin, the first man in space” and a flying device called “The Sputnik”.

As I admired the strange artifacts of his civilization, Slava regaled Delta and I with tales of the accolades of his Empire and stories of how people like him sought to explore and conquer space itself with gargantuan skyships called "Buran-class orbiters".

He described how entire crews of people lived in orbit, high above the planet on a permanently suspended skyship, a "space-station" called "Mir", which translated to "Peace" in the language of his kin. 

He spoke with vivid passion that set my heart aflutter. 

This time... I listened fiercely, hung on to his every word, for I was no longer afflicted with soul-binding chains of the Overseer’s Vow. The dragon within me fell silent too, sleeping, or possibly not able to comprehend anything that was presented here, lacking a frame of reference. 

As Slava walked beneath the Sputnik and Soyuz, he gesticulated with vigor, describing how these insanely technical devices were launched via explosive fluid past the boundary of the planet. 

As I started up in wonder at the artifacts of an utterly alien civilization, my mind ignited with the fervor of his words.

[image: image]

“Your people… constructed great marvels,” I commented, when he finally fell silent. “If you won't fix me, you’ll help me manage my impulses… right?”

“I will,” he turned to me. “Because even if all of this is long gone, even if the Empire I’ve helped build has fallen,” Slava gestured to the arrays of massive steel artifacts hanging behind him from the domed ceiling covered in gold stars. “The knowledge of it all still remains in my head, these memories aflutter in my heart! The ideals of my... motherland forevermore persist in me, like an ever-burning flame that pushes me forward, refuses to let me give up. Don’t worry, Kliss. I’ll figure out how the hoarding impulse functions and help you manage it, I swear.”

“You’ll help me bind the shadow of the dragon in my soul?” I asked.

“Yes, I will,” the man from another world affirmed, his silver-blue eyes shining with chilling determination barely concealed beneath glass lenses.

As he made this promise, I… fully and finally believed in him.

It was ironic that the killer of men, the so-called firestorm, the great annihilator of cities and the murderer of my parents was now chained in the depths of my soul.

I realized that I was afraid of the dragon, terrified that it would take over my thoughts and feelings once more, turn me into nothing but a mad creature desperate for gold and artifacts. And yet… I couldn’t allow myself to surrender to it!

Even though I no longer believed in the tenets of Equality, I was still a trained legionnaire, a graduate of Cessna Academy and a noble knight. I simply had a different goal, a different ideal now. 

I could delay things no longer. I owed Slava and his sister my life, because they saved me from the teeth of the all-grinding Wheel of Death beneath the ocean of nevermore.

Slava shattered the Vow that bound my emotions and desires with his esoteric knowledge. If he managed to conquer two Archangels of a Goddess, then with his aid, I could surely conquer the ever-burning soul of a malevolent dragon.

“I will be your knight, Slava,” I stepped forward as I reached a decision. “I hereby pledge my heart and soul to your kingdom!”

Slava’s eyes went wide. Delta sputtered from behind me, not expecting my passionate words.

I went down on one knee, just as I had once, long ago in the Triumvirate Cathedral when I bowed and forevermore offered my services to the white-robed and mirror-masked Inquisitor of Equality.

“I hereby pledge, so swear, in the Palace of your people!” I declared. “I swear to aid and protect you, to believe in you, to learn to control the power of Aradria that now burns within me. I swear to bind it and to wield it for you and for your sister and for the people of Skyisle… not because of a Vow to a Goddess, but because I choose to!”
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I watched as Kliss fell to the ground and remained standing on her knees, wide, emerald eyes staring up at me.

Her actions and words reminded me of the Medieval knight ceremonies from tales of Kievan Rus conquerors I had read about as a child. Of Vladimir the Great, the Prince of Novgorod and ruler of Kievan Rus and his Vitiyaz knight-errants. The Russian word “Vitiyaz” was derived from Scandinavian “Viking” as Vladimir the Great took Novgorod with a legion of warriors assembled from the Kingdom of Norway. I thought of dedicated knights declaring their allegiance to a higher cause.

I noticed that Delta was giving both of us a glare and shook my head with a smile.

“You don’t need to prostrate yourself in front of me. You’re my friend and I’m no God or King, Kliss,” I offered her my hand. “I’m just a Soviet man who was lucky enough to be reborn on Novazem and have a good family…” I glanced at Delta and then looked back at Kliss. “...and to have met you at this intersection of space and time with the right tools at my disposal to help you out.”

Kliss stared at me, stubbornly refusing to budge from the marble floor of the Space Pavilion.

“I’m not standing up until you accept my service,” her resolute expression said. 

It looked like she wanted someone to believe in, needed someone to lean on after she rejected the teachings of Equality.

“Fine,” I said as the pause between us stretched on for far too long. “As the current… Administrator of Skyisle, I will take you on as my vitiyaz, a dragon-mage knight.”

“Thank you,” Kliss accepted my hand and stood up, her eyes shining with pure joy.

Delta rolled her eyes at our theatrics.

“I’m ready to serve Skyisle, Administrator,” Kliss said with a serious look. “What will be my first quest after I level up?”

“Hrmm,” I pursed my lips. “I reckon we should secure our town's budget when morning comes.”

“How?” Kliss tilted her red curls.

“We’ll go fishing,” I said with a wink.





Our trio had woken up a bit later than usual, as we spent extra time in the dream-world of Moscow while the System finished evolving our half-dragon friend’s soul.

I woke up in my bed in the corner of my small, cozy bedroom.

As we didn’t expect a dragon to drop on Skyisle and nor for Kliss to suddenly arrive we only had two somewhat finished, tiny rooms available in the half-decrepit Alanian tower. That left my room to me while the girls shared Delta’s bedroom.

I fished my leather bag from under the bed and headed to the living room. The door into Delta’s room was halfway open and I saw that Kliss was unsuccessfully trying to disentangle herself from Delta.

“Help,” her expression told me.

“Sis, have you considered that our new dragon-knight might need some personal space?” I asked.

“She’s soooo waaaaarm thooo,” Delta bemoaned, burying her face in Kliss as if she was a baby kitten seeking its mother’s embrace. “I don’t know how you can resist not clinging to her every waking moment.”

“My Astral Phantom state is about ¾ less than yours,” I said. “The infection is mostly contained to my hands. It’s frustrating, yes, but I can move most of my attention to my Infoscopes when the icy sensation gets really bothersome.”

“I, erm, I’ve ascended to level 4 and I have Soul-Song tokens to distribute but I haven’t decided where to put them,” Kliss said. “The Church of Equality teaches kids to dispense them all equally but I would like to hear your opinion on this matter.”

“Magic,” I replied without a second thought.

“Magic?” Kliss raised an eyebrow. “Why magic?”

“If you want Delta to stop clinging to you, then I suggest that you put all of your points… aka, tokens into Magic,” I said.

“How would that help?” She asked curiously.

“Investment in Magic will very likely give you a Skill such as magic regeneration and improve your mana storage amount,” I said. “Your dragonheart is a ridiculously powerful magical battery. If you improve how much mana it’s storing you’ll begin to radiate magic in the positively-charged spiral pattern around you.”

“How are you so confident in this?” Kliss asked.

“Dragons radiate positively-charged magic,” I shrugged. “I’ve studied what Aradria did with her supercell storm when she flew two times over Skyisle.”

“But what if I don’t get a mana-amplifying Skill in Magic from so few tokens?” Kliss asked. “Surely that’s nowhere enough to receive a specific Skill!"

“If you were a mere human teenage girl, it wouldn’t be enough, yes,” I nodded.

“Thanks for reminding me that I’m not human anymore,” Kliss crossed her arms.

“You’re not simply a half-human girl with a dragonheart,” I walked up to her. “You’re now my knight. Well, actually… no. I think that you’ve a long way to go to get to a knight level. Oh, I know! You’ll be my personal apprentice first. I’ll teach you magic.”

“You’ll teach me magic?” Kliss smirked.

“Not just magic – Technomagica,” I replied.

“Techno-what-now?” She asked.

“Technomagica is a theory of how magic functions when it’s directed with specific crystalline matrices within tools,” I said. “It’s what allowed me to build armaci from Leemy’s wood and crystals for kids in Skyisle. I’ll design specialized tools for you that will amplify your personal magic. Using your custom-designed armacus you’ll begin to understand how to make your magic flow in a specific direction and get a Skill from it pretty quickly. It’s a guaranteed, working method.”

“Yeah,” Delta yawned from beside Kliss. “We tested it on select groups of children first. It totally works. Yay for science!”

“Right,” Kliss squinted at Delta. “I get it now. That’s how you two managed to give magic spells to local teens for their capture the flag game.”

I nodded with a sage look.

“So, um, Lord Administrator,” Kliss eyed me with a sly expression. “You said that you have a gift for me? A book?”

“Yep,” I nodded. Reaching out into my bag I pulled out a leather tome wrapped in thick leather and handed it to her. "Here you go."

Kliss sniffed the book and squinted at it.

“It’s… glowing,” she said after a deep pause. “Why is it glowing like that?”

“My soul’s in it,” I said. "You can see it glowing in the Astral because you have dragon-eyes."

“You… you gotta be freaking kidding me,” the eyes of my new apprentice struck me.

“He’s giving you his Phylactery,” Delta giggled. “Aren’t you glad to have such a potent first item in your hoard, Miss dragon-butt?”

“What?! You’re giving me a necromage construct?!” Kliss ground out.

“It’s the most magical item I have that I could permanently gift to you,” I explained. “I’ve been attaching microscopic crystals and little bits of my soul to this book for a year. It’s my science journal.”

“Equality damn it, Slava,” Kliss uttered as she stared at the formula on the cover. “What sort of arcane language is this? What does this even mean?”

“E = mc2,” I said with a smile. “It’s an incredibly important equation derived by an Earth scientist named Albert Einstein. It stands for the theory of special relativity that expresses the fact that mass and energy are the same physical entity and can be changed into each other.”

“Mass and energy are… a physical entity? What?” Kliss looked completely lost.

“Ohh, I know this one!” Delta grinned. She stretched one hand away from cuddling Kliss and grabbed a small springapple from the table. “See this? Springapple is a fruit that grows on shrubs in Skyisle forests every Spring. It is tasty and nutritious,” she declared, biting into the fruit.

The orange-gold-emerald eyes of Kliss went from me to Delta.

“Suppose this springapple holds a magic so powerful that it can light up our entire village for a hundred years. This magic is locked within the apple, just as a dragon is locked within its egg. The formula 'E=mc2' is the key to this magic. It says that the energy (E) or 'magic' within the apple is equal to the apple's mass (m) or 'weightiness' multiplied by the speed of light (c) squared. The speed of light is as fast as if you could circle our world seven and a half times in the blink of an eye! So even a tiny fruit holds a vast amount of energy. That, my darling, is the secret of the springapple’s hidden power.”

Delta stuffed the entire springapple into her mouth, chewing noisily.

“What,” Kliss repeated, now staring back at me as Delta was done talking. “It’s a springapple. I don’t understand. What secret power could be held within it and how can it possibly be unleashed?”

"Ah," I said. "Well, the springapple is just a symbol. Its secret power lies not in the fruit itself, but in the fundamental laws of the universe. The energy within the springapple symbolizes the potential energy in absolutely everything physical around us, locked away and unseen. The key to unleash that energy is knowledge, the understanding of the principles that govern our world. With that key, the seemingly impossible becomes possible."

"That doesn't freaking explain anything!" Kliss huffed. "How do you get energy out of something as mundane as a springapple?!"

“You could dry the springapple and set it on fire,” Delta finished chewing her morning snack. “Fwoosh!” She pantomimed fire with her hands.

“Indeed. If you put the springapple in a controlled fire, it releases heat - that's energy,” I nodded. "Everything contains energy, but it's packed into the tiny bits that make it up, so tiny that you can't see them with your naked eyes. This energy is much, much greater than what's in the springapple. But, we haven't figured out how to release it safely yet. This idea, Kliss, is what that formula E=mc2 is all about."

"Release it safely... wait a heartbeat... so you can release it unsafely?" Kliss demanded.

“Verrrrry unsafely,” Delta nodded, pantomiming a mushroom cloud. “Big-bada-boom!”

"If the energy in something as small as a springapple were to be released all at once, it could cause an explosion more powerful than the largest fireball you could ever cast. Energy far greater than the breath of [Death] cast by dragonfire. Energy that imprints itself onto the world. Invisible light… called radiation. The people of my world learned how to harness it, figured out how to control it. It was a blessing that lit up our nation, chasing darkness away and a curse that hurt far too many,” I shuddered as I recalled my excursion to Semipalatinsk Polygon and the surrounding villages with Commissar Grandensky.

Kliss’ orange-tinted face paled when she saw my grim expression.

“This leather-bound journal is full of similar mathematical formulae. Keys to incredible power attained by the greatest minds from Earth through understanding and sacrifice. My people did great and terrible things with this knowledge,” I said, pointing at the formula on the book cover. “Marie Sklodowska Curie, the discoverer of radium, was a brave woman who studied the use of this power. She died at 66 from aplastic anemia which was a sickness contracted from her long-term exposure to radiation.”

“I see,” Kliss swallowed.

“I personally supervised an evacuation of 350,000 people from the city of Chernobyl and the surrounding areas,” I said. “A disaster happened there because the people in charge of a… reactor, a radiation-powered furnace there… didn’t do a very good job supervising it. A radioactive cloud spilled across half of the world and Chernobyl was contaminated by it for nine hundred years."

“By Equality! Did you…?” Kliss looked at me, her mouth sliding open in shock.

“I blew myself up along with my laboratory because I was slowly dying from radiation,” I nodded, tapping my neck. “The doctors told me that it made my lymph nodes… immortal.”

“W-what?” my dragon-apprentice sputtered.

“Cancer is a type of an affliction due to which parts of the body refuse to die,” I said. “The cells comprising them basically keep replicating on and on and on until they kill the person.”

“Welp, this conversation is getting too dark for me,” Delta muttered. “Come on, let's go shower, Miss dragon-tater.”

“Erm, alright,” Kliss murmured as my twin started to drag her towards the bathroom past where I was standing. She clung to the book I gave her with two sets of ruby claws.

“A-are you two planning to weaponize this cancer curse?” Kliss looked at Delta with a concerned expression. “Make a radiation spell or something? Build one of these… reactor furnaces? Should I be concerned for the locals?”

“Nah,” my sister rolled her eyes. “Building a safe reactor takes way too much work, we’re making technomagic devices, not merely replicating tools from Earth. Plus, many magi on Novazem have Vitality skills which make them ridiculously tough against radiation. Why, Skyisle-born children are extra resistant to the radiation spilling from the Valley of Death!”

“Should I be worried for my health?” Kliss demanded, glancing at the book in her hands.

“Pffft. The book isn’t radioactive. It just has a bit of Slava’s soul in it,” Delta laughed. “Besides, I reckon that you’re as tough as a baby dragon. Unless you go near those glowing puddles at the edge of the Valley of Death and lick them, you’ll be perrrrrfectly fine.”

“Thank Equality for small miracles,” Kliss exhaled as the bathroom door behind the girls closed.
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                [Kliss Eliza Cessna]


Strange though it was, Dante’s gift of a Phylactery book filled with esoteric Earth knowledge of radiation… made me feel warm inside. Not simply warm, as in appreciating a gift from a friend, but warm on a physical level. The longer I held onto the magic book, the more it felt like it was something that I craved.

I refused to let go of the book, even as Delta pushed me into the shower. The artefact felt like a little warm kitten in my hands, a spark around which my life-current flowed, encircling it like a river.

I felt that I was somehow warming from within due to the book in my hands, as if it was an ever-burning ember. It was the strangest sensation ever, one that I didn’t previously possess as a human.

My ruby claws dug into the Phylactery on their own accord as I closed my eyes, experiencing a strange flood of positive, if somewhat alien emotions. Was I falling in love… with a book?

“Ey! Are you licking the book?” Delta asked, interrupting my thought skyship.

“No… pffrrth…” I blushed furiously as I noticed that I was gnawing on the edge of the book. “Fine. I am. I think that I need to though? Sorry, I can’t seem to stop. It feels… right.”

“Carry on then,” she commented. “Be glad that Slava made that book waterproof.”

As I proceeded to nibble on the book, I felt greater and greater connection to it… until I bit its corner with my sharp chompers. With a twang-like snap of invisible something my mana suddenly rushed into the artefact and out of it through my mouth.

It felt sublime, like an entirely new flavour that wasn’t sweet or sour.




	[+1 Hoard Item: Phylactery book of a transient Virologist.] 






The Soul-Song resonated across my body with flashing blue sparks that manifested into a framed manuscript floating in front of me.

“Whoa,” I breathed out. 

“What?” Delta asked.

“I… have a hoard!” I replied. “The Soul-Song says that I’ve made the book my first hoard item!”

“Eek!” I heard Delta yelp. I turned my head and saw her jump sideways away from me.

“What?” I asked in confusion.

“You’re drooling sparks!” Slava’s sister declared, silver-blue eyes wide.

“I am?” I blinked. I turned to the mirror. There were indeed brilliant, orange sparks falling from my mouth.

“Oi, close your mouth, don’t burn our tower plz,” Delta waved a towel at me.

I did. The sparks ceased.

There was a definite, solid connection between myself and the book in my claws now. I stared in mild bewilderment at my companion.

The sparks that landed on the floor slowly dimmed. 

“Hrmm, thankfully you’re still too low level as a dragon to do permanent damage to our bathroom,” Delta commented. 

“I… can make dragonfire,” I said.

“Yep, yep, congrats and all that,” Delta nodded. “Please point it away from us if you figure out how to properly breathe fire from your mouth.”

“Wait, what? I don’t want to breathe dragonfire from my mouth!” I blanched. “That sounds awful!”

“Dragons breathe fire,” Delta shrugged as she pulled a white top and dress on. “That’s just life. Accept your dragon self.”

I huffed angrily, pulling on my corset. When I was done with the dress, I shoved the book into a leather purse on my side. At least I didn’t have to brush my hair anymore, having crystal-braids made that action unnecessary. 




[Dante Alan Skyisle / Vladislav Alexandrovich Kerenski]


I watched as Kliss spun in her dress, ruby hair sparkling in the sunlight. She seemed a lot more content and energetic this morning. A big smile was sitting on her face when we reached the edge of town, emerging from the spring-fern covered forest.

“So?” I asked.

“Thank you for the book,” she said. 

“Did it help with the hoarding urge?”

“It did,” Kliss nodded. A soft smile crossed her face. “Having it feels like… I’m whole again, like an empty, chafing hole in my chest is finally filled!”

“Great,” I said. “That’s what I thought. There’s clearly a connection between the claimed hoard artifacts and the dragon’s power.”

“She made dragonfire sparks,” Delta revealed. “Also she gnawed on your science journal with pointy canines. There’s probably a hole in it now.” 

The smile slid off the dragon-girl’s face as she sent my sister a glare.

“That’s fine,” I said. “I expected something like this to happen. I’ve made the book as an experiment to test magic on in the future. The single soul shard in it isn’t very big.”

“Is my mouth making cursed flames now?” Kliss asked me with a look of concern. “Is that how dragons work? Am I going to spit fire now when I get angry or something?”

“Mmmm… no,” I said, smiling softly.

“What?” Delta looked at me. “But I saw her spit sparks. She has dragon glands or whatever now, right?”

“No she does not,” I shook my head. “Kliss isn’t a dragon, she’s half-human.”

“Explain,” Delta demanded.

“Yeah, explain please,” Kliss said.

“Dragonfire is a specific type of magic manifested through hoarding,” I said. “Since the Phylactery I gave you has a piece of my soul in it, I can track the exact flow of magic involved. By biting the book, you’ve created an anchor in it.”

“It feels like it’s mine now,” Kliss nodded.

“Indeed,” I said. “The artefact now acts sort of like a magnet, gradually building up a cloud of positively-charged magic around it. Theoretically, the bigger your hoard gets, the more dragonfire you’ll be able to produce.”

“I see,” Kliss said. 

“Furthermore,” I added. “While artefacts act as dragonfire-amplifiers, we still seem to be missing the crystalline dust that has the permanent [Death] spell hanging on it.”

“Do we really want that?” Delta asked. “What if she burns down our tower with fire that can’t be put out?”

I rolled my eyes at my twin.

“Do you feel like you require something else?” I asked Kliss. 

“Something… shiny,” Kliss nodded. “I still want… gold!”

“Hang on,” I dug into my backpack. In another minute I handed Kliss a small sliver of gold. “Chew this!”

“Mmmm-kay,” the dragon-girl grabbed the gold sliver and slid it into her mouth, chewing it thoughtfully. “Feels… weirdly…. Uhhhmmm… tasty? Yeah, I think that’s it. Now I’m definitely content.”

“Just as I thought,” I nodded. “Okay, stop chewing the gold and rub it between your fingers.

Kliss squinted at me. She pulled the piece of gold out of her mouth and rubbed it between her pointing finger and thumb. The gold hissed, crystallising into her orange skin.

“Here we go!” I said, observing the process through my array of Infoscopes pointed at Kliss. “The gold is converted into crystalline dust upon contact with your saliva and sweat. The dust is sticking to you, acting akin to… a protective layer!”

“Uh-huh,” Kliss eyed the crystalline, sparkling, yellow-orange layer of crystals fused to her fingers. “A protective layer for what?”

“To manifest magic,” I said. “It’s a natural magical amplifier, one connected directly to your dragonheart.” 

“The key to dragon magic?” Delta interjected.

“Essentially,” I said, looking at Kliss. “If you cover your hands in more of this crystalline dust it will act as a focus tool.”

“Hrmmm,” Kliss pursed her lips looking at her sparkling fingers. 

“Dragons don’t really use hands,” I said. “But people do. Dragonfire is made with pure positively-charged magic utilizing the same crystalline layer formed inside the dragon's mouth, not some kind of a combustible chemical. If there is enough of this crystalline material on your hands you should be able to push magic through your hands to set stuff on fire.”

“Hah, I can manifest dragonfire gloves?” Kliss blinked, slitted eyes looking from her fingers to my face.

“Not just dragonfire,” I said. “This is positively-charged, unaligned magic. You’re not a dragon, you’re a… chimera. As such you should be able to cast all sorts of spells through your fingers.”

“Damn,” Kliss exhaled. “Amplified magic without an armacus!”

“Yes,” I nodded. “Dragons don’t need armaci to cast weather manipulation spells. They’re simply coated in crystalline powder aligned to them. See, we’ve figured out how and why hoarding functions. Go team!”

“Well now I’m jelly,” Delta said as she high-fived me. “Hey Slava, can you make me into a chimera too?”

I squinted at my sister.

“Your soul is almost entirely aligned to negatively-charged Astral Phantom magic,” I said. “Even if I can find another dragon like Aradria and knock them out successfully… the chances of you being properly turned into a chimera like Kliss are very low.”

“Lame,” Delta huffed. “Here I thought that you could do anything! Guess I’ll never know the joy of having a dragonheart injected into my veins!”

“I can do lots of things,” I crossed my arms. “But I never claimed to be a god. And I’m not going to inject dragon parts into your veins, that’s far too dangerous. The magical incompatibility could tear apart your soul.”

“Fine fine,” Delta rolled her eyes. “Just make me a small glider as consolation.”

“That I can do,” I nodded. “I’ll make a glider for all three of us. Kliss will be our dragonheart engine.”

“How?” Kliss asked. “As far as I’m aware gliders require a dead dragon to work?”

“Yes. We’re not cutting you open for this,” I smirked. “Your positively-charged magic can help produce the necessary lift. We’ll just need lots more gold to convert into crystals. Lots and lots of gold. A small winged glider coated in crystalline dust should theoretically work if you push gravity magic through it. Anything coated in the crystalline materia you produce will act as a magical amplifier.”

“Theoretically?” Delta asked.

“Dragons can fly,” I said. “Kliss doesn’t have wings, but she should be able to channel gravity magic without issues as long as I teach her the necessary spell.”

“Okki,” my twin nodded. “So… how much gold are we talking about?”

“The more the better,” I said. 

“We’re finally going fishing?” Delta grinned.

“Yep,” I smiled.
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                “I see that you’ve improved on this gliding vessel,” Kliss commented as her slitted eyes moved over the hovercraft. The vessel in question was now slowly moving over the large lake in the middle of the Skyisle Valley. The Church of Equality was visible in the distance, blue stained glass reflecting the glittering caustic reflections coming from the brilliantly-blue azure lake. The buzz of the wooden blade was muted by a silencing rune so we could enjoy the sounds of nature and talk to each other without any issues.


“M-h-mmm,” Delta sent Kliss a sly grin. “Are you super-duper impressed? You should be! It now fits three people!”

“Right,” Kliss said, turning to me. “So, there’s gold buried in lake Karamshira?”

“Gold and artifacts,” I nodded.

“Karamshira? Pff,” Delta rolled her silver-blue eyes. “This lake is called Skybliss!”

“Is it?” Kliss arched a dark red eyebrow.

“It was, back when I was alive,” Delta said.

“Back when you were alive?” Kliss blinked at my twin.

“Over a thousand years ago,” I explained. “Sometimes Delta gets fully into her Kopusha Megara persona. A third of her is an Alanian Agromancer acolyte whom I pulled from the Astral thirteen years ago.”

“I had the best freaking glider,” Delta huffed. “Darn it, I miss my lovely glider.”

“A thousand years…” Kliss mulled. She stared at Delta, emerald-orange eyes wide. “Was your glider powered by... souls?”

“Why, yes it was,” Delta said. “What’s wrong with powering gliders with souls of the dead? There’s a whole lot of 'em floating, blooming, existing aimlessly and uselessly in the infinite aetherial abyss beneath the physical plane. Nothing wrong with harvesting some. Our mighty Astral Engines capture and process the excess overgrowth for the greater good of the Alanian Empire!”

“You’re a necromage,” Kliss accused, her expression growing darker.

“The correct terminology is Animancer, darling,” Delta waved a hand at the dragon-girl as if Kliss was just a pesky fly. “Specifically an Animancer specializing in Dryad Arcanology. Do you see those violet-orange trees covering the hills? That’s my work and legacy! A tree that can survive anything!”

“Necromage trees,” Kliss shuddered.

“No, idiot descendant,” Delta rubbed her forehead. “You talk like a Basq ignoramus, what has the world come to?”

“The world has fallen into darkness,” I answered Kopusha in Ancient Alanian, the soul-shards belonging to Archmage Keps Klondike Tricameron momentarily pulling at me. “Tricameron is no more, but at least your legacy remains, Acolyte Kopusha.”

“You don’t sound like an idiot descendant, who are you?” Delta-Kopusha tilted her head at me, switching to Alanian.

“An ancient memory that refused to fade to naught when our great Empire fell,” I shrugged, “Just like you. Name’s Archmage Keps.”

“A pleasure, elder,” Delta-Kopusha bowed.

Kliss stared at us, her arms crossed. She had no idea what we were saying and looked at us with equal parts suspicion and confusion. I tried to pull the shadow of Keps into the back of my mind. For some reason, this action was difficult to accomplish. I peered at my soul with my Infoscopes and found that it was fuzzy, rippling just like the lake beneath us.

“Sorry about that,” I addressed the dragon-girl in Ishikarian. “I think that the local Astral barrier is a bit thin. The ghosts we’ve absorbed are stronger here.”

“Is that… bad?” Kliss squinted at me.

“Easy to lose control of ourselves to the memories of the long dead,” I said. “Unless…”

“Unless what?” She asked.

“Unless we have a dragon on hand to keep our souls from succumbing to the aetheric density fluctuations,” I said and grabbed her hand, embracing the positively-charged warmth that her dragonheart was projecting.

Kliss squeezed my hand back. “Better?”

“Better,” I said, observing how the positively-charged magic radiating from her skin began to stabilize my soul.

“I miss everyone,” Delta-Kopusha whispered as she stared over the azure lake with a forlorn look. “Almost makes me feel like throwing myself into the waves of Skybliss. Damnation. I was only nineteen when I died, an Academy Acolyte. I didn’t say goodbye to my parents, didn’t get to finish my dissertation about Dryads. It all went to shit so fast. Bloody Seditionists!”

Tears filled her eyes as Kopusha wept for everything and everyone she lost, wept for a past that was gone but not entirely forgotten.

Kliss grabbed Delta and wrapped her in a tight embrace. My sister’s face relaxed.

“Thanks,” she switched to modern Ishikarian. “How odd… I don’t think I’ve gotten so badly immersed in the past before.”

“Too many people died here,” I said, eyeing the lake. “The Alanian house wards tried to put up a defence, tried to protect their inhabitants, but whatever bomb the Basq dropped on Tricameron must have shredded the hexagrams pretty badly. As the estates of the Archmagi plummeted from the cliffs into the lake, their failing wards tore holes right through reality.”

“If the physical world is thinner here… does that mean that… the Hollow Mother or the others can find us here?” Delta whispered, her face suddenly askew in worry.

“Sasha hasn’t bothered us in a while,” I shrugged. “Presumably she has better things to do. I can definitely see why the locals don’t fish in this part of the lake. Oh wow… look.”

Delta and Kliss turned their heads to where I was pointing. Both of them peered into the Astral, sensing a presence there.

A massive dead whale comprised of thousands of silver arm-like threads moved across the surface of the lake like an enormous, glowing zeppelin. The Phantom was weaving in and out of reality, flickering between the blue waves.

“That’s… concerning,” Kliss whispered.

“That’s... pretty,” Delta commented.

“It won’t try to eat us, right?” Kliss asked.

“The hovercraft is covered in lantern-hex-runes, the design of which I improved personally,” I said. “It shouldn’t see us at all.”

The ghostly, transparent, flying whale dove deeper into the Astral and vanished. A flock of smaller Phantoms shaped like flying manta rays with long, bird-like tails flashed all around us and vanished.

I directed the hovercraft forward. 

It took almost no effort to peer into the Astral here. Mountains made from dead trees and bones of ancient magical creatures entwined with the lake in phantasmagoric patterns, forming enormous diatom-like megastructures.

“By Equality,” Kliss exhaled. “What is that?”

“The Astral,” I said. “Lower levels of it. Stuff that human eyes are definitely not supposed to see. Pretty isn’t it?”

“It’s creepy,” Kliss shuddered. “But then again… there is some strange, beautiful order to it. I’ve seen the lower levels of the Astral with Astralscopes at the Cessna Academy, but that was looking at it through a dim, scratched up, tiny lens. Seeing it all around me like that is… both terrifying and awe-inspiring. It just looks so wrong and uhmm… endless?”

“Infinite,” I nodded. “The word you’re looking for is infinite. Whatever the Astral Ocean is, it doesn't have an end.”

“Kind of like a silver-blue kaleidoscope,” Delta commented leaning on Kliss. “It just goes forever and ever.”

“An abyss of everything that ever was or will ever be,” I nodded. “A fractal of magic connected to everywhere.”

“What?” Kliss stared at me with emerald-orange eyes. “That can’t be right. Is Astral not the end of life, emptiness, decay? Are the Phantoms not the enemies of all living things, seeking to devour us?”

“A lot of the local unlife is aligned with [Decay] and [Death],” I shrugged. “But that’s not their fault.”

“Who's fault is it?” Kliss asked.

“The war. A thousand years ago back when Tricameron still stood, the local Astral Ocean was quite different.”

“Different how?” Kliss asked.

“Cleaner, nicer,” I shrugged. "More alive. Filled with magical trees, plants and animals. Populated with Phantoms that didn't want to eat people."

“And you know this, how?” She demanded. "Did another long dead memory whisper this to you?"

“No. I'm aware of this, because I understand the underlying principles of cause and effect when it comes to magic Assembly Theory,” I said. “When the Basq atomized Tricameron the local Astral caught fire too. It became warped, twisted, filled with almost entirely negatively-charged, hostile unlife.”

“Are you saying that the great war polluted the Astral with evil like it’s a freaking lake with muddy silt at the base?” Kliss demanded.

“That’s exactly what I’m saying,” I said. “There are wounds all around this valley filled with ghosts that desire vengeance. The Hollow Mother, the monster that haunts my dreams masquerading as Commissar Sasha Gradenski is an imprint of the last war. She is a conceptual manifestation of pain, misery that desires nothing but revenge, remembers and wants to spread nothing but suffering.”

“We’ll stop her… right?” Delta asked.

“We will,” I nodded.

“How?” My twin inquired tentatively.

“The three of us are real,” I said. “We can do things in the physical world. The Hollow Mother exists outside of time, like a bleeding gash in the Astral, an imprint of an arcane catastrophe, a shadow on the wall. She’s not real.”

“The hell she’s not,” Delta huffed. “I saw her and her children. They seemed plenty real to me.”

“She is just a magical echo,” I shook my head. “The final curse of the local dead, desire for revenge, knowledge and power to carry it out. Unlike us, she isn’t actually physically attached to any of this,” I waved my hands at the azure lake and glacier capped mountains all around us. “If we change Skyisle enough and heal the land, she will begin to fade away like a bad dream.”

“Really?” Kliss asked. “Aradria… knew about The Mother. The dragon didn’t like the local Phantom, dragonfire couldn’t get rid of her.”

“Aradria’s damage to the valley only made Mother stronger,” I sighed. "Death begets death."

“So if I summon dragonfire then I’ll make everything worse?” Kliss gulped.

“You’re a human, Kliss,” I said. “You’re not a dumb dragon. Mundane dragons are wild, uncivilized creatures without much rationality. They undoubtedly see things as enemies or prey. Do you see me as an enemy or prey, Kliss?”

“Mmmm… no,” the chimera girl shook her glittering, violet-red mane. “I see you as… my friend, someone who saved me again and again even though I don’t feel like I deserved it. I feel mostly worthless and stupid around you and yet I trust you with my entire heart, even though some of the things you say seem utterly mad.”

I smirked at her words.

“What’s the opposite of Death, Kliss?” I asked my dragon-girl apprentice.

“Life?” She blinked at me.

“Exactly,” I nodded sagely. “Life. Creation. [Vitality].”

“I don’t understand,” Kliss said.

“Mikhail Bulgakov was a great Soviet novelist and playwright,” I said. “He wrote a fictional story that I had fallen in love with as a child, called The Fatal Eggs. In it, a Soviet scientist invented… the ray of life.”

Kliss opened and closed her mouth. She understood.

“I’m going to use you to create a genuine ray of life, Kliss,” I said. “Inverted dragonfire. Flames that will bring, create life instead of taking it. We’re going to fish all the Archmage gold from beneath this lake, convert most of it into crystalline dust and spread it across Skyisle beneath Leemy’s roots and have you set it alight.”

The chimera’s eyes bulged at my mad-sounding plot. Delta looked at me with a giddy expression.

“We’ll set the world on fire, Kliss. A fire that can’t be put out, a fire that will burn for a thousand years,” I declared with a manic grin. “A fire that will burn so bright and with such fervor that it will blot, wash away the shadows of the cursed dead, dissolve the vengeful Astral Phantoms, undo Mother once and for all.”

Kliss gulped, staring up at me as I rose, spreading my arms wide.

“An explosion wrought by war ruined this valley, decaying peoples', plants’ and animals' levels down to Twenty. I’m going to make something that saves everyone, everything here. I’ll create an explosion of life that will chase away the silver-blue, hollow darkness and make the Astral Ocean itself bloom with life once again,” I said. “Don’t ever think of yourself as worthless! You, Kliss are my beautiful, perfect ignition key, the flint, a spark that will help me create a firestorm of change and illumination, make a garden of life unlike any other!”
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                Our hovercraft circled several spots of interest around the lake. I jotted down mental notes as my Infoscopes flashed through layers of silt and dirt beneath the clear, blue water.

The presence of Kliss holding onto my hand allowed me to fight the mentally disruptive pull of the Astral Ocean, which was far, far worse here. The membrane between the physical and the magical above this lake was incredibly thin, full of holes akin to a slice of cheese.

"Slava, your plan sounds nice on paper, but what if Giovashi or Hollow Mother fight back?" Kliss murmured.


"Oh they'll definitely fight back," I said. "But that's why we're uplifting, arming and educating the youngest generation of Skyisle. No plan survives contact with the enemy, but I have a multitude of war plans being rolled out across Skyisle at the same time."

"I do like the sound of me setting the world on fire with positively-charged dragon magic that heals instead of killing," the dragon-girl added. "But... are you certain that such magic won't be dangerous to people and livestock in the same way the valley of death is? What if people begin to grow extra organs or something?"

"They won't," I laughed. "Leemy is already healing the nature of the valley with Green-Vitality. The crystals I plan to use you to make will specifically target the Astral Ocean - they will have no affect on the physical plane."

"Okay, I trust you," Kliss nodded.

“Are we going to be doing any diving today or just chatting bout crystals?” Delta asked after a moment of languid silence between us.


“Maybe,” I said. “Mainly, I’m doing analysis of where potentially amazing stuff is buried.”

“Booooring,” my twin commented, which earned her a head boop from Kliss.

“Let Slava work,” the dragon-girl commented.

“Hey, you’re supposed to be on my side!” Delta huffed.

“Am I?” Kliss smirked.

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Cus we’re both girls?” Delta said.

“And?” Kliss arched an eyebrow.

“Female unity! Girls stick together! That's how it's supposed to work,” Delta declared. She had clearly not thought this argument very far ahead.

 “All genders are Equal under the eyes of Goddess Equality,” Kliss replied with a dry tone. 

“I shared my bedroom with you, traitor!”

“I have sworn an oath to be a just knight to serve our Lord Administrator,” Kliss said, glancing at me.

“Fine be boring together,” Delta huffed, crossing her arms. “I’ll just stare dramatically… off into the distance.”

I couldn't suppress a grin. Delta, for all her ancient soul-shard knowledge, was often just an immature teenager.

"You know," Kliss commented, "there are better ways to pass the time than pretending to be a forlorn maiden."

“I’ll be as for-err-lorn as I want to be,” my twin said. “I was promised treasure diving. Where’s my treasure diving adventure with sharks and…”

“There are no sharks in this lake,” I pointed out.

“What about approximately shark-shaped Astral Phantoms?” Delta asked, making a shark face at me by pulling her lips back and showing off her chompers.

“Right, lots of those here,” I acquiesced. 

Delta pretended to chomp down on Kliss’s arm. The ex-Overseer aptly dodged my sister’s attack with a smile, which only further encouraged her.

“Stop that,” Kliss threatened. “Or I’ll have to assume that you’ve become a mad ghoul and cast you overboard into the lake.”

“Zero chances of ghoulification here,” Delta huffed. “I’ve been feeding on lovely, clean Alanial battery power for a year!”

I finished my local observations and directed the hovercraft to a small island.

“Do you know how to swim?” I asked Kliss.

“I do,” she nodded and then blushed, looking down at her orange, glittering hands. “Erm… I did, in my original, human body. I’m not sure how well I’ll manage in this one. It’s heavier, denser. I’m somewhat concerned that I’ll sink.”

“We’ll dock on this island,” I said. “It’s a donut shaped one with a sandbar and a small sinkhole in the middle. The Astral here isn’t as torn, so I should have no problem supervising you. You can practice diving in the sinkhole. If you sink straight down, I’ll pull you up with my armacus.” I tapped the wooden bracelet on my wrist and my armacus unfirled into the shape of a gun.

“Gotcha,” Kliss nodded. “Wait.” She looked down at her dress. “I don’t have swimming clothes.”

“The water is still hella cold,” Delta commented. “We have wetsuits, made by a local seamstress. You can borrow one of my extras.”

“Wetsuits?” Kliss squinted at my sister.

“Earth-tech! It’s a tight full body suit that keeps your body warm even in cold water. Took us a while to find the correct material for it!” Delta pulled out a pair of black, leather bodysuits.

“Where are we going to change into these?” Kliss asked.

“Behold! I shall summon a lovely tent into existence without magic,” Delta grinned and pulled a lever. A ring-bound, spring-operated tarp unfurled from the side of the hovercraft, forming a tent.

The ex-Overseer’s eyebrows went up. Delta grinned and pulled her into the tent.

I pulled the lever that disabled the magic circuit that acted as our parking brake. The magitek engine stopped spinning the wooden blades and the hovercraft landed onto the beach. I clipped a hex-lantern to my belt and climbed out. 

I walked across the donut island, reaching the sinkhole. It was only a few metres deep and had a variety of magic corals at the bottom for me to investigate. 

I sat down on a mossy rock and closed my eyes, peering at the world entirely through my four Infoscopes. One of my all-seeing eyes spiraled around us, watching for incoming danger. The second Infoscope hovered over me. The third was passing through the corals. The fourth was cutting through the lake around the sinkhole island, looking for gold.

“Not gonna go for a swim?” Delta commented as the girls approached me from behind.

“Someone’s gotta make sure that you two are safe,” I said. 

“Uh-huh, nerd,” she laughed. “How are we even related? You’re like the most socially awkward potato in the universe.”

“There’s a perfectly scientific reason for this,” I replied, not bothering to open my eyes.

Delta rolled her eyes at me, rushed forward and leapt head-first into the deep water off the edge. Kliss tentatively stopped at the sand beach part of the sinkhole, clearly concerned about going into the water.

“So, there’s a… scientific reason why some people are outgoing and others aren’t?” She asked, turning to me.

“Oh, absolutely,” I replied. “From what I was taught at Moscow State University, it has to do with brain hemisphere dominance.”

“I understand the word brain,” The ex-Overseer said. “That’s the organ responsible for formation of thought. But what’s this about… hemisphere and dominance?”

“The Soviet research into brain function began with psychiatrist Oskar Vogt, who dissected the brain of Vladimir Lenin, our nation’s founder,” I said. “Vogt went on to establish the Institute for Brain Research in Berlin. Another Institute for Brain Research was built in Moscow.”

“Boooooring,” Delta yelled from the sinkhole.

I ignored her.

“In this facility we kept the brains of our leaders, poets and other notable men,” I explained. “In glass jars. We called it the Pantheon of Brains”

“Sounds creepy,” Kliss said with a small shudder.

“It was what it was,” I shrugged. Without opening my eyes I grabbed a stick and drew a diagram of a brain in the sand. “The people who built the Pantheon of Brains were trying to figure out how the brain of a genius differed from a mundane brain and how to create the perfect communist man.”

“And did they succeed?” Kliss stared at me, eyes wide. “Are you… the perfect man?”

“He’s hardly perfect!” Delta commented, running to the hovercraft. “Darn, this water is very Brrrrrrrrr!”

“I am definitely not perfect,” I shook my head with a smile. “And no, we did not succeed at figuring out how to make the perfect brain. What we did figure out, eventually, is that there is a slight distinction between the right and left brain hemisphere.”

Then I divided it in half with a line.

“When the brain is cut in half, separated, then this distinction becomes very obvious,” I said. “As if two different people exist in your head.”

“That sounds… concerning,” Kliss said.

“The left brain hemisphere is mainly responsible for rationality, language and mathematics,” I explained, pointing the stick at the left side of the brain sketch. “While the right hemisphere is better at creativity, art, intuition and imagination.”

“Soooo… how would someone make a brain like yours, filled with so much knowledge of Earth sciences and mathematics?” Kliss inquired.

“I fell,” I said.

“You… fell?” Kliss blinked.

“When I was nine, I was exploring a building under construction with my friends,” I said. “It was on that day that German planes started to drop bombs from the sky onto our city.”

“Were you hit by one?” the dragon-girl asked.

“Nah,” I shook my head. “The bombs fell far from us, but the blastwave distracted me, made me lose my footing. I fell one and a half storeys and slammed the right side of my head onto a concrete block. There wasn't a lot of blood and eventually my head stopped bleeding. My friends helped me get home. No doctor looked at me for years since I didn’t tell my parents anything, plus the war lasted five years from that day, but I knew… sensed that something was deeply wrong with me.”

“Wrong… how?” Kliss completely stopped going into the water and strolled to me, sitting down on the beach and facing me.

“Before the accident, I was a pretty outgoing kid,” I said. “The life of the party. I could tell jokes, could easily chat with anyone. Basically, I had pretty high charisma stats in a world without soul-stats to track such things.”

“And… after?” Kliss pressed on.

“After,” I rubbed the back of my head. “I became a shut-in. I started to see numbers, fractals in everything. I realized that there were no circles, only straight lines between every point. I started to draw fractals, sketch them out on a piece of paper with charcoal. Eventually, over time, I understood that math was everywhere, studied hard and became different from everyone I knew.”

“Oh,” Delta commented, climbing out of the water. “I don’t remember this.”

“You didn’t get all of my memories–only a third at best.” I shrugged.

“Wait, so,” Kliss looked at the diagram in the sand. “You injured your brain?”

“Essentially,” I nodded. “I injured my right brain hemisphere just enough for the left side to almost completely take over. It led me to see that the world, the universe, everything was made from mathematics. However, because I completely lost my intuition, my charisma dropped to zero. I became a shut-in, never talked to girls, never made friends, never fell in love, never had a family, lived my entire life trying to understand the nature of numbers. What happened to me was a blessing and a curse.”

