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The land was dead where Kairos walked.

One foot in front of the other. Heel to toe. Muscles bunching and releasing. The rhythm of it stilled his raging mind, sustaining him amidst the hell of it all. There was nothing else for a man to do in this empty wasteland.

Step, step, step. Inhale. Step, step, step. Exhale.

The unrelenting fire of the sun was a constant, hateful companion. Heat pierced into his flesh, making his muscles heavy and skin tough where sweat dried. Droplets speckled his face, occasionally dripping down off his nose to stain the cracked earth like drops of blood in his wake.

In a hypnotic daze, he raised red-rimmed eyes to the horizon. The blasted landscape was like a vast sheet of pocked skin stretched flat over the skeleton of the world, writhing with clumps of white worms. Waves of heat shimmered over muted clouds of dust. Through their impish warp, he saw a lone figure in the distance, a misshapen black knife of a person. The shape of the animal who called himself a man, and had taken everything Kairos held dear.

Onwards, then. He could bear the heat.

He pressed on, sword thumping against his hip, leather pack pulling at his shoulders. Hours somehow both passed in a blink, and stretched into eternity. Time became a distorted mirror of itself, bending and shifting in the monotony. And the sun, in all its malice, clung to the sky as if it knew only its disappearance would bring reprieve to the land.

Kairos could not remember the last time he had slept. Days? He did not feel any exhaustion. All that seemed to ever have existed was this plain of dust, and all that he had ever done was chase his prey.

He was alone. The closest soul would be weeks away, back in the safety of Illuvia’s Blessing. Back in the land of the living. If anyone had seen Kairos now, they would have called him a madman, and he was in no mind to disagree. Because Kairos was not sure if he was a man at all anymore.

Who could stay a man, in a world like this?

His toe caught on a crack in the dirt, making him stumble. Night had fallen without him noticing, the sun winking out with a cackle. It seemed that only a moment ago, he’d been scorched by the fires of hell, and now he walked in the bloodred glow of the moon.

Some quiet, rational voice in his head urged him to rest, but Kairos did not listen to it.

His legs were moving of their own accord, dragging him step by step deeper into the dead world. He couldn’t have stopped even if his mind had been clear enough to make such a decision.

The path he walked began to wobble left and right. A ringing started in his ears, and he licked his dry lips with a dry tongue. A chill ran up his torso, his spine tingling, and the world began to grow blissfully distant. As his eyelids began to flutter, the distant shape of the beast he chased slipped out of his vision.

Just as Kairos started to topple, he heard a voice whispering in his ear—but he wouldn’t remember what words it spoke when he woke from the deep, uninvited slumber.
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Something wet and warm ran up the side of his face. A brush of something soft against his ear. A snuffling noise, and a whimper.

Kairos groaned. His mouth was made of sand, his head the chipped anvil of a furious blacksmith. Sharp pain stabbed in his chest as he coughed away the dryness in his throat. It was still nighttime—the sun was not beating down on him quite yet. With an effort, he creaked his eyes open, and nearly yelped.

A furry face was staring down at him. The ears behind the face perked up upon seeing him move, and a pink tongue emerged from a white muzzle, panting foul breath. After Kairos fumbled for his sword for half a moment, he realized it was just a dog.

“Dead Gods,” he croaked, and tried to sit up. Vertigo hit him in a wave, leaving him half propped up against his pack.

The dog's tail began to wag, and it yipped lightly at him as he groped at his waist for his bottle. Eventually, he found it, and with shaky hands unstoppered it and raised it to his mouth. It took a force of will to tip the bottle only enough for a sip.

But as the brightwater hit his tongue, the relief was immediate. He swished the liquid around to coat his mouth with its healing properties, only carefully swallowing once he’d savored the feeling. Instantly, his thirst slaked.

A sip of brightwater was enough for an entire day itself. Without it, he never could have made this trek. Kairos didn’t want to imagine how desperate the villagers who the brightwater had once belonged to must have been to leave it behind when fleeing their homes. He less wanted to imagine how far Illuvia’s Blessing had receded since then, leaving death and decay in its wake.

Squinting, he tipped the bottle back to see how much was left. It was half full, perhaps. Plenty enough. Kairos had no intention of returning from Reaper’s Bend, after all.

He lay against his pack, eyes fluttering as hydration restored him. The throbbing in his head slowly faded, and he smacked his lips in a vain attempt at restoring moisture to them too. He blinked at the sky, his brow furrowing. It was daytime. The sun was casting its rays down to scorch the earth, but not on him.

