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1. Only Sort of Dead
 
 
 
I felt like I was walking on cloud nine as I made my way to college. I wasn’t sure if it was the excitement of finally getting my testosterone levels under control or the brain fog I’d heard about from other trans girls on spiro, but I did know I was a little out of it. I had to consciously remind myself to pay attention to the street lights at each intersection, knowing that the various arterial streets crossing Trafalgar Road weren’t exactly the best places to jaywalk. 
Even with my best efforts, though, it had taken my girlfriend Lena grabbing my elbow once or twice to stop me wandering out at the non-signalized smaller intersections without checking for cars. 
Standing at Trafalgar and Upper Middle, waiting for the light, I found myself smiling as I looked over at her. She was beautiful, kind, passionate, and... and I’d only started dating her by accident when I’d asked her other girlfriend out. 
“Gosh,” I mumbled to myself as I thought about how wonderful Lena and Kris had both been to me. 
“The light changed,” Lena said softly, causing me to blink and see there was indeed a walk signal ahead of us. 
I hurried along as she started walking, trying to keep up. 
That was the last major intersection, though. Which seemed to cause Lena to relax a little. 
“You’re going to be a disaster at taking notes today, aren’t you?” she asked.
“Probably. I mostly just have life drawing today, though,” I replied, pausing to think things over.
Then, pulling my backpack off, I began to hunt through it. Lena stopped a few paces ahead, watching me flit through my bag. I saw she was a bit confused at to why I’d stopped.
“I, uh, I think I forgot my pencil sharp—” I started to say, only to feel something heavy bonk into my head.
The next thing I knew I was in darkness, floating up into the air. Or, it seemed like I was moving up, but it was more or less pitch black for the first few seconds. Eventually, though, the darkness passed and I realised what had happened: an airplane engine had dropped out of the sky onto me.
Not what I’d expected, I’ll admit.
I turned and saw Lena staring in shock, and was glad there didn’t seem to be any blood or anything oozing out of the rubble. I did see one of my shoes sticking out at one end, and my backpack at the other end. Really, it looked more like something out of an old cartoon than a gruesome death.
Right. I was dead. That was… something.
I didn’t want to be dead. I was finally living as myself. I was in love. I was loved. Life had only just properly started for me. 
I hadn’t even started estrogen yet!
Before I could figure out anything else about the scene or the metaphysical implications of my current situation or the fact that I hadn’t had my name legally changed for any obituary, I suddenly felt myself being yanked away.
I couldn’t tell you in which direction. It didn’t exactly feel like I was moving in a normal spacial way. Instead I was... collapsing? Expanding? Twisting? All of them at once?
It was giving me a headache and I couldn't really understand it. 
Just as I was starting to feel properly motion sick, I found myself thrown forward, sprawling onto my hands and knees. I’d landed on... well, it seemed sort of like a cloud, but also sort of like a crystal?
I felt like it looked vaguely similar to a mineral I’d seen in a museum one time, but I couldn’t tell you the type. I wasn’t a geologist or... gemologist? Whatever you’d call someone who knew that sort of stuff. Plus, the mineral probably wasn’t as soft as this stuff was.
Wait.
Why were my hands golden now?
“Vazehr, Goddess of Justice, it is good to see you again,” a powerful yet smooth male voice said.
I blinked, looking up for the source. And I found myself staring at a guy who seemed the embodiment of what you’d expect a god to look like, be it Zeus or Odin or... some sort of a very godly type of god. The kind you might capitalize the ‘g’ for. He guy in front of me had a mix between the build of a football player and a dad bod, with a large greyish beard, while wearing some sort of flowing robe. Everything about him said ‘power’.
Though he also had blue skin, and, on second thought, his beard was more of a grey-blue than a true grey. Oh, and small horns, little more than nubs. Easily missed on first glance.
“Who—wha—where…” I stammered, honestly proud of myself for managing to form two actual words in my confusion.
Going from being dead to... wherever this was surely excused a bit of confusion.
“Ah… you seem a bit more out of it than I was expecting, Vazehr,” the mysterious blue man said, sound disappointed in me.
“She’s been living mortal lives in another world for three thousand years,” a voice that sounded like it belonged to an older woman said. Though, also, it was a voice far richer than any human voice.
I turned to the source, finding a tall purple woman with sharp features seated on a bench made out of the same material as the ground (maybe it was more an extension of the ground?). I also noted that she had horns kind of like a giraffe. 
Were they antlers then?
“I suppose that’s true, Gauza,” the man said, drawing my attention back to him. “What do you remember, Vazehr?”
I blinked. “Uhh… are you talking to me?”
Wait, my voice sounded different. It had that same odd acoustic effect the other two’s voices had. Also, it sounded feminine. Not just like the results of my still clumsy self taught voice training attempts that were still rather too deep.
“Ah,” the man said, grimacing slightly. “That’s… less than ideal.”
I found myself looking at my hands again, since they still looked gold. So did my arms. And my… I had… those were boobs. Actual boobs. I lifted the odd robe I was wearing to confirm they were real, and... they were gold, like the rest of me seemed to be, and a pretty decent size. 
The realisation shot through me like a burst of electricity, shooting excitement to the tips of my fingers, toes, and… wings?
Looking over my shoulder I realised I did indeed have wings now. Ones with golden feathers, speckled slightly with different hues, though all definitely something you’d call ‘gold’.
“Well, at least she’s less likely to be angry with us?” the man said, drawing my attention back to him.
“You always were an optimist, Loj,” the woman replied.
“Who are you? And… who am I?” I asked. “Or, at least, who do you think I am?”
“Who am—I am Loj, God of the Sea, and King of the Gods,” the blue man replied, his tone showing he’d possibly never had anyone ask him that question before.
“I am Gauza, Goddess of the Clouds, and Queen of the Gods,” the purple woman added, a bit more kindness in her voice. “And you are Vazehr, Goddess of Justice.”
I nodded. “Ah. Right. You said… wait, what do you mean I’m a goddess?”
“That you’re a goddess,” Loj said, not explaining anything.
The purple woman gave him a tired stare, before turning back to me. There was a slightly strained looking smile on her face.
“You were one of the great deities of Loj’s court, but you… well, you always believed very strongly in your domain,” Gauza explained.
“You were a stick in the mud,” Loj muttered.
“Mhm… well, after a few too many disagreements with the others, you—we had to send you away to another world, to have your spirit stored in mortal form,” Gauza continued. “However, we now face a threat the likes of which we have never faced before. The Forces of Discord have plunged the world into a war without end, having grown strong enough to equal the might of the gods. We need your help.”
I stared for a moment, still not quite sure how to process all that.
There were two immediate takeaways, though: it was pretty gender affirming to learn I had the spirit of a goddess, which was cool; and… exiling the goddess of justice did not give me a very high opinion of whoever this pantheon was.
“You agreed to it, by the way,” Loj said, possibly picking up on my general train of thought; I was a bit too disoriented to remember to hide my emotions. “You were tired of the fights yourself. So you agreed to be placed somewhere we could call you if needed.”
Somehow that didn’t seem right, but… finding out I was actually a golden winged deity also felt weird. And, hey, I didn’t even remember what was apparently my name from back then, so… who was I to argue?
“If I help out… can I go back?” I asked.
“Go… back?” Loj replied.
“To my old life. To Oakville… to Lena and Kris,” I said.
“You would go back to being mortal?” Loj asked, sounding disgusted.
I nodded. “To be with those I love, yes.”
“Very well,” Gauza said, nodding. “Help us defeat the enemy and return relative peace to Haquaria and we shall return you to your previous world.”
I hopped to my feet at that, wearing a smile. “Alright! So… what’s going on exactly?”
The purple woman gestured to her left, causing a slab of cloud-crystal to rise from the ground. A swirl formed in the side, until it shifted to what seemed to be some sort of magical screen. It showed armies of monsters and undead ravaging towns and villages. Then a clash of armies, one side that looked to be Human (maybe Elves), the other side those monsters once more. The monsters were definitely winning.
“War in the mortal realm. Led by a dark sorceress,” Gauza explained.
The viewing portal zoomed in, showing a woman with sickly pale blue skin standing on a ridge. She looked to be something of an Elf, though she had a scorpion’s tail growing from her lower back.
“Nemza Vuranil. She was a princess of the Holy Kingdom of Garzot,” Loj explained. “She was supposed to be my next high priestess, but she fell to darkness, burning the Holy City, killing her own family in the same attack.”
“And I… I’ve got to fight her,” I muttered, staring at eyes filled with pure hatred and evil.
Maybe I should have tried to point out I wasn’t much of a fighter. Or, at all of a fighter… I’d gotten into a scuffle or two with bullies when I was younger, but that simply wasn’t the same.
“With our high temples in the Holy City desecrated and defiled, the rest of us can barely manifest as visions in the mortal realm of Haquaria,” Guaza said. “Your original high temple is long forgotten in the Southern Forest. With full divine might you should be able to defeat her and turn back the tide of darkness.”
Right. I was a goddess now. I had magic and… stuff. I could probably take on a sorceress.
“Wait, does she have any gods on her side? Like, evil ones?” I asked.
“We have kept them busy with an assault on the frozen planes of Urst,” Loj replied. “In a direct fight we Gods of Order are stronger than the Forces of Discord, but a siege does benefit the defenders, so we’ve yet to break through. They should be too busy to intervene on Nemza’s behalf, however.”
I nodded, looking back at the viewing portal. The smile on the dark sorceress’ face still sent a shiver down my spine. I wasn’t looking forward to—
I found myself lifted off my feet, Loj having walked over to my side while I’d been distracted.
“What are you—” I started to ask, before he chucked me forward, towards the viewing portal.
Which I quickly discovered was not just a viewing portal, as I was flung through it and into the sky above a great battle. 
Immediately, I was flying over a vast swarm of monsters, the roar of the battle beneath me almost deafening despite the distance. It was impressive, terrifying, and… getting closer?
Oh, right. Because of gravity. 
I tried flapping my new wings, not quite sure how they worked. Based on the way the ground kept getting closer, I wasn’t doing a very good job of figuring them out. Which I felt was fair. It took birds a few attempts to master it and they only had four limbs to worry about. I was trying to handle six.
Before I could justify my struggles to myself any further, I crashed into the muddy dirt, landing in an empty patch between several creatures.
Getting to my feet, I saw they seemed about as disoriented by my sudden arrival as I was. 
“Uh, hi?” I offered, as I slowly processed the large thuggish creatures kind of looked like trolls from that fantasy trilogy.
Or maybe rather bestial giants?
Before I could come to a proper conclusion of what to call them, they charged forward, swinging large clubs. I dodged one or two, since they were kind of slow moving, but another club was heading straight to my face. 
In a panic, I held up my hands to defend my face, only for there to be a flash of golden light, some sort of magic shield forming between my hands and the club. A shield that apparently had kickback with how it sent the club flying back, out of the troll-thing’s arm. The creature also shrieked, grabbing it’s arm and cradling it.
“Sorry?” I found myself saying, feeling bad about hurting something that seemed to only be a bit above animal intelligence.
At least until another club hit me from behind.
Not that it hurt, mind you. The club shattered on impact after feeling about as powerful as being hit by a pool noodle.
“Oh. Right. I’m a god now,” I said, turning around to see the troll that had just hit me looking rather confused. 
I walked over to the confused creature and gave it a shove square in the chest. Despite it towering over me by at least a metre, it was sent flying back on an impressive arc through the air.
“Cool… I guess I can do this,” I said, feeling confident I’d be home and cuddling with my girlfriends again in no time.
 
 
 
2. Hubris: Not Just for Humans Anymore
 
 
 
Sending trolls and skeletons and zombies and whatever else I was encountering flying with a flick of the wrist was exhilarating. I really was a god. I was unstoppable next to these things. 
It was a good distraction from the whole ‘just died and woke up in another world’ thing. Which was a distraction I needed, because otherwise I was not going to be in a great place mentally when it sunk in.
Unfortunately, I didn’t really know where I was going, so I was just sort of wandering aimlessly, batting enemies aside as I tried to figure out where the evil sorceress was. It was a bit tricky to keep oriented, travelling through the massive swarm of monsters on an open plain. Especially since I kept getting turned around as I batted off various attempts to attack me. 
“Eww,” I muttered as a zombie fell apart with a smack.
It wasn’t bloody or anything, it seemed a bit too mummified for that, but it was still a little unsettling.
It wasn’t getting me any closer to the evil sorceress, however. And the longer it took me to find her the longer I was trapped wherever this was. The longer Lena and Kris thought I was dead…
So, there was only one thing for it: I had to ask for directions.
As a lanky ghoulish looking creature charged my way, I grabbed it by the chain shirt it was wearing and lifted it in the air.
“Where’s your boss?” I asked.
“Ehh?” the being replied, looking rather terrified.
“You know, ice blue skin, scorpion tail… ears that stick out a good foot from her head?” I said.
Ok, so maybe her ears weren’t actually a foot long… I wasn’t the best with the imperial system. Probably 20cm, though?
“I… uh… I don’t know?” the goblin-y creature replied, mouth quivering. 
“… Really?” I asked.
“Lady Nemza goes where she’s needed. And she moves swiftly,” the goblin replied.
“Darn. I guess I have to get her attention then…” I muttered, before throwing the goblin over my shoulder, like a kid with socks on Christmas.
I took a moment to look around, before spotting what looked to be siege engines of some sort. Catapults? Trebuchets? One of those… or at least, the same basic concept as either of those. They were flinging boulders ahead, towards what had to be where the other side was.
They seemed important, so I started heading over, batting aside anything that got in my way. 
The siege engines themselves were manned by more of those troll-ogre-things, with what seemed to be a few Elves and humans commanding them.
“Who goes there?” a human man with sickly pale skin shouted from his perch on the side of one of the machines.
He looked barely any healthier than the ghouls and zombies did.
“I’m… wait, what was the name I’m supposed to go by here… It started with a V… Vi… Va… Ve… Ok, look, I’ve had a weird day, so a few of the details might not have stuck, but… I’m here to stop your little army,” I replied, realising that maybe wasn’t the most intimidating introduction I could offer.
“What?” the man replied, staring at me. “I… Get her!”
The last part was shouted, directed at the troll-creatures. They charged me, and, well, it went about as well for them as the other fights. Honestly, I felt like I was battling fruit flies. Or, at least, very slow moving and clumsy mice.
I supposed that was the power of being a god. Nothing was really a threat to me.
After a punch sent the last troll flying, I then rushed over to kick out one of the supporting beams of the nearest siege engine. Despite being as thick as a tree trunk, it buckled under the force of my kick. 
It was going to be a bit annoying to give up all this power when I went home, so… I decided to have a little fun with it. I picked up the next siege engine (which actually proved to take a bit of effort) and threw it at a third catapult.
The human commander scrambled down from his own perch on the last one, before I made it to him. As he ran, he tossed a fireball my way. Seeing honest to goodness magic from someone left me surprised enough that I didn’t really manage a proper response (like dodging). So the fireball hit me square in the face. 
The heat felt like leaning in to get something out of a hot oven.
Which was probably better than I should have expected a fireball to the face to go. 
The other two humans and Elf, who had been standing on a nearby large rock outcrop, began peppering me with more spells. 
None of them really hurt, per say, but they felt unpleasant enough I decided to raise my hands to form a shield once more. The golden glow of the shield increased the more spells hit it, and I was beginning to wonder if it was going to fail when, instead, it released a burst of magical energy back at my attackers. The wave sent both the mages and a good chunk of the rock face they were standing on flying, leaving a sort of half-crater in front of me.
“Huh,” I said, staring at my hands again. 
I had to wonder what the limits to my current powers were like, considering what I was managing without even trying. This was really going quite well.
“Vazehr Victrix,” a cold voice said from behind me. Turning, I saw the icy eyes of the dark sorceress herself. “I wondered when the cowards in the Sea Palace would call on you.”
Right. Vazehr. That was my goddess name. 
Also, I realised I should probably reply. “It was Nnn... Nemza, right?”
She did not look happy with my uncertainty about her name. “Yesss. Nemza, Lady of Surgess.”
“Sorry, lots of new names to… anyway, I just want to offer you a chance to surrender. Mostly because I’m realising that Loj dude might want me to actually kill you, and… I don’t really like the idea of doing that,” I said.
Ok, I’d tossed some of her troops around, but they’d surely ended up landing in the mud. It wasn’t that rocky here, so most of them were probably just a little battered rather than dead. And then most of the others were skeletons or zombies, which probably weren’t really alive?
Also, even if she was evil, looking at me with pure disdain, I had to admit that Nemza was kind of attractive. Or, maybe my poor lesbian heart was attracted to her extra due to the whole ‘evil woman watching me judgementally’ thing.
I was still getting used to understanding my attraction to women was gay and what that meant… but, yeah, that wide sharp toothed smile spreading on her face was definitely doing something to me. 
“Ha!” she laughed. “Ahahahaha!”
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She then snapped her head forward, glaring at me with a manic intensity, her face still twisting in a smile wider than I’d even seen a human manage. 
“I’ll enjoy showing you why I fear no gods, Vazehr. Oh, Abandoner of Duties,” she replied.
That stung. Even if I’d had no real control over what had happened way back… whenever. It was still insulting.
So I felt less guilty about charging forward, to try to wipe that smug grin off her face.
Only to hit thin air.
“Apparently Justice is less swift than it once was,” Nemza’s voice said, from somewhere behind me.
Turning around, I saw her standing several metres away, arms crossed and looking deeply unimpressed.
I decided to charge again, throwing myself forward at full force. Running through the mud was tricky, the greater force I threw at the ground seemed to cause me to sink into it as much as it pushed me forward, but I was still moving quickly.
Only for Nemza to teleport away when I was barely a metre from her.
“Too slow again,” she said, now standing not too far from where she’d been before.
She then raised her hand, a crackle of dark energy forming above it. I raised my hands to form another shield as she tossed it forward, only for the ball of energy to explode into dozens of small shards that arced around my shield, slamming into my back and sides just as I realised what was happening.
“Gyah!” I hissed, falling forward as the dark energy dug into me.
“Ah. I see you’re as durable as a god should be, if nothing else,” she said, strolling over to me.
I noticed that, as she walked, she never sank into the mud. Instead travelling gracefully along the surface, as if it were level dry ground. That wasn’t fair.
I waited for her to get closer, hoping she’d believe I was more hurt than I was. Once she was barely an arm’s length away, leaning in to gloat, I lunged at her.
Only to have her dodge, redirecting my clumsy strike, and leaving me sprawling in the mud once more.
“I’m honestly disappointed in you. A war goddess should be a better fighter than this,” she said, her voice like ice before she hissed words I didn’t understand.
Words that brought pain with them. It felt like a rain of needless, sharp pain piercing every part of the back of my body. 
Struggling to my feet, trying to ignore the pain, I found the dark sorceress already summoning another attack, a sickly green sphere of some sort that she blasted into my gut before I could manage any sort of shield. 
I had the wind knocked out of me by the blow.
Spitting something not quite like blood out of my mouth from the pain as I struggled to stay standing, I looked up to see Nemza looking at least mildly annoyed.
“I suppose I should have realised even an idiot of a god would be time consuming to kill,” she said.
I stared at her, still trying to catch my breath.
“Oh well. Your head will make a good prize, so I suppose it’s worth the effort,” she said, before blasting me with another bolt of dark magic. 
Falling backwards from the blow, I noticed a sliver of the spell had missed my face. My eyes followed it, seeing where it slammed into the ground and caused an explosion that seemed like a grenade or an artillery strike in a war movie.
The fact that I’d taken most of that to the face and it had felt like getting punched gave me some sense of just how much power she was hitting me with.
Which meant I really should have been dead several times over, if not for this whole ‘goddess’ thing that still felt so alien to me.
Considering how poorly the fight was going, I was starting to wonder if there’d been a mistake. If they’d grabbed me instead of whoever the actual goddess was. Surely I should have had more things coming naturally to me than I was getting. Wouldn’t a real goddess have figured something useful out by now?
Another blast of magic hit me, like knives striking every joint of my body. I let out a scream, while my mind filled with a single wish: to get out of here.
As soon as the wish fully formed, there was a flash of light. 
I then found myself staring up at a blue sky. The ground beneath me was soft and cool, but not the mud I had been in before.
Slowly rolling my head to one side, I saw trees. I was in some sort of a forest clearing. Or, maybe more of a jungle clearing. It looked kind of tropical.
Either way, I wasn’t where I had been.
Satisfied that I was probably less likely to die in the next few minutes than I had been before, I let myself pass out.
________
 
I found myself slowly waking up while lying down. I briefly thought I was in a hospital bed. That everything I was remembering was just some sort of weird dream after being hit in the head by a stray hubcap or something.
But… no. As my eyes opened, I realised that wherever I was was lit by a fire. I could feel the soft warmth of it not far away. 
Beyond that, my surroundings seemed to be an earthen building of some sort. The walls were covered in hanging hooks and shelves, all of which held an impressive mixture of herbs and carvings. 
As I woke further, however, something else hit me: the pain in my body, leading me to let out a groan.
“Oh! You’re awake!” a soft feminine voice called out.
Before I could turn to see the source, she was leaning over me, looking down with concern in her eyes. Though, her eyes weren’t really holding my attention. No, the fact she definitely wasn’t human was getting a fair bit of my attention. Or, at least, not like any human I’d seen back on Earth.
 
3. Divine Guidance
 
 
 
A hyena. As I slowly processed what I was looking at I realised that was what the mysterious woman reminded me of.
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And then I realised I was staring.
“S-sorry. I guess I’m still a little out of it,” I replied, attempting to smile until my attempt at an apologetic shrug reminded me of just how much pain I was in.
“I’m not surprised. I’m amazed you woke up after only a few hours, considering the shape you’re in,” she said, her voice soft. She had a bit of an accent, musical in a way I couldn’t quite match to any I knew.
Nodding I slowly became aware of a strange sensation on my back. But not on my—the wings. Right. I… Oh, I was in a sort of hammock. A wide and stable one. But apparently with holes for my wings to fit though and lie limp, resting on the ground.
‘My wings’ being a phrase that still felt so weird to hear.
“Thank you for taking me in,” I said as I realised how awkward getting me here must have been.
“Oh, don’t worry about that. It’s my duty as a druid after all, helping any who need it… who haven’t damaged nature,” she explained while wandering over to some nearby shelves. 
I watched as she opened a jar and took a sniff, her small nose wiggling as she sniffed.
“I… I will say that I’m not sure how to ask this, but… it would help me to choose the best ointments, so… may I ask what sort of being you are?” she asked. “I just… I’ve not seen someone like you before, so…”
“Ah… well… I thought I was human,” I replied, letting out a sigh and giving up on the effort to keep my head pointed at her. It was hurting my neck too much. “Then I… I sort of died? And… now I don’t really know. Some guy named Loj said I was a god, but I don’t think a god would get the snot beaten out of them the way I did…”
I spent a few moments staring at the ceiling, still trying to process how insane it all was. Only to realise the druid girl hadn’t said anything. I decided to lift my head again, to say that I knew it sounded crazy… but, then the way she was staring at me threw me.
“Loj? The Lord of the Seas? Y-you… you met him?” she asked, eyes wide.
“Uh… yeah. And some woman named… uh… it’s started with a G… Gozer? No that’s Gho—uh…”
“Gauza?” she offered.
“Uhh... yeah. Yeah,” I said, my brain still a touch foggy from all the pain. Or maybe from the pain-killing herbs…
“A goddess,” she muttered. “I am treating a goddess…”
“I don’t think so,” I said, slumping back into the hammock. “Do you really think a goddess would end up in this bad of shape?”
“I… perhaps. W-who did this to you?” she asked, hurrying over to my side. “I hadn’t detected anyone powerful enough in this part of the jungle.”
“I wasn’t in the jungle,” I replied. “I was in some battle… picked a fight with the leader of the forces of… whatever they are. She was this nasty Elf lady. Had a scorpion tail.”
The hyena-girl’s eyes went wide. “You… you fought the Dark Queen Nemza herself?”
“Not sure you could call it a fight. She wiped the floor with me,” I muttered, shivering as my mind remembered the pain shooting through me.
“To survive one on one combat with the Dark Queen… the Mistress of Surgess herself…” she whispered, mostly to herself.
“It was Loj’s mistake to send you into battle without warming up,” a male voice said, one rich the way Loj and Gauza’s had been.
I turned as best as I could while the druid girl spun around to see the new arrival. She then dropped to a prostrating bow upon spotting the new arrival. He was a lanky man, with grey skin that seemed carved out of stone. He also seemed mildly translucent.
“He’s been a mess since his temple was sacked,” the man muttered.
“L-Lord Parazen! M-my humble home is unworthy,” the woman said.
“Oh, I am quite aware of that, but it’s where Vazehr has washed up,” the man (presumably a god?) replied.
“Uh, hi?” I offered.
He shook his head. “You really don’t remember any of us, do you Vazehr?”
“Sorry. I guess the… three thousand years was enough time to forget?” I replied.
“I am Parazen, the god of knowledge and technology,” he said, and I realised there was a tiredness in his eyes. “Also known as the one Loj should have consulted before sending you into battle. I’ll admit you forgot more than I would have thought, but I had still realised you need training to be your harbinger of vengeance again.”
“If you even have the right person,” I muttered.
“We definitely do. Your current form is proof of that. As is your survival against Nemza. That power comes from you, not us. We have none to spare,” he replied, his voice showing exhaustion as well. “You need a teacher, however… there is a swordsman some distance north east of here. Seek him out and he will remind you how to wield a blade.”
I nodded. “If you really think he can help me, then… wait, uh, how far north east and does he have a name?”
“Chem,” Parazen replied. “Now, I must go. Loj has ordered I construct a new siege engine to attempt to break through the Palace of Discordance.”
With that he vanished. 
A few moments later the hyena woman rose to her feet, looking thoroughly shocked by what had just happened. She was whispering things to herself in a voice quiet enough I couldn’t quite make it out. I was about to ask her what she knew about this ‘Chem’ when she ran off across the small mud home.
She gathered up a number of… things. Plants and carved bones and more. She then dumped these things on the ground where Parazen had been.
As she muttered a rapid prayer I couldn’t tell if she was paying respects or engaged in a warding effort. Either seemed about as plausible with her manic look.
I decided to let her finish before trying to talk.
“So… uh… do druids and gods get along?” I asked.
She blinked, seeming to only then remember… either my presence or my supposed divinity.
“Heh… heheheheh…. uh… heheh,” she began, her nervous laugh cute, if a bit high pitched. “I… it’s spotty. Let’s say that. But… at the moment we are on the same side. The Forces of Discord are a common enemy.”
I nodded. “Well, if it’s any consolation… the gods I’ve met generally kind of seem to be a bit pompous, so I understand not caring for them much.”
“But you’re…”
“Apparently ‘Vazehr, Goddess of Justice’. Who got exiled thousands of years ago because the other gods didn’t like me… which definitely says something about them,” I said, kind of muttering the last part. “But, up until yesterday, I was just a human girl named Emily.”
The druid woman blinked, apparently confused. So I gave a brief rundown of what had happened as she began to re-dress my wounds. At least as best as I understood it myself. 
Seeing her shock at the story at least helped me feel like my own overwhelmed state was justified. 
Unfortunately feeling more grounded about it all let my mind wander to the implications of it all. Specifically, about how I’d left Lena and Kris back home… and how they thought I was dead.
How I was effectively dead. At least until I managed to train enough to save this world. A task that felt nearly impossible.
Overwhelmed, I wound up crying. Apparently this new body ran on something closer to estrogen than the one I’d been stuck with before, if the ease at which the tears came was any indication.
“D-do not cry, Lady Vazehr,” the druid girl said. “I am certain you will be home before you know it.”
“… Emily,” I half whispered. “I’d like to be called Emily. It’s the name I picked out myself, after all.”
She nodded. “La—Emily.”
Apparently she’d read my expression, which was good.
“Thank you… I… I didn’t get your name,” I said, blushing a little as I realised how much I’d talked about myself.
“M-my… I’m… I’m no one important next to you, L—Emily,” she replied, seeming to shrink into herself.
I gave her a flat look. “You’re the one who found me lying half dead in the jungle and brought me in out of the kindness of your heart… though, even if you weren’t, you would still matter.”
She gave a stiff nod, seeming quite overwhelmed. “A—Aara. Aara of the Zoi Jungle.”
“Aara… that’s a lovely name,” I said, smiling.
________
 
As much as Parazen probably wanted me to leave immediately, I was in no shape to do so. I was still in enough pain that it was a strain just to sit up to eat when Aara brought me a light lunch. 
I ended up sleeping on and off for the next few hours, waking up when Aara needed to change my bandaging or had some food for me, but otherwise being largely out of it. 
By the next morning, though, the pain was starting to subside. I pulled myself out of the hammock and onto my feet, feeling restless. Aara was asleep still, her bed tucked away in a corner on the other end of the earthen home.
I was certainly stiff as I walked, but it felt more like the aftermath of one of my rare trips to the gym rather than the overwhelming pain of yesterday. 
As such, I decided to head out for some fresh air. 
Though, even with the sun barely risen, it was fairly warm and humid here. It made sense, it was the jungle, but I was still slightly disappointed. 
I did notice a small well worn path cutting through the jungle and heading off towards some water, down the hill we were on. Or, rather, in. Looking back at the home it was built half into the earth itself, the addition made out of some sort of thick mud or clay. I couldn't say what type of earthen construction it was, not really being an architecture specialist. But I did think it looked cute.
I headed down the path, hoping the pool might help that area be a little cooler. Reaching the water’s edge, I saw that there was a small waterfall a short walk up. A waterfall surrounded by exposed rocks. Which had many small pools, fed by the mist. 
A thought struck me and I headed over, hunting for a large and flat enough puddle. One where I could see my reflection.
Which I found.
And I couldn’t help but stare. The face I saw… it… that was me. I had known the face I’d had before was mine. Obviously. But I had never felt it.
I had been told that hormones were going to help. That they’d let me see me in the mirror, but… well, I’d barely started.
Even then… I wasn’t sure they’d ever manage this. 
Realising I now had horns and pointed ears did nothing to distract from how right the reflection felt. If anything, I swore they added to it. The golden skin. The shining eyes. All of it slotted into place in an absence I hadn’t realised had been there.
Maybe I really was Vazehr. 
Though I refused to let it mean I wasn’t also Emily. I was just, maybe, both.
“Th-there you are!” Aara’s soft voice called out from behind me, shaking me from my thoughts. “Oh. When I woke up and you were gone… you really shouldn’t be walking this much already.”
I turned to her, wearing a smile on my face from what I had seen. “I feel much better today.”
“I—well, I suppose you are a goddess… but I still think you need a little more rest,” she said.
I didn’t protest as she led me back to her small home. 
Sitting on the hammock, I watched as she removed my bandages. We both marvelled at how wounds that should have left scars had healed to little more than bruises.
I also blushed as I truly processed my current body. Even with the soreness and bruising it… it felt so much more comfortable than my old one had. It was the type I had only dreamt of before. An athletic build, with genuine hips and a proper chest. 
I quietly hoped I could talk some of the gods into letting me keep it when I went back home.
 
4. Are We There Yet?
 
 
 
Despite my feeling better by the next afternoon, Aara insisted I rest one more night, just to be on the safe side. Considering I had roughly no idea where I was supposed to go I didn’t really feel like arguing all that much. 
I ate the small dinner she provided (some sort of meaty stew) and watched the light outside turn golden. As I did, a thought struck me.
“The sun does set in the West here, right?” I asked.
“Hm?” Aara replied, swallowing a mouthful of stew. “Yes?”
“Ok. I just… I realised there was no reason for the planet to have to rotate the same direction as Earth… then again, things are probably being magically translated right now, so maybe the sun’s movement took precedence over the, like, magnetic field stuff defining north,” I mumbled to myself.
Wasn’t it a thing that the poles swapped sometimes anyhow? So, really, the direction the sun moved across the sky was probably a better way to orient things for translation than North and South were.
“You truly do not know much of this world, do you?” Aara asked.
“Nope. I know the name of a few gods. Specifically the ones I’ve met. Also that there’s an evil sorceress, and that, like, Elves and… such exist,” I replied, blushing slightly.
Aara nodded a few times to herself as she ate a bit more of the stew. I was hungry enough to not mind a lull in the conversation in the name of eating and set to work on downing my own serving quickly.
“I will go with you,” she said, after a moment.
“Hm?”
“You need a guide. Someone with understanding of this world, the laws you will encounter, the currencies, the people…” she said, seeming almost as focused on convincing herself as me.
“Don’t you have a duty to this jungle?” I asked, trying to remember what she’d said about her job as a druid.
“This jungle will likely be burned if the Dark Queen succeeds in her conquests,” Aara replied. “As will many other natural lands. So it a greater duty to assist you.”
“Oh. Well… thank you. I appreciate that,” I said, offering her a smile.
________
 
Walking home with Kris was one of the nicer parts about days with English class. It was the only class we shared, since she was in a different program and in her second year of college while I was a lowly first year. 
During class there were still sometimes limits to how much we could talk, but the walk home was open and free. And, as the conversation lulled a little, I knew it was the best time I had to ask what was on my mind. What had been on my mind for a while.
“Kris, I…” I started, before finding my legs were starting to feel weak. Continuing to walk didn’t seem doable, and I ended up stopping where I was.
“Hm? What’s up?” she asked, stopping as well.
“I… I was wondering if you were seeing anyone?” I managed to blurt.
Kris blinked. 
Gosh, those dark hazel eyes of hers were so beautiful.
“Hmm? Uh… yes?” she replied, looking confused by the question.
Though I only half registered her expression. I was too busy feeling like a fool for having asked.
“Right. Right. S-sorry. I should have—I mean, you’re so cool, how could you not already… I just—well, I’m still quite happy being friends,” I replied, feeling my cheeks starting to burn as I decided to study the sidewalk to hide my shame.
“Wait. Were you trying to ask me out?” Kris asked.
“Y-yes,” I mumbled softly.
“Ahh… uh, because my having a girlfriend wouldn’t really be the issue. It’s an open relationship… but… um, I’m a lesbian, so…” she said. 
“Oh,” I mumbled again, feeling even more embarrassed. 
Not for the first time I found myself wishing I was a woman. However, possibly for the first time, I apparently mumbled the wish under my breath. Just loud enough Kris picked up a bit of it.
“What was that, just now?” she asked, taking a few steps closer to me.
“What was what?” I replied, feeling like I’d just sunk any hope I had of maintaining the friendship.
Surely there was no worse response to being rejected by a lesbian than trying to convince her you wished you were a girl…
“Hmm. You know, guys don’t tend to care for my… grunginess,” Kris said, bringing a thoughtful finger up to her chin. 
“Yeah,” I said, letting out a sigh of defeat. I’d already dug myself a shallow grave, might as well keep at it to get properly six feet under. “I swear my tastes mean all the girls I crush on end up being lesbians… so… along with some other things, it’s a part of my life that would be easier if I were a woman.”
“Well, do you want to be a girl?” Kris asked.
“… yes,” I whispered, glad the passing cars on the nearby road weren’t likely to overhear anything. 
“Then let yourself be one,” Kris said, leaning into my field of view and smiling. “It’s what I did.”
I blinked. “P-pardon?”
“You really couldn’t tell I was trans?” she asked.
“N-no? I…” my voice trailed off as I stared at her. At the soft kindness in her eyes. “D-don’t you—well, you know you’re a girl, don’t you? I just want to be one.”
“Wanting to be a girl is one of the top signs of being one,” she said, her tone soft. 
“It… it’s that easy?” I mumbled.
________
 
Waking up back in Aara’s hut I found tears running down my face. Dreaming about Kris was nice… but bittersweet. A reminder of how much I missed her.
Which meant I had to get going. I had to find that Chem guy. I had to train. Then I had to defeat Nemza. And then I’d go home.
Luckily Aara was up soon after I had woken up. She knew where things were and what supplies we needed better than I did, so I was only of limited use in the packing efforts that morning.
At least my newfound divine strength meant I could carry whatever she tossed in my backpack. Pulling out the armoured outfit she’d found me in, we were both surprised to see there were no signs of damage on it. Aara swore all the layers (the outer tunic, the long chainmail shirt, and the padded under-layer) had been torn to shreds when she’d found me.
It seemed divine clothing healed as well as I did now.
Everything gathered and inspected, I followed Aara out into the jungle. 
The plan was simple enough. We’d head to a nearby town, then find a ship heading north. We didn’t exactly have the budget to hire a ship for a direct route (which left me grumbling about how the gods could really be helping us out more), but a small cabin on a ship already going the right way would apparently be affordable. We might transfer to another ship from wherever we ended up. Until we got to a part of the continent where Aara thought someone named Chem would likely be from.
And, so, we walked. Up hills. Down hills. Crossing small streams. Trudging through mud at points. And having to double back through the winding jungle paths more often than I liked.
There was also the slight issue that there wasn’t much to see in the jungle. After a while the dense plants sort of began to blend together. There were some birds and monkeys to be seen from time to time, but even they started to get less exciting as we stopped for lunch. 
It had been about five hours of walking. I was much less hungry or tired than I’d expected to be, but there were other concerns weighing on my mind.
“How much further is it until this town?” I asked, as Aara munched on some jerky.
“Hm? Oh… well, we’re making good ground, so, if we keep up this pace… probably just two more days? Maybe three,” she replied, seeming to weigh some variables in her mind. 
“Days?” I asked.
“Mhm?” she nodded. 
She seemed quite perplexed by my response. Which, well, reminded me what sort of a world this was. A medieval-y fantasy world. And we were travelling on foot through a jungle.
There was nothing fast about that.
“Which direction is the town?” I asked.
“Hmm? Oh, it’s… that way,” she replied, pointing after a moment in a direction a little to the left of the path we were following.
I nodded, before waiting to let her finish eating.
Once she packed her things up again, I stepped over to her side and scooped her up into my arms.
She let out a small eep before clinging to me. “Wha-what are… are you?”
“Pushing up the time table,” I said, before starting to run.
After a few moments I saw the trees clear a bit above our path and leapt into the air. 
My wings then began to flap, pushing us further up. Up above the canopy. My flying was a bit clumsy still (we bobbed about in the air as I tried to gain more altitude), but soon we were high enough I could start gliding. 
“Heh… heheh… we’re… heheheh… we’re flying,” Aara mumbled nervously, clinging to me.
“It should get us to the town a fair bit faster, no?” I replied.
She let out a small nod, before glancing over my shoulder. “Oh my! Your wings… they’re so much bigger now.”
Blinking, I turned to look at them myself. They really had grown. Walking about they’d been about as big as they could be without dragging on the ground. But now… well, I had heard it would take truly massive wings for a human to fly while looking for art references once. And, well, it seemed that was true.
________
 
Even though I was mostly gliding I did still get tired after a few hours. I wasn’t sure if it was the limit of my ability to fly or just my inexperience meaning I was still bad at it and wasting energy. 
We’d also gotten a little off track at a few points, Aara not recognising landmarks as well from in the air. All the same, we’d made it most of the way to the town, Aara having spotted it in the distance.
I didn’t trust my ability to fly (and, especially, land) at night, though so Aara helped me find a clearing to land in as the sun started to approach the horizon.
Once we’d landed I was a bit surprised to find Aara still clinging to me, however.
“You, uh… you can let go now?” I said, having expected her to be thrilled to be back on solid ground.
“Oh. Right, heheh,” she mumbled, hopping down. Her ears seemed to flick nervously for a moment before she spoke up again. “I think we should be able to reach the town tomorrow morning, even if we’re just on foot.”
“Mhm. That’ll be good,” I replied, while starting to dig through my backpack for the canvas she’d put in there.
She hadn’t had a full tent, but a bit of cover in case it rained was good to have. As I dug through the pack for twine I flicked and stretched my wings, working out any stiffness in them.
“How… how many stares am I likely to get with these?” I asked, pointing up to my wings.
“Mmmm… probably a fair amount, actually? Sowport is pretty relaxed, where a half-Gnoll like me doesn’t get too much attention, but wings… that’s something quite a bit more distinct,” she said. “I’m not sure if there’d be trouble there… but down the road…”
“Well, that’s great,” I mumbled. “Since they can get bigger it’d be nice if they could also shrink down and…”
I paused as a very strange feeling shot through my back. Looking at Aara I saw she looked nearly as thrown off as I felt.
“They… they just did, didn’t they?” I asked.
She nodded, before hurrying around to check my back. “They didn’t just shrink, they vanished.”
That sounded right for how it felt. Which, weirdly, I had to admit was not a pleasant feeling. Having them felt so natural. Losing them again, having them tucked into my body like that…
I took in a breath, then let it out slowly, trying to focus on my back letting loose. Thankfully it worked and the wings returned, unfolding out.
“I’m only going to do that when I need to in future,” I said.
________
 
I did kind of wish it hadn’t been such a strange feeling that night, though. Since I was left trying to sleep on my stomach due to the wings.
 