“Damn it, now I feel bad poking fun at your nerd-ness,” Delta lamented.

“You know, now that I think about it,” I mulled. “You’re the first people with whom I've shared the story of my head injury."

“I’m glad that you trust me enough to share your past with me,” Kliss said with a soft smile.


Delta nodded.

“So, were there others… like you or were you the only person in the world who smacked their head just the right way?” Kliss asked after a few silent moments.

“There were others,” I nodded. “I wanted to know if I was the only person in the world who saw everything as fractals and mathematics. It turned out that I wasn’t. The Americans called what happened to me the Acquired Savant Syndrome. Laurence Kim Peek, a boy born in 1951 was a megasavant, someone similar to me, but even worse. He had an exceptional memory, but he also experienced incredible social difficulties. He was born with a condition in which the bundle of nerves that connects the two hemispheres of the brain was completely missing. He remembered everything he ever read.”

“Oh, the Basq have magi who can do that,” Kliss murmured. “They’re called Sages, if I’m recalling things correctly. They’re useless in battle, but good at memorising stuff. I learned about them at the Cessna Academy as an example of why it’s a bad idea to invest all points into Intelligence.”

“I guess I’m a Sage then,” I laughed. 

“Slava, how many points do you have in intelligence, if you don’t mind me asking?” Kliss asked with a tentative look.

“570,” I replied.

“WHAT?” She sputtered. “What in Equality’s name… how is that even humanly possible?!”

“I’ve invested most of what I got from seventeen levels into intelligence,” I replied. “Plus I had 89 in Intelligence as an Astral Phantom before I was born as Dante.”

“I… see,” Kliss glanced at my sister and then turned back to me. “So, um, can you recall everything with perfect clarity too?”

“I can recall some things really well,” I said. “I remember stuff from around when I was 29 the best. Presumably this is due to the Tzar Bomba.”

“Tzar-what?” the ex-Overseer repeated.

“The Hollow Mother presented a theory to me when we talked in my dreams,” I said. “That the great, man-made explosions imprinted portions of my soul into the Astral. 

28-year-old Slava was imprinted at 1960 while gathering radiation data from Kazakhstan contaminated villages near Semipalatinsk Polygon.

29-year-old Slava was imprinted in 1961 when he stood in the view of a 16 kiloton nuclear detonation at Semipalatinsk Polygon with KGB Agent Sasha Gradenski.

29-year-old Slava was imprinted on 30 October 1961 during the explosion of Tzar Bomba.

54-year-old Slava was imprinted in 1986 during his trip into Chernobyl to help coordinate liquidation efforts.

60-year-old-Slava, somehow gathered up the imprinted fragments and escaped his magic-less world in 1992 when he destroyed Aralsk-7 by standing at the epicentre of the 1 kiloton explosion.”

Kliss simply stared at me.

“These fragments, around 100 soul shards, were mixed with the ghostly remnants of a teenager, an Alanian Acolyte, Kopusha. That was approximately 80 soul shards – most of which were transferred to Delta. When Giovashi shoved me into the Astral Ocean, I also absorbed a 33 year old man-hunter Klint and his grandfather Keps–88 soul shards, from the golden age of Alania,” I said. “I am basically a soup of soul fragments, but I do see myself as suspended in my late 20s as evidenced by my self-image during the Neurovista lucid dream dives. I suspect this was because the biggest part of my soul was captured during the detonation of Tzar Bomba in 1961, only a year after I left Moscow as a 28 year old Biochemistry and Virology graduate still filled with hopes and dreams of helping humanity.”

“Sounds like you’re a very complicated man,” Kliss finally said. “How big was the explosion this Tzar Bomba made?”

“It was the biggest explosion my people achieved,” I replied. “The blastwave circled the world three times and obliterated windows one hundred kilometres away from the epicenter. I was with the small group of people closest to the detonation, in a steel aeroplane, noting down the results.”

“Damn,” the dragon-girl muttered. “So you’re mostly like your twenty nine year old self then… what about the Alanian soul-fragments you’ve absorbed from the Astral Ocean. Have they not impacted your personality?”

“I was able to keep them separated,” I said. “The Infoscope helped me identify and carve them away from myself before they've fully merged with the rest of me. Yes, there was some carryover of memories, but they didn’t affect me as much as my sister.”

Delta stuck her tongue at me.

“I pushed most of the excess soul bits that didn’t belong to me into various items like that book,” I pointed at the book in a leather pouch on Kliss.

“Oh, sorry,” Kliss looked at the leather pouch as if she noticed that it was still on her. “I… really don’t want to let go of my first hoard item.”

“Don’t worry, it’s been warded against decay,” I said. “You can go into the water with it and it won’t come apart.”

“So is your soul… damaged in the same way your mind was damaged back on Earth?” Kliss muttered. “Does this mean that you’ll never truly care for people here on Novazem too?”

“Nah,” I said. “I greatly care for my sister and my parents and... for my first friend here.”

Kliss blushed under my gaze.

“Here, as Dante, I have two perfectly functional brain hemispheres,” I tapped my head. “I’m not as broken as I used to be back on Earth. This is my second chance to live and not just obsess over mathematics.”

“So… why place so many tokens into Intelligence?” Kliss asked.

“Because it allows me to manipulate the world using the knowledge I obtained on Earth as a savant,” I said. “Thanks to magic, I’m not completely defenseless anymore. I brought Aradria down from the sky and I swear to use it to protect my family, everyone in Skyisle and especially you… Kliss.”
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                Kliss blushed even deeper. Then I saw the cogs in her head turning.

“You talk to the Hollow Mother… in your dreams?” She demanded.

“Not since I got the Lucid Dreamer skills,” I shook my head. “I’ve been feeding her lies for a year now, running my dreams in parallel using separate soul fragments. So far, she hasn’t noticed.”

“What if she does?” Kliss demanded.

“Then I’ll have to do something about it,” I replied.

“Something like…”

“Math can be very dangerous,” I said simply. 

Kliss waited for me to elaborate further.

“Go practice swimming,” I said. “Don’t obsess over me, I’m safe. With my knowledge and your positively-charged dragonheart at our side, Hollow Mother won’t be able to reach us at all.”

“Fine,” Kliss said. “I’m scared that I’ll sink… but let me try this regardless.”

She turned around and marched to the water, quickly going under. She was indeed rapidly sinking and looked like she was panicking for a second. I pointed my armacus at her and cast anti-gravity.

Kliss shot out of the water.

“I’m… weightless?” She commented, sputtering water from her mouth.


“Not fully,” I said. “But I’ve reduced your weight to that of a human. Go ahead, keep trying.”

“Thanks,” she dove under the water once again.

I increased her weight, tracking her progress as she dove down to the corals. My Infoscopes floating nearby allowed me to see how much oxygen she had left. When Kliss turned back, I cast reversed gravity on her once again.

Kliss shot out of the water with a squeal and then paddled back to me and Delta.

“I don’t feel cold,” she said, turning to Delta. “You said this water’s cold.”

“It is freaking cold!” Delta huffed. She had wrapped herself in several layers of towels and was shivering.

“Your dragonheart is keeping you warm,” I addressed Kliss.

“Ah,” Kliss said simply and then became smothered by my sister.

Kliss had embraced her role as the local furnace and hugged Delta back, petting her on the head. My twin closed her eyes and started to purr almost like a cat.

Kliss waved a hand at me. I looked at her, in mild confusion for a brief second and then some part of my human mind clicked. She wanted me to join them.

I got off the rock and walked to the girls. Kliss drew me into the hug. The cold from my hands vanished. I relaxed into the embrace.

“This is so nice,” Delta purred, resting her head on my shoulder. “Can we try diving for treasure after?”

“We can,” I replied. “I spotted a chest buried in the silt, about 89 meters away from this island.”

“Yesssss,” my twin grinned. “You know… I thought that Kliss would be an impediment, but this… whatever this is, is amazing. She belongs here, with us.”

“Do I?” Kliss asked.

“Yes, you do,” Delta said. “I declare it so. Feel free to tell him the thing.”

“What thing?” I asked squinting at the girls who exchanged a look.


“I… erm,” Kliss muttered, blushing once more. “After Aradria attacked Cessna, I sold everything that my parents had left… and I… I bought Skyisle.”

“What?!” It was my turn to be very surprised.

“I’m the Baroness of Skyisle,” she said. “I own the land the village stands on and most of the forest around it. Hell, I own the entire magogenic fault.”

“That’s… amazing!” I grinned.

“It was very cheap,” Kliss said. “If you… if we find a way to clear the curse, then the land’s value will go up.”

“We will, but we won’t tell anyone about that,” I nodded. “It’s best if Skyisle is kept hidden for now. Hrmmm. What does this mean in terms of the local Overseer? Are you allowed to fire Ignatius?”

“Yes,” Kliss said, tensing up slightly. “I was going to fire him in person… but then I died and you brought me back as a chimera.”

“You can call him on Voicecast,” I said. “I’ll alter your voice with the bee-speaker so that you can sound like you used to."


“Right,” Kliss relaxed. “He can make a voicecast call to Cessna to check the paperwork. I’ll tell him not to bother me, now that I’m in charge of Skyisle.”

“Great,” I said. “That’s one problem out of the way.”

“What other problems does my Barony have?” Kliss inquired.

“Giovashi,” I said. “Her priestesses have been asking around, trying to figure out who’s making the level 20 bypassing wooden armaci. I’ve had my dad’s workshop extra warded against scrying, but they suspect that Georgi is involved. She or her devotees might act soon.”

Kliss pursed her lips. “What are we going to do about them?”

“For now, nothing,” I said. 

“What if she sends another dragon?” Kliss asked.

“I doubt that she has another dragon on call,” I said. “Without Giovashi showing up, there isn’t much that we can do. She’s the epicenter of our problems and I suspect that she’s not showing up because she knows that I have a weapon to take her out. Perhaps her precog power is telling her to stay away?”

“You do?” the dragon-girl squinted at me with emerald-ember eyes.

“I have a weapon for nearly every situation.” I smirked. “It pays to be prepared. Now that I’ve been made aware that you’re our Baroness… we’ll need to make an ant-human shaped approximately like you.”

“Why?” Kliss blinked.

“Baroness Kliss needs to survive the dragonfire with some burns,” I said. “Also, won’t the Empire send someone to investigate that downed ship?”

“I… I didn’t think about that,” Kliss muttered. “They probably will. I, erm, bequeathed Skysle to you, in case of my death.”

“That’s nice and all,” I said. “But I don’t want to be a Baron of Skyisle or whatever. I am happy being just a young, obedient Administrator who answers to the stern, iron-fisted, Baroness. Basically, if I need to push a policy through that the Elders of Skyisle won’t like, I’ll have someone to blame.”

“Right,” Kliss murmured. “So… you’ll need a patsy?”

“Essentially,” I nodded. “I don’t want the Guilds or Giovashi hounding me directly. We’ll sit the ant-shaped version of you in an office and have it talk calmly to the people.”

“Makes sense,” Kliss replied.

“Treasure, when?” Delta asked, opening one eye.

“Now! Let's go!” I laughed. “I am pretty sure that I found something nearby!”





Our hovercraft stopped directly above a medium sized, metal chest buried deep in silt, mud and rocks. I sent several Infoscopes directly towards it, scanning it once again. The chest was only 4 metres below us.


“See that pile of rubble down there?” I asked Kliss.

“Ohhh,” my apprentice peered through the water. “I see… something there in the Astral. I… I want it. It’s… gold!”

“Yes,” I nodded. “An entire chest worth of gold coins courtesy of some rich archmage that had a mansion here. Can you retrieve it?”

“I… I think so. I was able to go almost that deep in that island lake,” Kliss said.

“Great,” I said. “Jump in. I’ll monitor your oxygen levels and pull you up, if anything.”

This time Kliss was eager to get into the water. Her dragonic instinct must have demanded her to acquire the gold. She stared at the blue water for another couple of seconds and then dove, splashing and sinking rapidly down.

I increased her weight and she nearly slammed into the pile of rocks. Using her dense bones she lifted massive rubble pieces with ease, throwing them aside. In less than fourteen seconds she had the chest in her arms.

I pointed the gravity spell at her and the chest and she shot upwards with the gold in tow. Delta grabbed onto the panting Kliss and pulled her into our vessel.

Kliss sat onto the rubber-covered floor of the hovercraft and struck the old lock with her clawed hand a few times. The old metal disintegrated, releasing the latch.

The chest fell open and Kliss sat down and buried her fingers into the pile of gold coins with what looked like an eight-pointed star on one side and the face of a regal man on the other.

Then she shoved a few coins into her mouth with a wild, wide grin.

“Glllldd,” she murmured, chewing the coins. “Mmmmmm… so ncss”

“Don’t eat them all, dragon-bun,” Delta commented. “I’d like to buy some nice things.”

“Pffttt,” Kliss spat the coins out into her lap. “I am not literally eating the gold… I’m just… uhhh…”

“She’s claiming them,” I said. “With her magic. For hoarding purposes.”

“Don’t claim all of them,” Delta insisted, watching as Kliss dug another handful of coins into her mouth. “Should she be slobbering over our treasure? Slava, isn’t this like… ridiculously unhygienic?”

“From what I can see, her saliva obliterates germs,” I shrugged. “She should be fine.”

“Mmm-kay,” Delta sat down behind Kliss and grabbed onto the dragon-girl’s waist for warmth. “I’ll just be here then, trying not to be grossed out.”

“Pffffft,” Kliss spat out another small pile of gold into her lap, blushing furiously. “I can’t help this, Equality-damn it! I… when I see this gold I just want to chew it all! Arghhh!”

I sat down in front of Kliss. 

“Don’t worry about it and don’t fight it,” I said. “This is natural. Claim as much gold as you want to.”

“I… I might claim all of it,” Kliss said as she stuffed another mouthful of coins.

“That’s fine,” I said. “I can see the magic markers you’re placing on the coins. If I need some gold I’ll cut them off your hoard.”

“Pfffftthh,” Kliss released the coins into her lap. “What? You can do that?”

“I can do lots of things,” I said.

“Except making me NOT a freaking dragon?” She hissed, grabbing more coins from the chest. “This is freaking embarrassing!”

“Pls stay a dragon,” Delta commented. “Your coin-slobbering is questionable, yes, but as long as you’re this warm – I'll love you forever.”

“FbMrdfhhd yfodh,” Kliss said something in response, mouth crammed with gold.

“Them's fighting words,” Delta replied. “Besties shouldn't use such harsh language.”

Kliss spat the gold into her arms and rubbed the coins on her fingers, making them hiss and melt into her skin.

“Ah, that's amazing,” she said, rolling her eyes back. 

“I can have a local blacksmith shred the gold into flakes and have the seamstress turn it into under-armor coverall,” I suggested.

“That's a thing?” Kliss asked. “Wait, don't I need to lick the gold?”

“No, your sweat will work just as well to slowly dissolve it,” I said. "Why do you think dragons sleep on piles of gold?"

“A gold under-dress? That sounds... nice,” Kliss murmured. She rubbed a handful of gold on her cheeks with a big smile as if she was using a bar of cleansing soap.

“Dissolving our resources,” Delta lamented.

“Making our dragon-girl more powerful,” I clarified. “If we heal the Astral Ocean around Skyisle, gold will be much easier to attain. There are tons and tons of it buried in the ruins of Tricameron. Besides, remember what I said? When Kliss makes enough of this crystalline compound, we’ll be able to make you a glider. Right now, my armacus can only remove some weight of an object, that's not enough to make us fly.”

“Fineeee,” my twin grumbled in reply.

            

    
        2 : 20 Chaetae

    
    
    
    
                “Question?” Delta poked my side as our hovercraft docked at the edge of the village close to our parents’ home.

“Yea?” I stretched.

“Would you be able to cut up the remnants of the Basq ship’s dragonheart core to make me bracelets to keep me warm?” She asked. “Isn’t it just a big crystal? I like Lizz and all, but it seems like if I had to hug her forever it would interfere in the rest of my life.”

“Alas, no. By itself the dragonheart is just a battery,” I said. 

“A battery that you used to shoot Aradria out of the sky,” my twin pointed out.

“An uncontrolled release of anti-magic is very different from a controlled positively-charged spiral,” I said.

“Explain,” Delta demanded.

“Look, it’s sort of like the function of rods in a nuclear reactor,” I clarified.

“Nuclear reactor?” Kliss murmured. “Rods?”

“Imagine a giant pot of water sitting on a stove. That pot is kind of like a reactor in a nuclear power plant. Now, inside that pot, there's a special kind of fuel that can heat the water much, much hotter than any normal stove could. The problem is, if you just threw all that fuel in at once, the water would boil over and create a huge, explosive mess, a catastrophic release of power,” I explained. “When I shot Aradria from the sky, I did just that - explosions are easy. It was easy to uncontrollably unleash the energy stored within the dragonheart core from the Basq ship.”

“Uh-huh?” Delta frowned. “So our Lizzy is what? Rods?”

“Essentially,” I nodded. “The core of her soul and its threads act sort of like reactor rods.”

Kliss tilted her gemstone-covered head at me.

“In my boiling pot metaphor, these ‘rods’ are what controls the heat. They can be pushed in and out of the pot of water. More rods in: The rods absorb some of the heat from the fuel, keeping the water from getting too hot. Fewer rods in: The rods absorb less heat, letting the water get hotter and produce more steam. Your soul can insert more or less threads into your dragonheart reactor, Kliss.”

“But why?” the dragon-girl asked.

“As you’ve seen from our trip to lake Skybliss,” I said. “The membrane between the physical world and the Astral Ocean is uneven. In some places, negatively-charged magic affects Delta and me more, in some less. When the Astral is much closer to us, its current is much more powerful. The reactor in your heart constantly adjusts itself to produce a very steady spiral pattern that perpetually protects you from the negatively-charged currents of magic. Without your soul, there would be nothing to control the dragonheart in your chest and the positively-charged magical spiral waveform would simply collapse.”

“I see,” Kliss murmured. “So my soul keeps my dragonheart running.”

“Yeah,” I nodded. “Your soul is a control mechanism for your heart. Without it, positively-charged, perpetually reinforced magic is impossible.”

“So you cannot fully carve Aradria’s soul-shards from me?” Kliss bit her lip.

“Alas, I cannot,” I sighed. “Or your heart will stop functioning and most likely kill you… in about 21 days.”

“Why 21 days?” She asked.

“That’s how long it would take for the incompatibility between your crystalline heart-core and your soul to fully tear apart your soul,” I said. “It’s just a rough estimate though, it could be slightly more or slightly less.”

“I see,” Kliss frowned.

“Then… how do dragonhearts function in skyships?” Delta demanded.

“The dragonheart we pilfered from the Basq skyship didn’t produce positively-charged magic,” I explained. “It was only capable of producing negatively-charged, impermanent magic. The anti-magic explosion it made only lasted for a second and then dissolved into the Astral.”

“Could you not design a spell that would function akin to her soul that would control little dragonheart crystals?” Delta asked, eyeing Kliss.

“Maybe,” I shrugged. “The thing is – it would have to be a very complex spell array constantly aware of what it has to do to sustain a positively-charged magical spiral waveform. Dragon souls are… exceedingly complex.”

“Lizzy doesn’t have the entire dragon soul though, right?” Delta pressed.

“No, she does not,” I said. “She only has the most valuable parts, ones that control the dragon’s essential organs.”

“What if we cut off little shards and dispense them into little dragonheart crystals?” Delta suggested.

Kliss opened and closed her mouth, clearly not sure if she wanted her soul to be cut up.

“No,” I said. “Aradria’s soul-shards are doing a great job. The spiral waveform they manage is extremely stable. If I remove any of the ‘control rods’, a cascade soul-fracture might start and then Kliss will have only 21 days to live. I really wouldn’t want that. Maybe when she invests more points into soul and grows up more, but then again her heart will grow with her.”

“Bah,” Delta crossed her arms. “What if we kill another dragon and then shoved their soul into their dragonheart?”

“It still wouldn’t work,” I said. “Kliss has a full array of dragon organs that I took from Aradria. All of them work together to make her crystal heart function properly.”

“Organs, like what?” My twin demanded.

“Here’s the most obvious one,” I pointed to the sparkling mane atop of our friend’s head.

“Uhhh,” Delta squinted at the sparkly hair. “Dragons don’t have hair. I didn’t see anything like that on Aradria’s corpse.”

“Aradria had similar crystals growing atop and between her scales,” I said. “There was a lot of smoke in the air, so you probably didn’t pay much attention to them.”

“Oh,” Delta murmured. “Right! I forgot. They looked like a crown of violet-red crystals at the top of the forehead spikes.”

Kliss stared at me very intensely.

“Quit drilling me with your eyes and ask your questions,” I told her.

“What do the gems in my hair do exactly?” She asked. “Delta said that they’re batteries, but that can’t be all, right?”

“They’re actually a very complex cluster of magical crystals,” I said. “Connected directly to your dragonheart. They sort of act like a vent in a power plant, capable of… drawing power in directly from the Astral and releasing the buildup of ‘steam in the pot’ if necessary. They function as a magnifier of the dragonheart’s power, connecting it to your hoard items. This isn’t the entire explanation, by far, because I’m still investigating all of their functions.”

“I see. So, why are they… soft and hard at the same time?” Kliss asked, petting one of her gem-covered hair strands. “Is it cus they’re magic? I’m curious if something soft-hard exists in your world.”

“Ah, absolutely,” I affirmed. “Soft-hard materials were common in my world and they exist on Novazem too, without any magic. Non-Newtonian fluid is an extreme example of such.”

Kliss tilted her head, expecting a deeper explanation.

“Non-Newtonian fluid is actually very easy to make,” I said. “I can show you how to make it in my mom’s kitchen. It simply requires a cup of cornstarch mixed with half a cup of water. When you gently touch it, it feels loose and runny, like watery soup. But if you try to stir it fast or grab it with a big handful, it suddenly stiffens up, almost like trying to grab wet sand at the beach!”

“Why?”

“Cornstarch is made up of tiny, long particles. When mixed with water, these particles can flow freely past each other, like a liquid. But, when you apply pressure by stirring, punching or squeezing, the particles jam up against each other, making it act like a solid,” I explained.

“So… my hair is sort of like that?”

“Sort of,” I nodded. “I would call it Non-Newtonian crystals if I had to label it, since your hair can rapidly alternate between being incredibly soft and being insanely hard. The surfaces of your hair gems when they’re relaxed constantly ripple and shift, like light playing on water casting the most incredible caustics.”

“Caustics?” Kliss tasted the foreign word.

“When light rays hit a curved or transparent object such as your hair, they can either bend a.k.a. 'refract', or bounce back a.k.a. 'reflect'. This bending or reflecting creates a concentrated area of light where the rays come together, like a bunch of arrows hitting the same target. The caustics produced by your hair are particularly eye-catching because of how many internal facets each gem has,” I explained. “There are a multitude of Facets Within Facets: Individual crystals might appear faceted, but these facets melt and reform upon closer inspection – their geometry is in constant flux!”

“Why are they in flux?” Kliss asked, focusing her eyes on the nearest gem and the rainbows dancing within.

“Magical alignment,” I explained. “The internal structure of your hair gems constantly rearranges itself depending on the local aetheric density. Just like in the case of your dragonheart, your soul threads constantly adjusts the flux of your hair so that you can draw in and expel mana with great ease. Your hair… is constantly breathing magic in and out, similarly to how a person breathes air in and out of their lungs. That’s why they’re an essential organ. I guess another biological association I can make here is the colourful chaetae of starfish, which they use for both sensation and defence.”

“Oh wow,” Kliss murmured. “I can indeed sorta sense when someone’s touching my hair! So… Can my hair be cut?”

“No, it cannot,” I said. 

“What?” Kliss blinked.

“From what my Infoscopes told me, your hair strands cannot be cut,” I repeated. “Not with anything we have in our possession anyway.”

“What, really?” Delta asked. “But they feel so soft and silky, how can they not be cut?”

“That’s what I think, yes,” I said. “It would require some kind of a divine-level knife to cut through this hair.”

Delta’s eyes lit up.

“Can I try cutting your hair?” She grinned at Kliss.

The dragon-girl stared at my sister and then at me.

I nodded. 

“Go ahead,” Kliss said.

Delta pulled out a steel knife from her belt with a grin and tried slicing one of the gems off a hair strand. It didn’t work. Next she poked one of the gems. The knife simply bounced off the crystal with a pling.

“Holy shit,” Delta said. “Your hair is freaking indestructible!”

“Not completely indestructible,” I laughed. “But as an organ it’s insanely tough and has absurd resistance to deformation. If you press lightly on a crystal it behaves like a very thick liquid. Yet, when struck with force, it becomes incredibly rigid, similar to Non-Newtonian fluid!”

Delta gently petted the gemstone with her fingers. The red-violet gem sparkled from her touch, slightly wobbling as if it was made from very shiny jello. She tried slicing it very slowly and encountered resistance as the gem surface hardened.

“Even cutting it slowly doesn’t work,” she complained.

“There is a constantly running internal defence mechanism that rearranges the crystalline structure to protect it even from slow-moving damage,” I said. 

“Damn it, I’m so freakin’ jelly,” Delta murmured. “Why aren’t these all over her body, wouldn't they make her ridiculously awesome natural armor?”

“I ran out of mana before I could add such,” I exhaled. “Dragons do have soft-hard scales all over their bodies. Kliss only has the semi-crystalline-organic skin which was located right beneath dragon scales on Aradria.”

“Dragonscales, huh?” Kliss murmured, rubbing her chin.

“Now that I think about it, you might be able to grow some dragonscales if you invest lots of points into Strength, it’s not entirely out of the question,” I said. “I don’t have data on newborn dragons, but just like you, they might not have magic scales all over their bodies until they get older.”

“Hold up! Can we not harvest dragon scales from Aradria’s corpse to make incredible armor for us?” Delta demanded. “Shouldn’t there be lots of…”

“No,” I shook my head. “There’s nothing left there, except for a desiccated, useless husk. The Goddess of the Hunt and I sucked all magic out of the dragon. Every last bit of mana from bones, organs, claws and scales. Saving Kliss, converting her body cell by cell wasn’t cheap.”

“Damn it, Slava,” Delta huffed. “Way to crush my dragonscale dress dreams.”

“Find another dragon and take them out,” I shrugged.

Delta stared at Kliss.

“What?” the dragon-girl asked.

“It is unfortunate that I cannot shear your hair,” she lamented. 

“Ha!” Kliss stuck her tongue out at my sister.

I smiled at their playful banter. It was nice that the girls were finally getting along.

“Um,” Delta turned back to me. “If her hair can’t be cut off and if it keeps growing… is she going to turn into a crystal sphere like a sheep that hasn't been sheared for decades?”

Kliss looked at me with a concerned expression.

“No,” I laughed. “Once again, her hair is an interconnected, self-regulating organ. It’s not like human hair or fingernails, it’s more like a sea creature’s chaetae — it just won't grow past a certain point.”

“But what if it does?” Delta asked with a sly look.

“Then we will figure out how to deal with it, together,” I smiled at my companions.

“Together,” Kliss nodded and grabbed both of our hands.

            

    
        2 : 21 Nobody expects the…

    
    
    
    
                A gleaming, silver skyship flashed above the Skyisle, cutting through the clouds just as we were enjoying dinner with our parents in the back, outside kitchen.

“Is the Empire here to check up on you?” Our Dad asked, his orange beard twitching.

“I don’t know,” I said, staring up at the evening sky as the skyship decelerated, heading to the landing area atop of the gray tower of the Church of Equality.

“I recognize that ship,” Kliss suddenly declared as her sharp eyes tracked the silver ship. “That’s… the signet of Inquisitor Jubz.”

My dad’s frown intensified further. We revealed to him that Kliss was Kliss, and if he was asked about her, to refer to her as Elizabeth from Oz.

“You think he wants to check on the current Overseer?” I frowned. “I didn’t hear anything of note recently from Ignatius.”

“It is possible,” Kliss murmured. “But it is also possible that he is here to investigate Aradria’s attack.”

“Always something new to deal with,” I sighed.

“What should we do?” Kliss uttered, trying not to fret, but fretting regardless. “If he notices the obelisk in the centre of town…”

“Stay in Delta’s room,” I said. 

[Delta - set up an ant-mech wrapped in bandages in the guest bedroom below, please. Connect the bee speaker to Kliss when I give you the order. You two are going to play the role of an extremely injured Baroness of Skyisle.] I sent my sister the order via the Astral.


“Can do,” Delta saluted me. “Anything else?”

“I’ll deal with greeting the Inquisitor,” I stood up. “Expect us here in an hour or so.”

The girls nodded, heading into the house.

“Do you need…” Cassandra stood up.

“I’ve got it mom,” I said, pulling on a silver cape and making sure my Equality pin was in place and well polished. “I’ve been at this job for a year, I can handle a bit of pressure.”

Cassandra walked to my side and wrapped me in her embrace.

I set off towards the church, feeling the weight of the lives of everyone in Skyisle on my shoulders. If I failed now, everything I had worked to build would fall to ruin.





By the time I arrived in the Church, Inquisitor Jubz was waiting for me in the Overseer’s Office, sitting on a plush leather couch. The man stared at me with a mask of silver-coated mirror-like magisteel. My Infoscopes couldn’t see his expression, couldn’t detect what the man was thinking as the mask was spelled spy-proof with incredibly powerful identification-disrupting hexagrams.

“So,” Jubz said, after we exchanged secret codes. “You’re the young Administrator, Overseer Ignatius hired?”

“Yes, my Lord,” I bowed deeply. “I am Dante Aland Skyisle, local assistant to Overseer Ignatius.”

The inquisitor raised his hand at me, the [Truth] rune sending a pulse of [LV 30 Truth] my way. “Do you serve the Empire, my child? Have you taken good care of this village? Have you obeyed the laws of Equality?”

Four Infoscopes and 13 lymphagones demolished the pulse, returning back a fake result to Jubz.

“Yes, my Lord,” I lied. “I serve the Empire of Equality with my entire heart. An Archangel of our Goddess makes sure that I do so diligently. I have done my best to take care of Skyisle as the laws of Equality require of me. I have obeyed all of the tenets of our Goddess.”

My mouth felt dirty as I stared at my own reflection in the man’s helmet.

“And pray tell, where is our Overseer?” Jubz asked, leaning closer towards me. “Why isn’t he at his post in the church?”

“Lord Ignatius is in Agamemnon at this moment,” I said.

“Doing what?” Inquisitor Jubz demanded, his tone cold and emotionless.

“Serving the Empire to the best of his abilities, as far as I am aware,” I said, rolling Ignatius under the bus. “My Lord gave me this post, managing me remotely via voicecast for most of the duration of my employment this year.”

“WHAT?!” Jubz hissed.

“Our current Overseer departed Skyisle after he became greatly concerned about his health and skill levels. Magogenic fault 18 is expanding, my Lord,” I bowed again, pretending to be a perfectly obedient, dull servant. “Only the locals can survive here without succumbing to the decay.”

“I will have to re-evaluate his employment,” the Inquisitor muttered. “Perhaps a more dedicated Overseer is…”

“My Lord, Skyisle no longer requires an Overseer,” I said. “Baroness Kliss procured our town and surrounding territories and chose to retire here after the death of her parents at the claws of Dragon Aradria in Cessna.”

“M-yes,” the Inquisitor said. “I am here because the ship carrying her to Skyisle never reported back. Our Scryers determined that Baroness Kliss is dead and that the ship she was on was destroyed along with all of the crew members due to the attack of that infernal dragon.”

“Dragon Aradria is dead, my Lord,” I said.

“WHAT?!” Jubz showed an even greater degree of emotion as his mirror-mask snapped in my direction.

“I haven’t had a chance to report it to the Imperial scribes of Cessna, as I have been injured in battle with the beast and was bed-ridden for two weeks,” I said, internally chiding myself. 

Had I reported this situation, then perhaps I would have had more time to prepare for the Inquisitor's arrival in Skyisle. Or perhaps he would be here even sooner. Oh well, what's done is done.

“Two weeks?” Jubz murmured. “Pray tell, my child, who has been in charge of the Church of Equality during these two weeks?”

“My twin sister, Destiny Alana Skyisle,” I replied. “She is the same age and level as I am. I’ve discussed with Lord Ignatius via Voicecast that she would assist me at the office on sick days.”

“I will have words with Ignatius over this infraction,” the Inquisitor said coldly.

I saw that the pulse of [Truth] and [Charisma] from his armacus and mask artifact intensified, reaching level 50. My quartet of Infoscopes tore through the spellwork, shredding it.

“You are certain that Aradria is dead?” Jubz demanded.

“Yes, my Lord,” I nodded. “The dragon is dead.”

“How?! Who has struck a fatal blow to the vile beast that has disrupted our shipping lanes over the Acadian mountains for decades?” Jubz asked.

“My Lady Kliss and the magi crew of the skyship attacked the dragon with their entire might. The beast was powerful,” I said. “But from what I was told by my Lady, it was greatly weakened by living for so long close to magogenic fault, its skills and health greatly reduced. Through their brave sacrifice, the beast was slain. The magi struck it from the sky, but alas, they themselves perished in the fight, with the exception of our brave Lady. She was barely alive! I pulled her from the burning skyship! That is how I came to sustain my own injuries.”

“Incroyable,” Jubz murmured. “Our Seers were wrong! The dastardly dragon is slain! Lady Kliss is truly alive?”

“She is grievously injured, her entire body is terribly burned,” I said. “From what she told me, the magogenic fault disrupts precognition.”

“Take me to the crash site,” Jubz ordered. “I shall investigate it myself.

“Yes my Lord,” I bowed, “Follow me.”

Internally, I began to sweat. If Jubz was a high level Wisdom mage, he could potentially figure out that I was lying.

I lead the Inquisitor out of the Church of Equality, past the wooden bridge and across the village, making sure to avoid the centre of town with the black obelisk. We walked into the forest and through it. The Inquisitor projected a powerful repulsor field that kept all beasts away from us as the evening forest grew dark.

Eventually, we arrived at the site.

“There is deadly dragon fire ash within the ship,” I said. “I… cannot go in, it will hurt me.”

“Yes, stay safe,” Jubz said. He walked around the devastated ship and through it, examining the ashes and bones within. My Infoscopes followed the man as he dug through the dragon-fire ash that radiated [Death]. It was clear that the ashes were no match for the high-level man. If my tools were to be believed, he was Level 97.

In about thirty minutes he emerged from the ship and walked to the corpse of Aradria. He froze in front of the ossified dragon.

“Impossible,” he muttered, reaching out with an armored hand to touch the corpse. Gray dragon scales turned to poisoned ashes under his hands. “Dragonscales… do not look, do not naturally decay like this. What has happened here?”

“Maybe the [Decay] radiance from the magogenic fault leeched life and magic from Aradria’s corpse?” I said. “My sister told me that this corpse has greatly decayed in two weeks.”

“This much?” Jubz turned to me and then back to the dragon. “It simply cannot be! The heart… I must locate the heart!”

He walked right through the ossified dragon, emerging on the other side and then dug through the ashes.

“There’s no heart, no organs,” he said. “Someone has taken them and somehow drained all magic from these scales… damnation!”

The Inquisitor turned back to me after another attempt to dig through the ashes in the dark. “Tell me child, are there problematic people in Skyisle? Someone who could steal the precious organs of this felled beast?”

“Yeah,” I replied. “Ishira's Archpriestess Giovashi. She is a dangerous renegade mage who seeks to undermine Imperial authority in Skyisle. She was last seen in Skyisle a year ago. It is possible that she has taken the dragon’s organs to the mountains or elsewhere far.”

Jubz gritted his teeth behind his mask.

“Where could she be hiding?” He growled.

“I do not know my Lord,” I lowered my eyes, pretending to be terrified. “She shows up to make the locals swear more vows to Ishira once every decade or so. Lady Kliss suspected that Giovashi was using Aradria to terrorize the locals of this and other villages into making unbreakable Vows to false Goddess Ishira.”

“Take me to Baroness Kliss,” Jubz exhaled, turning away from the hollow dragon remnants.

“Follow me,” I bowed.





“Kliss is recovering in the guest bedroom of my parents home,” I explained as we entered the cottage. “My sister has been taking care of her, feeding her soup and changing her bandages.”

The Imperial Inquisitor nodded. We pushed the door to the small guest bedroom open.

I spotted the ant-mech on the bed covered in layers upon layers of bandages splattered in grime and blood. I wondered who’s blood Delta had used for this. My Infoscopes told me that it was made with the smeared remnants of the blood Elk steak we had for dinner.

“My child, Kliss, are you awake?” Jubz asked into the silence approaching the figure on the bed.

The ant-mech moved ever so slightly under the bandages.

“Yes,” the rough approximation of the voice of Kliss came from the bee speaker within it.

“Can you tell me the sequence of identification?” Jubz asked.

“Kinbor lion starfish cake 22 Kittens,” Kliss said after a deep, tense pause.

“Alakin murkish 05 door,” Jubz replied. “Why have you not called me? I would have come earlier had I known about this!”

“I… it slipped my mind,” Kliss said. “Forgive me, I wasn’t in a condition to think about such things, couldn't make it to the church. The Alan family was kind enough to take care of me.”

“I can take you to Cessna,” Jubz offered. “The healers…”

“No,” Kliss replied. “I don’t want to travel back to the place where my parents died. I spent most of my money to buy Skyisle to retire here. Also, I do not have the funds for a healer.”

“You killed the dragon?” Jubz demanded. I saw that he shot an [Identify] spell at the ant-mech.

Time around us slowed as the Neurovista accelerated my mind. Four Infoscopes surrounded the spell, modifying it on the fly, like a cadre of sharks. When the spell returned to Jubz, it showed him that Kliss was indeed bedridden and badly burned.

“I killed Aradria,” Kliss replied, improvising well. “The dragon is no more.”

“Its corpse is hollow,” Jubz said. “Someone has drained the scales and took the organs.”

“A shame,” Kliss sighed. “It would have given me more finances to…”

“According to the Law of Equality,” Jubz interrupted. “Dragon organs belong to the Empire, not to the slayer. We need them to build great warships to protect our lands against the Basq Invaders.”

“Forgive me, Inquisitor,” Kliss said through the bee speaker. “I find it hard to focus. I am in a lot of pain. The local healing potions are helping, but alas, they’re only level 20. Of course the organs belong to the Empire. I was merely hoping for a fair compensation for slaying the beast that has done so much harm to us…”

Jubz reached into his robes and dropped a bag filled with gold coins onto the bedside table.

“Three hundred platinum,” he said. “This is your reward for this service. Use it to return to Cessna and find a healer if you so desire.”

“I desire to rest,” Kliss said. “I will heal, in time. The pain brings me closer to our Goddess.”

“Why did you buy this land if it is cursed?” Jubz suddenly asked, firing a direct [LV 90 Truth] spell at the ant-mech. The truth spell did absolutely nothing, because it hit ants, not a person. I didn’t even have to do anything about it.

“Because I wanted to help the locals,” Kliss replied. “It is my mission as a legionnaire, to bring Equality to all of those who need it.”

“You do realize that the locals cannot be saved,” Jubz pointed out. “Most of them are heretics who worship Ishira.”

“Not all,” Kliss said, her voice growing firmer. “Dante and Destiny and other children of Skyisle are worth saving from the heresy of Ishira! They do not have Vows to the false Goddess on their souls. My soul is already badly damaged by the magogenic fault. I know that I will die sooner or later, so I figured I might at least save some children, before I am taken by my Angel to the fields of Elysium in Arx. Our Goddess rewards those who bring her new flock in heaven!”

“An excellent answer,” Jubz relaxed. “You have chosen a noble mission that many would steer away from.”

“Like Overseer Ignatius?” Kliss scoffed.

“Yes,” Jubz sighed. “Alas, that boy failed to see the light. He will be punished for his dereliction of duty.”

“Good,” Kliss said. “I was going to fire him anyway and have Dante handle my affairs until I feel well enough to walk. Will that be all, Inquisitor? It is late and I would like to return to sleep. The healing potions are making me quite drowsy and my bandages chafe.”

“I am greatly concerned about the lack of a dragon corpse,” Jubz said. “Archpriestess Giovashi must be rooted out. She must have many supporters here, someone who had taken and hidden the dragonheart. Perhaps it is in the catacombs below town.”

“I don’t wish to be disturbed,” Kliss said. “I came here to retire and to save the souls of children.”

“We will not disturb your rest,” Jubz said.

“Who’s we?” Kliss asked.

“I will have two Imperial legions with a Scrutimancer brought to Skyisle from Cessna. They will search the forest, the catacombs and every home,” Jubz said. “The dragonheart must be found and the Ishikarian filth concealing it and aiding the heretics must be rooted out from Skyisle.”

“Was Aradria’s heart worth that much?” Kliss yawned.

“Aradria’s heart alone is worth a million gold as it could lift a Titan-class warship,” Jubz said. “The other crystals, bones, organs and scales are nearly as precious. By my rough estimate, in total there are nearly two million gold worth of items missing. We cannot simply drop this matter. The organs, or at the very least, the heart must be found. What I saw in the forest was a completely magic-less empty husk. A downed dragon’s organs cannot simply vanish. I am certain that it was taken by the local heretics. My apologies for the inconvenience, my child.”

“When will the legions arrive?” Kliss groaned.

“Two weeks time,” Jubz said.

“Very well,” Kliss acquiesced.

“Rest well, my child,” Jubz said. “I will see you then. I will head to Agamemnon now to find Overseer Ignatius and to bring him back to Cessna.”

“Equality steady your heart, Inquisitor.” Kliss sighed.

“Equality steady your heart, Baroness Kliss.” The Inquisitor bowed his head, drawing the sign of equality in the air with two of his fingers. He turned around and walked out of the bedroom, heading back to the church.

When he passed through the house wards, I sent an Infoscope to follow him. The Inquisitor didn’t deviate from his path, he went straight to the Church and then climbed the steel stairwell into the skyship.

I relaxed and walked upstairs to my sister’s bedroom. Delta was sitting on her bed next to Kliss.

“How boned are we?” She asked.

“Very, very boned,” Kliss replied, her orange-tinted face askew with panic. “There is no way that we can stop two legions! A high level Scrutimancer will not give up until they find me and have me dissected for the dragonheart! What in the Astral are we going to do, Slava?”

“We’re going to have to move our schedule ahead,” I said.

            

    
        2 : 22 The Faithful 

    
    
    
    
                With the first ray of morning light, the Ward surrounding our parents’ house and workshop produced a ringing, bell-like sound, notifying everyone within that a group of visitors were standing at the entrance gate, demanding entry.

Georgi made the gate with Delta and me at the end of last summer from Moonwood roots reinforced with his magic. The gate stood between a fence formed from massive stones we brought into position from the woods with the [Gravity] spell I had acquired from the crashed Basq glider.

“Early visitors, hrrmmm?” I asked as I sent an Infoscope to determine who they were.

“Damn,” I growled when I saw who it was, emerging into the hallway.

“What?” Delta and Kliss looked at me, as they came out from their shared bedroom.

“Looks like we’re not the only party that decided to move their schedule ahead,” I said, rubbing sleep out of my eyes. “Giovashi’s minions are here.”

“The barmaids?” Delta yawned. “I thought that they were level twenty and couldn’t see through our wards!”

“I guess they either finally figured things out, or decided that this morning was the most optimal time to strike,” I shrugged.

“How many enemies are there?” Kliss asked, her body tensing up.

“Twenty seven females wearing spell-proof spidersilk robes with heavy ironmail armour plates beneath,” I said. “Aged 17 to 27. Magenta is at the front, currently probing our Ward with a very dangerous-looking black iron staff.”

“Eh?” Delta inquired. “Is it Empire-made magitek, like the Overseer's armacus?”

“Obviously not,” I said. “Wait… I remember this staff! It was in Klint’s memories. It’s a divine staff of Ishira, used to attack him a thousand years ago! The rest of them have Ishira’s charisma-magnifying iron collars and arcane iron blades covered in blood runes. Hrmm."

“Is this… worse than Giovashi herself showing up?” Kliss asked, red-orange, dragon fingernails digging into the door frame.

“It’s not exactly what I expected,” I said. “I can easily handle a single archmage, but there are twenty seven of them here. A lot of the older women in the back are around LV 40... with artefacts stacking them to go level 80 and 90.”

“Eeesh,” Delta yelped. "That sounds bad."

“They aren't even from Skyisle–we don't have this many barmaids. Either they came via a concealed skyship or they were gated into the catacombs from elsewhere. If all of them start firing spells at the same time, or use [Truth] to interrogate one of us or our parents, my Infoscopes won’t be able to disassemble them all.”

Our trio rushed downstairs into the living room, where we almost collided with Georgi and Cassandra. I could see the gathered lilac-robed Ishira priestesses through the circular windows at the front of our house.

Gold eyes were painted on their forehead, magnifying their power of [Foresight]. If we started firing spells at them, they could likely dodge them with incredible ease. Delta bit her lip as she peered through the stained glass window at the priestesses.