A massive structure shielded him in its shadow. Tan stone stretched into the sky, dwarfing him. He had no idea what it was, and from this angle, couldn’t make out what he was seeing. A stroke of luck. Somehow, he’d managed to collapse in the only shade for hundreds of miles.

Woof!

The dog panted, still wagging its tail. It had short white fur, with a patch of brown over its left eye. Despite the decay of the land, the dog itself seemed as hale and vital as if it lived in a thriving home. What was it doing all the way out here? How had it gotten all the way out here? Nobody lived this far into the Wastes, and a dog on its own had no chance of survival. There was no food to be found, no prey to be hunted.

Absently, Kairos reached his hand out to pet the dog’s face.

It would die out here. That was all he knew for certain. Such a frail animal stood no chance on its own.

Only a true fool would enter Reaper’s Bend of their own volition. Kairos didn’t intend on returning, but for someone to bring their pet with them, they must have had hope of coming home someday. Idiocy was cruelty if it brought others under its roof, but Kairos expected no less from humans.

With an effort made from tight muscles and clicking bones, he hauled himself to his feet. Dust filtered off his cloak and pack as he took steps backwards to the edge of the shade.

His neck twinged as he took in the full scope of what he had slept beneath. It was the height of fifteen men or more, stabbing outwards at an angle. Its edges were cracked and pitted, eaten by time. As he tracked along its width, he noticed there were two large holes spaced evenly from each other on its surface.

Out of curiosity more than anything, he took more steps backwards, willingly entering the heat of the sun. As he raised a hand to shade his eyes, the shape of the monolith became clearer, and his eyes grew wider.

It was a helmet. A massive, petrified helmet, half-buried in the ground. The holes were the eye slits, and the cracked and pitted edges the sides of a great faceplate. Kairos’s legs became watery, and his breath rattled.

He had slept beneath the corpse of a Titan. The last warriors of Zavax, the Sky God.

All children in the West had heard tales of their size. How they had once ravaged battlefields with only their steps during the Last War. Never had he thought that they might have been preserved all this time.

His mind strained as he tried to imagine a great battle fought at this very spot. It was nearly impossible to comprehend a power great enough to fell a giant of this size. Despite the heat, Kairos shivered at the thought. A thousand years or more had passed since this Titan had died. The land here hadn’t been inhabited in nearly as long. And yet here it remained, a reminder of the war that had killed half the world.

It was a legend made real, right in front of him.

The dog trotted out and sat beside Kairos, then whimpered, pulling him free of his reverie.

After one last lingering look, he walked back into the shadow, slipping his leather pack off and unclasping its flap. Inside, his stores of food were wrapped tightly in cloth. He pulled two of the measly portions out and unwrapped them carefully.

His rations were still moderate, thankfully, but he was as conservative as he could be as he ripped a piece of rock-hard stale bread from a loaf, and grabbed two sticks of dried jerky to wolf down. The dog sat across from him, its head cocked and its eyes flickering as it watched him eat. He watched it back, wary of it trying to steal his food.

But whoever had owned it had trained it well, and all it did was wait quietly. He wrapped his food up again, not sparing any for the dog.

“You’ll die soon anyway. No point in prolonging it,” he told the mutt, though he wasn’t sure why. It tilted its head, its ears pointing up. The look it gave him reminded him of a different time. A different Kairos.

And he remembered why he was here.

Rage, in all its perfect clarity, filled him as he turned away from the mutt.

Jaw rippling, he tugged the hood of his cloak up and stepped back into the sun’s hate. Within seconds, sweat coated his brow, and the discomfort of it all returned. Kairos ignored the feeling, fixing his eyes to the horizon, looking for his prey.

Today, he couldn’t see the scarred man. Most days he couldn’t. Yet, he knew where the man went as if an invisible razor wire was pulling him along in its teeth. So he walked, and didn’t pay any mind to the patter of the dog’s feet as it trotted alongside him into the land of death.
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The Titans that once served Zavax were among the mightiest of Lumein’s warriors. Towering, unstoppable forces that dominated the battlefields of the Divine. If not for their master’s betrayal and consequent downfall, they might have had their own land after the war, despite the ostracization they faced in the eyes of humanity. They, as so many before them, suffered by the whims of a God that did not truly care for them. - A History of the Divine, Chapter 36


Kairos gawked at the scene slowly unfolding around him. In intervals, more Titan corpses appeared from out of the heat’s haze. Some were half-emerged, their torsos like huge hills in the landscape. Some had only their arms above the ground, bent as if to wrench the rest of their body out in a spray of dirt.

He walked through this spotted forest of long-dead warriors, and felt he was entering a dream. The eroded corpses and armor cast sharp shadows across the blasted earth.