5. Passing, The Eternal Challenge
 
 
 
An early morning had us back on the road soon enough. It was slower going than I’d liked, but at least it gave me time to practice keeping my wings in. A few attempts had seen them pop out again when I stopped focusing on them.
I had finally gotten the hang of it when we caught sight of another traveller. One who was certainly a sight.
She seemed to be some sort of a dark Elf, with dark blue-grey skin and white hair slicked back into a pompadour… proving that this world had apparently invented hair gel. A large sword sat on her back, while she was wearing a black sleeveless padded tunic (there was a word for those, but I couldn’t remember it at the moment). I couldn’t see her face very well, as she had it buried in what I presumed was a map unfolded in front of her. I could, however, see her arms.
And had to do a double take at those.
“I didn’t think an Elf could be that built,” I muttered, feeling slightly flustered at the idea.
My weakness for muscular girls had been part of why I’d fallen for Kris, after all. Though she was more toned than the beef of this woman.
“Mhm… they don’t tend to, but… there are those who do make potions to help with that,” Aara whispered.
I nodded, supposing magic steroids made sense. Or maybe it was about dysphoria and the Elf was actually trans?
Somehow I was getting feminine vibes off of the mysterious Elf, though.
“Oh! Hello there,” the dark Elf said, pulling down the map to reveal a face that was handsome in a feminine way. And wearing…
“Sunglasses,” I muttered in surprise.
“Hm? No. Nightglasses,” Aara replied. “They’re magic that helps moon Elves handle the bright day by turning day to night.”
“Indeed,” the moon Elf said with a grin, before striking a pose. “I am the wandering swordswoman Neävo, at your service, lovely maidens!”
[image: OEBPS/images/image0005.jpg]I could instantly tell that she was definitely a bit much. Slightly charming in her doofusness, but… a bit much all the same.
“If you two fair ladies should need a guard on your travels, my sword is for sale,” Neävo said, striking another pose to show of her muscles.
“Umm…” I began, before Aara slid between us.
“Our budget is a bit tight at the moment. Sorry,” the small hyena girl said, her large mane of hair puffing up a bit in what seemed like some sort of display.
“Ah. Well, I could, perhaps, engage in a little pro bueno labour for two maidens as cute as you,” the moon Elf said, leaning back a bit.
And having apparently not realise she’d moved in her posing, causing her to miss the tree that had been behind her earlier. She managed to not quite fall over after waving her arms for balance, but she’d looked comedic enough while doing it that I half suspected falling would have been more dignified. Her attempt to save that with a new pose didn’t help.
Especially not when paired with her having said ‘pro bueno’ instead of ‘pro bono’.
“Sorry, but… we’re planning to take a ship from the harbour. More people would just mean having to pay more money for the trip,” I replied. 
Aara and I waved goodbye before turning to head down the path. After a few minutes of walking there was one thing that was very clear.
“She’s following us, isn’t she?” I asked, without turning around.
Aara nodded. “It is likely best if we just ignore her.”
That made sense to me, so I kept my focus on the path ahead. I felt a little bad for the odd Elven woman, but, well, the group only really had room for one member who had no idea what they were doing, and I was already filling that role. Reluctantly.
At least I had the excuse of having been thrown from my peaceful life as a college student in suburban Toronto into this world. She’d grown up here. And had a sword and everything. So, if she hadn’t figured things out by now, was she ever going to?
Aara offered a distraction, by going over the plans a bit further. A name like ‘Chem’ apparently sounded Litanian to her, but the Litanians lived south of here. So, she reasoned, Chem was likely a mercenary working in some country called Ignobia. Apparently a lot of Litanian mercenaries went there, looking to get paid in Dwarven gold.
I couldn’t argue with her reasoning, so I stuck to nodding in agreement. I was about to ask how far this Ignobia place was when the sounds of battle carried over the hills.
Glancing at Aara, we both nodded and hurried forward. Sticking closer to the trees, we soon reached the edge of the jungles around Sowport to discover the town was under siege.
Well, also to discover the town didn’t look very big. I was sure there couldn’t be more than a few hundred people living there. A thousand at most? All tucked behind a wooden palisade that did not seem to be holding up to the assault very well.
The besieging force was also fairly limited. It had clearly been bigger, the bodies of skeleton, zombie, and ghoulish attackers littered about, mixed with some of the defending soldiers who had also fallen. Now it seemed fewer than a hundred attackers remained, along with a handful of troll-giant-whatevers. The defenders were tucked behind the damaged palisade, firing arrows out, but losing ground as the larger attackers hurled large rocks back their way.
More than anything, though, the smells and sounds of the battle were overwhelming. And bringing back memories of my recent pain and humiliation by the Dark Queen.
“Hehehe… yeah… that’s—that’s not good,” Aara said nervously, staring at the chaos herself. “I had heard from the birds that raiding parties were spreading south, but I didn’t think they’d be here yet… hehe…”
I nodded, and focused on breathing. I just needed a moment. Just had to ground myself. And come up with a plan… plans were generally good to have. It was probably best to go for one of the ogre-y-things. That would get the enemies attention and then—
“Fear not, I, the great Neävo will save the day!” the buff Elven woman said, strolling ahead and drawing her sword.
I had to admit, the sword itself was impressive. It was roughly as long as she was tall, and she was a bit taller than I was. The handle was wrapped in some sort of canvas strips for reasons I couldn’t guess, but the blade itself looked pretty high quality.
From what I could guess with no real understanding of swords.
What I did understand was that the smile and wave Neävo was giving us indicated she was trying to show off.
“I’m not sure that’s the best idea,” I said as she continued to stroll towards a troll.
“You! Vile troll! You’ve interrupted the travel plans of two lovely maidens! Face my steel!” Neävo shouted, pointing her sword at the large foe.
The creature grunted, turning to face her. Both of them charged towards the other, and…
Neävo was sent flying by a stone mallet to the gut, arcing up over the trees and into the jungle. She’d apparently decided to try to parry the strike, and… it had not gone well for her.
I blinked. Now, normally I’d have been worried about someone getting hit that hard in the stomach by a giant club like that, but, well… Neävo had let out a cry of ‘Malleted!’ as she flew through the air. So, I could only guess she’d be fine.
When she eventually landed.
The more pressing issue was that the troll was now looking our way, having been alerted to our presence. Aara was letting out a nervous laugh as it slowly trundled over, but I gave a nod and stood up.
“Let’s hope I’ve still got the strength from before,” I whispered to Aara, before charging.
Unlike Neävo, however, I dove and rolled when the troll swung its giant mallet, slipping under the blow. That simple move seemed to surprise the troll just long enough for me to slip in further and deliver a full force (if sloppy) punch to its gut.
A punch that sent it flying, slamming into the crowd of skeletons and zombies attacking the town.
While effective at downing the troll, it was also very effective at making the whole attacking force notice me. 
“That was… that was… you just,” Aara mumbled behind me. “The power of a goddess…”
I gave her a nod as a dozen or so skeletons began charging my way. “I have no idea what I’m doing, but it seems to be good enough against this level of enemy.”
The skeletons were simple enough to deal with, bones shattering with every strike I gave. I rushed forward, into the main body of the enemy force. Anything that wasn’t a troll was batted aside easily enough. For the trolls, I did my best to dodge their blows, which was, thankfully, fairly easy. They were such slow moving creatures, after all.
I managed to grab the arm of one of them, and pulled it down into something resembling a pin. I was sure my form was sloppy, but I had the divine strength to make up for it. 
Also, it seemed that with two trolls down, along with a few dozen zombies and skeletons, I had done enough to break the morale of the enemy. They scattered into the jungle while I struggled to keep the troll pinned.
With the attackers retreating, the defenders of Sowport poured out of the palisade, swords, spears, and axes drawn. A larger Gnoll hurried over my way, a spear at the ready. 
I shuddered slightly as they drove their spear into the troll’s neck, only to have the great beast dissolve into dust under me.
Blinking, I decided I would ask Aara about that. Especially when the defenders dispatching of the other troll had similar results. Sure, I could have probably asked the defenders, but that would lead to more questions than I wanted to deal with. I was already in an awkward situation thanks to displaying my strength, after all.
“Thank you,” the Gnoll said, in a voice that sounded more feminine than I’d expected due to their height and bulky build.
Right. Hyena females were bigger, weren’t they? I remembered something about that from my last trip to the zoo. (It had stood out for gender reasons.)
“No, uh, no worries,” I replied, standing up and wiping some dust off of me. 
Glancing over my shoulder, I was glad to see Aara jogging over.
I figured it was best to let her do most of the talking. Especially as it seemed she knew the Gnoll woman, being on a names basis. Aara explained away my exceptional strength by claiming I carried dragon blood, which… I guessed made sense? The Gnoll woman and other guards seemed to buy it. And, hey, I did have horns. That seemed dragon-y?
The small town proved fascinatingly diverse, Humans and Gnolls seemed to dominate, with a few half Gnolls who looked more like Aara. There were also a couple of Elves, Dwarves, and some other folks who’s heritage I couldn’t guess. I didn’t know enough about fantasy, I guessed. (I’d only known about Gnolls due to having made friends who were furries, after all.)
Or maybe my lack of recognition meant that generic fantasy only partially lined up with this world.
________
 
We were led to a barracks soon enough, the leader of the militia setting us both up with a small room.
“You’re sure you don’t want to stay?” the man asked, having listened to Aara’s explanation of our goals.
“Unfortunately we really must find this ‘Chem’ man,” she replied.
The man looked disappointed, but didn’t press. “And you really have nothing more to go on than ‘North East’?”
“It was a divine vision,” I offered. “Rather lacking in specifics. Gods are busy and all that.”
“Mhm… that sounds about right. Whole world’s gone sideways thanks to that woman…” the man grumbled. “Well, there aren’t any ships at the moment, but we usually see one going north every week or so. The townsfolk’ll be happy to put in a good word for you both, though we can only spare these beds right now.”
“The room is very appreciated,” I replied.
Aara shared a bit more pleasantries with him before he left. 
Once we were alone I let my wings out with a sigh of relief. I was not looking forward to keeping them tucked in for more of the trip.
________
 
When I asked, Aara explained that the troll had dissolved as they, and goblins, were the product of a sort of necromancy. Ashes mixed with mud given skeletons of bone, wood, or stone, and then infused with soul crystals to animate them. All very dark magic.
________
 
The stay in Sowport was peaceful enough for the few days we were there. I helped with rebuilding the palisade to pass the time. 
I was glad when a ship arrived, however. The town sort of smelled (medieval waste management and all that…), so it was nice to be away from it. 
Though the ship also proved less than ideal. It was dominated by hardtack, cramped living quarters, and a rocking that probably would have given me sea sickness if I still had a normal human body.
Because that was another advantage of this divine form. Apart from being so perfectly comfortable, free of any sources of dysphoria, it also didn’t have the… messier functions of a human body. Which I was very thankful for while stuck in a place without flushing toilets. Or while stuck on a ship that felt like it was trying to run into every wave it could.
At long last, however, we reached the end of our sea journey. The ship was making landfall in one of Ignobia’s great ports. Which I had to admit made for quite the sight. Earthen buildings dominated the approaching city, but, rising above, were gold capped domes that shimmered in the bright sun of this world’s tropics.
It seemed there was beauty to be found in exploring this world.
 
6. The Way to the Blade
 
 
 
The Ignobian port city (Marinjei, I soon learned) was a truly bustling and multicultural place. There were Humans and Elves and… Halflings? Gnomes? Some sort of small folks, generally rather covered in loose clothing. All three covering as wide a range of skin tones as I’d ever seen in Toronto. Wider, in the case of the Elves. There were Dwarves as well, and I only now realised how covered they were, seemingly taking the hot tropical sun as a greater risk than all but the palest Humans and Elves did.
Beyond that, though, there were even more folks about. Gnolls, and snake folks. Rabbit looking people. Centaurs, both horse-like and zebra-like. Which did leave me wondering if a zebra-centaur was still a Centaur or if there was another word for that. Also, if there wasn’t, were the snake folks technically snake-centaurs?
There were more types of folks beyond that, though they were rarer and the crowds were dense, so I rarely realised there were others in the crowd before they were gone. I think I saw some fish folks?
I had to admit that I felt like some sort of small town hick dropped down at Yonge and Dundas. I could only hope I wasn’t making anyone uncomfortable with my own disorientation.
Thankfully Aara was with me, and seemed to have a sense of the place quite well.
“You know, with you being a druid, I wouldn’t have thought you’d be so comfortable in a city,” I said, while trying my best to follow her.
“Oh… heheh… I am quite unsure as well, but the animals are guiding me,” she said, motioning upwards with her hand.
Above I saw a spread of birds and rodents sitting on clotheslines and the fabric coverings that helped shade the streets from the sun. The birds ranged from crow-like to colourful parrots, while the rodents looked somewhere between a squirrel and a rat.
In fact, there were a few monkeys up there as well, now that I looked a bit more.
“They have told me there is a tavern that is a good place to find information on the eastern end of the city,” Aara explained. “And that this is the best route to get there.”
“Useful.”
With that explained I followed her quietly through the bustling streets. It was a bit distracting how delicious the air began to smell as we travelled past spice merchants and food vendors. Not that I had any money to buy such food. Or needed it.
I could still want some, though.
The tavern we were looking for came into sight soon enough, at least. Cities built for those on foot really were compact. Maybe a bit too compact, with just how crowded it was, but definitely better than the endless suburbia of Oakville.
Stepping inside, however, I had to feel more than a little intimidated. The tavern was filled with fighters, folks in armour with swords at the ready. Scars and eye-patches abounded. Aara let out a brief nervous laugh herself, before covering her mouth to muffle it.
“You two look a bit out of place,” the Dwarven bartender said, while polishing a tankard. “Looking for someone, I’ll guess?”
We both nodded nervously.
“There’s no need to be scared, we don’t bite,” a crocodilian looking man said, while flashing a sharp toothed grin.
Sure that he was teasing us, but not quite sure what the truth behind the teasing was, we both slid over to the bar. 
“We, um… heheh… we’re looking for someone specific. A swordsman, though we only have a name to go on,” Aara said.
“Mhm, not much, but someone here might be able to help,” the bartender replied. “What’s the name.”
“Chem,” I offered.
The Dwarf blinked, clearly recognising the name. “Chem? Really? I’ve got to say, you’ve got good taste, but if you’re looking to hire him you’re a good twenty years too late. He retired… ticked off the general he was working for when he handed in the pay for the rest of his contract and walked off the job.”
“A real shame,” another customer said, this man Human. “He was one of the best swordsmen to ever live.”
“Mhm, but that’s probably why he quit,” the bartender replied. “Saw too much death… caused too much.”
I nodded. It was a concept I could understand, having heard about the mental health struggles of veterans. “We weren’t looking to hire him to fight.”
“Oh? Looking to train, are you?” the bartender replied. “I’ll give you points for guts, but then I’ll take ‘em away again for foolishness. Chem’s never had a student that I know of, and pretty well every blade in Ignobia passes through this town at some point.”
“That’s… convincing him is up to us,” Aara said. “But we need help finding him.”
“Hmm… I heard he retired up in the highlands. Couldn’t handle the heat of the coast so well. Or the bugs. Don’t blame him, really. Squito-fever ain’t fun,” the bartender muttered. “Probably up the Kalar River? Out of the way, but not quite the frontier.”
Information in hand, we then bought a small meal. The food was quite nice, a good mix of spices and vegetables I’d not had before. 
Then it was back into town to hunt for a cartographer. Aara had some idea about the world, but there were still limits to her knowledge. She was able to exchange several interesting looking insects from her own jungle home in lieu of regular money. Thankfully, exotic insects got decent attention, especially from the more academically minded merchant like a cartographer. As such, they were worth their weight in silver (in part because dried insects were rather light).
The map helped clarify where the ‘highlands’ were for us. That in mind, we set out the next morning after a night in a less than amazing inn.
Out of the city, I was glad to be able to untuck my wings as we travelled along the country roads outside Marinjei. After getting far enough, we took to the skies, heading in the general direction the map indicated. 
The marshland near the city soon gave way to savannah or semi desert. From the height of where we were flying, we could make out a few solitary mountains out in the distance, only hills surrounding them. I had no idea what would lead to a cluster of mountains sitting on their own like that, but they showed us the way, regardless of their geology.
After several hours of flight we landed again, taking a break for food and for Aara to consult with local birds to see what they knew about this Chem fellow.
________
 
In the end it took us three days of searching to find our way to Chem’s home. Birds were, apparently, a far more reliable source of information than I had ever realised. Or, at least, less reluctant to share what they knew than the few Humans and Centaurs we encountered.
Crossing over the hilly shrub-lands, which reminded me a bit of the one time I had been to Alberta as a kid, we eventually came across a small valley with a stream running through it. Perhaps a kilometre away sat a small house that looked like it belonged somewhere like… Tuscany, maybe? One of those dry parts of Italy where they filmed the spaghetti westerns my dad had always loved.
Getting closer, I did feel the construction was… simple. Maybe a bit messy in places.
Though, Chem was a former mercenary, not an architect, so I couldn’t really be surprised. There was a small stone wall surrounding the house, which made me feel a bit like I was being rude walking up to the door. Still, it wasn’t like there was a doorbell to push or anything.
I just had to knock.
Then I waited. Aara stayed a few paces behind me, and seemed a bit uncertain. I tried to offer her a reassuring smile, but suspected I just came off as nervous myself. Thankfully, the sound of the door opening saved me from any further awkwardness.
Turning, I spotted a man with greying hair and dark olive skin. He definitely looked like he belonged in the house.
He was also eyeing me suspiciously.
“Hi,” I said, once more forcing a smile. “I’m here to be your new student.”
“I don’t take students,” he replied.
And closing the door.
I blinked. Then knocked again.
This time he opened the door but the tiniest crack. “If you want water for your trip back, I’ll give you that. Nothing else.”
“Uhh… Parazen sent me?” I offered.
Just to get a stare. Had Parazen not sent word? Did this man now think I was crazy, claiming to be in communication with a god?
“Er, maybe someone else contacted you… I’m, apparently, Vazehr. I was told you’d train me,” I explained.
Chem gave me a once over. “I don’t take students.”
He then closed the door again.
So, once again, I knocked.
Only, I didn’t get a reply this time.
“Did no one tell you I was coming?” I asked at the door, getting only silence as a reply.
Well, silence from Chem’s side. Aara began to laugh nervously behind me. 
“We came all this way, and… and he shut the door in our face,” she mumbled, after calming down a little. “What do we do now?”
“I’m staying put,” I replied, sitting down on the doorstep of the home. 
“Pardon?”
I let out a sigh. “I was given one instruction by the gods. So I’m staying put until either he gives up or they give me new instructions… mostly because I have no idea what else to do.”
Aara nodded slowly. “I’ll go set up camp.”
________
 
It started to rain as the sun began to set. Aara had set up her canvas tarp and bed roll under a nearby tree, so I could see she was staying warm. I, meanwhile, was less bothered by the rain and the dropping temperature than I’d have expected. Though… it still wasn’t pleasant. 
After a few more hours of on and off showers and lowering temperatures I was beginning to genuinely shiver. 
The door behind me opened a crack, and I turned, hoping that Chem had changed his mind. Only it wasn’t Chem behind the door. It was a woman, maybe my age. Her hair was pulled back in complex roping braids, while her soft round features were illuminated by warm fire light from within the home.
[image: OEBPS/images/image0006.jpg]“Father won’t let me let you in, but I can give you a cloak to stay warm,” she said, her voice rich and musical.
I took a moment to process her words, before nodding and thanking her as I took the cloak. 
She smiled and closed the door again. I wasn’t sure if it was the cloak or the kindness that helped me feel warmer at that point.
________
 
I’d nodded off. I knew I had because the memory of when I first met Lena was so fresh in my mind. How Kris had left me a flustered mess by calling me ‘cute’ and ‘adorable’ upon taking me home to meet her girlfriend. How Lena had decided to take me under her wing, to teach me tips and tricks of transness, even if she hadn’t been sure about dating me just yet.
The memories were both comforting and painful… but they did help redouble my determination. 
“Did you want some breakfast?” Aara asked, standing over by the stone fence.
“It wouldn’t fit the impression I’m trying to give,” I replied.
I needed a lot less food than I had before, anyhow. So it wasn’t fair to eat through Aara’s foraging efforts, not when she needed the food.
So I kept waiting.
And waiting.
Through another sunset. Another cool night. Another sunrise.
The next time the door opened the sun was once more high overhead, pushing closer to noon.
“You’re not going to leave, are you?” Chem asked, annoyance in his voice as he stared down at me.
“I don’t really have a choice,” I replied, letting out a sigh. “The only information the gods have given me was that I need to train under you. Well, that and that I need to eventually defeat Nemza… which I can’t do right now.”
There was a brief silence before Chem spoke again. “Look at me.”
“Hm?”
“Look me in the eyes,” he explained.
I did so. Seeing eyes that were tired staring back at me. Eyes that were sad and… hollow in a way. 
“No,” he said, closing his eyes and shaking his head. “I can’t do it.”
“Can’t do what?” I asked.
“Help to take away the innocence I see in those eyes,” he replied. “You don’t deserve that.”
“I… I appreciate your concern, but… I don’t think it matters… sir,” I said. “The gods have tasked me with dealing with Nemza. If you don’t train me they’ll find someone else. Somewhere else… I don’t know how many more weeks finding them will take…”
Thinking about that, I found myself overwhelmed. Tears started to well up in my eyes as the length of it hit me. The worry I might never get home… or that I might take so long that Kris and Lena would have moved on long ago before I returned.
Were they even still together now? How was my apparent death hurting them?
How had things gone with my parents?
And, how would I be changed when I returned. I realised, now, what the hollowness in Chem’s eyes was. One brought through killing and death on the battlefield. 
He let out a sigh, drawing me back to the present. “Fate has not been kind to you… I would have thought the gods would treat their own better than they do us.”
I blinked, not sure what to make of his words.
“Very well. If your fate is unavoidable, then I shall teach you the blade. But I will also try to teach you not to lose yourself,” he said.
“Th—thank you,” I replied, before some part of my brain thought about how this was a medieval-like world and so… bowing was surely the right thing to do?
Well, after I bowed I remembered that a curtsy was also a thing, but didn’t actually know how you did that. So I hoped a woman bowing wasn’t too weird here.
“Don’t bow to me,” he said in a flat voice. “I’m just an old man who once killed for gold.”
“S-sorry,” I replied, standing back up.
“Tell you friend to come in, then meet me around back. We’ll start your training.”
 
 
7. Training Montage
 
 
 
We stood in a yard behind Chem’s home as I tried to understand the balance of the wooden training blade I’d been given. It looked like a pretty typically standard sword. Longswords, or whatever they called them.
“It’s lighter than a true sword, but the balance is true to a good sword,” Chem said.
I nodded, still trying to balance it on my finger. It kept tilting one way or another. 
I was getting closer, though. Hopefully success would be mine soon, so I wouldn’t keep embarrassing myself in front of Aara and Chem’s daughter. At least the latter seemed to be paying less attention to me, working on cleaning rather than watching me with hopeful eyes like Aara.
Though she did glance my way from time to time. With a look that left me a little flustered.
“Focus,” Chem said.
Right. I nodded, trying again. 
“I—I’ve got it!” I said, realising I’d finally succeeded.
Maybe I’d been overthinking it before?
“Good. Now we can begin. I’ll run you through some drills.”
“Drills?”
“Mhm, what you said about your strength tells me sparring isn’t a good plan just yet. Especially with my knees not being what they used to be,” Chem replied. “You need to learn control before I can teach you anything with direct dueling.”
I nodded, and waited as he explained the outline of the drills. It was pretty basic, a step forward and a swing. 
Or, well, it had seemed basic. Chem had a lot of corrections to give. He had comments for every minor motion of my body. Things I’d never even thought about. Still, I remembered that old quote about the move practised ten thousand times and figured I’d gotten a good chunk of the way by the end of the day, as the sun dropped below the horizon.
My muscles were aching when Chem finally told me I could rest. Though I then had to push myself to do a few cool down stretches before I called it fully quits.
“You have good endurance, I’ll say that,” Chem said. “Not asking for a break at any point.”
“... I was allowed to ask for a break?” 
Chem simply smiled and pulled me back to my feet, offering the promise of food. A promise I couldn’t resist. Even with the divine nature I’d been given I’d worked up an appetite.
The food itself was quite exquisite, cooked by Chem’s daughter, who I learned was named Sukura. I was left wondering, though, about where her mother was. Chem didn’t seem that old, so it seemed odd for her to have passed away. I did suppose olden times were dangerous for mothers, which this basically was.
Though, also, this world had magic, so shouldn’t that have helped?
Maybe they were just divorced?
I didn’t really know what marriage traditions were like in this world. Or this part of the world more specifically.
________
 
Aara and I were both given hammocks to set up in a small room on the ground floor. It was something of a storage room, but I wasn’t about to complain. we’d shown up unannounced, after all. Aara, likewise, was glad to have something better than her tarp.
Having changed into something loose for sleeping, Aara and I were both left to lay in the quiet of the small room. There were cricket-like noises come from outside, and, more rarely, a few sounds that seemed to be from birds or mammals I couldn’t hope to identify.
“What are they having you do?” I asked, not able to sleep.
“Oh… I’m helping Sukura around the house, mostly. Also, with the garden,” Aara explained. “Though, apparently they make most of their money from panning in the river nearby. It flows down from the Dwarven mountains, so there’s lots of gold. Not worth as much as it would be elsewhere, but still worth something.”
“Huh. I suppose that is a good way to earn some extra cash,” I replied, staring at the ceiling for a little bit.
I had to wonder how magic changed the way people lived compared to Earth back in the Medieval era. Though, thinking about it, I didn’t really know much about how people lived back then. So, maybe I wouldn’t be very good at guessing what was different here. 
As I thought it over, Aara began to snore in a soft and quite cute way.
________
 
The next day meant more drills. I did some warm ups, then a bit of a review of yesterday’s move. Followed by the rest of the morning spent on a new technique. Chem was a perfectionist once again, breaking down every tiny aspect of how I moved.
He decided to let me take a break for a small lunch, brought out by Sukura and Aara both. The half Gnoll girl made sure that I knew which parts she’d prepared. I thanked them both before returning to further training.
This time I was learning to block, Chem providing a slow moving strike for me to stop. And then giving me critiques on every tiny movement my body made as I swung my training sword in slow motion to meet his.
“I know it seems like I’m nitpicking,” he said, after I let out a sigh. “But you have strength already. You have more power to your swings than a giant, let alone any normal swordsman. So you don’t need to work on that. You need to work on control. Well, control and speed, but speed training will be hard before you have control.”
I gave a nod. Then I went back to practising the swing he’d shown me.
Which, in large part, defined the rest of my next two days. By my fifth day I had apparently learned the absolute basic building blocks enough for him to teach me some more complex forms. Multi-step drills with footwork. Nothing fancy, but he assured me they were a foundation from which to build actual skill.
It still didn’t feel like much progress. Not for the timeline I was hoping to work on. But it was something. A first step towards getting to go home again.
So I was in a better mood when he called it a day, Chem heading off to rest. He was muttering something about his joints and the rain clouds rolling in as he did so.
“You’re making good progress,” Sukura said, as she offered me some water.
“Really?” I asked, not sure I really believed her.
I was glad to have gotten somewhere today, but I couldn’t imagine this was the pace I was supposed to learn at.
“Mhm. Father’s… never been the best at compliments. Or positivity in general. But he’s said you’re ahead of schedule,” she replied, offering a soft smile. 
I felt my heart flutter a little at that smile. Sukura was rather beautiful, with her warm dark brown complexion and large kind eyes. I was sure anyone who liked women would feel the same.
Though, I also felt sure I was probably off the mark with my wondering if there was more to her smile than simple kindness. Not only was I knowingly and publically a woman now, but the new body I’d been given in this world passed completely. I really needed to remember that sapphic women were a minority.
“There you two are!” Aara said, hurrying out. “Dinner is ready, and it’s about to rain. You should come inside.”
With that, Aara grabbed my arm and began pulling me inside. Sukura let out a quiet laugh before following us in.
________
 
That night I stared at the ceiling in silence again. Wondering once again about Lena and Kris. How they were doing. If I would see them again.
And, also, how they’d react if I mentioned thinking Sukura had any sort of interest in me. I’d probably benefit from them teasing me about it a bit. Bringing me back down to earth…
I’d really like to be back down to Earth.
________
 
The next morning I was surprised when Chem said we were going for a walk. Aara and Sukura both followed along, Sukura having a slight sadness in her eyes. I wasn’t quite sure where we were heading, as all Chem would say was that it was to a ‘reminder’. I wasn’t sure what that meant, but I followed.
Chem seemed sombre, after all. So it was surely serious.
After a reasonably short walk to the top of a nearby hill we reached a tree with two small piles of stones. 
It wasn’t hard to guess what they were. Especially as Chem bent over to dust them off.
The only question was whose graves they were.
Looking at Sukura’s eyes, I had a guess.
“Your wife?” I offered.
“Sukura’s parents,” Chem replied. “Both of them.”
I blinked, having not expected that.
“Chem adopted me when I was a baby,” Sukura explained.
“I was working as a mercenary for a Dwarven campaign out in the brushlands,” Chem said. “Orcish warlords had taken over the area and were leading raids towards the river towns. The usual stuff in these parts. It’s either the Orcs or the Gnolls. Sometimes the ‘taurs.”
He let out a sigh, gaze drifting out into the distance. “They tell you it’s a battle between civilized folks and wild folks when they hire you, but it’s really a battle between the people who control the rivers and the people who need more water.
“We were ordered to clear out a town they’d captured. The Dwarf in charge hadn’t told us there were still any townsfolk there… The fighting was messy… I…” Chem paused, taking a moment to gather his center. “I was trying to check the houses for Orcish soldiers and a man attacked me when I stepped in to check one. He was Human, but… I thought he was just a mercenary. A pair of mercenaries when I spotted the second figure… it wasn’t until they were both dead I heard the cry of a baby.”
He paused, to give the implication time to sink in. Aara and I both felt drawn towards Sukura, though she seemed less emotional than Chem was.
“I was too young. I don’t remember any of it,” she replied softly.
Chem whispered something to the memorial mounds before standing up and turning towards me. “I took her out of there and left the army. I have done everything in my power to avoid fighting since…”
I nodded, eyes drifting back to the memorial stones. I was sure I didn’t know enough of war to understand everything it meant to Chem, but I could understand enough. To remember that there were lies, omissions, and misunderstandings to be found on the battlefield.
And that I was surely going to end up hurting people I didn’t mean to. No matter how much I tried.
“I would hope that, as a goddess, you might be able to be better than me, but that seems a fool’s hope considering what the gods we’ve had are like,” Chem said. “But… get out of fighting as soon as you can. That’s the best advice I can give.”
I nodded.
That fit my plans after all.
________
 
After that it was back to training. After a few more days of practising the basics, Chem moved on to testing my reflexes. A test that he pulled both Aara and Sukura into.
The three of them would move in circles around me, throwing small… well, they were basically bean bags. I was tasked with detecting a deflecting them. 
The first day there was a pattern, at least. By the second day they would just throw them each whenever. And both the other girls had better throwing arms than I’d realised.
At least my enhanced durability from being awoken as a goddess made getting hit when I messed up hurt less than it probably should have. But it did nothing to help with my embarrassment over missing as much as I did.
Especially when I thought I’d try being mystic about things and close my eyes, trying to feel the energy of the world around me. Trying to see if I could sense things. All space knight like.
And got pegged in the face by Sukura. Who then burst into giggles with Aara while asking me what I was doing. Their laughter was infectious, at least, and I found myself joining in as I explained.
Chem let out a sigh as we laughed, and reminded us to focus.
 
8. Oh.
 
 
 
We’d moved up to actual duelling practice. Chem was making sure I used only a small fraction of my strength but I had enough control now to respond quickly without breaking any of the training swords. Or… a failed attempt at ‘quickly’, considering how pretty well every strike Chem put effort into got past my defences.
It was hard to feel like I was showing any real progress, even after training from dawn until dusk every day for a couple of weeks now. 
Sure, I wasn’t certain how much progress I expected to have been able to make in a that time frame, but I had certainly hoped for more than I’d managed. The combination of my apparent divine nature and Chem’s intensive lessons felt like they should have led to a breakthrough by now. After all, I didn’t have years to spend training. Not if I wanted to save this world in a reasonable amount of time.
And… if I wanted to go home again any time soon. 
Which, well… I wanted. At that point it wasn’t just Lena and Kris I was missing. I also missed my parents. We’d never been the closest, in part because I’d basically hidden in my room whenever possible after my voice had cracked, but that didn’t mean I didn’t love them. That I didn’t want to still see them, at least from time to time. To try to have some of the mother-daughter bonding with my mum that I’d missed out on when I was younger.
Heck, I even missed my annoying younger brother, even though he smelled of BO layered with cheap body spray and had terrible taste in movies. 
At the very least I wanted a way to tell them all I was alive. That they didn’t have to mourn me. 
Though I wanted so much more than that with my girlfriends. I wanted to show them the new body I’d been granted. To wrap them softly in the wings I’d gained. To… to have their children… I knew I could now. I felt it somehow. And… ok, I didn’t want to have kids just yet. We were still in college. But down the road…
As such, the frustration I felt with my lack of progress while training was strong enough that I decided to skip out on sleeping that night. Sleep had been more about taking a mental break than something my body had really needed, after all. Goddesses didn’t need sleep. We were above that sort of stuff.
Probably.
So, once Aara was softly snoring, I got up quietly and ran through the motions I’d been taught. I made sure to stop if she seemed to stir, but I was able to be quiet enough not to wake her and managed to practice until the sun rose again.
A single night of cramming wasn’t going to change anything, as proven by what we ran through the next day, but I hoped it could shave some time off the overall training. An extra six hours a day had to add up.
Especially since Chem didn’t say anything that day about my seeming tired. So I wasn’t just running on hubris about my limits.
That was good to know.
________
 
The next day there was a knock on the door a short while before dawn. I did my best to seem drowsy as I answered it, certain that I’d be chastised for ‘not taking care of myself’ if anyone found out I wasn’t sleeping.
It was Sukura on the other side, wearing an apologetic smile.
“It looks like there was a bit of a dust storm last night. Father wants to eat early before you and him go over to clean the memorial markers,” she said. 
I had thought it had sounded windy out while I was training.
“Oh. Yes. Of course,” I replied while a half awake Aara tumbled out of her hammock.
“I’m awake!” she yelped as she stood up, brushing herself off.
“If you need more sleep you can get more. I’m fine cooking on my own,” Sukura said.
“Just give me a moment to get dressed,” Aara mumbled.
“I can help,” I offered.
Sure, I wasn’t as used to this pre-electric cooking as Aara was, but I was still one of the girls. I could cook.
I mean, a guy could have cooked too. I understood that there was crouching involved, that wasn’t easy on Chem’s bad knee, so it was fair he didn’t. But, in general anyone was allowed to cook. 
The fact it was the other two girls doing it while I was being ruled out alongside a man had felt a bit less gender affirming than I liked. Even if Sukura had no way of knowing I was trans, and so clearly wasn’t doing it on purpose…
Listen, dysphoria isn’t always rational, ok? That’s how ‘ewphoria’ exists. 
So… yeah. I was struggling with some irrational gender messiness.
“When I say I can do it alone I mean I prefer to,” Sukura said, having leaned in for a whisper. “Miss Aara merely insists on helping with any food I make for you.”
“She does?” I asked, while watching the half Gnoll girl hunt sleepily pull her shirt on.
Was she still worried about me after how rough of a place I had been when she’d found me? I had figured it was clear I’d recovered fine enough.
“Very caring girlfriend you’ve got there, even if she’s quite territorial,” Sukura said.
I blinked. “Girlfriend? Pardon?”
It was Sukura’s moment to seem confused. “Isn’t she? The way she talked about you…”
“No? No… I mean, she’s like… how old are you, Aara?” I asked in a louder voice as she plopped her nightgown onto her hammock.
“I’ve lived through twenty seven dry seasons?” Aara replied.
“You’re twenty seven?” I said, staring down at her. “B-but… I… you’re tiny?”
“I’m part Aard-Gnoll,” she said while passing by, as if that explained everything.
Well, based on how Sukura nodded, I supposed it did. To those who were from here.
I decided to assume an ‘Aard-Gnoll’ was like the Gnoll equivalent of a Halfling. Or a Homo flore—something or other. The tiny ancient humans from Indonesia.
Whatever it meant, I followed the other girls to the kitchen, where Chem was quietly whittling away at some wood. I sat down across from him while Sukura and Aara started cooking. There was only so much space around the fire, so a third person trying to crowd in there wouldn’t help. 
Instead, I was left thinking about Aara and what I’d just learned. She was older than me. By the better part of a decade. She was just small with big adorable eyes. 
Which meant… well, Sukura thought Aara and I were a thing, and—did I think Aara was cute like that? Sure, she was a little fuzzy, but beneath that she was pretty human looking. I was pretty sure I wasn’t adventurous enough to flirt with a full Gnoll, but for Aara, well…
Food was ready before I came to a conclusion. A sort of oatmeal, though made with whatever the local staple grain was instead. Then some bits of fruit and sugar mixed in. 
I supposed being in the tropics meant that sugar was easy to get here, because one of the few things I knew about historic prices of stuff was that sugar used to be seriously expensive. However, that was in historic Canada or Europe. Not… hm, maybe this area was the most like the savannah-y parts of Africa? So… did sugar grow in Africa?
I kind of missed having a phone and being able to look things up.
Chem finished his breakfast before me, apparently less distracted by questions about the world around us and the world I’d left behind. Which was perfectly fair. So I focused on trying to finish my own meal. 
Until there was a crash from the front entrance.
The four of us rushed forward, Chem grabbing two actual swords as he rushed ahead. He shoved one in my hand, leaving me slightly nervous. Was I really good enough to use one yet?
Reaching the entrance, we found an Elf standing there with sickly pale looking blue skin. He was wearing armour that seemed like vaguely Roman armour, but more advanced? The metal of it was a black colour that had a blue-green sheen to it, while the fabric beneath matched his pale skin. He was also holding a sword that was somehow doing the opposite of glowing, as if it could suck the light out of the space around it.
“Vazehr. You’re a hard woman to track down,” he said, while wearing a predatory grin.
“Uh… you’re… are you one of Nemza’s troops?” I asked, realising his armour style did seem kind of familiar.
“I am one of her demon-blooded Janzori,” the man replied, before pointing his sword my way with a flourish that showed he knew what he was doing with a blade. “I’ve been sent to capture you.”
“You do know I’m a goddess, right?” I said, shifting into a fighting stance.
Sure, he clearly knew how to fight better than me, but I figured I could still brute force my way through this.
“Oh, I know. That’s why she made these blades,” he countered, punctuating his statement by stabbing the ground beside him. 
The dirt began to turn dark, any nearby small bits of grass and such shrivelling up and dying while worms emerged from the ground to writhe and die as well.
“One slice from these will drain the life out of any mortal. For a god… my Lady is fairly certain it won’t kill you, but it should be agonizing all the same.”
I paled slightly, not quite sure what to do, when Chem slid between me and the demonic Elf.
“I’ll hold him off so that you can leave,” Chem hissed. “Just… just take Sukura to safety, please.”
“What?” I asked. “That thing’ll kill you.”
“You’re more important than I am,” Chem countered. “Now go. Fly.”
I nodded, retreating with Aara and Sukura towards the back exit. It was obvious there was no time to argue. I made sure to keep myself between them and the enemy, at least, wanting to protect someone.
The Elf charged, ready to ignore Chem, only to be intercepted by the master swordsman’s blade.
“You’re insistent on this self-sacrifice?” the Elf asked as we fled towards the kitchen. “How sickeningly heroic.”
I tried to lie to myself about what was going to happen as I burst through the back door. I didn’t want to—
There were more of them back here. A half dozen or so. They were wearing helmets, but from what little I could see of their skin these soldiers looked even sicklier than their boss at the front door. Their blades and armour also didn’t look quite as fancy as his, but the blades had the same infusion of darkness.
As the three of us spent a moment being shocked one of them threw a dagger towards us. I raised my hands, generating a magical shield that blocked it.
However, the dark energy in the blade led to the shield cracking and a wave of pain shot through my arms. The pain dropped me to my knees, and I managed to hold in my gasp of pain as little more than a hiss.
Grimacing, I briefly debated turning around to try out luck with where Chem was. I could still hear the clash of metal back there, and maybe a single more skilled opponent would be easier to deal with…
However, as I spent the moment hesitating, Sukura reached forward and picked up the sword I’d dropped in my pain.
Before I could ask what she was doing she’d rushed ahead and had already stabbed the first dark soldier through the chest. The others seemed as surprised by what happened as I was. Which was bad news for them: Sukura had started dashing ahead. She’d slice through a second before the first had begun to crumble to dust. 
The third had time to try to defend himself, but lasted only a few moments before she had him disarmed and then decapitated, a spray of ashy dust flying out from his wounds where blood would have been on a more natural Human. 
Sukura then charged to where the two other nearest were, managing to hold them both on the defensive with a display of sword mastery I could do little more than stare in marvel at. I was wondering what I could do to help as she disarmed the one.
Without the deadly blade he was a sitting duck for me to rush in and slam to the ground. Even with the pain still shooting through my body. I heard an unsettling crunch as he hit the ground, and was slightly disturbed to realise that was all it took to cause him to begin to disintegrate. I saw a broken spirit-jewel in the ashy dust, and realised that these soldiers worked about the same way as the forces I’d encountered earlier. They just seemed… smarter.
The fifth guard was down by the time I got back to my feet, leaving only one final guard to deal with.
However, he was the one with the throwing daggers, and he’d made sure to put some space between him and us during the melee. I didn’t know if he’d not wanted to hit his compatriots during the scuffle or simply had been trying to conserve limited ammunition, but… right now he had a clear shot at both Sukura and myself. I got the impression he was trying to decide between running or fighting for a moment, but if we charged it was clear what he would do.
I could try rushing ahead, then raising a shield. If I could manage a second time. I felt rather drained of magic from the last time, but there weren’t many other options I could manage. I was certain I had to do something, though.
Until I saw a massive snake rise up behind the man. Its head shot forward, fangs digging into his undead-grey neck. The pain or surprise caused him to drop his dagger, and, the next moment, a lioness burst from the tall grass nearby to finish him off.
I briefly wondered at our luck until I finally noticed that Aara had been chanting in a language I didn’t understand. 
“Sorry that took so long. There’s not as many predators here as in the jungle,” she explained, walking over to Sukura and I. 
“I would say it was quick enough,” Sukura mumbled, watching as both creatures slunk off into the savanna.
I was about to ask about Sukura’s sudden display of sword mastery when she grabbed my hand.
“We need to get going, though. We wasted too much time and—”
What she was about to say died in her mouth as she saw the demonic Elf step out from her home. He had fresh red blood on him, both on his armour and his face. The arm he had been carrying his sword in before was dangling limp, while the terrifying blade was in his other hand. That didn’t do much to reduce the amount of terror he instilled, though.
Especially not when paired with the energy in his eyes, the grin on his face, nor the way he was licking some of the blood off of his cheek.
“Now that. That was a fight. I didn’t think a Human could be an actual challenge,” he said, wearing that frightening smile as he turned to us. “And look. You dealt with my men. I was so worried I wouldn’t have any more fun.”
Sukura shuddered, staring at him with wide eyes. She managed to keep her sword ready, however. I admired her for that focus.
 