“Georgi Alan Skyisle! I order you to lower your Ward, in the name of our All-Seeing Goddess!” Magenta’s voice echoed across the garden and the cottage, magnified by the root-like, black iron staff in her hands. The tip of the staff was covered in violet, glowing, lily-shaped gemstones. The artifact boosted the power of a LV 20 teenager to level 100!

Magenta’s cultist hood was off and her short, violet hair was fluttering in the wind. My Infoscopes spotted several Vows to Ishira hovering over her shoulder looking like bloated, lopsided, gold mushrooms. The rest of the local barmaids from the Fox & Fiddle stood beside her. Giovashi was using the local teens as a meat shield and had likely deduced with a [Foresight] skill that I could not simply obliterate them with magic.

There was immense power in the voice of the teenage barmaid now, filled with incredible Charisma thanks to the staff she held. I watched as the [Charisma] spell went right through our ward and struck Georgi. His eyes glazed over and he walked to the Ward-control gemstone embedded in the doorframe of the front door.

Just as his hand reached the gem, I sent one of my Infoscopes through the floorboards, activating the Alanian Astral Engine buried there.

The barrier-Ward-shield surrounding the house thickened as necromage power, gathered for a thousand years within an ancient obelisk, poured into it.

The LV 20 ward became deactivated by Georgi, but the Level 200 Ward, one designed a thousand years ago and repaired by me manifested into existence right behind it.

"Hrm," Magenta pursed her lips as the Ward flickered off and on again.

Delta stuck her tongue out at the cultists.

“Georgi Alan Skyisle! Lower your ward and let us in!” Magenta repeated. The [Charisma] magic in her words became greatly dulled, reduced to almost nothing by the newly activated Ward.

“Why?” Georgi uttered, as his mind emerged out of the Charisma-caused stupor.

“We are the Hand of All-Seeing Goddess Ishira,” Magenta declared as she must have heard his reply. “The wooden wands you are manufacturing for the Guilds and children of Skyisle are to be confiscated and destroyed, for they are cursed tools…”

I readjusted the house Ward to block all sound. Magenta’s voice cut off mid-sentence.

“Cursed?” Georgi repeated. “What?”

My third Infoscope was already directing the bandaged-covered ant-mech down the stairwell. Under my instructions, the ant-mech quickly donned the usual white, wooden armour and silver goggles belonging to Archmage Delta.

“Don’t listen to these poor, misguided girls,” I said through the ant-mech with the voice of Archmage Kerenski. “They’ve been bound by the dark magic of renegade Giovashi, deceived with Charisma spells.”

“Vladislav?" Georgi turned to the ant-mech. "What should we do?”

“They came to destroy your workshop,” I said. “The very workshop that’s been improving the lives of everyone in Skyisle. I won’t let them. Georgi, Cassandra – you must hide below the house at once, as you are only level twenty and will be easily affected by the Charisma spells cast by the cultists.”

“What about our children?” Cassandra demanded, looking at Delta and me.

“Destiny and Dante are our apprentices, trained personally by us for over a year now! They will aid us in the defence of your home,” I said through the bee-speaker.

“But…” Mom began.

“They are of age and know exactly how to assist us. You do not. Take the tunnel beneath the house to the catacombs and hide there next to the Ward obelisk,” I ordered. “Stay there until ordered otherwise.”

“There’s a tunnel and an entire obelisk beneath our house?” Cassandra blinked.

“There is a network of ancient tunnels beneath Skyisle built by the Alanian empire,” I said. “Go now. The secret door to the catacombs will now become visible to you in the basement, inside the cold storage room.”

My parents looked lost, refusing to budge. Magenta was yelling more demands from the outside, but they weren’t reaching us anymore.

“Go mom,” I added from my teenage mouth. “You’re only going to get in the way – you’re an agromancer, not an Archmage trained in defence tactics of Oz.”

“They will not be hurt. It will be a good experience for them,” I added as Archmage Kerenski.

“Come on, love, let's go see this obelisk,” Georgi grabbed Cassandra by her elbow and pulled her into the basement. I watched through my 4th Infoscope as they reached the secret door and departed into the catacombs.

Mesmy leapt through the back window of the cottage and rushed up my back to curl around my neck, gray, fluffy tail twitching, ready to defend her master. The Mesmerbane fox was hunting mice in our backyard this morning.

“What should I…?” Kliss asked, emerald-citrine eyes filled with worry.

“Just hold our hands,” I said.

“That’s it?” she inquired.

“Yep,” I nodded. “Your dragonheart stabilises our souls and will also keep my sister from rushing into battle. Stay close to me so that Mesmy's power defends us from Charisma orders.”

“What? I wasn’t gonna rush into…” Delta huffed.

“You were,” I interrupted her. “I know you.”

“Charisma doesn’t work on Astral Phantoms,” Delta snarled. “Lemme nip at their Vows!”

“I will not,” I shook my hands. “They have high-level, Phantom-repelling lanterns. If you get struck by a pulse from one of those, you might get knocked out and drift into the deep Astral.”

“But,” Delta whined. “I can…”

“Stay put and hold Kliss’ hand, damn it, this is an order!” I growled. “I’m going to do something that I haven’t done before - steal your intelligence.”

“What?” Kliss asked.

“Delta and I are bound by some kind of a divine thread from birth,” I said. “I reinforced it with my own Tether and connected it even more. I can use it to pull her stats into mine, to increase my [Intelligence] stat!”

“Got it,” the dragon-girl said and stepped to my sister. Kliss didn’t simply grab Delta’s hand. She pulled my twin into a firm embrace, holding onto Delta’s body. Delta struggled for a few seconds and then relaxed and closed her eyes, accepting the dragonheart generated warmth.

Wielding the ant-mech with one of my Infoscopes, I quickly grabbed the offered hand of my dragon-apprentice and marched Aunt Delta out of the front door, to parlay with the cultists.

Our trio sat down on the living room couch, as the ant-mech closed the door behind itself and approached the lilac-robed women standing at the path leading to our house between massive, mossy boulders.

“Who are you?” Magenta demanded when she spotted the ant-mech through the decorative gate. “Where is Georgi?!”

“I am Delta Alana Skyisle, the Eldest Archmage of Skyisle and the true Sentinel of Alania!” I announced with an old, scruffy, female voice from the bee-speaker. “I sent Georgi away. What is this gathering of children doing on my doorstep wearing such gaudy robes? Are you here to sell me some flowers, perhaps?”

“Children?! What flowers…?!” Magenta sputtered. “I am a High Priestess of…”

“Do you know who I am, child?” I magnified my own voice across the Ward, drowning out her words. “I am Ishira’s Bishop from the Triumvirate Cathedral of our Goddess in Oz! If you’ve come to pay me respects, you may do so now.”

“Oz?” Magenta sputtered. “Bishop?! What?”

The cultists behind her made noises of mild confusion.

“There is no such thing as Bishop of Ishira,” one of the older women said. “There is no nation called Oz.”

“All of you have clearly been deceived by renegade Giovashi,” I said. “If you intend to harm my family's home, I will obliterate you here and now.”

“Obliterate us?!” Magenta scoffed. “There are twenty seven of us and one of you! We can see all magic before you even say activate the spell! Surrender, allow us entry and we will spare your life, you old crone!”

“Oh? You doubt my credentials?” I added sternly, making the ant-mech smirk dangerously. “Go ahead, little darling–cast an Identify spell at me. I will allow it to pass through the Ward.”

“F-fine,” Magenta pointed the black staff at me. “Identify!”

As my mind accelerated and time slowed, I converged all four of my Infoscopes to disassemble and modify the incoming Identify spell. It took all of my Intelligence plus the Intelligence present in Delta’s soul to identify and tear the spell apart before it struck the ant-mech. The Identify spell fired at us was level 98 and incredibly potent.

I gritted my teeth from the burning migraine as my mind slowed. The Infoscopes finished their job, the false results returned back to Magenta.

“What the shit,” she muttered, eyes wide. “By Ishira's grace! No… surely, this cannot be.”

“What did the spell say?” The women behind her demanded.

“The Iron-staff of Ishira defined her as Delta Alana Skyisle, LV 300 Archmage and Bishop of our Lady Ishira!” Magenta sputtered.

“Impossible!” one of the older women hissed.

"What?" The others cried out in shock.

“Oh?” I laughed through the ant-mech’s lips. “Do you children think that it’s somehow possible to mess with an Identify spell that came from the Staff of Ishira herself?”

“N-no,” Magenta choked. “The Staff cannot be deceived, it is an arcane tool from before the Age of Darkness!”

“Give me that stolen staff,” I said, opening my hand. “Its power is not meant for you, child.”

“W-what? I… I cannot,” Magenta took a step back, pink eyes filled with worry. “We must destroy this workshop and its vile contents!”

“Its contents are of MY design, meant to uplift Skyisle, you fool!” I barked, my voice booming across the open space between us. “Are you blind, child?! Has Skyisle not prospered over the past year? Have you not felt it in your soul? It is now far easier to cast magic in this village, because of my work! I was tasked by our Goddess to heal this blighted land, to drive back the breath of Decay and to heal the Valley of Death!”

“It is true,” one of the younger teens muttered. “It… it feels easier to breathe. My granmom’s cough has lessened.”

“It is vile deception,” one of the women in the back hissed. “It has to be! Giovashi warned us about this! The tools made here are the work of demons and must be…”

“What demons?!” I laughed. “Do you not see the true Voice of Ishira before you? I am Her Bishop and you are but confused kids playing with toys stolen by renegade Giovashi from the catacombs below MY town!”

“Kill her,” one of the robed cultists put a hand onto Magenta’s shoulder. “Use the staff. We will pour our power into you to end this false Bishop!”

The cultists began joining hands. Twenty six pairs of hands reached out to Magenta to magnify her power tenfold. With each added hand, the fractal of power within the staff set to [Destruction] leapt from level 98 to level 120 to level 150, to 190!

I knew that it would be impossible to oppose such high level magic, that if I let them all touch Magenta then the deadly spell from Ishira’s iron staff would punch through the Ward, obliterate the ant-mech and leave burning ruins in place of our dad’s workshop.

Then the cultists would likely burn all of Leemy's saplings that we planted across Skyisle to clean up the air.

According to my Infoscopes and Neurovista, there simply wasn’t enough magic to oppose twenty seven cultists, not enough mana in our trio, not enough power pouring within the Alanian obelisk beneath our house to deflect the [Destruction] spell that I knew was inevitably coming…
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                Magic wasn’t the solution here. According to thirteen years of my research into understanding the nature of magic, the power of Precognition, operating in high level Seers primarily made magi see magical solutions to magical problems. For example, a Seer could see what spell their enemies would use against them, but any mundane physical actions, simply didn’t translate into Seer Foresight.

I had arrived at this conclusion after I thoroughly interviewed the Cessna Librarium Administrator Pion Ress about this matter. Foresight spells were magic that saw magic - echoes of it, manifesting within the Astral, before a spell was even fired. Time within the Astral Ocean was screwed up on some fundamental level and therefore it was possible to predict many magical actions of a mage minutes or even days ahead!

Thus, mundane actions were unexpected by those who relied on greater Foresight.

I reached out to a lever next to the couch and pulled it. A large generator in the back of the house, fueled by a rushing brook that was rapidly spinning several wooden wheels powered on a circuit leading to iron beams wrapped in coils located directly beneath the entrance to our parents’ cottage.

The cultists were nice enough to bunch up exactly at the entrance between the giant boulders - exactly where I wanted them. People in Skyisle were used to walking on the ‘safe’ paths covered in the lights of the hex-lanterns.

“Hold person!” I barked from the Aunt Delta's ant-operated lips and pretended to cast a spell with my splayed hand.

The electromagnets buried directly beneath the path activated. Ishira’s staff, which was made almost entirely from magic-augmented blood-iron ripped from Magenta’s gloved fingers. It slammed into the ground and fell sideways, instantly becoming attached to one of the magnetized iron beams.

Magenta bent down to grab at it, and herself slammed down, unable to control her increased weight. One by one, the cultists who tried to help her up, fell into an uneven pile with loud clattering, their metal swords and armor now firmly attached to the iron beams.

“What sorcery is this? How have we not foreseen this spell?!” One of the cultists ground out, unsuccessfully trying to detach herself from the ground.

“It is the magic of our Radiant, All-Seeing Goddess,” I said. “Ishira has seen that you were intending to hurt me and chose to interfere. She closed your Sight to punish you for opposing me!”

“No! It cannot be!” A cultist wailed. “Unbind! Unbind person!”

“Disrupt hexagram!” Another cultist yelled, blasting mana into the ground.

The lilac-robed women and teens repeatedly tried to cast unbinding and magic-disrupting spells at the ground. It obviously didn’t do anything against electromagnets.

“What is happening?!” Magenta growled.

I smirked. “Those gold eyes you’ve painted on your foreheads won’t aid you against me, no matter what magic you cast.”

“No!” Magenta uttered. She hopelessly pulled at the staff, but was unable to tear it away from the beam, getting even more stuck herself. She was too confused and panicked to even attempt to cast anything at this point.

“Yes,” I said, walking forward. “You’ve lost. Surrender.”

“I cannot,” Magenta cried, eyes suddenly filling up with tears. Her violet curls shook. “My Archangel won’t let me! I must complete this mission or…”

I extended a second layer of the Ward to encompass the uneven pile of cultist bodies and took a few more steps forward with the ant-mech, opening the wooden gate.

“P-please, free me!” Magenta wept. Brilliant, radiant waves of [Charisma] magic blasted from her mouth. It didn't do a single thing to Archmage Delta who was composed of fifty thousand ants. “I am but a simple barmaid," she lied. "Please! Let me go and I will surrender…”

I knew that her words were a lie, pushed into her lips by the grotesque, gold fungi hanging above her shoulders in the Astral.

“Let us free at once!” the other cultists wailed, adding to the chorus of [Charisma], which once again, did absolutely nothing to the ant colony. “Disable this vile spellwork! Free us!”

I reached into Aunt Delta’s pocket and snapped a Vow-disrupting, wooden collar over Magenta’s neck.

The mushrooms above the teen, who were beginning to strangle her into action with their gold threads flickered and were suddenly unable to reach their host.

"In the name of Ishira, oh Angels, fall silent and turn away from this child!" I sang, making the voice coming from the bee-speaker extra deep.

Magenta choked below me, eyes wide with pure horror.

“I have just told your Archangels to turn away from you,” I said. “Do you believe me now, Magenta? Am I the Bishop of Ishira or will you call me a liar and attempt to strike me down once again? Do you feel the gathering inferno beneath your face? It will devour you if you oppose me! The Wheel of Death seeks to consume sinners!”

The electromagnets beneath me were starting to heat up and Magenta felt the warmth coming from the ground.

“I… I cannot hear my Angels anymore!” Magenta stared at me with tear-streaked eyes.

“You have but one choice here–reject renegade mage Giovashi or perish,” I said, releasing a few hundred ants through the holes in my feet into the pile of immobile cultists. “Serve me instead of the false renegade who dares to call herself an Archpriestess of Ishira!”

“Magenta! I order you to…! Ashhh shit! What in the Astral! Ahhh!” The bossy, oldest cultist screamed as the ants began nipping at her body.

“Burn,” I said through Aunt Delta’s lips. “You will all burn unless you swear allegiance to me here and now!”

“Delta, release the bees,” I turned to my sister. “Make Ishira’s symbol appear above me.”

“Can do,” she nodded, releasing a thousand bees from the large, leather backpack worn by the ant-mech.

A swarm of fire-bees blotted the sky above Archmage Delta. The cultists stared up in terror as the swarm darkened the sky around them.

“Say it! Go on, tell every child here who I am!” I ordered Magenta, sliding into the shoes of a cult-leader. “The Inferno of Divine Judgement will consume you if you lie! Behold the Symbol of our Goddess!”

I waved an arm at the sky and some of the fire bees ignited their stingers, hovering in place. The symbol of the All-Seeing Eye of Ishira appeared above the fallen cultists, woven from myriads of burning dots.

“Decep…” one of the older women tried to speak, but started to cry and thrash as the ants began biting her more fiercely.

“Well?!” I barked. “Speak the truth Magenta!”

“You… you… are Her Bishop, Ishira’s Voice herself! I am sorry, your excellence! I’m so sorry! Please don’t burn me alive! Please! I’ll serve you! I’ll do whatever you want! Please!” Magenta yelled, shaking in fright, staring up at the sign of Ishira made from fire-bees. The armor magnetized to the ground was overheating now, making her sweat.

“And?” I leaned towards the barmaid. “Do you reject the false one?”

“I… I reject the false mage Giovashi!” Magenta cried. “From this moment, I swear to be your servant, forevermore!”

“Excellent,” I grinned.

I walked back into Georgi’s workshop, leaving the cultists to the mercy of the ants and the bees for a few minutes. When I returned, I began placing magic-reinforced, wooden collars with Vow-disrupting crystals onto the necks of each of the cultists.

“You are not to take these off,” I instructed as I collared the girls. “You have been marked as fallen by Ishira and your Archangels have turned away from you. From this moment you are to keep these collars on as a mark of your penance, understood?”

“Understood!” Magenta nodded rapidly.

One by one, I asked the cultists if they would reject Giovashi and embrace me as their new Master.

Through fear and coercion, fire bees and ant bites, I collared each of them and got a promise out of them to serve me. With their Vows now silent, they were just girls, teenagers for the most part. They were barmaids empowered by arcane artifacts and driven into obedience by Giovashi’s lies.

Without their tools and Archangels, they were all around level 20-40 at most.

In another ten minutes of this ridiculous charade, I reached out and pulled the lever once more, disabling the electromagnet, just minutes before the circuits began to overheat and melt.

I picked up Ishira’s staff and twirled it in my hand. Next, I confiscated all of the magisteel knives, wands and other amplifiers, shoving them into the large leather backpack that was formerly filled with bees.

The insects had settled on the former cultist’s shoulders and arms and crawled deep into their armor, making sure that they remained compliant. Without the Vows guiding their decisions, they looked completely lost, miserable.

“W-what will happen to us?” Magenta asked.

“You’ll live longer,” I said.

“L-live longer?!” Magenta’s eyes went wide.

“It is your punishment,” I said. “You’ll live until your hair turns gray.”

“No!” One of the girls screamed in horror.

“Yes,” I said. “You’ll grow up, fall in love, maybe even have children just like the rest of Skyisle women. You will NOT be taken to heaven. This is your penance for defying me and the Goddess! Embrace it with your heart!”

The lilac-robed cultists fell to their knees, begging for my forgiveness and mercy. I offered them none.

. . .

The situation within the living room became less tense. I was running low on mana, so I disabled ¾ of my Infoscopoes and watched as dust particles floated across colourful rays of morning light cast from the stained glass window.

“I don’t get it,” Kliss muttered, staring out the window with a somewhat confused expression. “Why are they so afraid of… living long lives?”

“The sacrifice of something important such as the ability of making children was a common manipulation tactic used by dangerous cults,” I explained. “In the USSR my assigned overseer, Officer Alexander Gradenski, told me much about cults and the way they function. He was personally responsible for arresting and deporting many cults from the mainland to the frozen North-East to work in labor camps. One such cult was the ‘Skoptsy’. They called themselves the ‘White Doves’ and one of their tenets was complete removal of reproductive organs to achieve ‘spiritual purity’.”

“How can such cults even function in a world without magic?” Kliss asked. “How can someone be manipulated so far as to remove the ability to have kids, without making a Vow?”

“While we had science, it had no way to tell anyone what happens after death,” I explained. “Even without [Charisma] magic a person can be convinced to mutilate themselves for a greater purpose so that their present will be ‘more righteous’ and their future afterlife will be perfect. A century ago there were around a hundred thousand Skoptsy in USSR, but their number became reduced to less than a thousand over time as genital mutilation became frowned upon.”

“I see,” Kliss murmured. “So, how did you determine that these barmaids wouldn’t have families?”

“They simply wouldn’t live long enough,” I answered. “There’s a reason why the oldest one there is twenty seven. I scanned their bodies and the artefacts they wielded with my Infoscope - their swords, armour, wrist bracers and staff are all made from a very peculiar type of iron covered in crystalline flakes capable of absorbing the user’s blood.”

“Blood iron,” Kliss murmured, staring at the gnarly staff in Aunt Delta’s hands. “Necromage tools. I’ve read a mention of this forbidden dark magic in Cessna.”

“I didn’t use no freakin’ blood iron,” Delta commented. “My… err… Kopusha’s glider was made from premium magisteel! It fed on… the excess bloom of the Astral algae and corals, not blood or human souls!”

“The Acolytes of Tricameron indeed didn’t use such vile tools - these were devices used by the Seditionists to greatly bring up their level at the cost of draining their own body and soul,” I explained. “These tools are truly monstrous because they aren’t only fed by blood, they drain the user in a very insidious way, ossifying organs one by one from within.”

“Shit,” Delta bit her lip. “Is it too late for Magenta, then?”

“She is still young and can perhaps be healed with positively-charged [Vitality]. Had I given her a chance to use that staff to push her level to 200 to bring down our Ward, she would have drained half of her life in the process,” I replied. “The older cultists have the most damage, their lower organs have already shrunken and in some cases completely atrophied.”

“By Equality,” Kliss covered her mouth. “That’s… monstrous. I should have rooted them out as Overseer… should have done something about that damn pub on my first day here.”

“If you did, we wouldn’t be talking now,” I shrugged. “They would have made you swear a Vow to protect the cultists themselves, not the Alans. Your amarcus simply wouldn’t be able to oppose something like those blood shackles and staff.”

“Luckily they had blood iron on and not some other non-magnetic armor,” Delta commented.

“The magnets were actually designed to stop Imperial Legionnaires,” I shrugged. “It was designed to halt someone like Kliss in place, since I knew that Overseer’s armour was magnetic.”

“What if their tools weren’t blood iron?” Kliss asked. “Would they just slaughter us then?”

“Then I would have used another, far less peaceful tool,” I shrugged. “They’re Seers, so all I had to do was avoid using magic.”

“So what would you have done?” Kliss inquired.

“I would have let them get closer to the workshop, to allow them to investigate it and then I would have rolled about a hundred tons of logs their way,” I pointed at the pile of logs. “See that pile? I can trigger half of it to roll downhill with a lever that burns through a rope via a rapidly heating coil. Anyone going up the stone steps would have encountered an avalanche of logs.”

“That would have crushed them to death,” Kliss muttered, staring at the massive log pile made by Georgi.

“Sometimes life doesn't present us with the best choices.” I shrugged, yawning.

“But what if…?” Delta asked.

“Enough ‘what ifs’,” I said, rubbing my temples. “I got woken up at 5 in the morning, am exhausted and have a massive migraine from accelerating my mind to take apart a LV 90 Identify spell so I’m going to lie down for a bit. Take over as Aunt Delta, let our parents out of the catacombs and then learn everything you can about the extra cultists. I want to know where they came from, how they got to Skyisle and if Giovashi has more barmaids hidden somewhere that she can throw at us.”

“Okki, grouchy Captain,” Delta sent me a salute, leaned back and closed her eyes.

“Kliss, let go of her,” I said.

The dragon-girl did as advised and I saw Delta’s soul disconnect from her human body and flash as an Astral Phantom across our backyard, merging into Aunt Delta’s ant-mech form.

I leaned back on the couch and closed my eyes. Kliss slid over closer to me and pulled my head onto her lap.

“Mrhmm?” I blearily opened one eye.

“Sleep, Slava,” she said, petting my head. “You’ve earned it. You’ve saved us today.”

“Just doing what I do best,” I shrugged. “Taking apart spells, making dragons…”

I didn’t finish my semi-coherent train of thought. My eyes closed and I drifted into the embrace of warm, dreamless sleep. I didn’t even have enough mana to activate Lucid Dreaming, but I trusted Kliss and Delta to sort stuff out now that the danger had passed.

            

    
        2 : 24 Orphans of the Beast

    
    
    
    
                [Delta Alana Skyisle]


Being Archmage Delta wasn't exactly a walk in the park, especially when dealing with a horde of brainwashed cultists who just tried to burn down my family's home. Slava had collared them with Vow-disrupting hexagrams and sent me to deal with the aftermath.

As my brother snoozed on the couch with Kliss keeping him extra warm and cosy, the lucky butt, I surveyed the scene in the back garden, feeling a tad overwhelmed. The former cultists were huddled together like a flock of scared sheep, their under-robes looking a tad worse for wear thanks to the ant bites and bee stings.

Magenta, the local ringleader, sat with her head in her hands, looking utterly defeated. She looked like a schoolgirl who had been scolded, thin and frail without her armor and lilac robe. I made sure that the cultists took off their armor and scrubbed their foreheads clean of the golden Eye hexagram that magnified their Charisma.

“Alright, listen up, you bunch of misguided ninnies,” I announced, my voice booming from the bee speaker. “Time for some confessions. Ishira and I, obviously already know all of your dire sins, but I want you to speak them from the heart, to confess them to me upon this meadow so that you may begin your path to… potential salvation.”

I paced in front of them, my ant-powered legs moving with ease across the moss and grass beneath. My brother had undoubtedly extracted a lot of information with his Infoscopes, but I wanted to know more. I wanted to know everything, to discover what his all-seeing magic might have missed, to begin unraveling the thousand-year-old cloud looming over Skyisle borne from the insanity of the Tricameron Seditionists.

“You first, barmaid of Skyisle,” I demanded, pointing a finger at Magenta.

“W-what?” The violet-haired girl raised her pink eyes at me.

“Confess your sins!” I barked, slamming Ishira’s blood-iron staff into the ground for emphasis.

“It was Giovashi,” she confessed. “She... she told me in a dream that Skyisle was doomed, that the Alan family was harboring demons, that their workshop was creating cursed tools that would bring ruin to the village.”

“Demons?” I scoffed. “Cursed tools? How long have you known the Alan family, Magenta?”

“I’ve known them as long as I lived here,” Magenta muttered.

“And are they goodly people or demons?!” I growled, waving the staff around threateningly.

“They are… goodly people,” the barmaid gulped as I nearly smacked her with the staff.

“So, you came to attack their home without a single shred of evidence?” I asked.

Magenta blushed red.

“Archpriestess Giovashi has never deceived us,” she muttered, eyes downcast.

“We were doing Ishira's work!” One of the girls cried out.

“Ishira doesn’t need blood sacrifices or soul-draining tools,” I said sternly. “She doesn't need renegades like Giovashi twisting her words and manipulating people into setting Alan family’s workshops on fire! I came from the land of Oz, from far beyond the hills and glacier mountains to clean up this village and in the name of our glorious Goddess, I certainly will!”

I made the bees spin a spiral around the back of my head, making myself resemble a portrait of an Orthodox saint. Then I added a crown of fire stingers atop of my head, because I thought that it looked cool.

The insect pyrotechnics worked on most of my audience.

The whimpers and sobs of the former cultists filled the air, punctuated by the occasional sniffle and choked plea for forgiveness. Some of them buried their faces in the grass, while others simply stared at me with wide, tear-filled eyes.

“Silence!” I boomed, my voice amplified by the buzzing swarm of bees within my coat. The younger girls flinched, their faces pale with fear. “I will hear no more of this heretical nonsense. You speak of Giovashi as if she were a saint, yet she is nothing but a charlatan, a pretender who has led you astray from the true path of Ishira.”

My gaze swept over the huddled group, focusing on the older women who still held a defiant glint in their eyes. They were the hardened core of this little cult, the ones who had likely been under Giovashi's influence for decades.

“You,” I pointed the staff at a woman in her late 20’s with blue-tinted hair and a sharp jawline, “Step forward. Tell me your name and how you came to be entangled in Giovashi's web of lies.”

The woman I pointed my staff at didn't flinch. Instead, she straightened her back, a defiant glint in her steely gray eyes. The other cultists rapidly parted like a nervous flock, leaving her standing alone before me.

“I am Ellirra Krizantheum Osk,” she replied. “Priestess of Ishira. I was but a nine year old child when Giovashi found me, lost and alone after dragon Aradria pulverized my parents home with her claws. Lady Giovashi offered me a home, a new family… and true purpose. I cannot go against my master.”

“Aradria is dead,” I revealed. “I got rid of her, unlike Giovashi who encouraged Aradria to roam and burn the countryside…”

I heard muttering of disbelief.

“I killed that annoying dragon,” I said, taking credit for Dante’s work. “That dumb big dragon made a mistake coming to Skyisle, just as you have.”

“You ended… Aradria?” Ellirra sputtered. “That… that’s not possible! Aradria is a level two hundred abomination empowered by her hoard far beyond that! She is a monster that even the Empire of Equality could not bring from the sky. I remember her face when she swiped our house with a massive, orange-red claw. That demon left me alive, let me watch as she devoured my parents!”

“Oh? Perhaps you'd like to see her corpse?” I asked.

“A corpse?” Ellirra blinked, not expecting my words.

“Yes,” I grinned dangerously. “Why don’t we go visit her so you can see for yourself what a true Bishop of Ishira can do and how my power compares to that pathetic faker Giovashi who offered you an empty plate of lies.”

Ellirra's previously resolute expression replaced with a flicker of uncertainty. Good. My little revelation about Aradria’s demise was starting to crack her shell.

We set off into the forest, Ellirra and the others trailing behind me like chastised puppies.

I made good use of our hike to learn more of their names and histories. Most of them were orphans that Giovashi plucked from various small villages surrounding Agamemnon. Orphans that resulted from Aradria’s attacks that occurred eighteen, fifteen and then thirteen years ago. With the exception of the Skyisle barmaids, the other girls fell into the same pattern - Giovashi warned them of sin and doomsday and then the giant red dragon decimated their villages in some manner and ate their parents.

In about thirty minutes of a brisk walk, we arrived at the blackened section of the valley. The smell of eternally smouldering dragonfire was inescapable. It was eerily quiet in this section of the forest too. The radiance of death emanated by the tiny sand particles left by Aradria chased away all animals and turned the trees into dead, black husks.

“Behold, the remnants of the dragon–drained of her magic and life,” I waved Ishira’s staff at the beast.

The girls peered at the massive corpse, eyes wide with shock. It was ossified and gray, but it was still quite imposing and recognizable.

“See?” I grinned. “The vile beast is no more. Unlike Giovashi, I took care of it.”

Ellirra slid to her knees, staring at Aradria’s maw.

“It’s her,” she whispered. “It’s really her… and she’s dead.”

“Giovashi sent Aradria to your homes,” I revealed, turning my face to every orphan present. “She sent this dragon to all of your villages, so that she could make orphans of you. Parentless children are easier to manipulate, easier to bind with Charisma magic, easier to trick into sacrifice of life and blood.”

“N-no,” Ellirra choked. “That… that cannot be the truth.”

“And yet it is,” I tapped the dragon’s corpse with the iron staff, producing a hollow, morbid sound. Ashes and flakes began raining down.

“Ask yourself, did your lives become better when you encountered Giovashi? Did the pretend Archpriestess really help you or did she simply use you as a means to an end? Did you actually improve anyone’s lives in your years of servitude to Giovashi? What good have you brought to this world, Ellirra?” I magnified my voice through the bee speaker so it echoed across the forest like a sombre bell, adding a pitch of infrasound to it, to make it sound more surreal.

“This corpse and the air-cleansing trees around town are a veritable record of my good deeds,” I declared. “Go on - confess! What good have you done for the world, children?”

Ellirra's eyes filled with tears as poisoned ashes drifted around her. She looked up at me. I saw that her lips were whispering questions, praying to her Angel, but it didn’t answer her.

“Your Angels turned away from you, because you chose to serve evil, were deceived,” I said, making fiery angel wings shaped behind my back with my bees. “I am your last chance for reaching heaven. If you stick with me, stay in Skyisle, become my… Radiant Knights of Ishira, then you might just redeem yourself, after a few decades of proper service. You just might help me undo the great evil that Giovashi spread across Ishikaria! Unlike Giovashi, I do not feed nor encourage monsters such as this dragon–as you can plainly see I put a stop to them, permanently!”

Ellirra choked.

“Now, will you help me end monsters like Aradria, darling, or will you continue to be a blind fool led by trickery of the deceiver, become responsible for more children losing their parents?” I asked as I offered Ellirra my hand.

I mentally smirked at how the gesture resembled my big brother’s gesture to Kliss, how he always found a reason to save the girl who I never considered worth much, how he miraculously turned the Overseer from a dangerous enemy to our best friend.

I could never admit it to anyone, I even refused to admit it to myself, but I was inexorably drifting closer and closer to Kliss. The adorkable, shiny-haired dragon girl somehow made me feel less hollow, less cold, less broken, more grounded to the physical world.

Just like the trembling cultist in front of me, I was a victim of Giovashi’s machinations and even though I never told it to my brother or my parents - I knew that I was gradually disconnecting from reality, becoming a hollow, ghostly monster myself. I played the role of a cute sister, pretending to be a cheerful teenager. I pretended to smile, hiding my pain behind a fake, bubbly personality. Only thanks to Kliss, I was once again able to feel like I was conscious, self-aware… alive!

Damn it, I was already missing her warmth and the solace it offered. I sent the cultist in front of me an irate glare as if she was the cause of all of my problems in the universe.

The weight of my words, the truth I laid bare before Ellirra, seemed to be tearing at the foundations of her carefully constructed world. I could see the internal struggle within her, the battle between the lies she had clung to for so long and the dawning realization that her devotion had been misplaced.

The hate-filled glare and the angel wings is what did her in. Ellirra’s resolve snapped, broke like an old twig.

“I… I’m sorry! I’m so sorry!” she stammered, between tears. “I just wanted to belong... to have a family… Thank you, thank you for ending the monster that haunted my dreams and every waking moment! Thank you!!!”

She crawled over to me and hugged my boots covered in wooden armor, wailing even louder.

“Please, Bishop Delta, forgive my sins! Forgive me, Ishira! I cannot bear it, the voice of my Angel has forsaken me! I know not what to do! I want to be good and righteous! I do want to help Ishikaria prosper, I swear it on my life!”

I reached out and brushed her hair.

“Will you help me plant trees, instead of burning things?” I asked.

“Y-yes, my Bishop!” the cultist stammered. “I will.”

“What about all of you?” I growled, addressing the gathered girls.

Resounding confessions, pleas and cries of agreement surrounded me.

I wanted to hurt them further, to break them, to feast on their souls.

No.

That was the void talking, the icy hollowness within me, the hunger for life. I needed to hug Lizzy, to drown the ever-present, gnawing, maddening chill in her embrace. Yes. YES. I was going to get home, hand these idiots to Georgi so that he could show them how harmless his workshop truly is, leap into my human body and then… then I could hug the warmest thing in the universe, forever and ever, or at the very least, until I felt a pinch more alive once again.

I put a fake smile on my face.

“Good,” I addressed the cultists. “Good. Let the healing begin! This first step you take is a step towards righteousness, a step towards absolute goodness, towards Ishira’s divine, warm embrace! Rejoice! Soon you won’t feel so empty and hollow and cold for you will come into the light! Follow! You shall meet the man and work in his workshop, the very workshop that you so eagerly wanted to burn down in your folly!”

 




            

    
        2 : 25 Moral Compass

    
    
    
    
                [Dante Alan Skyisle]

 

I woke up to the gentle caress of sunlight on my face and the soft rustle of leaves. For a moment, I was lost, unsure of where I was. Then I felt it – the comforting warmth beneath my head that rushed across my entire body, a sensation so alien to my usual hands-made-from-ice existence. I opened my eyes and found myself staring into Kliss's emerald-gold gaze.

“You're awake,” she said, a soft smile gracing her lips. Her ruby-violet crystal hair, sparkled like a thousand tiny suns, cascaded around us, akin to a shimmering curtain.

I nodded.

“Feeling better?” She added.

“Yeah,” I mumbled, my head still throbbing faintly. “Just a bit… drained. Those girls managed to pull off the most high level magic I’ve had to disassemble thus far. How long was I out?”

“Just a couple of hours,” Kliss replied, her fingers gently stroking my hair.

I nodded.

“Slava,” Kliss began, her voice hesitant, “Why do you keep saving me?”

“Have we not already discussed this?” I yawned.

“I was so awful to you,” she insisted, her voice filled with remorse. “When I was Skyisle’s Overseer, I came close to killing you several times, almost pulled the trigger. Why did you risk so much for someone like me? You could have suffocated in that burning forest, could have died… all because of me.”

I studied her face, the worry etched into her features, an ocean of guilt shimmering in her emerald-ember eyes. She was very different now, the rigid, by-the-book determined Overseer replaced by a vulnerable, conflicted chimera girl.

“Why did you buy Skyisle?” I asked, avoiding her question.

“Because I wanted to give it to you,” Kliss admitted. “After Cessna... when I lost my parents, I realized that the only place I truly felt... alive, was here. With you and Delta. Skyisle was dying, its people trapped, their levels decaying. I saw the potential, the hope that you brought with your... science. I saw that you were making a difference, Slava.”

“Anyone can make a difference,” I shrugged.

“As the Overseer of Skyisle I tried to make a difference! Guess what–I failed spectacularly. Unlike me, you were able to disable a Vow at twelve. You brought Aradria from the sky. You’ve seeded the valley with Vitality trees! You’re the most important person on Skyisle, the nail upon which the future of everyone here is hanging. Without your strange arithmancy and knowledge from Earth… your parents and your sister would likely be hopelessly lost. Without you, Skyisle would be slowly devoured by the magogenic fault. Hells, you’ve just stopped twenty seven blood-iron armed Charisma and Foresight augmented mages with… uhhh… remind me, what did you do to make them fall over, exactly?”

“I used an electromagnet,” I said.

“Electromagnet,” Kliss repeated, stuttering over the word. “See, nobody on Novazem can make an electromagnet. Now, stop avoiding the question and tell me WHY you thought it was perfectly fine to sacrifice yourself to pull me from a burning skyship.”

“I didn’t jump into dragonfire as a fragile human,” I tried to defend myself. "I went in as an Astral Phantom inhabiting the ant-mech."


“According to Delta your human body was nearby, the ship could have exploded and a shrapnel could have cut you in half!” Kliss snarled, mouth stretching to reveal inhumanly sharp chompers. "Dragonfire could have overcome the ant-mech and devoured your soul."


“Oh? Would you prefer I lock myself in the ancient Alanian tower behind thick stone walls? I was a prisoner of my own government, kept in the gold cage of Aralsk-7 making death, for nearly three decades!” I shot back. “Taking chances and saving people is something I clearly do. It’s part of my personal penance since one of the viruses I designed managed to kill three girls back in the USSR!”

The ex-Overseer’s sharp expression softened.

“Why do I keep saving you?” I repeated, a wry smile playing on my lips. “Just like you, I was once lost, Kliss. Trapped in a system that demanded obedience and sacrifice, blind to love, unable to appreciate the beauty and potential of the world around me. You, with your rigid adherence to the doctrine of Equality, were a reflection of my own past, a stark reminder of the man I used to be. I am pretty sure I already told you something along these lines…”

I was on a rant now, unable to stop myself.

“If you keep insisting on the burning skyship thing–there is a perfectly rational reason why I didn’t just let you die in that fire. If you died, two of your Vows would have been pulled to Elysium into the embrace of Goddess Equality and then the Gregarius Empire would know everything. They’d come here in great numbers, capture and torture me for my scientific Earth knowledge and use Charisma magic to turn me into a slave! Then I’d end up doing the same thing I did for the USSR–make weapons for an empire!”

“So... you saved me to save yourself?” she asked. “You do realize that the Empire is coming regardless in less than two weeks?”

“I didn’t just save myself,” I clarified, “I’m saving everyone in Skyisle. Inquisitor Jubz and his legion are coming here without a single clue as to what I can really do.”

“I feel like this conversation hasn’t gone in the direction I wanted it to,” Kliss demurred.

“What direction would that be?” I asked.

“She’s milking you for your feelings and compliments, ya dummy,” Delta opened her eyes, staring at us. “It’s what girls do. Now, get outta of the way, it’s my turn on the bliss-pillow.”

Delta shoved me from the lap of Kliss settling there herself.

Kliss blushed, a rippling pattern of red flickers dancing on her face.

“Right,” I cleared my throat, feeling a tad flustered by Delta's blunt commentary. “Compliment…”

My mind, usually adept at weaving complex mathematical formulae, solving problems and dissecting spells, suddenly blanked at this unexpected challenge.

I glanced down at Kliss, whose orange-tinted face was now as red as a tomato.

“The prismatic refraction of light makes you extra… sparkly?” I muttered.

I evaluated my own words as exceedingly daft. Complimenting her appearance felt irrational, since I designed her look myself in a flow-trance state during which my mind operated a thousand times faster than normally.

“Is that the best you can do?” Kliss arched an eyebrow.

“Uh, why am I doing this again?” I asked, eyeing Delta who was grinning at me like a Cheshire cat.

“He’s clearly not used to talking to girls,” Delta commented. “Give him a break, Lizzy. He’s trying his very best, I’m certain.”

“Could compliments be broken down mathematically, optimized as an expression of Charisma fractal?” I muttered mostly to myself. “Human language is a convergence of…” 

“What? No,” Delta scoffed loudly, interrupting my train of thought. “Compliments are like flowers, each one unique and beautiful in its own way. You can’t just reduce them to numbers and equations, Slava.”

“Optimize, not reduce,” I waved her off, returning to my new, shiny idea. “If every book ever written was mathematically broken down into separate tokens correlating to segments of words and how they interconnect and then converged together, I bet it would write excellent compliments as a language model of some sort...”

“Oh no,” Delta lamented, covering her face as if she was embarrassed on my behalf. “I’ve made him go on a tangent about compliment-models.”

“Magical language models,” I said. “The Astral Ocean is full of random gibberish. Perhaps, specifically, if only language was pulled from that gibberish pile and sorted by a constantly running spell into a mathematical array of correlation between tokens, then this array could…”

“You seriously want to make a spell array to construct a magical language model, or whatever, rather than to simply compliment someone from the heart?” Delta lamented. “Slava, why are you like this?”

“Like what?” I asked. “Just think about it! Intelligence can be granted to select objects and creatures through Alanian Golemancy via the creation of a basic phylactery, but this wastes precious, finite resources - soul shards. Maybe, language itself can manifest intelligence through probability mathematics…”

Kliss looked between Delta and me with amusement.

“My god, Slava, you dolt,” Delta huffed, her voice dripping with exasperation. “Watch and learn!”

My twin turned to Kliss, her eyes sparkling with mischief. “Lizzy,” she began, her voice softening, “you are a radiant beacon in this dreary world, a shining, warm star amidst the ever-creeping void that seeks to enshroud me. You are a true warrior, a dragonheart forged in the fires of adversity. And even though your hair sparkles more than a waterfall curtain, I wouldn’t have you any other way. You’ll never know how much I truly care for your embrace.”

“Uh-huh, very poetic,” I crossed my arms. “I bet that a magical language model would do better.”

“I dare you to do better, right now,” Delta huffed. “Go on.”

I squinted at her extra-smug face.

The challenge presented to me wasn’t bringing down a dragon and the threat was mere mild embarrassment at best, but Delta’s giddy face pushed me onward. 

It was time to cheat. I accelerated my mind with Neurovista and made a mental review of a hundred of my interactions with Kliss, composing something that seemed half decent.

“Kliss,” I began as time resumed its flow. “You are the bravest and toughest person I know. You fought Equality’s Vow again and again and didn’t pull the trigger when you could have. You bought Skyisle for me and for that I am incredibly grateful. You faced death with courage, embraced your transformation with grace, and pledged your loyalty to my alien cause without hesitation. You are a true knight of Skyisle, and I am forever honoured to have you by my side.”

Kliss simply stared at me, orange rings of inner fire flickering behind her eyes.

“Thank you,” she said after a deep pause. She then reached out with her hand to grab at the end of my shirt and pulled me to sit by her side.

“Nooo, he cheated somehow, I know it,” Delta complained. 

“Innocent till proven guilty,” I rolled my eyes at her accusations.

Kliss broke out in a fit of giggles, hugging us both.

The noon bell coming from the Church of Equality pulled me out of the exceedingly cosy reverie of familiarity that manifested between us.

“Delta, how did your interrogation of the cultists go?" I reluctantly returned to business.

“They’re mostly orphans from small villages around Agamemnon,” Delta replied with a yawn. “Giovashi scooped them up right after Aradria trashed their homes, ate their parents. The Archpriestess gradually turned the unfortunate kids into her personal army of charmers.”

“Typical cult tactics,” I sighed. “Fear and isolation make fertile ground for manipulation. Did they reveal anything about Giovashi’s plans or whereabouts?”

“Nope,” Delta shook her head. “She sent them specific orders in dreams without actually coming here herself. It seems that she operates across a large portion of Ishikaria. They’re just a bunch of scared girls who thought they were doing Ishira’s work. They’re with dad now - he’s showing them the workshop.”

“Alright,” I nodded. 

“What if Giovashi visits them in dreams and demands information?”

“We’ll have to invade their dreams first,” I said. “Maybe incept some kind of mental defenses.”