The heat persisted, though its strength began to wane the more frequent the petrified Titans became. By the time the sun was beginning its descent, the air was noticeably cooler, and the ground itself was becoming a darker shade. For the first time in weeks, Kairos felt a chilling breeze.

The dog still soldiered on beside him, its ears bouncing, its nose occasionally sniffing the ground. It seemed to have boundless energy. Not once did it lag behind or even so much as pant. It simply followed him, and kept pace.

Kairos’s shadow stretched in front of him, wobbling with each step. Newfound coolness brushed him, and he raised his face to the sky so that his neck might feel the breeze.

As his eyes skated across Lumein’s infinite ceiling, he froze in his tracks. Up above, in the distance, a flock of black birds were circling in the sky. Crows. The first sign of life he’d seen out here apart from the dog.

“We can make it before sundown,” he said before realizing he was talking to the dog yet again.

Curiously, the mutt looked up at him when he spoke, ears perked. Its eyes seemed to meet his, then it started to trot on ahead of him before he resumed walking.

Over the next hour, Kairos was swallowed whole by the dead. The Titans rose up around him like a range of small mountains, their bulk dominating him. Beneath his boots, the ground was beginning to mend, turning into soil with snarls of weeds. The sky was turning a burnt orange just as Kairos started to see the place that the crows were circling above.

It was a ramshackle old village that made even his home seem like a city of great renown. A collection of huts, more than anything, hobbled together with rotting logs and ropes.

His feet began carrying him quicker, eager at the thought of finding an empty cottage with a cot or bed in which they might rest. And his stomach leapt ahead of them, imagining that it might also find water or small animals to hunt.

But as he drew closer, those hopes began to quickly slip away… as all hopes eventually do. The first thing he noticed was the smell.

Rank, decaying smells of a corpse left out in the sun wafted over him while he was still miles out. The scent became so strong that he stopped to rifle through his pack and pull out a strip of red cloth.

He looked at it for a long moment. The symbol of a hawk was stitched on it. In another life, he might’ve worn this armband into battle. He might’ve bloodied it fighting side by side with his brother. Now, he wore it like a bandana over his mouth and nose to filter out the smell of something long dead.

The Titan corpses around Kairos began to thin out as he approached the village, and their absence left him feeling exposed. He settled one hand on the hilt of his sword, eyes searching and wary for danger.

As he focused on looking ahead, something squelched underfoot. With a jolt, he realized the land had turned to mud. Where there had been nothing but dry air, there was now a muggy, swamp-like climate. Clouds of gnats hovered in the distance.

A shaky breath left Kairos’s lips. From this point forward, he was entering the unknown. Beyond the Wastes, Reaper’s Bend was largely uncharted. All he had to rely on were maps a thousand years dated.

There was nothing here for the living world. Not anymore.

Kairos could not fail here. He had to go on, to finish what he had started. The stones he had piled on Calin’s grave—on Papa’s and Ama’s—had been the first step on this journey, and he would not let this abandoned, backwater village be the last.

The dog trotted in front of him, its paws sinking into the mud an inch, tongue dangling from the side of its mouth. Woof!

Kairos pulled his boot from the mud and took another step, shaking his head at the mutt as it continued trotting toward the village

This close, he saw that the village was little more than a skeleton. Some of the shacks were no more than piles of decayed wood where once there had been a structure. It didn’t take much observation to realize he would find no respite here.

He slowed as he saw where the flock of crows was circling. In the center of the village there was a fetid pool of mud, water, and floating detritus. Kairos cautiously approached, tugging the bandanna tighter over his mouth as his eyes began to water. He stopped behind the tumble-down wall of a shack, peering around its edge.

There was a giant animal corpse in the pool. A fresh one. The meat had mostly been plucked from its bones, and more crows were actively landing on it to tear more away as he watched. One crow took to the sky with a string of guts clamped in its beak, another with a chunk of flesh ripped from the beast’s leg.

It looked like a giant, misshapen cow, with reddish skin and horns growing from its head. Its face was covered in warts and boils, and its tail was unnaturally long and limp.

Kairos narrowed his eyes, scanning the remains of the village. Worms burrowed in the soil and mud, tiny ripples on the land. Blackened grass grew in tufts and patches beyond the shacks, leading to a line of gnarled, bleached trees that were the start to a dense forest of dead flora. There was no sign of passage, but that didn’t mean that the scarred man hadn’t come this way.

Cautiously, Kairos backed away from the wall and began a slow circuit of the shacks, carefully searching for any signs of humanity. But there was nothing, save the stench of death and the cawing of the feasting crows, until he reached the other side.