9. Defeat
 
 
 
The demonic Elven warrior was on us before I had time to try to fly. He moved quickly, and it was clear Sukura had barely managed to block his attack. He hissed at her, clearly considering her no more than an obstacle.
“Run!” she managed to shout while getting herself between him and me.
“W-we need to go. We need to get you out of here,” Aara added, pulling at my arm and letting out a nervous laughter.
But… I couldn’t.
I hadn’t wanted to leave Chem behind. I hadn’t been ready to accept he’d been going to die… and I’d only been able to stomach it because I’d be taking Sukura with me. I couldn’t accept him dying for me, but if he was giving up his life for his daughter’s sake…
Sukura was clearly on the back footing, even with the Janzori warrior using his off arm. I could tell from the way their blades clashed that he was stronger than her. Stronger than any Human, surely. 
He was using his off arm, though. Chem had hurt him. Seriously injured him, even. Which meant… which meant…
Maybe we could stop him. I just needed to work out how. Because just blocking that dagger still had me feeling gross. I couldn’t handle getting close enough to fight him. I wasn’t nearly as fast as Sukura. He’d slice me or stab me for sure. So what could I do?
Looking around, I remembered there were a few trees around. I could do something with that. Potentially.
Rushing over to the nearest one, I bent my knees and then yanked, pulling the tree out. Roots and all. 
It was cumbersome, but I could manage. Even if I still felt a bit shaky from the dark magic still swirling around my system. I spun around and rushed back, tree held back in preparation for a swing. I just needed Sukura to see me.
Thankfully that didn’t take long. There was a flash of concern in her eyes before she scrambled away as best she could. Which caused the demonic Elf to turn around, wondering what had made Sukura break her distraction.
I swung before he could finish turning, slamming him into the house with the far end of the tree. It was clumsy and unwieldy, but it packed a kick.
Before he could have a chance to get up I then smashed the tree against him, driving him and it through the wall. I then took a moment to catch my breath, Sukura doing the same as she retreated to Aara’s side. I wasn’t sure what to say after that. But I felt I needed to try to comfort her after what had happened.
I was most of the way to them when we heard a noise from the house. We all had hope for a moment that Chem had somehow survived.
However, no. It was the demon Elf, now limping slightly, but still on his feet and climbing trough a window. While we were exhausted.
I muttered a brief profanity to myself before rushing over to the others. I shouted for Sukura to hop on my back. Then I scooped Aara into my arms. With both girls secure, I started running while stretching out my wings, beginning to flap them.
A few moments later we were airborne. Rising away from the ground and away from any sort of throwing range for daggers. I didn’t really have a destination in mind other than ‘away’, but I figured a real plan could wait. Surviving was enough of a goal right now. 
Not that flying was easy. Swinging that tree around had taken a lot out of me, and it seemed flying wasn’t going much better. I had to find somewhere to rest.
Not yet, though. I doubted we’d crossed over the horizon enough to have lost him. We also didn’t know how long it might take for him to heal. Or what sort of magic he might have to allow him to travel quickly. I was sure he had to have something, though. Travel in this world was just so slow by conventional means. 
Crossing over thinning streams, I realised we were headed towards the boundary between the savanna and the desert. We probably didn’t want to go too far out into the arid rocky expanse ahead of us, so I turned, trying to stay within the grassy regions.
Sooner than I wanted, however, I couldn’t stay in the air any longer. I brought us down for a somewhat too fast landing, stumbling and tripping, the three of us landing in a pile on a small hill. It wasn’t enough for anyone to be hurt, but enough for me to feel embarrassed about my landing.
And then I felt terrible that something as small as that was bothering me while Sukura had just lost her adoptive father. 
“We should keep going,” Sukura mumbled, her eyes and voice hollow as she got to her feet. “We have to keep going.”
“I’m not sure Emily is up for that… look at her,” Aara said in a soft voice, staring down at me.
“I’ll be fine,” I said, pulling myself up. “I just… I’ll walk it off.”
I made it a few more steps, before the weakness that had forced me to land turned into a full shiver through my body. I fell onto my knees, doubling over before throwing up a strange tar-like substance. 
I stared down at it, slightly terrified of what I was looking at. And then the world spun.
________
 
Blinking, I stared up at a tree silhouetted against a starry night sky. 
I’d never been an astronomer of any sort, but I knew that it wasn’t the sky I’d grown up with. Focused on other things, I hadn’t really spent much time looking at this world’s night sky, but now that I did I saw how different it was.
The constellations were all quite different, for starters. There was a large nebula-looking thing floating in the sky to one side. I also saw large and bright galaxies up there. Great spiral structures that took my breath away now that I noticed them. There was a moon above that looked to be a mixture of blues and browns. As if it were oceans on an otherwise rocky world. 
It also loomed larger than the Earth’s moon.
I rather wished I’d look at the sky more before. It was beautiful. I really hadn’t thought it could look like that, having grown up in the suburbs, the sky washed out by streetlights. (Though I suspected even the darkest skies on Earth weren’t this beautiful.)
“Oh, you woke up,” a deep and masculine sounding voice said to my one side.
Turning, I saw a man with deeply dark skin. He was a fair bit darker than Sukura, though (as best I could tell in the dim light) his skin tone was still in a human range.
He was also a rather large man, though there was a gentleness about his presence that put me at ease.
“You had some nasty spirit poisoning there, miss,” he said. “You likely would have been out for a few more days if your friend hadn’t called for me.”
“Oh… I… which,” I managed, realising I was a bit out of it.
It felt like I was on some sort of serious painkillers. Which I wasn’t worried about, but I vaguely suspected I wasn’t worried about because I was on them. If I’d been more grounded I’d have likely panicked about how loose my grip on things felt.
“The young druid, Aara was the one who called, of course,” the man said, before gesturing with his head to my other side. “Though neither girl has left your side much. In fact, this is the first I’ve gotten them to sleep for any significant length of time.”
Turning, I saw both Aara and Sukura sharing a bed roll not far away on slightly lower ground. They seemed rather peaceful there, Sukura holding on to Aara. Though it seemed more like one would hold onto an oversized stuffed animal than anything romantic.
“They told me you’re a goddess,” the man said, drawing my attention back to him.
“So they tell me,” I replied, still feeling some doubt about the claim.
If I could be taken down this badly by a cursed dagger hitting my magical shield then it really brought the whole idea back into question.
“Even if they hadn’t said anything I would have suspected it, with what you just did. You had tendrils of refined discordance running through your very spirit. Terrifying to think that Nemza has managed to get her hands on that… and I’d hate to find out what she had to give the dark gods to be given that much,” the man said.
“R-really?” I asked.
The man nodded, explaining that discordance was mined from the outer edges of existence, a mix of substance and energy that tore at the very world itself. The forces of Discord had crafted great blades of the stuff long ago when they rose against the Moon God, killing him with it and plunging his body into the ocean during the earliest eras.
He must have noticed the level to which I was listening, as he then continued to recount the myths. That the forces of Discord had been children of the Moon God and the Earth Goddess, born when the world was young and there existed only the plants, the animals, and the Elves. The Moon God had banished the children, however, when one had accidentally brought death into the world while attempting to ‘play’ with Elves. 
Furious at being punished as a group when only one was to blame, they’d armed themselves in the distant shadows and returned to usurp their father. They had then divided up the world, each ruling as terrifying and devouring tyrants, either enslaving the Elves or chasing them into the oceans. 
Heartbroken by the cruelty of both her dead husband and her children, the Earth Goddess had decided that the first bloodline of gods was tainted, and instead offered a set of Elven champions the transmuted remains of the Moon God as a feast. The divine nature of it transformed them into godly beings themselves.
“Wait. They ate him?” I asked, staring at the man with terror in my eyes.
“All food comes from the earth, and the richness of that earth comes from the dead within it,” the man replied. “This is something we druids know well.”
I shivered a little at the thought, but nodded. I supposed that was, ultimately, true.
“Though, for you to discuss of it, it is not right to say ‘they’, but rather ‘we’. For you were one of them,” the man added.
“I—uh… I was…”
He nodded. “Perhaps the greatest of them. For, when the battle followed, and the Forces of Discord were chased back to the outer darkness, you were one of the leading warriors. Only the Ocean God and War God defeated more in combat. Yet both of them pushed for the next act: the betrayal by the new gods. They demanded the Earth Goddess Malu be locked away, lest she rise against the new order of the mortals, claiming she might prove as cruel as the rest of her family one day… the others either agreed or stayed silent. Only you, Vazehr, protested.
“Then, when the other mortals emerged, lineages of Elves changed and broken by the Discordants, you again pushed for fairness and equality, while the others sided with their sea hidden fellow Elves to cast out those seen as the most beastly. Gnolls, Nagas, Centaurs, Orcs, and all the others… we’ve been waiting for you.”
“We—” I began to ask, but it was then that the man stood up, and I realised he was a zebra centaur, his lower portion having been out of sight due to the raised area I was resting on.
“But, before you can do what must be done, you must learn better magic. The shield you use… from the way young Aara described it and the infection of your spirit, I think it is a summoning of your spirit. A technique that works for most threats, when you have a spirit as strong as yours, but one that opens you up to any truly dangerous strikes.”
“Oh,” I muttered, mind still slightly melted by the medicinal herbs. “I have to learn magic next… I’ll never see them again…”
“See who?” the man asked.
“Kris and Lena… my… um… my girlfriends. From my other life, in another world,” I replied in a quiet voice, not sure how he’d take my desire to go home.
Or, heck, how he’d take polyamory. I still had no idea how dominant monogamy was in this world. At least Sukura had seemed fine with the fact she thought Aara and I were dating, so homosexuality seemed to have some traction?
“Mhm… I might be able to help with that. At least a little,” he replied.
 
10. Hello Again
 
 
 
I ended up falling asleep again not long after the man’s offer to help. I was annoyed, but, hey, I was on some sort of painkiller magic and recovering from having god-killing dark magic invading my very being, so… I was pretty sure that warranted resting a little.
It was morning when I woke up again, the smell of cooking waking me up. Pushing myself to sit up, I stretched my wings out. Right, they were why I’d been elevated. As much as I liked them, they did make lying on my back trickier (while certain other gains of my new form made lying on my front more awkward…).
“Ah! You’re awake again!” Sukura said, having been sitting beside me.
“Good morning,” I managed to mumble, while offering a somewhat weak smile.
I saw her eyes were a bit red, though they seemed dry at the moment.
“How are you feeling?” she asked.
“I’m alright… a bit queasy still, but managing,” I replied. “What about you, though?”
Her lip quivered before she hugged me, crying into my chest. I hadn’t expected quite so physical a response, so I took a moment to return the hug. Finding words to say proved rather harder, however. 
Eventually I managed to offer up a soft ‘I’m sorry’.
“I was worried about you… I didn’t—I wasn’t ready to lose you too,” she mumbled into my chest.
There was a strength to her emotions when she said it that I couldn’t begin to process. We’d gotten along, but we’d only known one another for a couple of weeks, and… I would have thought I’d barely register after her father.
“Oh… oh gosh. I was… you don’t…” she said, pulling away a little and wiping a few tears on her loose flowing sleeve. “You’re a goddess… what was I thinking…”
“Uh… I’m not sure?” I managed. “I’m still not quite sure I’ve followed where you’ve led.”
She glanced up at me, blushing. “You’re beautiful, and you radiate such kindness… it’s no wonder Aara also fell for you so… I’m sorry if I made things awkward, however.”
I blinked, staring at the beautiful woman in front of me who was somehow acting like I was out of her league.
Before I could clear things up, however, Aara arrived with a stew of meat and some sort of local root vegetable. She explained that the zebra centaur was apparently off to get something to help me. Apparently Aara had called for aid from the birds after I had fainted, and he’d arrived not long after, a local druid elder happy to help. He’d then moved us here, to a sacred hill where the forces of darkness would struggle to find us. 
That explained, my questions then moved to Sukura, asking about her skill with the sword. She’d proven slightly embarrassed, but had explained that her father had trained her since about the time she could walk. Chem had wanted her to be able to defend herself, but had made her swear to keep it a secret. That she was to never become a soldier. To never go looking for blood to have on her hands.
To ensure the secret, during our stay she’d trained while both Aara and I had slept. The day we’d fled had, in fact, been her first time using her blade in genuine combat. The closest she’d gotten before was hunting.
She did not like it. Which I could understand. The violence and killing left a foul taste in my mouth.
“It is simply the way of nature,” Aara replied, looking adorable as she did so.
Both Sukura and I had to stare, processing the contrast between her words and her innocent appearance.
“I can speak to animals, yet we’re eating meat,” she replied, taking up a spoonful of stew. “Death is not only the only guarantee in life, but essential to its continuity. Whether you consume meat directly or plants that have fed upon bones.”
My stomach turned slightly as I thought back to the story the other druid had told me last night. That I—well, that the original Vazehr had eaten…
I shook my head, and tried to move the topic on to something more productive. Like the fact I apparently needed to learn magic. Aara nodded, explaining that the other druid had mentioned it to her. 
She, however, wasn’t quite sure which destination to turn to, pulling out the map again. There were a few marks on it, which she said covered the great centres of magical learning that she was aware of. The best places to find a mage capable of teaching me what I needed to know. One was located on a distant continent off to the south west. One was down in Litania, also a southern continent. Another was on the northern-western end of the continent we were on. A fourth not too far north of that on a large continent that covered much of the north of this world. And then a final one on a landmass with a size something between an island and a continent to our north east.
The issue was not knowing which ones were safe. The great northern continent of Aelvus was the home of the Holy Kingdom, and therefore largely under Nemza’s control. So we were left with two main options: turn around and go south, to the centres well away from the dark armies, or go north to one of the two centres that may have fallen. The former offered safety, but also ate up our time. Even ignoring my desire to go home, we all wanted to stop Nemza’s dark armies as soon as possible. 
Which meant taking a gamble by going north. But which option?
Well, we’d encountered raiding parties in the southern forests of this continent, Kati. Which surely meant the north of the continent, the lands past the great desert, had likely already fallen. 
So the great centre on Chuu-la it was. The mountain city of Guuji.
Once I was feeling good enough to move.
________
 
It hadn’t been long after we’d decided that the other druid returned. The large centaur was carrying two drums on his back. Seeing him in daylight, I was struck by the fact he seemed much older than I had realised. His hair had the same white and black patterns of his zebra section, but the wrinkles on his face told of his age more than any grey hair could have.
“Lay down and get comfortable, young goddess,” he said, while sitting down himself. “I think there is still a thread connecting you to those you care about back home. And we shall strum so that you might use that thread, once we find its note.”
Not quite sure what was about to happen, but excited by what I could put together, I lay down where I had been before. I closed my eyes when he said to, and listened to a beat on his drum that seemed to align with my heartbeat. Yet also with something else. Something… deeper.
And then I found myself in one of the hallways of my college. It was empty, and also… a little blurry? I was disoriented, and not sure what to do from here, when I heard Lena’s voice.
“N-n-no. No. No. I triple checked. The exam was today. It wasn’t yesterday. It couldn’t have been,” she said, pain in her voice.
I turned around, and my heart skipped a beat when I saw her.
“Lena,” I said, barely more than a whisper.
She turned around, before staring at me wide eyed. “E—Emily? You… wait. You have wings and horns? What’s that supposed to mean…”
“Oh! Right. I’m still golden,” I said, looking down at myself, before glancing up at her again. “I—this probably sounds crazy, but… I’m alive. I, uh—it turned out I’m the reincarnation of a goddess? Or. Something? I didn’t really die. They called me back. I have to save this other world.”
She stared at me for a few more moments before speaking up. “I need to watch less anime before bed. I suppose there’s worse ways to dream about you… but…”
“It’s really me,” I said, stepping forward to take her hand and staring into her dark brown eyes. “Lena…”
I decided to lean in, to see if a kiss could prove it was me. I was still shy about initiating, but I didn’t know how long I had here, so I had to act.
It was a quick kiss, meant to prove a point, but it saw her fingers raise to her lips after I backed away.
“Lena Chan. It’s me. It’s the real Emily,” I said in a soft voice. “And I’m going to try to find a way to get home properly. Believe me.”
She blinked, but smiled. “It’s really you?”
I felt a slight shift, and realised I didn’t have much longer left in her dream. Since I didn’t know the next time I would get to see either of them again, I decided I had to ask the one sort of awkward question.
“Also, our polycule’s an open one, right?” I asked. “It’s just… there’s these two girls who might have fallen for me and I don’t know what to do. Or how long I’ll be here, and—”
Lena leaned forward and gave me a quick kiss. “Yes. It’s open. Especially while you’re trapped somewhere else… but you’d better let us meet them eventually, Emily.”
“I’ll do my best,” I offered with a slightly forced grin as I felt myself drifting away.
When I opened my eyes again I realised I was crying.
I still had to get used to how easily I could cry now.
“Oh no. Is everything ok?” Aara asked.
I nodded and smiled. “It’s wonderful.”
________
 
The old druid told us to head west. Towards the great Dwarven mountains. There was apparently a pegasus rancher who owed him a favour, and he was sure would give us a mount. Especially with a goddess in the group. 
I appreciated that, as I could only fly so well while carrying both Aara and Sukura. Which meant another mode of transportation would be very nice to have. 
We set out that afternoon, keeping away from the main river. While neither Aara nor the centaur had heard bird whispers of the demon Elf hunting us it still seemed best to avoid prying eyes. Plus, it meant I could keep my wings out.
We didn’t get overly far the first evening before setting up camp again, but I wasn’t up for flying while carrying anyone just yet. I also apparently wasn’t up for discussing relationship things with Aara and Sukura yet either. In part because I still had no idea how either would respond to the idea of polyamory. And I wasn’t about to spring anything like that on Sukura just yet. Not while she was still working through mourning.
We set out at dawn the next day, and were making good ground. However, a few hours into our walk we came across what seemed to be a body lying in the road, a few buzzards around, watching it.
One of the buzzards felt brave and hopped over, seeming about to take a bite, before the ‘body’ waved an arm at it and groaned something.
We hurried over, shooing the buzzards away. While we didn’t know who it might be, it seemed cruel to just leave someone to die out here in the blistering savanna sun. 
At least until I saw who it was that was lying there.
While she was sun-burnt to the point of being almost burgundy and covered in what looked like hoof-marks, I still recognised the obnoxious dark Elf from back in the jungle. Neävo, the pompadoured disaster.
“Are you ok, miss?” Sukura asked, bending down to offer her some water.
Neävo turned to face her with a lazy roll of her head. “No, I must have died out here, to see a celestine such as yourself at my side.”
Sukura blushed while Aara and I both exchanged annoyed glances.
“Did you follow us?” I asked, walking over and leaning over Neävo.
I suspected she blinked, though it was hard to tell with her dark nightglasses. “The golden beauty! Oh! How wonderful to see you again!”
She shot up to her feet and pulled one of her flexing poses. “You missed my glorious biceps, didn’t—didn’t… oops.”
Neävo then fell over, losing consciousness. Aara walked over and knelt down, poking her a few times.
“I’m not sure if it’s dehydration or heat stroke, but… either way we should probably help her. Moon Elves don’t do well in this much sun.” Aara said. “She’s annoying, but not bad enough to be left out here.”
I nodded. I didn’t want to have to deal with her, but I didn’t want her to die either.
 
11. More Walking
 
 
 
It hadn’t taken too long to drag Neävo into the shade of a tree. Sure, she was tall and beefy, but I could manage her weight easily. Aara then asked the tree to provide her some water, using it both to rehydrate the dark Elven woman and to mix with some powders to create a sort of healing balm.
As we waited for Neävo to regain consciousness, Sukura pulled me over to run through some sword drills. Both of us had to practice, but I needed to put in extra effort. I was a long way from ready to battle the forces of evil. Especially if they were going to be armed with blades of discordance.
“I did train a bit over night,” I offered. “I don’t have to sleep, after all.”
“Mhm. You are not good enough to train totally on your own yet, though,” Sukura replied, her tone gentle but firm.
She kept that tone up as she fixed my posture and corrected my swings. While her voice and smile were gentler than her father, she still proved at least as much of a perfectionist as Chem had been. Until a discussion about a lesson he’d taught her caused her to tear up, and I found myself supporting her as she slumped into my shoulder. I took her over to the shade as well, deciding it was time she had something small to eat. 
She’d finished the meal and regained her composure a bit before Neävo woke up again.
“Woah… I feel like someone tried to turn me into leather,” the dark Elf mumbled.
“You were getting pretty close,” Aara muttered, clearly less worried about her bedside manner with this patient than she’d been with me.
“What were you doing out here, anyhow?” I asked.
“Oh… well, I think I made a wrong turn somewhere,” Neävo muttered, staring up at the tree branches above us. “Found my way out onto the savanna here while trying to… well, I ran into a cute centaur girl while trying to get my bearings, and maybe made a flirting comment she didn’t take very well.”
Sukura grimaced. “Did it, perhaps, have to do with ‘riding’?”
Neävo was, to my surprise, quiet. Which was all the answer any of us needed in order to let out tired groans. I’d only talked to a single centaur and I could tell that was questionable.
“I may have been honestly pretty lost and worried about getting back to a town on my own,” the Elven woman muttered, nervously pushing her fingers together while still lying where Aara had been treating her. “I’m sort of running out of food… and, worse… hair gel.”
We all let out tired groans at that.
“Well, at least she doesn’t have an industrial strength hair dryer,” I muttered, remembering an old movie.
Which got confused looks from the three other girls. I waved them off, saying it wouldn’t really make sense to them, even if I explained it.
Neävo seemed happy to go back to being the centre of attention, as she began efforts to flirt with all three of us. Not the most successful efforts. I doubted her techniques would have gone any better if she’d focused on just one target. But, bouncing around like she was did not do her any favours. Though I could say her efforts that showed impressive… I’ll call it ‘determination’.
She also had impressive physical resilience. Aara, who had been the one applying herbal magics, seemed surprised how quickly she’d hopped up and started walking.
Even if it had been in a random direction, and we’d had to redirect her towards our actual travel destination.
Once headed in the correct direction, she went right back to her efforts to woo us.
“You are not really one for making a girl feel like she is the world to you, are you?” Sukura asked, after Neävo had flirted with both her and Aara in a single sentence.
“Just as one should provide worship at the altars of all the gods, one should provide the same to all women. For all women are goddesses,” Neävo replied with what she surely felt was a wise nod.
Aara and Sukura both glanced my way. I had no idea how to respond, so just gave a shrug. 
Aara decided to return to poking at Neävo’s ego. She seemed to enjoy that.
“So, that means you consider yourself a goddess, then?” 
Neävo stopped walking, falling behind us a bit before we realised she seemed to be needing a moment.
“I…” she said, barely audibly. “Right, I am—but, no… No. I am but a humble knight, wishing to provide women with the love they deserve. Yes.”
She punctuated that by striking one of her flexing poses. Aara and I both decided to keep walking at that point, not sure if we wanted to take her with us to the nearest outpost of civilization. We still had another day of travel to get there. Sukura caught up to us quickly, but it took Neävo a slight jog to manage it. She’d started much further behind.
“These muscles mean I can be useful,” she said, catching up. “I can carry things for you.”
“I can carry everything I need,” I replied.
“We will help you get to civilization, but then we must separate,” Aara said.
“Our mission is very dangerous,” Sukura added.
“I can handle danger. I’d gladly shield any of your beautiful ladies with my beefy body,” Neävo tried.
Aara seemed to honestly consider that. Whether it was out of her need for protection or a desire to see the loud Elf get bonked around a bit, I wasn’t sure, but… the glint in Aara’s eyes left me with a suspicion. For being so adorable she had a dangerous streak.
Neävo attempted to offer further possible services, which ranged from questionable utility to us questioning her ability to perform them. Laundry, for instance, didn’t seem like a skill she had. Carrying firewood felt like a waste as long as we weren’t marching into the desert or the tundra. Massages seemed nice, but, again, we had no reason to think she knew what she was doing.
“I can… stand around and look pretty?” Neävo offered at last.
“Ok, I’ll admit that you can definitely do that,” I said. “But, again, I’m not su—”
“You think I’m pretty?” Neävo asked, her nightglasses somehow shimmering in the now setting sun.
I had to shrug. “You’re a tall buff woman with short hair, so… hard for me to say no to that, but… well… you…”
I looked to the others for help. Sukura clearly didn’t want to have to come out and say it.
“You are annoying with how much you talk and what you talk about,” Aara said.
“A… a little,” I added, trying to soften the blow.
Neävo nodded slowly, going quiet as we walked. It left me feeling bad, but… also, it was true. She was relentless. And all she did was flirt. Or brag about skills she didn’t seem to have. It honestly felt like she’d been raised by 80s action movies or something. Though, I was glad she wasn’t cracking one-liners.
“Do you have other things you like to do, Miss Neävo? Besides romantic interests?” Sukura offered after a while.
“Well, there’s—no. That’s not… I’m a wandering hero now, not a kid…” Neävo said, her voice quiet. “I can tell you about my skincare routine? Or we can talk more about how you think I’m pretty?”
“I, um, think we’re good,” I replied.
We walked in silence for another hour or so, before setting up a camp. Neävo offered to take the first watch, but Aara insisted she needed her sleep. She had impressive endurance, but she still needed to recover. Besides, I was able to point out I didn’t need much sleep.
A fact that surprised Neävo. I tried to not go into detail, but then she asked about why I had wings now and… well, Sukura was the one who let it slip. She looked furiously embarrassed to have told my secret, but I gave a shrug. It didn’t matter that much.
“I just have to travel with you, then,” Neävo said. “Not only to join your retinue of wives, but to serve the duties of my blood.”
“Duties of—” I started to ask, but was cut off by the others.
“Wives?” Aara and Sukura asked in unison.
“Well, I’m sure you haven’t had a ceremony yet. Things are a bit topsy turvy, but it’s the plan, right?”
I found myself blushing. Marriage was not yet on my radar. I was barely even sure about dating either girl. Let alone talking about weddings.
Both Aara and Sukura began a reply, their statements crowding the air together. Yet they shared a common thread that increased my blush. Aara was ready to share due to my divine nature, while Sukura had merely been unsure about if Aara was willing to try a non-monogamous arrangement… and that was as far as they both got before stopping to let the other speak.
“Ah. So we’re all willing to share,” Neävo said with a grin.
“… you need to be willing to sleep, though,” Aara said sharply.
To my surprise, Neävo then removed her night glasses, revealing eyes that shimmered purple in the moonlight. Eyes that she then rolled. “Very well. But we will discuss this more.”
“Will we?” I all but whispered.
Aara gave me a pleading look, punctuated by a brief glance at Neävo. With the shimmer of her eyes in the dark I could follow it and realised Aara meant to talk it over without the Elven woman there to try to worm her way into things.
That seemed reasonable, so I accepted it, and headed over to run through some more drills with my extra hours of wakefulness.
________
 
Neävo had been quieter the next day. Whether she’d smartened up or simply run out of pick up lines, I couldn’t say. Either way, it was a little after lunch when we spotted the ranch we were headed to. It sat within view of one of the scattered Dwarven mountains that seemed so out of place from the rest of the savanna. 
Watching the pegasi wander about in the large fenced area, I felt moved at their beauty. I’d never really been a horse girl (possibly from having missed that phase of girlhood completely), but these did have the advantage not just of wings, but of being zebra-like. Which was so much more interesting than a regular horse. 
“Huh,” Neävo said, staring up at the mountain near us. “That must be Mount Adra’ak.”
“Uhh… maybe?” I replied, turning to Sukura.
“It should be,” she said. 
I wasn’t sure how much it mattered, the mountain still being several kilometres away, but I was vaguely curious how Neävo could tell. I studied the mountain for a moment, before deciding it probably had a distinct enough shape. Especially as there probably weren’t too many isolated mountains in the world.
I turned to ask Neävo if she had any particular ties to that mountain, only… she was gone.
“Neävo?” I asked, turning around in place to see where she went.
We were on flat ground, and the grass wasn’t that tall. So I couldn’t figure out where she could be hiding.
“Did you see where she went?” I asked, turning to the others.
Both of them were as surprised as I was to see Neävo had vanished. 
“That… that doesn’t seem right,” Aara muttered, crouching down to sniff where the Elven woman had been.
“You don’t… you don’t think she’s a spy or something, do you?” Sukura asked.
“It would be odd for a spy to not know where she was,” I offered. “Unless it wasn’t us she was looking for.”
“Either way, it’s reason to get going,” Aara said. “Before any trouble comes our way.”
I nodded, and followed the short Gnollish girl towards the ranch house. As Aara had talked with the other druid more than either Sukura or myself we both decided to let her take the lead in talking to the ranch owner. Finding him took a little bit, as he was out tending to the pegasi on the far side of a hill (a ranch hand gave us the directions). But, once Aara got talking with him the owner seemed reasonable.
He, like the ranch hands we saw, was Human. He had slightly darker skin than Sukura, though if that was from natural complexion or a tan I could not say. Either way, he was kind and offered us a saddle and some saddle bags to go with the pegasus he was going to give us. Food and camping supplies were soon added when he saw quite how empty handed we were.
“I’m not sure how to repay such kindness,” I said, as a few workers adjusted the saddle on the animal.
“A bird got here ahead of you. I’m no druid, but I understood who it was from… so I believe your small friend when she tells me you’re going to save the world. The druid of the sacred hill is one to trust, after all,” the rancher said. “The least I can do is offer a mount and some gear and supplies to help with your quest.”
“Well, thank you all the same,” I said.
“Do be kind to poor Tsuntse, that is all I ask,” the man said, indicating to the pegasus. “Remember that you are divine, while she is but an animal. She will need more rest than you.”
“I understand.”
Sukura was soon aboard the pegasus, while Aara was on my back. The ranch hands had offered her some leather string to tie around her forearms, allowing her to keep a hold even if she grew tired. 
And then, with that, we were off. 
I sincerely hoped the man could spare the majestic mount he’d given us. And that we weren’t about to drag the poor thing into mortal peril.
 
12. The Storm
 
 
 
Rain was lashing down outside the cave. The three of us sheltered around a small fire while Tsuntse the pegasus quietly nibbled on a bit of grass. We’d found the small rocky island just as the thunder had started, with barely enough space for us to land outside the cave. I worried as to whether or not this tiny rock could survive the crashing waves, but I supposed there were enough birds’ nests (and layers of said birds’ poop) on the other parts of it to show it had survived for a while.
Being stopped by a storm struck me as at least mildly embarrassing, though. I was a goddess. Surely I could part a few clouds for safe travel? But, no. Aara had explained that there was another deity who handled storms and my wanting to control their element made as much sense as the goddess of winter wanting to control fire. That only did so much to help with the frustration, though.
So we ate a light meal and then we waited. And waited a bit more. And found little sign the storm was planning to stop anytime soon.
In the end, I realised, we had to address the elephant in the room. 
“So, umm… do, um… do you two have any interest in each other, or, uh… just in me?” I asked, feeling obnoxious asking it.
I surely wasn’t worth the complete devotion of both wonderful and kind girls.
“Aara is a bit on the fuzzy side for me,” Sukura said with a small shrug. “Apologies.”
“It’s alright. After all, I, in return, seem to have inherited my father’s tastes and have little interest in Humans in general,” Aara replied.
“Little—but I’m Human?” I said.
Which led to both of them staring at me. Their eyes then drifted up, before down and behind me a bit. I looked up as well, and felt embarrassed at what I saw.
“Right. The horns… and wings… because I’m not… I’m still not used to the whole ‘goddess’ thing… I mean, heck, it took me long enough to get used to the ‘girl’ thing,” I mumbled.
“Girl… thing?” Sukura asked.
“Uh, well… I’m… how to explain transness,” I said, sliding into little more than a mumble as I began thinking aloud more than anything.
I’d been stealthing pretty well with this new body, so it hadn’t come up, but… I probably should have said something about it earlier.
“Transness? I—I think I know about that?” Sukura replied, seeming confused by my earlier tone. “I had a girlfriend for a bit who was saving up to buy a potion to change her body’s... parts. That is what you mean, yes? Transgender?”
I blinked. That was—well, that was not the response I expected. But it was a good one to get. Also, it was nice to learn that this world had something for trans folks, since it wasn’t like we’d just not exist without hormones. 
“I haven’t known people who’ve done it, but I’ve known many an animal that has,” Aara added. “There was a frog I met who thought it was a sure sign of the superiority of frogs that she could do it on her own while people need magic to help.”
“Huh…” was the best I could manage. How was one supposed to respond to that? “Well… so, yeah. My, uh, Human body was assigned male, and I’d actually only figured out that wasn’t for me about… eight months ago, now? I’d also only just started to take medication for it when I was pulled into this world.”
“I’m sure Yabri will be thrilled to find out there’s a trans goddess now, then next time I see her,” Sukura said, nodding slightly.
Hearing that filled me with a sense of warmth. I was going to be a role model. Good representation.
… If I actually managed to save the world, like I was supposed to. Otherwise I was going to be rather terrible representation.
“Alright, but, well, getting back on the original topic,” I said, once I remembered it, “for romance… I… I do feel a little weird about having a relationship with the both of you if you’re only dating me. It just… it doesn’t feel fair.”
“You’re literally a goddess?” Aara replied, to which Sukura nodded.
“I didn’t do anything to earn that. It just got tossed in my lap. I’m a second year art student at college who’s never even had a full time job. I’m not anything special or amazing.”
“The fact you’ve been given godly powers and remained so humble seems a sign of you being something special to me,” Sukura said.
“Probably need to actually figure out how to use them before they can go to my head,” I muttered. “But… either way, I want to make it clear that I don’t expect either of you to be exclusive to me.”
The two of them both nodded.
“So, does… does this mean we are a thing now?” Aara asked.
“Um… I guess? If you… if you want to be,” I mumbled.
Both of them smiled, before then shifting a little to lean against my sides. I tried to bury my worries that starting things off while thunder was rumbling outside was a bad omen. It was kind of silly to worry about that. Probably.
“We should let you reach out to your other girlfriend at home, though,” Aara said, sitting up.
She dug around in her bags, before producing the drum that the centaur druid had given her. Laying down, I closed my eyes, waiting for her drumming to begin. All the while hoping the occasional crack of thunder wouldn’t mess with the process too much.
I soon found myself in what was either an underground garage or a parkade. Things got hazy towards the walls. Two people were running this way, though I recognised neither of them. 
Was I in the wrong person’s dream? That did seem possible. I didn’t really know what I was doing with this dream hopping stuff anyhow. I was fairly certain that the druid had said the connection between realms was built on love, but… I could probably miss. Maybe?
Before I could try to figure a way out, however, a third figure appeared. A lumbering hulk of a—well, maybe not a man. It seemed a bit like an alien? Though it also seemed to shift in details whenever I looked at it. 
The two figures from before began arguing about how the figure had found them, diving behind a van for safety. The one pulled out a gun and began firing, though it didn’t seem to do much. 
Fairly certain the giant monster was the figment of a nightmare, I figured I could at least be polite and help out. I launched myself through the air and punched the monster in the face, sending it flying into a wall. It had been like punching a foam cut out, the thing launching off into nothingness.
“Are you two ok?” I asked.
The two people from before nodded, seeming a bit nervous. One seemed to be a woman, while the other… I couldn’t really begin to guess.
“W—wait,” the woman said. “Emily?”
“Yes?” I replied, a bit hesitantly.
“Oh gosh,” she said, hurrying over. “Lena had said you’d been in her dream, but… I hadn’t been sure I believed it.”
“Wait… Kris? That’s you?” I replied. “You look—you sort of look like that one actress. Jennifer… uh… it starts with a G…”
“Jennifer Greyson? I guess that makes sense. I think this dream was kind of inspired by the movie with her I watched before bed,” Kris said, before hopping over and pulling me into a hug. “But that doesn’t matter right now. It’s you. You’re here… you’re alive… right?”
“As far as I can understand it, yes.”
She squeezed her hug tighter, whispering something I didn’t quite catch. It sounded happy and full of relief, though.
“We are going to have to figure something out when I finish this, though. Since I have sort of accidentally ended up dating two more girlfriends here,” I mumbled.
“Really?”
I paused a moment, realising that question hadn’t come from the one hugging me, but rather the androgynous figure a couple metres away. And the woman hugging me had stopped, looking at me with confusion.
“Wait. Did…” I muttered, pointing back and forth between both of them.
“Did… oh. I switched characters… that’s dreams for you,” Kris said with a shrug, still the androgynous figure.
“That—I… I have not had that happen in a dream myself,” I replied, mildly confused.
But she seemed unperturbed, so I accepted it. Unfortunately, my connection to the dream was weakening by that point, so I had to say farewell, before reawakening in the cave.
I felt tears of happiness in my eyes as I pulled Aara over into a hug. Thanking her for letting me see Krys again. Letting me tell her I was still alive.
________
 
The storm ended by the next morning. The sunrise from our perch on the small rocky island was beautiful, and we all took a bit of time to enjoy it. Taking in the beauty of the world felt right. It was a reminder of what we were defending… and a good moment to wake up before Sukura had to mount up on the pegasus.
Setting off to the north again, I hoped it wasn’t too much further to reach the small continent of Chuu-la. 
As we flew, my mind was on the new romance situation. And… having no idea what to do with it. It was hard to find time to set aside for romance when we had a world to save. At least it provided us with the opportunity to be more emotionally open while struggling through the stress of what was ahead of us. (Having Aara nuzzle against me as I carried her through the air certainly wasn’t anything to complain about either.)
The ocean winds were generous to us. Flying took minimal effort and we made good progress. By the late afternoon a mountainous coast began to fill the horizon. 
By the time we crossed over the shore it was starting to get dark, and we saw small fires spread out all around a town on the coast. We wondered if it was an army amassing. It seemed the most obvious reason for what seemed to be a tent city around the port town.
We landed in the foothills that evening. There was a bit of debate about whether we should go and contact the town, but we ended up deciding against it. We were in a hurry and knew where we were going. If we’d needed food or other supplies we might have chosen differently, but we didn’t. And, as we thought there was an army camped outside the city, it seemed likely we’d get dragged into something we weren’t ready for yet.
I knew I didn’t want to be out there spreading false hope before I was actually able to make a difference. 
Not to mention the risk of spies who might lead to more demonic servants of Nemza finding out about our location. It was probably best for everyone if I kept under the radar as long as possible.
In hindsight it may have been better if we’d made a different decision, but, at the time, it seemed well thought out. 
Setting out the next morning, after a few drills on my combat skills, we found we could only fly for so long. Eventually the air currents off the mountains grew too unsteady and we had to land again, travelling on foot. I suspected I could have gone higher easily enough, but the others likely had a stronger need for oxygen than I did. 
There were a few small valleys here and there that we risked gliding across. It went well enough, at least. After most of a day we seemed out of the roughest portion of the mountains and into the start of the plateau behind. We found somewhere to rest for the night, the pegasus taking the time to graze some more. It struck me that we were probably going to feed it something better than grass soon, but I hoped to reach our destination by then.
I made another attempt to ask what Aara and Sukura knew about the city of Guuji and the Academy of Tenzo as they competed over cooking, but neither were overly familiar with it. They knew Tenzo to be one of the great magical academies of the world and that Guuji was a very old city. Sukura was fairly certain it had been built by Dwarves, which Aara hadn’t heard. Aara had heard, though, that the city was quite beautiful. A number of birds that wintered in her jungle migrated past it, and had told her it was one of their favourite things. There were whole towers of lapis lazuli, and much of the city was painted in strikingly vibrant colours. She was rather excited to see it.
“Even if it probably won’t be as beautiful for me as it will be for you two… let alone as beautiful as it is for birds,” she muttered, leaning against a rock.
“Why not?” I asked.
She let out a sigh, staring down at her hands. Her palms were free of fuzz and looked quite human (if a bit darker than human palms tended to be), but the backs had that short fuzz that covered most of her body. Aara looked up at me, before giving another sigh.
“Gnolls don’t see colour quite as well as we do,” Sukura said, after realising Aara didn’t seem to want to have to put it into words.
“Not just us. Most beast folk… It has advantages,” Aara added. “I see movement better. Also, I can handle darkness well. Certain illusions don’t quite work right on me either. But… there’s still times I do wish I could see the full depth of a work of art or the like.”
After another moment staring at her hands, she then looked up with a slightly more mischievous grin. “Of course, humans don’t either. Birds and Elves see more colours than even you lot.”
“And mantis shrimp probably beat them,” I added, trying to lighten the mood.
“Mantis shrimp?” Sukura asked.
“Strange little sea creatures. While most mammals have two types of… um, I can’t remember if it’s rods or cones that see colour, but… most mammals have two of them. Humans and other primates have three, which helps us see fruit better. Birds have four, which I guess Elves might too… and,” I paused, trying to remember, “I think mantis shrimp have fourteen? Or sixteen? Something like that.”
“That sounds like too much,” Aara said, sticking her tongue out. “I’m getting a headache just thinking about it.”
________
 
It got cold that night, in the mountains. Very cold indeed. It was a good thing we’d worked out our romantic situation, so that there was no hesitation over huddling together under a single bed roll, my wings draped over both Aara and Sukura to provide them extra insulation.
 