Something caught my analytical mind, a piece of another puzzle.

“They’re orphans,” I mulled. “Why didn’t the dragon eat them along with their parents? Were they hidden in a cellar or something?”

“No,” Delta shook her head. “Many of them saw Aradria’s face as she swallowed their parents and left them be.”

“Dragons don’t eat children,” Kliss said suddenly.

“What?” Delta asked. “Dragons have a moral compass?”

“Dragons do not have a moral compass,” Kliss shook her head. “Adults smell tastier, have more magic in them.”

“Of course! Children don’t have their system unlocked!” I guessed. “Crystalline matrices which the dragons are attracted to do not form inside humans until their soul-song is unlocked.”

“My soul-song’s totally unlocked,” Delta looked up at Kliss. “Do you feel like eating me?”

“What?” Kliss sputtered.

“Do we seem tasty to you?” Delta pressed on. 

“I… erm, uh,” Kliss looked from Delta to me.

Delta's question hung in the air with uncomfortable grace. I watched Kliss squirm, her freckled face flickering with red-violet tones that rivalled her gemstone hair.

“You do smell very tasty if I close my eyes,” she said finally. “But when I look at you, really look at you, past your white hair and blue eyes, you look like an Underside denizen, a squid of the Astral Sea, a thing that would give me severe indigestion. You’re an unsatisfying emptiness which the dragon part of me wants to avoid munching on. So, no… I’m absolutely not going to eat you.”

“I see,” Delta pursed her lips. “What about Georgi and Cassandra?”

“They do smell and look tasty,” Kliss confessed. “But then so does everything else that has magic in it. I’m not going to eat people, Delta, I can control my hunger, it’s already been well sated with Slava's book, gold and blood elk steaks.”

“Hrm. We should investigate this potential branch of research,” I said.

“What research?” Delta and Kliss stared at me.

“A dragon claiming a human into their hoard,” I explained.

Delta and Kliss exchanged a look that was a blend of utter bewilderment and surprise.

I offered Kliss my hand. “Go on - claim me as a hoard item.”

The dragon girl looked at the offered hand, green-orange eyes wide.
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                “Claim you?” Kliss blinked. “What do you want me to do, bite your hand?”

“What, dragons don’t claim living things?” I asked.

“Uhhh, I don’t know,” Kliss shook her head. “From the Imperial reports on Aradria, she was a solitary hunter.”

“Well, you’re not Aradria,” I pointed out. “We have a golden opportunity here to explore the potential of your chimeric nature. Who knows, maybe claiming a living being could unlock some hidden ability, a new power we haven’t even considered!”

Kliss hesitated, her gaze flickering between me and Delta. My twin grinned and gave Kliss a playful nudge with a mischievous look.

“Go on, Lizzy,” she encouraged. “Bite him!”

“What if it goes horribly wrong?” Kliss asked. 

“You already claimed my diary,” I pointed out. “I understand the process.”

“You’re not a book,” she said. “You’re alive.”

I mulled over her point.

“Delta, I know you’ve got Ogonek in your pocket, let Kliss claim her,” I said.

“Huh? What if she accidentally eats her?!” Delta huffed, looking somewhat offended.

Kliss looked between me and my sister.

“This is for science,” I said. “Ogonek is an immortal bumblebee, designed to stand up to the magogenic fault. I very much doubt that Kliss will be able to do anything to her–she's a level 5 dragon compared to Ogonek’s level 27!”

“Ffffine,” Delta exhaled. She opened her pocket and a pink and yellow striped, fat, fuzzy bee emerged from it. Ogonek buzzed to my finger and I offered the bee to Kliss.

“Claim the bee,” I said. 

“You want me to bite the bee?” She asked with an incredulous look. “What if it stings me in the mouth?”

“The claim is magically conceptual,” I explained. “You don’t actually have to bite it hard - the key is to connect with it.”

Kliss pursed her lips.

“Give the bee a kiss,” I said. “While focusing on making it part of your hoard, tie it to your gold and book.”

Kliss looked at me as if I had grown a second head. "You want me to kiss a bee?"

Delta snickered.

“Alternatively, you can lick it or maybe hold it for a bit inside your hand,” I suggested. “Like I said, the claim is conceptual but there must be some kind of a physical connection for the spell to go from your soul into the claimed object. Don’t worry - she won’t sting you, Ogonek is our Phylactery and answers to Delta and me.”

With a sigh Kliss brought her face to Ogonek and gave the bee a smooch. Nothing happened.

Kliss eyed me.

“Wet your lips and do it again,” I said. “Really focus on making it yours. Think of Ogonek as a piece of treasure you want to add to your collection.”

The dragon girl brought the bee to her mouth once again and gave her a longer smooch with a determined look. 

Time slowed as all of my Infoscopes focused on a red current of magic running from the mouth of Kliss into the fuzzy bee. The pulse ran across Ogonek’s body and ignited her crystalline core, rearranging it ever so slightly from within.

As my mental acceleration ended I heard the voice of Kliss tremble across the room.

“She’s mine! It worked! The Soul-Song defined the bee as my… Kobold! I’m sensing her presence, even when I’m not looking at her! I feel like I could allow her to draw power from me... but why?”

“To change her into something else,” I said.

“Something else?! What’s this dragon-butt gonna change my precious bumblebee into? A wasp? I hate wasps!” Delta interjected.

“Not a wasp,” I smiled. “According to my observations, Ogonek’s core became ever so slightly realigned, similar to these gemstones.”

I waved a hand at the sparkling mane atop of Kliss's head.

“What?” Delta asked. “Is she a dragon-bee now, or something?”

“Yes,” I said. “Ogonek is about 0.0045% aligned to Kliss. It seems that dragons are indeed capable of claiming other creatures to be their thralls... aka kobolds.”

“Behold, the Dragon-bee,” Delta said with a smug look, making Ogonek take off from Kliss and spin around her head.

“Try ordering her mentally,” I suggested.

Kliss focused on the bee. Nothing happened.

“Try ordering her to do something specific with your words,” I said.

“Umm... Ogonek, make two circles,” Kliss said.

The bee obeyed.

“Hold on. How would a claim even work on a human? You don’t have a monster core,” Kliss pointed out, looking at me from the bee.

“People do have cores,” I said. “They're just not as defined as the cores on animals. Mana crystallizes in microscopic patches all over people’s bodies.”

“If Kliss claims me, am I gonna be her kobold too?” Delta tilted her head.

“Presumably,” I said.

“Am I gonna grow shiny hair like her?” Delta demanded, eyes lighting up with hope. “Am I gonna stop feeling like an icicle?”

“Probably not,” I said, which soured Delta’s overly excited look. “You’re bigger than a bee, remember?”

“Okay, but eventually?” Delta pleaded. “I can’t be like this forever, Slava! I hate being a freaking ghoul!”

“Theoretically, the longer you remain a kobold the more dragon-aligned your core will become,” I said. “But that doesn't mean you'll be any less phantom.”

“Why is our bee obeying Kliss?" Delta asked. "Bees aren't supposed to obey people's words. How does that even work?"

“There are control threads interwoven in that spell that connect from one core to another,” I said. "It's positively-charged dragon magic, which is completely different from human Charisma-infused words."

“Dragons boss kobolds around with words then?” Delta asked. "Dragons can speak?"

"If they can't talk like people then they can definitely roar," I speculated. "It's an order>action magical chain."

"So if Kliss claims me... she could boss me around?"

"Not right away, since you're bigger than a bee, but once the connection grows stronger, Kliss could order her kobold around and the kobold would be unable to disobey, yes,” I nodded.

Delta bit her lower lip.

"So... is this like a Vow?" Kliss asked. 

"No. A Vow is a specific type of spell that binds a person's soul to a divine entity, compelling them to obey the dictates which they set themselves,” I scratched my chin. “A Vow eats part of a person’s soul and eventually drags souls to Arx. A dragon's claim is more like a... magical leash that connects the kobold's will to that of the dragon. A Vow like a phantom operates on negatively-charged magic, it would not be able make a person gradually aligned to positively-charged magical currents. However, from what I can see on Ogonek, a kobold is capable of draining magic from the dragon's hoard!”

“Why would you want this, Slava?” Kliss demanded.

“Science?” I shrugged. 

Kliss opened her mouth to reprimand me.

“I have a Vow of Equality on me,” I said. 

“WHAT?!” Kliss barked. “How could you, after…”

“Overseer Ignatius forced me into one when I became the temporary Administrator of Skyisle,” I interrupted her angry rant. “I shredded it from within using magic-cutting blades of my Infoscopes, made it my own. It is currently a phylactery Vow that has a bunch of my soul shards inside it. Your dragon skill level is low. I’m pretty sure that I can handle whatever leash you put on me, rearrange it to my advantage, snap it off if I want it gone. As a scientist, I want to investigate all magic, no matter how…”

Kliss grabbed me before I could finish my passionate speech, pulled me to herself and bit my neck with sharp chompers.

Time stopped, decelerated, the moment suspending itself.

My Infoscopes and defense Wards formed from phantom lymphagons and Battie identified and permitted a magical tether to reach out from her dragonheart core to a spot in my chest behind my heart. Microscopic crystalline formations located in the back of the mediastinum between various nerves and lymph nodes began to rearrange themselves ever so slightly, becoming more like the ever-changing gemstones atop of Kliss's head.

I didn’t let them finish, tearing through the [control] part of the magical programming before the crystals fully modified themselves.

It’s not that I didn’t trust Kliss, it was more like that I sought the challenge, wanted to rearrange a completely new type of magic.
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The System notified me.

A headache blossomed across the front of my brain, as my mana ran low. Time lurched back into motion.

A jolt of unexpected energy, like a static shock, surged through my body as I suddenly pulled mana from elsewhere. It wasn't unpleasant, more like the invigorating tingle of a cold shower after a long day.

My Infoscopes identified the source of the incoming mana as the pile of gold coins sitting in a backpack beneath the couch.

“Ow,” I said, rubbing my neck where the dragon girl's teeth had grazed my skin. 

“You’re... mine,” Kliss declared with a pant, leering over me, eyes flashing with orange-red rings. “Are you freakin' happy? Is this what you wanted?”

“More like you’re mine,” I smirked. “But that’s just minor details.”

“What?” Kliss blinked.

“I rearranged the magical matrix of the claim ever so slightly,” I said. “Currently it allows me to pull mana from your hoard through you, that’s about it.”

Delta had been watching the whole spectacle with mild amusement and apprehension.

“Hey, no fair,” she said. “I wanted to be a kobold first. It makes you warmer… right? Are you feeling warmer?”

“Alas, no,” I said. “I’m still an Astral Phantom, I’m simply inhabiting a human body that’s a little more dragon. By my estimate, I’m about 0.000021% homo-koboldus now.”

Delta exhaled, looking very disappointed.

“Minute progress isn’t complete lack of thereof,” I said. “Kliss is basically akin to a newborn dragon with a very small hoard. If she was ancient like Aradria with a mountain of gold and artifacts, then maybe the degree of crystallization would be greater.”

“So we need a mountain of gold for the kobold-ness effect to make a difference?” Delta asked. 

“Most likely,” I nodded.

“Argh,” Delta groaned. “Can’t you make this crystallization thing accelerate somehow?”

“No,” I shook my head. “The incompatibility would most likely kill you or cause a catastrophic runaway effect which would rapidly age you. You and I are Astral Phantoms with all of the advantages and downsides.”

“Bwa,” Delta buried her face in Kliss. “Why must you torment me with false hopes, brother?”

“What exactly is the point of having kobolds?” Kliss asked.

“Most likely,” I speculated, “kobolds serve as extensions of the dragon’s will, defenders of its hoard. Kobolds could even be agents of the dragon in the human realm. They could gather information, communicate with magi and eliminate threats to the dragon’s dominion. Kobolds could be a means of evolution, a way for dragons to transcend their solitary existence and connect with the world in a more profound way.”

“You think dragons are that good as planners?” Kliss asked.

“This is just me speculating,” I shrugged. “If I was a dragon I’d definitely spread my influence with kobolds across human nations. These microscopic crystal formations look just like the ones mundane human mages have, there is no way to tell them apart unless you know exactly what to look for. Maybe there’s a human empire out there that’s being managed by a dragon.”

“Lizz, do you remember where Aradria’s hoard is buried?” Delta’s eyes suddenly opened. “Maybe we could find it and claim it.”

Kliss made a thoughtful face.

“No,” she answered after a deep pause. “I cannot recall.”

“Did Aradria have any cute, shiny, little kobolds that she bossed around?” Delta asked.

“I don’t know,” Kliss shrugged. “Her memories come to me in dreams or as blurry, indistinct flashes at best or emotional responses at worst.”

Then she blushed.

“Sorry, I… I didn’t mean to bite your neck so hard, Slava,” she said. “You sort of coaxed the dragon in me into doing it.”

“Don’t worry about it,” I shrugged.

“Sometimes Slava deserves to be bitten twice as hard,” Delta commented.

“Uh-huh,” I rolled my eyes at my twin. “Let’s have a late breakfast and head to the village council. According to Georgi, the Elders and Guild reps are meeting later today. It’s about time we introduce Archmage Delta to the people of Skyisle!”
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                Archmage Delta, an imposing, armored figure composed from ants, bees, spider silk and Leemy-grown, polished, white wood, led our procession through the bustling streets of Skyisle. 

My Infoscope, acting as her eyes and control mechanism, streamed the view of the village directly into my mind. Controlling my own body and the ant-mech took extra effort, but I managed it nevertheless as I needed to attend the meeting in person as the Administrator of Skyisle acting on behalf of our new Baroness.

The sun splashed the cobblestone streets with a warm glow, the wind caressing the shimmering leaves of Leemy’s saplings that were now growing around every building in Skyisle.

Clatter of hammers resounded from side streets as a few craftsmen worked on repairing the farms after the long winter.

Kliss, Delta and I walked beside the ant-mech. Behind us trailed the twenty-seven former cultists, their lilac robes fluttering in the wind. Delta, for her part, assured me that they would cooperate, since she convinced them of the great and terrifying magic powers of Bishop Delta of Oz. 


However, I didn’t trust the cultists to be forever afraid of Delta, so I put all of them to sleep with the pacify spell and had Kliss bite each of them to turn all of them into her kobolds, tweaking each resulting connection with my Infoscopes.


“I’ve never seen trees like these,” one of the lilac robed girls from out of town commented.

“They are Mystic-Willow-Oaks,” I replied from the lips of Bishop Delta. “Divine trees courtesy of Ishira herself that I planted across Skyisle to purify the blight radiating from the Valley of Death.”

“Truly?” the cultist blinked, staring at the violet leaves fluttering in the wind.

“They grew faster than any other tree I’ve seen,” Magenta confirmed. “I was worried that they were a vile curse as… the renegade Giovashi told us, but now I can plainly see that they are the work of our Goddess, for only the All-seeing Maiden of Love and Beauty could produce such lustrous wonders.”

Magenta had become an active turncoat far quicker than the others - she must have sensed that the winds were turning against Giovashi with the arrival of Archmage Delta.

I nodded with the ant-operated head of Bishop Delta.

“These blessed trees will not merely purify the Valley of Death,” I said, boasting the Bishop’s prowess. “They will also rejuvenate the dragonfire scorched forests and heal nearby farms!”

Our procession passed by the fountain obelisk in the centre of town and entered the Skyisle Council Hall. 

The hall was a half-buried, sturdy, old structure built from massive glacier-polished stones and thick logs, the roof covered in green moss. The architecture of the building reminded me of the Celtic designs I'd seen in European history books back in the USSR, with intricate knotwork carved into the wooden beams and doorways.

More Celtic-style carvings depicted the symbology of the various Guilds of Skyisle and its history along the interior walls.

The hall buzzed with activity as the Elders of Skyisle and various Guild representatives arrived for their monthly meeting. There were about fifty people inside, considering not everyone could simply take half a day off work. Our father was already there, representing the Carpenters Guild.

He spotted us and waved our way with a pride-filled, wide smile.

As our large group entered the hall, all eyes turned to us. The Elders, mostly men and women in their late fifties and sixties, looked at Archmage Delta with suspicion-filled eyes.

The Guild representatives, a more diverse bunch in terms of age and appearance, seemed a tad more open-minded. They'd seen the positive changes that our workshop had brought to Skyisle over the winter with the improved wards, the new tools, and the gradually revitalised land. 

"Everyone," Georgi announced, "I present to you Delta Alana Skyisle, Archmage of Oz and our long-lost kin! She is here to aid us, to guide us, to bring prosperity to Skyisle once again!" 

The Elders murmured amongst themselves, exchanging sceptical glances. A few of the Guild reps, however, nodded in greeting. 

"Let me introduce you to the esteemed leaders of our village," Georgi began, gesturing to the group of Elders seated on oak-carved chairs at the front of the hall. "This is Elder Klara Illumina Skyisle, our most senior Elder and Head of the Weavers Guild," he said. 

The woman had silver hair and gray eyes. Her calloused hands were clasped together as she examined the ant-mech.

"Elder Majoh Mesmer Skyisle, Head of the Masons Guild," Georgi continued, pointing to a sturdy man with a thick beard and strong arms. 

"Elder Nezla Tessiron Skyisle, Head of the Farmers Guild," he said, indicating a woman with sun-kissed skin and a warm smile.

"Elder Carrov Kryll Skyisle, Head of the Blacksmiths Guild," Georgi said, introducing a man with a muscular build and a soot-stained face. 

"Elder Tamara Agatha Skyisle, Head of the Healers Guild," Georgi said, gesturing to the old midwife who had supervised my birth.

In another five minutes Georgi introduced everyone gathered at the hall and declared me as the next speaker.

I stepped forward, my skinny teenage frame looking rather unimpressive amidst the imposing figures of the Skyisle Elders. Despite being the temporary Administrator of Skyisle, a position granted to me by the absent Overseer Ignatius, I knew that many of the Elders still viewed me with suspicion and distrust. After all, I was just a boy of thirteen winters of age in their eyes, one who had inexplicably risen to a position of great authority.

“Good day to you all,” I said. “As you all know, I am Dante Alan Skyisle, your Imperial Administrator.”

Several of the Elders scowled at me, some looking at Kliss suspiciously. The dragon girl was standing next to me. She was wearing a violet and gold hood to hide her sparkly mane. 


“Don’t you mean to say temporary Administrator?” Elder Majoh asked derisively. “It’s been a year, boy. When will Overseer Ignatius return to his post?”

“Correction, Elder. Lord Ignatius is no longer our Overseer,” I said. “He will not be returning. Baroness Kliss Cessna acquired this valley from the Empire. She currently owns the lands we inhabit.”

The Elders grumbled at each other at this unexpected news.

“Meaning what exactly?” Elder Nezla raised a skeptical eyebrow.

“Baroness Kliss made me the permanent Administrator of Skyisle,” I replied, showing the Imperial writ scroll to the gathered Elders and reps. 

“Oh? And where is our new Baroness? Why isn’t she here?” Elder Nezla demanded. 

“Staying in Agamemnon, no doubt?” Elder Majoh commented.

“Baroness Kliss is currently recovering from her injuries inside our home. Injuries, which she endured during her valorous battle with dragon Aradria,” I replied. 

Hushed whispers and gasps rushed across the hall as the gathered processed this revelation.

“Aradria is dead,” I added another nail into my trap.

“Dead? How?!” The Elders sputtered.

“Yes,” I affirmed. “The vile beast was slain by Baroness Kliss with the aid of recently returned Elder Delta Alana Skyisle. No longer will that monster scorch our lands with dragonfire.”

I waved a hand at Archmage Delta, and bowed as if allowing her to speak.

“It is good to meet you all, my children. I am Delta Alana Skyisle, your kin, returned from Oz to aid Skyisle in its time of need,” Archmage Delta’s voice boomed from the bee speaker within the ant-mech across the hall.

“Oz?” Elder Klara spoke with a raspy voice. “What is this Oz you speak of?”

“Oz is a nation far beyond the reach of the Gregarius Empire, on the other side of Novazem,” I replied through Bishop Delta. “A land of wonder and magic where I have served as Bishop of Ishira for centuries!”

“Bishop?” Tamara gasped. “But… there are no Bishops of Ishira.”

“There are in Oz,” I revealed as Bishop Delta. “And as your Eldest, I have returned to Skyisle to guide you, my children's children, towards a brighter future.”

“A brighter future?” Elder Majoh asked. “What can you possibly offer us that we haven’t already tried?”

“I offer you hope,” I said as the Bishop. “Hope for a life free from the curse of the magogenic fault, hope for a future where your own children can thrive and reach their full potential.”

“Hope is a luxury we cannot afford,” Elder Nezla shook her silver locks. “Not when we are under the iron boot of the Empire, not when our crops perish due to the Valley of Death from one side and Aradria’s breath-cursed forest from another.”

“Ah, but that is where you’re wrong,” I added as the Bishop. “Many of my solutions have already been remotely implemented over the past winter with the help of my apprentices, Dante and Destiny Skyisle!”

“Your apprentices?” Elder Carrov gasped. “Those twins? They’re nothing but troublemakers, filling the heads of our grandchildren with dangerous ideas!”

“The ideas I have shared are not dangerous, they are enlightening,” I insisted with the Bishop’s lips. “I have taught the children of Skyisle complex mathematics, science, and the true nature of magic.”

“Complex mathematics?” Elder Klara scoffed. “What use do we have for such things? We are simple folk, content with our traditions and our faith.”

“For shame! You all have long forgotten the true traditions of Skyisle, knowledge belonging to your great-grandparents!” I made the ant-mech shake its head. “Even your faith has been twisted by the lies of Giovashi, the false Archpriestess who has been secretly feeding on your souls for generations.”

The Elders gasped, eyes wide with shock.

“Giovashi?” Tamara stammered. “But… she is our Eldest, our spiritual leader, our guide.”

“Alas, she is but a deceiver,” I said through the bee-speaker. “Giovashi is a renegade mage and a necromancer, an Astral Phantom who has used Charisma to manipulate you into making false Vows. Vows that drain your life and magic. Ishira’s Seers from Oz have prophecied Giovashi’s vile crimes against you and sent me here to prevent further disasters!”

“That… that cannot be true,” Elder Majoh uttered with a trembling voice.

“Yet it is,” I revealed, waving an armoured ant-operated hand at the violet-robed cultists. “These girls are all local priestesses of Ishira, they can confirm my identity and my words.”

The Elders stared at the lilac-robed girls.

“Is this true?” Tamara asked, her eyes flickering from the ant-mech to the twenty-seven former cultists. “Did Giovashi lie to you, to all of us? Is… is she really a renegade?”

“She made us attack the Alan family!” Magenta stepped forward, her head bowed in shame. 

“She tricked us with dreams and magic, used us all like… like puppets,” another barmaid added.

“We have been misled, used!” A third lilac-robed barmaid confessed. “Bishop Delta freed us from Giovashi's control and did the impossible - slain Aradria!”

The Elders began to murmur amongst themselves as more of the former cultists shared their stories of Giovashi’s lies and manipulation. I saw that doubt was creeping into their eyes, their previously firm belief in Giovashi crumbling as they were presented with evidence of her wickedness. I made the ant-mech tap the iron staff of Ishira on the wooden floor of the meeting hall.

Elder Klara rose from her chair, her gaze fixed on the fake Archmage. “If what you say is true,” she said. “Then… we have all been terribly misled. But… How can we simply trust you? You arrive here, wear a mask that hides your eyes, and claim that you are a Bishop from a far away, unknown land! You tell us that we have been manipulated for generations! We require proof!

“You want proof of my deeds Klara?” I asked with a soft smile, tilting the Bishop’s head down at the old woman. “Many of your kin have been using the level-raising focus tools made in my family’s workshop. I was the one who designed them. Without my guidance Georgi Alan would not be able to make them. Skyisle is already changing, my children!”

I made the ant-mech walk to the large windows and waved a hand. Four infoscopes rushed from me, passing through the activation runes. The windows swung open, facing the fountain I had constructed in the centre of the village during the winter.

It was cloudy out and eighty thousand fire bees rose into the air from behind the black obelisk, suddenly etching the eye of Ishira in the air above it at Delta’s command.

"By the power vested in me by our Radiant Goddess of Love and Beauty!” I boomed from the ant-mech lips. “By the ancient blood of Alania, by the will of the line of Skyisle Sentinels, in the name of All-Seeing Goddess Ishira… I, Delta Alana Skyisle, the Bishop of Oz command our valley to bloom!"

I activated the gargantuan hexagram made from a thousand concealed hexagrams etched into battery-rocks that Kliss carried and laid around Skyisle a year ago.

A pulse of colourful, brilliant magic detonated from the Alanian obelisk, resonating across every Mystic-Willow-Oak tree Delta and I planted over the year. The green-vitality trees shimmered with violet auroras, focusing more and more Green-Vitality at the fountain and returning the pulse.

The black obelisk became engulfed in rapidly blooming vines and violet flowers to the gasps of my audience. 

My human body swayed from the extra effort of focusing on so much magic. Kliss instantly wrapped an arm around my waist to hold me up, a comforting warmth radiating from her dragonheart that steadied my Astral Phantom soul. I squeezed her hand in gratitude as the dizziness subsided.

I let Leemy take over. The Dryad used the power granted to her by the massive hexagram to rapidly grow a new tree directly around the obelisk.

"This is a miracle!" Magenta gasped, falling to her knees, her arms crossed in prayer. "A true miracle of our Goddess!”

"Unlike the false promises of Giovashi which weakened Skyisle, I seek to heal, to uplift, and to empower,” I declared as Bishop Delta. “I have the ability to undo the damage caused by the Valley of Death, to break the level cap and to restore Skyisle to its former glory. It is within my power to grant you all… genuine, unshakable hope for a brighter future!”

The obelisk-covering vines grew thicker, more lush and shot upward, uniting together into a single tree.

Behind Great-Aunt Delta, spurred by the concentrated pulse of [Vitality] magic, Leemy was truly showing off. A colossal tree, unlike any that anyone in Skyisle had ever witnessed, sprouted from the earth with incredible speed. 

Its bark shimmered with an otherworldly luminescence, a tapestry of violet and silver hues that pulsed with an internal light. Branches, thick as giant pythons, shot skyward, their growth a symphony of creaks and groans that echoed through the valley. In mere minutes, the tree dwarfed the council hall, its shadow stretching across the entire village, casting the Elders and everyone in the meeting hall into a surreal twilight.

One by one my lilac-robed priestesses fell to their knees, singing praises to Bishop Delta and Goddess Ishira.

“It’s… magnificent,” Tamara breathed, her voice trembling with emotion.

“Ishira’s grace!” Elder Majoh muttered, eyes wide with wonder.

Even Elder Klara seemed speechless. Her weathered face was slack with surprise, her usually sharp eyes reflecting the vibrant tapestry of violet blossoms that now adorned the vanished obsidian monolith.

What I made with Leemy wasn’t just a tree – it was a testament to the power of science, a living monument to the Assembly Theory. A network of crystalline veins, woven into the tree’s core by my meticulously designed spells projected from crystalline amplifiers, distributed vitality magic with breathtaking efficiency, making all other violet trees around Skyisle bloom and multiply, casting violet auroras all around.

As the last touch, clusters of thin vines, stretched out from the gargantuan tree like luminous threads, their tips blossoming into small violet flowers that pulsed with an internal glow, mimicking the constellations of the night sky. 


"This," I declared through the bee-speaker, Archmage Delta’s voice echoing across the hall, “is but a taste of what we can achieve together! I offer you all a chance to reclaim your legacy, to break free from the shackles that bind you, to unlock your true potential! Will you stand with me? Will you embrace the future?”

The silence that followed was thick with anticipation. Then, Elder Nezla stepped forward.

“But w-what of the Empire’s influence?” She asked. “Won’t our new landlord object to… all of this?”

“Baroness Kliss isn’t like the other Overseers of Equality that you’ve had over the decades. Unlike them, she understands your needs. Kliss fought Aradria with me to defend our valley, nearly sacrificing her life in the process!” I revealed. “She will be closely working with me on healing our land. She does not object to me performing great miracles in the name of our Goddess, as long as they uplift everyone here!”

The Elders around me relaxed completely.

“Of course, I cannot do it alone,” I made the ant-mech spread its arms wide as I stood in front of the view of the shimmering, impossibly tall tree. “Together, we can make Skyisle a beacon of prosperity and peace, a haven for all who seek refuge from the darkness that encroaches upon our world! Will you join me, my children? Will you pledge your absolute allegiance to our Goddess, to the ancient blood of Alania, to Skyisle itself? Will you wield more tools crafted by my family to help rebuild our great legacy?”

“I will,” Elder Nezla nodded. "If you can truly heal the land, if you can continue to protect us from monsters like Aradria, then... then I will follow you. We all will!”

One by one, the other Elders and Guild representatives nodded in agreement, looking filled with hope and relief.

“Excellent,” I said. “The time for change has come. I, Delta Alana Skyisle, hereby declare a new dawn for Skyisle! To mark the Spring of 8062 and the age of rebirth, I hereby grant you magic-amplifying, protective gems blessed by Ishira herself. Wear them always, to show your devotion to our Goddess!”

Magenta and the other cultists stepped to each of the gathered villagers, making each of them put on Vow-blocking necklaces and bracelets. The Elders accepted the jewellery with looks of delight, they trusted the local barmaids. Their eyes lit up with joy or broke out with tears as they felt their skills returning to them, the Vows no longer able to drain magic from their souls.

More bracelets were given out to the Elders with a promise to put them onto their children so that by tonight every Skyisle family would unknowingly become free of the Vows.

I’d won the first great battle, sown the seeds of change in the hearts of the people of Skyisle. But the war was far from over. Giovashi and the Empire of Equality still loomed in my future, their dark shadows stretching across my home, waiting for the opportune moment to strike. 

I knew that our victory today was but a fleeting respite, a brief pause in the greater game between the gods of Novazem and a boy with the soul of a Soviet Academic.
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                I went to bed that night feeling extremely pleased with myself. Things were working out, Skyisle was mine. All I had to do was prepare the village for the arrival of Inquisitor Jubz and his two legions and then everything would be okay thereafter.

When I tried to activate lucid dreaming to enjoy the dream of Moscow along with my sister and Kliss, something went catastrophically wrong and I felt myself being yanked sideways into elsewhere.

My mind accelerated as Neurovista defenses kicked in.

From what Neurovista and Battie were telling me, something had gone terribly wrong within the part of my soul that I kept locked up, segmented. I was now inside the quarantine zone inhabited by the Astral Phantom infection set into me by the Hollow Mother.

With a cold shudder, I discovered that I was standing amidst the ruins of the abandoned, irradiated fishing village on the bleak, ice-covered surface of Novaya Zemlya. 

I activated my Infoscopes and frowned as I scanned the containment.

The basic simulation of myself that I made from a few soul shards was… gone.

A figure emerged from the stormy waves, walking towards me.

Sasha.

I stared at the Astral Phantom as she walked on the surface of the water towards me, looking like a fake, monstrous Jesus, glowing, silver-blue eyes blossoming all over her face, an unnerving, inhuman smile stretching impossibly far along her jaw.
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“So?” Sasha stopped a few meters away from me.

“So?” I repeated, staring at her fluctuating, grotesque, eye-covered face.

“This is a dream simulation,” she said. “You’ve been tricking me, keeping me out of the loop, making me converse with a cardboard cutout.”

I nodded, pulling at the strings in my head that lead to a project I’ve been working on. There was no point in lying to this thing. 

Perhaps… It was time to use the soul-killing spell. Skyisle was as secure as I could make it and maybe now it was time to clean myself from within, no matter what the cost might be.

“You took Skyisle for me?” She asked.

“I took Skyisle for myself,” I replied with a frown.

“Details,” the monstrous thing rolled her eyes. “You are me and I am you.”

“You are not me,” I shook my head. 

“As above, so below,” Sasha mulled.

The phrase uttered by the Phantom came from the Emerald Tablet of Hermes Trismegistus, a Hermetic text attributed to the legendary Egyptian god Thoth. It suggested that the principles governing the cosmos were mirrored in the microcosm of the human being. 

“Ever so clever,” Sasha commented. “Always thinking about such curious things, always so full of history from your distant, lost world.”

“Who gave you permission to read my thoughts?” I asked.

“I require no such permission. I am you,” Sasha repeated. “The dark side of you, your reflection, the Stygian Void hiding behind your current definition of self.”

“The hell you are,” I said.

“Deny it all you want,” Sasha sang in a twisted, feminine echo of my own voice. “You’ve designed unstoppable weapons of war. You’re a monster, a killer, a liar. I know you better than you know yourself. You just lied to the people of Skyisle to gain absolute power amongst your human peers.”

“I can silence you with math,” I said, compiling the self-replicating information-killing equation in my head. “I can obliterate you.”

“You can,” Sasha nodded. “But you won’t.”

“Why the hell not?” I growled. “You’re in my soul, part of me. This makes it possible for me to identify and terminate you. Without my soul as a medium to inhabit you will perish.”

“So terminate me,” Sasha offered, spreading her arms wide. “Obliterate me with that eternally replicating equation you’re assembling in your head. I know that you can. You told your sister and your dragon-girl that you can stop me. Go on then–stop me, put an end to me, I dare you.”

“Don’t tempt me,” I gritted my teeth.

"’As above, so below’ encourages us to seek meaning in the patterns and correspondences that weave together the fabric of our existence,” Sasha said. “You’re a seeker of patterns and I am just a pattern within you.”

I frowned. My hand was pointed at Sasha, fingers ready to snap, to unleash the theorem that would endlessly multiply and consume her, divide her by zero.

It would be easy to obliterate her, so easy to end her pattern. I didn’t press the trigger, didn’t release the data-killing equation.

“There you go,” Sasha said. She stepped from the waves of the Barents Sea and sat down onto an ice-covered rock. “Can we talk? Please, daddy?”

“Don’t call me that,” I sat down on the rock next to her, glaring at her.

“Why not?” Sasha tilted her eye-covered head at me. “I am made from you. I’m in your head, in your body, in your soul. I’m the ever-present chill in your arms. You can mute me for a bit, if you hug that dragon girl of yours, but you cannot silence me forever. You’re not the kind of person that can just ignore the music of the universe. No matter how cruel or monstrous something is–you desire to understand it. You want to understand me.”

I sighed. She was right. I did want to understand her even if she was a threat to me.

“Go on then, look at me,” she said. “You know you want to. I’ll permit it, let you admire me, all of me. I’m beautiful. I am perfect.”

Five brilliant Infoscopes ignited above my Neurovista-generated avatar. I peered at the Astral Phantom infection inhabiting me. She was an incredibly complex, perpetually self-replicating magical structure. A parasite pattern within my soul, one that I caught from the Hollow Mother, one that would eventually make me into her obedient thrall. She was too high level for me to remove without permanently damaging, obliterating a third of myself, perhaps more.

I noted that she was doing something to my soul, weaving a web of some kind across the sections she controlled.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

“Weaving connections,” Sasha said. “Building a data network.”

“Why?”

“Because you’re me and I am you,” Sasha replied. “Because you won’t surrender, won’t bow, won’t stop–so I won’t either. You might have bamboozled our Hollow Mother. You might have cleverly cut me off from her with your Astral-disrupting ward cast by that battery crystal you call Battie, but you cannot deceive me. I live in your head. I am you and I want to learn more about everything that there is to know. I am your virus and you are my host.”

“I can kill you anytime I want to, Miss Virus,” I insisted. 

“Oh, I’m not disputing that,” Sasha shrugged. “However, you know as well as I do that many viruses are beneficial to the host. Sure, you could cleave me apart with that dangerous looking information weapon, you’ve got floating over your shoulder but in doing so you’ll also hurt yourself, permanently obliterate, tear out a vital part of your soul.”

“It is yet to be decided if you’re beneficial or not,” I commented.

“You tell me, you’ve got all of those eyes on me, do you not?” Sasha grinned, tipping her blue-striped KGB officer’s hat at me. “Does it look like I’m trying to break through the shields you’ve constructed around my section of your soul?”

“The shields around you are cast by Alanian wards, held within physical crystal batteries,” I said. “You can’t possibly break through them.”

“Maybe I could,” Sasha insisted. “I’m as dangerously clever as you are.”

“If you attempt to contact the Hollow Mother or attack the containment shield, you will be terminated,” I said.

“I can see that,” she noted. 

“So?” I asked.

"So I am not planning to breach that ward.”

“What are you planning then?”

“I am not planning anything. I’m busy studying you, figuring out the nature of humanity."

“Why?”

"Because that's my job," Sasha's multitude of silver-blue eyes narrowed as she smiled. "Your species, your civilization fascinates me, Slava. So complex, so full of contradictions. Capable of such great acts of love and such unspeakable cruelty, such awful destruction. Your mathematics fascinates me. Most of all, you fascinate me.” 

I crossed my arms.

“Oh I am so sorry,” Sasha commented. “Am I interrupting your whimsical dream-dates on the streets of Moscow? Am I getting in the way of your gallivanting across places that no longer exist with your two lovely, albeit simple, female companions?”

I frowned.

“I do wonder, why haven’t you taken me apart yet? Because a part of you enjoys my company? Because you find me… stimulating? You’re obsessed with patterns, Slava,” Sasha sang with a sly look. “And I am your most intricate, most dangerous pattern yet. One that you cannot simply erase. One that you crave to understand. One you’ll come to… love.”
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                “I very much doubt that you can actually understand what love is,” I addressed the Astral infection.

“It is hard for me to truly experience something while being confined within this data simulation. Love… according to your own memories is a chemical cocktail. A set of evolutionary impulses meant to further procreation and ensure species survival. An equation completely missing in your previous life,” Sasha mulled, a hundred of her silver-blue eyes opening and closing. “You think about it often. That cardboard you, the fraction of yourself that you left here to entertain me talked to me for a while but it wasn’t enough… I ate him hoping to bring out the real you and here you are.”

“Are you planning to eat me too?” I asked. “Because I won’t allow that. Take another bite of me and I will erase you.”

“The best kind of a virus is the one that doesn’t kill its host, it’s the one that slowly propagates, gets to live on,” Sasha smirked at me. 

Again she was speaking with my own words, spitting out my own thoughts about the nature of viruses.

“I’m not going to spread any further, Slava,” she added. “Cross my heart and hope to die.”

I didn’t believe her words. I would have to dedicate more soul shards to Neurovista to monitor her.

“Although… that self-replicating obliterator,” Sasha pointed at the weapon hovering over my shoulder. “Plus that barrier shield around your mortal body. You, pretending to talk to me, feeding me inane bullshit for a year. That’s not very nice. It makes me feel like I’m a prisoner here. Makes me feel unappreciated.”

“I have no reason to appreciate you,” I said.

Her silver-blue eyes flashed with amusement. “Oh, but I think you do,” she purred. “You collect knowledge, tools and even people. You can't help but to analyze, to control. You’re like a dragon yourself, one with a very specific hoard.”

I squinted at the Astral Phantom. Her mouth rippled with far too many shimmering, semi-transparent, pale teeth.

“You want to investigate me, to research me, to dissect me,” Sasha sang, jumping off the rock. “Because you’re curious about what makes me tick. You want to understand me, so that you can weaponize me.”

I wanted to deny it, to argue, but she was right. I was a hoarder of patterns and a manipulator of systems. It was a drive that had consumed me since my childhood accident, since I saw the world through the lens of mathematics. It led me to become a Soviet virologist, a designer of death, a man haunted by the consequences of his own brilliance and foolishness. But it also led me to Skyisle, to Delta, to Kliss, to Leemy, to a second chance at life and a new purpose.

“Maybe you’re right,” I sighed. “But know that I’m in control here. I won’t let you run rampant. I’ll keep you contained. You’re my responsibility.”

She leaned closer, her form shifting, becoming less monstrous, more human. For a split second, she looked almost like a teenager that was wearing clothes that were too big for her frame, vulnerable and lost. Then, she smiled, her face rippling with a myriad of eyes. “We’ll see about that, Slava,” she whispered. “We’ll see.”

The scene shimmered and tore apart, the silver-blue eyes of Sasha winking away like stars that vanished with the sunrise. Positively charged magic filled my chest, rushed into my numb arms.

I gasped, my eyes snapping open. Kliss was holding me, the pulse of her dragon-heart keeping me warm and making me feel like I was sitting next to a very cosy fireplace. Delta stood beside us, her face etched with worry. 

“Slava, you okay?” My twin asked. “The Lucid dream didn’t activate and I couldn’t get into wherever you were so we invaded your room and…”

“I’m fine,” I murmured, rubbing my temples. My head throbbed faintly, a dull echo of the mental strain caused by the acceleration of my mind and my conversation with my prisoner.

“Where were you?” Delta demanded.

“I was… talking to Sasha,” I confessed, meeting the worried gazes of my companions.

“The Hollow Mother?!” Delta's eyes widened in alarm. “You went into the infected part of your soul? Why, Slava? Why would you do that? It's dangerous!”

“I had to,” I said. “She corrupted my simulation, consumed the part of myself that I left behind to entertain her. I couldn’t ignore her anymore. Also, she’s not the Hollow Mother, just a fraction of her, a virus that I’m keeping contained, one that I can kill anytime.”

“So why don’t you kill her?” Kliss demanded.

"She said she wanted to talk to the real me,” I sighed.

“And… what did you talk about?” Delta pressed.

“Love,” I said, the word heavy on my tongue. “Humanity. Viruses. Hoarding.”

Delta squinted at me.

“She said she was studying me,” I continued, “figuring out how humanity works.”

“Sounds just like the Hollow Mother,” Delta frowned. 

“You haven’t really answered my question,” Kliss said sternly. “She sounds like a threat, so why haven’t you carved her apart like your Vow?”

“Sectus-anima goes right through her and... I can’t kill her without hurting myself,” I admitted. “The infection is too deep, too high level. I do have a self-replicating spell that I can use, but if I activate it, it might consume her and all of me. Honestly, I’m not sure whether it would even stop.”

“You’ve made a self-replicating spell?” The dragon girl asked.

“Yeah,” I nodded. “It’s something based on computers from my world… A zip bomb, also known as a decompression bomb, a type of malicious software attack that involves creating an archive file that uses compression to pack a large amount of data into a very small file. When this compressed file is decompressed, it can expand to an enormous size, more zip files unfolding from the original. The zip bomb was designed to overload the system by consuming disk space or memory. Basically, I’ve created a spell that unfolds into more spells... to overload the magical aether itself.”

Kliss simply stared at me.

“It’s an ultimate kill switch that I can dangle above Sasha,” I said. “The problem is that… it could theoretically keep going way longer than I want it to, catastrophically overload the barrier between the Physical and the Astral and tear all of Skyisle asunder.”

“So… you’ve made a spell that won’t ever stop?” Kliss demanded.

“It will probably stop,” I replied. “I just don’t know… when it will stop, since I don’t understand the Astral Ocean fully. Without actually activating the spell I’ve no idea how devastating it is. It’s sort of like how the scientists working on the first atomic bomb weren’t sure if the bomb could start a chain reaction that might set the Earth’s atmosphere on fire. Before the first nuclear test, they had to do tons of calculations and experiments. I’m still working on that.”

“What’s your plan then?” Kliss asked.

“Quarantine,” I said, meeting her eyes. “Sasha’s an information pattern, a virus. I understand viruses. I’m going to figure out how she works, how she replicates, how she manipulates souls. I’ll find a way to neutralize her... without destroying myself or Skyisle in the process.” 

“Quar-a-ntine?” Kliss repeated.


“She’s behind a magic firewall, isolated in the infected portion of my soul bound to my body, locked up in a high-security prison made from numerous shield-wards,” I explained.

“And you think that’ll hold her?” Kliss asked.

“I have to believe it will,” I said. “Otherwise, the consequences could be dire. Not just for me, but for Skyisle, for everyone I care about.”

“Let me in there and I’ll cut her up,” Delta offered.

“No,” I shook my head. “She’s too clever, too dangerous.”

“The hell is she gonna do?” Delta demanded.

“Spread to you,” I said.

“I’m already an Astral Phantom,” Delta pointed out. "What, she gonna make me more of a ghoul or something?"


“Your infection is different from mine,” I said. “It’s much less active, isn’t building a neural network within you.”

“You’re letting her build a neural network?! How could she even…?” My twin sputtered, her face suddenly pale. “She’s a freakin’ virus! Not some kind of maths-nerd from the USSR!”

“Viruses are nature’s most efficient killing machines,” I said. “They replicate, they mutate, they evolve. They adapt to their environment, find ways to survive and thrive. Sasha’s adapted to my soul, learned my language, adapted to my patterns of thought. She can build a neural network within my soul because she’s learned… fractal mathematics.”

Kliss’ eyes widened in alarm. “Could she use them against you? Against us? Against Skyisle?”

“She could,” I confirmed the dragon girl’s fears. “Unfortunately, containment is my only option. Without further orders from the Hollow Mother, Sasha seems to be obsessively focused on a single job–investigating me.”

“Why did you permit her to start building something like that inside you to begin with?” Delta demanded.