There were three living yet deformed cows grazing just beyond the village. Their bodies were lumpy and unnatural, their flesh mottled with discoloration. In places along their torsos, it wasn’t cow flesh at all. Kairos fought back a wave of nausea.

Human body parts were fused with the animals. A sprout of fingers protruded through the stomach of one. An ear was melted into the skin of another’s neck. An ankle and foot flopped on the back of one like a flesh-flag.

Kairos backed away, his palms becoming slick. The dog whined beside him, its ears flattening.

On a step back, his boot sank into the mud, and he nearly fell.

Squawk.

He snapped his head to the side, and saw a crow perched on a single board of wood that protruded from the earth like a black nail. It tilted its head at him, and squawked once again. Kairos’s breath caught.

The crow was unusually large—bigger even than the dog by a handspan. Sharp talons the length of his fingers protruded from its feet, and its beak was savagely hooked. Beady, malicious eyes examined Kairos. As it turned its head, he saw human skin growing in patches on its neck, and something that looked sickeningly like a nose poking out from its feathers.

Sar’s taint had touched these animals. The foul fusion of beast and human that had ravaged the land a thousand years ago. Terror of the child he'd once been—who’d grown up hearing stories of such abominations—filled Kairos, momentarily banishing the single-minded anger that had brought him this far.

He stared at the crow, too afraid to move, certain that at any moment it would dash at him, claws raking at his eyes. He felt very much like a deer staring into the eyes of a lion.

Before he could move, or even truly begin to think of what to do, the dog suddenly barked and leapt at the crow, its teeth snapping at open air. The crow let out an angry squawk and flapped its wings, taking to the sky. The dog sprinted forward, chasing it as it fled towards the flock surrounding the corpse

Kairos spat a curse, his heart leaping into his throat. On instinct, he raised one foot to follow, then froze. He didn’t owe the dog anything. If it was stupid enough to get itself killed, he wouldn’t interfere.

Still unmoving, he only watched, expecting any moment for the crows to descend on the dog and tear it to pieces.

But to his shock, as the crazy mutt sprinted forward, the crows began to flee. Instead of diving for the dog, they flew upwards in a flurry of black feathers and bleating noise.

The dog came skidding to a stop in the pool of foul water around the cow carcass, still barking at the sky savagely as the crows circled and dispersed. The bravery and stupidity of the display kept Kairos frozen and confused.

So he saw it when the water rippled on the other end of the pool from the dog. A cascading ring of brown where there should have been nothing.

Kairos eased his sword from its scabbard ever so slightly. Another ripple, far from the dog. Something was beneath the surface.

All at once, water exploded from several places in the pool. Mud shot upwards like fountains spraying filth, stretching and contorting into pillar-like protrusions. Horrid squelching noises like the sound of a jellyfish being trodden underfoot assaulted the air. The mud began to take shape as wood and bone and detritus were sucked up into the pillars and became grafted together.

Within seconds, an unholy fusion had assimilated. A group of humanoid monsters stood around the dog. Their bodies were oddly long and drooping, almost like a child’s drawing of a person. Mud sloughed and dripped from the abominations. They emitted low moans—the death cries of warriors on a hundred battlefields.

And their faces… their faces were far too real. Mud and bits of bone and wood were sculpted into expressions of agony. Faces of the men and women that had once lived here.

The villagers had come back to protect their homes.

Their misshapen bodies crackled as they surrounded the dog. The mutt ran, hackles raised, and leapt at one of them. Its jaw clamped onto the thing's leg and sank into the mud-flesh, to no avail.

The monster raised an arm, mud dripping where a hand should have been. The matter there solidified, becoming sharp and claw-like. With a snap of its arm, the monster raked the dog’s side, leaving shallow red lines along the mutt’s rib cage. The dog yelped and whined, flinging itself away.

Kairos still didn’t move. In just a few breaths, the monsters had already encircled the dog entirely with their slow, creaking movements, leaving it nowhere to flee. Now was his chance to leave without being noticed. He took a step backward, easing his sword back into its scabbard.

Again, the dog leapt, guttural, savage growls emanating as it sank its teeth into one of the monster’s neck. And again, it was pointless. Its fangs only chomped through mud, its scrabbling claws sliding through the monster’s body and leaving troughs that healed instantly.

Kairos was numb as he began to turn away. It was only a dog, after all. Better it die here, than follow him further and die later. It was for the best. What could he do, anyway?