13. Tenzo Academy
 
 
 
The walk had been long, tiring, and rather boring. Sure, the landscapes of the plateau were beautiful, but walking pace meant you were moving slowly enough to get bored of any specific thing before it was out of sight. Or, well, maybe some of you wouldn’t, but I did. Sore feet probably didn’t help my mood. I wanted to fly, but the air currents still felt a bit too chaotic. At least for an inexperienced flyer like me.
This all added up to mean it was evening by the time we caught sight of the city. A sight that surprised us, as it seemed there were far fewer fires burning within than one might expect. Instead the city was but a shadowy mass looming at the foot of a great mountain.
I could see that the buildings were towers rising above the rest, though it wasn’t the easiest to guess the scale on the treeless plateau. 
“That… doesn’t seem right,” I muttered.
“Maybe it’s some sort of holiday where they can’t light fires?” Aara offered.
None of us really believed that, though. We decided to move with caution, avoiding the various roads we saw heading towards the city, and trying to keep behind hills and ridges wherever possible.
“It’s… not to be cliche, but it’s too quiet,” I muttered, hiding behind a ridge not far from the edge of the city.
“Cliches exist where there is truth in them,” Aara replied softly, struggling to hold in nervous laughter.
The ‘edge’ of the settlement was a bit hard to define. The city had no walls. The buildings simply trickled away. Some of the buildings looked damaged as well, though I normally wouldn’t have been able to guess if that war from battle or fire and neglect. However, there were no sides of life at all. 
Aara turned to the pegasus and whispered something to it. The animal let out a small whinny, then hurried off across the plateau. Once it seemed a safe distance we moved ahead. It wasn’t too hard to slink through the city streets, swords drawn. We didn’t encounter any resistance for the first few blocks, as the city built up around us.
There also weren’t any signs of death, only continuing property damage. We were starting to wonder if the city might have been ransacked and then abandoned when we reached a large square. There were stalls and wagons scattered about, so we thought we could still stealthily weave our way across, sticking to shadows. However, as we passed a threshold I felt something shift. Something magical.
I froze, the others turning to me. They were clearly about to ask what was up when a horn blew. And then another. And then at least a dozen more. 
Out of the buildings in every direction poured countless numbers of ghouls and zombies and similar small sickly grey creatures. The sort of things that made up the canon fodder of Nemza’s armies. Sukura and I both moved to guard Aara, knowing that she was fairly defenceless in a desert city like this. 
The armies of dark creatures swarmed ahead. I couldn’t believe how many of them there were. At least, the wreckage strewn across the square hampered their motion. Any that reached me were soon sliced to bits. I didn’t need any great skill with a sword to hack through such creatures with my divine strength. 
Sukura was struggling a bit more. She was worlds better with a blade than I was, but she couldn’t slice through bones and flesh like they were tissue paper. 
With how many I was slicing through, I was glad that the undead forces of darkness crumbled to dust instead of bleeding. However, stabbing them was of minimal use. Which left Sukura having to swing with all her might to slice through the limbs and necks of the endless ghoulish enemies.
“There aren’t even rats to call on,” Aara hissed, having been trying to offer some support.
“Follow me,” I said. “I can lead the way. I’ll cut a path. You and Sukura can follow. We’ll get out and get a new plan.”
The two of them exchanged looks, but then nodded. Neither of them had a better idea.
So I rushed towards the square’s edge. Back roughly the way we’d come, hacking through the swarms of undead foes as I charged. It was easy enough, and I had to control my pace to avoid rushing too far ahead of the others. Sukura cleaned up any ghouls I’d missed, keeping Aara (and herself) safe. 
However, the city proved more winding than I’d realised on our way in. After a few minutes we’d found ourselves back at the square, nothing to show for our escape attempt but being slightly more tired.
“I must have taken a wrong turn,” I muttered, glancing over my shoulder. 
By this point, though, ogres had begun to crawl out of wherever they’d been hiding. While I could deal with them, they’d slow us down enough that I wasn’t sure how well I’d be keeping the other two safe. 
“Do you think you can fly out?” Aara asked.
I glanced up, towards the tall buildings all around us. I hadn’t noticed quite how tall they were on the way in. Easily pushing ten stories. I thought back to what the city had looked like from the outside, too. I remembered the various towers reaching above the rest of the city. As well as how windy it had been out there. How gusty it got in here, as well, when the wind hit just the right angle to be funnelled down the narrow streets.
“I don’t know if it’s the best idea,” I replied, charging ahead to punch an ogre in the gut.
The creature flew backwards with the force, but I found a wave of ghouls bursting around where it had been. 
“Staying down here is definitely not the best idea,” Sukurua said, and I could hear she was running out of breath. 
Before I could manage a reply, a section of the cobblestone beneath us lifted up. I realised, as I watched, that that had actually been metal of some sort. A manhole. 
A figure was still tucked under the manhole, but shot forwards blast of magic, slicing through the nearest ghouls.
“Get down here if you value your lives!” a female voice hissed.
“Aara, you first,” I said, moving to shield her.
“I—” she started.
“I’m fine,” I shot back.
She nodded, and then hurried over, into the sewer. Sukura and I then backed towards it, fending off ghouls and ogres as best we could, with a bit of magical support from our unknown rescuer. Well, I fought off the ogres. When one moved for her, Sukura took that as her cue to make a break for it and slip into the sewer. 
I then disentangled myself from the mass of enemies and slipped down after, finding myself in a cramped stone tunnel. The unknown woman pulled the manhole back in place, did something magical to it, and then hissed for us to follow her through the darkness.
“What were you doing, wandering into the middle of the city like that?” the woman asked in a rough whisper after we’d travelled for a few minutes.
“There weren't any signs of anyone at all,” Aara replied. “We wondered what had happened.”
“We thought the city had been pillaged and abandoned,” Sukura added.
The woman let out a tired sounding sigh. “The Dark Lady’s armies don’t need food. They don’t need water. Nor amusement. Nor… nor any of the things that strain a normal army. They can hide in any space that fits them and stay there as long as they need.”
“Good to know,” I said, not thrilled about the news.
The going was getting difficult. The cramped space meant I was scrunched up in a way that was far from comfortable, and the longer we wandered through the labyrinth down here the worse the discomfort got. Then there was the fact we were walking through ankle deep water. Under a city. 
“How much of the city is left?” Sukura asked. 
“Not much,” the woman replied. “There’s only the old town. Which is only holding out because it’s sized for Dwarves. Ogres aren’t getting in. Nor are the… worse things.”
We were quiet for the next while. Just crawling and crouching through the darkness. Listening to the splash of our feet. With our silence we could hear noises above us. Ogres and such marching about. Drums and horns blowing. A reminder of why we were down here in this cramped tunnel system.
“Silver lining to you getting them all riled up is that they’ll probably end up fighting each other a bit in the confusion. Enslaved spirits don’t tend to be the smartest,” the woman said. “Should take a little pressure off of us.”
“That’s good,” I said, trying to smile. Not that I thought it was visible in the darkness.
Finally, we stopped. The woman knocked against what sounded like a metal panel a few times. Then it cracked open, revealing a sliver of light. It was too much for my eyes at the moment, but I was thankful for it all the same. We headed in, all blinking to adjust our eyes to the light.
The ceiling was only a little higher than the sewer had been, but the ground was dry, so I sat down. And I was glad I was sitting when I looked over to the woman who had rescued us. She was talking to a well bearded Dwarf, but the Dwarf got relatively little of my attention. Because the woman… 
[image: OEBPS/images/image0007.jpg]She was Human, with muted brown hair pulled into a low ponytail draped over one shoulder. Her clothing was simple, patched and threadbare. But that wasn’t the issue. No… it was the fact she had the same sort of grey skin as the servants of Nemza. Grey skin that seemed just a little too dried out to be alive. Sure, she looked far closer to alive than any ghoul I’d seen, and better, even, than the men who had attacked us at Chem’s home. But she still looked clearly dead. Or, undead.
Especially when you looked at her eyes, as kind as they seemed otherwise.
“Now you’re an odd looking one, aren’t you?” she said, looking me over.
That threw me for a loop as I was still trying to process her appearance. An appearance that was making me feel wary of trusting her, but… well, that was prejudice, wasn’t it? Judging someone just for… er, being undead.
“I’m, uh… I’m…” I glanced to Aara and Sukura for any impressions they might convey.
Aara gave a small nod of support. “They seem trustworthy.”
“I’m the new Vazehr?” I offered.
“The ‘new Vazehr’?” the woman replied, raising an eyebrow and exchanging a glance with the Dwarf. “I would expect a goddess to use something better than a simple metal sword.”
“Uh, well… I kind of came here to learn how to use my magic?” I offered.
“The gods did not give her much information to go on,” Aara added.
Sukura gave a nod, though she had less directly to say about that. She also seemed slightly transfixed on the undead woman.
“Mhm. The gods do have a habit of glossing over details,” the woman said, her eyes growing distant for a moment.
With that, she gave a nod and told us to continue down the tunnel. It was still too small to walk in for either me, Sukura, or the undead woman. Aara could just barely manage, her eyes tickling the ceiling. The Dwarf leading us seemed fine, however. 
Eventually we found ourselves somewhere with more folks. Mostly Dwarves, but there were Humans, Elves, and… Halflings? Though, seeing so many of them in one place, I was surprised to realise the halfling-sized folks all seemed to be female. Thinking back, I wasn’t sure if I’d seen any that looked male… though I hadn’t seen many in general.
“Ah, Gazzurk, we need to get the professors together,” the undead woman said to a Dwarf, indicating towards me. “We seem to have an important new student.”
“That ‘we’… does it mean you’re a professor?” I asked.
“Mhm,” she said with a nod. “Uké’el Khair. Professor of Evocative Channelling.”
“Evocative Channelling,” I mumbled.
“Not—um, not Necromancy?” Sukura asked.
“…no?” Uké’el replied. “Why—oh, right. It’s been a few months since I met anyone new… but, no. My status as a lich was from a friend of mine helping me. Mālee… gods let him rest… he was an incredibly talented Necromancer. Helped me out as I was sick… slowly dying. Something that healing magic couldn’t manage.”
I nodded. “Oh… that’s… you’ll have to forgive me for my earlier looks. I’m… I’m not from around here, so my only encounters with the undead so far had been with the, well, enemy.”
“Not from—where are you from?” Uké’el asked.
“That’s, uh… that’s a bit of a story,” I replied.
 
14. Professor Ma’am
 
 
 
The room was fairly small, about as big as the bedroom I’d had in my parent’s place. And that was ignoring the ceiling that was too low for me to stand in and had me sitting on a small chair in one corner. Yet, despite the claustrophobic sizing of it, the room was now filled with about two dozen mages all watching me intently. Most were older looking that Uké’el (who was the closest thing to a familiar face in the room), with Dwarves and Halflings seeming the two most common groups. There were some taller folks, mostly Elves or Humans. As well as an aging Elf in a sort of wheelchair near the front.
They’d asked me about who I was, which had led to questions about where I was from. Which had then led to questions about what the Earth was like that didn’t seem overly relevant to me, but they all showed such enthusiasm about finding out that I had found myself answering. The professors seemed quite alarmed about the idea of a world without magic (that I knew of), and even more alarmed by the fact there were only Humans where I was from. That had prompted whispers about how everyone was ultimately descended from Elves here, and all I had been able to offer was vague knowledge that there’d been Neanderthals and such back on Earth, but all the others died out. I wasn’t sure if that helped or not…
“And the gods offered you no magical training?” a Halfling asked, looking up at me with concern and getting the conversation back on topic.
They really were pretty adorable looking up close (very pinchable cheeks), though I still wondered at how feminine all of them seemed to be. Were there not any male Halflings? Maybe the men just couldn’t be mages?
“They didn’t give me much of anything. Just kind of tossed me into a battle… They only told me where to go to train in sword fighting after I lost a fight with Nemza and nearly got killed,” I replied. “And then they didn’t do anything to help me get there or to convince the man to train me.”
“That does sound like the gods,” a figure who seemed to be a living skeleton muttered. (Based on the proportions, I guessed them to be a Dwarf, but I really couldn’t say.)
“Tell me about it,” Uké’el grumbled, crossing her arms and leaning against a wall.
“But, if you’re really Vazehr… the old legends say she was the most reasonable of the gods,” another Halfling said. “We should train her.”
“If we can even trust her…” a Dwarf muttered.
“She’s already got most of us professors in this room… if her intentions were dark this would be the perfect chance to strike,” another Dwarf countered. “So… I agree with my husband. We should train her.”
I blinked, looking between the bearded and muscular Dwarf and the delicate and cute Halfling. Was the Halfling the ‘husband’? Were they trans then? Or… um… butch enough to use the term ‘husband’? Or had I made a mistake in following the conversation?.
“Well, that looks like further proof she’s telling the truth to me,” Uké’el said with a slight smirk. “Looks like she’s got Dwarven dimorphism backwards.”
“Pardon?” I managed.
“You really are from a world with only Humans,” the husband ‘halfling’ said. “The fact is that, unlike Humans and some of the other races, Dwarven women are larger than the men. Strong and muscular, with wide hips that are good for carrying babies.”
“Of course, you’re travelling with a half Gnoll, so it was probably more the difference in facial hair that threw you off?” the wife said. “That’s honestly just an arbitrary thing, though. For Elves neither sex grows any. Humans went one way. Dwarves another. In several races both sexes do.”
“Oh… oh gosh… I feel terrible about having gotten everyone so wrong… I mean, I’d heard about the idea of Dwarven women having beards in fantasy writing, but the idea of Dwarven men not…” I stammered.
“What do you mean by ‘fantasy writing’?” another figure asked, leaning forward.
Looking at him, I realised that, while he was about the height of the Dwarven women, he looked quite human. More specifically, he looked to be someone with dwarfism of some sort… but I had no idea what the term for a person like that would be in a world that also had fantasy Dwarves.
“Umm… well, there’s novels and games and things that build on the idea of worlds similar to this one?” I explained to him. “I… I suppose it’s possible I might not be the only one to have been reborn on Earth after living here? In, um… Haquaria, right?”
The others nodded, discussing something amongst themselves, before conveying to me that it made sense to them. Then they went back to discussing other matters, this time the question of who would take over teaching me. It was obvious to all of them that I held a great depth of mana in my spirit, being a goddess and all that. However, it was also clear that I had less idea about how magic actually worked than the youngest and most naive of students they might receive.
I pointed out I’d picked up a little bit about how Aara’s magic worked, but they waved that off. Apparently druidic magic was different from magic one cast from one’s own mana. It was purely drawing on the magic of the world, similar to a cleric drawing upon a god’s magic. While my magic was divine, they were all quite certain as the deity sending it forth the actual mechanics on my end would be more similar to the magic used by mages.
After a few minutes, they’d ruled out the alchemists, healers, necromancers, and diviners as not being sufficiently relevant to my needs in combat casting. I wasn’t sure how much healing magic should really be ruled out, but they assured me that I could learn combat healing on the side. What I didn’t need to know was how to treat long term illnesses and the like, explaining that was the bulk of what a professor of healing worked in.
I supposed that made sense, trauma medicine like a combat medic studied was only a small part of what a doctor would learn after all. 
Instead it mostly came down to a debate between summoners and evokers. In the end the latter was ruled more useful for my needs, and, after another round of debate, I found a somewhat reluctant Uké’el nudged forward.
“You have the most experience with the divine after all, dear Khair,” a Dwarven woman said.
“That didn’t exactly go well, though, now did it?” Uké’el protested as others joined the process of pushing her towards me. 
“On the contrary, Khair, it went swimmingly. You have a lovely son as a result, don’t you?” the skeleton from before replied. (I got the impression they’d have been grinning obnoxiously if they’d had facial expressions.)
Uké’el shot them a glare that I was pretty sure would have been deadly if the other party wasn’t already undead, but she relented and shooed the rest out to have some time alone with her new student. 
Once the other professors had filed out, I felt myself wondering about the obvious question left in the air. I didn’t quite feel ready to ask it, but it seemed the curiosity was visible on my face.
“The God of War. Jolerk,” she said. “He… it wasn’t really a romance. The war hadn’t started yet, but the gods clearly knew something was coming. Their oracles had warned them of coming chaos. So, Jolerk wanted a son. A champion in the mortal realm, just in case things went poorly. And he chose me.”
I nodded.
“Of course, what he didn’t explain while we were dating was that birthing a demigod was too much for a Human. An Elf could have managed… a Dwarf probably would have been fine as well. But a Human? It burned my life force,” Uké’el explained, leaning against the wall. “It wasn’t to be a quick death, my health would grow slowly worse, letting me live long enough that Kel, my son, would remember me. And remember losing me.”
“That—couldn’t a god have helped with that?” I asked.
Uké’el let out a tired sigh. “Yes. But Jolerk said a hero, like a sword, needed to be hardened. He promised my next life would be a good one, but nothing more… so I moved here, to Tenzo. One of the few reputable magical academies with a proper necromancy department. I sought treatment to escape death, to have time to be a proper mother to my dear Kel.”
“I… that…” was about the best I could mutter, feeling filled with horror at what I had just learned.
“Teaching Kel to use his own abilities has likely prepared me to teach you, but… I also wanted you to understand why I may turn short with you. I suppose it is no direct fault of yours. You didn’t ask to be one of the gods… but you will forgive me if I am not yet fully prepared to accept you are cut from a totally different cloth.”
I couldn’t manage much more than a nod, before she led me out into the halls of the old Dwarven town. A rabbit-like being (their voice sounded masculine, but I’d learned from Dwarves I should probably wait to be taught before assuming) led us down some further tunnels, until we reached what had to have once been a storage room.
Aara and Sukura were both in there, the latter laying down on a bedroll. Sukura was clearly thrilled to have a chance to stretch out properly, after being hunched up in these low ceilinged tunnels.
“You’ll be staying with them,” Uké’el explained. “It’s getting late, so you’ll probably want to go to sleep now.
“W—what about dinner?” Aara asked.
“There isn’t any,” Uké’el replied. “We’re under siege. We have one meal a day of Dwarven mushrooms. They contain everything you need to function… for a few months, at least.”
“Oh-ooh,” Aara said softly.
Sukura nodded, even if her stomach chose that moment to growl.
“Maybe if the Vazehr here is a quick student we’ll break the siege before the food runs out,” Uké’el said, though her tone sounded softer and more genuine than one may have thought from the words of her statement.
It was clear she was running on only vapours of hope at this point. The rest of the encampment didn’t seem much better.
“I… I don’t need sleep,” I said. “Or food…”
“You don’t? Good. Then we’ll start your training immediately,” she said, dragging me off as best as she could while we both had to stoop through the tunnels.
Eventually I was shoved into a small and empty room that seemed on the edge of the underground settlement. She told me to wait, leaving to get some books. I nodded, and, with nothing better to do, decided to see if I could manage to glow. The other deities had seemed to when I met them, and that seemed useful to do in these poorly lit tunnels.
I wasn’t quite sure if my efforts were working when the door opened again a few minutes later. I had expected Uké’el to enter, but, instead, it was a young boy. About ten or eleven. He had dark hair, tied up in a bun, and piercingly blue eyes with an almost hollow look about them. 
“Are you the goddess?” he asked.
I gave a small nod. “It’s what they’ve told me. I only half believe it sometimes, though.”
The boy nodded. “Do you think it’s scary too?”
“Do—ah, you’re Kel, aren’t you?”
He nodded again. “I’m supposed to be a fighter. A warrior… even just being born I almost killed my mum. I don’t want to have to do more killing.”
Trying my best to put on a smile, I hunted for something reassuring to tell him. “Your mum is still here, though. She’s smart. I’ll bet you’re smart too. You can figure out how to be the person you want to be.”
“Kel!? Kel, what are you doing here?” I heard Uké’el call out from the tunnels.
The boy turned towards his mother. “I just wanted to talk to her. You said she seemed nicer than the others, and I wanted to know I could be a good person when I grow up too.”
Uké’el stepped into view, any anger having evaporated in her eyes. She was now looking at her son with a soft kindness. “I understand, sweety, but… we still don’t actually know her. It’s best you let me get to know her first, so I’ll know if she’s a good influence, alright?”
The boy gave a sort of reluctant nod, before turning back my way. “If you’re not nice to my mum… I’ll… uh…”
“Don’t worry,” I replied. “I’m going to do my very best to be a good student.”
My greater worry, though, was about Uké’el running me over the coals to train me. Once she’d dismissed Kel there was a fire in her eyes that left me certain I was getting the intensive version of a bootcamp.
I hoped I would be able to keep up.
 
15. Life and Magic
 
 
 
Boot camp was definitely an understatement of what followed. Uké’el was spending nearly every hour of the day on my lessons, taking advantage of the fact that neither of us needed sleep or food, myself being a goddess and her being a lich. She did need a sort of rest, though. A couple of hours a day of a ritual to restore her energies. 
I was given those hours to train with Sukura, in one of the few places where the ceiling was high enough that I could stand. 
After just two days I felt my brain was more melted than the worst exam season I’d ever had. Still, I did my best to push through that as there simply wasn’t any time to waste. Food was running out and I had a long way to go to be of much use. 
On the first day I’d learned that one’s spiritual energy consisted of two main types of reserves. One was called ‘life force’ or ‘essence’ here, while the other was ‘mana’ or ‘magicka’ depending on who you asked. The names were effectively interchangeable, though the measurement systems tied to both required conversions. Apparently one was a standard created by Elves up north in the Holy Kingdom, while the other originated in Maxuul, in the far south. Neither side was willing to budge from their systems, and the rest of the world generally juggled between both as those were the two greatest centres of magical learning.
Of course there were efforts to create a neutral standard for everyone to use, but those were generally shouted down by the rest of mages who didn’t want to juggle a third standard.
Academic definitions were a secondary concern for me, at least in the immediate term. What I did need to learn was the difference between the energy types and how to separate them. Both energies were reasonably similar in what they could do in the hands of a skilled mage, but the issue was their regeneration process. 
Mana was easily released, the spirit constantly producing more of it. In fact, at least in this world, all living things constantly release a free flow of it, akin to the heat produced by the Human body. There were base reserves, however. As best as I understood it, it was a bit like a fact I’d heard once about how it took a million years for a photon to get from the heart of the sun, where it was created by fusion, out to the surface. The amount created and the amount leaving was roughly the same in normal times, but one had a reserve to call upon due to that transit time.
A skilled mage generally pushed to both slow the rate at which their body leaked its mana and to increase the rate at which their body produced it, though there were advantages and disadvantages to focus on one over the other (or vice versa). 
Life force, however, was obviously quite different. The body regenerated it slowly. In Humans it took days to manage what mana reserves restored in minutes. Which meant that life force used in magic was often pulled back into the body, since there was a minimum amount needed to survive. That life force pulled back in could be tainted, something I’d learned the hard way. Damaged life force was a serious concern for most, and Uké’el seemed almost disturbed to learn what I had survived.
“There is value in knowing how to work with your life force, though,” she’d said. “In a moment of true desperation, even the greatest of mages will generally have at least as much essence energy as magicka, and so it can provide a powerful fuel in a last bid for victory. But… if it fails… you rarely survive that.”
The theory was good to know, of course, but one also needed practical practice. As I already knew how to produce a shield with my essence, Uké’el felt it would be easy enough for me to switch to producing one from mana instead. 
Or, at least, easy compared to anything else she wanted me to try. Which translated into it taking many more attempts than I feel willing to admit.
“I… did I get it?” I asked, after having spent most of a day trying to sort the energies.
She watched over the shield I’d created with those pained and tired eyes of hers. I felt a warmth in my chest as I saw a spark of something approaching hope there.
“You did indeed… good girl,” she said, smiling softly. However, it lasted only a moment before she tightened up with determination. “We need to teach you some offensive magic as well, however.”
Wanting to chase that look of joy and hope I had seen in Uké’el’s eyes, I decided to redouble my efforts. That was only possible to maintain for so long, but I felt she noticed my attempt. There was a slight smile on her lips as she explained the basics of the first offensive spell she wanted me to learn.
Though I was focused, the softening of her expressions helped lower my stress levels. It was a calmer focus washing over me. Which in turn led to me more properly taking in her appearance, even if I wasn’t dwelling on it. 
While she had a mild greyness about her, and a depth to her eye sockets that showed she was undead, there wasn’t actually that much deathly about her. For one, she was… well, pudgier than I’d have thought a lich could be? To be honest, assessing her now, I realised she was fairly pretty. Definitely older than me, but there was nothing wrong with that.
Though I was not about to let that distract me from her teachings.
Her lesson for me this time was a simple case of creating a small sphere of pure mana to throw at an enemy. Though I wasn’t supposed to throw it any time soon. While most students could toss their efforts around risk-free, with the amount of mana Uké’el could feel radiating from me, she was certain she needed to make sure I wasn’t going to blow up half the old-town by releasing too much energy. Instead, I was instructed to hold the energy in my hand. Focusing on maintaining it, and observing how much I created.
The energy sphere I could generate was still varying wildly when Uké’el had to call for the day. Which didn’t really mean a break, but the idea of switching to physical training with Sukura felt like a break at that point.
Sukura was running through some stretches when I arrived. I was thrilled to reach the room, stretching out myself as well. It was nice to be able to actually stand up again.
“You look tired,” she said as she turned to me.
“I am tired,” I replied. “Pretty sure I’m going to pass out for at least a full day when this is all over… but I don’t feel sick or anything. Pretty sure it’s fine for me to be awake this long.”
“If… if you say so,” Sukura replied, looking me over with concern in her eyes. “I’m not sure I feel right putting you through more training, though.”
“Honestly… I think the stretching and exercise would do me good, after being scrunched over textbooks all day,” I replied.
With a bit of reluctance, she gave a nod. She insisted on not training me on anything new, though. Simple drills on forms I already knew was all she’d give me, to try to help my brain rest. I appreciated it, and tried to give in to pure muscle memory as much as possible.
“How is the new teacher treating you, besides working you to the bone?” Sukura asked, while we both took a bit of a breather.
“I think I’m getting into her good books?” I replied. “At least… I hope I am.”
Sukura watched me for a moment, before nodding to herself. “You’re getting a crush, aren’t you?”
“W-what? No. No… I… I think she’s quite pretty, and I don’t like having anyone dislike me… though, especially women I find pretty, but… that… that’s not a crush yet. Even if it was, she’s probably straight, so I wouldn’t act on it anyhow,” I replied. “I have you and Lena and Kris and Aara and… that’s already far more than I deserve. Trying to add another romance would just leave me feeling even more inadequate of all the women who love me.”
“Again, you’re literally a goddess,” Sukura replied, causing my cheeks to burn.
“Goddess or not, I don’t have any aim to become some sort of… harem protagonist,” I muttered, studying the floor.
“Mhm… well, I still wish you the best of luck. I’ve always had a soft spot for older women,” Sukura said, a slight smirk on her face.
I blinked, turning to her. “You… I… you want me to romance her for you?”
“No… no, just, getting her into your orbit would make it easier for me to make my move… and you did say you wanted us to have other girlfriends,” she replied.
________
 
Despite Sukura’s request, there wasn’t really much chance for me to make any romantic inquiries with Uké’el. The lessons were keeping me rather too busy. I was having to cram what was at least a semester’s worth of lessons into what she clearly hoped would be no more than a week.
I was making some progress in controlling the amount of magic I released to form an energy sphere, but there was still somewhat more theory to study as I tried to master it. Specific measurements, ratios, and formulas that, at this stage, were about understanding the flows of magicka I was starting to feel. Later on, if I ever chose to make a more academic pursuit of things, it would also serve as a foundation of advanced magic theory, but right now it was more like analogies. Attempts to put numbers on what seemed like feelings, in an effort to predict them.
By the end of the next study period, I had managed to master the basics of changing how much energy I poured into the palm of my hand. That was, apparently, enough progress to earn more praise from Uké’el, as well as another one of her soft smiles as the amount of hope in her eyes increased.
“There’s one more spell I would like you to learn before we try throwing you out there to fight,” she said, wiggling fingers that seemed to be growing stiff. “It connects to the current lesson of holding energy in one place, which is another part of why I had you do that in place of hurling mana balls about.”
“Oh?” I asked.
“Magicka blade. It’s generally deemed as a bit more advanced, but… that is due to the drain of magicka needed to maintain it. Human or Dwarven students need to build their reserves for years before they can manage to maintain it for more than a few seconds… but the actual control needed is fairly low,” she explained. “As you have more mana to start with than most mortal mages could ever cultivate, you should be fine to learn it.”
And so, once the exercises with Sukura were done, that was what I studied. It was essentially a matter of holding the spheres of energy I had produced before and then flicking my wrist so as to elongate them. Like an extendable telescope or umbrella (when the built in spring broke). 
Uké’el only allowed me to do it on the most minimal of energy inputs while practicing, however. Which turned into more of a dagger than the sword she had described it as in her lesson. Still, it was interesting, a tiny shard of light to hold in my hand.
Even if it kept shattering on me, as I didn’t have the concentration to hold it in a form for very long.
However, each time I tried, I got a little better. By the end of that day I could hold it for nearly a minute. An amount of time that seemed to be viewed as acceptable in Uké’el’s eyes.
“Good. Run through your practice with your friend, then spend a few hours resting. It’s time for you to try to go out and see how well you do,” she replied. 
I gave a nod, not quite sure what to say. It was something I had to do eventually, but that didn’t mean I didn’t have to be nervous about the idea.
“Don’t worry, you’ll have back up… but do remember we’re almost all half starved, so it will be less than we hoped,” Uké’el added, not doing overly much to raise my spirits.
 
16. Champion
 
 
 