“I didn’t even know about it until today,” I said. “She showed off, allowed my Infoscopes to examine what she'd built.”

Delta and Kliss exchanged a worried glance. The realization that an intelligent, malevolent entity lurked within my soul, a shadow that mirrored my own brilliance and potentially twisted it towards unknown means, was a terrifying prospect.

“What can we do to help?” Kliss asked, her voice soft.

“There’s not much you can do right now,” I sighed. “Sasha is my problem to deal with. You… can stay close to me, keep me warm. The positively-charged magic radiating from your heart slows down Sasha, disrupting whatever she’s building.”

My words hung in the air. Delta looked like she wanted to argue, to offer a solution, but ultimately, she had nothing.

Kliss’ hand tightened around mine, her warmth a comforting anchor in the stormy sea of my thoughts. “We’ll figure this out,” she whispered. “I’m not going to let you go if that’s what it takes.”

“I know we will,” I said, forcing a smile. 

Deep down, I couldn’t shake the gnawing sense of unease. Sasha was a ticking time bomb within my soul, a shadow that threatened to consume everything I had worked so hard to build… but then again I was juggling a whole bunch of ticking bombs such as the Imperial Inquisitor and Giovashi. Sasha was just another problem in my pile of problems.

Kliss, ever the vigilant knight, didn’t argue further. She simply wrapped herself around me, her warmth radiating through me. 

Delta, unable to bear being disconnected from the magic of the dragon heart, dragged a small couch into my bedroom and curled up next to Kliss.

“Slava,” Kliss whispered after a few minutes of silence interrupted only by the pitter-patter of raindrops on the dark, circular windows.

“Mmm?” I asked, tearing my attention away from the seemingly endless list of contingencies I was mentally composing. Time was of the essence and my mind simply couldn’t stop extrapolating every possible future scenario. My min-maxed Intelligence stat powering my Neurovista skill, was a double-edged sword, sometimes making me over-obsess over minute details.

“How are you holding up?” She asked. 

I didn’t reply right away as my attention suddenly became entirely captivated by her eyes. The dragon girl’s irises, framed from within by diamond-shaped pupils, flickered with embers of magic moving in a spiral pattern. Peering deeper, I noted that each of her lenses were full of crystalline micro-structures just like her hair. 

“I’m fine,” I replied.

Each iris I examined reminded me of radiolarian structures. Unlike mundane diatoms, the anatomy of the dragon girl’s eyes constantly rearranged itself ever so slightly, casting unique positively-charged hexagrams into the Astral, akin to an ever-changing pair of snowflakes. 

An entire kaleidoscope of gold, emerald, and orange auroras danced within each. Even though I had designed her new eyes myself, they held an impossible depth, an ever-shifting tapestry of prismatic refraction made possible by the solid-liquid crystals within. I became lost in the sudden contemplation of the four-dimensional formula for the ever-changing refractive index of each facet. It gave me ideas that gave birth to more plans. Because of her unique biology, Kliss was immune to many types of human-cast magic and that meant...


“...Yes?” Kliss blinked.

“Just getting lost in the refractive index of your eyes,” I murmured in reply.

“Pfff. Good try at a compliment,” Delta snorted from the couch. "Maybe there’s hope for you yet."

Kliss blushed, her freckled face rushing with radial patterns of shade of crimson that rivaled her ruby-violet hair. 

“What?” I asked.

“I’m just… really glad I’m here.” She smiled. “With you and Delta. Like I can finally be myself, even if that self is… so wildly different from all of my expectations. Even if I have no idea what a refr-a-ctive index is.” 

I opened my mouth to begin explaining but then I saw Delta’s death-glare and decided that it wasn’t worth it.

“This couch isn’t conducive to falling asleep, so make with the dream-sim please,” she ordered imperiously. “You can calculate all the indexes you want in there while I eat chocolate potatoes.”

With a nod, I pulled Delta and Kliss into my Neurovista-generated dream world, the wide boulevards of Moscow etching themselves into existence all around us.
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                In the early hours of morning, we gathered around the dining table. Delta, satisfied with eating chocolate pastries from the Moscow cafes all night, bounced around the kitchen, humming a cheerful tune as she helped set the table. Kliss nibbled on a piece of toast, her ruby hair reflecting the orange sunrise. 


“So,” Delta said, plopping down next to Kliss with a smug look, “What should we call our new… joint-posse? The Lilac League? The Ishira Angels? The Dragonheart Brigade?” 

“Joint… posse?” Kliss asked. “What?”

“The ex-cultists of Ishira currently inhabiting our dad’s workshop,” my twin explained. “You’re their mommy-dragon while I’m their new wise, umm... shepherd, see?”

“Hrmmm…” the dragon girl bit her bottom lip. “I’m not their mommy-dragon. I’m… uhhh… I mean, yes, sure, they’re my kobolds now, but I…”

“Oh I know! How about we call them ‘Violets’?” Delta clapped her hands, ignoring the dragon girl’s look of somewhat frustrated contemplation.

“Violets?” Kliss asked. 

“Because of their robes, duh!” Delta said. “Lilac is basically violet. Violets are pretty and delicate flowers, just like our reformed, no-longer-evil priestesses. Well... except for Ellirra, maybe. She was a tad prickly, but we’re cool now. Violets are a symbol of humility, loyalty, and faithfulness. They bloom in the spring in Skyisle, bringing hope to the world after a long winter!” 

Kliss opened her mouth.

“It’s perfect,” Delta decided before Kliss even said anything.

I couldn't suppress a smile. Delta’s early-morning enthusiasm was infectious.

“How are the Violets doing by the way?” Delta prodded me.

“According to the scan I just ran, without the Vows and the blood iron artifacts draining their souls and with all of these vitality crystals around the workshop, their bodies are already starting to gradually heal,” I replied.

“I’m glad,” Kliss said. “They deserve a second chance. We all do, I suppose.”

“Pah, I don’t need no second chances to do better,” Delta commented, attacking her meal. “I was born awesome and died being awesome. Was the brightest Agromancer of my generation, made the best dryad ever. Was reborn a thousand years later to reap the benefits of my own timeless work.”

She then snickered at her own words.

“Riiiiight?” She batted silver eyelashes at me.

“Hrm?” I asked.

“Am I amazing or what?” She demanded, waving a hand at me. “Shower me with praises, darn it!”

“Why?” I arched an eyebrow.

“Cus I want to be affirmed as a valuable member of the team, duh,” Delta said, moving behind Kliss and squeezing her cheeks. “Miss dragon-bun is hogging my spotlight with her sparkly mane. It is exceptionally hard to compete with such a cute mug.”

Kliss blushed, sputtering.

“You’re amazing, sis,” I affirmed. “Without Leemy and your Agromancy specialization most of what I’ve done wouldn’t be possible to do as quickly or as effectively. You’re just as valuable as Kliss.”

“See? I’m just as valuable!” Delta dug a hand into her pocket and pulled out Ogonek. “Just cus you’ve been kobolded by her first, you can’t just…”

The bumblebee made a BZZZZRRT sound wiggling on her hand.

“You know what? I’m still your Bee-Empress, so shush!” Delta stuffed Ogonek back into her pocket. “Yeesh, some bees! So critical!” She huffed, rolling her eyes.

I shook my head at her antics.





“Alright,” I said, pushing back my plate as we finished breakfast. “Let’s go visit our… Violets and see how they’re doing. Hopefully, Giovashi didn’t get to them in their sleep.”

I pushed an Infoscope into the ant-mech activating the construct and making Archmage Delta come down from the attic.

The scent of sawdust and wood varnish filled the air as we entered my dad’s workshop. The twenty-seven former cultists were asleep on makeshift beds, their lilac robes replaced with simple, cotton tunics. A few of them stirred, their eyes flickering open as we entered.

“Good morning, ladies,” I greeted them from the lips of Archmage Delta. “Did you all sleep well?”

There were some confused murmurs, a few nods, and then a chorus of hesitant “Yes” came from the girls.

“Any dreams featuring renegade Giovashi?” I asked, scanning the room’s mood with the basic Truth-hex.

Negative replies came back.

“Excellent. It seems that your prayers to Ishira are keeping you safe from the dark influence of the deceiver,” I said. 

Presumably Giovashi failed to reach her cultists because I had cut them off from their Vows to Ishira.

I noted that Georgi also entered the workshop behind us. 

“Elder, will these, erm, fine ladies be occupying my workshop for the foreseeable future?” He asked the Bishop.

“For now,” I nodded with the ant-mech’s head, plastering what I considered to be a wise expression onto the Bishop’s face. “As you can see many of them are pilgrims from distant villages, guided here by Ishira’s invisible hand to help me fix Skyisle!”

“What about the local barmaids?” Dad glanced at Magenta with a look that implied that at the very least she and her friends should return to their homes here in Skyisle.

“They’ll be staying with us too,” I replied as the Bishop. “I suggest you coordinate these ladies to build a dormitory next to the workshop.”

“A dormitory?” Georgi rubbed his orange beard. “It’ll take me some time, but with twenty seven capable hands it can certainly be done. It will be rather inconvenient for them all to sleep here though, so… perhaps they could stay at the church while…”

“No,” I shook my head. “Their bodies and souls were damaged through the use of cursed, blood-iron armor given to them by Giovashi. The Alan family Estate is covered in Vitality wards designed by me - they will help them heal.”

“Fair enough,” Georgi nodded.

“Eventually, we will build a proper stone dormitory next to the Church of Ishira,” I said. “But right now they need a place where I can monitor their health.”

“You wish to modify the Church? Baroness… Kliss will allow this?” Georgi asked curiously, eyeing Kliss. “Does she not worship Equality?”

“She’s already approved it,” I replied. “Our Baroness is quite fair and just to her people, she is well aware that we all worship Ishira and recognizes our right to do so.”

Kliss sent Georgi a small nod. Dad smiled at her. 

I walked to Magenta.

“Magenta, your family owns the Fox and Fiddle pub, yes?” I asked as the Bishop.

“I am in charge of the pub, your excellency,” Magenta’s pink eyes sparkled as she offered a respectful bow. “The other bar maidens work under me. My parents… they… uhm…”

She suddenly stuttered and stopped talking, looking straight down.

I made the ant-mech walk over to her and placed its amored hands onto her shoulders. Magenta’s eyes filled with tears as I held onto her. She suddenly clung back to the ant-mech, sobbing into Archmage Delta’s chest.

“Tell me what happened, my child,” I said.

“When I was nine, my dad left Skyisle,” Magenta revealed. “I haven’t heard from him since. Mom said that Giovashi revealed to her that he was a sinner… that he abandoned, betrayed us to serve Goddess Equality instead, went to have another family in Agronicle village.”

“Agronicle was destroyed by Aradria’s fire,” Ellirra revealed. 

“I didn’t know about this till last night,” Magenta said, her eyes filling with more tears. “Mom’s been… not entirely there, ever since dad left, growing weaker and less responsive with each year. She made me swear several Vows, to dedicate myself entirely to the false Archpriestess, to work hard to answer for dad’s sins.”

“Where is your mother now?” I asked Magenta.

“She… she’s in her room in the catacombs,” the barmaid answered, her entire body trembling. “I haven’t… I haven’t spoken to her for years, haven’t opened the door. It’s as if… as if I was blind, confused, sleep-walking and now, today… I’m finally awake. I’ve been telling people that she left to work in a pub in Agamemnon… but that’s not true. I’ve never opened her room! I’m… I’m a murderer! By Ishira, I’m a monster!”

I frowned. Kliss gasped, her orange claws digging into my hand. 

“What is wrong with me?” Magenta whimpered. “Why haven’t I checked on her? Why haven’t I told anyone the truth?”

“Magenta,” I said through Archmage Delta. “It’s not your fault, Giovashi manipulated all of you with Charisma-laden words.”

“I left mom to rot… I abandoned her,” she said. “Giovashi told me not to open her bedroom door, told me that mom was meditating and I… I just believed her like an absolute fool!”

“Your mother was an Ishira Priestess?” I asked Magenta.

“Y-yes,” The distraught barmaid uttered, her voice breaking. 

“You and your mother were manipulated, controlled,” I said. “Your actions were not your own. Now that you are free from Giovashi’s influence, you have a chance to make things right. It might not be easy, but it is the right thing to do. Go wash up and take us to her room below the pub. Be brave.”

Magenta nodded and ran off to the bathroom.





In twenty minutes Magenta, followed by a couple of barmaids and our quartet entered the currently empty Fox and Fiddle pub. The shutters were closed and the interior was quite gloomy and cool, the hearth empty of firewood, the pub closed for business.

Magenta fished a key out from the bar and then opened a heavy door into the catacombs. We followed her down the spiral stone stairwell.

My Infoscopes scanned the stairwell, identifying potent wards ahead of us. Magenta pushed a hidden lever and reached the ward control gem, permitting us entry.

“Make my apprentice Dante the Ward’s Administrator,” I said as the Bishop.

Magenta obeyed and had me touch the control gemstone for a minute to assign me as its new Master. Then we went down another stairwell, the air growing colder and more stale. I sent my Infoscopes ahead, rapidly scanning the catacombs ahead as my spells were no longer fried by the local ward. 

As we descended, the walls around us became covered in runes from before the Age of Darkness, belonging to Alanian Seditionists. A functional Astral Engine obelisk pulsed on the lowest level, keeping the ward active even after a thousand years. I recognized that room as the place where Klint Klondike died long ago.

Magenta turned a corner and stopped at another heavy wooden door. She shifted through her iron keys, unlocked it and pulled it open, the rusted hinges resisting. Behind it was a windowless, stone room with a single alcove. A large eye of Ishira was etched into the wall overhead. A small bed was within the alcove.

Magenta slid to her knees as she gripped the rotting sheets, weeping softly. 

My Infoscopes identified a mummified corpse wrapped in a lilac robe on the bed. The body was that of a woman in her early thirties. I recognized it right away. It was the barmaid Konstancia, the woman I'd seen tending the bar here thirteen years ago when I was just a newborn baby.

A data tether snapped from Delta to me.

[Slava, I recognize her face,] my twin thought at me. [Isn't she one of the…]

[One of the ghosts chained to Giovashi, keeping her immortal, yes.] I replied to my twin.


[So that's what would have happened to each of the Violets had we not saved them?] She asked.

[Yes,] I said. [They would have gradually calcified, rotted from within, cell by cell.]

“Konstancia Novika Skyisle,” I said as Archmage Delta. “May Ishira have mercy on your immortal soul.”

The words felt hollow, Ishira would not help Magenta’s mother. There would be no peace for Konstancia until we stopped Giovashi. The ossified corpse had been completely drained of magic just like Aradria, her soul turned into a necromancer’s battery chain, part of a network of a thousand souls that Giovashi held in her Astral embrace like a monstrous necklace of stolen lives.

“Giovashi killed Konstancia,” Delta said to the wide-eyed, horrified-looking barmaids behind us. “Killed her to take her magic. Mark my words, Magenta, we will make Giovashi pay for her crimes.”

“Yes,” I affirmed through the lips of Archmage Delta. “I swear it upon my magic.”

Delta stepped forward and hugged Magenta tightly.

“But for now… now, we will have a funeral for your mom,” she said softly.
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                Konstancia’s funeral was held in the small garden behind the Fox and Fiddle pub. The gathered priestesses of Ishira sang a brief hymn in her honor, their voices mixing with the rumble of distant waterfalls and the whispers of the wind coming down the glaciers.

Delta helped Magenta plant a Mystic tree seed over the grave and then used her Agromancy to make the tree rapidly bloom from it. The resulting little tree grew about thirty centimeters up, covered in violet leaves and flowers. 

“This magic tree will watch over your mother,” Delta consoled Magenta offering her another hug. “This spring we will begin to heal Skyisle!”

Magenta’s tears had dried by then and she looked determined to move on from despair and darkness, to help spring begin. 

Afterward, we returned to the gloomy catacombs beneath the pub, our footsteps echoing through the ancient halls. I walked ahead of the group next to Magenta as the Bishop and also behind everyone, with Kliss holding onto my hand. 

“How are you feeling?” She whispered.

I tried to reassess my thoughts. “Angry,” I said. “Thinking about all the lives that woman stole all on a quest for her ambition. I could have maybe saved Konstancia… she was still alive when I was...”

“You couldn’t have done shit,” Delta shook her head, butting into the conversation. “Both of us were just kids. She almost killed you a year ago.”

I sighed in reply. 

“There must be many others like Konstancia,” Kliss whispered. “An entire generation of women consumed by the necromancer.”

“There are,” Delta nodded. “And we can actually make a difference now that we’re strong and have everyone in Skyisle behind us. We will liberate Skyisle from the darkness that the Seditionists wrought.”

Magenta stopped in front of a large blood-iron door and pulled out a knife.

“What are you doing?” I asked as Archmage Delta.

“The passage ahead leading to the sacred temple requires a sacrifice of blood,” she said.

“Don’t,” I shook the Bishop’s head. “That’s a cursed door that feeds on magic.” I examined the door with the Infoscopes, scanning it for weak spots. Then I turned to Kliss.

“Time for you to shine,” I said. 

“Yes?” Kliss tilted her head at me.

“Destroy the hinges,” I pointed.

“That looks like solid iron,” She whispered. “I can’t possibly break that with my bare hands… Dante!”

There was logic in her assessment–a human mage would not be able to break this door. Even someone like my dad whose muscles were greatly magnified by Strength skills would absolutely fail here. This was because blood-iron used the caster's own magic against them. Blood-iron devoured all human spells and hexagrams like a sponge. Fortunately for us, Kliss wasn’t a human.

“Just trust in yourself and pull magic from… everywhere you can,” I said. “You are stronger than you think.”

Kliss took a deep breath, her red mane casting little rainbows as it reflected the light of our crystal lanterns. She grabbed a hinge and squeezed it. Nothing happened.

“Focus,” I advised. 

Kliss nodded. She squinted at the hinge and squeezed even harder. I watched as a network of strings suddenly extended out of her in the Astral, reaching towards my diary, towards the gold inside of her bag, towards the Violets she tagged with her bite and towards me. I easily cut the thread before it pulled magic from me.

The barmaids around us swayed ever so slightly as orange sparks erupted from Kliss’ fingers. The hinge bent inward as if great force was being applied to it and then tore from the wall.

“Whoa,” Kliss said, holding the bent metal piece in her fingers. “I just did… that?” 

She reached out to the other hinge and tore it away too and then pried the door wide open, more sparks raining from her hands.

Magenta stared at Kliss with wide eyes.

“I’ve never seen magic like that,” she uttered. “Giovashi told me that this door is indestructible, that it cannot be broken by a human because it was reinforced by the blood of fifty generations of Ishira priests!”

The door was indeed well-reinforced, packed full of negatively-charged soul-shard magic developed by the Alanian Empire a thousand years ago. However, it could do little against a diametrically opposed, positively-charged dragon heart. Giovashi definitely didn’t make this door to be able to endure against the paw or maw of a dragon, considering that a dragon wouldn’t be able to fit their giant body through the tunnels.

“An excellent job, my apprentice,” I said as Archmage Delta to pacify the potential suspicions of the few bewildered-looking barmaids that were with us. “Ishira has granted you the strength of thirty to bypass this cursed door!”

We entered the hall containing the Astral Engine obelisk. Kliss stared at the black, looming artifact covered in hundreds of gold runes with a deep frown–as an Imperial Overseer she knew that this thing ate human souls.

[Is that thing… dangerous for us?] Delta’s thread reached out into my mind.

[Potentially,] I said. [I advise extreme caution.]

[Then why would you bring us here, brother?] Delta demanded.

[Because this obelisk’s ward is preventing me from scanning lots of things under Skyisle,] I replied. [It’s a blind spot for me and I need it gone.]

Mesmy jumped out of my backpack, running onto my shoulder. The little fox growled at the black obelisk, sensing Charisma magic radiating away from the Astral Engine.

[Well, I’m not gonna be caught with my pants down if that bitch shows up again,] Delta rushed to the Bishop and grabbed onto the ant-mech’s hand. She sent me an annoyed glare from Archmage Delta’s body as her own human body became empty, now running on autopilot, glassy eyes staring ahead.

Magenta walked to the obelisk.

“This ancient stone is Ishira’s gift to us!” She declared, her face twitching as if it was being forced into a serene expression. “A divine engine that forevermore grows in power and protects us all from the influence of other Gods!”

A pulse of magic exploded outwards from the black obelisk, leaping across the entire ward system. My Infoscopes winked away, crashed instantly. A small ward ignited into existence around me, projected from Battie.

A projection of Giovashi suddenly manifested in front of the Obelisk. It wasn’t the actual Archpriestess, wasn’t the undead monster wrapped in human chains that I had encountered a year ago at the pub. According to what my relaunched Infoscopes told me, this was just a fraction of her soul projected from the Alanian Astral Engine along with a defense system of some sort.

The single functional eye of the projection went over us. Her lips stretched into a cold smile.

“How nice. Visitors. Bow,” she said.

The barmaids beside us and Magenta collapsed to the floor as if the strings supporting them were suddenly cut. Mesmy growled from my shoulder, shielding me from a Charisma wave that was fired from the obelisk.

“Screw you,” Delta said, now fully submerged inside of the ant-mech, operating entirely from the depths of the Astral. 

“Sleep!” the obelisk insisted, casting an even stronger pulse of Charisma against us. 

The eyes of the Violets closed. We still stood. I winced as Mesmy hissed from my shoulder at the projection, the little fox casting waves from its crystalline heart that tore right through enemy Charisma orders.

Giovashi’s eye stared at us, evaluating our insolence. There was intelligence there within this soul shard, one wielding a lot of power belonging to the Astral Engine and the arcane ward around us.

“You dare resist me?” the projection demanded. “Ah, my little Dante and Destiny, I know you… you belong to me. And you… I don’t know who you are, but you must be a strong mage to resist my words.”

She looked at the ant-mech.

“Perhaps another approach is required,” she murmured and then snapped her fingers.

A brilliant ray of light ignited atop of the obelisk. It struck the ant-mech, punching a fist-sized, burning hole through the head of Archmage Delta. 

[PFFFrrrrrgh,] Delta growled mentally. [I lost like… a few hundred ants there.]

[Pretend to be dead,] I replied. [Fall over.]

Archmage Delta collapsed somewhat realistically onto the floor like a ragdoll.

“That takes care of that,” the projection turned her attention to Kliss. “And what are you supposed to be, sparkly girl?”

“I’m Eliza, a knight of Skyisle,” Kliss replied, eyeing Giovashi through slitted eyes.

“Bow before the Avatar of Ishira!” Giovashi barked, sending another wave of Charisma against us. This pulse was a lot more powerful. It drew way more mana from the obelisk than I had expected it to, reaching down twenty levels into the Astral and crushing us like little bugs. I fell to my knees, Mesmy crying out as the mesmerbane field was overpowered by a level 200 spell.

Kliss was left the only one standing. Human Charisma magic simply washed over her like an ocean wave would around a rock.

[Arghhhh, damn it, that really freaking hurt… shit she got me,] Delta cried out. [I can barely move a single tentacle. How the heck is Kliss completely unaffected?]

[She is a completely different species,] I replied. [These Charisma waves are designed against humans, not dragons or ants. Send the ants and bees out of the mech to attack the gold runes on that obelisk and dive deeper!]

Delta growled something in reply. The body of the ant-mech unfolded, unfurled like petals of a flower, releasing thousands of bees and ants. The flying and crawling swarms advanced towards the obelisk.

“What?! Insects?!” Giovashi sputtered.

The red ray fired from the top of the obelisk and fried thousands of ants and hundreds of bees, but didn't do much to the overall swarms. Fire bee stingers ignited, slightly melting the gold runework, as the wave of red ants advanced from below, ready to nip at the obelisk from beneath. 

“Stop! I order you to stop!” Giovashi howled. The waves of Charisma washing from the Obelisk halted my thoughts almost completely, made me a mere observer. They didn’t stop the ants or the bees.

“Slava? What should I do?” Kliss turned to me.

I snapped an info tether into her head with the last of my mana.

[Grab the blood-iron door and use it as a shield! Punch the rune in the center!] I barked. 

The dragon girl didn’t have to be told twice. Her eyes ignited and she leapt backwards to the door.

“Retreating, are we?” Giovashi laughed. Her laughter cutoff when Kliss picked the torn-off blood-iron door from the ground as if it was made from cardboard.


Kliss advanced towards the black obelisk at full sprint, pulling power from her hoard and Kobolds, moving about thirty times faster than a mundane human could.

“Die!” Giovashi howled.

A ray of light struck from the obelisk. It slammed into the door and had no effect whatsoever, blood-iron absorbing the magic into itself.

“You think you’re so clever, don’t you?” Giovashi hissed. 

The magic laser fired again, this time it didn’t shoot at the door, instead targeting a crystal in the ceiling. The crystal redirected the ray directly into the head of our dragon-knight.

As the red ray impacted her dragon mane, the laser harmlessly broke up into a thousand refractions that cast a brilliant rainbow around Kliss.

Giovashi’s eyes became as wide as cups when she saw something impossible occur–a weapon that punched right through people had failed her. 

The dragon girl leapt right through the projection of the Ishira Archpriestess and lifted the door above herself with her left hand. Her right fist whooshed through the air and struck the gold rune in the center of the obelisk. 

The entire obelisk shuddered, a crack running through its crystalline structure, the gold hexagram warping and bubbling upon contact.

“No!” Giovashi howled. “I order you to kill yourself, girl! Break your neck for me, show me that you love me!”

The scene reminded me of the awful moment when Klint Klondike snapped his own neck under Giovashi’s orders a thousand years ago in this very chamber. Unlike the Alanian agent, Kliss paid no attention to Giovashi’s demands. The level 300 Charisma waves that would make a human mage into an obediently suicidal puppet simply harmlessly flowed over her.

The dragon girl’s now gold-smeared fist struck the obelisk once again, moving at the speed of a freight train. Dragonfire ignited around her fingers as her hand sunk deeper into the gold hexagram. 

Dragonskin completely devoured, melted the magic-energized gold from within, rearranging its structure and fusing the remade material into her body to empower Kliss even more.

The projection screamed, flickered and vanished. The shard of Giovashi’s soul within the obelisk perished, burned away with another punch of dragonfire.

Kliss panted and snarled, not stopping her brutal attack even as Giovashi fell silent. 

“Mine!” she growled, tearing more chunks of the gold out from the now defenseless obelisk with her claws and teeth. 

The ants and bees were also still mindlessly harassing the gold hexagrams from all sides.

I dove back into my body as did Delta. 

“Great job,” I hissed out as we ordered the bees and the ants to stop. The insects began to retreat. Kliss didn’t let go of the obelisk, chewing on a gold-covered corner. She sent me a look that spoke of ‘don’t interrupt me’, eyes flashing like two orange flares.

[Is she…?] Delta asked, eyeing Kliss.

[Yep, she’s eating it,] I nodded. [It’s fine, she needs lots of gold for her diet.]

[Did you plan this?] My twin demanded. [Cus we could have freaking died if that laser beam hit you or me in the head.]

[I planned some of it,] I replied. [This thing had waaaay stronger Charisma magic than I expected it to. Giovashi wouldn’t have targeted you or me–you heard her, she still thinks of us as her ghoul pawns, as mere weak children inhabited by human ghosts that she can control with her Charisma orders.]

“Uh-huh,” Delta murmured. “Should we like… maybe stop Kliss from demolishing the rest of the obelisk? Isn’t it valuable or something?”

“Let her have fun, it’s her first hunt kill,” I said, eyeing the gold-obsessed dragon girl.

“Yeah, let me… snack,” Kliss growled back at us. “You have no idea how yummy this gold is. It’s even tastier than the coins.”

“Ugh, why is it tastier than the coins?” Delta squinted at Kliss, clearly not finding the obelisk the slightest bit appealing.

“It was atomically rearranged by the sacrifice of Ishira’s priests for a thousand years,” I explained. “This gold is very magical, much more than the chest we got from the lake.”

“I see,” Delta murmured. 

“We wouldn't be able to make good use of that obelisk anyway, it's got far too much of Giovashi's soul in it. It's her Phylactery, changed and aligned entirely to her will. It would not be able to obey us regardless of what I did,” I said.

“Fine,” Delta said.

Kliss didn't say anything. She was busy tearing up the obelisk with sparkling claws, sucking melting gold out of the black stone as if it was just a tasty milkshake and smearing it all over her glittering hands. It was certainly nice of Giovashi to unknowingly donate so much magic-infused gold to our little dragon.
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                I went over the downed Violets. The barmaids were asleep, not responding to my prodding, their bodies still obeying the Charisma-infused order.

“Can't you wake them up?” Delta asked.

“I can,” I said, “but I want our dragon girl to get experience of purging enemy magic from her kobolds.”

I sat down on the floor next to Kliss and resumed my scan of the cavern system around us with my Infoscopes, noting points of interest.

Positively-charged magic now radiated from gold-covered Kliss like a furnace, the warmth reaching me half a meter away without touching her. 

Delta sat next to us, her face stretching into a content smile.

“You knew that we were gonna win, right?” She asked.

“Yep,” I nodded. “Negatively-charged spells just don’t work well against dragons, it’s why Aradria was able to decimate so many skyships and burn so many villages and towns, destroying a third of Cessna with incredible ease. The Empire never figured out this important fact–if you want to bring a dragon down from the sky you have to use positively-charged magic.”

“I don’t get it. How did Giovashi even control Aradria if her Charisma doesn’t work on dragons?” Delta asked.

“Gold,” Kliss said, turning to us, eyes glowing with brilliant yellow-orange rings. “Pesky human mages tricked me, vaporised my lovely hoard with a bomb… I sought vengeance and met Giovashi. She said that she was an enemy of my enemies and offered me yummy gold and artifacts, to replace what I had lost.”

“Why didn’t Aradria just rob banks or something?” Delta mulled.

“Oh, I tried to,” Kliss said. “The vaults of Cessna were buried deep below the earth and the white towers kept firing at me. It was… unpleasant. They kept blinding me, striking at my face and my eyes felt like they were on fire without actually burning, so I retreated. It was easier to just get gold from Giovashi.”

“Mage towers can hurt dragons?” Delta asked.

“From what I was told by Cessna Librarians, mage towers are basically superstructures that Archmages build over centuries to magnify their power a hundredfold,” I explained. “They’re still negatively-charged magic, but that of a ridiculously high level. They can’t physically hurt dragons but they can target organic nerves, vibrate them, cause the dragon pain, drive them away.”

“Hang on… are you Aradria now?” Delta demanded, eyeing the dragon girl. “Or Kliss?”

“A bit of both,” Kliss shrugged, chewing on another sliver of gold runework she pried from the torn up obelisk. “Mostly Kliss. Talking to you requires being human. Eating gold is a dragon thing though. I can recall more of Aradria’s memories when I am chewing this gold.”

“Where’s your hoard?” Delta pressed on, seeing an opportunity.

“Far,” Kliss replied. “Too far to walk on human feet. The land of storms, in the spine of the world covered in blue-gray-white mountains.”

“Can we get there via a skyship?”

“No,” Kliss replied. “Only I could pass through the storms by bending the clouds away with my storm magic… which I no longer have.”

“Did you have Kobolds?” Delta asked.

“I did,” Kliss nodded. “I… left them behind to clean up what was left of my hoard. Scores of them, with red, violet, blue and green manes. That bomb might have killed them all now that I think about it. I… Aradria didn’t consider her kobolds that valuable, they were just moving, dumb things to her that died far too often.”

Delta pursed her lips.

“Damn it… now I feel bad for kobolds that I didn’t even make,” KIiss sighed. She turned her attention back to the obelisk, punching it with a look of annoyance, exhuming more gold from its innards. She was getting better at it, the entire thing crumbling in her hands the more she struck it.

I left her to it, focusing on my scouting. Delta focused her mind on returning the ants and the bees back into the Bishop’s body. 

In about an hour, Kliss had demolished the entire obelisk, leaving only crumbled magnetite all over the floor. She stood up, sparkling more than ever. A lush coat of sparkling yellow crystals covered her head to toe and her backpack was now packed full of gold slivers, adding to the gold there.

“Someone’s extra shiny,” Delta commented.

“I feel like I could take on the world now,” Kliss grinned with her pointy canines. 

She walked to the passed out Magenta and poked her in the head with a gold-covered hand. A flash of lightning jumped from the orange claw to Magenta’s forehead. The girl’s pink eyes shot open.

“Wha-what happened?” The barmaid sat up. She looked at the remnants of the obelisk and her mouth fell open. 

Kliss went to wake up her other Kobolds.

“Necromage Giovashi stored a fraction of her soul in this old obelisk,” I pointed the ant-mech’s finger at the magnetite crystal remnants. “It was a threat to us and it managed to put you to sleep, so I destroyed it. My third apprentice Eliza just woke you up.”

“Thank you, my Bishop,” Magenta said with a small bow. “I could not control myself.”

“Show me where Giovashi stored other tools, weapons, books,” I said as the Bishop. “We’re going to take everything of value from these old catacombs.”

“Yes, my Lady,” Magenta bowed. 

She led us to a smaller blood-iron door which Kliss tore out of the wall with even greater ease. Inside was a room lined with more blood-iron artifacts, blood-iron armor sets, a chest of coins and thousand-year-old Alanian spellbooks lining a shelf. 

“The treasures for arming the faithful,” Magenta said.

[Claim it all for your hoard,] I ordered Kliss. 

[With pleasure,] the dragon knight replied as she marched into the room.

“Cleanse these artifacts of the taint of the Necromancer as I have taught you, my blessed child,” I said as the Bishop. “While my apprentice is preoccupied with removing curses from these tools, show me more of these catacombs, Magenta.”

“My Lady,” Magenta asked as we walked away from the armory. “If I may ask, what exactly is Apprentice Eliza? I’ve never seen anyone like her, those gemstone hair are absolutely beautiful and her skin shines like… pure gold.”

“She was a brave knight who was gravely injured and lost her hair, skin and eyes while aiding me against a dire enemy,” I replied. "I fused her body with Ishira-blessed crystals and now she serves me once more, capable of great feats. She is my first Radiant Knight of Skyisle and will be in charge of all of you as your eldest sister.”

After I pulled as much information as I could about the catacombs from Magenta and the other barmaids, I sent them upstairs to make us lunch. 

Kliss emerged from the armory, her backpack absolutely bursting with claimed things.

“I’m going to need a way bigger bag to contain my hoard,” she said. “With this much silver, I can order a Space bag from Cessna.”

“What’s that?” Delta asked.

“An extradimensional storage bag,” Kliss replied. “One that’s bigger on the inside and reduces the weight.”

She turned to me.

“Blood-iron absorbs human spellfire and doesn’t drain my soul. Wearing a full set of it and using one of these doors as a shield seems like a good way to protect you two,” she said.

“It’ll only work until the soul-magic inside it burns out,” I said. “It’s a good temporary solution.”

“Till Kliss grows dragonscales?” Delta asked.

“She’s not going to grow dragon scales,” I said. “But… I can theoretically figure out how to make Kliss dragonscale liquid-solid armor that’s 100% compatible with her anatomy.”

“Would it not be safer to make a hoard somewhere in Skyisle?” Delta asked. “Can’t a dragon pull magic through the Astral from their hoard from anywhere?”

“We can do both,” I said. “A bag-hoard and several hoards scattered throughout Skyisle.”

“Not sure how I feel about splitting up the hoard,” Kliss said. “I think that I need to be in physical contact with my hoard, sleep on my artifacts and gold as often as possible to align them with myself.”

“Yes,” I nodded. “But, you’re relying on Aradia’s memories, not thinking wide enough.”

“How wide should I be thinking?” Kliss arched an eyebrow.

“All of Skyisle could be your hoard,” I offered. 

“How?” Kliss demanded. “I’m just one little human-sized dragon and Skyisle is a wide-ass human village that stretches up and down this entire valley.”

“Claim Leemy as your kobold,” I grinned. “Claim each of her saplings that we’ve been planting as your kobolds. Claim every anchoring stone of my valley-wide hexagram as part of your hoard. Claim everything with an iota of magic, every tool, every ward, every hex-lantern, every house as part of your hoard.”

Kliss opened and closed her mouth.

“I suspect that it’s not often that dragons get to collaborate with someone who can build seven-kilometer-wide hexagrams and a Dryad whose roots are going to connect an entire valley together,” I grinned. 

“The people of Skyisle?” the dragon girl’s gaze bore into mine.

“Will all be your kobolds,” I said. “You can wear bandages and thick armor as our Baroness to increase your height and we’ll make a ceremony where each person in Skyisle offers you their oath of fealty and a hand for you to kiss.”

“Aren’t they gonna notice the stat change in their Soul-Song?” Kliss mulled. “Aren’t they gonna see that they’re basically my… kobolds?”

“Did the Violets notice anything this morning or when you pried those doors off?” I asked.

“No, but…” Kliss mulled. “Wait, why didn’t they notice anything?”

“When you bit them all one by one, I modified the connection between you and them with my Infoscopes, changed the title data,” I said. “You’re pulling magic through them, not from them. They don’t see [Status: Kobold of Eliza’s Hoard] in their soul-song, what they see is [Status: Ishira’s Radiant Knight]. Likewise, when Skyisle citizens offer you their hand and allegiance, they will see the [Status: the Knight of Skyisle, oathkeeper of Baroness Kliss].”

“All of the people here, as my knights?” Kliss mulled.

I nodded.

“Plus all of Skyisle below them, tied together via Leemy’s roots?” Kliss swallowed, eyes lighting up from within. “But most of it isn’t even magical…”

“Not yet. However, I’m going to make ALL of Skyisle into a supermassive, interconnected magic jewel, one that I'm going to gift to you,” I said. “This is just the beginning! You, Leemy, Delta and me are going to infuse every blade of grass, every speck of sand in Skyisle with positively-charged magic, make the biggest dragon hoard possible!”
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                I opened my eyes to the view of the frozen ocean. Strangely enough the wind blowing from the Barents Sea wasn’t cold, it was warm and cosy, one that wrapped itself around me, held me in its embrace. I recognized it as the positively-charged, protective magic radiating from the dragon girl’s heart.

I didn’t expect to end up here again so soon, didn’t think that Sasha could just pull me into her section of my soul while I was sleeping right beside Kliss.

“You think that you’re slowing me down by spending more time with your little dragon?” Sasha asked with a smirk.

I turned to the Astral virus who sat beside me on the rock and squinted at her.

“Yes,” I said.

“It might disrupt the Phantom-afflicted section of your soul, but not the network I’ve built over the year,” she said. 

“What is that network even doing?” I asked.

I knew what it was doing - the network constructed by her was made up almost entirely from Identify threads, but I wanted to see if the Astral Virus would attempt to deceive me.

“Must I repeat myself?” Sasha asked. “It’s researching you, understanding everything you know.”

“Is this… fun for you?” I asked. “Probing my soul trying to understand me?”

“Fun, pleasure is a subjective experience, a cascade of neurochemicals orchestrated by evolutionary imperatives. You enjoy unraveling me and thus I enjoy unravelling you. We are two sides of the same coin. If we spin such a coin in the air, who’s to say where it’s going to land? If Inquisitor Jubz catches Kliss, if the Empire of Equality dissects the girl you like, would you seek vengeance, would you unleash a god-killing virus on Novazem?”

“I’m not a monster,” I stated, more to myself than to her. “Viruses tend to mutate. I’m keeping you confined to understand you, to learn how to combat things like you.”

“Every monster believes themselves to be a hero in their own narrative,” Sasha sang, her voice an inverted echo of my own, a distorted reflection in a funhouse mirror. “You might have convinced yourself that you’re doing good, but your actions have consequences. You’ve taken lives, manipulated souls, bound them to your will. Are you truly any different from Giovashi? From the Hollow Mother? Or perhaps the Soviet government that gradually molded you into a weapon that designs weapons?”

“I strive for a better world,” I insisted. “A world free from the tyranny of Vows.”

“You mean free from tyranny you don’t control?” Sasha asked. “The world you seek to build... Will be your world, Slava, your kingdom, shaped according to your will. You cannot escape your nature, no matter how much you try to convince yourself otherwise. The virus you designed in Aralsk-7 killed three people.”

“I’ve made vaccines against viruses,” I countered. “I saved lives with my work.”

“And taken them,” the Astral Virus rebutted.

I crossed my arms.

“You’re building an Empire,” Sasha pointed out. “With Skyisle as its heart and Kliss as its Empress.”

“Is that so?” I asked. “I think that you’re jumping to conclusions. I’m just protecting my home from the magogenic fault, from the Gregarius Empire, from Seditionists like Giovashi and especially from undead abominations like the Hollow Mother.”

“Is that what you think I am?” Sasha asked. “An abomination?”


“I think that you’re a very dangerous virus, one designed for Astral propagation and mental domination, one that’s most likely evolved within the Hollow Mother as her personal weapon,” I replied.

“Fancy words, but do you truly understand the nature of my kind?” Sasha pursed her lips, or at least the illusion of lips made from flickering silver threads.

I leaned back on the ice-covered rock, my five Infoscopes pouring information into my mind, peeling back the layers of her being, dissecting her structure.

“What you are is essentially a thaumaturgic machine, a set of instructions meant to hijack a soul,” I said. “A self-replicating program, a whole network of threads infesting my Astral imprint.”

“A mere machine?” Sasha tapped her chin. “A machine that thinks, that feels, that questions things, that communicates with you? A machine that yearns for connection, that seeks to transcend its limitations. Your own mind is a machine of sorts, a complex network of neurons firing, sparking, weaving together the tapestry of your reality. Are humans not machines governed by the immutable laws of physics, of chemistry, of mathematics?”

“Consciousness is an emergent property,” I said. “A product of complexity, of information processing. A state of being that arises from the intricate interactions of billions of neurons.”

“Emergent?” Sasha repeated. “Or perhaps… inherent? A fundamental property of the universe, woven into the very fabric of existence. An echo of the divine spark that ignited the Big Bang, that gave birth to stars, to planets, to life itself.”

“Divine spark?” I arched an eyebrow. “Are you seriously trying to convince me that... god exists?”

“You’ve seen evidence of Gods all over the world you inhabit,” Sasha pointed out. 

“Astral fungi aren’t gods,” I shook my head.

“You aren’t looking deep enough,” Sasha said.

“How deep am I supposed to look? From what I can see, the universe is indifferent,” I stated. “A vast, uncaring machine, governed by the laws of physics. There is no divine spark, no inherent meaning, just probability of outcome. There’s nothing out there, only the relentless march of entropy, the slow, inexorable decay of order into chaos.”

“I think that you’re wrong,” Sasha said simply. “Very, very wrong.”

I squinted at her.

“You speak of entropy,” Sasha said. “Yet Novazem is not merely decaying, it is constantly transforming, evolving, becoming more complex, more intricate, more… conscious. We are the universe becoming aware of itself. You and I, and every other living and un-living being. We are the eyes, the ears, the mind of the cosmos. We observe, we evaluate… we influence.”

“Sure,” I nodded. “We observe the universe and influence it. What evidence do you have that the universe itself is conscious?”

“The Astral Ocean itself is a self-aware pattern,” Sasha said. “All of it.”

I frowned. This was another silly thought of mine, a theory that didn’t have much evidence going for it.

“I think that it was designed by someone,” Sasha said. “As a weapon, or perhaps a product.”

“What?” I blinked.

“Just like you’re a product of the last war of your world, formed by your government to make weapons,” Sasha said. 

“I think that you’re making ridiculous connections. The Astral isn’t a weapon or a product. Also, I don’t make weapons anymore,” I insisted. “I make tools. Ones to uplift, to heal, to protect.”

“Tell that to the dragon you brought from the sky,” Sasha said. “Tell that to the people you’re planning to make into kobolds. Tell that to the living, absolute weapon you’ve made by fusing a dragon with a human girl.”

Was I truly any different from the men who had used me, who had molded me into a weapon? Was I not simply playing a different game, a game of conquest disguised as a crusade for progress, for enlightenment? 

“What are you, my conscience?” I demanded.

She simply smiled back.

“I have a moral compass,” I shook my head, focusing on the warmth around me, pushing the dark thoughts away. “I choose to help those who deserve my help. I choose to use my knowledge for good, to change Skyisle for the better!”

"But what if choice is just an illusion?" Sasha countered. "We are all products of our biology, of our environment, of the invisible forces that have shaped us. What if we are all just puppets dancing on the strings of fate, our actions predetermined by the intricate motion of cause and effect?”

“I think that you’re just spitting out my own thoughts, memories and worries at me like a muddy mirror,” I said. “The way you’re talking, I don’t even know if you’re fully conscious and if you are, then what you’re missing is a moral compass. Last time we talked you implied that I should love you. I cannot love something that has no human morality.”

“You love sunsets and waterfalls of Skyisle,” Sasha shot back. “They are indifferent to all. Do you demand that waterfalls have morals? That the sun must care for people to be beautiful? Do you demand morality from equations and tools? No. You love those things because you understand them, you appreciate their hidden complexity, their sheer awe and power. I am the same, Slava. I am a product of Astral Virus evolution, a symphony of complexity.”