After a short nap, and barely any time to talk to Aara or Sukura, I found myself being sent into the sewers of the new city once more. Uké’el was leading me through the dark tunnels, well away from the old city where the others were.
“The goal is simple enough,” she explained, in hushed tones. “You distract them as best as you can, and then we’ll send a messenger out. Down to the imperial forces in the eastern valleys. If they find out there’s still survivors they’ll come and help us.”
I started to nod, before realising I was both behind her and it was nearly pitch black in here. So I gave a vocal confirmation.
“How long do you need?” I asked.
“Ten minutes at the very least,” Uké’el replied. “That’s long enough for one of our bird-shifters to get out of the city.”
“I’ll see what I can do, then.”
Though, first, I had to keep following her. There were still a few dozen more metres of awkward crouch walking before we were far enough that she deemed it a safe distance from the old city.
“Should I try to avoid property damage?” I asked, remembering that the rest of the city was still their city, even if it was under occupation.
I could just barely make out Uké’el shrugging. “There’s probably going to be ghouls hiding in most of the buildings. They do that to make retaking cities a headache. Blowing up a few buildings just gives them fewer chances to ambush our rescuers.”
“Understood,” I replied, before lifting up the manhole cover. 
It was a different part of the city than I’d been in before, but the architecture was similar enough. Very square and solid buildings, which I felt was surely very Dwarven.
I crawled out of the sewer quietly, before walking down the small street and spreading my wings while stretching my arms. It felt nice to have room to breath.
After a block or two, however, it seemed no one was responding to my presence. So it seemed time to make some noise. 
“HELLO!?” I shouted. “ANYONE THERE!?”
Silence.
“IF YOU DON’T COME OUT I’LL START BLOWING THINGS UP!!” I bellowed.
Still the streets remained silent.
Walking a bit further, I decided it was time to make good on my threat. Though I started by just tossing a small sphere of magic into the air, letting it burst like a small firework a few metres above my head.
I heard shuffling noises. The sounds of beings in the buildings around, but nothing came out at that point. Apparently whatever intelligence the ghouls and zombies operated on was enough to suspect a trap right now.
Looking at the buildings around me, with the craftsmanship and effort that obviously had gone into them, I felt bad about what I was going to do… but I needed to get the message across.
So I pulled together a much larger sphere of mana, and gave it the best baseball pitch I could manage. Which, well… wasn’t very controlled. I’d never been amazing at sports. Thankfully the power I had as a goddess let me throw it hard enough to smash through the wall of the nearest building. 
And then through the other side of it, judging by the light I saw.
Then the mana ball exploded, causing rather larger of an explosion than I’d been expecting. I was peppered by rubble from the building in front of me, and had to shield my face due to the force of the blast.
When the rubble landed, and the dust began to clear, there was another bit of silence, and I wondered if maybe I’d wandered into an empty part of town by mistake. Then the horns and drums began. They were faster this time, compared with when we’d first entered the town. They weren’t an alert to trespassers, but to a threat.
Ghouls and zombies poured out of the buildings, weapons drawn and ready as they charged my way. I called out another bit of mana, whipping my wrist to transform it into an energy blade. Then it was a matter of slicing through the floods of undead beasts that had gotten closest. They were too close for me to feel confident about lobbing magicka blasts their way.
Utterly surrounded, as I was, there wasn’t really much form to my bladework at that point. It was mostly a matter of spinning around, slashing through whatever got close. I was sure Sukura would be disappointed in me, but these were just ghouls and zombies. The grunts. They didn’t need much skill. 
I was surprised that, as I fought, the magicka blade in my hand seemed to grow longer, providing me with ever more reach, and letting me clear a larger and larger area around myself.
Adrenaline running and muscle memory taking over over conscious thought, I found myself managing to toss smaller blasts of mana out whenever I made a bit of space between myself and the encroaching swarm. A swarm that still consisted of only ghouls and zombies…
As I realised it, I also noticed an odd energy. Something was—but from which direction…
All of them.
I let my blade shatter, raising a magical shield around me. 
It proved just in time. A wave of magic blasted into me from every angle, slicing through the disposable swarm around me. My mana shield held, but I still felt like I was being crushed. As if I was wrapped in a net that was being tightened. The pressure and pain increased, pushing and pushing until I all but lost my ability to concentrate. My ability to maintain the shield.
Just as I was reaching my limit, though, the attack broke. The mana dispersed. 
I found myself standing in the middle of a circle of destruction. A dozen Human liches surrounded me, all wearing dark blue and green cloaks, nothing within their circle standing. Apart from me.
Flexing my wings, I turned to look at one just to my left. His eyes, though dark with glowing red irises, still managed to show that they filled with fear just before I launched myself towards him. As I flew his way, I extended an arm, summoning a magicka blade to slice through him. 
He fizzled to ashen dust with the slice, and I turned to strike the next one in a clockwise rotation. There were more chaotic blasts of magic at that point, but I responded by raising a shield to defend my right side, while wielding the magicka blade in my left hand. The blasts fizzled uselessly against my shield as I rushed ahead, slicing through the dark mages. 
Before I could finish, though, a detachment of ogres rushed out from the side streets, swarming me. My magical blade sliced through them nearly as easily as through ghouls or mages, but with their longer arms and larger weapons, they had enough reach that I had to put effort into dodging their strikes. As such it took rather longer to fight through the wave of them.
Especially as further ogres arrived, seeming determined to bring me down through exhaustion if nothing else.
I was fairly certain it had been close to ten minutes by now, though… as such, it was best to retreat back towards the sewers.
Only… spun around, fighting ghouls, mages, and ogres… I didn’t actually remember which way the entrance had been. There’d been enough damage to the surrounding buildings to leave me unable to regain my bearings, as well. I needed to get into the air, to get a better perspective on the situation.
The best option seemed to be to rush into a building, to get away from the swinging of ogre weapons. I then scrambled up the stairs as the ogres smashed their way in through the wall. Taking stairs two at a time, letting my wings flap for added balance if my footing failed me, I continued to climb.
The stairs below were quickly giving out due to the weight of the ogres trying to chase me, but it seemed they figured it out as I reached the third floor. Instead, they switched to a sort of human pyramid… only, well, with ogres. Which meant they were getting a lot higher than a human pyramid would, and a lot faster.
Clearly if we ever needed to find peaceful careers for ogres they should try being cheerleaders.
I did think there was just enough space between me and them to make stopping and lobbing a mana ball down at them practical. It knocked a few over, though I didn’t think it would stop them for good. Which meant it was time to get back to climbing. There were only a couple more floors, then I’d be on the roof. 
Then I could hop into the air, and find my way back to—
A beam of magic, at least a metre across, sliced into the building, forcing me to raise a shield with the split second of notice I had.
The force of it blasted me backwards, smashing through the wall behind me, and flying into the air above the street outside. Well, being in the air had been my goal in the first place, so I flapped my wings, glad the wind was calmer than the other day.
Fluttering in surprise, however, I watched in terror as the entire block in front of me collapsed into a massive heap of rubble. Then, as the dust cleared, I found myself staring down at a massive, terrifying, and half mummified looking draconic beast. 
It was easily as large as any of the buildings around, surely as long as a whale or the largest dinosaurs. It was the same sickly grey colour as Nemza’s liches, small eyes glowing a dark red as they watched me. Those eyes narrowed, before its mouth opened and a glow of dark magic began to build in its throat.
I was not running from this thing. Not for a lack of desire to, but the simple fact that I had its attention and was unlikely to escape it no matter what I tried.
So, with no better plan, I threw myself towards it, summoning as large a sphere of mana as I could manage in the time it took me to cross the distance.
The dragon unleashed its breath blast of mana, and I responded by letting myself drop like a rock, gravity proving fast enough to pull me out of the blast of the dragon. I then lobbed the mana ball I’d created.
I hit the ground hard barely a second before the mana ball crashed into the dragon. The mana then exploded, the blast of my own magic not hurting as it flooded over me.
The rubble that blast sent flying, though… that hurt, and was enough to send me flying, a boulder slamming me through enough walls that I lost count of how many it was.
I decided to take a little breather, pinned by the boulder in a pile of rubble. If that hadn’t worked, I was probably going to need a new strategy to fight the undead dragon…
Letting out a groan, I decided that had been enough of a break, and pulled myself out of the debris. Blinking, I saw my mana blast had left something of a crater and had flattened more of the city than I cared to try to estimate at that point.
The dragon was nowhere to be seen, which led to me breathing out a sigh of relief. At least until I noticed a large pile of rubble moving. Letting out a sigh very much not of relief after spotting that, I leapt into the air and made my way over by gliding. 
Thankfully, the dragon seemed rather worse for wear as it pulled itself out of the rubble, and did not, at first, notice me. I dropped to the ground and ran the last dozen of so metres towards it, before drawing forth as large a magicka blade as I could manage. 
The result was longer than I was tall, and needed two hands for me to wield. It wasn’t heavy, per say, but there was a momentum to it that was awkward to manage one handed. Inertia despite its lack of weight.
The dragon spun, attempting to attack me with teeth and claws. I was left quite thankful for Sukura’s sword training then. Unlike the ghouls or mages, the dragon took proper skill to fend off. I had to be light on my feet to dodge its strikes, and even quicker with my blade to get in any attacks of my own.
Finally, there was a moment where I manage to get in a proper swing, and managed to take off one of the fore-feet of the great beast. It let out a shriek of surprise or pain, and was distracted enough for me to slip under its torso, thrusting up with the blade to pierce where I guessed its heart to be. I drove extra mana into the blade then, extending it to a length more like a pike than a sword, and the dragon let out another ear piercing shriek, before it began to crumble into dust.
I let my magicka blade disperse, my arms falling to my sides as I took another very needed breather. That had been a lot.
I kind of wanted to pass out.
Then a voice spoke up behind me.
“Very good work, Vezehr… and I’m glad to know the intelligence was accurate, that you were here in Tenzo.”
I blinked, a shiver running down my spine.
I knew that voice.
Turning, I cursed under my breath as I saw the demonic Elf who had killed Chem. He was standing a dozen or so metres away, accompanied by a dozen or so cloaked figures. All had discordance blades drawn at their sides
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So, maybe running away wasn’t the most dignified response.
It was still what I did. I’d just slain a dragon. I wanted a break, not another fight.
Not that running really counted as a break, but it was less stressful than fighting, at least. Sadly the winds were picking up again, so hopping into the air to try to fly away wasn’t really an option. Instead I just had to scramble along the stone paved streets, still not really knowing the layout of the city.
It did seem vaguely grid-like, but there were enough off angles and side alleyways it was easy to get lost. Mazes were generally fairly grid adjacent too, so getting lost probably shouldn’t have been any big surprise. 
Having gotten more than a little turned around, I found my route cut off by a number of the cloaked figures. I could hear there were others behind me, their footfalls and clanking armour far from silent. Which meant turning back wasn’t going to help. I let out a blast of magic, throwing out a half dozen smaller mana spheres in my panic, hoping to get through.
The blasts proved powerful enough to scatter the figures. I wasn’t sure how much damage I’d done, but I wasn’t about to stop to check. I was too busy trying to come up with a plan that actually called on my higher brain functions. Something more coherent than ‘run’. Sadly, those parts of my brain were being a bit slow to provide any ideas.
The main issue centred around not knowing if I could lose these demonic assailants or not. If I could, then slipping down into the sewers again seemed smart. If I couldn’t, though, then I’d just be leading them right to where the survivors were hiding.
I was starting to debate trying to run away from the city entirely, and hope I led these elite forces away from everyone else, when a figure seemed to appear out of nowhere in front of me. They were too close to respond to, and I slammed into them. Both I and the unknown new arrival ended up sprawled on the ground, my face pressed into something cushioned, covered by a sturdy fabric. 
“G—Goddess?”
Lifting my face from where it had ended up, I found myself blushing furiously as I realised that something had been Neävo’s chest. The  Moon Elf woman was looking up at me with flushed cheeks that must have matched my own.
“Where did—no time for that,” I said, scrambling to my feet and trying to pull her along.
Only to discovered we’d been surrounded during the few seconds of confusion.
“Forces of Discord,” Neävo hissed, drawing her blade (which remained impressive in its scale).
“Uhh… yeah… you… I’ll try to protect you,” I said, remembering how her previous attempt at fighting had gone...
Only to discover she’d already charged, letting out a yell as she swung her sword at one of the hooded figures.
She missed, and my heart dropped. She might have been a bit… much, but she was harmless, and didn’t deserve to die. Still, she was too far from me, and too close to the figure with a blade of pure discordance, for me to intervene before they’d slashed at her.
And then the blade bounced off her skin. 
I blinked, and it seemed the various servants of darkness also needed a moment to process that. Neävo, however, was completely unphased by it, and swung her greatsword at the confused figure once again, colliding this time, due to the element of surprise being on her side. The cloaked warrior crumpled to dust under the force of her blow.
While I had no idea what had just happened, I felt it was better not to hope the impossible repeated itself, and set to work on my own offensive. I let out a number of mana blasts, trying to draw the dark warriors to me. 
Though not too close. Their blades were still dangerous. Now, at least, I was able to summon a shield that wasn’t filled with my life force, so I could actually block their attacks. Before long, we’d done better than I’d expected. At least half the dark warriors had been cast to dust, and the others were backing away in a cautious retreat.
“The Blade of Loj… so that’s where it got to,” the demonic leader of our assailants said, my eyes drifting up to realise he was standing on a nearby rooftop.
The Elven lich then leapt down, as if he were on a metre high ledge, rather than the top of a seven floor building. He proceeded to also land as if he’d merely dropped a metre or two, his knees barely bending.
“I’ve heard the scabbard makes the blade’s master have unbreakable skin,” the Elf said, pointing his sword towards Neävo.
“It does,” she replied, sounding a bit smug.
“It—where did you get a sword like that?” I asked.
“That’s a, uh… a long story,” she replied.
“Either way, it will be a delightful second prize to make this little mission worth it,” the demonic Elf said, twirling his sword and seeming fully healed from his fight with Chem.
Or been fully repaired?
I was going to have to ask Uké’el if liches healed or not.
“You’ll find it hard to take as long as you can’t hurt me,” Neävo replied, though the way he was walking towards her seemed to make the muscular woman nervous.
“Ah, but I can still hurt you… I’m curious, does the tongue count as skin? I am certain that eyeballs do not,” he said, pointing his blade towards each in turn.
I dashed over, placing myself between her and him. “You’ll have to get through me first!”
He shrugged. “Very well. I don’t care the order I do things.”
Paling slightly, I shifted into a fighting stance, summoning a magicka blade and ready to give this my all. As I did so, more cloaked figures emerged from the streets around us, making it clear the group we’d fought had only been a fraction of the dark forces. The demonic Elf wore an unpleasant smirk as I assessed the situation. 
The cloaked warriors charged, and Neävo seemed to decide it was better to go down fighting, and rushed off into the thick of the group to my left. That, or she continued to be a senseless optimist. It was hard to tell.
My focus was taken up by the Elven lich attacking me, however. He remained a better swordsman than me, but it seemed I had some advantage in strength as well as the reach of my magicka blade. Maintaining the magic whenever it clashed with his discordance forged sword was draining, but within my abilities. For now.
Thankfully the cloaked warriors not busy with Neävo were staying back. They clearly didn’t want to get killed by a stray swing of either of our blades.
A barely blocked swing saw him pressing his blade into mine, the discordance starting to cut through the magicka, when a blast of some sort slammed into the side of his hide, sending him stumbling. 
Glancing to my right, I saw a wave of further magic attacks, as mages poured out of the nearby sewers and buildings. Uké’el was near the front, and proved to have some of the best offensive capabilities of all of them. There were others holding up a shield wall that shimmered and quivered as the dark warriors attacked it with their cursed blades, but it held. 
The demonic lich hissed, but turned his attention back to me with rage in his eyes. I was left on a back footing as he struck with newfound aggression. A misplaced step backwards and I fell on my back, barely blocking a strike from him. 
The next one, though—didn’t come.
Surprised to find out I was still alive, I discovered it was because Sukura had slipped out of the shadows of the building behind him, and had run him through from the back with her sword.
“I wish I could see your face right now,” she hissed as he began to dissolve, “but I’ll take enough pleasure in avenging my father and protecting my love.”
She pulled the blade out as his crumbling body collapsed, his head landing just in time for it to roll and let her briefly meet his eyes. Eyes that had, in my opinion, been filled with confused surprise more than anything else. As if it had never occurred to him he might die.
Speaking of someone who might not have realised they could die, both Sukura and I turned towards the crowd Neävo was battling in the middle of.
“Where did she even come from?” Sukura asked.
“I have no idea, but we should really help her,” I replied, charging into the fray. 
Sukura slipped behind me, taking advantage of my magical shields and more frantic strikes to provide cover between her quick and efficient dashes into the crowd to slice through the enemy forces.
We had only needed to make a dent in them for the remaining portion of the dark warriors to realise the day was lost and begin to scatter. I lobbed a number of mana balls after them, thinning their numbers further, but didn’t get all of them.
Taking a moment to breathe, I gave Neävo a tired thumbs up.
She stared down a my hand in what I could only guess was complete confusion.
“Ok… thumbs up is not a thing here,” I muttered, before turning to Sukura. “What are you and all of them doing up here, though?”
“You broke the enemy army,” Uké’el announced, as she and the other mages walked over. “We’d known most of the highest ranking forces had left, ready to let a garrisoning force starve us out. It had, however, still been too much for we few survivors to face in battle… you, however, cut through far more of them than we realised you could.”
“She is a goddess,” Sukura replied, pulling me into a hug, and offering a kiss on my cheek.
“Mhm,” an older Dwarven woman said. “A naive and inexperienced one, but a deity all the same… there might yet be hope in this war.”
“Where are we, anyhow?” Neävo asked, looking around at the city. “I’d guess somewhere in Chuu-la, from the buildings? But past that…”
I stared at her. “How do you never seem to know where we are?”
“We’re in G—”
“Don’t tell her!” a Dwarven man squeaked, cutting off Sukura as he rushed forward and waved his arms.
“Pardon?” I asked.
“She had a spell of untraceability on her,” he said, giving Neävo a once over.
“You can tell?” the dark elven woman asked.
“I am a master enchanter,” he replied, still studying her. “And I can also tell you didn’t exclude yourself from the spell’s effects.”
Neävo stared down at him. “Well, obviously. Surely a nerd like you knows it’d be pretty silly to get an enchantment done on myself that doesn’t affect me.”
The small man was silent for a moment, his mouth hanging open slightly. “I… no… you… with the enchantment affecting you it means you can’t trace your own path. Which means you’ve been doomed to get lost constantly. And, with the power of the spell, I’m going to guess that if you do figure out where you are, you suddenly find yourself not there anymore.”
Raising a finger, Neävo seemed about to reply. Then whatever she was going to say apparently died on her tongue. “Uhh… m—maybe.”
The tiny Dwarven man pulled out a bit of cloth, whispering something to it that caused the material to fly up towards Nea’ve’s face. It delicately nudged her nightglasses out of the way and then wrapped around her eyes.
“Woah, hey! What’s this about?” she asked, flailing her arms.
“It’s to keep you from getting your bearings before we break the enchantment,” he replied.
“Couldn’t you have at least had one of those cute girls tie the blindfold?” Neävo asked, pointing vaguely towards Sukura and I.
“That seemed unnecessary,” he replied.
Neävo pouted, but followed when he instructed her too. Not told to do anything else, I followed along as well. Since Neävo kept running into me, it seemed like I should take some sort of interest in her well being. Especially since she’d mentioned something about a duty of her bloodline last time we’d talked. Whatever that meant. Sukura followed me, and a number of the mages decided to head back into the old tunnels with us. 
A couple did peel off, wanting to go check the state of the city, but Uké’el was not one of them. She was curious about what in the world was going on with Neävo. Apparently a beefy and foolish Moon Elf was an odd sight that she was curious about. 
We reached the front entrance to the tunnels a short while later, and I was distracted by how plain and unremarkable it was. Like the entrance to someone’s personal cellar.
The sound of a bonk, followed by a whiny ‘owww’, drew me out of that line of thought. Neävo had hit her head against the top frame of the Dwarven door, her guide having apparently forgotten quite how tall she was.
“Right. Yes. You should duck,” he said flatly.
“A bit late for that,” she grumbled. “I bet you did that on purpose, you little…”
Following her in, I saw Aara waiting by the entrance, and doing a double take about Neävo being here.
“Why is she here?” Aara asked, in a sharp whisper as Sukura and I walked over to her.
“Something about teleportation magic to keep her lost,” I replied.
Aara took a moment to process that. “Oh gods… if that means what I think it means… she’d more of an idiot than I realised.”
“She seemed to fight fairly valiantly up there, at least?” Sukura offered, apparently wanting to give the compassionate view.
“Recklessly, I’d say… apparently she has a pretty important magic sword, though? I’d like to hear about how she got her hands on it,” I replied.
“She does?” Aara asked, sounding offended by the very concept. “She’s nobility or something, isn’t she? Only a noble could be that useless while well equipped.”
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The room had a chair in the middle of it. It looked sized for a (female) Dwarf, but the enchanter shoved Neävo into it all the same. She was still blindfolded, so wobbled and waved her arms before her rear made contact. The Dwarven man then stepped back, activating a magic circle that had been built into the ground around the chair.
Feeling more than a little nervous, I shuffled back. Aara and Sukura had done the same, all of us as pressed against the wall as we could get with the low ceilings. Uké’el, though, seemed quite unphased.
“Mhm,” the enchanter said, looking at a book that sat on a pedestal beside the magic circle. “You’ve got quite a bit of magic on you, miss.”
“I… I might,” Neävo replied, looking a bit nervous.
“A couple of permanent transformation spells… the traces of magic have all but vanished on one of those. The muscle-boosting charm is still increasing the effectiveness of your labours, though,” the Dwarven man said. “Hmm… there’s the durability enchantment on both you and that sword… and here it is, the untraceability charm. I must say, all these spells seem like they were expertly assembled. They must have cost a pretty coin.”
Neävo shrugged. “I didn’t have anything better to spend my gold on.”
“Gold,” Aara whispered. “Definitely nobility. Or a merchant’s daughter.”
“What do people normally use?” I replied, hoping my voice was quiet enough for Neävo not to hear.
“Silver is what normal people spend on magic,” Aara said.
“I have paid for things in gold,” Sukura offered.
“Yes, but that’s panning gold, not minted gold,” Aara countered. “She’s talking coin.”
Sukura gave a nod, and I decided to pretend I followed along. It wasn’t the first time since getting here that I realised it was better to feign understanding of cultural matters… though it was one of the first times I realised it in time to save myself embarrassment.
As we’d talked, the enchanter had examined the magicka flowing around Neävo that had not been her own. Apparently enchantments survived by being fed far more mana than they needed to function, the bulk of that mana working to draw in spiritual energy from the world around to counter all losses. The process wasn’t infinite, though. Only living things (or the undead, which were still sort of living adjacent) could truly maintain mana indefinitely. Enchantments cast by mortals inevitably faded, though Neävo’s was doing something clever to feed off her own magic.
Of course, her sword was firmly not the magic of mortals, but the work of the king of the gods himself. Apparently a gift to the royal family of the Holy Kingdom of Garzot, to protect them for all time… which begged the question how in the world Neävo had gotten it.
“Alright… so I was maybe in the Holy City when Nemza staged her coup,” she muttered, answering Uké’el’s question while the enchanter worked on removing the anti-tracing spell.
“… and?” Uké’el asked. “Being in the city and getting your hands on one of the most sacred artifacts of the royal family are two rather different matters.”
“I… well… the whole city was burning. People were panicking. And I… uh, I ended up near the palace. In the confusion and all that. I saw the sword and a bunch of ghouls or something about to steal it. I did what any dashing and heroic knight might do, and rushed in to save it,” she replied.
Her hesitation made me wonder if she was making things up, but… running into danger on an impulse to save a sword did seem like the sort of nonsense she’d try. 
Considering how she seemed so easily swayed by attractive women, and the way Nemza was pretty stunning (in a very evil sort of way), I wondered if Neävo had been tricked into helping with the early stages of the coup, and that was why she was being so evasive. Thankfully she seemed to be on their side now, though. That was good.
Mostly.
As long as she didn’t get distracted by evil being sexy again.
Something I could admit was a dangerous distraction.
“Still have to wonder how we’ve ended up with two nigh indestructible women who have no idea what they’re doing,” Uké’el muttered to herself. “Very strange luck.”
I blushed, but had no real defense. I’d been studying, so was therefore much closer to competent than I’d been when Loj had dropped me into battle… but I still only had the basics.
“Mhm… I think there’s no saving your sense of direction. That will have to wait until the charm wears itself dry,” the Dwarven enchanter said, “but I can at least undo the portion that causes you to teleport. Which is the worst of it.”
Neävo lit up with a smile, seeming ready to loudly declare her thanks, before shifting, coughing awkwardly, and settling for a ‘sounds good’ in what she clearly hoped was a ‘cool’ voice. Or whatever the nearest concept there was to ‘cool’ here.
With the enchanter starting to work on drawing up a new magical circle, Uké’el chose that moment to head off. She had other matters to attend to. The rest of us followed, as it seemed the process would take up all of Neävo’s attention. Which meant we wouldn’t be getting any new information out of her. I gave a soft wish of good luck, then headed out into the hallway.
Even with the many days I had been stuck in the low tunnels, I still hadn’t really learned how to crouch walk gracefully. I did at least know my thighs were going to be look amazing. That was something. (Still envied Aara being just barely short enough to fit fine, though.)
Shuffling after Uké’el, we soon learned the professors were planning something of a celebratory feast. They’d managed to find some old food stores, which were still fully supplied. Ghouls and zombies did not need food, after all.
There was still some suspicion the food might be poisoned, but between Aara and a number of mages with relevant specializations, they were able to prove everything was safe. Which then led to myself and Sukura being drafted, along with a dozen or so others, to build very basic fencing around the entrance way to the tunnels. Mostly just enough to keep zombies or ghouls that might still be in the city from accidentally wandering into the feasting area. It was better to bar them out and use them for target practice. 
If any real force were to actually attack, the rough construction (made as much of rope as anything else) would likely serve as nothing more than a tripping hazard. But it wasn’t meant to stop that.
There wasn’t much concern about an attack, however. The scouting parties had shown the city now seemed abandoned… but also significantly more damaged than they’d expected. I tried to hide my head behind my wings as they talked about the crater that had blown a hole in a large portion of the South Quarter. I wasn’t going to directly lie to place the blame elsewhere, but I could still whistle innocently and hope they didn’t ask me if I’d caused it.
To my relief, they didn’t ask much of anything, the main focus being on gathering food from any granaries or grocers. Despite them having been besieged for longer than I’d been on Haquaria, there was still plenty that hadn’t spoiled. Salted meats lasted longer than seemed natural to me, and there were magical freezers, apparently. Frozen chambers marked with runes dug into the stone under the better to do regions of the community.
The feast that was starting to be prepared was going to consist mostly of assorted grains and dried meats. A little bit of dried fruit had also been gathered. Things from the ice chambers weren't likely to thaw in time, but there was enough seasoning to ensure the rather basic meal smelled delicious by the time Neävo emerged from the tunnels. Which, luckily for her, was roughly when the sun started setting, so she didn’t have to wear her nightglasses.
“We’re in Guuji!” she said, wearing a large smile on her face as she strolled over to Sukura and I. “I know where I am! And I’m still here!”
“Um… yay?” Sukura offered.
“If I don’t have to worry about vanishing then I can stay in one place… and I can train!” Neävo added, shifting to once again flex her muscles, though there was an excitement this time that seemed… cute?
Maybe it was the sparkle in her eyes?
“With that indestructible skin… you’d probably be a good partner for Emily,” Sukura replied. “Um—sparring partner.”
Neävo nodded happily, while I turned to Sukura with a raised eyebrow.
“Shouldn’t I be sticking to a skilled partner still?” I asked.
“There’s benefits to letting two beginners clash,” she replied simply.
“Sparring buddies!” Neävo said, doing something akin to a fist pump to celebrate. 
Well, at least I was about to be the senior student. That was worth something. Even if it was only worth the most minimal satisfaction of not always being the one being yelled at.
Before I could worry about the issue any further, though, more of the survivors started filing out of the tunnels. I soon found myself awash in a flood of people wanting to congratulate me for saving them from the siege. I did my best to smile and nod. All the while hoping none of them lived in the part of the town I’d inadvertently mostly levelled. Though, it was probably better to be left homeless than to starve. So maybe I had done some level of good. 
Maybe?
They were definitely loading me up with too much praise, though. Just because I happened to be sort of a deity… and, apparently being a deity who left them alive and some part of the city intact while smiting enemies of the divine order was something to celebrate.
How bad were the other deities? Had Jolerk’s lack of regard about Uké’el’s life been typical for them? Not a case of desperate times leading to desperate measures?
Processing that left me rather more understanding when Kel nudged his way through the crowd with awe in his eyes. 
“That was so amazing!” he said, arms waving about with excitement. “The amount of mana you tossed about!”
“You… uh… you could tell?” I asked, glad that the crowd was starting to thin.
It seemed the allure of food roasting was enough to distract the half starved townsfolk from cheering me on. Sukura and Neävo were still nearby, though. Probably discussing the upcoming swordsmanship lessons, but I hadn’t really been able to keep track.
“I’m quite good at reading the flow of mana around me. Mum says it’s because of my dad… though she did have to train me for a long time before I totally understood it,” he replied. “I’m sure you’ll learn it faster than me, though.”
“That does sound like a very good skill,” I replied.
“Still… I can barely believe you were able to release three whole Pohaks of Mana on your own…” he said, trailing off with wonder written on his face.
“Three Pohaks of mana? Woah,” Neävo muttered from nearby.
“I’ll… I’ll guess that’s a lot?” I replied, turning to her and Sukura.
If Neävo knew what it meant, then surely it was rather basic, no? Well, looking at Sukura’s face, maybe it wasn’t. She seemed roughly as lost as I was.
“I—uh… I was never one for magic, but… if you’re a Moon Elf they make you learn some things,” Neävo muttered, seeming deeply embarrassed to have revealed she knew something academic.
Nodding, I turned my attention back to Kel, who continued to gush about how exciting he considered the whole thing. 
We were called over to a table to eat, but that did nothing to interrupt Kel’s excitable ramblings. Even when he ran out of things he knew about me to toss praise on (from my wings to my horns to how little I actually needed to eat) he found other things to tell me about. Magic he’d learned recently was the bulk of it, as he remained convinced I would master whole schools of magic in no time. Because of this confidence, he happily imagined what my magicka pools might be able to manage with some of them. I could only really nod along, barely understanding half of what he talked about.
It reminded me a bit of listening to my younger cousins chat happily about the creatures in their video games, and the mechanics they had these days. All because I had played the second generation of a game that was now on its ninth generation. Which meant I knew about roughly… none of the names or mechanics they’d toss at me in those conversations.
That familiar confusion left me fairly happy when Uké’el finally told Kel it was time for bed, and led him off. Though it turned out he’d been largely protecting me from the various professors around, who all wanted to talk about even more complicated matters with me. How was I supposed to answer questions about the state of the war in the divine realm? I had even less to offer on their questions about the secrets of the universe itself, which they all seemed convinced a deity should know. They seemed to expect me to understand the origin of magic itself.
“She’s had at least a hundred lives since she was the first Vazehr,” Uké’el said, sitting down beside me and shooing the other professors off. “I’d like to see any of you remember anything from that many lives ago.”
The various aged professors muttered assorted grumblings, but largely left us alone.
As Aara, Sukura, and Neävo were all busy eating and drinking with the rest of the crowd, it meant that Uké’el and I were alone on the edge of it all. The advantages of having no great need to eat. (I had eaten a bit, to be able to compliment the cooks, but I didn’t have the need to fill a starved body.)
“I’m glad he’s gotten to meet you,” Uké’el said, tilting her head back towards the tunnels. “Growing up convinced you’re nothing but a scar on the world isn’t good for anyone. Seeing those feelings in the eyes of one’s own child is heart wrenching. I tried to hide it from him, but… there were times I thought he was asleep and discussed my condition and… well…. at least you’ve shown him there’s good to be found within divinity. It will help him, having you around.”
“Happy to help,” I replied, not sure what else to say.
She nodded, and we sat quietly at the edge of the party for a few minutes. I felt myself starting to doze. I didn’t really need physical rest, obviously. But I was exhausted mentally. Too many days without sleep, and then too much mental exertion between the fights and the celebrations.
“I’m glad I met you too,” she said, pulling me back to wakefulness.
Blinking was about the most I could manage as a reply, though.
“It’s good to know that this world isn’t guaranteed to have cruel gods… there’s hope for real improve—ment,” she said, the last portion interrupted by a yawn, before her eyes closed.
She then tipped back, only saved from falling off the bench by my outstretched wing. I nudged her forward with it, to let her rest against my shoulder. Only to slowly doze off myself.
 
19. To Propose Proposals
 
 
 
Waking up the next morning, leaning against Uké’el with my wing around her, was slightly awkward. I wasn’t sure where we actually stood in our interpersonal relationship, after all. Possibly not helping matters, someone had draped blankets over us (in a somewhat precarious way, due to my wings). It was, though, a gesture that was appreciated with how chilly it now seemed.
“I was hoping you’d wake up soon,” she said in a quiet, though slightly flat, voice. Revealing she’d already been awake.
“Mn?” was the best reply I managed, still waking up.
“Extracting myself from your wing without waking you seemed rather challenging,” she explained. “And I would like to go check on Kel.”
“Oh. Yes. Sure,” I said, unfolding my wing to let her out.
She made it two small and drowsy steps before there were a pair of yelps. One from her out of surprise, and another that seemed slightly pained. Looking down towards the source of the second yelp, I saw that Neävo, Aara, and Sukura had all set out bedding next to the bench. Uké’el had managed to step on Neävo, and apparently ‘being stepped on’ wasn’t a pain her magical sword protected her from. The yelping had also managed to wake both Aara and Sukura up, fast enough that I wasn’t quite sure if I’d been seeing things when I’d sworn Aara had been snuggled up beside Neävo.
“Sorry!” Uké’el whispered sharply, before processing what had happened. “Why are you sleeping under foot?”
“I was the last to go to bed, and I didn’t want to be way over there,” Neävo replied, pointing just past Sukura with one hand, while rubbing her stepped on side with the other.
Uké’el seemed to not quite be convinced that was a good reason to sleep right under us, but she didn’t say anything. Whether it was out of empathy or because it was too early in the morning for an argument was unclear. Whatever the reasoning, though, I appreciated it. It was certainly too early for me to deal with an argument. In fact, I felt deeply tempted to lay down on the bench and try to go back to sleep.
Until Sukura stood up and stretched, announcing that we needed to start sword practice. I still had quite a bit to learn, and Neävo’s form was… apparently best left unmentioned. Sukura instead focused on dragging us both over to an open area and drawing an oval in the ground with the scabbard of her sabre. Neävo fished out her nightglasses while Sukura explained the basics of the sparring style to her, as even this early morning light was apparently a bit too bright for moon Elf eyes.
Stepping into the oval, I summoned a magicka blade while Neävo awkwardly drew her greatsword. Getting the obnoxiously long sword out of its scabbard pushed her reach to her limit as it had every other time… It was longer than either of us was tall (at least if you didn’t count my wings). I shifted into a fighting stance, ready to defend, and trying not to be intimidated.
I got into position just in time as well, because Neävo rushed straight into a full on assault, swinging her massive blade wildly. If she’d been less muscular, and the sword less obnoxiously long, it would have been easy to parry one of her strikes and then slip in. Even for someone as green as myself. 
However, she was exceptionally strong and the sword was about as long as a spear. As such, her strikes had enough power to be hard to redirect, and the reach kept me too far away to easily close the gap. It wasn’t impossible, though. I was still stronger, thanks to my divine nature… though I suspected her magic blade was doing something to help her strikes hit harder. 
Whatever the case, I eventually found a moment to get in a clean parry, then put my hips into my footwork to cross the gap, ending with the tip of my magicka blade mere centimetres from her face. She froze, and I let the blade drop slightly, to lightly poke her chest. 
“Point me,” I said.
“You have no idea how to use a sword, do you, Neävo?” Sukura asked, a somewhat tired and broken look in her eyes.
“I have some idea,” the muscular Elf said, switching to a one handed grip so that she could point at the blade of her greatsword. “You hit people with the sharp part.”
Based on her expression, I was fairly certain she meant that as a joke. Sukura, however, didn’t seem as certain, and let out a moaning whine in response. 
“Alright. I need to take the direct approach… Emily, we’ll discuss things later,” she said, stepping over to Neävo’s side.
Unsure what else to do, I wandered over to where Aara was sitting. She did not look awake yet, and her impressive mane was poofed up in an amusing level of bedhead. I sat down beside here and we quietly watched Sukura physically moving Neävo’s limbs and torso into something resembling a proper fighting stance, while Neävo seemed to enjoy every second of it.
“I hope we’re leaving soon,” Aara said, in a quiet voice.
“Oh?” I asked.
“This place… there’s so little life here. The nature spirits are spirits of stone, not of life,” she mumbled. “They don’t care for me, and I am not sure I care for them.”
“Huh…” was the best I managed at first, taking a moment to weigh a response. “Well, we’re probably heading off in the next couple of days. The town is safe and there’s other places we’re probably needed.”
Aara leaned against me and quietly muttered, “I hope so.”
________
 
A few birds had shown up around noon. I wasn’t sure why that caused such commotion until the three birds transformed into mages. One had been the first shifter sent out to ask for aid while I’d fought; the second one was one who’d been sent to chase him down after I defeated the bulk of the enemy; and the third was sent by the Imperial forces. 
The military mage had issues of grand strategy to discuss, and I soon found myself dragged into the talks as well. Maps were pulled out, the messenger filling in details about the situation on Chuu-la. It seemed the island subcontinent was mostly holding together, only the large mountainous desert province around Guuji city had fallen. With the city retaken the situation was looking rather better.
The rest of the world, however, remained uncertain. The northern continent of Aelvus, home of the Holy City and base of Nemza’s armies, was believed to still have some holdouts along its southern coasts, but there was nothing reliable to go on. Working out which cities might still be holding out, or how long they were likely to last, was a fool's errand. Kati (Aara and Sukura’s home continent and the other landmass near to Aelvus) was thought to mostly be free, but even I knew there’d been raiding parties up and down the coasts. Lands being conquered seemed plausible. Probable, even.
What to do about the dark armies was even less clear than the military situation on other continents. The military mage wanted me to stay put and help secure all of Chuu-la before moving elsewhere. Thankfully the university professors were far less regionalistic, though not all of their ideas seemed amazing either. A chunk of them recommended that I charge straight north to the Holy City, which seemed reckless to me. Then there were a few others who wanted me to stay and study (or be studied) more or less indefinitely, which felt like a poor use of my existing abilities to fight. 
Awash in uncertainty, we broke for lunch and fresh air. I found my way over to where Sukura was still training Neävo. Aara was watching them still, and, from a distance, it seemed clear she was watching Neävo specifically. Apparently the Moon Elf was beginning to win her over. Or, at least, Neävo’s biceps were.
“Politics,” Uké’el muttered, causing me to jump a little as I realised she’d followed me. “They can probably argue in circles for weeks.”
“What’s the big problem?” Neävo asked, pausing her sparring.
“We’re trying to figure out what I should do next,” I replied.
The Dark Elf nodded a few times, though she seemed confused that there was a debate. “I… get married, obviously?”
I blinked, and I was far from the only one. 
“Is now really the time for that?” Aara asked.
“Uh… yes? We need the power we’d get from it,” Neävo replied.
“… what power?” Uké’el asked.
“It’s part of being chosen to be a divine hero? I—I think it’s not exactly a marriage. There’s slight differences from a standard wedding, but auntie Ner—my aunt who became a high ranking priestess said it was effectively a marriage oath?”
“We’re not priestesses, though?” Sukura said.
“Well, no. But divine heroes are basically like clergy, from what I remember… I think… it seemed like that in—well, we should probably find a cleric to get the details,” Neävo replied.
“That soun—Wait, would there be any clerics left who’d know how all that works? Didn’t Nemza burn the temples?” I asked.
“The ones in the Holy City,” Uké’el replied, “but there’s other temples. Secondary ones. They’ve always kept a few high priests tucked away, in case the forces of Discord attacked the city. Though… I personally couldn’t say wh—Trazeg would probably know.”
“Trazeg?” Aara asked.
“He’s one of the researchers. Does divination,” Uké’el explained. “The divination won’t help us, as high priests know how to hide themselves. But... arcane and religious seers are fairly close, sharing information. He’d at least have some ideas of where to start.”
With that, she set off, the rest of us following along. My brain, though, was starting to actually process the fact we were looking for a priest in order to get married and my cheeks went hot. That was rather a significant development. Though, it was only sort of marriage adjacent, right? 
It still very much seemed like something I should tell Lena and Kris about, though. Not-quite-married was still a significant step in a relationship, after all. Though, I could point out it was for ‘saving the world’ reasons more so than romantic ones. Which surely had to be a half decent defence for why I wasn’t marrying either of them first. Well, that and the fact I was pretty sure Canadian marriage laws didn’t allow legally dead women who’d resurrected as deities to engage in polygamy.
Taking that into account, maybe it was better to bring Lena and Kris here. Once the world was saved. As a Goddess, I probably had some sort of sway over marriage laws in this world. 
... Was starting my own church an option, in case anyone refused? How distinct were the worshippers of the various deities? Growing up in a mostly Christian nation meant I didn’t quite know how polytheism worked.
Before I could fall too much deeper down that rabbit hole, we’d arrived at Trazeg’s home. The seer had decided to move back to his home after the city had been liberated, which was apparently seen as an encouraging development by many. After all, if a master of divination had decided it was smart to move out, then surely that was a good sign?
When he opened his door, I saw he was an Elf, with a sort of reddish tan and sun bleached light brown hair. He was also rather tall, which may have been the actual reason he’d moved out of the tunnels of the Dwarven old city so quickly.
“How may I help you?” he asked.
“We’re trying to work out where to look for high priests in hiding,” Uké’el explained, indicating to me. “They can likely help us.”
“Ah… there are some options I know of, but… finding ones that would still be safe…” Trazeg said, clearly drifting off into thought.
He then hurried off, forcing the rest of us to try to keep up with him as he scurried across his house. It was dusty, but otherwise in better shape than I’d expected. Clearly the ghouls and zombies didn’t give in to looting much.
“The central issue,” he said, gathering up maps and books, “is that the Dark Lady was the princess of Garzot. As second in the line to the Holy Throne, she’d surely know nearly all of the hiding points. But…”
He laid out a few maps, and began circling what felt like random points to me. “There’s still a few options. The temples of Litania or Maxuul, for instance… they’re a long way to travel, though.”
He opened a book, leafing through it. He was clearly looking for something, and it kept him quiet for a few minutes. He let out a shout of ‘a-ha’ when he found whatever it was, though. Which was not to say that he explained whatever it was, instead going back to consulting the map. Finally, a few more lines drawn, he gave a nod.
“I think there’s a temple roughly here,” he said, pointing to an empty point of ocean not overly far north of Chuu-la. “There’s rumours and whispers of something out there in my oldest texts. Things that have nagged at me before, but I never had the time or funds to investigate. The mystery of it all would fit if the priests ever decided they needed to hide a safe point from the royal family. I’d always wanted to investigate further, but I never had a reason to.”
I blinked, staring at the reasonably small circle he’d drawn. To think someone was able to provide us such a good lead so quickly… it seemed mildly unbelievable.
“You’re… sure about this?” Aara asked, also leaning in to look at the map.
Smile straining, Trazeg gave a nervous chuckle. “Heh… nope. Not at all. But it’s the best I can give you for a temple that might exist that isn’t on any official records. I give it at least one in four odds of existing?”
There we were. That felt more like my luck.
 
20. Wings, Pegasi, and Flying Carpets
 
 
 
When he received (slightly truncated) the news of our plan, the army mage seemed almost annoyed that the argument was over. I honestly got the impression he was looking forward to more time spent shouting and pushing the boundaries of ‘debate’ more than he cared about winning or losing. Perhaps his love of conflict was what had driven him to join the military. Whatever the case, the various professors also agreed with the plan. At least as we told it to them.
Uké’el and Aara had both worried that there could be moles about. Perhaps not directly amongst the professors, but either in the town or the military forces nearby. As such, it was dangerous to let anyone not part of our party directly know about the possibility of a secret temple. If it really existed, and had really managed to stay hidden from Nemza all this time, then it would be reckless for us to let the information leak.
Also, if it didn’t exist, it would be far less embarrassing for us if no one knew we tried to find it. Instead we could just quietly head down to the southern continents. Even though that would be seriously out of the way.
The plan in place, there was still one issue to attend to.
“So, um,” I started to ask Uké’el, as the others hurried off to gather supplies, “Is this the end of my lessons?”
She stared at me flatly. Despite the deadness of them, there was still a judgement to be found there. “Of course not. I am going with you.”
“Oh… good. Good. I didn’t want to assume, but I was pretty sure I still needed more training,” I replied.
“Any training may be more apt. What you’ve managed barely counts as starting,” she said, shaking her head. “You have nearly limitless mana, so you can manage incredible feats with the simplest of spells. But you need to learn some proper spells to really make use of your abilities.”
That was perfectly fair and accurate, so I simply moved on to the next question.
“Do you know how to fly with your magic? It’s just… wait. Even if you can fly, I don’t know what we’ll do with Neävo. I doubt the pegasus could carry her and someone else,” I said, trailing off, before wondering if Tsuntse, the pegasus we’d brought, was even still around.
“Ah, we’re travelling by air? I will get an enchanter to dig out a float-carpet, then,” she said with a small nod.
“A floa—a flying carpet?”
“I suppose that is one term one could use for them, yes,” Uké’el said.
________
 
As I got to work gathering supplies, I found Kel practically clinging to my wing, he was following me so closely. The young boy had various ideas about what might be smart to bring, though the remaining townsfolk lacked most of them. A fair few of his recommendations also seemed somewhat less practical or viable than his young mind seemed convinced of, but I enjoyed having his enthusiasm around. 
Not too long after, I carried out what I’d managed to gather to the small field on the edge of town where the rest were waiting. Aara had managed to call the pegasus back, and it seemed quite happy to see her. Sukura was smiling and petting the winged equine, though Neävo seemed spooked by it, and was hiding behind Aara for safety. Which was rather comedic, considering how Neävo was notably taller than me and Aara was firmly on the tiny side.
A few townsfolk were gathered about. Mostly professors. Two were working on enchanting a large carpet, while others were ready to offer us all sorts of advice on where to head first.
We did need proper food reserves, so I agreed we’d head east first. To where the lowlands were, and therefore the farmland. None of us mentioned that we were planning to head to the northeast anyway.
“Has anyone seen K—Kel!?” Uké’el shouted, storming over to her son (still all but attached to my wing). “There you are! Where have you been?”
“I’ve been helping Miss Emily gather supplies for our voyage,” he replied.
His mother seemed slightly assured by that. Until she registered a specific word. “What do you mean ‘our’?”
“I—” he started.
“You are staying put, young man,” Uké’el said, with an authority only a mother could wield. 
“What? But… why? You said Emily was a good role model for me! And you’re going! Shouldn’t I stay with you, mum?” he asked.
Getting involved seemed a poor decision. I didn’t want to undermine Uké’el’s parenting decisions. Although I was also left surprised. I’d expected she was going to keep Kel with her.
Not being foolish did not seem to (ever) occur to Neävo, though. So she voiced what was on my mind. “Isn’t he coming with us?”
“No!” Uké’el replied in a sharp tone. “It’s dangerous. Besides, Kel, you have your friends here. As well as other teachers. The professors can protect you as well as I could, and won’t be heading into danger… I’m not making this decision lightly, sweety,” she added, her voice growing softer as she knelt down beside him. “I want you to be with me. And with Emily. But it won’t be safe. Not for a while, at least. We’re heading into battles. When everything is over you can be with us, though.”
Kel looked disappointed, but gave a small nod. His mother took his hand, asking for a moment before leading him off, out of earshot. I was curious, but respected their privacy, so instead focused on the vague pleasantries from the officials, wishing us a pleasant journey and all of that.
By the time Uké’el returned, the carpet was ready, loaded with supplies, Aara, and Neävo. Sukura hopped up onto the pegasus, and we set off into the warm afternoon air… in a slightly haphazard manner, as I, the pegasus, and the float-carpet all took to the air differently. At least we were eventually able to return to moving together once we were high enough to allow those of us with wings to glide. 
The Tsuntse didn’t seem to trust the carpet, however. Which, I supposed I couldn’t blame it for. It looked highly unnatural, fluttering along while it utterly defied the concept of gravity.
As we flew, we passed over a number of valleys within the plateau. Many held towns that had been burned, along with other signs of battle. It was hours before we reached the nearest military encampment of the Chuu-la imperial forces. The camp, slowly digging in and starting to morph into something of a fort, had clearly been attacked recently.
We continued flying well past it, until the sun was starting to set and the air currents were growing more unstable. There was a village not too far away that we made our way down to. I pulled my wings in, to try to at least somewhat disguise my nature, though I wasn’t sure how well we’d be evading detection. A half Gnoll like Aara probably wasn’t the most common sight in these parts and might be enough for any spies of Nemza.
Maybe I was just being paranoid, though. The villagers were quite kind, and happy to offer us food. Uké’el made sure to pay them something for it, but hearing we were from Guuji was apparently all they needed to shove food into our arms, insisting we needed proper meals after the siege. They also quickly offered us a shed to stay the night. Not the most amazing accommodations, but the best they could manage.
It was shelter, and that was good enough for me. We gathered some wood for a small fire and quietly cooked dinner. Nothing amazing, but everyone who had been trapped in Guuji was glad to have something other than Dwarven mushrooms. Neävo… I wasn’t sure what she’d been eating, but it seemed like it had probably been even worse with the way she dug into the dried meat and simple gruel. 
“You’re not usually away from him, are you?” Sukura asked, while looking at Uké’el with a soft expression.
The older woman took a moment to pull out of her thoughts to realise that she'd been spoken to. Once she did, she had clearly missed the details. “Pardon?”
“Kel,” Sukura clarified. “You’re worried.”
“Yes,” Uké’el said, in a quiet voice, her expression thoughtful. “I’ve always worried about him… Still, I trust the others to look after him. I’m friends with most of them, and can at least respect the others. It’s safer than where we’re going.”
________
 
Waiting for thermals gave us a good amount of time to run through training the next morning. Neävo was still deeply hopeless with her sword. At least she now seemed to vaguely understand what good form meant. She also kept whispering ‘I have hips… use them’ to herself, even if she wasn’t quite managing it. For my part, I ended up focusing more on magic than bladework, since Sukura was so busy with Neävo.
Eventually, however, the sun had risen and flight seemed practical once more. We made sure to get away from the town, so I could bring out my wings in privacy, and then we set off. The plateau led into another mountain range, but we started higher and these mountains were much smaller, so it was easier to get above some of the lower peaks and cross over towards the northern coast of Chuula. The lowlands here were dryer than they’d been on the southern coast, but it was still dotted with fishing villages far below. 
We followed the coastline for the rest of the day. That evening we made a camp on a small island near the mainland as the sun was setting. Then repeated the process for much of the next day, until Uké’el directed us towards the north. Out across open waters, no land in sight. 
There was still no sign of land as the sun set. Uké’el promised it shouldn’t take too much longer to reach our destination, however. I was struggling to stay awake, occasionally dropping in the sky and terrifying myself back to alertness, when a small rocky shape poked its way out of the dark waters below.
It wasn’t the easiest to see in the gloom of near midnight, but I’d gotten used enough to watching the unchanging ocean to notice the slight change in the darkness below us. Any tiny variation excited my stimulus deprived neurons.
Landing was tricky, not able to see the landscape very well, but we managed. Uké’el had explained that this was the closest land to where Trazeg wanted us to search, but it really wasn’t much. There were no obvious caves, and barely anything one could call a tree, but it was warm enough at the low altitudes we didn’t need much of a fire.
With nothing else to do, I passed out rather quickly, having apparently found out I did need sleep after pushing myself so hard these past weeks. I simply needed much less than I used to. 
The next morning meant more training for most of us, while Aara spent it sitting in the shallows, communing with the fish. I had thought it was just for her own peace of mind, but, by late morning, when we were thinking about setting off in search of the mysterious temple now that the air had warmed up, a number of sea creatures brought a surprising amount of driftwood ashore for us. 
That proved very appreciated, as we did not, in fact, find the temple that day, and had to return to the island. While the search area had looked rather small on a world map, it was quite massive in person. Thankfully Aara had prepared some food for us when we returned. She’d stayed behind after insisting she wanted to sit somewhere she could feel the grass beneath her feet after so long in the high altitude deserts, and we had no reason to argue with her.
“I do think it’s out there,” she said, as we ate seafood she’d gathered.
“Oh?” I asked, being seated the closest to her.
“The seabirds and the whales both say there’s something out there, but it’s far enough across the open waters that they’re not giving very good directions,” Aara explained. “They also can’t say if there’s a temple, not being knowledgeable at recognising such things, but the maps make no mention of any islands, so it is probably what we are looking for.”
“Good to hear,” Sukura replied, before grabbing another clam to eat.
“Also, would tonight be good for me to visit Kris or Lena?” I asked. “I… I really do think I should let them know before I go and get married.”
“It’s only marriage adjacent, no?” Uké’el asked.
“Still… doing something like that with people I’m in a relationship with… and without my other girlfriends,” I said, feeling a bit embarrassed.
“Well, I will also be included, so that should help?” she replied.
A reply that led to all of us staring at her. I was quite confused, having sworn—was I just getting to used to people falling for me now?
“You’re… not in the relationship?” Sukura asked, concern in her eyes.
“I thought for sure,” Aara added. “Especially with how you were talking about her and Kel. It seemed like you were fully committed to being a family.”
Uké’el made a face that, if she’d been alive, likely would have been accompanied by growing flushed. As a lich, I wasn’t sure if she was capable of blushing, but she could clearly still get flustered. 
“I… that is to say… oh… you know... perhaps—perhaps you are right,” she mumbled, eyes drifting into a middle ground of realisation. “What I have done with Emily, and the happiness that has come with it—well, it certainly seems adjacent to romance. I have simply never thought of a woman that way.”
“If you need help sorting things out, the rest of us are here for you,” Sukura offered, secondary motivations practically written on her face.
Uké’el gave a thank you, but withdrew into thought for the time being. 
 
21. Lost Temple
 
 
 
My surroundings were vague and foggy. It looked a bit like the one mall nearby my old apartment. Different enough to be disorienting, however. The floor pattern seemed deeply wrong, for one… Though, I supposed it was more someone else’s memory of the mall, which was probably as accurate as my own. Just… in different ways.
That didn’t make it any less disorienting, though. 
“Where is it? Where is it? Where is it?” a voice mumbled, drawing my attention through a slowly forming sea of indistinct figures. 
More the feeling of a crowd than an actual crowd.
The actual person in their midst, however, was quite easy to locate. Lena was swerving about, trying to avoid the misty figures, and not making much progress. I walked ahead, brushing the wisps aside.
“The restaurant is around here,” she muttered to herself. “Isn’t it?”
“Lena,” I said.
She blinked, pausing her slowly winding route to stare at me. “Emily?”
“Hey,” I said, still feeling weird about this whole ‘entering people’s dreams’ thing. 
“Is everything alright?” she asked, the flowing ‘crowd’ around us dispersing. “It’s really you, right?”
“It’s really me and things are… they’re ok. I’m sorry I haven’t come to see you for a while. There was a siege, and I didn’t have much time to—”
I was interrupted by her leaping forward and kissing me. That was a surprise. A pleasant surprise, though, so I happily returned the kiss. Still, there was a hunger to it that left me wondering.
“Are things alright on your end?” I asked.
Her eyes dropped a little, though she continued to hold the chest of my tunic.
“Krys and I had a fight—not anything for you to worry about. Just a dumb little thing. But… it made me really want some physical attention,” she said.
I nodded and pulled her into a hug, also wrapping my wings around her. 
“Ooh. A girl could get used to this,” she said, leaning her head a little, so that her cheek brushed against the feathers. “Soft…”
“How… how are things with you and Krys? Like, generally? I haven’t had a chance to ask,” I said, suddenly feeling rather rude for having been so wrapped up in my own worries.
She looked up at me, a few tears starting to dampen her eyes. “I—it’s been weird. Your… well, we had your funeral, you know? Before you visited me. Your parents have been super good to us, actually. You… have you contacted them at all?”
“Uh… n—no. I… it, uh, seemed less urgent?” I muttered. “Parental love doesn’t really fade, so I thought I could get back to see them whenever I got back. But relationships can break, and I panicked about that… also, I didn’t think I’d be away this long.”
She clearly took a moment to weigh that, before giving a nod. “With your parents, yeah. I can see that you’d feel that. You should reach out, though. Your mother… she’s… Krys and I don’t know if she’d believe us if we told her you’re alive, but it’s so hard not to.”
Guilt built up in my heart, and I accepted I’d been a terrible daughter. “I will. As soon as I can. But first… I… I needed to tell you and Krys that I’m… I’m sort of getting married?”
Lena pushed back to stare up at me, confusion more than anything in her eyes.
“It’s not quite the same though. It’s—you know how… well, I think Catholic nuns say they’re married to Jesus, right?” I said, before getting second thoughts. “They do say that, right?”
She nodded slowly. “You know I wasn’t raised Christian, but...it sounds familiar?”
“Ok, good,” I said, continuing. “So, because I’m sort of a deity here, it’s like that? Apparently it can help unlock—uh… something? It’ll let the others become divine heroines and… probably gives them access to magic powers or something? Um… everyone else seemed to understand what it meant so well it never occurred to me to ask what it actually was.”
“It’s to help save that world?” Lena asked.
“Yeah.”
“Then do it, but Krys and I will both be expecting you to propose as soon as you get back,” she replied with a smile, before leaning in to kiss me again.
Before I could reply, the dream began to dissolve. All I could think to do was to give her another kiss goodbye.
Then it was back to the beach. Aara’s drumming slowed, until the sound of the waves and crackling fire were all there was to hear. I sat up, thinking it all over. Then I started to cry, as the weight of what my parents must have been going through hit me.
At least I wasn’t crying alone. Aara, Sukura, Neävo, and Uké’el all hurried over to provide a group hug. 
________
 
The second day of searching was coming up empty. The sun was still high in the sky, but it had taken Uké’el and I hours to get out this far. As such, it would take us hours to get back. I glided over, landing on the float carpet to rest my wings a little. 
“Is there a limit to how long the carpet can fly for?” I asked, sitting down.
“It depends on the background flow of magical energies. That, in turn, depends on how close it is to life and spirits,” she replied, handing me a roll of bread. “With you being a goddess, it can probably last much longer than usual, but I wouldn’t risk staying up overnight, if that’s what you’re thinking.”
“It’s just annoying that we can only cover so much of the search area in one day, especially with having to turn around,” I mumbled, between bites of bread.
“I’m not sure we can do anything about it, though,” she replied.
“Mhm… I miss having access to global satellite imagery on my phone whenever I wanted it,” I said, staring out at the ocean.
“Global sate—whatnow?” she asked, raising an eyebrow.
“Oh, um…” I paused, not quite sure how to explain them. “Do you guys have cameras here?”
“Camera obscura?” Uké’el replied in a tentative tone.
“Ah! Well, sort of. Like, you know how artists use those to draw portraits sometimes? Mhm, yeah, it’s like that, but… automated? Anyway, they have those on satellites, which,” I found myself hunting in my brain for another description. “Well, you know how the air gets thinner when you get higher up, right?”
“Mhm… yes? It took a bit to get used to that when I moved to Guuji. Especially as my lungs were not the best then,” Uké’el said, looking a bit lost as to how that connected to anything.
“Well, when the air gets thinner there’s less friction. So, uh… if you shoot a cannonball—right, there’s also the bit with things falling. But things fall on an arc, right?” I hesitated for a moment, waiting to let her nod along. “Yeah, so, you fire a cannonball hard enough, it goes up above the air, where there isn’t any friction, and so it keeps moving forward fast enough that it falls with the curvature of the Earth? Or, if it were here, the curvature of Haquaria? It’s, uh, it’s not actually a cannonball, they use rockets, but it’s the same idea. And they put a camera on there, and it takes pictures of the whole planet.”
She blinked, before bending her neck to stare up at the sky. “All the way… they must have an amazing view from up there.”
“Oh, they do. It’s—wait. How high do you think I could fly?” I asked.
“I do not know. They say the realm of the Gods is above the clouds, so… perhaps that high?” she offered.
“I wonder if I could get a better view from up there,” I said, standing up. “You can start heading back. If it doesn’t work, I’ll probably be able to glide back down fairly quickly.”
Uké’el wished me good luck as I stepped off the float-carpet. I fell a bit, but was able to turn that into a swooping dive, which I then pulled up from, to push higher. Between the circling dives and flaps to try to push higher, I slowly made my way up. The air began to get thinner, though it only seemed like a change in flavour to my lungs. I had noticed a similar thing in Guuji, but hadn’t really thought about what it meant there.
Here, though, I pushed further, and the feeling of the air shifted even more. While the lack of oxygen wasn’t bothering my lungs, the lack of air pressure was starting to make using my wings trickier. Each flap had less and less benefit.
However, it didn’t matter. I spotted something. From up here it just seemed like a small rock, but I decided to drop into a diving glide towards it, to get a better view. Dropping altitude offered me speed at a faster rate than I expected, and I was soon close enough to make out that there seemed to be a large structure of some sort on the island. It was still thousands of metres below me, but it was definitely an island.
I tilted my wings, though, and turned back. I wasn’t sure how good of a first impression I would make on my own. Eventually, my speed still benefiting from my continued gradual descent, I caught up with Uké’el on her carpet. I fluttered to slow down and then land, excitedly telling her the news. 
________
 
That night I proved too full of anxious energy to manage to contact either of my parents through dreams. I was disappointed, but I was sure it could wait another few days.
We left as soon as there were thermals to ride upon the next day. While we had a good idea of the direction I had not exactly made a compass bearing, so I flew higher than the others. Not as high as the day before, but still enough to taste the thinner air. 
It was several hours before I spotted the island on the horizon, and longer still until we reached it. It was another rock in the sea, though it was much bigger than the one we’d been on. I could see now that I was closer that the temple did not in fact rise from the island. It had been carved out of the dark rocks of an ancient and spindly volcanic-looking thing. 
We circled around, and found a small village at the island’s base. It had a dock full of quaint little fishing vessels and sat between well tended terraced fields and a sandy beach. The beach seemed a decent place to land, having plenty of room. 
After landing, though, and walking towards the village, we realised it was small in more ways than one. The buildings were tiny. Smaller than any Dwarven buildings. The inhabitants had to have been less than a metre tall, and even then the ceilings would be low.
I decided to walk a bit closer, curious about the lack of life from the village, when suddenly every shuttered window and closed door seemed to burst open. The inhabitants spilled out, all armed with improvised weapons: pitchforks, harpoons, shovels, and the like.
They were also… 
“Puffins,” I said, staring down in surprise.
Well, puffin-like. They had arms and hands in place of wings, and I was pretty sure they were larger than puffins, but they had the beaks and general colours of a puffin. They were also squawking away in voices that sounded like I thought puffins sounded. 
I couldn’t grasp any of what they said.
Aara rushed ahead, hands raised in a placating manner. She proceeded to whistle and chirp. Then she let out a nervous laugh when that did not seem to work, slipping behind me for safety.
“W—what did they say?” I asked, backing up slowly as the villagers started marching out towards us, waving their simple weapons.
“Heh, heh… They were told to trust no outsiders. Only priests,” she replied, backing up with me, squeaking out a few more nervous giggles.
“I’m… I’m sure we could take them,” Neävo said, stepping forward.
“Well, sure, but would you be able to sleep at night after destroying a whole village of these little things?” I asked, gesturing towards them and hoping I knew the answer.
“Uh… no,” she mumbled, shoulders falling in defeat.
“Can’t we tell them you’re a goddess?” Sukura asked.
“I told them,” Aara hissed. “They didn’t recognise her name and decided she was from the Forces of Discord.”
“Oh,” Sukura replied.
We were slowly being pushed back by the advancing puffin-folk. Sukura backed into the pegasus, which let out an indignant whinny. While the rest of us were put off by the tiny angry villagers, it seemed to be far less impressed. Sukura reached for its reins, though she didn’t look to have any more of a plan than I did, when a voice called out, drawing the attention of ourselves and the villagers.
“Now what’s all this then?”
Turning, we saw a man in flowing white robes descending the path behind the village. He was full sized. An Elf. And a rather ancient one at that.
“V—Lady Vazehr?” he called out in surprise.
The puffin-folk mob froze in place, before turning to stare at him. They then erupted in a wave of confused squawks.
 
22. To Make Vows
 
 
 
Once he’d calmed the puffin folks down, the old Elven priest led us up towards the winding rocky path towards the temple. The architecture sort of reminded me of… maybe a mix between Greek or Roman stuff and a Hindu temple? At least the ones in India I had seen pictures of. The ones in Canada seemed to be generally less intricate. While this temple… this temple was decorated. Nearly every corner of the stone was ornately carved.
“I had never thought I would see your return, Vazehr,” the priest said. “Well… after hearing what the Lady of Surgess has done, I wondered if I would ever see any of the gods again, but seeing you seemed the least likely of all.”
“I wasn’t expecting to be brought back either,” I replied, in a bit of rather exceptional understatement.
“What has brought you and your companions to this humble island, though, your divinity?” the old priest asked.
“Um… well… I’ve been living through human reincarnations in another world for thousands of years, so… I don’t quite remember all the things I’d like to,” I said, as a step towards explaining why I didn’t know the ritual that needed doing.
Instead, however, the priest seemed to have other ideas. “Ah. Yes. We have a tome or two pertaining to your time. While your original journal was lost long ago, and the best copies likely destroyed with the Holy City, there are still extracts to be found.”
Stopping in my tracks, I blinked. I kept a journal? Well… Vazehr kept a journal? That was—I had to read it. Whatever there was. I needed to know if I would recognise myself on those pages. Hundreds of lifetimes seemed more than long enough to change completely as a person, but was it really that long for the spirit of a Goddess?
“That is very good to hear about,” Uké’el said, apparently realising I had grown distracted, “but we are also interested in the ceremony to become divine champions.”
“Oh!” the priest replied, nodding a few times. “I always have liked doing weddings.”
“So it is like a marriage?” Aara asked.
“On your side it is nearly identical to a marriage,” he explained. “Rather less of a commitment for the deity involved, but that comes with the power differential.”
That made me squirm. A feeling I was glad to still have, and hoped never to lose. Yet, also, one I hoped I wouldn’t have to have, if I could just get people to treat me as an equal who happened to have extra powers, rather than some superior super being.
Entering the temple, however, distracted me from any thoughts. The interior was just as decorated as the exterior. Only now there were also glowing crystals floating about, also carved into the forms of mythical beings. The gods, I realised, when I saw one that looked just like Loj. The big ol’ jerk. 
The priest led us over to a library that smelled of old paper and… other things. Maybe old parchment? Or papyrus? I had no idea what either of those smelled like. 
There were several shelves full of large and intricately decorated books to be found, as well as other shelves holding rolled up scrolls. Overall it felt rather small as libraries went, but I supposed the books here were rare and valuable. Quality over quantity.
The priest wandered about, before pulling out two books from rather different ends of the library.
“These are the best works to cover your time with us,” he said. “Though, all of you, do feel free to peruse the library. Just be careful. If you do too much damage the repair charms may be overwhelmed.”
Uké’el and Neävo both seemed to light up with joy at the offer, though the latter quickly switched to an attempted indifference. The former, however, had already hurried off to read the spines of various tomes.
“Um, thank you,” Aara said, “but what about the ceremony?”
“Ah. That must wait until the new moon,” the old Elf said. “All the modern gods are tied to the cycles of the moon, after all.”
“How long of a wait is that?” I asked, having not paid the most attention to the moon and, also, not learned how long the lunar cycles lasted here.
“Eight days,” the priest replied. “Now, do excuse me, I must make the guest chambers ready for your divinity and the champions.”
He hurried off towards another part of the temple in the wobbly way the elderly hurried, leaving us alone in the small library. By the time I turned around, ready to see what everyone thought we should do, it turned out Uké’el had already loaded her arms up with books and was ready to go sit down and read. 
Aara, meanwhile, excused herself to go out and try to find a tree. I wished her luck with that. Which then left Neävo and Sukura. 
“Well, what do you say we go get some fresh air and get back to bladework, eh, Sukura?” Neävo said, in a strange voice. “Before the smell of all these books turns us into nerds or something.”
Sukura stared at her, clearly also thinking she was being weird, but then shrugged. “Alright. You need the practice.”
With them leaving (as Neävo made strangely fake laughing noises), I sat down to go read one of the books the priest had set aside for me. Only to slowly realise that the most clear bits felt like reading Shakespeare, and a lot of the rest felt like a totally foreign language. Carefully turning the pages, trying to see if it got any better, I slowly realised the writings were centuries, if not millenia, old. It was no wonder there had been enough linguistic drift to make them difficult to understand. Even with whatever magic was letting me understand the modern common tongue of this world.
Thankfully, Uké’el noticed my look of defeat, and brought her chair around beside me. Close enough her shoulder was brushing against my arm. She then began to read, stopping to either clarify the less divergent parts or translate the portions that had become another language through the flow of time.
The picture painted was not so wholly divergent from what the druid elder had told me. The champions who became the modern gods had been chosen by way of martial prowess more than noble spirits, Malu the Earth Goddess needing warriors at that time. It became clear that that had been a mistake. Being granted divine power had corrupted their already less than pure natures. 
They were innately less powerful than the Discordant Gods, and so, at least, had needed to play reasonably nicely with living beings. Unlike the Discordant Ones. There was power to be gained in being worshipped, which helped to level the playing field.
But, once the forces of Discord had been broken and chased back to the edge of existence, the new deities had proven only mildly better. In place of chattel slavery for all came feudalism, Moon Elves and certain prominent heroic fighters elevated to the position of divinely ordained nobility while others were left with serfdom. An improvement, but far from what I considered acceptable.
In my current life or in my previous life as a newly minted goddess. I was glad to hear that I had fought for a return to the freedoms of the time before the war. The egalitarian society the Elves had started with. I had also, apparently, fought against the patriarchal and heteronormative standards the others had pushed. They had argued a nearly emptied world needed children. That population growth was key to rebuilding and defending Haquaria. And so alternatives were to be ‘discouraged’. 
Even with Uké’el translating, I could pick up that what the other deities had really been after was more worshippers. They’d felt the power of being prayed to, and wanted to increase the strength it gave them.
“I’m going to need to stay,” I muttered, while she paused from reading.
“Hm?”
“I had still wanted to go home… I didn’t want to leave all of you, obviously, but I thought I could take you all with me. We probably couldn’t live in Oakville, with GTA housing prices, but—right, that’s getting distracted,” I said, waving my hand quickly to dismiss the idea. “But, my family are back in Canada. And… there’s lots of good things about living in a modern society with electricity and pizza delivery options and all the rest. But… this world needs justice. And I’m supposed to be the one in charge of making that happen. So, therefore, I need to stay.”
Uké’el smiled softly, a sight always nice to see on her normally tired face. “I am glad to hear it. Though I am curious was pizza delivery is, to be such a leading reason to want to return home.”
“I—I should ask Sukura if she knows what pizza is. Chem had seemed vaguely Italian-like, and… hmm, I don’t know if tomatoes are easy to find here,” I said, growing lost in thought. “We’ve got a week, though. I could probably make a pizza in that time… if there’s tomatoes.”
________
 
Before pizza came further research and then dinner that night. A very seafood heavy meal, and quite well cooked. It seemed the old priest had taken up cooking as a hobby with little else to do on the island. His only other tasks were to do his prayers and rehearse the more secretive ceremonies he knew. It seemed the temple was meant to serve exactly the purpose we were using it for: a secret repository to protect knowledge the temples couldn’t afford to lose.
After dinner, I tried to ask Aara about attempting to contact my mother again, but she shook her head. The area around temples was apparently not suited to anything other than prayer and religious ceremonies. The divine influence of worship tended to scare other spirits away. There were still some, but they were too small and weak to help us.
Nothing much else to do, I headed over to see the rooms prepared for us. They were two small rooms, carved out of the same dark volcanic stone as the rest of the temple. Both were quite simple, reminding me of the Dwarven tunnels under Guuji. Though they had higher ceilings and actual windows, looking out at the sea. There was no glass in the windows, but that was pretty typical of this world. Instead, their small size and various pillars prevented any risk of someone falling out. 
I called dibs on the one hammock, since I needed it for my wings.
________
 
When I remembered to ask, it turned out Sukura was indeed aware of something similar to ‘pizza’, that Chem used to cook for her, and lit up at the idea of trying to make some. 
Tragically, however, it turned out there weren’t any tomatoes on the island. There was a sauce made from red peppers and oil that seemed a good enough substitute, though. I wasn’t sure about the pizza dough, but the puffin folks had something sitting between naan and pitas that proved workable. Then it was just a matter of getting cheese (from some adorably tiny goats the puffin folks seemed to consider mighty beasts) and then assorted toppings. Mostly seafood. 
All the ingredients together, we then borrowed the oven of the town baker (which was barely big enough for our needs) and got Uké’el to use fire magic to heat it enough for a pizza.
In the end it was a passable approximation of a pizza. Or the zappazo that Chem used to cook. The others all seemed to enjoy it, at least. Which proved it hadn’t been a total waste of a day. Not that that mattered, with almost a week of thumb twiddling left. 
Uké’el had switched over to doing her own research, as all reading the old journals did was make me annoyed about the injustices of this world. Not that the Earth was lacking injustices of its own, but at least I didn’t know about any actual deities there who could be fixing things. 
Not that I could say for sure they didn’t exist. I just couldn’t say for sure they did.
But, whatever the case, that led to me focusing on sword work with Sukura and Neävo whenever Uké’el called my magic lessons over. 
________
 
On the third day of that routine, Sukura had called the lessons over for the day and I had decided to head off to find Aara. She’d found only a few small and twisted trees growing on the cliffs, which made it easy to figure out where she’d be. When I arrived, she was meditating, so I sat down to wait. 
It proved a short wait, as she opened her eyes with a look of concern barely a minute later. 
“What’s wrong?” I asked.
“There’s something in the ocean,” she said, eyes drifting out to the calm seas around us. “The sea creatures are panicking, and that has the birds spooked. I don’t know what it is, though.”
“Is it a danger to us?”
She bit her lip for a moment, before letting out one of her nervous laughs. “I think it just might be.”
“Well, let’s tell the villagers,” I said, getting to my feet. “If it’s nothing, they’ll probably complain about a false alarm, but if it’s something, I’d rather they be safe.”
Aara gave a slow nod, before hurrying off. We weren’t quite running, but we were still pushing the upper bounds of briskly walking. It seemed best to keep the villagers from panicking. We wanted an orderly evacuation.
The puffin folks, however, proved to be reluctant to listen to outsiders about their ocean. Even if one of us was a goddess. They squawked angrily at Aara as she tried to explain things to them. The noise of it drew Neävo down, unsheathed greatsword resting on her shoulder as she strolled over.
“What’s got the villagers in an uproar?” she asked, raising an eyebrow. “Solar eclipse?”
“Sola—no,” I said, wondering how that was her first guess. She’d said it with such confidence I found myself briefly looking up at the sun to make sure it was normal. “Aara’s heard from the sea birds that there’s something coming our way, but the villagers won’t listen.”
“Oh… should I go get the others?” she asked.
“Mhm, that will probably be best. Maybe the priest, too. Since they actually listen to him,” I replied.
Neävo gave a nod, slipping her sword back into its sheath before jogging off, up the rocky stairwell. I turned back to Aara, who was crouched down and having a chirpy shouting match with what I was fairly certain was the mayor of the village. It still didn’t seem to be going well, however. 
I was trying to think of something I could do when something out in the ocean caught my eye.
Turning, to get a better look, I swore I saw another island out there. Low, more of a sand bar at low tide than anything else, but still. It was definitely sticking out of the water. With someone standing on top of it.
Somehow my vision seemed to shift, like a camera zooming in, and I could make out the figure was another Elven Lich. Another dark servant of Nemza.
Just as I realised it, whatever he was riding rose further from the sea, revealing it to be a massive octopus-like beast. It was still some distance away, but, it was close enough to easily make out as the focus in my eyes returned to normal.
“Aara,” I said, shaking her shoulder.
“What?” she asked, looking up at me.
I pointed. Aara turned her head to follow, and also saw it. She let out a laugh that moved past nervous and into terrified.
 
 
23. Kaiju Chaos
 
 
 
The priest hurried down the stairs, Neävo and Sukura close behind him and looking ready to try to catch him if he slipped. A reasonable fear with how ancient he was. Especially due to the sudden wave of knee high puffin folks running the opposite direction, presenting a serious tripping hazard.
“A Janzori,” the Elven priest said, having managed to cut a path through the panicked villagers.
“Right, that’s what they called themselves,” I muttered, watching the massive octopus approach. 
“What exactly are they, anyhow? Besides evil and dangerous,” Sukura asked.
“Liches infused with demonic blood,” Uké’el said, having managed to get through the panicking villagers herself. “More than that is known only to those loyal to the forces of Discord.”
“How did they know we were here?” Aara asked, slipping behind me.
“The Lady of Surgess surely has many spies,” the old priest said. “Perhaps even among the birds themselves. It is hard to keep any secrets from her.”
The giant octopus continued to approach. Weighing my options, it seemed the best way to protect the temple and the villagers was to ensure the fight was not on the island.  It would buy more time for the small folks to get to the relative safety of the temple.
“The best defence and all that,” I muttered to myself, before jogging forwards, flapping my wings to get airborne.
I heard some shouts of surprise and confusion behind me, but it still seemed like the smartest option to me. Rising higher into the air, I hoped I would be out of reach of the great beast’s tentacles. Soaring towards it, I felt a shiver run down my spine as I saw how wrong the creature looked, up close. It was almost like someone had mixed an octopus with a crocodile, in all the worst ways. 
I decided to lob a mana ball towards it, only to have the Janzori rider raise a magical shield. The blast splattered uselessly against said barrier, providing nothing more than a light show. I tried again, circling around and hoping to overwhelm the defences with the number of blasts I launched, but the dark warrior was faster with his defences. 
It was clear that keeping out of harm’s reach was also causing my blasts to take too long to reach him. It was giving time to spare for him to raise defences, like an overly telegraphed sword swing. Grinding my teeth in frustration for a moment, I then dove, hoping I could be fast enough with a strafing run to escape to safety after my attack.
Getting closer, zipping past the Janzori, did manage to let me move and strike fast enough to get in a hit on the dark warrior. However, it didn’t do nearly as much damage as I’d hoped. And… I proved to still be within tentacle range by the time the beast reacted, grabbing me by the leg before I got to safety. 
The kraken-y beast waved me through the air, jerking me left and right fast enough to become quite disorienting. I began to worry about losing my breakfast before it finally let me free… however it had whipped me with such speed that I barely had time to realise it had let go before I found myself slamming into a rockface.
I crashed into it with enough force to shatter the cliff face, causing it to collapse down onto me in a heap of rubble. With limited idea which way was up it took me a little bit to drag myself out of the rubble. By the time I’d managed, the giant cephalopod’s tentacles were reaching some of the outer rocks of the island and the great beast was pulling itself into the shallows. 
The Janzori warrior atop it slid down a tentacle and onto the beach, drawing a dark blade as he did so. Another sword forged from discordance.
I rushed forward, trying to get between him and the others, only to have him toss a magical attack my way. I managed to raise a shield, but the force of it was still enough to send me sprawling. It was once again a case of there being too much distance to make direct assault feasible. Yet there also wasn’t much in the way of alternative options. I need to, at  the very least, provide a distraction for the others. There were still villagers evacuating, the others helping them.
So, I charged again, trying to toss my own magical attacks at the new demonic Elf. I wasn’t expecting any of them to get past his shield spells, but it would at least keep him on the defensive. He countered after a few blasts, being faster with magic than I was. Raising a shield, I stopped my advance and used the opportunity to check over my shoulder. 
Aara and Sukura were helping to carry a number of young puffin folks up the stairs. Uké’el was working to blast at the kraken, keeping it away. The old priest looked to be deep in prayers. Lastly, Neävo was charging over this way. I knew she didn’t have the same ability to raise a magical shield that I did, and could therefore have her progress undone much more easily.
It left me little choice but to try to juggle holding up a mana shield in one hand and summoning a magical beam attack with the other. I had to keep his attention. At least my sinking slightly into the wet sand kept me rooted as the strength of my shield wavered. The magic beam slammed into him, forcing him to focus on his own barrier. The length of the spell let me close the distance to him, swinging a magicka blade at the Janzori—only to hit empty air.
I blinked in surprise, as he hadn’t just dodged. He was gone. 
Neävo, who was only a short distance away, was looking around with just as much confusion. I wondered if he’d turned invisible… until I spotted the demonic Elf, perched atop a rock near the village. 
Not far from where Sukura and the old priest were helping to get the last of the puffin-folks to safety. I let out a scream, before trying to blast him with another magic beam. 
It wasn’t meant to attack him so much as to warn the others, but I was too late. He’d already leapt down, running the old priest through with his blade. Sukura moved between the Janzori and the villagers, drawing her sword to defend herself, but it was clear there was nothing she could do for the priest. I had only been able to stare in shock, stunned the kindly old Elf had been cut down so brutally and unceremoniously.
Slowly realising I needed to act (and fast), I pushed off into the air with my wings. I had to leave Neävo behind, as she spun around to try to run back to the village. Carrying her would have slowed me down too much. 
Thankfully, Sukura was holding her own against the dark warrior. While he had an advantage of strength, she was able to redirect many of his blows and danced around the others. Still, she only have so much room on the stairs, especially with the need to protect the villagers added in.
I was able to land a short distance away, summoning a magicka blade once more. Support Sukura in clashing with the dark Lich was too chaotic and desperate of a battle for me to check on the old priest, however. I feared the worst, but didn’t want to admit or process it just yet. That would distract me from the fight.
The Janzori warrior seemed to see the two of us as a threat and beat a retreat towards the more open beach. Sukura and I both followed, keeping up the offensive to prevent him from having a chance to pull any more magical tricks. I had also expected Neävo to join the fray then, only to discover the kraken had apparently gotten her.
She was being swung about dozens of metres above us. And making an impressive amount of noise up there, yelling at the top of her lungs. Unfortunately there was nothing I could do to help.
Still, Sukura and I were enough keep pressure on the Janzori. We’d defeated one before, after all… though we lacked the element of surprise this time. This one also seemed a better fighter, dancing around us to make sure only one of us had a clear path at any point. 
Glancing past him as we lined up the right way, I saw Uké’el still had her hands full with the rest of the kraken’s many tentacles, Neävo proving little more than an amusement for the great beast.
Considering the sheer size of it, her battle may have been more important than our own.
“I will admit, I’m surprised… how much less talkative you are… than the other Janzori was,” Sukura said, between breaths and sword clashes.
“Kezzock was a smug idiot,” the demonic Lich replied. “The new Vazehr has… proven herself and deserves… concentration.”
I decided to take the silver lining of grabbing onto the compliment. It meant I was seen as a real threat.
Unfortunately, it also came with Sukura having to back away. She needed to catch her breath. Which left me against the Janzori. Alone, he had the advantage over me, as I still only had weeks of experience with a blade. As such the fight nothing but desperate backpedalling on my part. A need to buy time by selling space and hope I didn’t run out of both too soon.
It was starting to get close when an ear shattering shriek ripped through the air. Even the Janzori cringed, protecting his ears, before turning towards the source.
The kraken was screaming, throwing Neävo up into the air and letting go of the sections of cliff it had been pulling itself up with. Following the way it quivered and squirmed, I saw the reason for its distress. Whales.
Specifically, ones that seemed like someone had taken orcas and decided to make them more terrifying. The whales had swam into the shallows with the kraken, and were pulling great hunks from it with their jaws. 
Moments later, they were joined by sharks and large reptilian sea creatures that seemed like something out of the Mesozoic. The kraken flailed about, letting out further shrieks, but the waters of the bay were too shallow for it to manoeuvre. It could only struggle to try to push itself out, towards deeper waters, as slowly as it had tried to climb onto land.
The Janzori rushed forward, letting out a cry of distress in another language. Perhaps he actually cared about the kraken? Or, perhaps, it was more like someone cared about their car, love for how it reflected on them, but no actual compassion for a living being. I could not tell.
And, before I could ask, Neävo landed on him, sword first. 
It was far from the most graceful strike, but the damage seemed significant. His right shoulder was pierced, the greatsword bursting out towards his lower gut in a spray of dark ash. 
The impact was enough to wind Neävo, who fell and rolled a few metres down the beach, but it pinned the Janzori, the sword remaining lodged in him and the ground. It also seemed that the holy blade was burning away at him, with the way he shrieked. 
Well, that or he still felt the pain of having it lodged through his body. It was hard to tell with demonic Liches.
Either way, I charged ahead, summoning a new magicka blade to strike a finishing blow, cleaving him in two. 
The Janzori began to dissolve as I continued to rush ahead, kneeling beside Neävo to check on her.
“I think I broke a rib,” she muttered.
“What? How?” I asked.
She turned to me, squinting in the light as her nightglasses had fallen off at some point. “The fall?”
“I thought the sword’s magic protected you?”
“Unbreakable skin doesn’t stop blunt impact… luckily my gambeson is magic. Does defence and healing… so I’ll get better, but… I need a minute or… thirty,” she muttered, before passing out.
Unsure what to do, I turned to check where the kraken was, and saw it was quite busy between the sea creatures and Uké’el continuing to rain magical attacks onto it. Neävo was therefore probably ok if I left her alone, and I didn’t know if moving her was a good idea. So I hurried over to Sukura, who had herself returned to check on the old priest.
Based on the wound in his chest, it seemed likely his death had been quick, at least. There had probably been nothing I could have done…
“Oh,” Aara’s voice said softly, as she rounded a nearby cliff. She looked absolutely exhausted, eyes lacking focus and footsteps shakey. “He…”
“It was so fast… I didn’t want to believe he’d died so quickly,” Sukura said, before whispering a soft prayer to the man. 
“I… I suppose we should have a funeral for him,” I said, before another shriek from the kraken drew my attention. “I need to go help with that, though.”
________
 
Slaying the kraken had been a practice in patience, rather than strategy. It was a beast. A nasty and somewhat cunning beast, but a beast all the same. Aara had made an attempt to get through to it, only to tell us it had been infused with Discordant blood. The dark forces had broken it away from the touch of nature…
That led to a still exhausted Aara insisting the various creatures she’d summoned to spit out anything they’d swallowed, once the battle was over. The whales had apparently realised it right away, being intelligent creatures themselves. The marine reptiles had worked it out when they’d bit the thing and it had tasted wrong. For the sharks, though… they’d apparently given in to the instinct to swallow anything they bit. A few, managing to look more innocently frightened than I’d realised sharks were capable of, had needed Aara’s help to purify themselves, the hunks of kraken meat too firmly swallowed to spit out.
With the animals out of harm’s way, we then returned to the matter of the priest. A few puffin folks had lead Sukura to a small ceremonial altar, though she seemed a little confused what to do at this point. Aara was left translating, explaining that the traditions on the island were for cremation. We all nodded blankly, Uké’el preparing a fire spell as the other puffins began to filter out of the temple. 
Some began to cry as the mayor offered what were surely dignified words of remembrance for the priest. Unfortunately, Aara had fallen asleep by that point, held in Neävo’s arms. Calling the hunters of the sea had drained her.
I, meanwhile, leaned against the nearby rocks, staring at the sky. It had been my fault. I’d brought this to the island.
Letting my head roll to one side, I saw the damage that the kraken had done to the docks and the village and felt my guilt rise further.
 
24. Self Directed Study
 
 
 
My night had been sleepless. I’d recovered from my exhaustion after Guuji, and so had no need for it. Physically.
Mentally, I wished sleep could have taken me out of my thoughts for a while. Guilt and anger bubbling together. I didn’t know if I blamed myself or Nemza more. 
I hadn’t managed to fix my mood as the hints of dawn began to crawl up the eastern horizon, but I’d had enough of staring blankly into the ocean. I walked back to the temple, doing my best to avoid the puffin-folk village. I knew the damage was mild, but it still wasn’t something I felt I had the emotional focus to look at. 
Walking into the temple, I was hoping to wake the others up shortly. We had a long voyage to the southern temples, if we were going to gamble on them having not yet fallen. The old priest hadn’t been the most talkative, insisting he was unworthy of the way I talked to him, but I had managed to learn enough to know that granting the others the powers of divine champions was something we couldn’t ignore.
As I made my way back towards the bedrooms, I passed the library and was surprised to find it occupied. Stopping, I expected to find Uké’el. Instead, however, it was Neävo, a pile of books beside her on the table and her attention focused on some ancient tome, despite the low light. She was so focused that she didn’t seem to notice as I approached.
“Interesting, is it?” I asked.
She jumped, grabbing at her chest in fright. “You snuck up on me.”
“I didn’t really. You were just in your own little world,” I replied, sitting in a chair across from her. “Quite a lot of books you’ve got here.”
She gave a small nod, looking slightly ashamed. “I was just—it’s… it seemed likely that the library might have information on the divine oath ceremony. I couldn’t sleep, so I thought I could at least check… and, well, I think there might be enough here?”
When she said that, she gestured to the pile of books beside her, and I realised there were a number of bookmarks in each of them.
“You read all of those in one night?” I asked, staring at the size of the stack of books.
“Uhh… I was—I was just skimming,” Neävo replied, nervously fidgeting with her fingers. It almost seemed like she considered this something to be ashamed of.
“You’re literate?”
Neävo and I both turned to see a groggy Aara at the entrance of the library, wearing a sleepy yet smug smile on her face.
“Of course I’m literate,” Neävo muttered. “N—not that that makes me a bookworm or anything.”
“Looks like you have some serious bookworm skills to me,” Aara said, walking over and leaning in to examine all the books piled up. As well as the numerous bookmarks sticking out of them. “Good work.”
“Oh… umm… th—thank you?” Neävo replied. “Though, I think Uké’el probably needs to look things over. I don’t know if I understand all of it.”
“Either way, it’s a very good start,” I said, wearing a soft and encouraging smile. “Not the skill I expected you to have, but it’s a useful one.”
________
 
When she looked it over, Uké’el agreed that most of what Neävo had found was quite useful. It took them both much of the rest of the day to hunt down enough missing pieces that Uké’el felt confident we could manage the ceremony on our own, but it was far faster than if she’d been working alone. 
Not that doing the ceremony was going to be easy. There were twenty two steps for each of them to memorise, and they only had three days to memorise everything. My role was set to be far simpler, though I was going to have to repeat it four times without any mistakes, so it wasn’t like I could slack off either. 
The words of the various oaths had to be said exactly, and each had slightly different responses for me to give. All in an ancient dialect of Elven only Uké’el and Neävo had any knowledge of. Each level of oath created a stronger bond, and one needed to do each step in order for them to take. 
“How long is a lunar cycle here?” I asked, taking a break from reading my lines to rest my eyes.
“Twenty two days, why?” Aara asked, while grabbing a bread roll to eat.
“I was just wondering if it might have been a good idea to only do half of these oaths now, so we’re under less stress,” I said. “But… yeah, twenty two days is probably too long to want to wait.”
“We also don’t really gain any benefits until the last three oaths,” Uké’el explained. “So it is effectively all or nothing.”
There was a level, though, where I was happy to have this rush of studying needed. It was a good way to take my mind off of the recent death and destruction. I didn’t want to forget the old priest (who’d refused to tell me his name, saying it didn’t matter), but I also craved distraction from the pain of causing more death.
________
 
On the second day of cramming, Sukura was clearly going a little stir crazy, reading over the notes. Whether it was just the stress, or recent events tugging at her own not quite finished mourning, I didn’t know. I hoped it was mostly just the former, though.
“I’ve always learned better when I’m active,” she muttered, eyes drifting off to an empty middle distance. “I don’t think anything will stick if I keep going like this.”
“We don’t have time for distractions,” Uké’el replied.
I, however, blinked. There was something in the back of my brain, whispering a half remembered fact. “I… I think it’s actually a thing?”
“Pardon?” Uké’el asked.
“Um… that exercise helps with memory. I… I don’t really remember the specifics, but I remember seeing that there was a study that showed something like that when I was trying to find better studying techniques for exams,” I explained, as best as I could manage. “It only needs to be, like, twenty minutes?”
“Huzzah! Backed up by that… what was it you called the not-magic in your world, again? Skyance?” Sukura said, lighting up with a smile.
“Science,” I replied.
She nodded. “I was close.”
“I… I don’t know if it would actually do anything for you, though,” I said, turning to Uké’el. “Or me, come to think of it. I’m not sure if either of us have metabolisms…”
“Mhm, well, a twenty minute break probably won’t do much harm,” the Uké’el said, with a small nod.
________
 
In the end, the rest of us jogged around the island while Uké’el read out the steps of the ceremony for us to repeat. It certainly felt like a good way to change things up. A way to push the memorization efforts into a different part of our brains.
I hoped it was working.
________
 
That night I noticed Uké’el and Sukura spending some time together. It was clear Sukura had ended up needing emotional comfort, and I could understand her going to Uké’el. She was more experienced than any of us, and probably knew what to say better than the rest of us.
Plus, there was the crush angle.
________
 
And then it was the night of the new moon.
We made our way to the main chamber of the temple. It was a large circular room where an altar sat in the middle of raised seats. There weren’t a lot of seats, the temple seeming like it was never meant to host large events. But it was still the largest room in the temple and the centre of the various divine energy channels.
I didn’t understand all the theory of it, but Uké’el insisted it was a master work of architecture. All I knew was that, moving the small altar so that I could stand in the middle instead, I felt… something. A peace and confidence I so rarely knew.
The others had dressed in robes they’d found, natural fibres free of any metals. Simple and flowing things that were surprisingly flattering. Even though it was quite odd to see Neävo in something that looked so feminine on her. 
“It’s so flutter-y around my legs,” she mumbled, holding the pale skirt of the robes awkwardly while blushing furiously. “Can’t I at least wear pants underneath?”
“This is the outfit for an oath swearing,” Aara replied. “Men have to dress the same, at least.”
“I’m still not used to it… I basically feel naked at leg level,” the muscular Elf muttered to herself.
“Time is wasting,” Uké’el said, walking forward.
She was the first to make the oaths. All twenty two. The initial promises were simple. Respect, truthfulness, and other good manners. Just a general promise to be polite. I accepted each in turn, with the practised and specific phrases of response. By the end, though, it moved on to the oaths I found myself struggling to accept. Especially now as the flow of energy made them feel so much more real.
“I promise you, beloved goddess, my heart,” she said, in the ancient tongue. The Elven from before the death of the Moon God.
“I…” I paused, making sure I did not double any of my words in the complex language, “as your goddess, accept your heart.”
It was odd, but the statement seemed to have a weight to it. As if a physical bond were building.
“I promise you, beloved goddess, my unlife,” she said, her lines modified just slightly for her own situation.
She had assured us it would still work.
“I, as your goddess, accept your unlife,” I managed, still feeling awkward, but knowing I had to accept.
There was a crackle of energy in the air, and I swore I could see a soft thread in the air. I couldn’t judge a colour, but it seemed to flow from my hand to her heart. 
“I promise you, beloved goddess, my spirit,” Uké’el said, the final promise.
“I… as your goddess… accept your spirit,” I said, and the white thread solidified.
It did indeed travel from the ring finger of my right hand towards her heart. I couldn’t help staring at it, wondering why none of the texts had mentioned this.
The mysterious thread distracted me enough that I nearly missed the way Uké’el had started to glow. The glow increased, however, and was much harder to miss. There was then a flash of white light. 
When it subsided her loose cotton robe had transformed, becoming a mage’s robe similar to the one she wore, but somehow softly radiating an energy that proved it was of fully magical origin.
(I couldn’t help being a little reminded of a magical girl transformation.)
“Well, that’s something,” Sukura mumbled from her nearby seat.
Uké’el stared at her hands, seeming mystified by the soft aura of energy coming from her. 
“This feels amazing,” she whispered, yet I could hear her as if she’d spoken at full volume. “I… it’s almost like I’m alive again… but better.”
“I’d like to go now,” Aara said, hurrying up to another side of the circular altar.
She began her vows, and I accepted them. The process was much the same, though I still had to remember my words carefully.
At the end, another threat connected my finger to Aara’s heart, while her robe was transformed as well. It too seemed as if it were the perfection of her fashion sense. The best possible outfit she could be given, radiating with magic just as Uké’el’s had.
For Sukura’s turn the process was slower. She, like I, needed to be careful to remember the words of the ancient Elven. We both lacked the familiarity of Neävo and Uké’el, as well as Aara’s apparent gift with languages. (Or maybe there was a connection between this old Elven and the language of the animals she already spoke.)
For Sukura, the new outfit was somewhat different from what she’d tended to wear. She’d only had the light traditional clothing of her homeland when we’d fled. It offered good manoeuvreability, but no real protection. The new clothing she gained was armour. Light, made of a material that struck me as somewhere between horn and plastic, and decorated in the same type of patterns she usually wore, but undoubtedly armour. 
She tested the weight of it, and any impacts on her speed. 
“It’s amazing,” she said, having run through a brief routine with her sabre in hand. “It feels as safe and comforting as armour, yet also barely feels as if it’s there.”
“I… you know, that’s kind of how my outfit feels,” I said, looking down at the chainmail and fabric I’d awoken in when Loj had summoned me.
“Oooh. I want something like that,” Neävo said, hurrying up to the last quarter of the altar.
“Do you have all your lines memorized?” Aara asked.
“Of course. I—” she ended up looking at me, and froze up as she made eye contact. She then made a noise that I could only describe as the verbal equivalent of a keysmash.
“Are you ok?” I asked.
“Uh… m—maybe?” Neävo stammered.
“How is a woman as attractive as you such a disaster around other attractive women?” Aara asked, her voice clearly sounding bewildered.
Both Neävo and I blinked, before smiling to ourselves. She mumbled something too quietly for anyone to hear, but I was able to perfectly read her lips due to having the exact same thought: ‘I’m an attractive woman now’.
Which had to—was Neävo also trans?
Nah. She’d probably just had a glow up or… something like that. The odds of her also being trans had to be pretty minimal.
“I promise you, beloved goddess, my respect,” Uké’el said, having stepped off of the altar and walked around to Neävo’s side.
“Hm?” the Elven woman replied.
“Repeat it, if you can’t remember. I will serve the priest’s role,” the other woman explained.
Neävo nodded. “Oh… yeah. Yeah! That works.”
With assistance, Neävo worked her way through the oaths. She became a blushing mess at the end, which did nothing to help my own flustered feelings about the whole thing. Thankfully, Uké’el and Aara were both able to keep level heads, and feed us our lines. 
And then it was Neävo’s turn to flash with light. When hers subsided, she was standing before us in full plate armour, a glistening gold and black affair. A blue cloak flowed from her shoulders, while a golden laurel sat over her ears, like a Roman crown.
“Oooh. That looks good,” Aara said.
“Impressive,” Sukura added.
“Maybe a bit pointless, though, with your already unbreakable skin,” Uké’el pointed out.
“Pointless or not, it’s a very nice look… we just have to find you a kingdom or something, I guess,” I said, giving her another once over.
Neävo blushed, stammering something incomprehensible before she managed to find actual words. “I ain’t really ki—queen material or anything! It’s fine!”
Not sure how to reply to that, I moved to the other topic on my mind. “Umm... I do wonder how long these strings are, though.”
“Strings?” Uké’el asked.
I lifted my hand, pointing at the ring finger now tied to each of them. “The ones between me and all of you.”
They all stared at my hand, Aara hurrying over to lightly sniff at my finger.
“There’s nothing there?” she said.
“Not that we mortals can see, anyhow,” Uké’el added.
“I can see them,” Neävo said, seeming surprised at the other’s confusion. “High priests have always had those too. I think they can stretch forever.”
“Ah. Good to know,” I replied, looking back at my finger. “But what do they do?”
“Presumably, they let you keep track of your champions,” Uké’el said.
I nodded, and went back to staring at them. It still felt so… so… unequal.
 