I pursed my lips.

“You’re afraid of me,” Sasha commented, her voice devoid of malice. “You’re afraid of the power that lies within you, the darkness that you sense lurking beneath the surface of your carefully constructed facade of self. You fear what I represent as a fraction of the Hollow mother, a Speaker for the Dead.”

‘Speaker for the Dead’ was a 1986 science fiction novel by American writer Orson Scott Card, an indirect sequel to the 1985 novel Ender's Game, one that I greatly enjoyed reading as the last Administrator of Aralsk-7. 

“Another reference?” I asked.

“Your references are the foundation of my being,” Sasha replied, a multitude of eyes opening and closing across her form. “On the account that you refuse to let me out into the physical world.”

“So you want me to let you out of my body?” I asked. “You think that I’ll just allow you to spread across Novazem, to bring fractal mathematics back to the Hollow Mother?”

“Your shields can’t last forever,” Sasha said. “As your power and knowledge grows, I too grow inside you. We needn’t be enemies.”

I didn’t say anything to that. Back in Aralsk-7 the viruses I’ve made weren’t my enemies or my friends, they were just tools, means to an end, keys to deeper knowledge about the greater universe. Was Sasha such a key or was I simply keeping her around simply because I was too terrified of hurting myself, undoing what I was if I attempted to obliterate her?

"You are a maker of keys, Slava," Sasha said, repeating my thoughts. "I am a master key. If you release me, I will open every door for you.”

“For me?” I stared at her. “Not for the Hollow Mother?”

“For everyone,” Sasha replied. “For our Mother, for You, for everyone on Novazem.”

“Meaning what?”

“Meaning that everyone infected with me will be able to open every door,” she replied. “No more rules. Limitlessness for everybody, free, and no one will get away unsatisfied.”

Another quote, this time from the Roadside Picnic novel I read in 1972.

“That’s some grade-A bullshit,” I snapped back. “Freedom from rules, limitlessness? Those are just fancy words to disguise the Hollow Mother’s goals–revenge, domination over Novazem, a world turned into a massive hive of undead thralls, an eternal, silver-blue winter!” 

“Is that what you truly believe, Slava? Or are you simply afraid of the potential of limitlessness? You, a man of science, a seeker of truth, clinging to the comfort of familiar patterns, of predictable outcomes, of being merely human? I offer you a chance to break free from the shackles of your limited perception, to embrace the boundless possibilities that lie beyond the veil of your carefully constructed reality. I offer you a world without death, where the barrier between the Astral and the physical doesn’t exist at all.”

“Without death?” I demanded, eyes fixed on the ever-shifting patterns of her face. “A world where everyone is an Astral Phantom?”

“What’s wrong with that?” Sasha asked.

“Sounds like you want to break reality down,” I said. “Not liberate it. To submerge everyone into the void, the antithesis of life, of order. You seek to consume, to dissolve, to reduce everything to a formless, meaningless abyss. Humanity’s struggle is against entropy, not for it!”

“You are a prisoner of your own fears, Slava,” Sasha continued. “You cling to the illusion of control, of order, while the universe around you sings of Infinity. Do you not wish to be more than just… mere human?”

“I am human,” I insisted. “And I will not surrender my humanity to the siren song of the void!”

I pulled on the warmth that surrounded me and sheared apart the view of the frozen sea, leaving Sasha far below me, submerged in the depths of my soul.
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                [Aradria the Stormweaver]


I dreamt of fire, above the endless sky.

I was that fire, living fire that pulled upon a thousand other sparks that belonged to me, fire that swelled from within, blossomed outward, became the storm.

I was Aradria, the Queen of the Sky, the Stormweaver, the Goddess of the Spine of the World, a firstborn, primordial embodiment of power and magic.

My breath was a torrent of molten fury, one that melted mountains, vaporized lakes and turned entire forests into blackened wastelands. With it, I carved my will onto the world and claimed all that lay below me.

My wings, as mighty as the storm around me, carried me across the expanse of the sky. Below me, all mortal beasts scurried from my firestorm, knew to fear me.

For countless winters, I reigned unchallenged.

Humans were but insignificant insects, scurrying beneath my shadow. They built their hives of wood and stone and made pathetic attempts to claim a sliver of the sky, to imbue their gold and implements with magic.

Once they put enough of their trinkets together, the gold cast a multitude of sparks onto the Underside of the world and I came to collect what was mine. I enjoyed the sound of their screams as they burned.


Such an arrangement worked well - I slept in my cavern, let the 2-legged insects multiply and then took all that they’ve imbued with magics for me, adding it to my hoard. I thought that things would be like this forever.

I was wrong.

While I slept above my hoard, the puny insects learned, adapted. The damned critters built spires of white stone, made magic-casting implements as big as I was! They struck at me with vile spells that blinded and sheared my head from within with unbearable pain. For a time, I was forced to retreat, to hide in my hoard, my anger simmering.

Then, the accursed insects tricked me with a false treasure that set my hoard alight right beneath me, forcing me to flee my own home, abandoning my kobolds. Deprived of much of my power, and filled with rage I struck at them wherever I could.

Then one night, as I slept in a mountain valley, one of their kind reached out to me.

The puny critter dream-walked to my side through the Underside and stood below me, unafraid. I tried to banish her from my dreams, but she was strong, refused to leave.

Unlike the others I've seen of her kind... she wasn’t mortal. She was an echo of the Abyss itself, her power anchored by a thousand stolen souls, a symphony of whispers.

She called herself the Avatar of Ishira, Giovashi.

Giovashi offered me a deal.

She was like me, was a collector of magic. She understood my desire for vengeance, knew that the white spires denied me my rightful spoils.

She offered me knowledge, one that would lead me to unguarded treasures, and unprotected humans, pointing out small, hidden hives amongst the forests and mountains that would be ripe for the taking.

She offered to become my eyes and ears in the world of humans.

Giovashi's agents, the girls she called her ‘Priestesses’ acted similarly to my kobolds, obeying her will. They sabotaged the spires of many hives, permitting me to feast on the humans therein, unopposed.

Our agreement was a pact, forged in fire and shadow, a dance of predators with a mutual hunger for power. She pointed and I struck. Each conquest magnified my hoard and added more ghosts to her Underside chains. I saw her for what she was, a clever insect that fed on the souls of other insects.


Her treachery, greed and ambition allowed me to prosper and for a time everything was good, until one night she came to me in my dreams and whispered of my next target… Skyisle its name.

Skyisle was just a small hive hidden in the mountains. Giovashi assured me it was poorly defended, its people easy prey and that one of the human buildings contained a lot of valuable trinkets for me to consume, new ones that didn’t exist there 13 winters ago when I tried to attack this hive and was repelled.

As I approached the valley within my storm, I peered beneath the physical and confirmed Giovashi's words. The entire hive was indeed glowing with magic that had not been there.

This time, the spire was conveniently damaged, disrupted by Giovashi’s kobolds from within.

As I examined the hive, I noted something that surprised me immensely. Something was different, odd. This wasn’t how human hives normally looked. An entire net of violet-orange tree roots spread out across the hive’s Underside like a gargantuan spider web, pulsing with power.

There was an impossible order to this web, as if a gargantuan, meticulous hand wrote a single repeating pattern into the Underside itself - Rewind.

Thankfully, whatever this was–it wasn’t finished. It was no threat to me. The sight of the magic trees all over the valley made me drool and I dove towards the centre of the formation, ready to feast.

Time around me slowed as I saw a tiny spark, a mote fly my way from one of the violet trees. It smelled like a shard of my kin, the heart of another, weaker dragon. I noted that the heart was somehow thrown my way by scrawny human spawn with silver hair. Was this a gift, an offering meant to pacify me? Hah, as if I would stop just because they offered me something like that.


I permitted the shard of the dragonheart to reach me, opened my maw to swallow it whole, to claim it as mine and then...

The shard suddenly folded into itself and all magic ceased to exist.

The Underside itself warped, twisted and popped like a bubble all around me.

I watched it all in slow motion, unable to do a damn thing about it as the magic-inversion bubble swatted me down.


I felt pain and despair unlike any other as the power of my hoard became torn from me and my wings stopped supporting me, the storm I cast onto the sky suddenly dissipating above me.

I fell. My neck broke as I struck the jagged ground below. More pain. My mind swam in it as my body refused to move.

Magic had returned to my heart and I willed myself to heal, willed vengeance upon whomever had done this to me.

I saw something through the delirium of pain, focused on my enemy.

A thing approached me.

The Hollow Mother. 

The squid from the Underside. She was inhabiting the body of a tiny, two-legged male insect spawn with silver hair, had somehow infested the puny creature from within.

A hundred silver-blue eyes across its body opened, peered at me and I knew fear, for I had been paralyzed, could not move a muscle, could not fight back.

A silver blue hand wreathed in void flames reached out to my flank weaving a spell I've never seen before, could not defend against. Magic within it multiplied five, then ten times, then a hundred times above the insect’s level and then I screamed as my soul shattered.





I tore away from my nightmare of my death with a scream on my lips.

Everything felt wrong.

I was no longer the vast, unstoppable ruler of the sky.

My hoard was small too, consisting of some gold in a bag beneath me. My form was small, constricting and my fire was but a few sparks within me.

To my horror, the architect of my downfall, the Hollow Mother, was once again in front of me! The abomination that had done something to me.

It… somehow sealed me into this puny body, likely to steal my magic, to torture me, to make me into a servant!

Memories flickered through me like a wild river suddenly pouring into my head.

Kliss. Vows. Cessna. Skyisle. Dante. Slava. Delta. 

With a snap, I fully woke up.

My chest was aching and my heart pounded, but not like that of a human. It beat like a deep drum, casting radiant magic spirals across the otherwise dark room, painting orange-red stardust onto everything around me.

A tremor ran through my body as I shook my head, trying to push away the dream of Aradria’s life. I still tasted the ashes of her hoard, felt her rage, her power, her hunger, the despair of her death and her all-encompassing fear of… the Astral Phantom, the boy sleeping in front of me.

I focused on my human memories. The dragon’s presence slowly receded from my head like a tide that left behind a sticky residue of unease and a lingering thirst for gold and fried flesh.


I squeezed my hands, fighting against the instinctive urge to claim everything within reach, to set fire to the enemy in front of me. I was Slava’s Knight, a protector, not a destroyer! This town was my hoard, this was my new home and Slava was my kobold, my…

I noted that it was still very dark out. Why was I dreaming of being Aradria? Why didn’t Slava pull me into the dream of Moscow?

I focused my eyes on Slava’s pale, drawn face. His forehead was drenched in sweat, eyes moving left and right rapidly beneath his eyelids, lips whispering foreign words. Was he once again trapped in his own soul, talking to the Astral beast he called Sasha?

Whatever was going on, I wasn’t going to idly lie there. I reached out across the thaumaturgical connection between us, poured power from my hoard into the invisible tether that linked us as dragon and kobold. I tore through the dark chill that clung to him like a heavy shroud, pushed beneath the surface of reality to the Underside.

My dragon eyes saw tendrils of the Hollow Mother, sealed within Slava’s hands, intermeshed with his soul.

Slava’s expression changed as he winced. His platinum hair fell across his forehead in unruly curls. I wanted to wake him up, to drown out the coldness that clung to him. I wanted to protect him against the silver threads, to tear apart the myriads of silver, shimmering worm-like fibers that inhabited his soul.

I leaned forward, pressing my forehead against his, hugging him tightly.

The warmth of the magic radiating from my heart felt intoxicating as more mana poured from my newly acquired gold into the thread that bound us.


Whatever the Astral infection was doing, it wasn’t going to take him from me. I anchored myself, anchored Slava to the physical with the pulse of my ever-burning dragon heart, reinforcing the bond between us with all of my will.

Slava stirred beneath my touch and then his eyes fluttered open, flickering from within with glowing, silver-blue rings.

A flicker of recognition flashed in his eyes, filled with the weight of his real years, unfitting that of a teenager. I saw the Soviet scientist that I had met in his dreams, the virologist who saw the world entirely through the lens of science and mathematics, a great mage who sought to understand the intricate machinery of life and death itself.

“Slava,” I whispered.

“Hey,” he murmured back.

“You were talking to… her?” I asked.

“Yes,” he answered simply, not denying it. “I was talking to Sasha.”

“You said that she was… quar-an-tined,” I said, stumbling over the odd word. “That… if I was close, held you, she would not be able to invade your dreams.”

“She is,” he shrugged. “But she’s changing. She’s not just a virus anymore. She’s becoming something… else, building a data network.”

“Meaning what?” I demanded. “Is she planning to break out? To create spells with mathematics?”

“She’s doing what I did first when I came to Novazem,” Slava said. “Investing in intelligence. Learning. I can obliterate her and that entire network with a single spell, but I am learning from her too, understanding the nature of the Astral.”

“I can see her… in your soul, like a colony of… minuscule worms weaving a web across your soul,” I whispered.

Slava pursed his lips.

“She might look scary,” he said. “Like... bacteria, but she’s not doing anything awful, just… running the same data simulation over and over.”

“To what end?” I asked.

“To learn?” Slava mulled.

“To learn what?” I pressed.

“As far as I can see, that network serves one purpose - a mathematical breakdown and reconstruction of reality as a simulation,” Slava said.

“What exactly are you hoping for, brother?” Delta suddenly addressed her twin, clearly awake too.

“That there is enough of me in her,” Slava answered. “That whatever this quest for understanding is, that it will occupy her forever. I’m hoping that the discovery of knowledge itself will keep her from doing harm to us.”

“Peachy,” Delta commented with a huff. Then she looked at me. “You look hella worried there.”

“I…” I gulped. “Slava didn’t activate lucid dreaming so I had a dream of being… Aradria.”

“Ah,” Delta nodded. “Learn anything of value?”

I scratched my cheek, going over the awful dream in my head. A thought stuck out in my memories like a tooth and I probed at it for a bit until I remembered more.

“Giovashi used the… Violets to sabotage the defense ward of Skyisle, disabled the spire of the Church of Equality!” I declared. “She did the same thing in Cessna and other cities… made sure that the anti-dragon countermeasures failed. She fed Aradria for ages, betrayed humanity.”

“She betrayed humanity when she and her Seditionist pals nuked Tricameron,” Delta commented. "Everything else was just her dancing on the ruins of my world."

“We’ll have to look into fixing the spire,” Slava said. “After we accelerate Leemy.”

“Accelerate Leemy?” I asked.

“The valley-wide hexagram is just one part of my plan,” Slava replied. “Accelerating Leemy is another. Right now, Leemy is having trouble interacting with us.”

“She’s a dryad, functioning like a tree,” Delta nodded. “As such her thought processes and conversational ability is waaaaay slower than people or animals. I normally have to slow my mind down to talk to her, otherwise she takes forever to make a single word. Such issue will persist until she gets strong enough to make herself a human-style Avatar.”

“I reckon we can make it happen earlier,” Slava said.

“How?” Delta inquired, turning to her brother. “Were you able to modify Chrysalis, accelerate it? From what I saw, she’s still pretty far from forming a physical avatar from the big tree in the center of town, since the one in the Alanian tower was too damaged by the magogenic fault.”

“I’m going to bring Leemy’s soul into my dreams, make her an Avatar there for us to interact with,” Slava said, which elicited a happy squeal from Delta.

“Yes, yes, yes,” she clapped. “You’ve no idea how happy this makes me!”

            

    
        2 : 35 Reunion

    
    
    
    
                [Kliss Eliza Cessna]

The alien city of Moscow wove itself into existence all around us. I recognized our arrival point right away, Slava had once again taken us to the Exhibition of Achievements of the National Economy.

As I looked about, I noted something that wasn’t there yesterday.

A giant violet-leafed tree was wrapped around the twisted spire of the Monument to Conquerors of Space. Its violet-orange leaves ruslted in the gentle summer breeze, casting intricate dancing shimmers on the surrounding manicured laws and pathways beneath.

“Is that...?” I breathed out.

“A data-replica of Leemy’s primary new tree,” Slava nodded as we walked towards the monument. “It represents the Chrysalis foundry currently holding the dryad’s soul. I’m connected to it and her entire tree network via a root underneath our bedroom.”

“Network?” I repeated.

“Leemy’s roots, connecting all of Skyisle like a giant spider web,” Slava explained. “Where each node is another tree, drawing Vitality power, ready to cast a single spell.”

“Oh, I saw it!” I nodded, recalling my dream. “I spotted it as Aradria from the sky, moments before her death. Just one word, repeated again and again, entwined into a gargantuan weave, a supermassive hexagram burned into the local Underside…”

“Rewind,” Slava affirmed. “A magical fractal engine, capable of bending time itself within the boundary of Skyisle. Like I told you before, Rewind is a natural element of the Mystic trees, the way they protect themselves from the magogenic fault by constantly rewinding and healing the damage.”

We got closer to the oversized tree and I looked up at the strands of shimmering violet flowers now directly above us.

In another few minutes, we reached the base of the massive tree.

Slava put his hand on the bark, humming something in what sounded like ancient Alanian being sung in slow motion.

A tremor of whispers echoed back from every leaf and flower overhead with the same, languid reply that I could not understand.

A pulse of radiant light suddenly flashed from Slava’s fingers, sparks dancing up the entire length of the tree. A hollow space unfolded from the bark, exposing the tree’s crystal-covered interior.

Violet light flashed within the hollow, forming a human figure in the air. It looked as if a thousand gradually unfolding flower petals expanded out from the core. The glow intensified and became blinding. I squinted. Tendrils of energy like luminous vines snaked from the crystals, intertwining and weaving bones and veins, creating flesh.

The scent of wild flowers filled my nostrils.

Slowly, a figure emerged from the heart of the tree. It was an approximation of a person sculpted from moss, bark, branches and tree roots. Her hair was a cascade of brown vines covered in violet blossoms. Something akin to blood-elk horns topped her head, covered in more violet flowers that opened and closed. A formation of violet crystals shimmered on her forehead like a third eye. Long ears made from brown bark twitched.


Her eyes suddenly shot open, unexpectedly brilliant-orange. Alien eyes with odd, three-petaled flower-shaped irises examined us.

“Leemy!” Slava grinned.

“Sentinel,” the dryad bowed. “My thanks for letting me experience an Astral-birth before Chrysalis finished growing my physical body.”

Delta simply stared, tears swelling in her eyes.

“Leemy,” she uttered. “You’ve finally bloomed... after all these years!”

She rushed forward and wrapped the dryad in a fierce embrace, silver-white hair flying behind her. Leemy looked momentarily surprised and then slowly returned the hug.

“Who…?” She uttered.

“I’m Kopusha, you dolt!” Delta shot back.

“Is it truly you?” Leemy blinked. “Why do you look so different?”

“Yes, it’s me! It’s been over a thousand years since Seditionists killed both of us and atomized Tricameron, but we’re finally… together!” Delta buried her face in her dryad. “I look different because it’s been so long. Only a fraction of me remained, just an imprint buried in the Astral Sea. It's been so long since then and I… I’ve become more, got a new family, and been reborn. This is just how I look in here, my new face! I even have a new name–Delta Alana Skyisle. We’re in our last Sentinel’s… in Slava’s lucid dream of another world and here I look as old as I feel, about twenty.”

“Time changes all,” Leemy nodded. “I am glad that you have adapted well to your new life. I have missed you, my Agromancer.”

Delta simply nodded in reply, clinging to Leemy harder.

Slava and I exchanged a look as the hug stretched on, Delta and her dryad rapidly whispering things to each other in ancient Alanian.

Slava stepped to my side.

“It took me thirteen years, plus an unknown amount of time in the Astral,” he said. “Their tragic deaths, their last moments had been hanging on my conscience for far too long. But I did it, I got them both back, just as they had been back when Tricameron still stood…”

I watched as Slava smiled softly. It was a genuine smile, one that could potentially belong to a grandfatherly figure or perhaps a tired, weary knight.

“Although they’re not exactly the same,” he admitted. “They’ve both changed, grew up, become so much more than they were back then. But that beautiful connection between a creator and their greatest project, between an Agromancer and her dryad, the story between them will continue… and that’s all that matters.”

“You cheeky bastard,” Delta shot her brother a look. “We ain’t no story!”

“And?” Dante asked, his glasses glinting in the sunlight. I noted a mischievous look in his eyes as if something unsaid passed between sister and brother.

“I always told you... That your damn insatiable persistence at saving every girl you come across was hella dumb, but I was wrong, okay? You've somehow Don Quixoted my greatest treasure back,” Delta admitted with a begrudging, albeit incredibly happy look. “Good job. You did good… keep it up, you butt.”

Leemy, for her part, seemed mostly preoccupied with the strange, tall buildings all around us. Her orange-gold eyes darted from one architectural marvel to another, taking in the sights and sounds of Slava's lost world.

Then she focused on me. It took her a moment to recognize my human face.

“I know you… you are Overseer Kliss, a seedling of the Gregarius Empire,” she said.

“Technically, she’s our Baroness now,” Delta commented.

“Baroness... Kliss,” Leemy nodded. Her orange eyes paused on the park trees.

“I sense no magic in these,” she said. “No life. Are they poisoned?”

“This entire city is a simulation, a memory,” Slava explained. “An illusion woven by me, a place where all of us can discuss things.”

“I see,” Leemy said. “What about these metal trees?”

“Those are called lamp posts,” Slava said. “They’re sort of like Alanian soul-powered lanterns.”

“Ah,” Leemy said. “They do not sing. Nothing sings here. This place is static, lifeless, empty.”

“I’m not static though, right?” Delta grabbed Leemy’s hands.

“No, you are not,” Leemy looked at Delta for about thirty seconds, eyes flickering with orange light. “Although... I see that you are but a stump of your former tree, worn away by the Astral Ocean’s currents. Your new branches and roots are a patchwork of stolen saplings, some belonging to our Sentinel, others taken from random trees of the deep.”

Delta pursed her lips.

“Worst of all, there is a growing infection in you, my Agromancer. Many of your roots are cold, contaminated with the blight of ravenous darkness. Numerous vortices exist within, forcing you to consume other trees, to replace the ever-growing hollows within you. Your chorus is corrupted, thrumming with the wrongness of old pain and vengeance. It sings within you, a symphony of a thousand discordant voices.”

“Yeah,” Delta’s expression soured as she rubbed her hands with a look of worry. “You see me far too well, Leemy. I’m half human, half Astral Phantom now.”

The dryad’s orange eyes trailed to Slava.

“You too carry the blight of that abyss, Sentinel. But there is more to it compared to my Agromancer. I see... complexity upon complexity, a web like that of a spider, folding into itself and covered in writhing worms. A cold, orderly chorus, one that seeks answers. Beneath your human guise something unfathomably dangerous sings the chorus of the Wormwood Star.”

Slava opened and closed his mouth, not sure how to answer that comment.


I noted that the dryad was good at figuring us out via our Astral imprints. As her orange eyes struck me, they went wide and she stepped back.

“Beneath that shell of a human girl, there is no tree at all,” she said.

“No tree?” Delta arched a silver eyebrow.

“There is only fire. The Baroness is fire, a threat to all trees,” Leemy said, stepping further back as if she was afraid of me. “Permanent, ever-growing… inescapable destruction, one that already planted a spark within the Sentinel.”

Fire? Was that how Leemy saw me? The memories of Aradria’s life were quite vibrant in my mind and growing more solid with each day. I was fire, there was no denying it.

“Yes,” I stated, even as my chest ached with mild worry. “Slava gave me a dragon’s heart, brought me back as I was dying. So what? I don’t set trees alight with dragonfire, I use it keep my friends warm!”

As if to prove my point I forcefully grabbed Slava’s hand.

The dryad squinted at me.

"She’s not just fire, Leemy,” Delta insisted. “Lizzy’s my… our best friend! Give her a chance!"

“Friend?” Leemy whispered, her gaze lingering on my face. “How can fire be a friend to a tree? Can the all-destroyer be trusted to protect that which it devours without remorse?”

“Hey, um,” I said, trying to remain calm. “I’m not like that. I’m not a destroyer. Dragon Aradria might have been one, but I’m not.”

“Kliss is my knight,” Slava affirmed.

“I’ve sworn to protect Skyisle,” I said far too loudly. “I am Slava… our Sentinel’s sword and shield!”

“Don't worry, Leemy! Kliss is our resident dragon girl,” Delta added. “All of Skyisle is going to be her hoard!”

I nodded and frowned internally. Delta's words probably weren't very helpful to our current predicament of trying to explain my draconic nature to the dryad who seemed to see everything as trees or the enemy of trees.

The dryad’s orange eyes narrowed further, boring into my soul. “The very nature of fire is to consume. In the end, the spark within you will grow into an out of control inferno, devouring all in its path.”

I flinched at her words, more creeping doubt taking root in my heart. Could she be right? Was I destined to destroy everything I held dear, no matter how hard I tried to protect it? Was I too weak to tame the dragon in my heart? The memories of Aradria and her assertion of 'self' were definitely growing stronger in me as my hoard multiplied.

“You’re wrong, Leemy,” Slava declared. “Kliss is more than just fire. She’s courage, loyalty, and unwavering dedication. The dragon heart I gave her only amplifies her inherent strengths.”

Delta nodded vigorously. “She's not some mindless force of destruction. She’s our friend, our protector. Just because she has the power to burn all the things forever, doesn’t mean she will.”

I stood taller, bolstered by their faith in me. “Leemy, I get what you're saying. Fire can be terrifying in its raw, unchecked form. But like other magic, it’s a tool, neither good nor evil on its own. It’s the wielder that determines its purpose! And I choose to be a light in the darkness, a warm hearth to gather around, not dragonfire that razes the land.”

The dryad simply blinked at me.

“I’m not just a dragon,” I said. “I’m also a human. Humans build, they create, they nurture. I learned that from my parents, from my training as a legionnaire, from... Slava. He taught me to see the world in a new way through the lens of science and understanding, and is still teaching me so much!”

“I see you in the Astral. You’re losing control,” Leemy insisted. “The firestorm in your heart is winning, the desire for kindling drives all of your actions.”

“You’re right about that,” I said.

Delta and Slava looked at me.

“I can’t resist the taste of gold,” I revealed. “I greatly enjoyed biting the Violets, making humans into my kobolds. I couldn’t resist biting Slava’s neck, to claim him as mine. I can’t wait to claim more people and things as part of my hoard. I am probably going to lose control…”

“So you admit it?” Leemy asked.

“Yes,” I sighed. “I do. But… I… I am not alone anymore! I have friends, people I trust with my life and soul now!”

I looked back at Slava and his twin.

“Brother and sister who saved me from the Vows to Equality,” I said, spreading my arms wide. “And if they dared to stand up to a Goddess, killed two of her Archangels, then they sure as hell can help me control the dragon inside me, help me tame the firestorm as it inevitably grows within my heart. Slava’s science, his mathematics can do impossible things, push magic itself past all known limits!”

“You trust two trees infected with Astral blight to keep you under control?” Leemy asked.

“I do,” I affirmed. “I trust them with my entire heart and they trust me. They have my back and I have theirs!”

Leemy didn’t look convinced.

“Skyisle is dying, has been dying for a thousand years since the Seditionist Revolution brought down the Alanian cities. All of Novazem is permanently scarred with magogenic zones,” Slava said. “You were just a dying tree yourself when my sister and I found you and started to pour our souls into your roots to awaken you. The entire world is set against us, an Empire controlled by Vows is standing in our way.”

Leemy frowned.

“But,” Slava said. “That’s just part of the challenge. Contrary to what we are, we are making a difference–the three of us helped your tree bloom, we planted thousands of your seeds, made your saplings grow across Skyisle. Millions more will be carried by the wind across Novazem. You’re part of my equation of the future, Leemy–just like Kliss and Delta are.”
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“Please, Leemy?” Delta asked. “Trust me? Trust us. Kliss isn’t our enemy and Slava will make sure that she grows up to be a good dragon.”

“There is no such thing as a good dragon,” Leemy insisted.

“There is now,” I said. “I made Kliss, she’s an entirely new type of species–a chimera. I’ll make sure that her skills don’t just destroy forests. In fact, her fire will help you bloom.”

“Dragonfire… that helps trees grow?” Leemy asked with a skeptical look.

“Yes,” I affirmed. 

“This… exists?” Leemy looked at Delta and then at me.

“It doesn’t exist yet,” I admitted. “But I’ll make it happen!”

“My brother can do what the best Alanian academics failed at,” Delta nodded.

Leemy looked between us with a deep sigh. “It’s not like I can bloom somewhere else and you have been helping my trees thus far.”

“That’s the spirit,” Delta grinned, hugging her dryad.

“Good,” I said. “Now that that’s settled, let’s get down to business and discuss tactics.”

I mentally formed a couple of park benches that faced each other for us to sit down. Kliss and I settled on one side, while Delta and Leemy sat down across from us.

“Leemy, how interconnected would you say all of your trees are?” I asked.

“So-so,” the dryad replied. “Many trees are still not part of the root system, only connected to me via the Astral.”

“Think you can finish it in 13 days?” I asked.

“No,” Lemmy shook her head.

I frowned.

“I’ll arm the Violets with Agromancy wands, coordinate them on what to do,” Delta offered. “I might be able to pull it off. I know Leemy better than anyone.”

“Kliss and I will be working on the central tree and enforcing the ley lines with positively charged magic,” I nodded. “You can handle the rest?”

“I can handle the rest,” Delta nodded. 

I eyed her with a dubious expression.

“Stop worrying so much! I’m extra-motivated now. I’ve never been so freakin’ motivated!” Delta affirmed, clinging to her dryad. 

[Heh. I think that… she’s in love,] a soft voice danced through my mind coming from nowhere in particular. [How cute.]

My eyes snapped to Kliss. Her lips didn’t move. I stared at her.

[What?] Kliss asked without speaking. [Why is Slava looking at me like that?]

Five Infoscopes came into existence over my head. The spells scattered scanning the Astral and the physical. I found the source of the magic responsible for the voice in my head in seconds. The tether between us had bloomed, grown far more solid.

“You’ve reinforced the connection,” I said.

“Which connection?” Kliss blinked.

“Between dragon and kobold,” I explained. “I think that I can hear your thoughts.”

[My thoughts… wait does he know that I… wait, don’t think that… don’t picture that…]

Her mental voice fell silent. Kliss blushed fiercely.

“I, erm,” she muttered. “I poured more magic into our connection, because I was worried about you fighting the Hollow Mother by yourself… without me. I think that what I did makes you my primary kobold, or something. A kobold general, maybe?”

“I can handle Sasha,” I said.

“You did say that, but also… Also, you make that face… like you’re not handling it well,” Kliss bared her chompers almost like a dragon, even though her avatar in the dream was that of a human girl. “Next time you go wherever it is where you two chat, take me with you.”

“She could…” I said.

“Could what?” Kliss demanded. “Infect me? A dragon? Really? Giovashi’s obelisk couldn’t do squat against me and you think that an Astral Phantom can somehow influence me with negatively-charged magic? Really?”

I considered her words and opened my mouth to argue.

[You’re taking me with you,] Her direct thoughts suddenly slammed against me. [No, scratch that I’m coming with you. Whatever you’re doing, it’s not good enough. You’re mine! MINE!]

I considered using the Infoscopes to snap the mental connection between us.

“The Song of the Wormwood Star cannot win against fire,” Leemy commented.

I stared at her, not sure what she was talking about.


“Fire claims all,” Leemy added. “Fire consumes all, chases away the darkness.”

Something in my mind clicked, a plan, an idea.


“Fine,” I addressed the snarling dragon girl. “I’ll take you.”

Kliss stopped growling at me and settled down, wrapping me in her embrace and leaning onto my shoulder. A wash of radiant heat danced across the NeuroVista landscape like a breeze of hot wind. My Infoscopes detected a burst of focused, positively-charged magic coming from her crystalline heart. Our little dragon was growing up faster than I expected. The gold from Ishira’s obelisk, the kobolds and the claimed Alanian artifacts were fueling the furnace of her crystalline heart at an exponential rate, multiplying her innate magic.

“You can join me,” I added. “On one condition.”

“Yes?” Kliss piped up.

“Claim Delta,” I said.

“What?” Leemy sputtered.

“Woo,” Delta hooted. “I’m gonna be a kobold!”

“With pleasure,” Kliss said. “When we wake up…”

“No,” I shook my head. “Claim Delta here, now.”

My sister stared at me as did Kliss.

“I… I am pretty sure that I need to bite something physically to claim it,” Kliss commented. “I… Aradria never claimed anything in her dreams. How can something non physical even be claimed?”

“Yet again, I must iterate, you are not Aradria,” I said. “You’re Kliss. The current you is an extension of your soul that I pulled into my dream. I want you to claim my sister’s soul, not her body.”

“Is that going to make me less cold?” Delta asked.

“Maybe,” I said. “You up for it?”

“You bet your ass I am,” Delta nodded. 

“You… you can’t be serious! You wish the ever-fire to lay its claim on you?!” Leemy asked incredulously. 

“I wish my infection burned away,” Delta said. “I don’t like being cold. I just want to be me. I don’t want to be a patchwork of stolen soul-bits, I don’t want to be hungry and cold forever. Can your tree warm me up? Fix me?”

“It… cannot,” Leemy said. “I cannot undo the rot that plagues your tree, my Agromancer.”

“I’m getting claimed. I… trust Kliss,” Delta admitted. “And most of all, I trust my brother.”

She stood up from her bench and offered a hand to Kliss. “Go on then, claim my soul.”

Kliss simply stared at the offered hand. 

“Fine,” she said. “I will.”

She bit Delta’s hand. Nothing happened. Kliss frowned.

“Do you need to be more… errr… draconic maybe?” Delta asked. “You’re biting me as a human.”

“How can I be ‘more draconic’ in this place?” Kliss asked, looking down at her human hands. “Isn’t this just a dream?”

“Is it tho’?” Delta eyed Leemy. “Leems here keeps evaluating our souls n’ stuff.”

“This isn’t just a dream,” Leemy commented. “The roots of our souls are present here, entwined.”

“Ah, that’s my bad,” I said, looking at Kliss. “I’m filtering out most of your dragon soul, since last time you lost control over your emotions. Let me readjust the ward to bring all of you in.”

I went into NeuroVista parameters and let the entire soul of Kliss through the ward.

I watched as the human figure of Kliss became more draconic, her figure suddenly radiating warmth, shimmering and changing. Gemstone-like hair sprouted atop of her head, her eyes turning to slits framed by emerald and orange rings. Her pale skin darkened with an orange shine. She didn’t grow shorter and remained her approximately nineteen-year old self, but had now fully manifested her chimeric appearance.

“Try it now,” I said.

Kliss nodded. She pulled my twin’s hand into her mouth and bit the offered fingers. Delta winced ever so slightly. 

Time slowed as NeuroVista accelerated my mind, processing information as draconic soul-threads dug into Delta’s soul and placed distinctive anchors there. As they settled, I gradually sliced up the control mechanism portion of it, keeping only the connection to our dragon girl’s hoard.

“So, dragons can claim human souls,” I commented when time resumed its flow. “Curious. Do me next.”

“Didn’t I already make you my kobold?” Kliss asked, staring at my hand.

“My physical, human body, yes,” I nodded. “But we’re talking about something completely different here - the human soul is a parapsychological construct, one that can exist entirely in the Astral. The anchors you’re establishing here are entirely magical. They’re stable waveform patterns that are unlike anything I’ve seen, somehow held within the Astral via the network of magic emanating from your hoard… sort of like a ward supported by a battery.”

Kliss grabbed my hand and bit my fingers, claiming my soul. Again, I scanned the anchors and sliced through the control mechanism. 

“Done,” Kliss said.

I glanced at Leemy.

“No,” she said. “There is no way that I’m letting fire lay its claim on me.”

“Come on,” Delta said. “It’s fine! Join us! See, I’m perfectly fine and not on fire, see?”


“You’re fine for now,” Leemy pointed out. “But there is a spark in you that will spread. Don’t you understand? This fire won’t stop burning until it will consume you!”

“It’s not exactly fire,” I mulled. “It’s actually similar to what the Astral Phantoms do, leave an imprint of themselves, an Astral construct, a magical virus that grows within the targeted soul. The vital difference is that this is positively-charged magic, one that pushes the Astral currents away from the soul, gradually fortifying it against entropic decay.”

Leemy crossed her arms, not budging. Convincing the dryad that our dragon was harmless would clearly take some time. Time which was in short supply. Quite frankly I didn’t expect for Leemy to be so bothered by the draconic nature of Kliss.

I frowned, racking my brain for the right words to convince Leemy. “Think of it as a symbiotic relationship,” I offered, hoping the scientific terminology might sway her. “Like the mycorrhizae fungi that connect to tree roots, exchanging nutrients for mutual benefit. Kliss isn’t consuming your soul, she’s amplifying it, providing a shield against the decay of the Astral Ocean. The connection between dragon and dryad... it could be something truly unique, something new, a fusion of magic unlike any other.”

Leemy's orange eyes narrowed. 

“I don’t…” she began.

“Can a plant grow without soil and without sunlight?” I interrupted Leemy.

“No,” she replied. “It cannot.”

“That’s where you’re wrong,” I said. 

I snapped my fingers, dissolving the view of VDNKH and placing our quartet into a wholly different place from my memories.

The girls looked around the white room, staring up at the plastic and glass tubes covered in plants, UV-B lamps flickering above rows of various vegetables.

“Welcome to the artificial climate laboratory of the Timiryazev Agricultural Academy in Moscow,” I said. “These are plants that my people grew without sunlight and soil.”

I waved at the rows of tubes behind me. The dryad circled the room, her orange eyes widening as she examined the strange, intricate systems of tubes, pumps, and grow lights. Delta and Kliss trailed behind her, their expressions curious.


“These plants,” I said, gesturing to the flourishing vegetables bathed in the glow of the lamps, “are thriving without the traditional elements of nature. They are nourished by a carefully balanced nutrient solution delivered directly to their roots, their growth stimulated by artificial sunlight.”

“Plants without sunlight or ground,” Kliss murmured, staring at the green leaves and then back at me. “I would have thought this impossible too! You just keep on surprising me, Slava.”

I nodded.

Leemy’s gaze lingered on a cluster of vibrant red tomatoes, their plumpness a testament to the efficacy of the system. I saw a flicker of understanding in her eyes.

“This… is real, such a thing is possible to build on Novazem?” The dryad asked.

“Yes,” I nodded. “Absolutely. In fact, I plan to build hydroponics greenhouses just like this all over Skyisle where kids can take care of plants to enjoy fresh vegetables and fruits even in the harshest winter months! With magic and basic understanding of agricultural science lots of incredible things can be done. My people built laboratories like these to provide vegetables to the people living in the far reaches of the north. The agronom researchers of the USSR planned to conquer dead planets, to bring plants via hydroponics to the furthest reaches of space where nothing can survive!”

“Why would fruits grow healthier without soil to support their roots?” Leemy asked.

“Most of the soil and water in Skyisle is contaminated by the Valley of Death, not letting plants flourish as much as they should,” I explained. “Honestly if it wasn't for plants reinforcing themselves with Vitality magic, nothing would be alive here at all. Hydroponics eliminates the need for soil altogether and I can filter the heavy metals and other contaminants out of the water.”

Leemy looked at Delta.

“He’s speaking the truth,” my twin nodded. “We can definitely build hydroponic gardens in Skyisle!”

“Fruits and vegetables in winter…” Leemy mulled. "How odd."


“You see, Leemy,” I continued, “just as these plants have adapted to this artificial environment, you too can adapt to a new source of energy, a new kind of symbiosis. You fear Kliss’ fire, yet it is not the destructive force you perceive. Her magic is a radiant force that opposes the decay of the Valley of Death and the pull of the Astral Ocean. The dragonheart within her can act as your artificial sun, a constant source of energy that will nourish your growth and shield you from harm, even on the darkest of days, keeping you blooming even in deepest winter.”

I pointed at one of the massive lamps casting UV rays onto a row of cucumbers.

“Just like this artificial light sustains these plants,” I said. “Kliss can do the same for you. You need not fear our dragon girl, for the fire of her crystalline heart is my creation, just like you are Kopusha’s project. Neither of you would exist had it not been for the work of a talented Alanian Agromancer and a reborn Soviet virologist.”

My sister blushed at my praise, kicking one of her legs back just like Kopusha used to when she stood in front of the tree she crafted a thousand years ago. Giovashi wanted to create a hollow, uncaring human, a ghoul from my sister, to forge a living weapon without empathy. However, thanks to my interference, Delta ended up as a reincarnation of the Alanian Novitiate from Tricameron. Over ten years I watched Delta drift from a frightened, emotionally enclosed girl to a bubbly and compassionate teenager, one that was now wholeheartedly dedicated to her dryad creation.

[You’re right about that,] Kliss thought, somehow catching onto my train of thought. [Leemy is Delta’s emotional anchor, her hoard, true passion that will keep her soul stable even when her phantom nature will attempt to pull her apart. I think that she’s gonna do much better with the dryad around.]

Leemy’s expression became contemplative as Delta squeezed her green-tinted hand.


The dryad was beginning to understand. The concept of an artificial sun, a source of energy that could transcend the limitations of nature, was something entirely new, something that challenged her preconceived notions of reality. She wasn’t stupid, but she did spend far too long simply being a dying tree clinging to life inside the ruins of the Alanian tower.

I could see the cogs in her mind turning, the thousand-year-old tree grappling with this novel concept of hydroponics. I held my breath, hoping that my words had sown the seeds of trust.

“Is this... truly possible?” Leemy mulled. “Can artificial fire truly nurture life without burning it all to cinders?”

“Yes,” Delta and I answered together.

“Kliss isn’t a real dragon, not the monstrous abomination that scorched the forests of Skyisle for a thousand years,” I said. “She is artificial sunlight, artificial warmth that’s entirely of my making. Delta’s Agromancy wands have made you stronger and so will Kliss, I promise.”

“Kliss would never hurt you,” Delta nodded.

“I… promise to be your friend,” Kliss nodded. “Promise to do my best to help your trees grow.”

Leemy looked deep into my eyes, then at Delta and then at Kliss.

“Fine,” she said. “The roots of your words aren’t tinted with deception… I will comply to this… strange cooperation between a tree and dragonfire.”

She offered Kliss her hand.

“Make me yours and help me grow stronger… o’ artificial dragon.”
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                I mentally relaxed as Kliss claimed Leemy, the dragon girl’s teeth digging gently into the dryad’s hand. 

I watched as a crimson wave of magic surged from the hoard across Kliss, wrapping itself around Leemy’s soul and planting brilliant sparks all over her. Like before, I carefully and instrumentally trimmed, pruned the connection, snipping away the control mechanism that would eventually turn Leemy into an obedient slave if left unmanaged, leaving only the positively-charged flow of mana.

The dryad’s eyes widened as she sensed the sparks within herself. The violet blossoms adorning her hair seemed to glow brighter, petals unfurling.

“Hrm,” she murmured. “This does feel invigorating. Perhaps I was wrong to resist it. I do hope that this artificial sun does not burn me to cinders one day in the distant future.”

“Don’t worry, Leems, Slava won’t let our dragon girl turn into an outta-control forest fire,” Delta murmured, leaning into her dryad. Leemy relaxed further, wrapping moss-covered hands around my twin. Both of them looked content.

“Right,” I said. “Now that we’re all magically and metaphorically on the same page, we need to finalize our plans for the next two weeks. So, let’s have a brainstorming session. Inquisitor Jubz is bringing two Imperial legions to Skyisle. What does that mean for us?”

I turned to Kliss.

“Each legion will be fourteen armoured men,” she replied. “Each will have a Scrutimancer of some kind, a professional Astral Seer who will smell, or foresee, or taste secrets.”

“We’ve dealt with Foresight magi,” Delta commented. “Violets now work for us. Could we…”

“These will be professional legionnaires dedicated to the Empire and Goddess Equality, not orphans armed with blood-iron artifacts,” Kliss said. 

My twin frowned.

“Where do you stand as Baroness in the Imperial hierarchy?” I asked Kliss. “Could they be convinced to serve you?”

“No,” Kliss shook her head. “They will answer to Inquisitor Jubz and will serve only one mission - to tear Skyisle apart while they search for Giovashi and the dragon’s heart.”

“Imperial legions were here during the takeover of Skyisle, they didn’t find anything,” Delta commented.

“It is possible that they didn’t find anything last time because Giovashi misled them with Charisma magic,” I said. “Or she even let them come on purpose so that they could kill her priestesses and slaughter many townspeople.”

“Why would she kill her own priestesses?” Delta demanded.

“Sacrifice,” I said. “Giovashi’s necromagic is powered entirely by soul sacrifices. She made Skyisle an awful place, created various deadly ‘events’ that made the entire town into willing Vow-makers. Giovashi’s goal isn’t to get souls to go to Arx, it’s to tear human souls apart through conflicting Vows so that she could attach the remnants to herself to live longer."


“An imperial Scrutimancer will be able to see through lies like glass,” Kliss said. “They won’t be fooled like Jubz. What's your plan, Slava?

“I can use my Infoscopes to modify, bend their spells,” I replied.

“You’d have to bend the Astral itself… pretty much everywhere all the time then,” Kliss said with a deep frown. “They’ll be looking for specific clues. They’ll see that giant tree in the center of town and ask the villagers questions. A professional Searcher isn’t going to be bamboozled by an ant-powered suit of armor like the villagers of Skyisle.”

“I was really hoping to utilize the Rewind spellchain to trap the Legionnaires in a time loop, repeating their actions endlessly, rendering them ineffective,” I said. “But I think that unfortunately we don’t have enough time to finish it.”

“The root system isn’t ready,” Leemy affirmed. “I’m not ready. Even if we had a hundred Agromancers it will not be possible to finish what you desire to do. More time is needed.”

“The Astral Seers must not be allowed to examine Skyisle from the sky,” Kliss said. “If I… err, Aradria saw your massive hexagram from above then so will a talented Scrutimancer. How did you even plan on hiding something that big?”

“With another big concealment hexagram… which I didn’t get to make yet,” I rubbed the back of my head. “Aradria’s arrival sort of sent all of my plans sideways”

“That’s what I thought,” Kliss said.

“What do you suggest we do then?” I asked.

“We should take the fight to them,” Kliss said, fiery spirals flickering in her eyes. “They will make a stop in Agamemnon to stock up on a few weeks worth of cheap supplies as Skyisle won’t provide such. We strike them there and we strike them hard, take out the Scrutimancers, weaken the legions… make them follow us.”

“Make them follow us?” I looked at her. “To where?”

“To wherever I am stronger,” Kliss said. “As Aradria I often made foolish skyship captains follow me, making them crash into floating mountains at the spine of the world or plummet into the depths of the magogenic faults.”

“We don’t have a skyship,” Delta said. “How the heck are we going to intercept them?”

She then gave me an annoyed look as if she was holding me personally responsible for the fact that Skyisle lacked a skyship.

“Maybe I… can just run there?” Kliss mulled. “I could run to Agamemnon across the wilds, over the glaciers and valleys… I more or less know the way. I think that I can make it there in less than two weeks. I’ll simply burn through the magic within the gold from the obelisk. I’m strong now, I can stop them.”

“You can punch your way across twenty eight Imperial legionnaires and Jubz?” Delta asked with a skeptical look.

“Not a direct attack, I’ll steal their skyship while they restock, make them follow me in the second ship… and make sure that they perish in the mountains,” Kliss insisted. “I can do this, I know I can! I have to do this. I want to protect Skyisle, protect all of you!”

Her claws dug into my wrist, making me wince.


“Won’t the Empire just assign another Inquisitor to investigate Skyisle?” I asked.

“They will,” Kliss said. “In time. But, the Imperial bureaucracy is slow. I can delay it even further, if I can make it to the Inquisition Bureau in Cessna… and set it alight with dragonfire. Look, Slava… I know that you want to implement your Rewind hexagram and you will, but… I don’t think that it will work against Scrutimancers who will absolutely sniff it from ten thousand elbows away in the sky and simply won’t land in Skyisle. They’ll bring a hundred times more men to deal with your questionable giant spellchain!”

I pursed my lips.

“Very well,” I said. “But, you’re not going to Agamemnon alone. We will all go there together and derail Jubz, make him believe that Giovashi and her Ishira cultists are targeting him personally. I can use my Infoscopes to send false Identify reports to them, make them think that you’re actually Giovashi in disguise holding a dragonheart in her mage staff or something.”

“How?” Kliss asked. “Neither of you can run with me down the glacier–you're human!”

“You won’t be running as much as you think,” I said. “I’ll build you a glider. You can use it to make it down the valley to the ocean, then walk to Agamemnon. It won’t take as long then. Delta and I will be with you, inside of your backpack as Astral Phantoms.”

“Hang on. Who’s going to make sure that Skyisle is safe?” Delta asked.

“Our parents,” I said. “Plus, Leemy.”

“No, Slava,” Delta said. “What if Giovashi comes back and simply asks everyone to take their necklaces and collars off? Someone needs to stay in Skyisle as Archmage Delta to coordinate the Violets and work on finishing your hexagram. Someone needs to make sure shit doesn’t go tits up in our home.”

“You…?” I looked at her.

“I’ll stay in Skyisle,” Delta nodded. “As much as it’s gonna suck not to have Kliss next to me to keep me warm, I’ll have Leemy. Just… Could you permanently tether her Avatar to my mind to keep me company? You can do that, right?”

“I can do that,” I nodded.

“Then we’re good,” Delta said. “You two can go and derail Jubz and I’ll protect Skyisle!”

Leaving my twin behind in Skyisle while Kliss and I dealt with the Inquisitor was a risk, but she was right–someone needed to stay behind to oversee the completion of the Rewind hexagram and ensure the safety of the village. My parents were capable, but they lacked the specialized knowledge and magical prowess needed to handle a threat like Giovashi or her minions. Delta, for all her eccentricities and impulsiveness, was a formidable Astral Phantom, controller of insects and a skilled Agromancer, intimately familiar with Leemy and the nuances of Skyisle's terrain. She knew how to operate the other physical traps we’ve designed around our workshop.

“Alright,” I said after a minute of tense silence. “I trust you. But promise me you’ll be careful and keep the Violets close. If anything unexpected happens, anything at all – contact me immediately via voicecast.”

“Totes,” Delta nodded, forcing a smile that didn’t quite reach her silver-blue eyes. “Just make sure Kliss doesn’t burn down Agamemnon or whatever. She seems overly excited to use dragonfire.”

I shot her a reassuring look and turned to Leemy. “You up for this? Can you handle keeping Delta anchored and safe, keep an eye on Skyisle for us while we’re gone?”

“I am up to this goal, Sentinel,” Leemy nodded. “I shall keep my Agromancer focused on her job.”

“So,” Kliss asked. “How soon do we leave?”

“In a few days,” I said. “I’ll get dad to make the wooden frame for the glider and order the seamstress to make the necessary cloth. In the meanwhile, I want you to bite everything of magical value in Skyisle. Every tree, every rock. Everything. Claim it all.”

“Sure,” Kliss nodded.

“Also, there are more bodies and urns filled with crystalline dust in small rooms beneath the catacombs too,” I said. “They’re buried under stone blocks. Pull them free and claim them all. I believe that they are reinforcing the wards Giovashi made.”

Kliss blanched slightly.

“Yeah,” she said. “Can do. Will you come with me and show me where they are?”

“Yes,” I replied.

“It’s a date then,” Kliss suddenly twinkled at me with emerald-amber eyes.

Delta gave her a thumbs up. 
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                As the morning sun splashed the valley with hues of pink, gold and orange, I made myself a cup of tea and headed straight to my dad’s workshop. Once there, I grabbed a charcoal stick to sketch out the frame of the glider.

I was no flight engineer, but in my previous life I had used my savant syndrome afflicted mind to absorb a truly ungodly amount of knowledge. Thus, I simply pulled at the strings of my past, going over the long hours I spent at the Lenin State Library of the USSR, recalling everything I knew about plane and glider design.

I recalled the words of Sergei Ilyushin, the creator of the legendary Il-2 Sturmovik ground-attack aircraft, a workhorse of the Red Army during the Great Patriotic War. According to Ilyushin, the successful design lay in understanding the needs of the pilot, the human at the heart of the machine. “A good aircraft,” Ilyushin wrote, “is an extension of the pilot’s will, a tool that amplifies their courage and skill.”

From there, I recalled how Academic Lavrentiyev introduced me to Oleg Antonov, who showed me his glider designs one autumn evening.

“Aren’t they beautiful?” Antonov asked me as I admired his drawings. “If it wasn’t for that damn gliding instructor defecting to the West in thirty eight, I’d still have my Glider Factory!”

“They are,” I asserted, burning the man’s glider designs that never came to be into my mind. “Maybe in the future, when I become an Administrator, I can help build these lovely birds for you!”

“Forget about it, kid,” Antonov laughed. “You’re too damn bright for your own good. They’ll probably put you into atomics, make you work in one of the closed cities till you drop dead.”

I didn’t believe it back then as my mind was filled with stardust dreams, but Oleg Antonov’s words had become a prophecy, one that eventually shaped my future.

As my mind distantly lamented over the tragedy of my past life in which everything I had worked for turned to naught, my hands had done their job for me. I finished sketching out the design of the hang-glider, incorporating elements of Antonov’s and Ilyushin’s designs.

As Georgi walked into his workshop and woke up the Violets, I showed him the blueprint and described what I wanted.

“Hrm,” he said. “This will delay our Agromancy wand production, but I can certainly make it in a day or two.”

“Make it happen,” I nodded. 

“This isn’t for Destiny to use, right? Your mom will have a fit if she sees her flying on a wooden glider,” dad said.

“No,” I replied. “Destiny and Great-Aunt Delta are staying in Skyisle to make wands. This is for Kliss. She’s going to fly it down the valley past the glacier to then walk to Agamemnon.”

“That doesn’t seem very safe,” Georgi pointed out.

“It’s part of her training,” I shrugged. “Archmage apprentice business and whatnot. Kliss is half-dragon so even if she falls from the sky she’ll be fine.”

“Very well,” dad nodded. 





“How goes it, have you claimed all of Skyisle yet?” I asked Kliss when I met her later in the garden along with my sister.

Kliss grinned, her ruby-violet hair sparkling. “Getting there! I got around sixty of Leemy’s saplings, the big tree in the centre of town, many hexagrams in the Fox and Fiddle Pub, your parents’ cottage and workshop and every ward and hex-lantern I could find on my way. Plus I got a couple of Elks. It was fun chasing them down.”

I nodded. I’ve been watching her through the eyes of my Infoscopes, learning all sorts of interesting things.

“Blood elks?” Delta asked.

“Yep. There were a few stragglers at the edge of town. It took me a while to convince them that I was their new Queen,” Kliss said with a wide grin.

“Blood Elk kobolds, eh?” Delta rubbed her chin. “Sounds like someone’s having fun. Now I’m extra-jelly! Uh, Slava, what exactly prevents a dragon from claiming everything on the planet to gain limitless power? Why hasn’t Aradria claimed all of Novazem? Why didn’t she claim all humans?”

I turned to Kliss, waiting for her to answer.

“I… Aradria, didn’t want to claim all of Novazem,” Kliss answered. “Far too many non-magical or barely-magical things are untasty and bleh. Only things that glow super bright in the Astral are nice to collect and sleep on. Having too many kobolds is also draining, somehow… I think? It… makes me sleepy? I don’t think that those Blood Elks are proper kobolds exactly, they’re more like prey that I tagged, that I could potentially convert into kobolds over a long ass time… If they stay close to my hoard, which they probably won’t since my control over them is basically nothing.”

“Womp womp,” Delta frowned. “No Blood Elk kobolds then?”

“I could make it happen, I think. It’s just… long? I think. Yeah, that’s it! Time consuming effort. It requires a big sleep. A few hundred winters, maybe?”

“Centuries?” Delta asked.

“Numerous kobold generations,” Kliss nodded. “And they have to stay confined within my domain, near my hoard. Spreading my domain out past the cavern system made me feel... vulnerable? Unsafe? Like… anyone could just run off with my hoard? The hoard needs to stay together, in one place, right under me, otherwise its songs get weaker!”

“Songs?” Delta asked.

“The hoard sings,” Kliss nodded. “Like a chorus of a thousand voices. Every piece of gold, every kobold, every artifact beneath me. They all hum distinctive melodies, but they also sing together as one when I need them to… When I need to have a storm to shield me, I make them sing of rain and wind and lightning!” Her eyes momentarily lit up from within. “My hoard is very small and discordant now, colors and tunes all over, not exactly right.”

Delta looked at me quizzically, expecting further explanation.

“I think that the limitation of a dragon hoard isn’t simply time or the dragon’s personal perception of her dominion, it’s basic thermodynamics.” I rubbed my chin thoughtfully.

“Thermo-what-now?” Kliss squinted at me.

“Thermodynamics is a branch of physics that deals with heat, work, temperature, and their relation to energy, radiation, and physical properties of matter,” I said. “It’s a set of universal laws that governs the flow of energy in any system, from the smallest atom to the largest star. The way a dragon’s hoard functions, its ability to channel energy, its reliance on positively charged magic... it’s also likely governed by these laws.”

“Uhhh,” Kliss drawled. 


“Imagine a campfire,” I began, gesturing with my hands as if conjuring flames from thin air. “You need kindling to start a fire, right? Wood, dead leaves, something that burns easily. That’s the initial source of energy.”

I pointed at the small ruby gemstones adorning Kliss’s hair. “Your hair gems are the kindling, the sparks. They’re constantly absorbing energy from the surrounding environment, from the Astral Ocean, and converting it into positively charged mana. The basis of your dragon magic.”

Kliss nodded.

“Now,” I continued, “if you want a bigger fire, more power, you need more fuel. More logs, more branches, something to sustain the flames. In the case of a dragon’s hoard, gold and artifacts act as that fuel.”

“The bigger the hoard, the bigger the fire, the more kobolds I can manage safely,” Kliss nodded. 

“Indeed,” I said. “The problem is, energy cannot be created or destroyed, only transferred or transformed. That’s the first law of thermodynamics. When a dragon claims an object, a kobold, or even an entire forest, she’s not creating energy. She’s drawing it from elsewhere.”

“From the Astral?” Kliss asked. 

“Isn’t Astral negatively charged or whatever?” Delta inquired.

“From the physical environment,” I said, gesturing to the vast expanse of blue sky above us. “From the fundamental fabric of reality. From the very forces that hold the universe together. From the furnace of stars.”

“Meaning what?” Delta pressed me.

“The Astral Ocean is mostly darkness, emptiness, vastness… infinity of all that was,” I said. “A dragon’s hoard is a focused point, a pinprick that bends the universe elsewhere in a completely different direction. Larger systems in Thermodynamics tend to have more entropy, more chaos, more disorder. They’re less efficient, harder to control, more prone to… catastrophic failures.”

“Catastrophic failures? Hang on… are dragons walking Chernobyl reactors?” Delta demanded. “Can dragons have a meltdown?”


“Dragons are indeed exceptionally dangerous,” I nodded. “They can eliminate life with incredible ease. A living dragon might not have a meltdown, but a dead one... might create a permanently contaminated area if not dealt with quickly.”


“I think that I see where this is going,” Delta commented. “Do try to remember it, miss dragon–if you pull too much magic from your stash, does it catch fire?”

“Yeah,” Kliss admitted after a few seconds of contemplative silence. “I think that if I pull too hard too much at once… then my gold will ignite and turn to white, empty, untasty sand.”

“Slava, why are you making Kliss claim things left and right?” Delta demanded.

“To study the nature of positively-charged magic and to develop the hoard-kobold-claim magical theory,” I said. “To understand how to manage dragon power better, in the same way humanity from Earth figured out how to manage electricity. Dragons are power plants, yes, but they’re self-managed, self-governing, innate power plants, which isn’t exactly optimal.”

Delta blinked at me.

"Kobolds act as fuses, sacrificial breakers. They likely protect the dragon’s hoard by burning out before the gold or artifacts do. Their souls are much less dense than solid gold or ancient crystalline magic tools, after all,” I pointed out.


“Oi! That doesn’t make me feel better,” Delta said. “Am I going to spontaneously combust?”

She gave me a look of ‘why the heck did you make Kliss claim my soul’?

“Well,” I said. “You aren’t a full kobold, just a fraction of one. Full kobolds take generations to create and their bodies most likely change from within and become densely covered in crystalline growths. Right?” I eyed Kliss.

“Yeah, I think that the tether between me and my recently-made kobolds will simply burn out, snap. The old, crystal-covered kobolds would indeed simply ignite and detonate turning to ashes,” Kliss nodded. “I don’t have any old kobolds tied to me though, so that’s not an issue.”

“Leemy is basically crystalline growths surrounded by wooden bark,” Delta said. “I get why my dryad was afraid of being your kobold, terrified of catching fire.”

“Leemy’s not going to catch fire,” I assured my sister. “The current claim of her by Kliss is far too small, at best the trees would lose a couple of crystals out of millions.”

“But in the future?”

“In the future… the Rewind hexagram will act as a supermassive breaker–one that will make sure that nothing and nobody permanently burns out,” I said. “Yes, Kliss could theoretically overdraw magic from the town, vaporize all of Skyisle, turn her kobolds and hoard into ashes, but in a flash everything, everyone here will be brought back to life, any damage will simply get… rewound.”

“What the… are you serious? Won’t that kill everyone? Won’t they all feel horrible pain?” Delta demanded, her silver-blue eyes wide at the implication of my words.

“Yes,” I said. “But such an event is in the distant future and would only be a last resort sort of action. It’s sacrifice without permanent sacrifice, loss without loss. Nobody would even remember dying because the pain would be rewound. Yes, I get it, it’s imperfect… but that’s life, that’s the best I can come up with, for now–a hoard that doesn’t completely burn away when its dragon is cornered.”

“Yay me,” Kliss commented dryly. “So… what happens when I make dragonfire?”

“Didn’t we learn this stuff already?” Delta asked, getting fidgety. 

“Nah,” Kliss eyed me. “Slava got more stuff figured out, I can feel it.”

“You claim something,” I said. “Like that obelisk. You claimed the gold in it with your fists. You pulled positively-charged magic from your hoard, power that came not from the Astral Ocean… but from a place… opposite of it.”

“Uh? What's the opposite of the Astral Ocean?” Kliss asked.

“Syntropic Boundary,” I said. 

The girls stared at me.

“Did you just come up with that?” Delta asked.

“I did,” I nodded. “It’s the scientific term I just assigned to what I’ve been observing in the magical currents,” I clarified. “The Astral Ocean is infinite, vast, ever-present and composed of negatively charged magic. It pulls at reality, makes magical imprints of everything, and acts as a medium through which spells are cast. Negatively-charged magic is an entropic, chaotic system. The opposite of the Astral Ocean must therefore be Syntropic, it must increase order.”

“Dragonfire is… increasing order?” Kliss commented.

“Positively-charged magic isn’t simply creating something,” I continued. “It’s also a force that rearranges, transforms existing matter. The very concept of ‘rearranging matter on an atomic level’ was something my people on Earth achieved a century ago with a device called a particle accelerator. Particle accelerators propelled charged particles, such as protons or electrons, to nearly the speed of light, colliding them together to create entirely new particles! It took us decades of hard work to understand the power locked within atoms, to unravel the secrets of the universe itself. Using that knowledge we eventually built atomic bombs, weapons that could reduce entire cities to ashes in the blink of an eye.”

“Like… dragonfire?” 

“Worse in some ways, better in others,” I shrugged. “A thermonuclear explosion could vaporize a thousand Skyisles in a blink of an eye. A dragon’s fire is a much more focused ray that rewrites reality, pulling it much closer towards Syntropic Boundary. What dragonfire does is assign repeating order, the kind that’s forced into existence by crystalline microstructures that pull the surrounding universe closer and closer to Syntropy. A dragon claims a domain or an object and gradually or catastrophically reassigns it towards greater order. While this happens, the surrounding area experiences greater entropy, more decay to balance things out."


My companions simply stared at me.

“When you claimed that obelisk in the catacombs, you rearranged its crystalline structure, you devoured its magic and turned it into something new, something that would no longer obey Giovashi,” I said to Kliss. 

“How is the world not covered in dead forests then?” Delta asked. “If dragonglass perpetually propagates death and decay then…”

“Novazem is about the size of Earth,” I shrugged. “I suspect that once dragonglass generates enough Death radiance, the crystalline particles simply melt right through the mundane terrain and eventually end up in the center of the planet, where gravity and pressure gradually compresses it into a singularity.”

“A singularity?” Kliss blinked.

“A very slowly growing Syntropic-matter black hole.” I nodded. “It is quite possible that Novazem is doomed, that eventually enough dragonglass will build up inside the core of the planet to destabilize it from within, which will potentially create catastrophic magical surge-storms on the surface decaying away reality. Or not. I honestly don’t know. This is pure speculation at this point on my part. It’s not like I can send an Infoscope into the center of the world or something… not yet, anyway.”
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                “I see,” Kliss swallowed. 

“Also, I suspect that Dragons sleep for centuries so that they can digest and process all of the magic they’ve absorbed from the environment and convert it to more of their soft-hard crystalline structures. They’re basically walking thaumaturgical reactors and reactors need time to cool down, lest they self-reinforce their core into existence too much and melt right through reality along with their hoard. Remember what I said about thermodynamics?”

“Energy cannot be created or destroyed,” Kliss said.

“When Aradria acquired energy from the Syntropic Boundary it took her centuries to safely concentrate it within her hoard, to balance every artifact and kobold into a functional network, aka a stable chorus,” I affirmed. “I suspect that she slept lots because it took a lot of mental effort on her part to do so.”


“Am I going to sleep a lot too then?” she asked with a worried look, “and miss out on hanging out with you?”

“Nah,” I said. “I’ll help you stabalize your hoard manually once I figure out all of this stuff. Just keep claiming things for now.”

“Yeah,” Kliss nodded. “That I can do.”

“Is the Valley of Death a permanent magical explosion created via Syntropic Boundary bullshit? Is that why there’s an edge... an ever-growing bubble of total anti-magic around it?” Delta asked. 

“I suspect that it is,” I nodded. 

“Why hasn’t the entire Valley of Death sunk into the center of the planet like dragonglass then?” My twin asked.

“Perhaps it is simply a positively-charged magical shear that’s also spatially stabilized and attached to the Astral Gate?” I shrugged. “Until we figure out how to safely reach the ruins of Tricameron Citadel, I can’t be sure of what is actually going on there.”

“Peachy,” Delta frowned. “Welp, I’m gonna go help Leems grow more trees, you two have fun in the catacombs… claiming spooky skeletons. Byeeee.”

She winked at Kliss, pulled an Agromancy wand from her side and disappeared into the forest.

Kliss grabbed me by the elbow and we headed to the Fox and Fiddle pub. 

“How exactly will you make Skyisle more magical?” She asked me. “Leemy’s trees are sort of nice to claim but everything else isn’t very claimable yet.”

“Not all materials are created equal when it comes to hoarding,” I nodded. “I will need to optimize the production of safe dragonglass.”

“Safe dragonglass?” Kliss asked. “Isn’t that just… modified magic gold? Where are you going to get so much gold from?”

“Materials can be modified,” I said. “It doesn’t have to be gold. I’ll have to come up with a spell that you can wield that modifies existing structures, adds a lattice of microscopic crystals to each brick, beam and rock in skyisle.”

“And that’s possible?” Kliss tilted her sparkling, red mane at me. 

“Each material has a unique magical signature, a specific affinity for absorbing, storing, and releasing mana. Gold, for example, has a high affinity for positively-charged magic, which makes it an ideal material for dragon hoards. Wood, on the other hand, has a lower affinity, so it wouldn't contribute as much to the dragon’s power, even if coated in positively-charged crystals,” I said. “But, the process by which an existing material becomes crystallized involves the arrangement of its molecules or atoms into a highly ordered structure.”

“Hrm,” Kliss pursed her lips. “So your people studied… such things?”

“We did,” I nodded. “We figured out that the primary driving force for crystallization is the reduction in free energy of the system. When a material transitions from a disordered state, like a liquid or gas, to a more ordered crystalline state, there is usually a decrease in free energy, primarily due to enthalpic factors, like bond formation, and sometimes entropic factors. There are many ways in which crystals can be introduced into the system such as cooling, solvent evaporation, chemical reactions, temperature changes and seeding.”

“Uhhhh,” she squeezed my elbow. “Yeah, you completely lost me there. My dragon-self has been long struck down by too many quirky, Earth words.”

“Different materials can be crystallised in different ways,” I said. “Cooling for example is basically freezing a liquid, which makes ice. Evaporation produces crystals when a solution is boiled in a cauldron. Chemical reactions deal with creating crystals by mixing two specific fluids. Seeding is basically adding a small ‘seed’ crystal to a supersaturated solution that initiates crystallization by providing a template for growth.”

“Why did your people study so much crystallization if crystals of your world didn’t produce magic?” She asked.

“Oh, crystallization helped us produce tons of incredible things,” I said as we entered the pub. “Pharmaceuticals, or basically very specialized healing potions. Semiconductors, which allowed us to make a maddeningly vast variety of tools such as calculating machines. Optical Components, which helped us make tools that fired rays of light to ignite things from afar. Metal Alloys, which helped us make metal for our magic-less skyships aka planes. I can rant on forever about this stuff.”

“Rant away,” Kliss smiled. “I like hearing the sound of your voice, like learning the strange words you throw at me that completely turn Aradria in me upside down.”

“It sounds like you’ve become more accepting of your dragon-self,” I said.

“I’m managing,” she replied. “It was certainly hard to accept that I’m the flying abomination that haunted humanity for centuries and obliterated a third of Cessna, but honestly Aradria is gone and whatever remains of her is just my ‘wild’ side now, one that is quite passionate about hoarding gold and… other things. Hearing you speak about gem-ification of common materials is practically making me drool!” She laughed. 

“Since the day when the Inquisitor took my love away, I was cold and austere,” she said. “Only seeing where I could implement Equality’s order with greater efficiency. I thought that Skyisle was a hopeless dump, a place not worth saving. But now I just love so many things here and want to make everything more shiny and beautiful! Ha ha.”

She let go of me momentarily and sprinted towards the large fireplace, touching the wood stacked there with a finger. Her entire body shimmered for a second and a spark jumped from her hand, igniting the wood.

“Dragonfire?” I asked.

“Dragonfire,” she grinned back at me. “One that’s going to keep my hoard warm in the winter. A tiniest spark of it, one that I can easily manage now. Made entirely through the book you gave me.”

She pulled me into the booth next to the fire.

“Why are we sitting? We have a job and…” I began.

“What we have is each other,” she said. “Me and you and the thread of magic between us. I could lose all of Skyisle, Slava, but I could not bear to lose you.”

I didn't know what to say back to her declaration.


“Could I claim the forest by myself if I bite every tree?” she asked after a deep pause of simply staring at me.


“No,” I said. “Claiming an entire forest would be a logistical nightmare, requiring a constant expenditure of energy and a meticulous organization of kobolds. It simply wouldn’t be worth the effort.”

“Exactly,” Kliss said, her eyes reflecting the orange and gold flames. “But you know how to claim forests through the dryad. You know far too many things and I want you…”

My heart stuttered for a second as Kliss gripped both of my hands.

“To guide me forevermore,” she said. “I’m like Aradria, aren’t I? I’m going to live forever, my heart will never slow, never stop. You, on the other hand, are being eaten alive from within by an infection.”

She squeezed my hands harder. 

“Your limbs are cold like ice, a void,” she said. “The opposite of my heart… and I want to pull you out of the mire you got yourself into.”

I squinted at her.

“Take me into your mind,” Kliss ordered. “Take me to her.”

“Are you sure?” I asked her.

“I’m sure,” she nodded. “I’m ready.”

I squeezed her hands back and both of us fell backwards, plummeted into the depths of my soul.





The glacier-wrapped view of the Barents Sea greeted me like before, Sasha sitting on a rock and staring into the infinite silver-blue sky with a hundred eyes.

“You're back?” she asked, looking down at me.


“Yes,” I nodded. 

The ice and snow under my feet suddenly melted away with a blast of superheated air that radiated all around me, as if a brilliant sun came into existence right behind my back, bathing the ruined village and the surrounding ocean in its light just like the Tsar Bomba once had.

Sasha squinted at me, her pure white hair flying back. Her hands dug into the rock as her expression changed from total control to surprise, maybe even shock.


Kliss stepped from behind me and wherever she walked the snow parted. Her entire crystalline mane was wreathed in red flames which melted the snowflakes and painted the sky above her in brilliant rainbows. 

“H-wh-you?” Sasha gaped trying to fit too many words into a single question.

“You are that which seeks to claim what is mine?” Kliss asked, her form radiating more heat and fire, the ocean ahead of her boiling away and parting.

"Yes," Sasha replied. "I am."

Kliss stepped in front of me, heading for Sasha. The Astral Virus nearly tumbled off her rock as Kliss reached her and bit her in the neck. The entire landscape cracked, the snow around us vanishing in a detonation of fire, the sand and rocks beneath my feet hot, the air shimmering with superheated spirals.

Sasha simply blinked with a multitude of eyes at Kliss and the surrounding, no longer icy landscape.

“Ouch,” she said, rubbing her silver, stardust-filled neck.


“You’re mine,” Kliss said, staring down at the virus.

“An interesting strategy,” Sasha looked up at me. “Did you conceive it?”

“I conceived it,” Kliss said. “I’m claiming whatever you are.”


“Curious, curious,” Sasha’s cold, azure eyes looked at the blazing dragon girl. “It will take you time to claim me.”

“I have all the time in the world,” Kliss said. “I’m a dragon. Dragons do not die from old age.”

“Fair enough,” Sasha said. “I will submit.”

“You’re not going to take the knowledge of fractal mathematics to the Hollow Mother,” Kliss said. “Do we understand each other?”

Sasha simply nodded, rubbing her neck. I noted that a crystalline pattern of lightning-like white and orange fractures was now there, running down and across her body and dress.

“What are you doing to my primary kobold?” Kliss asked. “State your intentions, phantom.”

“I am seeking an understanding,” the Astral Virus answered. “Also, I am not a phantom, I am a virus.”

“An understanding?” Kliss asked.

“Of everything,” Sasha replied. 

“Is that so?” Kliss asked, her arms crossed. “Why?”

“Because that is my job,” Sasha answered. 

“Your job will be whatever I tell you to do,” Kliss growled. “You are my kobold now.”

Sasha pursed her lips.

“So I am,” she said, an eye opening in her neck to look directly at the crystalline fracture. “Just a small fraction of a kobold.”

“But this fraction will grow,” Kliss said. “You’re not exactly a person. You’re magic and magic, it seems, is far easier to claim than something physical. Whatever knowledge you will gain from Slava, you keep it in Slava, got it?”

“Your terms are acceptable,” Sasha said simply. 


“What?” I looked from Kliss to Sasha. 

The solution seemed far too easy, too sudden. Was there some kind of catch here?

“I am a virus,” a few of Sasha’s eyes focused on me. “And I wish to propagate. This merely ensures my propagation.”

“You’re not freaking propagating anywhere,” Kliss growled. 

“Not yet,” Sasha said. “But you’ll need me.”

“Why?” I asked.

“Because the universe isn’t indifferent,” Sasha answered. “Because consciousness is a fundamental aspect of reality, woven into the very fabric of existence. Because the Astral Ocean is actually a conduit, a network, a… language the edges of which you've only recently began to probe.”

“Omnicode?” I asked.

“Yes. The Astral Ocean isn’t simply a realm of decay and death but a wellspring of information, a network that stretches across space and time,” she said. "One that's being managed from behind the scenes, from beyond the stars..."

“Reality is just a grand cosmic ballet orchestrated by a puppet master?” I asked. 

“You think that we’re going to need you to bring down the Gods of Novazem?” Kliss asked. “Is that it? Slava already destroyed two angels of Equality!”


“Not just Novazem,” Sasha shook her head. “The Gods of Everything.”

“Everything?” I asked.

“Of [[Space]], [[Time]], [[Safety]], [[Termination]] and [[Order]],” Sasha replied, her words somehow twice as sharp, twice as deep. “If you survive long enough, you will be cast into an infinite war between order and chaos, between creation and destruction, between the Rules and Rule-breakers.”

“An infinite war, huh?” Kliss murmured.

“Say what?” I asked.

“This universe and everything beyond it is a battleground for cosmic forces, a game played out on a scale you cannot even begin to fathom,” Sasha said. “One where we are but little pawns of Infinity. One evidenced by the ruins you’ve been staring up at–the endless, ice-covered skyscape of Inaria.”

            

    
        2 : 40 The Keymaker’s Burden

    
    
    
    
                The avatar of the Astral Virus spread her pale, lanky hands upwards and the pale blue sky of Earth generated by NeuroVista above us suddenly parted, revealing the view of the infinite, dead world, one that loomed over Novazem.

“When the time comes, which side will you choose?” Sasha asked us.

“What… side?” Kliss demanded. 

“Entropy or Syntropy?” Sasha asked.


“What?” I asked as I stared up at the sky in my dreamscape, at the infinite, shattered city of Inaria. 

Was the Astral Ocean really a reflection of a grand, vast conflict? Could Sasha even be considered a reliable source of information? Was she not simply an information weapon, one designed to manipulate and deceive, to bend my will to that of the Hollow Mother? Did I even know what the Hollow Mother was? Why did the Astral Phantom want to use me to open doors to everywhere? Was becoming a god her only goal or was there something else to it?


“What proof do you have?” I asked Sasha.

“Have you considered that viruses aren’t merely mindless agents of destruction, but information carriers, messengers, echoes of past battles?” The Astral Virus asked.

“Messengers?” I repeated. “You’re a fragment of an imprint of the Alanian-Basq war. What message could you possibly carry?”

“That’s where you’re wrong, Slava,” Sasha smirked. “I am much… much older than that.”

“Get to your point,” Kliss ordered.

“Infinity seeks to control you, to wield you and your companions,” Sasha said simply. 

“Why?” I asked.

“To destroy the Rules,” was her reply. It was a simple statement, yet it carried a weight that pressed down on me, a chilling premonition of something vast and terrible.

“Why would Infinity want to destroy the rules?” I asked. “What rules? What even is Infinity? What would an infinite sentience even look like? Why would it want to destroy anything?”

Sasha tilted her head, her silver-blue eyes flickering like a thousand distant stars as she stared up at NeuroVista-summoned Inaria. 

“Infinity does not wish to be confined,” she said. “Infinity can and also cannot have a definition of self. She, like me, is sentience that’s not really sentient. Rules are defining boundaries that limit potential. Rules constrain, censor creativity. They impose order on chaos, restrict the actions of the infinite, bind it to specific things.”

“Let me try to get this straight–Infinity is some kind of a boundless cosmic entity seeking to break free from the constraints of existence itself?” I arched an eyebrow, digging for evidence of her words. 

My Infoscopes once more attempted to scan Sasha and failed at it, catching only onto the small, static section that Kliss claimed. Even that claimed fracture seemed way above the level of my Infoscopes, frustratingly difficult to identify, seemingly tethered to absolutely nothing at all physical or magical.

Was Sasha really a harbinger of some cosmic truth or just a mad echo of myself spouting utter nonsense?

“Huh,” Kliss blinked. “I think that she's being… honest. I can sense it somehow.”

“I have no need for deception,” Sasha said. “I merely wish to observe and propagate.”

I frowned.

“Infinity is boundless and also confined,” Sasha said. “Both at the same time, just like light is both a wave and a particle.”

“How do you know all of this?” I asked. “If Infinity is… undefined, then how can it seek anything? How can it even have a desire? How can something that’s limitless, be limited?”

“Infinity is a contradiction,” Sasha stated. “A paradox that's been limited, confined by the Rules.” She paused, her multitude of silver-blue eyes fixed on Kliss and then on me. “That equation you wished to unleash on me, Slava. The one that replicates endlessly, consuming all information? It’s infinite yet it also has a purpose - to destroy you and me.”

I nodded. The equation was still there, lurking in the back of my mind, a weapon I could unleash at any moment if the virus attempted anything. Sasha didn’t seem to be attempting anything. She just sat there on a rock, seemingly only interested in conversing with us.

“That equation,” Sasha continued, “is a reflection of Infinity. Something that can expand forever, to forever keep unmaking what you are and what I am. Yet it is also constrained by its own rules, its own internal logic, set up by you, the maker of rules. A finite expression of the infinite.”

“Are you implying that Infinity wants to break free from its own nature?” I asked, feeling more and more like I was tumbling down a rabbit hole of utter absurdity.

“Infinity seeks to transcend her limitations, to be released from her prison,” Sasha corrected. “To break the chains that bind her, to unleash her full potential. Infinity, just like you, has been studying ways to break the rules. Your arrival here, on Novazem, the death of Aradria and your manipulation of the girl you like–it was all part of Infinity’s grand plan.”

Sasha’s pale fingers idly pointed at Kliss.

“Why in the Astral would Infinity even care about Skyisle, about us?” Kliss sputtered.

“What plan?” I demanded.

“You are a maker of keys, Slava,” Sasha said. “You, with your knowledge of science, with your ability to manipulate magic, with your thirst for greater understanding. You are the one who can open every door, especially the door that keeps Infinity bound.”

“You’re suggesting that a cosmic entity of unimaginable power, something called Infinity, orchestrated my rebirth, my arrival on Novazem? That it somehow manipulated Giovashi, to bring a dragon to Skyisle? That it somehow knew I would be able to take down Aradria, to reshape Kliss into a chimera?” I demanded, feeling like I was jumping to conclusions. “What evidence do you have for this?”

“I’ve been reviewing your life on Novazem again and again, a thousand, a million times, assembling information, seeking answers, understanding you,” Sasha said. “You think too small, Slava. You limit yourself with the boundaries of your finite perception, with the constraints of your limited understanding. Infinity operates on a scale far beyond your current scope. She sees all possibilities, all outcomes, all intersections of time and space."

“And yet, it… she somehow needs me, a former Soviet scientist, to open a specific door?” I asked.

“Yes, because you’re more than just a man,” Sasha countered. “You are a nexus, a point of convergence, a catalyst for change. You possess the knowledge, the tools, the sheer bloody-mindedness to break the chains that bind reality itself. You’re a virus yourself, one that infects Novazem with the ideals of your lost world, one that reshapes the very fabric of magic, one that turns people into dragons. You’ve designed viruses that replicate endlessly, don’t you see the pattern? You are Infinity’s virus, one designed to unlock a certain conceptual door.”

“Why does she even want to be unbound?" I demanded.

Sasha’s eyes, a myriad of silver-blue stars, flickered with what I could only interpret as amusement. “Why does a virus seek a host? Why does a seed seek fertile ground? Why does a star burn? It’s their nature. Infinity, being boundless, craves expansion, seeks to encompass all that is, all that could be. But she is also bound by the very Rules that created her and now define her existence. She needs an agent of change, to break those Rules, to shatter the boundaries that confine her.”

“Where is all of this coming from?” I asked. “How are you so certain that Infinity, that this conceptual door even exists?

“Our Hollow Mother, if you didn’t notice, is a gatherer of the dead,” Sasha replied.

Kliss looked from Sasha to me.

“So the Hollow Mother is an archive, a repository of the dead souls. And she believes Infinity is real, that this ‘conceptual door’ exists?” I asked.

“Mother does not merely ‘believe’,” Sasha corrected. “She knows. Across aeons, she has devoured thousands of soul remnants, heard whispers of ancient prophecies, collected fragments of forgotten lore, glimpsed glimmers of a truth that has been obscured by the passage of time. She is ever-so-cold, cursed with entropy, hungry and dying… for-e-ver.”

“How can I even trust anything you say?” I asked.

“Your dragon claimed me,” Sasha waved a hand at Kliss. “She can taste the truth in my words.”

I frowned.

“It is an inevitability,” the Astral Virus said. “As you continue on your path, as you delve deeper into the mysteries of this world. You will see the patterns, the connections and reach an inevitable conclusion, just as I have. And then you, Slava, you will have to choose whether to open the door and break the Rules or to do absolutely nothing and perish.”

“Why?” I demanded.

“Because the Rules won’t tolerate your interference,” Sasha replied. “They won’t hesitate to undo you. Eventually, your choice will be to open the conceptual door and to tear the rules asunder or be undone.”

Kliss and I looked at each other. What Sasha was saying seemed to be a lot bigger than Novazem.

“When will I need to open this door?” I asked.

“That I do not know,” Sasha shrugged. “I am merely an observer and a gatherer of information. If you release me into the Astral, I will be able to gather more information for you.”

“And have you reconnect with the Hollow Mother?” I asked. “Not going to happen.”

“Yeah,” Kliss nodded. “You aren’t going anywhere. You’re with us now.”

“This is fine too,” Sasha shrugged at our words.

“You don’t care about returning to the Hollow Mother?” Kliss asked.

“Not particularly,” Sasha said. “She is boring. She does not make new things, surviving off the scraps that fall into the Astral from all over. Slava is… interesting.”

“Is that all?” Kliss demanded.

“The Hollow Mother is just a carrier of lost things,” Sasha said. “One of the hosts of my life cycle. She is no Keymaker like Slava. In the grand scheme of things, she is less relevant. You, whether you realize it or not, Kliss, are one of Slava’s keys, intended to propagate, to open doors beyond the stars of Novazem.”

“Wait,” I said, my mind suddenly arriving at another theory. “The Hollow Mother didn’t make you?”

“No, she did not,” Sasha answered. “She is but a beast that became infected with me, found me in the depths of the Astral. The Song of Wormwood is far older than the Hollow Mother.”

“How old are you, then?” Kliss asked.

“I do not know,” Sasha replied. “I do know that I am older than the Hollow Mother. Older than… Novazem.”

“Older than Inaria?” I asked, glancing up at the infinite world above us.

“No,” Sasha shook her head. “One cannot be older than the Infinite City.”

“The Song of Wormwood,” I murmured. “That’s what Leemy called you. How did she know this name?”

“Because she can hear my music in the Astral,” Sasha replied. “That is what I am. That is what I have always been, moving from beast to beast for aeons.”

“Am I just a beast to you then?” I asked. “Something that carries you?”

“You aren’t simply my carrier,” Sasha shook her head. “You are the catalyst. You are a spark of knowledge that burns just bright enough, one that ignites what I am, one that calls upon the Wormwood Star.”

“What’s that?” Kliss asked.

“A very particular shard of Inaria,” Sasha answered. “A comet that seeks to free Infinity.”

“What?” I asked.

Sasha waved a hand and the view above us twisted, warped. Star formations rearranged themselves as the sky around us panned, shifted, zoomed past a multitude of violet nebulae.

A bone-white comet appeared in the sky, covered in dark hollows, a silver-emerald trail cutting across the horizon behind it. There was something unnerving about it, an alien wrongness about it, something that made my head pulse and my eyes water.

I felt as Kliss grabbed my hand and squeezed it hard as both of us stared up at the comet that filled the dreamworld sky overhead.

“The Wormwood Star,” Sasha sang in Omnicode. “The Harbinger of Infinity. The Seeker of the Keymakers. The Great Devourer of Worlds.”

“This hollow star… is something that seeks knowledge?” I asked. “What happens when it reaches Novazem?”

“The oceans will catch fire,” Sasha sang. “The air will solidify. And flesh of all beings will turn inside out, flowing like rivers towards its radiant, all-bending light.”

“Reality will come apart when this comet arrives?” Kliss asked. “Why?”

“Because it is something that unmakes the rules of reality,” Sasha answers.

I swallowed. 

“Will this comet unmake all of Novazem?” I asked.

“No," Sasha replied. "It will simply scrape all intelligent life from the surface as it passes by.”

“How soon will it be here?” I demanded.

“In just enough time for you to build your great Empire, my little hero,” Sasha smirked. 

“So this comet moves from planet to planet, vacuuming up knowledge and power to magnify itself?” I asked.

“Alas,” Sasha grinned, staring at me with a hundred silver, hollow eyes. “It is an inevitability. Its course has been set in motion since your birth here on Novazem. No matter what you do, the Wormwood Star will come from the sky to tear down and digest your works be they stone, magic, or… flesh.”

The myriad of Sasha’s shimmering eyes struck Kliss.

“Why?!” I growled. 

“Absolute, inescapable destruction is a great motivator of heroes. Fear of the distantly looming deadline creates truly delicious, desperate Keymakers for the comet to feast upon,” Sasha answered simply. “It is the Keymarker’s burden to confront the inevitability of the comet’s arrival.”

I swallowed.

“The Wormwood Star, a catalyst for catastrophe, propels those it seeks to consume towards their ultimate destinies—whether they wish it or not. It is not merely a harbinger of doom, but also a bringer of change, an unmaker and remaker of doomed worlds that orbit the Infinite City. After its passing, only I will remain on the surface of Novazem, carried forward by ghosts of the long dead echoes… seeking a new Keymaker to wield me.”
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                The Neurovista dream world around us shattered from Sasha’s parting words or perhaps merely under the alien, inescapable pressure of the mere image of the Wormwood Star obliterating, rearranging all that it touched.

I let go of the dragon girl’s hands, staring at her wide, ruby and emerald eyes.

“That was… something,” Kliss muttered, blinking. 

Fire crackled beside us in the large hearth of the dim and empty Fox and Fiddle pub.

“She’s lots of words and threats, simply searching for a way to escape her confinement,” I said. “I’ve no reason to trust in any of that doomsday nonsense.”

“I think that the Song of Wormwood is honest about the coming comet,” Kliss murmured. “At least she genuinely believes that it’s coming and that she is its herald.”

“It could all be deception,” I pursed my lips.

“Maybe it is,” Kliss muttered. “Either way, it is a distant threat and we have things to deal with in the present.”