25. Towards Darkness
 
 
 
After the ceremony, the others had gone to bed. Sure, Uké’el didn’t sleep, but she still found the quiet hours a good time to engage in her rituals to refresh herself, and then to relax.
Which meant I was left alone. I could have tried to sleep, but I was too distracted by the strings. Trying to open my mind to what they could mean, there was nothing I could pick up from them. It seemed they were indeed only a sign of a connection. There was nothing else to be found there.
That was reassuring.
________
 
While I wanted to stay to help the Puffin Folks with repairs, Uké’el pointed out that the longer we lingered the more likely another attack was. Reluctantly, I accepted her argument and focused on helping everyone to prepare for departure towards Aelvus. 
The others had gathered around a map to discuss what they saw as the most likely places for the final holdouts to be. There was fierce debate, but they’d eventually agreed we should try a city called Lanara, sitting on a rocky peninsula near one of the southern tips of the large continent. Lacking any reason to disagree, I simply nodded along and said the idea sounded reasonable. Then it was a case of charting the best way to island hop their way over. It was a less straight route than any of us might have liked, but it was that or risk crashing into the ocean when the float-carpet burnt through its magicka reserves.
We gathered to say one last goodbye to the priest’s small urn. I apologised for bringing war to his island, even if the apologies were more for my own good. 
And then we took the long way.
________
 
It was on the second night of travelling that I remembered I could try to contact my parents. Aara was happy to help with running the drums again, and I soon found myself in a familiarly foggy realm.
This one, though, seemed oddly empty. There were vague shapes about. Things that seemed like faint memories of a neighbourhood, but it was so pale and washed out that I had little ability to place myself.
As I walked, exploring the half formed street, I eventually spotted my mother. She was sitting on a porch, the only thing present that seemed reasonably solid. The porch, I realised, was one of the homes I’d grown up in. Back when we’d lived in London (Ontario). It was the first home where I was old enough to do sleepovers.
Which, somehow, felt relevant.
I didn’t know why, but I felt certain that she was waiting for me to come home from one.
So, I walked forward, trying to wear a reassuring smile before I waved. “Hey, mum.”
She blinked, turning to me. Then she stared, giving me a slow once over. “… Emily?”
“Yep,” I said, reaching the foot of the stairs up to the porch. “I know I look a bit odd, but… it’s me. It’s really me.”
“The wings… but the horns… your face... oh, you really look so feminine now, but... but what happened to you?”
I shrugged, and then I explained. I felt terrible about how long I’d waited, and how much there was to tell her. Guilt washed over me once more when I admitted that I’d visited Kris and Lena first. But I’d wanted to tell the truth. Even if it wasn’t flattering.
My mother had been quiet towards the end, taking a few moments after I finished to nod to herself. “I think I understand… I… I wish you’d remembered to say something sooner, but I understand that romance ends far more easily than a parent’s love.”
“I really didn’t think I’d be stuck here this long, either,” I said, sitting down on the steps. “And… and I think I’m going to have to stay.”
She got up and sat down beside me, placing a reassuring hand on mine. “Kids grow up and they move away… if you can find a way to visit for a few holidays, then I don’t think I have too much grounds to complain. Especially not when you have such important work… a goddess of justice.”
She shook her head. “Having you grow up to be a lovely young woman was surprising enough, but to find out you have something like that on your plate…”
“It was a surprise for me too… nice and gender affirming, though?” I replied.
Nodding, she then leaned over and pulled me into a hug. “Good luck, Emily. And remember I love you.”
When she broke the hug, the dream began to fade. She promised that she’d tell my dad before the connection broke completely, though.
Returning to the waking world myself, I ended up a sobbing mess once again. The pain of missing my family slamming into unfinished mourning and heaps of guilt. 
________
 
In the morning, I found a moment to be alone with Sukura, taking her hand and leading her down the beach a little. To a more private part of the small island we’d taken shelter on.
“How are you holding up?” I asked.
She put on a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. “It still hurts and I still miss him, but… I think it’s probably about where I should expect it to be.”
“If you need to talk… I probably should have offered more earlier, but I want to offer again,” I said.
“I appreciate it. And I understand that you have been rather busy with having the fate of an entire world placed upon your shoulders,” she replied. “When this is all over, and I have time to stop and think about something other than how I will help you defeat the forces of darkness… I will probably need to talk about things then. Right now I have a quite good distraction, though.”
Sukura kept up the empty smile when she finished. Her lip, however, began to quiver, and I stepped forward. She buried her face into my shoulder, mumbling apologies between the tears. 
“If I’m allowed to cry then you’re allowed to cry,” I replied, holding her. “You’ve got more reason to than I do.”
She nodded, lifting up from my shoulder. “Thank you.”
________
 
At long last, the great continent of Aelvus loomed on the horizon. Or, rather, the clouds above it loomed. Uké’el explained (mostly for my benefit, I was sure) that forces of Discord came from the edge of existence, and thus far from the light of the sun. That meant their magic was stronger when free from the influence of its light. As such, they often summoned cloud cover to turn the day nearly as dark as night. Also, they had weak eyes that didn’t handle bright light well.
“Not that I’ll be complaining about the clouds,” Neävo said, when the explanation was over. “We Moon Elves adapted to darkness to help us fight the forces of Discord during the Long Occupation.” 
“See, I always heard it was because the Earth Mother hid them deep in her caves, and that adapting to the darkness making them better able to fight was merely a happy coincidence,” Uké’el replied.
“I had heard similarly,” Aara added.
Neävo crossed her arms and pouted, but gave no argument.
We soon arrived along the beaches, following the desolate coast from what seemed a safe distance. We were fairly certain we were a few leagues east of our target, and headed west to hope to find it.
As we flew, though, it became hard to ignore the desolation. The darkness of the clouds looked to have killed off much of the plant life. There were also farms and villages visible, even at this distance. Yet the fields around sat barren, and many of the buildings had clearly been destroyed. It seemed that scorched earth had been the tactic of the day.
Our attention was taken away from the land after perhaps an hour, though. The clouds spread out over the sea ahead of us. Straining my eyes (as I managed to pull that telescopic focus once again) I spotted what had to be Lanara in the middle of the spreading clouds. I could not, however, tell if it had fallen. 
“It looks like we’ll have to enter the clouds,” Sukura said, patting the pegasus to keep it calm as we circled.
“It’s just clouds… right?” I asked.
Neävo shrugged, clearly not knowing much more than me. Beside her, Uké’el slid deep into thought. She knew relevant information, but didn’t seem certain of how it all balanced.
“There is dust in it you don’t normally get in a cloud,” Aara replied, her eyes closed. “There is also a barrier as part of it, though… it’s pushed the natural spirits away. I can feel great numbers of them here at the edge, longing to return.”
“So… we can’t go in?” Neävo replied.
Aara shook her head. “No, we can. We are physical. But there are spirits of Discord on the other side. They will know when we cross. There will be trouble.”
“I’ll go first, then,” I said, with a small nod. “They won’t be ready for me, and I can serve as a pretty good distraction.”
“You’re not really a distraction,” Uké’el muttered, but she didn’t argue any of the other points.
“Be careful,” Sukura said.
I gave my best attempt at a confident smile before diving ahead.
While it was true that the barrier was merely enough to block spirits that didn’t do anything to make crossing it feel less wrong. A shiver shot down my spine as I entered the darkness beneath the clouds, and the hairs on the back of my neck now seemed permanently on end. Continuing to soar towards the city, I began to wonder if there was anything around to serve as a greeting party. Then, as if on cue, two mummified dragons burst up from the dead forest below, bellowing green flames from their mouths.
I dodged, swerving between them and peppering the massive creatures with an assortment of offensive spells I’d learned in the past week. I was far from mastering any of them, but made up for sloppy form by simply pouring more magicka into either of them. The initial attack did not seem to do much damage to the dragons, however.
It did, at least, seem to keep their attention on me. Which was the goal. It also drew them out over the water, which felt safer to me. Who knew what else was hiding down in those woods.
Deciding to try a slightly different approach, I poured as much magical energy as possible into a magicka blade, taking advantage of the fact I was airborne to not have to worry about the practicality of wielding it. In the end, the blade I produced was nearly as long as my total wingspan, which meant it was at least three, maybe even four times my height. 
There was enough magical inertia to make my muscles strain as I swung it, but it sliced through the closer dragon with barely a hint of resistance, the undead beast crumbling to dust. 
The inertia of the blade, however, made flying difficult. The other dragon swerved around me, before releasing a blast of fire. I let the blade collapse and tried to raise a shield, but was slow enough to still feel a bite of impossible icy heat from the blast. I winced in pain and struggled to keep up the shield as the dragon continued to blast my position with unnatural fire.
The shield was holding, but seemed slightly vulnerable to the attack, pain reaching through into my hands and arms. I was starting to need another plan when the attack abruptly ended.
The float-carpet had arrived, Uké’el releasing a barrage of magical attacks with a greater force than I had seen her manage before. I also swore there was a golden energy added to her magic, and felt a slight tug on my finger from the string that connected us. 
How she was able to draw so much power from me, when I was so much less effective directly, I couldn’t say. But I was glad it worked, however it was that it did.
I took advantage of the dragon’s distraction to dash towards it, slamming into its chest before summoning another magicka blade, flushed into existence directly into the bulk of the mummified beast. The blade flashed with its formation and the dragon-lich crumbled to dust.
“That felt… easier,” I said, half to myself.
Did I gain something from acquiring divine champions? Or was I just getting more familiar with using magic?
“I think Lanara is still holding out,” Neävo called out, having removed her nightglasses and leaned forward as if that would improve her view significantly. “Those look like towers and forts all around it. The bad guys probably wouldn’t have those if they’d taken it.”
“Well, let’s go tell them help has arrived,” I said.
 
26. Secrets and Truths
 
 
 
We kept out over the water, avoiding the armies surrounding the city. Getting closer, we saw that the city had taken quite a bit of damage, but the walls seemed to have held. Probably due to magic, I realised as we got closer. Even from the air I could tell the walls were impressively tall, white marble capped in gold. There had to be magical reasons behind the way they were still standing, glistening and seemingly undamaged. 
The city within, judging from the portions that were still standing, had been a wealthy trading port for the Holy Kingdom. The few remaining buildings were magnificent, as intricately decorated as the temple we’d travelled from and built on a scale akin to Guuji, which had to be grander than almost any ancient monuments on Earth. Clearly magic had benefits for builders over medieval engineers back home.
We lowered our altitude, approaching via the docks to avoid the armies of Discord around the city. There were great chains spread across the entrance to the harbour, though it wasn’t an issue for us.
 A small ship sailed out towards us, moving despite the lack of any wind. Aboard it was a fully Elven crew, though they spread across a range of skin tones (including colours I didn’t realise could be skin tones). They also seemed to vary in heights from roughly the size of Dwarves to easily a head taller than myself. 
A woman who looked like she was the captain waved to us, directing us towards a long pier. We complied, landing on the tip of it shortly before the ship caught back up to us. The captain hopped down with impressive grace while the others worked to steady the ship. She had a sea green complexion, with darker green hair framing her pale face.
“And who might you all be?” she asked.
“This,” Aara said, gesturing to myself, “Is Emily, the new Vazehr.”
“The new…” she trailed off, clearly taking a moment to place the name before turning to look at me. “Well, you look like you could be a goddess, but looks can be deceiving. Charms and transformation potions… I hope you’ll forgive us for not having doubts. We don’t have much optimism left here.”
“I am the Vazehr, but I’m not sure how I’d go about proving it… I also don’t know how much I can promise to turn the tides of battle,” I replied.
The captain gave a small nod. “Well, if you’re who you say you are, this is a matter for higher ranks than myself… HEY! JAZEK!!”
An Elven man scrambled forward on the deck of the ship. His outfit reminded me a bit of the old priest’s, but simpler. “Yes captain?”
“Does she read like a goddess to you?” the captain asked.
Jazek got some help from other crew members to scramble down a rope, and then hurried over to give me a quick inspection. He then turned to the others, before seeming to notice the spiritual strings connecting us. He gave one a quick pluck before nodding.
“Either we’re dealing with an illusionist powerful enough to convince us the sun rises in the North or she’s the real deal,” the young Elven priest replied.
The captain didn’t seem to appreciate the alternative given, but accepted the assessment. “Alright. Then let’s go. The generals will probably be happy to hear about this.”
She led us down the pier, her pace swift enough to ensure no conversation. As we moved towards the land, I noticed the priest was hurrying behind us. I also realised that Neävo had continued to keep her laurel crown hidden away, clearly still a little self conscious about it. I couldn’t judge her for that, though. It probably felt as awkward as being treated like a goddess felt to me. Or maybe it would cause problems, if people thought she was genuinely pretending to be royalty.
Approaching the city, it became clear that even the more intact buildings had seen better days. With the walls having held, I wondered how there were scars of damage here as well, until the land seemed to decide to answer me, beginning to tremble.
“Damned geomancers,” the captain hissed under her breath, pausing her forward progress as we stood safely in the large square at the base of the pier.
The shaking slowly grew, moving from just noticeable up to what must have constituted a proper earthquake. However, just as it hit that point, it stopped.
“Good. The priests caught it,” the captain said, mostly to herself as best as I could guess.
She set off again immediately, with barely a gesture to tell us to follow once more. We followed a large boulevard, lined with now dead trees and decaying flowers. The few soldiers we saw milling about seemed to mostly be the wounded or half starved. I hoped those on the walls were in better shape, while also noticing that there at least didn’t seem to be any civilians here.
Or, at least, none out in the open. 
We encountered a checkpoint after a few blocks, and it took the arrival of a second priest (this one a Moon Elf, though he was smaller than Neävo) to confirm we were who we said we were. Or, at least, I was who I said I was. They seemed generally less interested in the rest of the party.
One of the better dressed men from the checkpoint took over leading us at that point, though he proved to be in just as much hurry as the captain. We followed him up a monumentally sized staircase, leading up to what must have once been a temple or a palace. Most of that building was shattered rubble now, however. A number of tents sat in the open space in front of it, improvised fortifications turning the hill into something of a citadel. It likely wouldn’t hold if the city walls fell, but it would at least ensure they took out as many ghouls as possible in any final stand.
We were led towards one of the larger tents, the officer opening the flap slightly.
“Ah, sirs, we have someone rather important to see you,” the man announced into the tent.
“Someone important?” a gruff voice called out, preceding the voice of a middle aged Moon Elf sticking his head out. “Unless they’ve found the Sword of Loj or Prince Neävin I don’t really ca—”
His words died in his throat as the solidly built Elf took my appearance in. “A Celestine? No… no… a deity!?”
“Vazehr, specifically,” I replied.
Something approaching a smile spread onto his face. “Vazehr? We… Galan, I think this is the real deal.”
He’d called the last bit into the tent, causing a second general (another Elf, this one with purplish brown skin) emerged, followed by officers who seemed to cover the range of possible Elven complexions. 
“The goddess of justice?” General Galan asked, blinking and giving me a once over.
“There might actually be sanity to our having kept fighting,” the first general replied.
“Also, though,” I said, as I remembered. “We’ve got the Sword of Loj, right Neävo… Neäv—”
I paused, staring at her while trying to work out what to do with the question trying to force its way from my brain to my tongue. She seemed to notice the realisation in the air, as others started to look at her, and managed to blush visibly, even with her dark Moon Elf complexion.
“I—yeah. It’s, uh… it’s Princess Neävo now,” she said, slowly drifting into a barely audible mumble by the end.
“You were a princess this whole time and you didn’t tell us?” I asked, hands spreading in confusion. “And, wait… you’re also trans?”
“Uh… well,” she started, seeming self conscious about everyone looking at her. “I… don’t know? I—the potion master insisted that I take the potion of womanhood because he said I was staring at it too much… he wouldn’t take no for an answer. And, uh, like, I like being a girl, for sure, but—well, to go all in and try to, you know, claim I have a woman’s spirit is maybe too much?”
She ended the only half coherent ramble with a strained smile.
The Moon Elf general walked up to her, giving her a short inspection. “I think it’s the muscles more than the womanhood that makes you nearly unrecognisable Neävi—Neävo. But I can see it now. It is you… I’d half figured you’d died in the northern wilds.”
Neävo managed to look offended at the implication. Until a wave of acceptance spread across her face. “Fair…”
“I think we’re going to need an account from the top of what’s going on,” General Galan said, opening the flap to the tent and gesturing for us to enter.
________
 
Now, my own story has already been relayed here, so there is little reason to discuss the briefing I gave. Aara and Sukura had relatively little to add, either. The former could say that she’d heard rumours of Nemza’s forces raiding further south than the soldiers had hoped, but everything else she knew was tied to our shared journey.
Uké’el was able to give some information about the battles in Chuu-la. That the force which attacked Guuji had been an army built for speed, gaining victories through outmanoeuvring the enemies. It was believed to have transformed into something of a disperse force of bandits last she’d heard, though. Chuu-la’s agricultural heartland was untouched, as far as we knew.
Neävo’s story, though…
“Well, as you generals know, my dad generally tried to avoid getting tied up with politics,” she said. “And I mostly just stuck to my books. So I didn’t have any more idea than anyone else that Nemza was going totally evil in the shadows of the palace. Like, I saw her getting pale and lurking in the library too, but I figured she just wasn’t getting enough sun… anyway, when everything went sideways, I was mostly just focused on trying to get out alive. Since I’d never done well in self defence lessons.”
“Or magic lessons,” General Zan (the Moon Elf general) muttered to himself.
Neävo’s mouth tightened briefly, but she nodded. “Alright. I wasn’t great as a student of any sort. Too much imagination. Getting back on topic… I got a bit lost while trying to escape the demons Nemza summoned. Running away from monsters everywhere does that. Anyway, I somehow got to where the Sword of Loj sat on display. A few lower ranking demonic things seeming ready to steal it. One of them grabbed it, only for there to be a blast of, like, holy energy… I realised someone was going to have to get it to safety, and I was the closest one. So I ran past the demons, yoinked it, and then kept running in the hopes they’d be too confused to chase me. I was wrong there, but being armed with the Sword of Loj meant even someone like me could fend off minor discordants.
“The city was burning once I got out of the palace grounds,” she explained, shivering a little. “I kept running, trying to avoid the main streets. I’d read an old book about a heroic ancestor of mine who overthrew another rather more corrupt one, and how he’d snuck into the city via a storm drain. I tried to see if the drain still existed and lucked out when it did. Running into the woods… well, I’d read enough books about adventurers living off the land that I only ate bad berries and got sick once or twice. Eventually, I found my way to a town, where there was the potion master. Turned out the army was still trying to hold Nemza’s swarm in the Holy City, so there were still towns standing.”
She took a small breath before continuing. “I had realised, out in the woods, that I might be the only survivor of the royal family, and that I needed to follow the path of past heroes. Which meant I needed a strength potion. And, when I bought it, the shopkeeper gave me the womanhood potion too. Since I kept staring at it, thinking how nice—well, uh… I reluctantly admitted I could probably use the disguise when he insisted I take it. It turned out the few gold I had on me easily paid for all of that, and a coach to a nearby city. Once I was there I used the rest of my gold and some other stuff I had to buy some magical armour and the charm of untraceability… which then meant I got very lost, since I might have slightly skimmed the instructions.”
“You skimmed the instructions?” General Galan asked.
“I am not surprised in the least,” General Zan replied.
“They were long and I was nervous,” Neävo muttered. “But, um… while I was wandering, I did realise how much I liked being a woman. And at some point I kind of forgot I wasn’t supposed to be, and I didn’t want anyone to know otherwise. Because then they might make me turn back. So I thought I should hide who I was and try to earn respect as a travelling adventurer. I wanted to prove myself, instead of just being born into fame…”
General Zan buried his face in his hands. “We could have used the morale boost of knowing there was a living carrier of holy royal blood.”
“Oh… I guess that does make sense,” Neävo mumbled, face falling in defeat.
“Well, hey, she ran into me and now she’s all charged up as a divine champion?” I offered.
“Still could have told us she was a princess who actually knew Lady Nemza…” Aara said.
“I didn’t really know her. I’d met her, but she kind of hated me,” Neävo muttered. “Even before she went evil. She always said that the books I read were just trashy adventure nonsense.”
“Well, either way… now you’re here, princess,” General Galan said. “As is Lady Vazehr. And an assortment of Divine Champions. Which means we can try to break the siege.”
 
27. War and Politics
 
 
 
The battle started the next afternoon. The defenders of Lanara needed time to prepare for an offensive, having been pushed so close to their breaking point. Even if the core strategy of the battle was the same as most of my other fights: I flew into the middle of the enemy and started throwing around simple spells made potent by pouring absurd amounts of magicka into them. It was a winning ‘tactic’, and there seemed no reason to mess with what worked. 
So, when I was given the order, it’s what I did.
Going into specifics of what followed, as I fended off wave after wave of ghouls, skeletons, zombies, trolls, and so forth would become repetitive. The undead dragons and few Janzori I encountered changed things up a bit, true, but I knew enough to deal with the former reliably by now. The latter, meanwhile, hadn’t been armed with blades of Discordance, and so weren’t as much of a threat. Apparently that dark material was really as rare as others had made it seem, and I’d only had a skewed impression due to it being essential for those trying to specifically fight me.
By the time the fighting stopped, the sun was rising and I was exhausted. The countryside around the city was covered in craters and the skies above had cleared of supernatural clouds. Whether that was a result of the dark forces retreating or shockwaves of all the explosions I kept tossing about, I didn’t know. It would probably make sense to find out later, though. If we were going deeper into the cloud cover.
I ended up slumping down into the mud, once I felt the enemy forces had retreated far enough not to be an immediate threat, and wondered about taking a nap. I had just decided that that did indeed sound good when Aara leaned over into my line of sight.
She was rather far up, though, which caused me to turn… and discover she seemed to be riding a dinosaur.
A non-bird one too, for those sticklers out there.
“Where did you get that?” I asked, sitting up to stare at the… ankylosaurus, I was pretty sure?
“I can summon animals now!” she announced, smiling from ear to ear. “It takes a lot of effort, but it lets me feel much more useful in places like this.”
“Mhm, it’s definitely a cooler Divine Heroine power than I got,” Neävo said, walking over as a small unit of well armoured soldiers followed her. She stopped and turned to them. “Do you really have to follow me so closely?”
“Of course, your majesty,” one said.
She let out a tired groan. “If I can ask for any extra holy powers, I’d like invisibility.”
“What did you get?” I asked, though I continued to eye the large spikes of Aara’s dinosaur with apprehension. 
That would probably hurt to be hit with.
“I think I just got a charisma boost or something,” Neävo muttered, crossing her thick arms with a soft clank of plate armour. “Everyone seems to be acting like everything I say is genius. I know I’m a babe now, but I’m not that good with words.”
“Pretty sure that’s just you being their chosen claimant to the throne,” Aara replied, hopping down from her dinosaur mount.
She whispered a few quiet words and the creature vanished.
Uké’el and Sukura arrived a few minutes later, having their own opinions on the effects of becoming divine champions. Adjusting her ponytail back onto her shoulder, Uké’el explained that she was fairly certain her mana reserves had deepened significantly, while the recharging rate had roughly doubled. Sukura said that her new armour seemed to offer magical protection beyond what it physically covered, while also feeling as if her strength and energy had increased.
________
 
Though the enemy army had been pushed back, the defenders still chose to fall back to the city walls for the time being. They lacked the manpower to start a counteroffensive, but were glad their priests and mages would now have the breathing room to call for aid in place of focusing on countering enemy magic.
Which was all very nice and good, but I wasn’t sure how to respond to the way the generals panicked when I said it was time for us to move on.
“We need you here,” General Zan said, eyes full of concern.
“My mission is to deal with Nemza,” I replied, before feeling dirty about the way ‘deal with’ was far too sanitized a statement for what was really an assassination mission. Divinely ordered or not.
“Once reinforcements arrive, perhaps,” General Galan said. “Until then it is simply too risky.”
“I’m a target. If I stay here, Nemza will throw everything she can spare at the city… Neävo, you can back me up, ri—” I stopped as I turned and found her trying to balance the sword of Loj by the pommel in one hand.
She realised the generals and I were looking at her, before flustered, and nearly dropped the greatsword, having to fumble to grab at it with proper grips.
“Your highness?” General Zen asked, as a polite substitute for asking what in the world she was doing.
“I’m, uh… still trying to work out what divine champion benefits I got, other than the new digs,” she replied with a strained grimace. “I—I was trying to see if my sense of touch or balance improved.”
The three of us took a moment to process that before I cleared my throat.
“You can confirm that Nemza keeps sending elite strike forces after me, though, right?” I asked.
“Oh? I—yeah. Demon krakens and whole squads of Jan—thingies,” she replied. “The evil lich dudes. With those fancy dark blades.”
“Very well, but what will we do if the Lady of Surgess sends an attack force meant to defeat you after you leave?” General Zan asked, turning his attention back to me.
I opened my mouth, but found myself coming up blank. “I don’t… I can try to do enough damage to her forces elsewhere to keep them from committing for long enough to take the city, I suppose?”
“Reinforcements should hopefully only take a few weeks to arrive,” General Galan said. “The war has raged for long enough that surely you can wait that?”
Feeling I was losing the argument, I decided to give my own call for reinforcements. “I shall discuss the options with my party.”
The generals gave a nod, and let an officer lead Neävo and myself out towards the newly raised ‘royal residence’. Which was a tent that used to hold food supplies, moved up to the citadel. The supplies it had held were easily moved to other storage tents, none of them being exactly close to full at this stage of the siege.
The others were waiting for us on the assembled cots. I explained the situation, and the way I’d felt unable to argue against the generals’ position. To my surprise, Uké’el ended up agreeing that the position made sense. Aara sided with me about not liking it, but also had to agree to not having any good counter arguments. 
________
 
So we stayed.
We stayed and after a week a new army of Nemza’s arrived. 
The skies above the city turned dark first with clouds and then darker still with the number of flying beasts that arrived. There were more dragons than I wanted to count and they were supported by winged ghouls, shadow creatures, red-eyed undead birds and… other things I didn’t have time to identify.
I was in the air as soon as I could manage, attempting to put a dent in the aerial assault. The bulk of the army had been forced to use the half ruined buildings of the city as cover, leaving the walls all but unguarded as zombies and ghouls clambered up ladders and poured into the city. 
Not that I had much time to spare on paying attention to the ground below, dodging dragon fire and shadow beasts. Blasts of magic were starting to thin out the chaotic swarm of enemies at least a bit, but their barrages of attacks (putting more weight on hurting me than their own survival) left me wondering how long I was going to last.
Dark dragon fire blasted at me once again, from multiple directions. It had cut through flying ghouls with no regard for friendly fire, and had nearly caught me off guard before I could raise a shield. 
“The clouds!” I heard Aara’s voice call out. “Clear the clouds!”
Hearing her voice, when she was nowhere near my location the last I’d checked was confusing, until I tried to focus. It felt as if a small sliver of myself had followed the spiritual thread connecting us, and I found her hidden within ruins, her hands clasped in a sort of prayer.
Right. It was a prayer to me. That was a strange concept.
I looked up, towards a swirling mass of undead dragons and demonic birds. And I figured it was worth a shot.
Pushing with a flap of my wings, I launched myself into the air while keeping the shield of magicka around me. Pushing up through the crowded skies, effectively an indestructible bouncy ball for as long as I could maintain the shield, I bounced between a number of dragons tossed about by their tails and wings. Despite it, I still managed to maintain a generally upward trajectory, and was moving enough to cause chaos when some of the dragons accidentally blasted one another. 
The dragons proved to dislike being attacked by one another even if they were ready to fight to the death, and began to battle amongst themselves. With that distraction, I broke free into the clouds above.  Able to drop my shield, I then drew forth a pool of mana to send out a blast over fields outside of the city.
The sphere of mana exploded, blasting the clouds away for kilometres in every direction. The light of the sun caused new disorientation and shrieking below. The shadow creatures dissolved as it hit them, while lesser beasts were blinded and confused.
________
 
The dragons had taken a while to slice through, even with the sunlight, but it turned out there were fewer ground forces than the previous battle, let alone the amount I’d feared. It had been a rapid mobile response unit of mostly flying creatures.
My job was also made easier as clearing the unnatural clouds of dark magic reopened the air to natural spirits, which Aara proved able to sic onto various enemies. It seemed divine champion druids were not to be messed with.
When it was finally done, I let myself collapse in a field of dried out grass that had once probably been a fairly nice park. 
________
 
Another dark army arrived a little over a week later. This one was mostly ground forces, which we were able to keep out of the city walls. There was what was a full unit of Janzori warriors in this force, armed with blades of discordance. 
With the magically enhanced fortifications of the city walls, however, we were able to repel their attempts to launch any raids up the walls. In the end it turned into a tit for tat of magical barrages between our side and theirs. 
After two days of back and forth, the generals pulled me into one of the towers of the city walls, keeping themselves safe and myself ready to respond to another raid quickly.
“Can’t you go out and fight them?” General Zan asked.
“Not easily, and not with a whole other army out there,” I replied. “Those Janzori have blades forged from—”
“I know that, but you fought their kind before,” the General said, cutting me off.
“Just one of them, with a kraken as support, was a threat. I needed a whole university’s faculty’s worth of mages backing me up when I fought a unit of them. Which is more than you’ve got here. Even if those aren’t the cream of the crop, I’m not going to be able to focus on them while dark mages take potshots at me,” I replied. “I’m definitely not dragging the others out into that either. And I would need their support.”
“So we have a stalemate?” Zan asked.
“If you let me and the rest of my party leave, we will likely draw the elite forces away from the army, which would take pressure off of you,” I replied.
“And we would be back where we started, under siege… after having taken losses,” General Zan countered.
I shrugged. “I’m not all powerful. At least you’ll know the enemy took losses too?”
Zan narrowed his eyes, seeming ready to complain further, when a messenger burst into the room, panting and gasping after running up the stairs from ground level.
“What is it!?” Zan shouted, concern in his voice.
“Dwarves… Ignobians,” the thin Elf managed to reply, between desperate gulps of oxygen. She waved a hand towards the port. “Ships… a fleet, sir.”
“Reinforcements!” the general proclaimed, eyes lighting up, before he turned to me. “We might be able to distract that army for you, Vazehr.”
 
28. The New North, Weak and Conquered
 
 
 
 
The Generals had managed to convince the Ignobian Dwarves to land their army just outside the city walls. The besieging forces had then been forced to move against their landing parties, getting peppered by magic and arrows from the city’s defenders. Meanwhile, myself and most of the others were sent down to strike from the opposite portion of the walls, forcing the Janzori armed for fighting me to separate from the main army. It was only Neävo who was kept back, given duties with the Elven army defending the city. 
What followed was another nasty and tiring fight, but the strategy worked. Sukura and I were quite able to handle melee combat against the demonic liches, while Uké’el and Aara provided support. Uké’el’s direct, with spells, Aara’s indirect as she summoned swarms of killer bees and wasps. It seemed large numbers of small creatures were easier for her than small numbers of large creatures.
Nearly as soon as we’d dealt with the last of them, and had began to hear trumpets of celebration from the Dwarven army, Aara called for the Tsuntse. The winged horse swooped down from the city walls while Uké’el unfurled her float-carpet.
“Is there a rush?” I asked, surprised to see the other three getting ready to go so immediately.
“Not yet, but there will be once…” Uké’el began to say, holding up a finger in waiting.
I wondered what it was she was waiting for.
Then I found out.
“Let’s go go go!” Neävo shouted, sprinting in our direction as the soldiers that had been assigned to be her royal guard scrambled after her a hundred or so metres behind.
“Are you running away from your guards?” I asked as she raced past.
“Yes!” she shouted, hopping onto the float carpet, which had already been starting to take off.
I blinked, not quite sure how to respond. Still, everyone else was leaving, so I leapt up, extending my wings to take to the air. It wasn’t hard to catch back up, leaving the poor soldiers behind to shout ‘your majesty!?’. I offered the soldiers below a shrug.
Rising into the air, I flew beside the others quietly for a bit, before having to turn to them, a question on my tongue.
“They were watching you and Neävo both too much for us to risk telling both of you the plan, sorry,” Aara said.
“We could have asked to leave?” I replied.
“Maybe… but they’d have made us sit through a bunch of diplomatic dinners and strategizing and… all that junk,” Neävo muttered. “Too much politics and state dinner etiquette and… bleh.”
“You’re going to be a very popular queen,” Aara said with a grin.
“Another reason I wanted to pretend I wasn’t royalty,” Neävo grumbled. “Dad was right to hate all that.”
My brain flashed back to various plays and movies about royals trying to escape their boring lives. Even if only for a day. Neävo probably was not cut out for that life. Not that it seemed worse than being a peasant, but… unpleasant in its own ways. 
We flew in silence for a fair while longer, passing over desolate lands. Nothing was growing this far under the clouds, and it was clear that it was getting to Aara. It was probably getting to all of us, but to lesser degrees without the same connection to nature.
Lifting my hand, I looked at the string tying me to her and lightly held it with my other hand. Then, not quite knowing what I was doing, I decided to try to send positive energy towards her. Watching, I noticed her blink, face looking slightly less pale as she looked around. When her eyes fell on me, I offered a smile.
She returned it.
Turning my attention back to our flight path, through skies nearly as dark as night, I had another concern on my mind.
“How will we be sure we’re heading in the right direction?” I asked.
“You can probably break through these clouds,” Uké’el replied. “Every night, we’ll have you check where the northern triangle stars are, and keep following them. At least as long as there’s night… but by that point I should have a magical guideway set.”
“The Holy City is due north of here?” I asked.
“The Holy City is due north of everywhere,” Sukura said, bringing the pegasus closer.
“Pardon?”
“Right… you really are not from our world,” Sukura replied, blushing a little.
“The Holy City is at the northern pole,” Aara explained.
“It’s at the—” my mind froze up as ‘north pole’ and ‘Elven city’ clicked together in my brain, and I struggled to maintain a normal facial expression.
It wasn’t that I wanted to laugh, but I felt I needed to have some sort of response to processing that fact. Despite the fact that it felt like a deeply inappropriate thing to notice as we flew over burnt out farms.
With a show of mental fortitude, I stayed focused on a different matter. “Will we need winter coats, then?”
“No?” Neävo replied. “It’s the summer?”
“Well, yeah, but poles are frozen all year,” I said, only to get stares. “I—well, the poles on Earth are… though… I guess they weren’t during, like, the dinosaur days.”
The others were quiet for a moment, before Aara spoke up.
“Your world sounds very odd.”
“I can accept that,” I replied.
________
 
The peaceful travel was interrupted after another hour. A roaming flock of demonic birds discovered us and swarmed our way. They weren’t a serious threat, but they were plenty annoying to deal with. Like a swarm of mosquitoes, but bigger and more dangerous.
Trying to avoid them, the others dropped into a dead forest for shelter. By the time I had cleared out the demonic birds and then flown down to check on everyone, they’d come to the conclusion it was late and we needed to rest. 
Setting up camp directly under the battle seemed foolish, but we kept low, under the cover of the dead trees, to cross a few kilometres of wooded country. In the end, we found a small cliff face with trees up to its base to make our camp. Uké’el then showed me how to create a barrier ward, to assist in protection while she and I took turns keeping watch. We both needed to be at full strength when we eventually reached the holy city, and so both rested and ate more than we normally did.
________
 
We rose early the next morning, wanting to be up before the sun. I pushed my way into the air and above the clouds, checking for the stars that made the Northern Triangle. I had learned to identify them a while ago, having spent enough time travelling under the unpolluted skies of this world, so it didn’t take long to find them. 
Then I dove down to the level of the others, confirming that north was roughly the direction Aara thought it was. (And quite divergent from Neävo’s guess, the princess begrudgingly admitting she was still under some effects of her untraceability spell.)
Setting out towards the north, we continued to cross over dead lands. There were ruined settlements now and again, but the lands also seemed to become wilder as we travelled. Even with warmer temperatures than either pole on Earth, it was probably tricky to farm with six months of darkness. 
Apart from sparse farms amongst dead forests, there were dark forces moving about. Not as many as I’d expected, though. Without the same need for logistics (thanks to the whole not eating thing) it seemed there was less need to do anything with conquered territories. So they seemed to just be patrolling.
We clashed from time to time with those forces that were present during the days it took to head towards the holy city, while also avoiding anything that seemed like it would be a significant threat. Our focus was on moving northward as quickly as possible, hoping that slaying Nemza would destabilize the enemy forces. Or talking sense into her, but I was feeling less and less confident that was possible, the more razed towns and villages we flew over.
________
 
“How do we know she’s in the Holy City?” I asked, as we set up a camp in hills that Neävo said were not far from the city itself.
It was definitely cooler here, but no worse than jacket weather. Aara’s fur stood up to trap air while the rest were dressed for it, so it wasn’t too bad.
“She has to be,” Uké’el replied. “If you clear out the temples of her dark magic that binds them, then the other gods will be able to manifest in our world and intervene. Which would surely turn the tide as much as killing her.”
“Ah,” I replied, as I processed what that meant.
Did we want to let the gods back in so easily? 
They were the lesser evil, I supposed. So bringing them in was far from the worst option. Though I hoped taking out the central commands of Nemza would break the enemy before we had to do that.
We were quiet for much of the rest of the evening (as much as there was one), eating a small meal while the stress of what tomorrow would likely hold weighing on us. Sure, we’d battled Nemza’s elite forces, but there was a reason she was in charge. I remembered how my encounter with her had gone. The pain of her magical attacks stabbing into my skin. While I had spent the last months training in every way I could manage, I still had to wonder if it would be enough. 
Fear of her dark sorcery was obvious in the eyes of the others as we set up camp. Uké’el made sure the defensive wards were perfect, and then made sure again. Aara had found some mushrooms growing nearby and had sat to commune with those, glad to see something living in the darkness. Sukura had practised the steps of her bladework in silence, before slumping into her bed roll. Her going to bed seemed to cause the others to give in to their own tiredness.
When all the others had moved quietly to rest, I realised Neävo was sitting watching the distant horizon, hugging the Sword of Loj. She seemed quite unaware of the world around her, and it was hard to see her, a dark figure in a dark forest. 
“You should sleep, you know,” I said, sitting beside her and putting a wing around her.
“It’s going to be real,” she mumbled, seeming to barely notice the physical contact. “Everyone… they’re all gone.”
With that, she hugged the sword tighter, a shiver running through her body. 
“They…” the words died in my throat. I was going to try to encourage her to have hope. To try to hold on to the chance that some of them might have been made prisoners, but…
There must have been a reason she was so certain. I wasn’t there when the city fell. Maybe she’d heard confirmation some of them were killed… or maybe she thought surviving and being tortured by Nemza was a fate worse than death.
“I hate the way I’m feeling guilty,” she muttered, filling the silence I’d left.
“Surviving is nothing to feel guilty about,” I replied.
She shook her head. “It’s not about living. It’s about—about being upset that she’s going to be the only family member to ever find out I’m actually a woman. My mother and father should have gotten to see that… to see how happy I can be like this… not her. But it’s such a selfish thing to be upset about, isn’t it?”
“No,” I replied. “I’m certain your parents would have been upset to miss out on truly meeting their daughter too. I can tell you mine were glad to get to know the real me.”
With that a sob shuddered through her, Neävo leaning her muscular frame against me and accepting a hug as she cried into my shoulder. I tried to use the ability I’d found before once again, and did what I could to send positive emotions into her. I wasn’t sure quite how well it worked, but she drifted off to sleep as her sobs subsided.
________
 
The next morning, we decided to stay low for the last distance towards the city. The Tsuntse trotted along the ground, while the rest of us rode the float-carpet as it hovered barely a metre in the air. It was a bit slower going than soaring over, but it was also more subtle. We didn’t want to give Nemza and her forces any more warning than we had to.
“What happens if there’s alarm barriers?” I asked, some way into the morning.
“Their magic is the strongest, and therefore the easiest to detect, near the ground,” Uké’el replied. “Aara and I are both keeping our minds focused for any signs of anything.”
“Whether we can do anything about it or not is another question,” Aara added, with a nervous laugh, “but we’ll at least know we set it off.”
I gave a small nod, and went back to sitting quietly beside Neävo. Whether she’d worked through the emotions of last night, or just refused to show them to the others, I didn’t know, but she’d decided to spend the morning quietly running through possible lines to say to Nemza.
“In the name of the Moon and Justice I—no, no. That’s not personal enough,” she muttered. “I am the past come back to… that feels clunky to say.”
“You’re putting a lot of thought into this,” I said, keeping my voice quiet so as not to disturb the others.
“Every good hero needs something iconic to say when they meet the big bad for the final smackdown,” she replied. “All the old books have that.”
“But did they actually say that?” Sukura asked, riding close behind us. “Or is it just like how you think of the perfect reply in an argument weeks later? They realise what they should have said, and put that in the official account to look better.”
“I… uh… I suppose some of those books did say that certain elements were dramatized for greater effect,” Neävo mumbled, looking lost in thought.
 