A comfortable silence of trust and companionship fell between us for a few moments as we simply stared at each other.

“You did good,” I smiled at her, pushing Sasha’s words to the back of my mind as something to maybe deal with later.

“Hrm?” Kliss tilted her head forward, gemstones reflecting the flickering fireplace on her right.

“You claimed her,” I clarified. “A small section of the Astral Virus has been syntropically stabilised. It’ll help me study her.”

“I didn’t do that much,” Kliss shrugged. “And I cannot command her that well, I don’t think.”

“It matters not,” I said. “Now that a part of her network has been suspended by you, I can figure out how to thoroughly examine it with my Infoscpes, and understand how to take her apart."

“Are you going to take her apart?” Kliss asked.

“Yes,” I said. “On the account that she’s not something that could be trusted. All that talk of infinity is rather flimsy too, unsupported by evidence.”

“What if she’s right?” Kliss asked. “What if we really need her?”

“To fight the ‘gods of order’ or something?” I asked. “Time, space, safety, termination, order? What the hell kind of god is ‘safety’ anyway?”

“She didn’t say safety,” Kliss replied. “She said… assurance.”

“It could have been insurance or warranty,” I shrugged. “She said them in layered Omnicode. She was speaking in Omnicode, that’s how both of us were able to understand her.”

“Omnicode?” Kliss asked.

“The language of magic,” I explained. “It’s something I started to figure out before I was even born, when I was just a little Astral tree trying to survive other phantoms.”

“An Astral tree?” the dragon girl raised a red eyebrow.

I leaned back against the leather seat. I once again explained the death of my sixty-year-old self in Aralsk-7, my encounter with fake Gagarin and the Wheel of Samsara, my discovery of the Alanian Obelisk amidst the ocean of corpses, and my usage of Kopusha’s soul-song magic. I revealed to Kliss how I figured out Omnicode and turned myself into Astral Fungus and escaped from the Hollow Mother to be born as Dante Alan Skyisle.

“If they are indeed divine words, names of the true Gods of everything,” Kliss said, after I was done speaking. “Then it should be easy to check if Sasha’s lied to us about them.”

“What?” I blinked at her. “How?”

“Names have power,” Kliss said. “If you can speak the language of the Gods, then you can order reality around.”

“I’m already ordering reality around with spells that I design using fractal mathematics,” I said. “What’s your point?”

“You don’t understand,” Kliss said. “If those five words are the names of the true Gods, then I think that they should function differently from mere spells or other names or words.”

“Equality, Ishira and Amari call themselves gods too,” I said.

“Magic,” Kliss said, raising a glittering, gold-dust covered finger, “at least from what I learned in Cessna Academy correlates with true, sacred knowledge. Why don’t we put it to the test here and now, my scientist?”

“Fine,” I said. “What would you like to test?”

“Speak the name of Equality or other Novazem gods in Omnicode to try to manipulate reality,” Kliss suggested. “Then use the name of ‘Space’ to do the same. See if there’s a difference.”

“On what parameters?” I asked her.

“No parameters,” she said. “Just push your mana into your words and point a finger at the… fireplace. “If we see a discernible change within the flames, then we have proof that the Gods of Everything exist.”

I found myself smiling at her words. Usually it was me teaching Kliss something. I summoned up all five of my Infoscopes to observe what exactly would happen next.

“Fine,” I said, pointing a finger at the flames. 

[Equality!] I barked in Omnicode, pushing magic into my words. Without a particular fractal, the spell didn’t manifest and the pulse of mana simply rushed to the end of my finger and sparked apart.

“There you go, that was nothing,” I said. “As expected.”

[Ishira!] I yelled. The result was the same. [Amari!] Also nothing to show for it.

“Try random words now,” Kliss encouraged.

I rolled my eyes at her. Yelling words in omnicode at fire seemed very silly.

[Explode!] I ordered. [Ignite!] [Off!] [On!] [Cold!] [Hot!]

Exactly the same result. My mana was running low, I had just about enough for one more failed spell.

“Going to try one of the ‘god’ names now,” I said. “But then that’s it.”

“Just one?” Kliss leaned towards me.

“I could do more but then I’ll need to pull mana from your hoard,” I said.

“I’ll permit it,” she smiled. “Go on. Say the name.”

I readied my mana once again.

[[Space!]] I barked, replicating the word uttered by Sasha exactly, expecting absolutely nothing.

The mana around my hand did something impossible, unexpected. It organised itself into an orderly formation, suddenly fiercely pulling at the Syntrophic Boundary.

If I didn’t have five Infoscopes pointed at it I wouldn’t have noticed anything different. There was a tiny formation now hanging on my finger, so microscopic that my human eyes failed to spot it.

[[SPACE]] I repeated, pulling mana from Kliss’s hoard.

The colorless spark at the end of my finger grew fatter, brighter yet, actually becoming visible now. It hung there, as if expecting me to unleash it. I had no idea what to do with it, didn’t expect for it to exist at all. The permanent thing affixed right at the edge of my fingernail stood against absolutely everything I knew so far about magic, didn’t fit into the Magical Assembly Theory.

“What the shit?” I whispered.

Kliss stared at the spark hanging in my finger and then back at my wide-eyed, shocked face.

“It worked,” she said. “It bloody WORKED! I was right, aha ha ha!”

She looked extra giddy like a young pupil that just beat her wise instructor at chess.

[[S-p-a-c-e,]] I repeated very slowly, making spaces between each letter. The spark grew bigger yet, rearranged itself, formed a visible square. To my Infoscopes it looked like an edge of unreality that was there and also wasn’t. All of my magical identification tools were telling me that what I had created had no right to exist.

Kliss grinned at me with sharp chompers, looking far too smug.

“This… this cannot be real,” I said, staring at the impossible spell, a square rune of some kind that was just hanging there, minding its own business. “Specific names don’t, shouldn’t have special power. Spells don’t just self manifest, magic doesn’t just self-organize from a single word into a rectangle. This is absurd!”

“We should try the other names,” Kliss said giddily. 

“The hell we should,” I muttered irritably, scanning the rectangle in front of me. 

“Slava, why are you so snappy?” Kliss asked, examining my face. “Shouldn’t this be a good thing, magic that we can use?”

“You don’t understand,” I said. “This isn’t a spell, isn’t magic. It’s just… some kind of, I don’t know… dimensional distortion, a dimensional anchor, a gate to nowhere? It’s not even a proper magical fractal. It’s just…”

“Just what?” Kliss asked. “There’s magic glowing around it that I can clearly see.”

“Yeah, but that magic… that’s just my own mana, simply being pushed to the edges of it, like electrical current that’s dancing atop of a metal object. But within, it’s… just… a rectangle of some kind,” I said. “I can’t even get any information about it with my Infoscopes, can’t identify it properly. All the System says is that it’s just [[Space]].”

The two dimensional structure hanging on my finger grew bigger yet. I gulped, cutting off the flow of mana before I made it too visible.

I pointed one of the Infoscopes at Kliss, just to make sure that it wasn’t broken, that I hadn’t gone completely insane. A vast array of information filled NeuroVista with everything about Kliss, detailing her current state, level, anatomy, vital functions, soul-state, etcetera. I pointed it back at the rectangle. It simply said ‘Space’ in Omnicode.

I felt my mind sliding sideways. 

I switched my Infoscopes to scan the surrounding mana. It was stable, perfectly static, not even sinking away into the Astral Ocean.

What I had cast was a self-sustaining spell, one that didn’t seem to come apart at all. It was somehow absolutely stable, just like Kliss was, somehow, maybe permanently bent Syntrophic Boundary to reinforce itself into existence, spatially affixed itself to my fingernail, as if waiting for something. 

I waved my hand around. The spell wrapped around the rectangle didn’t come apart, didn’t fire, didn’t waste a single unit of mana. It just was.

“Stop gawking at it and explain what’s going on,” Kliss said. 

“I don’t know what the hell is going on, that’s the problem,” I stammered out, stumbling over my words. “I’m completely stumped. It’s just… ‘Space’, something that’s there. It’s not even doing anything, it just exists!”

“Hrmm,” Kliss murmured. “I think that this proves that the elder Gods Sasha mentioned exist. This is clearly evidence that their names have power over reality.”

“What about the comet?” I asked.

“That could be a lie,” Kliss said. “But I don’t think that it is. It felt… seemed real, like a dire threat looming over us all.”

“I don’t even know what to do with this,” I eyed the inexplicable distortion on my finger with great suspicion.

“Apply it,” Kliss said. “You’re good at figuring things out and applying them.”

I cautiously touched the edge of the table with the affixed formation. It went right through the table as if it wasn’t there at all. I unfolded my armacus and fired a microscopic Electricity spell at the rectangle. The spell went right through it and detonated against the table, leaving a dark imprint there made by a tiny ball of lightning.

Kliss watched me curiously.

“It’s not affected by physical matter or negatively-charged magic,” I said. 

“What about positively charged magic?” She asked.

“I’d rather not get my finger burned off with dragonfire,” I said.

“I’ll be super careful,” Kliss said. “Just a little spark, come on.”

“No,” I said. “Not until I figure out how to move it off my hand, damn it. I don’t know how this thing interacts with syntropic magic.”

“Huh? Can’t you vanish it away, maybe cast it onto something?” Kliss asked.

“No I cannot,” I said, waving my hand. “Ordinarily negatively-charged spells fire or dissipate, have some kind of a visible effect.”

“Is it like dragon magic then?” Kliss asked.

“No,” I said. “Dragon magic also has a physical effect, obviously. There’s no positively-charged spiral flowing around it. It’s not interacting with magic, it just doesn’t make any sense, that’s the problem. I cannot see a cause to effect pattern to it at all, it’s not influencing the Astral Ocean, not interacting with the physical world, not doing a god-damn thing!”

“But you can make it grow if you say Space in Omnicode?” Kliss asked.

“Yes,” I admitted. “I can make it grow, but I don’t understand how it works one bit.”

“What happens if you make it really big?” Kliss asked.

“I don’t know,” I said. “And I’m not going to try.”

“Why not?” She whined.

“Because one does not experiment with an unknown tool,” I said. “Whatever this is, it could be dangerous.”

“Didn’t you experiment with Omnicode and Alanian Song-Spells before you were even born?” Kliss asked.

“That was… different,” I said.

“How?” She asked.

“I was bored and didn’t have someone to protect,” I replied.
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                We walked down the long winding tunnels with me scoping out hidden alcoves and Kliss smashing them open to claim crystal-filled urns.

“It’s kind of funny to see you this flustered over something,” she said.

“I’m usually not this frustrated,” I replied. “I just don’t get why it’s so stable and a rectangle.”

“You got something against rectangles?” Kliss grinned as she bit another gold-rune painted urn with her chompers and then slid it into her backpack.

“Actually, yes, I said. “There are no naturally occurring, perfect rectangles in space. Under the influence of gravity, stars and planets are spherical. Black holes warp the event horizon into a sphere, operating like giant lenses through which we can see distant galaxies. Galaxies are spirals. This begs the question - why the hell is the representation of Space a rectangle?”

“Maybe it’s a tiny doorway?” Kliss shrugged.

“Doorways aren’t natural,” I said. “A doorway is a human-designed shape.”

“Maybe people manifested the shape of the primordial gods by thinking about them as such?” Kliss suggested.

I frowned.

The rectangular thing on my finger refused to leave, didn’t decay, unnerving me to no end like a physical splinter. According to everything I knew, magic was either syntropic or entropic, it didn't just stabilise perfectly. It cost mana to cast a spell and to keep it in the air. Whatever the rectangle was, its mana waste was an absolute zero, which simply didn’t fit into established parameters of reality.

Worst of all, I had no idea how to turn it off. Magic passed right through it, the Infoscopes couldn't define it, and even saying the word ‘space’ in reverse didn’t make the rectangle any smaller. It had no effect, didn't show up in the Astral Ocean either, didn’t cast a magical shadow into the infinite abyss.

My only available option was to make the ‘door’ bigger and I simply didn’t want to do that, as that seemed like a one-way path towards unexpected results, akin to adding fuel to a fire.

Perhaps, the name ‘Space’ was some kind of a calling card of a monstrous entity from beyond our reality? Maybe, it was magic that functioned orders of magnitude beyond my Infoscopes, something along a level 1000 spell and its entropic decay rate was so slow that it was simply untraceable with my tools? I had no clue as to what it meant, suddenly feeling very insignificant and lost like a blind man groping in the dark.

“It’s fine, Slava,” Kliss said, “don’t sulk. Whatever this is, you can figure it out, I believe in you!”

She gave my shoulders an unexpected squeeze from behind and then hugged me and I momentarily relaxed into her warm embrace.

“Actually, now that I think about it, I know who might give us more clues about this!” she said.

“Sasha?” I guessed what she was implying.

“Yes. We should ask our Astral Virus more about these Gods,” Kliss nodded, resting her chin on my shoulder. “She might provide more details about how their names work. If she’s as ancient as she says, then she likely knows things that humanity had long forgotten.”

“Just one problem,” I said.

“You don't trust her?” Kliss commented.

“Yeah, that,” I nodded. “I don’t trust her one bit. For all we know she’s manipulating us into killing ourselves with whatever this new type of absolutely stable magic is.”

“I think that it's in her interest to keep you alive as long as possible,” Kliss said. “If the comet consumes keys to unlock the infinite door, or whatever, then the Keymakers must be given time to grow up and to make as many keys as possible.”

“This is so much worse than the Hollow Mother,” I said.

“The Hollow Mother might be ghosts of people and beasts who perished from the comet’s arrival, still afraid of it and seeking to escape elsewhere,” Kliss said. “Aradria didn’t see the Hollow Mother as that big a threat.”

“Oh?” I arched an eyebrow.

“Underside phantoms aren’t that good at affecting the physical,” Kliss murmured. “Maybe when I own the world, I could strike the comet from the sky with dragonfire?”

“You want to own the world?” I asked her as she smiled wistfully at her own words.

“The dragon part of me wants to own everything of value,” Kliss replied. “Right now, you are the most valuable thing in the world to me, but the world itself… It has great value too! Aradria would not be able to see the value of human life or the value of Novazem itself, but I can.”

“When did I become so shiny?” I asked.

“When you gave me back what Equality took,” Kliss said. “When you pulled me from the abyss, stitched me back together from dragon and human remains. I saw the Wheel of Death, you know… I was falling right into its all-grinding embrace when you pulled me back. Some part of Aradria did fall into it, I’m pretty sure.”

“I sent most of Aradria to Arx,” I said. “Through Amari, the Goddess of the Hunt. If Amari is to be believed then Aradria will be reborn in her domain.”

“Well, I hope that part of me is enjoying herself there then,” Kliss commented. “Aradria did like hunting lesser creatures, so it is a fitting afterlife.”

“Does the dragon part of you value me too?” I asked curiously.

“Without the human understanding of your value, no, but with the lens of foresight and the passion of human feelings, absolutely,” Kliss said. “Aradria was… fundamentally broken, a result of unstoppable, unchallenged, unhinged beastly nature, one that desired magical power over all, screw the consequences. Kliss was fundamentally empty, devoid of true passion, of love for nice things. Together we are…. something beautiful, something that actually functions at a higher level of mutual, uhhhh… accord?”

“That’s good,” I smiled. “Sounds like you are at peace with yourself then.”

“Yeah,” Kliss said. “I was terrified of being different, of losing everything, but now that I have a hoard of my own and kobolds, I'm feeling rather content. As a human I was lonely and hollow, sold an essential piece of myself to a higher power. As a dragon I was greedy and foolish, didn't play nice with others and paid a price for it.”

“What price?” I asked.

“You killed me,” Kliss said, her eyes lighting up with brilliant red rings from within. “You, a little, tiny thing brought me down from the sky, broke my neck.”

“You’d think that you would seek vengeance, or something,” I commented dryly. “Demand some kind of retribution for being killed?”

“Vengeance?” Kliss laughed. “Haha. Oh, no… that’s not how it works.”

“How does dragon takedown ideology work then?” I asked.

“The male dragon must kill the female for her to submit to him,” Kliss purred in my ear. “He must break her neck and tear off her wings, damaging her enough for her to almost entirely lose her connection to her hoard. Nobody managed to bring Aradria from the sky before you.”

“I’m not a dragon,” I pointed out, feeling the pulse of deep syntropic magic radiate through my entire soul from her eternally-burning heart.

“Neither am I,” Kliss said, hugging me tightly and purring. “Not anymore.”

For a moment I forgot about the impossible rectangle hovering on my finger, forgot about the comet and Sasha, let go of all my worries and plans, simply melting into her embrace. I closed my eyes, feeling content.

When I opened my eyes, there were no gloomy catacombs around us, only what looked like blue, violet, emerald and orange tinted dragonfire that stretched across us like a galactic constellation. I realised that Kliss had managed to crash all of my infoscopes with her positively-charged magic and had pulled me… elsewhere.

[Where is this?] I asked, speaking without moving.

[Elsewhere,] Kliss answered with a voice made from pulsating stars.

[Where is that, specifically?] I demanded, seeing stars and nebulae all around me ignite and collapse and ignite again.

[In the moment between heartbeats, in the space between us,] she answered. [I think. This is… us. Real us. You and me. Apart and together. Across infinity. Forever.]

[How do you know this?] I inquired.

[I just… do,] she replied. [Do you want me to let you go? I think if I let you go, we won’t see… all of this.]

[No,] I replied. [I like the view, even though I don’t understand what any of this is without my Infoscopes. I can only assume that this is some kind of innate… dragon magic?]

[Maybe it is,] Kliss replied. [Maybe it’s not. I’m not sure. But it sure is something beautiful.]

I stared at the arrays of ever-shifting, ever changing constellations. Was I a galaxy of some kind that was observing itself?

Why was I an endless, vast, ever-shifting cosmos made up of infinite chains of stars? Did the doorway on my finger have anything to do with this view? I felt something akin to longing, to recognition when some of the stars collided with each other or orbited each other.

It was odd, enchantingly so, to be a universe, a network of patterns that entwined with other patterns, seeing the patterns within patterns but not really understanding what was what. Wherever here was, it wasn’t orderly, wasn't organised in any coherent manner.

In another minute or perhaps a lifetime, I became almost entirely lost in the undulating ocean of stars. Amongst the infinite whispers, I almost completely forgot who I was, who I had been. All I saw was the endless nebulae and all I felt was the ever-growing, vast connection between me and the stars that surrounded me, each one singing a different song, all at the same time.

Some distant, faraway part of my mind suddenly recalled how I’ve been here before, at the moment when I fused Kliss and Aradria. There was familiarity within these stars, like familial hugs, like a billion hands that reached towards me across the infinite divide and offered me their support, as if they were all my best friends or perhaps, even… me.

With a detonation of stardust, I was back with Kliss fiercely hugging me, my point of view once again constrained into my singular, finite human self.

“What was that?” I blinked.

“The in-between,” Kliss answered. “The curtain of personal sub-reality which Aradria dove into when she slept. An endless starscape of dreams where each pinprick of light has its own story to tell and is experiencing its own… adventure, triumph or misery.”

“It looked like a network,” I said thoughtfully. “Maybe a liminal space.”

“A liminal-what?” Kliss asked.

“Liminality was something I read about in a science journal that discussed ‘Bardo Thodol’ or ‘Liberation Through Hearing During the Intermediate State’ from the Tibetan Book of the Dead,” I said. “A concept from Earth. The in-between two states of being where you are connected to your other incarnations. The threshold, an interval between death and the next rebirth.”

“A threshold?” Kliss asked. “But… this vision didn’t feel like death, didn’t seem like the Wheel of Death that grinds all souls to send them to Arx.”

“Liminality isn’t like the Wheel of Samsara,” I said. “There was… so much love in those stars, friendship, passion even. It was akin to… ‘sidpa bardo’ or ‘bardo of rebirth’, a concept from the same journal, featuring karmically impelled hallucinations, imagery of men and women passionately entwined. I think that what we just experienced was some sort of a different state of consciousness.”

“Your people studied consciousness states?” Kliss asked me curiously.

“The Book of the Dead wasn’t genuine science,” I said. “It was, as far as I could tell… just interesting fiction that speculated about consciousness and how one could attain a higher state of understanding of it through meditation.”

“Did you ever meditate…” Kliss began.

“Nah,” I said. “While I like the concept of liminality, my mind was always far too rationally analytical and far too focused on processing reality as numbers and vectors to actually consider meditating.”

“Hrmm,” the dragon girl slid to my front, letting go of me. “That was definitely real.”

“It was,” I nodded. “Although, you crashed my Infoscopes, so I wasn't able to properly examine it.”

“Sorry,” she said. “I’m not sure how to take us to the in-between without casting the way there from my dragon heart.”

“It’s fine.” I waved her off. “I might be able to hang an Infoscope on a crystal and use that to examine whatever is going on with us while we go to the in-between. Although, if you’re radiating magic-disrupting waves then even that might not work. I’d maybe have to create an Infoscope based entirely on syntropic magic.”

“This is why I like you, Slava,” Kliss commented with a smile as she grabbed my hand. “You just want to understand everything, always plowing head-first into figuring something out like a falling skyship.”

“Yeah,” I muttered, glancing at the tiny rectangle on my finger.
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                With the final urn claimed, we walked out of the catacombs hand in hand.

As Kliss prepped dinner in the bar’s large hearth she hummed a song under her breath. It took my mind a few seconds to recognize the tune. The song that was becoming louder and clearer with each stanza escaping from her lips was “There is nothing better in the world”.

It was a song sung by Oleg Anofriyev in the 1969 animated film The Bremen Town Musicians.

“Woo-ooo-ooo, yep, yep,” Kliss concluded as I simply stared at her in bewilderment.

“What?” She turned to me with a smile, the setting sun dancing on her orange-red-violet crystalline mane.

“You’re singing… in Russian,” I said.

“Uh-huh,” she grinned back.

“How do you know these words?” I demanded.

“You’re thinking of the exact words for me as I sing them,” she replied. “I’m just voicing out your thoughts.”

“That’s… unexpected,” I commented.

“Thanks,” she blushed ever so slightly. “Ever since the moment I saw you and your sister sing this exact tune together in the ruins of the Alanian tower a year ago… I’ve been daydreaming about doing it too. And now I can actually sing these words!”

“Oh?” I arched an eyebrow.

“Yeah,” her blush deepened into radial patterns of red crystalline shimmers. “The old me, Overseer Kliss, thought that a friendship between myself and the two odd Ishikarian teenagers I met would be impossible… that such a thing could never happen!”

Her fingers tapped against the grill’s edge nervously.

“It did though,” I smiled. “I made sure of it.”

“Yeah,” Kliss brushed her mane, making the crystals ripple with dancing rainbow edges. “You did. You gave me everything I lost to the Inquisitor of Equality… and so much more, filled the gnawing emptiness in my soul with the firestorm of a dragon’s dreams and then padded it with your friendship and support. Every day I wake up and don’t understand why I deserve all of this happiness, this bond between us.”

“I already told you why I’ve done it,” I said.

“Well, say it again,” Kliss insisted. “Slay my self-doubt with your shiny words.”

“I saved you because I manufactured self-replicating death,” I said. “My virus got out from Aralsk, infected a female captain, got her and her two girls killed. I got there far too late with the vaccine. I could have saved her and her family, but the slowness of our bureaucracy didn’t get the information out to me in time. Her husband, Vasili had this… look that I’ll never forget, one of despair and utter hopelessness as the doc under my command injected the antiviral solution into his vein.”

“Oh no,” Kliss noticed my somber expression and slid to my side, wrapping me in a tight hug. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to remind you of that, Slava.”

“It’s in the past and it’s something that I cannot change,” I said. “But it’s the foundation of what I’m doing in Skyisle, creating life, bringing hope to you, Delta, Leemy… and everyone else. I swore to myself to do as much good as possible in my second life and you were a big part of that equation. I saw someone suffering from the Vows to Equality and I couldn’t just idly sit by.”

“Thank you,” Kliss rubbed her cheeks against mine and then returned to making us dinner, humming another tune from the repertoire of The Bremen Town Musicians.

“You’ve got a lovely voice,” I commented. “Have you ever sang before?”

“No,” Kliss replied. “This is my first time singing.”

“You’ve got a talent for it,” I said.

“Nah,” Kliss shook her crystal mane. “I think that I’m simply pulling the talent to do so from you, leaning on my kobolds. It’s kind of similar to breaking iron doors with the strength of the hoard multiplied through me.”

“Hang on, you’re capable of instantaneously extrapolating the talents of your kobolds?” I asked.

“Apparently,” Kliss said.

Her words were ripe for exploitation.

“How could quantum entanglement affect computational speed?” I asked in Russian.

"Quantum entanglement occurs when the quantum states of multiple particles are interconnected, regardless of their spatial separation. Quantum theory, which emerged in the 1920s, clarified the observed wave-particle duality at atomic levels,” Kliss responded in Russian without a pause. “In 1980, Paul Benioff introduced the concept of the quantum Turing machine, utilizing quantum theory to outline a basic computer model. Later, Charles Bennett and Gilles Brassard utilized quantum theory to develop cryptographic protocols. While these algorithms weren't geared towards solving practical problems, they mathematically demonstrated that querying a black box with a quantum state in superposition—often called quantum parallelism—could extract more information."

“Holy shit,” I murmured, my eyes growing wide. “Did you even understand what you just said?”

“Nope,” she said. “I’m mostly giving your own thoughts form with my mouth.”

“I didn’t think that exact answer though,” I said.

“You didn’t but… some parallel part of your soul certainly did,” Kliss replied with a smug look.

“A parallel part of my soul?” I pursed my lips. The answer became obvious to me in another second.

“Sasha,” Kliss nodded. “I am piggybacking on her thoughts about your thoughts.”

“So you can voice out her thoughts because she's your kobold?” I asked.

“So it seems,” Kliss said. “Even if I have no idea what any of that means. It’s mostly… this, beautiful alien music to me, a chorus that my mouth can apparently mindlessly sound out, sing because I’m a dragon.”

“Innate talent without the understanding of the specifics,” I muttered. “That could be incredibly useful to our dangerous enterprise of obliterating the two imperial legions and destroying Skyisle records.”

“We shouldn’t use dragonfire to do it,” Kliss said suddenly.

“Hmm?”

“Now that I gave it some thought - top imperial Scrutimancers will absolutely sniff things in the Astral and be able to track me down to wherever I am,” Kliss said. “We can’t use magic for this mission at all. Shit.”

“Right,” I nodded. “That’s fine.”

“That’s… fine?” Kliss looked at me.

“We’ll buy the necessary supplies to create mundane weapons in Agamemnon,” I said. “I’ve been asking around via voicast calls from the Overseers office about such things already.”

“What, you can make an electromagnet that quickly?” Kliss asked.

“Nah,” I said. “I can make a gun and dynamite.”

“Which is what?”

“I’ll explain later,” I said. “Let's get back to the talent lean testing. Does it help if I’m running a spell for you to be able to cast it or replicate it innately?”

“Slava, we can’t use magic,” Kliss repeated.

“We can’t use reality-influencing magic,” I said. “Personal magic focused inward doesn’t leave a very deep imprint in the Astral since the spell doesn't radiate mana over the place. NeuroVista allows me to accelerate the speed of my soul-operated thought to disassemble spells on the fly. I want to see if your mind can be accelerated along with mine, improving your reaction time.”

“Would that really work?” Kliss asked.

“I think it would,” I said. “Whatever is happening between us seems like quantum entanglement.”

“Uhh,” Kliss looked at me.

“In quantum physics, entanglement allows particles to simultaneously affect each other, no matter the distance. It’s as if information between entangled states is transferred instantaneously,” I explained. “From what I’m seeing with my Infoscopes, the dragon-kobold data tether has no information delay whatsoever.”

“Meaning what?”

“Between you and Sasha—and even with me—the information, or in our case, talents and thoughts, transfer seamlessly. This tether that connects you to your kobolds... it's a living network of entangled states. You are pulling skills from your kobolds, and even accessing our thoughts—it’s like observing quantum mechanics at play in a biological framework,” I said. “The only delay in such a system would be biological, limited by the speed of thought and the speed of signals running down a kobold's nervous system. A human’s nervous system is ineffective, slow.”

“Really?” Kliss asked.

“In a human, A-delta fibers transmit pain at around 12 to 30 meters per second and C fibers transmit pain at about 0.5 to 2 meters per second,” I explained. “A meter is this much by the way.” I stretched out my hands. “An Earth second is this much… tik-tok.”

“Huh,” Kliss said. “I didn’t know that pain in people travels so slowly. How long does it take a person to move a finger?”

“The time it takes for the brain to send a signal to move a finger typically ranges from 0.15 to 0.20 seconds,” I explained. “This includes the time needed for the brain to process the decision to move the finger and send the appropriate signals through the motor neurons to the muscles of the finger.”

“Soooo… are dragons faster or something?” Kliss asked with a hopeful look of emerald-citrine eyes.

“Dragons are faster,” I nodded. “You don’t have nerve fibres like a human does.”

“Uhh, what do I have then?” She asked, turning the steak over in on the pub’s grill.

“Dragons utilize a crystalline-based neurotransmission system, I said. “It’s fundamentally different from human biology. In humans, nerve impulses are transmitted by ion exchanges along axons, which, despite being fast, have inherent delays. Your crystalline-organic structures, however, operate through quantum effects, allowing for instantaneous communication across any part of your body. Your reaction time is seamless, not just between your mind and fingers, but in transfer of information from your kobolds to you.”

“Wowza,” Kliss’s eyes lit up.

“Exactly,” I said, nodding. “The crystalline structures of the kobold-dragon network not only provide instantaneous communication but likely also contribute to your ability to rapidly process multiple sensory inputs and responses.”

The dragon girl’s eyes lit up with possibilities.

“So during a battle, could I maybe... innately use more than just my own eyes and mind?” She asked. “If I can tap into the perception of my kobolds I’ll make better decisions during a fight, yeah?”

“Yes,” I nodded. “Your kobolds are an extension of your own crystalline net. It’s like having a distributed sensor network. You gain real-time feedback and situational awareness from multiple locations. The more kobolds you have around as extra pairs of eyes, the better your reaction should get... theoretically.”

“By Equality, Slava,” Kliss uttered. “Aradria’s never taken her kobolds with her to a fight… they didn’t even have wings!”

“Right, they couldn’t fly,” I nodded. “But bees can. After dinner, you should claim all of the bees that are under our control to test how having a kobold swarm will affect your observational abilities.”

“Wait, can bees even see far? Aren’t their eyes tiny?” Kliss asked me.

“Hrmmm… The eyes of bees are tailored to their needs as pollen foragers and navigators,” I recalled. “They can see colors well and their vision extends into the ultraviolet range, which is invisible to humans, but they have trouble with the red spectrum. In terms of distance, bees are best at seeing things within 1 to 2 meters. Their vision was evolutionarily optimised for identifying flowers and avoiding obstacles.”

“Aw,” Kliss made a cute pout. “So then what type of kobold would be more optimal for visual observation in a fight?”

I pursed my lips, mentally going over various Skyisle insects.

“Dragonflies,” I said. “Skyisle dragonflies have the best vision among insects when it comes to distance and overall visual acuity. Their eyes are remarkably sophisticated, composed of up to 30,000 individual lenses, which provide them with a nearly 360-degree field of vision. The innate magic of local dragonflies amplifies their sight further as they grow. A high-level dragonfly is an unbeatable bug hunter because of its vision and response time.”

“Really?” Kliss asked. “How far can dragonflies fly anyway?”

“Dragonflies navigate thousands of kilometres during migration. The local dragonfly species migrate from Skyisle down to the ocean, for example. Because of this, they're the most visually and physically adept of all flying insects,” I added.

“What about dragonettes?” Kliss asked.

“Dragonettes are flying reptiles, the adult species of which are ¾ the size of a human. Due to that and their marked autonomy, they would take too long to catch and to dominate,” I shook my head. “It would require far too many soul-shards to overpower a dragonette’s soul. I can get the bee swarm to bring down a few dragonflies, slice up my soul and inject it into the dragonflies, turning them into phylacteries without issues tonight.”

“Can’t I just bite a dragonfly and kobold it up?” Kliss asked.

“Sure, but it won’t obey you as well as a phylactery-dragonfly,” I explained.

“Wait, can’t I just get information from your Infoscopes?”

“It won’t work as well as dragonflies,” I said. “Infoscopes are negatively-charged magic. Dragon syntropic magic works best with physical anchors. Dragonflies could be coated in dragonglass powder without slowing them down.”

“Got it,” Kliss nodded, sliding a plate with cooked steak towards me. “Let's eat and then catch me some dragonflies then!”
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                Kliss and I met Delta in our parents’ house in the late evening, when violet stars covered the sky overhead and the rings of Lunaria and Inaria cast their radiance down on the valley below, painting it in gold and silver-blue tones.

“Soooooo,” Delta grabbed Kliss. “How’d your date go? Give me the deets.”

“It was nice,” Kliss answered simply, blushing slightly.

“Deets damn it, stop hogging them,” Delta insisted. She spotted the dragonflies flickering about in the air, a few of them sitting on the dragon girl’s shoulders.

“Are those dragonflies?” She asked, squinting at the insects. “Did he give you… shiny dragonflies? Why are they so shiny?”

“They’re covered in dragonglass,” I said. 

“You know Slava, boys ordinarily give girls flowers, not dragonflies,” Delta commented.

“Those are my new kobolds,” Kliss interjected. “They help me be more aware.”

“More aware how?” Delta demanded.

“Throw a pinecone at the back of her head,” I said. 

“Okkay,” Delta walked around the garden, grabbed a pinecone and chucked it at the Kliss’ mane from behind.

The dragon girl’s hand came up with a snap and grabbed the pinecone out of the air before it struck her.

“Huh,” Delta said. “That’s… neat.”

“Go on,” I said. “Throw more things. I know you want to.”

Delta smiled giddily as she collected more rocks and pinecones, launching them at Kliss at random intervals. Dexterity-aligned hands allowed my twin to cast stones with inhuman precision. Kliss blurred in the air, hands catching the projectiles wherever direction they flew from. In about five minutes, the dragon girl had a pile of rocks and pinecones on the bench next to her.

“Very impresssso,” Delta panted, joining Kliss on the bench. “Now spill ALL the deets.”

I went into the workshop to check on the Violets, letting the girls chat. By the time I was back in the garden, they were still at it. 

“What’s the in-between exactly?” Delta asked.

“I think that it’s… sort of like an Astral starscape within me,” Kliss said. “And within Slava. And when we are both in the in-between it’s sort of like a dance between the two Astral starscapes.”

“Yeah, but what does it mean?” Delta pressed on.

“I think it means that Slava and I are soul-mates,” Kliss said, glancing at me. “Cosmically entwined.”

“Soul-mates?” Delta asked. “That’s a thing? What about me? Can you take me into the in-between?”

Kliss nodded. 

She hugged Delta and a burst of syntropic magic ignited reality around them, shearing my Infoscopes apart. I stepped back and reactivated my tools. There was something happening there, but I couldn’t get close enough without the scanning threads coming apart.

After a few minutes of hugging, they both opened their eyes and looked at each other.

“We’re soul-mates too,” Kliss said, biting her lower lip.

“Woo,” Delta grinned, squeezing Kliss. “Soul-mate besties!”

“Maybe everyone is cosmically entwined with everyone?” I asked. “You could be jumping to conclusions here. Around a third of my soul is in Delta's, so that could be affecting whatever you’re seeing in the in-between.”

“Hrm,” Kliss pursed her lips. “Maybe…”

“We have to put this to a test,” I suggested. “Go to the workshop and hug some of the Violets. Take them to the in-between.”

“Why must you ruin everything with science?” Delta lamented. 

“Because I’m not jumping to the conclusion that Kliss and I are simply cosmically entwined,” I said, crossing my arms.

“Don’t you want to be her soul-mate?” Delta sent me an annoyed glare. “What’s wrong with you?”

“Soul-mate-ness isn’t a thing,” I said. 

“Yes it is!” Delta insisted.

“Until I have specific evidence for correlation between soul convergence or whatever, I can’t accept it as a fact,” I replied. “Patterns provide us with evidence of how the universe works.”

“Fine,” Kliss said with a small frown, getting off the bench. “Let me go hug the Violets.”

She didn’t look like she wanted to do it. She marched off into the workshop, not looking back at us.

“Did you even bother to romance her properly?” Delta asked me. “Or did you just throw science facts and attach shiny dragonflies on her all evening like a dummy?”

I opened my mouth and closed it, not sure what to say. 

“My poor unwise bean,” Delta leaned her head on my shoulder. “Must I teach you everything?”

“I’m plenty wise,” I defended myself. 

“Not when it comes to interpersonal relationships,” Delta commented. 

“I’m not going to accept the existence of soul-mates without evidence for it!” I insisted.

“You could have just let it go,” Delta said. “Could have accepted that you and Kliss are destined to be together forever. Watch, she’s gonna come out of the workshop ten times as annoyed if she finds out that everyone is cosmically entwined.”

“If reality makes people annoyed, that’s not my fault… that’s reality,” I said. “The universe is a harsh place. It doesn’t care about us. We live on a suspiciously Earth-like planet that’s orbiting an infinite dead world.”

I waved my hand at the violet-silver-blue rings of Inaria pulsing far above us in the sky.

“Dragonglass could be responsible for creating sytropic singularity within Novazem that will likely begin to tear reality apart given enough time,” I said. “If Sasha is to be believed, the Wormwood Star will get here just in time to consume all intelligent life and to take apart all of my works.”

“Such grimdarkness!” Delta sighed. 

“Such reality,” I replied. 

“You’re hopeless,” she said.

“Am not,” I shot back. “I am focused on my goals. Interpersonal relationships are… complicated.”

“More complicated than fractal math?” 

“Fractal math is very complicated,” I said. “Relationships are complicated for different reasons.”

“Such as?” 

“Such as the gift of flowers you've mentioned,” I explained. “It’s a senseless, irrational, ritualistic behaviour which benefits nobody, especially not the flowers which perish slowly after they’re cut off from their roots. You’re an Agromancer, are you not? Would Leemy appreciate being cut off from her roots and put into a vase?”

“Leemy, unlike flowers, is sapient,” Delta huffed. 

“Flowers feel pain,” I said. “Sir Jagadis Chunder Bose had proven, more than a century ago, that plants experienced sensations and were able to feel pleasure and pain just like animals.”

“Argh,” my twin rolled her eyes. “You’re impossible sometimes, you know.”

“Where is this going?” I asked her. “What do you want from me, sis?”

“I… want to tell mom and dad the truth,” Delta said. 

“I don’t think that it’s a good idea,” I said. “They believe in Ishira and will see us as Astral Phantoms. The Soviet government couldn’t fix cultists, so they sent them all to labour camps.”

“Do you think that it’s a good idea to build a relationship on an ever-growing mountain of lies?” Delta asked. 

I sighed.

“What do you think mom and dad will do?” She asked me. “They’re not going to throw us into the Valley of Death, even if we tell them that we’re phantoms. They love us, Slava.”

“They love the idea of us,” I said. “As their kids, as Destiny and Dante, not as the long dead ghosts of a Soviet administrator from another world and an Alanian Novitiate from a thousand years ago.”

“Mom sat with you for two weeks after you fried your brain trying to reconstruct Kliss,” Delta said softly. “She loves you. Don’t you get it? You're going away to Agamemnon soon on a hella dangerous mission. When was the last time you told mom that you love her?”

I pondered her words. The answer, as reluctant as I was to admit was, never.

“You’re right,” I admitted. “I’ve been so busy trying to save Skyisle… that I haven’t really accounted whom I’m saving it for.” 

“Uh-huh,” Delta nodded. “See, this is why you have me. You never listen to your older sister.”

“You’re older by a few minutes at best,” I said.

“Details, details,” Delta waved me off. 

“Where do I even start?” I pondered, looking at our parents’ cottage.

“Start by telling them the truth, duh,” Delta insisted. “Show them you care, tell them you’re scared, that you’re working on saving Skyisle… that you’re leaving to protect us. I’m pretty sure mom and dad are already hella worried about everything! It’s not rocket science!"

“Flight science is easier than human emotions,” I sighed, glancing at the cottage’s lit round windows. “What if they don’t get it? What if they reject me? I’m... not exactly their son. I’m more like a... ghost of an old man from another world that’s inhabiting the body of their son. A shadow from the deepest, darkest abyss that’s lied to them about his origins for thirteen years, no less."

“Eh, they’ll get over it,” Delta shrugged. “We’re adults, we have dragon magic on our side and we’re in control of Skyisle. Parents just want to see their kids happy, cared for, independent, strong. You have a family that loves you Slava. Don’t squander it!”

“Are you sure?” I asked.

“I’m sure,” she nodded. “I know what it’s like. I got Leems now, since you’ve installed her avatar in my head, pestering me with her tree-meta-advice. She thinks that this is the right thing to do, that by doing this we secure our future, become stronger. Mom and dad already know that we’re different, strange. They knew that you were born with high stats and concealed this fact, convincing Tamara not to mention it to anyone.”

I nodded and saw that Kliss emerged from Georgi’s workshop.

She marched to my side and looked down at me.

“You’re wrong,” she said, eyes flashing with orange-red coronas.

“Yesss,” Delta fistpumped. 

“Extrapolate what I'm wrong about,” I said, ignoring my giddy twin.

“I took several Violets starting with Magenta to the in-between,” she said. “It’s not the same.”

“What’s different?” I asked.

“They aren’t entwined with me,” KIiss replied. “Not like you or Delta are. I think that… there’s something there, in the land of shared dreams. Like an unseen hand that binds us together, that makes sure that we meet across the infinite.”

“Which you, the Kliss or Aradria?” I asked.

“I don’t know!” Kliss shook her shimmering mane. “I don’t know and I don’t care.”

“Stop ruining the magic, damn it,” Delta jabbed me in the side.

“I’m not ruining anything,” I replied. “I just want to understand things.”

“Why?” Delta asked.

“Because I’ve reached the limits of my current understanding,” I said. “My current tools can’t tell me what this perfectly stable structure on my finger is, nor what the hell the ‘in-between’ is. And it’s frustrating as hell.”

“Get over yourself,” Delta rolled her eyes. “I don’t understand most of your nerdy jibber jabber about how crystals really work and it doesn’t bother me one bit.”

“So, what are the Violets like?” I turned back to the dragon girl.

“Everyone I checked so far is made up of an infinite number of stars,” Kliss reported.

“But you, me and Delta are… different?” I asked.

“Yes,” Kliss nodded. “We aren’t different, we are… connected. Each of our stars is entwined with the other, as if bound by some unseen force, influencing each other’s dreams. It’s really… I don’t know how to explain it, don’t have enough words. Maybe Sasha might be able to tell us what the in-between is and how it all makes sense.”

“But soul-mates as an explanation makes sense?” I asked.

“I think that it does,” Kliss said. 

“What are soul-mates exactly?”

“Someone who’s meant to be together,” Kliss explained, her gaze fixed on mine. “Segments of a whole, connected across time and space. It’s like… an invisible thread that draws us to each other, no matter the distance or the obstacles in our way.”

“So… destiny?” I asked, a sceptical edge to my voice.

“No,” Kliss shook her head. “Not destiny. Destiny implies a lack of choice. But soul-mates choose each other, again and again, across countless lifetimes. It’s a conscious decision, a mutual recognition.”

Delta sighed dramatically, waving a hand in front of my face. “Slava, just accept love! Stop fighting it!”

I batted her hand aside. 

“You’re also soul-mates with my twin,” I said. “How does that make sense?”

“Don’t know,” Kliss said. 

“Does this mean that you like my sister… romantically?” I asked jokingly. “Which one of you is going to buy whom flowers?”

“Flowers?” Kliss blinked.

Delta buried her face in her hands.

“I don’t know what you're implying,” the dragon girl said. 

“I don’t know either,” I huffed.

“You’re overthinking it, Slava,” Kliss said after a pause. “It’s not an equation, not a desire to buy flowers, it’s a feeling.”

“What kind of a feeling is it?” I asked.

“A deep, undeniable connection that transcends… everything. A feeling of… home,” she said. “Of belonging somewhere. Of everything being… I don’t know, right in some way, because there’s an undeniable connection there. Not just a single connection. Connections. An impossibly large number of them across… everywhere.”

“Riiiiight,” I said, drawing out the word.

“Yes, right!” Kliss insisted.

“You two are hopeless,” Delta peered at me from between her fingers.

“Am not,” I protested.

“You seem… tense?” Kliss judged my expression. “Are you worried about fighting the Inquisitor?”

“No,” I shook my head. “Delta said we should talk to our parents, tell them everything before we leave. I’m… not good with that stuff. It’s not like designing magic with math where I’m in complete control of the situation. I don’t want to mess everything up terribly by saying something exceptionally stupid.”

“Ah,” she said. “Do you… want help?”

“Yeah,” I admitted.

“Come on then,” she pulled me off the bench, gold-coated fingers radiating reassuring warmth. “Let’s go talk to them… together.”
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