29. The Holy City
 
 
 
And then we saw the city.
I somewhat wished I’d not showered such high praise onto Lanara, because it left me lacking in words to describe the Holy City. Great spires rose over it, dominating the horizon as much as Toronto’s skyline ever could. Yet these towers were not the simple boxes of a modern skyscraper. Something like the old Art Deco skyscrapers in New York would have probably just barely been able to sit as one of the plainer spires. There was something Art Nouveau to a few, while others felt like the perfection of Art Deco. And yet others seemed to be some new branch of Gothic architecture that had never happened on Earth. Each looked carved from various types of stone, a range of rock types that I was pretty sure couldn’t have possibly come from the same location. There was detail work all the way up them, as well, even if it was impossible to make out those details from here.
It might be important to clarify that there weren’t nearly as many towers as a city skyline back on Earth. This was more like medieval cathedrals or mosques, scattered around the city, with space between them. But, in a way, it seemed more impressive, those few towers beyond the human scale rising above dense apartment blocks built with people climbing stairs in mind. Especially with one tower rising above all the others, into the clouds themselves. Something about it told me that it was the tower of Loj. The aquamarine colours reflecting off of it, even in the gloom beneath the clouds, seemed to scream Sea God.
Getting closer, there were no walls around the city. No sign of it ever having needed to be defended. Or being currently defended, which was rather more suspicious.
Moving into the outer areas of houses, we passed by abandoned street after abandoned street. It was clear that anything flammable had burned, but the stone the buildings were made of seemed effectively immune to flames. 
“The palace is just a bit past of the centre of the city,” Neävo said, in a hushed voice. “At the base of the Tower of Loj.”
Uke’el nodded and focused on steering the float-carpet, though said nothing. Apart from Neävo’s brief whisper, the only sound in the city was the soft clapping of the pegasus’s hooves against the cobblestones behind us. My nerves were frayed by the anticipation as we moved, avoiding any main squares as best we could. They seemed the perfect place for an ambush. It was like Guuji all over again. Only with more signs of fire.
That strategy of hiding and sneaking came to an end when we reached the edge of the palace grounds. Grand buildings were scattered about on the other side of a large tree-lined boulevard, dead patches of greenery sitting between the buildings. The architecture itself reminded me of Ancient Egyptian or Ancient Greek buildings, which may have been more a sign of the technology when it was built than anything. Endless pillars running along the sides of open-air buildings. Blocky walled structures scattered about within them. Large terraced garden structures abounded, though nothing was growing any longer. The whole complex had to be larger than entire neighbourhoods.
The buildings only held my attention for a few moments, though, while I clambered down from the float carpet along with Neävo.  Behind us, Sukura left the pegasus behind, Aara whispering guidance to it. Once we started crossing the boulevard, we grew close enough for me to realise the poles scattered about in the fields of palace grounds were not a sort of street lamp, as I’d assumed at first. 
No, the poles were spears. Pikes, probably. And the bits at the end I had mistaken in the distance and gloom for unlit lamps were... there was no kind way to say it. They were heads. Ones that seemed impossibly well preserved for even the couple years the war had been  fought. 
Getting closer, Neävo visibly gagged, bringing her hand to her mouth.
“Are you ok?” Sukura asked, placing a hand on her shoulder.
The muscular Elf gave a small nod. “I just... I recognise him. That’s the head of the guards.”
I offered another hand, helping to steady her as she centred herself. “It might be best if you keep your eyes down?”
“No,” Neävo said, shaking her head. “I want to remember them. They deserve that respect.”
“I understand,” Sukura replied.
Taking in each face as we walked, Neävo whispered to herself what she remembered of each of them. The rest of us stayed quiet, both out of respect for the dead and out of apprehension for the situation. We made our way towards the foot of the Tower of Loj, where we’d been told the throne room was. That seemed the most likely place to find Nemza. It was where all the roads led, after all. The centre of everything.
We’d reached the foot of what was surely the building holding the throne room when we were met with a semi-circle of pikes. Each was decorated in the grisly manner of the others, though these pikes had flag fluttering from them as well, marked with a symbol that radiated evil. Upon getting close enough to make out the faces, Neävo froze, legs shaking.
“N-n-no,” she whispered, holding for a moment before she fell forward onto her knees.
And let out a scream of primal pain. 
I think all of us glanced to where she had been looking, and saw the faces of a pair of Dark Elves, male and female, for whom the resemblance to Neävo was rather clear. I leaned down to comfort her as her body shook.
“Like what I’ve done with the place, do you dear cousin?” a sickly smug female voice called out from the building entrance.
Turning, I felt hatred bubble in my heart as Nemza strolled out from the shadows. She was smiling, hands out as if she were welcoming us to her home. Like we were old friends she’d not had for a visit in years.
“How—to your own family?” Neävo asked, her voice raspy after that scream.
“They got in the way of what I deserved,” Nemza replied in a casual tone. “Not as directly as little Prince Nerine, but they did nothing to undo the system that let him steal my inheritance from me. And did even less to keep him from stealing my mother’s life.”
“She died in childbirth,” Neävo muttered.
“Yes. Bearing the little thief,” Nemza hissed, having reached the bottom of the stairs. Once there, she blinked and gave Neävo another once over. “I thought your voice sounded different... not that it matters if you’re a woman or a man. You deserve to die as much as the rest of them.”
“Wait,” I said, the pieces sliding together. “Did you do all of this... did you plunge the world into darkness and war, simply because you moved down the line of succession when your brother was born?”
“And because I hated my family in general, but... yes,” Nemza replied, her tone and body language casual.
Well, apart from that scorpion tail she’d given herself. That was likely a bodypart incapable of being ‘casual’.
I stared at her, the hatred in my gut mixing with disgust. Any reluctance to kill her in an effort to end all this washed away. “You’re… you’re just a monster.”
With that, I summoned a magicka blade and dashed forward, swinging it at her. She slipped out of the way, moving with speed and grace I still could match.
“Still too slow, Justice,” she replied, summoning a physical blade to launch a strike of her own. It was something like a rapier and edged with discordance.
I barely parried, forced to backpedal. She continued her assault, thin and elegant looking blade moving with a dexterity I couldn’t possibly hope to out manoeuvre. Swings and jabs of the blade that showed she had a mastery of sword fighting I was still years from grasping.
Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Sukura draw her own rapier, beginning to charge ahead, when a dagger shot into the ground just ahead of her. Risking a momentary glance in the opposite direction, I saw a number of Janzori warriors emerging from the throne building. 
My attention was forced back onto Nemza as I desperately blocked her blade. She wanted my attention. As focused as I was, I still noticed more Janzori emerging from every building around with my peripheral vision. I attempted to break into a run, hoping to get some space between myself and Nemza to deal with some of her minions in any momentary respite I could get. 
She, however, was on me with equal speed to my best attempt to flee. A few blocked blows later, I attempted to jump to safety, ready to rely on my enhanced strength. 
Landing on a nearby roof, however, I turned to see her smile and leap after me.
At least it had bought me a moment to see the others battling, with a speed of assessment that must have relied on my connection to the others. I felt as much as I saw that Uké’el was unleashing a barrage of magical attacks. Aara seemed to be summoning swarms of insects. Sukura was dodging and slipping around a half dozen Janzori, with a grace that I was sure could have rivalled Nemza.
Neävo, though, still seemed to be in shock.
That assessment was better than I’d thought I could do with the split second I had before Nemza landed. I then used the rest of the moment to leap backwards again, getting more roof between myself and the dark sorceress before unleashing a blast of mana at her.
She had a shield up before it hit. Then she was on me, sword nearly through my head, if I’d not raised a shield of my own as soon as I’d released the blast. My heart skipped a beat as the sword proceeded to drive into my magical shield, slowly pushing towards my head once more.
Terrified, I decided to try to experiment. Maintaining the shield didn’t use all of my mana production. Which meant I had a little in reserve to attempt to launch a mana blast while holding up the shield. 
It seemed that was not something Nemza counted on me managing. Or the fact I was firing it at point blank range gave her no time to react. Either way, it exploded in her gut, sending her flying across the roof of the palace building. 
She didn’t drop the sword, but it had her on enough of a back footing for me to launch myself towards her. I had no plans for a higher strategy. I just wanted to see how well grappling might go, relying on my superior divine strength. In my desperate attempts to block, I’d realised I had that as my only real advantage.
The impact drove us both off the roof, and I used what flight abilities I could to try to push us into the ground harder. We slammed into the stone below with a crunch that seemed to pain her. I managed to grab the wrist of the arm she held the sword in and smashed it against the stones. It wasn’t pretty, but it was the sort of thing I’d learned in middle school, when I’d gotten into fights with the ‘other boys’ for reasons I’d not understood. Dirty moves won fights.
The sword out of her hand, I then shifted my weight, pressing my knee into her gut. That got a hiss of pain out of her, but there was also a flash in her eyes I did not like. As if she were enjoying this.
That look sparked a momentary hesitation that caused me to miss her other arm raising up to summon a sort of magicka dagger to jab into my gut. I let out a gasp of pain as she’d twisted it, but pushed that pain into determination. I flashed my own magicka blade to drive into her shoulder.
“I must say, you’re a more brutal opponent than I expected,” Nemza said, with the audacity to grin maniacally.
“Murder is dirty business and… there’s no point in dressing it up with honour,” I hissed through the pain.
“True, though it’s nice to have fun with it,” she replied, before wiggling her eyebrows.
And then vanishing into smoke.
In confusion, I looked around. I saw Uké’el and Aara seated on the float carpet now, having risen into the air a few metres to rain swarms of insects and magical strikes onto the dark warriors around. Sukura was drawing the attention of most of them, dancing between their blades with still impossible grace.
At the base of the pikes, Neävo had gotten to her feet, a few Janzori robes lay on the ground around her, but she still seemed somewhat in her own little world. Until she turned my way, and then her eyes filled with fear. 
She began running, and I realised there was a threat behind me. Turning, Nemza was there, her scorpion tail launching forward. The stinger hit my shoulder before I finished turning around. Pain shot through me.
It was like when I’d used a life-shield to block that Discordance dagger, only... worse. So, sooo much worse. Any pain the magicka dagger had left me with was nothing next to that.
I barely had time to let out a gasp of agony before Neävo was at my side, the Sword of Loj slicing down through Nemza’s tail. She gave her own hiss of pain, scrambling backwards.
Nemza raised a shield, only to have Neävo let out a roar of rage and slam her divine greatsword against the magical shield with enough force to crack it. Further swings followed, the muscular woman apparently undaunted by the initial failure. Nemza, her tail bleeding sickly green blood, vanished once more, seeming to turn to mist. The process did drop her shield, however, allowed Neävo’s blade to slice through the smoke.
When the wisp shot across the air and reformed at the top of the stairs to the throne room, Nemza had a gash running down her torso. Hissing, the dark sorceress retreated into the shadows of the door.
“GET BACK HERE!” Neävo roared, her nose flaring as she spun about.
Then she was off.
Through the pain, I somehow got back to my feet, seeing that Nemza had fled towards the throne room, I started limping my way over. Neävo has already at the base of the steps and taking them two at a time.
Not being in any shape to run after her, I lifted my good arm towards the Janzori that Sukura was fighting.
“Sukura! Duck!” I shouted.
She heard me, gave a look of concern for a split second, but then complied, dropping to the ground just as I unleashed a sheet of mana to slice through the crowd of dark warriors. A few had been smart enough to duck when Sukura had, but it thinned them out enough that she had run through the others with her sword a moment later. The dust was still dissolving as I pushed through the pain and scrambled towards the steps of the throne building. 
At the top of the stairs, Nemza had apparently raised a magical barrier, which Neävo was attempting to smash her way through. It seemed the dark sorceress was cornered.
 
30. Deities and Usurpers
 
 
 
Climbing up the stairs with the toxin of Nemza’s stinger flowing through my body proved to be something of a mistake. My head began to spin as I made my way up. I tried to shake it off, to push through the confusion, but—
________
 
The monsoon was late this year. That was bad news for our farm. I worried how Nilam was going to take the stress. We may not have ever been truly in love, but that didn’t mean I didn’t care for him, and he was already so—
________
 
“Emily!? Are you alright?” Aara asked, as I realised she and Sukura were steadying me.
“I’ve been better, but we can worry about that after,” I replied. “Nemza is at least as hurt as I am and we can’t give her time to recover.”
Neither of them seemed to like that reply very much, but they also didn’t argue.
We reached the top of the stairs just as Neävo had managed to bash her way through the magical barrier. She roared her cousin’s name before charging in, even as Uké’el called for her to slow down. There was a risk of traps, but it seemed Neävo was filled with a fury that would not be delayed. 
I wondered if her divine champion’s gift was one of berserker rage. A fury for vengeance she seemed to deserve. 
The rest of us could only hurry after and hope she didn’t get herself hurt.
Thankfully Nemza had apparently not had time to leave us any nasty surprises. Well, beyond a pair of Janzori that Neävo has sliced through as she charged into the great hall where the throne sat. She made it there ahead of the rest of us, rushing into the great chamber.
Only to be lifted into the air by magic. Tiny threads I could just barely see, and that seemed at risk of snapping if muscular form continued squirming. They were holding for now, though, as the rest of us entered the hall. The more she fought the more tangled up she seemed to become, grunting in frustration.
“Dearest cousin, have some manners while you’re a guest,” Nemza rasped, supporting herself against a raw stone monolith that seemed quite out of place in the throne room.
It was clear she was struggling to stay standing, and that even holding a small black goblet in one hand seemed to be taxing her. If we just—
________
 
Running down the town streets, Rodica and I laughed merrily, thrilled to be free of our lessons for the day. The way her cheeks flushed with the exertion left my own growing warm. Even if I knew the nuns sa—
________
 
“Well, that’s some good news!” Nemza said, before bursting into a manic laughter, pulling me back into awareness of the present.
I found myself once more leaning against Sukura, having slipped out of consciousness for another moment. What the odd visions that were flashing before me meant, I couldn’t guess—well, no. I did have a guess, but I didn’t like where it was going. So I was doing my best to ignore that. 
Instead, I focused on looking up to glare at the dark sorceress, straining to stand on my own. “I just have to out last you. And I have allies.”
“While I have a goblet full of godly blood. Cheers,” she said, shakily raising her drink before downing it in desperate gulps.
As soon as she finished drinking it, she dropped the glass, her whole body spasm as she fell to her knees. “This is going to hurt both ways… oh well…”
“Godly blood?” Sukura asked as those of us still on the ground advanced cautiously to where Nemza was now thrashing about on the ground, hissing and cursing as she writhed. “Where—how would she get that?”
“I… I don’t know,” I whispered.
Laughing maniacally as she twitched about, Nemza arched her back to look at us. “You left a source unguarded!”
Then, with a kick that seemed little more than a directed spasm of her painful thrashing, Nemza hit the monolith and caused it to turn. Each of us stared in shock as it rotated about to reveal a frighteningly pale and unconscious small form chained up to it, dangling by wrist manacles set roughly two metres in the air.
“Kel!!” Uké’el shrieked, rushing forwards as the rest of us stared in horror.
Before she could cross the distance, however, Nemza was on her feet once more. In a flash she had her hand around Uké’el’s throat, lifting her into the air.
Not only had her injuries vanished, but there was something changed in her. Her skin, already impossibly pale for a Moon Elf, had changed to an almost glowing sort of pale turquoise. Her scorpion tail had re-grown its stinger. Long thin horns had sprouted from her forehead. Most unsettling of all, her aura of magicka had flared to a level I realised now I had only seen briefly before.
When I had met Loj and Gauza.
Which meant… Nemza had turned herself into a deity. 
Or, at least, a good approximation of one, for the time being. The way the mana was pouring off of her, it seemed likely to be a temporary affair, but not so brief we could retreat and wait it out.
Especially not when Kel was still bleeding badly.
With no other choice, I called upon my last reserves of strength to charge ahead, drawing a magicka blade to swing at her. It seemed I warranted enough effort to make her drop Uké’el, but that was about it. She parried my magical blade with her bare arm, before blasting me in the face with a burst of searing magic. I collapsed onto my back, in too much pain to make any serious effort to scramble away from her.
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“You really were a waste of your potential, you know that?” Nemza hissed, leaning in so that her face grew uncomfortably close. “Your blood will let me achieve a more permanent apotheosis, though. So you’ll prove to have had a use to your existence.”
She raised her arm, summoning some new terrifying spell before driving it into my still good shoulder, new pain racing through me. While I was still screaming from that agony, I saw that she was starting on another dark magical attack. My mind was in no state to even brace for the pain. About all I could do was let a reluctant acceptance of the inevitable fill me.
It was likely I was going to die here. As well everyone else. Then Nemza would become a deity, consuming my abilities the way the current gods had drawn our power from the Moon God. My legacy was to be the greatest failure in history… wonderful.
Before she hit me with whatever she’d had planned, however, a spray of strange tendrils burst from the ground, smashing through the stone floors. These were physical, rather than magical, and seemed to come in such endless numbers to be able to restrain even a goddess.
My head fell to the side in exhaustion, and I saw that Aara was apparently controlling whatever they were. With that distraction, Sukura rushed to my side, helping me to sit up while Uké’el worked to get her son down from the stone plinth. 
“Are you ok?” Sukura asked, propping me up.
“No, but…” I started to say, until I felt a wave of mana building up under the web of root-like structures encasing Nemza. 
There was no way the others could get to safety in time. All I could do was throw myself forward, wrapping a magic shield around Nemza and the filaments. The shield held for a brief moment, absorbing just enough magical force to ensure it was a just barely non-lethal shockwave that blasted us when the shield did break.
I was thrown into the air, slamming back first into a pillar. Pain shot through me, and then—
________
 
In the humid privacy of the jungle, while we were out hunting, I told my father I was a woman. He stared at me confused, and then—
________
 
Standing at the altar, I was empty as I gave my wedding vows to the man my family had chosen for—
________
 
Watching my mother stir the food in the wok, I wanted to—
________
 
The memories began to flash by too quickly to latch on to. They were no longer moments but simple feelings. Then impressions of feelings.
And then I was standing in a chamber made of the solid clouds of the realm of the gods. Loj, Gauza, Parazen, and others stood around me, while I was in chains.
“You have been nothing but trouble, Vazehr. We need unity, as long as the forces of Discord are out there,” Loj explained.
Looking to the others, I hunted for any signs of dissent. Parazen looked uncomfortable with the affair, but there was resignation in his eyes. He’d told himself this was a necessary evil. His look of defeat was the best hope I found among the assembly.
“Obedience is the word you’re after, Loj. Not unity,” I said, even as I knew I had lost. “You want the power of the Moon King for yourself.”
“We all agreed on the hierarchy. You accepted my position as leader,” Loj replied in a dismissive tone. “That I would be the strongest of us.”
“I accept the idea of your command. You’re the best warrior of any of us. Traits that make a good military commander do not always translate to a good peacetime leader, however,” I muttered.
“The enemy is still out there,” Gauza said, as much to herself and the others as to me. “We only managed a tentative ceasefire. Not a true victory.”
“Mhm. And that is the reason we will keep you at the ready, Vazehr. But you must be somewhere you can not cause trouble. So, I offer you two options,” Loj said, “you may join the Stone Queen, who you care for so deeply, and wait in the depths of Abattu with her. Or you may have your spirit placed in a nearby realm, living as a mortal, but ready to be called to us if needed.”
Both options stung, both only a step above death. “I would see what you did to the world from Abattu, while having no ability to stop you. If I must be powerless… let me have an existence where I might still remember hope and love.”
That answer did not seem to please Loj, and I gained some small satisfaction from that. It did not make what followed any less painful, however…
________
 
My eyes shot open, to see a desperate battle before me. Not far from me, Sukura lay on the ground, bleeding but still breathing. Across the half collapsed throne room, Uké’el was cradling the stump of what remained of her left arm, Kel laying behind her and looking closer to death than life.
Nemza’s attention was focused on the two still standing members of the party. It seemed the blast had broken Neävo free, the princess still in her blood-lusted fury. While she would no doubt have been losing her battle with her monstrous cousin on her own, Aara was still supporting her, able to limit Nemza’s fighting ability with what I now recognised as fungal mycelia. 
All but endless fungal matter, brought on by Nemza’s own actions. She had killed an entire continent’s worth of plants and animals. But she had not stopped nature, for nature was death and decomposition as much as it was life and growth. Even though Aara was letting out shrieked and panicked laughter as the battle raged, I could feel her determination to awaken the continent’s forces of decay.
She had good odds of succeeding, if she were given time. I realised that as other memories of the sum of all my lives from the present back until my time as Vazher flooded into the depths of my mind. Aara had stumbled into being more powerful than she likely realised. Unfortunately, Neävo would only be able to buy her so much time. 
And so I had to act. Bringing my hand up to the wound Nemza’s stinger had given me, I felt through my body, to reach the traces of Discordance she’d injected. I isolated them with magic and pulled, drawing them out of my body with a wave of relief. Then I stood up, the various wounds of my body beginning to close up without that poison in my veins. 
Holding out my hand, I forged a new blade from my mana, not a fragile and ephemeral magicka blade, but a true magical construction like the sword of Loj. A solid manifestation of my magical will.
“Your actions have been weighed, Nemza, Mistress of Darkness,” I announced, remembering the words of judgement I’d used long ago. “You have been found guilty of unforgivable crimes.”
Breaking free of the latest rush of mycelia and pinning Neävo, she turned to me, a look of surprised confusion on her face.
“How are you…” she began to ask.
I pointed my blade towards her, aimed at her chest while I still stood some metres from her. “It takes more than that to kill a deity… all you managed to do was get me close enough to death to feel across the barrier to my past lives. Back across three thousand years to remember my divine nature.”
For the first time, a look of fear flashed across her face. She let go of Neävo and charged towards me, releasing a burst of magical attacks. In return, I let go of my sword, allowing it to follow its new gravity to plunge into her chest before raising a magical shield against her attacks. I held the shield up for no longer than necessary, though, and dashed forwards to grab the sword and draw it from her chest.
With a two handed grip, I swung it through her right arm. Cleaving it from her body just a burst of mycelia erupting from the ground to pull that arm down into the earth to be devoured. Then I plunged the sword into Nemza’s gut, and drove forward, to shove her into the nearest wall. I could feel her temporary godhood draining from her as she squirmed on the blade, the injuries draining her limited mana reserves as her magic tried to heal her.
“You may beg for forgiveness,” I hissed, keeping her pinned against the stone, “but you are beyond it. It is better for you to accept death and let it end sooner.”
She snarled, spitting dark bloody saliva into my face. “This isn’t over. I have made promises that go beyond death.”
“Then I will have to kill you again. But I will,” I replied, sliding the sword up with all my force to cut a long slice through her torso.
Towards the end I saw the edges of her wounds at last begin to dissolve to dust and I stumbled back, taking a moment to ensure she was indeed leaving this world.
At least for now.
 
31. A Chance to Breathe
 
 
 
Waiting just long enough to confirm that Nemza had called upon no dark magic to undo her death in the immediate term, I turned my attention to the others. A quick look told me that Neävo was emotionally drained and exhausted, but in acceptable health. Sukura was still bleeding, but stable enough she wouldn’t need magical healing.
Turning further, though, I saw that Kel was—
“Aara, please check on Sukura,” I said, before rushing down to Kel’s side.
“He stopped breathing,” Uké’el whispered, her voice shaking. “He’s… we were too late.”
Crouching down beside him, I shook my head. “Take my hand.”
I saw hesitation and confusion in her eyes, but she took my out-stretched hand with the one she still had all the same. Drawing on the bond we shared, I felt out to her spirit, and, from there, her connection of love to Kel’s own spirit.
His essence had only just begun to drift away, which meant, after warning Uké’el it would hurt, I pulled on the thread that still connected them, drawing Kel’s spirit back towards his body. When he landed, he let out a gasp as he re-entered it, but could manage nothing else as his body began to die again. Pulling his spirit back into his body kept it from drifting away, but it had done nothing to repair the damage that had been taken.
I had to scramble to begin applying healing magic, putting in rather more energy into it than healing wounds generally needed. Even taking into account the blood-loss he’d suffered. Kel had been dead long enough that nearly every cell in his body needed fixing.
Every cell was an interesting thought that floated in the back of my head. My life as Vazehr, I’d understood far more about magic and had been able to pull together such miraculous healing before, but my half remembered high school biology lessons were providing a finer knowledge of medicine than Vazehr had ever had. Which was making the healing easier than it would have otherwise been.
Soon enough, Kel was breathing. Slowly, but well enough he was out of the worst of it. Aara had hurried over at that point. She’d patched up Sukura and was ready to help tend to his needs as well. At least for a few minutes, until I told her to rest, feeling the exhaustion flowing out of her.
“The sooner I add the balms the faster he will heal,” she said weakly, as I nudged her away.
“He can wait a few hours,” I replied. “You need to rest yourself. You were holding your own against Nemza while I was out. That would drain anyone. Especially working without nature spirits around.”
“But…”
“Rest,” I said.
After a moment of hesitation, she gave a small nod and walked over to sit against a pillar. I then headed over to confirm Sukura’s health was as steady as I had first thought. Kneeling beside her, I found she was awake.
“We won, then?” Sukura asked, wearing a weak smile.
“Yes,” I replied. “I am sorry that you got hurt, though.”
“Surviving fighting a dark goddess is pretty good, injured or not,” she replied. “I think I’d like to sleep for a bit, though… pretty sure there was something in Aara’s balms.”
With that, her eyes closed, her breathing calm and relaxed.
________
 
It was a few hours until those of us who were conscious were reasonably functional again. Despite how concerning it would be for a living person, losing an arm seemed to have caused Uké’el pain, but was set to only be an annoyance until we found her a new one. Neävo went for a walk, looking for somewhere quiet to be alone, while I focused on helping Aara reach out through the fungal networks below us. The messages would only travel so quickly, but they would be faster than we would, as exhausted as we were. Even if anyone on the other end might be surprised to hear news from fungi of all things.
________
 
The next day we prepared a funeral pyre for the remains Nemza had left out. I blessed the pyre with an incantation Sukura had known, and we set it to flame. The dark and sickly clouds above had begun breaking up, and the rising smoke seemed to help part them.
Neävo stayed out in silence until the fire was down to merely smouldering ashes. When she returned we were all ready to provide her comfort.
“Is the throne safe?” she asked, gesturing towards it, looming on a plinth over the chamber.
“I’m not sensing any magic from it?” I replied, turning to Uké’el and Aara for confirmation.
Aara gave a small nod. “It seems it is safe?”
“Never wanted to sit up there,” Neävo muttered, walking over to it. “But someone has to, to prove that Nemza lost.”
With that, she climbed the steps up to the throne, brushed a bit of dust off, and then sat down. Once she had, faint runes began to glow in the gold and ivory back of the throne, framing her form. 
I realised I could read them, memories of my time as Vazehr now accessible, if a bit foggy. “Neävo… Wenzaw… Hyarst Aelvei… what does that mean?”
For her part, Neävo blinked, turning to stare at the throne’s back. “Huh. I knew it showed the monarch’s true name if they sat on it, but… I didn’t know it would pick out middle names.”
A smile spread on her face, only to be accompanied by tears. Aara was the closest to her, and so the first to be able to hurry up to her side, pulling her into a hug. Quietly, Neävo explained that Wenzaw was her mother’s middle name, and Hyarst from her paternal grandmother’s family name. 
“And it means the throne accepts I’ll be a queen,” she mumbled, now that I had joined Aara at her side. “I was worried I’d have to give this up… that I wasn’t going to get to stay a woman.”
“As Kris told me, wanting to be a woman is probably the top sign there is of being one,” I said, hugging her.
And Aara, due to the latter’s small size between the two of us.
________
 
It was the next day before Kel woke up. Sukura had been at his side, with Uké’el having to take a small break to restore the connection between her spirit and body. She comforted him until Uké’el returned, letting Sukura hurry to call me over as well.
As I arrived, Kel still wasn’t fully coherent, visibly still terrified even as his mother held him. I crouched down beside him, offering my hand.
Grabbing onto it, he quietly mumbled, “Sorry.”
“For what? I’m the one who should apologise?” I said.
He shook his head, before curling up to hug his knees. “I... I told them...”
“Told them what?” Uké’el asked, tilting her head to try to make eye contact with Kel.
“That... where you went,” Kel mumbled. “When they...”
“We don’t blame you for anything, Kel,” Uké’el said. “It’s my fault for leaving you behind. I thought you would be safer. I’m... I’m so sorry.”
“Do you want to talk about what happened? How they got you?” Sukura asked.
Kel was quiet for a moment, just hugging his knees, before he let out a small nod. “After you left... some of those evil Elves came back. They were in the shadows. Looking for Emily... I don’t know how long they were there, but then they realised I might be useful? So they grabbed me one night, and... and they took me here. She agreed, and hurt me until I told her where mum and Emily and everyone had gone...”
“Oh... oh Kel,” Uké’el said, lip quivering before she pulled him into the best hug she could manage. “I’m so sorry. We should have found somewhere else for you to stay safe.”
“We’ll keep you safe now, though. All of us will watch you,” I added, trying to reassure him.
Sukura gave a nod as Aara and Neävo arrived, happy to add their support. It turned out that Neävo gave the best hugs of any of us, so Kel ended up settling in her arms, despite how awkward she seemed about it.
________
 
We spent the next few days not quite sure what to do with ourselves. Defending the Holy City seemed like the best task for us at the time, so we spent the time exploring the abandoned streets and buildings. The clouds had parted above, the city now bathed in midnight sun, which both meant that Neävo had to keep her nightglasses on whenever she went outside and that dark forces were hiding. Not that there proved to be many of them, and many were actually chained up.
It seemed that Nemza had been experimenting on her undead armies, and, in more than a few cases, I felt more like slaying the subjects was an act of mercy as much as cleaning out the city. The discoveries had also further strengthened my confidence that Nemza had been past any sort of moral event horizon. 
Apart from those occasional horrors, though, the only other things to do were to hunt for anything edible for those who needed food and to comfort Kel. We were starting to wonder if we should risk sending one of us out, to head back down to Lanara, when a few scouts arrived. 
They had been morphed into small birds, and were clearly exhausted by what must have been a harrowing journey across the wastes. We found out that, even with the breakup of the dark clouds over the continent, there were still enough dark forces striking out at night to make travel dangerous. The strange birds had been especially dangerous to the scouts.
“They’ve fallen to chaos, from what we can gather,” the one Elven scout said, devouring the jerky we’d given him. 
“It’s a power vacuum, we’re guessing,” the other Elf added, while the first chewed. “That’s the thing about dark forces. They’re a bunch of ruthless backstabbers who only accept orders from someone they fear.”
“As long as the dark gods don’t choose another champion, we might just retake Aelvus by the year’s end,” the first said. “Especially with a new High Queen crowned.”
Neävo’s mouth twitched slightly, and I could tell she still wasn’t looking forward to the duties of the throne. Taking a moment to reassure the two scouts as best as I could, I then got up and led Neävo out of the chamber, to somewhere we could speak privately. She followed without complaint, though kept an eyebrow raised.
“What’s up?” she asked.
“I was just seeing how you’re still squirming about the whole monarch thing, and I was wondering... can you give away some of your power?” I asked.
“My... power?” 
“Uhh... powers? Royal powers, I mean. Like, where I live back home, the monarchs basically don’t do anything? Well, all they really ever do in Canada is visit, since they’ve outsourced even just rubber stamping matters into law,” I said, trailing off a little. “I’m pretty sure we go years without a visit from the monarch.”
“Why don’t they live in the country they rule?” Neävo asked.
“Uh, well, they rule a few countries, and the most important one is the UK, which is over on the other side of the Atlantic Ocean. It has almost twice as many people as Canada, I think? Er... but that’s not the main point. The main point is that parliament does everything. In Canada or the UK. The king just signs whatever they hand him,” I said. “Do you think you could get away with setting up something like that?”
Neävo blinked, before giving a slow nod. “I... maybe? I mean, Nemza was almost the rightful queen. Maybe I could use that to scare people into realising change would be good... especially since she’s not exactly the first person in the family to go a little wacko.”
“Really?”
“Mhm,” she replied with another nod. “None have gone as far as her, but there were lots of civil wars and such... dad suspected it was because of all the inbreeding. That’s why mum was the least-related-to-him woman he could marry.”
“I... how inbred are we--actually, no. Please don’t tell me,” I said, trying to get memories about Ancient Egypt and Medieval Europe out of my brain. 
 
32. Home
 
 
 
When the detachment from Lanara had arrived, the Elven and Dwarven generals at its front, we found out they had little patience regarding waiting for Neävo’s coronation. I had asked if they’d brought any high priests with them, only to get confused stares until they pointed out they expected me to do it. Thankfully, as a deity, it turned out I didn’t have to engage in any fancy ceremonies to invoke the gods. I just had to place a crown on her head and say that I recognised her as Queen of the Holy Kingdom.
But, if I was going to be doing any new fancy ceremonies (and the city was likely to remain safe, with an army defending it) then I had some invitations to make. 
Remembering how to work the magic to travel between realms took a while, bouncing my memories off Uke’el’s knowledge of the arcane to slowly piece together the knowledge from my time as a proper goddess. Kel had listened intently the whole afternoon I’d spent sifting through my new memories, apparently finding the things I remembered about arcane theory from my life as a deity fascinating. Even if my recollections were still mildly incoherent without external aid.
By the next morning, though, I had managed to set up a magic circle to serve as a portal.
“It should be exciting to see your world,” Aara said, as I was finishing it up.
I blinked and turned to her. “Wait... you... you wanted to go?”
“Of course?” Sukura replied, standing behind her.
As were Neävo and Kel, who both seemed quite excited about the idea, with the way their eyes were sparkling. For her part, Uke’el was on my other side, having been helping me with my handwriting for some of the runes involved in the circle, but seemed rather less excited.
“A world without magic and only humans may not react the best to those of us who are not living humans,” she said.
A wave of disappointment washed over both Neävo and Aara. Sukura turned to offer them a bit of support, before Neävo’s eyes then lit up again.
“Wait! Emily! You said there were ‘movers’ in your world where people dressed as Elves and others they must have remembered from past lives here in Haquaria. Maybe we can claim to be actors in one of those?” she said.
“Uh, movies. And... well, that probably isn’t plausible, but LARPers or Cosplayers could work,” I said, after a bit of thought.
“You think it is wise?” Uké’el asked.
“Well, I’m also aiming for inside Kris and Lena’s apartment, so you guys can just hide out in there, if they think it’s a bad idea,” I replied.
“Going to another world and then hiding does not appeal to me, but... I suppose someone should stay to keep the generals from panicking while you and the uncrowned queen over there are out playing hooky either way,” Uke’él said.
“Thanks! It’s appreciated!” Neävo said, all smiles.
“It should just be a couple hours, honest,” I said, before starting the incantations to open the portal. 
As I did so, Kel nervously asked if he was allowed to go without his mother. Reluctantly, she agreed, as long as he stayed close to one of us at all times. Sukura promised to watch him just before I finished the spell. The portal flashed open, revealing a somewhat wobbly view of the old living room, as if it were on the other side of a pool of water.
“I should probably go first,” I said.
The others did not argue, and so I stepped through. 
Blinking in the shifted light, I realised it was early evening in Oakville. The sun was shining in through the window, at that angle that meant we had to close the curtains if we wanted to watch the TV.
“That’s a confusing time change,” I muttered, before hearing a crash of something shattering behind me.
Spinning around, I found Lena standing there, staring at me with a broken mug at her feet.
“Ah! I’ll get a broom! Don’t move while you’re—oh! I’m wearing boots inside! Sorry!” I said, mind flipping awkwardly back to a more normal frame of reference.
“E—E-Emily?” she gasped.
“I’ll take the boots off right now,” I said, crouching down while still in a panic.
“You’re here. You’re really physically here,” Lena mumbled, staring down at me with her large and soft brown eyes.
“Oh. Uh... yeah,” I said, slowly realising what it was that had her so shocked.
My visiting in dreams was probably reassuring for everyone, but it wasn’t real the way physically showing up was. Lena went to walk forward, but did have the situational awareness to check for any shards of ceramic from the mug before placing her foot down. Having stepped over the debris, she then rushed over to pull me into a hug, mumbling slightly incoherent but happy sounding things into my shoulder. I returned the hug, happy to be properly back with her.
“So, uh,” came the voice of Neävo, as she stuck her head through the portal. “Is it safe for the rest of us, or...?”
Lena jumped at her voice slightly, then turned, staring at the sight of a Dark Elven woman sticking part way out of the wall, the portal so much less visible from this side.
“It should be?” I said, before turning back to Lena. “Um, some of the others wanted to see what Earth was like. I hope that’s ok?”
“She’s a... she’s an Elf,” Lena mumbled, as Neävo stepped in. “A muscular Elf. I didn’t know they came like that.”
A blush spread across her face that Neävo seemed to notice, and responded to by flexing.
“She used a magic potion to get those muscles,” I replied, wanting to keep Neävo from going all full of herself on us.
“Magic potion or not... that’s a good look... is she, um... are you and—” Lena tried to ask.
“I’m one of Emily’s new girlfriends, yeah,” Neävo said with a grin.
“Oy! Move so the rest of us can get through!” Aara said, squeezing past her.
The half Gnoll girl wasn’t the only one to enter the room at that point, Kris coming out to check what the shattering sound from early was. She froze, staring at the two new arrivals, then turned to spot me and Lena crouched mildly awkwardly where Lena had hugged me as I was taking off my boots.
“Emily? And... are those...”
I nodded.
“She’s a Gnoll?” Kris asked.
“Half-Gnoll,” Aara replied. “I’d have a proper snout and everything if I were a full Gnoll, instead of basically being a fuzzy human with fangs.”
Before Kris could find anything else to say, Aara started pushing Neävo to make room for Sukura and Kel to come through. The fact that both of them were human surprised Kris and Lena, who had apparently gotten the impression that there weren’t any other humans in the other world.
Also, we’d had to explain that Kel was Uke’el’s son, and therefore sort of being adopted by the polycule now.
“Wait, his mum is undead?” Lena asked.
“Yes. But, like, she’s a good person. Necromancy was just the only way to get around the sickness that she had,” I explained.
“And... is she coming?” Kris asked.
“She doesn’t seem to trust what she’s heard about Earth,” I replied.
“I mean... fair,” Lena said. “Transphobia is bad enough, I don’t want to imagine what… zombie-phobia would be like.”
As Lena and Kris processed the new arrivals, I hurried off to find the broom. Then I cleaned up the shattered mug, smiling a little as I saw how well everyone was getting along. It was only as I tossed the shards of ceramic into the garbage under the kitchen sink that I noticed the time on the stove. I probably should have registered how late it was when I saw the sun shining in, and what that meant for my plans, but it was the clock announcing 7:15pm that really hammered it home.
“The buses’ll be a disaster this late,” I said, wandering back into the living room.
“The buses?” Kris asked, staring at me.
“I wanted to go swing by and invite my parents to the coronation too,” I explained.
“And you were going to take a bus with those wing—wait, coronation? You were invited to a coronation?” Kris asked.
“You made friends with royalty?” Lena asked, distracted from fawning over Neävo’s biceps by the news.
“You seem to be making friends with her too,” I replied.
Lena blinked, then turned to look at Neävo. “… you?”
The Elven woman nodded. “Not that it’s very impressive when Emily is a literal goddess, though.”
Staring at her, Lena was taking a moment to process that. For my part, I blushed at the reminder, and the way both Kris and Lena turned to gave me a once over yet again. Staring back, I was struggling to find a way to dismiss it as no big deal when Kel provided a distraction.
“What is this strange dark rectangle?” he asked, pointing towards the tv.
The three of us realised the new arrivals needed to see what a tv was, but I let Lena and Kris handle it while I borrowed a phone to call my parents. It was too late to go get them, but not too late for them to drive over. They were living in Milton these days, and it was late enough after rush hour that it probably wouldn’t take too long for them to drive over.
Waiting for a phone to ring after so many months in another world was an odd sensation, but it also felt comfortingly familiar. 
“Hello?” my mother’s voice asked.
“Mom, hey!” I said.
Only to get a gasp of surprise, and then a slightly muffled shout of my mum calling my father over to the phone. There was a click, and I suspected she’d switched to speaker phone. She loved doing that.
“You’re on the speaker now, dear… it’s really you?” she said, her voice slightly less clear due to the change over in phone modes.
“You’re alive?” Dad added.
“I am fine, I am alive, and I was hoping to invite you two both to a coronation,” I explained.
“A coronation?” my mother asked, sounding excited.
“Mhm. One of my new girlfriends turned out to be the last member of a royal family, and I thought you might like to attend the ceremony… I also thought it was earlier, though. Because time zones,” I replied.
“Time zones? I thought you said she was in a magical world?” my dad asked.
“That’s what she said,” mum replied.
“Yes? I… the planet was still round like the Earth. So there’s still time zones,” I explained, having not remembered at the time that poles technically don’t have time zones.
 Still, I was operating on a rather different internal clock than Eastern Standard Time.
“Ah, I guess that makes sense,” my dad muttered. “Wait, you said one of your girlfriends is royalty?”
“Yes. She didn’t tell any of us, but she was cousins with the evil queen we were fighting, and, since we dealt with the evil queen she is now the rightful monarch,” I explained. “Lena and Kris will be going, and I thought you might also want to come along. Though I can’t promise it will be as fancy as you might be expecting. The Holy City was only just liberated.”
“Still, it sounds nice. I think we would be quite happy to come along. Just give us some time to get ready,” my mother replied. “See you soon, dear.”
“Love you. Bye,” I said, getting a goodbye from both of them as well.
Hanging up, I turned around to find that Kris had also pulled a laptop out, which everyone was crowding around. The four guests were fascinated, especially as they understood it was not magic behind the changing images being displayed.
Changing images of a pizza delivery website. They seemed to have gotten through most of the process, but Lena and Kris were having to explain what pop was. I insisted we get some root beer for everyone to try. And then a chocolate cake, even if it was a bit overpriced, it was the sort of thing that none of the folks from Haquaria had likely ever had.
________
 
In the end, the pizza beat my parents in arriving, though we were in the middle of eating it when they arrived. They’d both dressed in their very best formal wear, and were slightly thrown to find Neävo, the woman of the day, munching on a greasy pizza and downing some pop. 
The formality of my parents’ outfits did make Lena and Kris realise they should put something fancier on.
That took a few minutes, but then they were ready. Which left the guests a bit sad that they were going to have to leave so soon. I promised them all that we would come back another time.
________
 
Staring out at the assembled crowd, mostly soldiers but with a few dignitaries present, I swallowed nervously before placing the laurel crown onto Neävo’s head.
“As a chosen of the Moon and the Stones, I, Vazehr, recognise you, Neävo Wenzaw Hyarst Aelvei as Queen of Garzot, first amongst all mortal monarchs,” I said, glad to have practised my lines enough to get them right.
“On behalf of my people, I ask for blessings with your recognition,” Neävo replied.
“You have my blessings,” I said, not quite shaking how silly it all felt. It was just so formal. Still, I had my role, and so I turned to the crowd. “Hail to Neävo, New Queen of Garzot!”
The crowd rose, the assembled soldiers who dominated giving a mixture of gestures that were something like a salute.
“All hail Queen Neävo X!” the crowd called out.
I blinked, then whispered to Neävo: “Tenth?”
“There’s only, like, three acceptable female names for the royal family,” she whispered back.
With that, I led her down the steps from the throne, and we were flooded by generals and whatever nobility had managed to show up (often middle ranking officers who’d probably purchased their positions in the military).
It was hours before I got to speak to anyone I actually wanted to talk to.
________
 
Exhausted by all the pointless elbow rubbing, I’d found my way out to a quiet balcony away from the still present crowds. I was sure that it was late, but the sun was still circling the horizon at about the same height it ever reached up here. It felt deeply unnatural.
“Will you be purifying the temples soon then, Vazehr?” General Zan asked, having apparently not noticed I was trying to get a breather away from everyone.
Or not cared.
“No,” I said. “Not yet.”
The Dark Elven man blinked in surprise. “Why ever not?”
“Because Nemza wasn’t the only problem with this world,” I said, standing up from the railing I was leaning against. “I remember what was happening three thousand years ago, now. I can also see that the situation has not improved. If anything, it’s gotten worse… so, no. I’m not letting the other gods back until we’ve made some changes.”
General Zan stammered at a reply, but his words seemed to fail him.
“Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have some girlfriends I would like to spend some time with. In peace.”
With that, I stormed past him, heading towards the wing of the palace complex that I knew was designated as the royal household. Everyone but Neävo seemed to have managed to extract themselves and were gathered in one of the few dark rooms with still functional blinds. They were all rather fast asleep, exhaustion even leading Uké’el towards something close enough to sleep, her arm gently wrapped around Kel and Sukura both. Aara, Kris, and Lena had passed out in something of a cuddle pile not far from them.
I laid myself down in between both groups and stretched my wings out to serve as a gentle blanket to everyone. Then, feeling proper calm and peace for the first time in far too long, I fell asleep.
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