The monster the dog clung to raised its arm to slash the mutt once again, and…

…suddenly Kairos heard the sound of his grandfather’s wet, gurgling breaths as blood bubbled from his mouth. He saw his grandmother’s cragged face in the firelight as she screamed for help. He saw the scarred man, his face twisted in a sneer, raising his hammer to pound a nail through Calin’s hands…

Before he realized what he was doing, he was running forward. He was unsheathing his blade, fingers bone-white around its leather-wrapped hilt. His lips were pulling back from his teeth in a rictus. Red tinted the edges of his vision as he sprinted into the pool of fetid water and spun his sword in a gleaming arc around his head.

Just an instant before the monster’s claws would’ve torn through the dog’s stomach, Kairos’s blade sliced clean through the top half of its head and chopped off its hand. The mutt fell down in a splash of muddy water.

But Kairos was not finished.

Air hissing through his teeth, he spun, decapitating another one of the abominations before lopping its left arm off. A bright pain flared in his shoulder. He turned, chopped, cut down the middle of the monster that had landed a scratch on him. Spittle flew from his mouth as he cursed, bringing his sword back around to slice through its muddy stomach and cut it in half above the legs.

Adrenaline made everything clear and blurry and beautiful and ugly. He didn’t dance as he once had with Calin in the training fields. He didn’t follow the order of the RedHawks’ weapons master.

He fought as an animal would.

Chopping, screaming, and cutting through earth-made-flesh until the monsters collapsed into piles of mud. As they fell, new ones appeared—tens more of the monsters forming from the dead mud beneath him, assimilating from the muck in seconds.

Kairos turned in time to see claws slashing down at him. He ducked to the side, and felt the wind of their passing. He whipped around, driving his blade in an upward cut that slashed through the monster that had missed him. From his blindside, a claw nicked his forehead before he could move away. He spun, blade singing. He was surrounded.

A roar tore loose from his throat. Blinded by fear and rage, he stomped ahead, shouldering and cutting and chopping. The dog was beside him, its jaws clamping onto legs as it fought with him. Kairos carved his way through the throng of monsters as though they were a field of stubborn wheat, numb to the pain accumulating all over his body.

Everything became mud and water and the press of death. Ragged gasps and the glint of steel.

Suddenly his feet met solid ground, emerging from the fetid pool and onto soil. He stumbled, cut through the leg of a monster in front of him and shouldered through its chest, mud caking his face.

His next step carried him into open space—he was free. Blood rushing, he sprinted for the line of trees beyond the village. The deformed cows nearby lazily raised their lumped heads to watch. Crows cawed and spun up above, the shadows of their wings engulfing him.

His lungs burned and arms ached as he ran. Within seconds, he was dashing through dead vines and bleached white branches, plunging into the shadow of the dense forest. He kept running, adrenaline pushing him forward, soil and rock underfoot.

A root tripped him, and he collapsed against the trunk of a tree, far from the village.

Next to him, he heard the labored breath of another. Miraculously, the dog was still with him. Mud covered its muzzle, and its tongue drooped as it panted.

Kairos wiped sweat from his face, wheezing for air.

It was a foolish, stupid thing he’d done. What was he thinking? It had been a stupid risk to run in like that. What good would dying here do, before he ever even reached the scarred man?

“Stupid… mutt,” he said between breaths. The adrenaline was fading, and his limbs were growing heavy. He forced himself to push away from the tree.

Woof!

The dog started wagging its tail at him, apparently unfazed despite its injury and the mud caking its fur.

“Leave me alone,” Kairos spat. “Go. I don’t want you here.”

He started backing away from the mutt, shooing it with his sword. The thought briefly flashed through his mind that he should just kill the animal himself, and spare it the suffering it would meet at the hands of the beasts out in Reaper’s Bend.

“Go!” he yelled as he banished the ugly thought. “Leave!”

Branches cracked as he took another step back, then… his foot met open air. He had half a heartbeat to realize he’d just stepped over the edge of a sheer slope, and then he was falling. His eyes went wide, his heart leaping as he started to tumble down an incline he couldn’t see the bottom of.

It was all he could do to tuck his shoulder and let out a breathless yelp. The forest flashed by, a canopy of twisted branches spinning in his vision. He bit his tongue, blood filling his mouth. His cheek smacked against something hard, and he felt skin tear. Air howled in his ears as he spun rapidly, then landed on a flat surface, rolling one final, weak time. Finally, he was laying on his back, gasping for breath.

For a minute, all he could do was lay there, filling his lungs, feeling the ache and pain of the places that would surely bruise on the morrow. He spat blood from his mouth, groaning. It could have been worse, but that was little consolation.

“Dead Gods,” he croaked, and slowly started to heave himself into a sitting position.

“Not sure the Gods had anything to do with it,” another voice answered him. “I think you’re just plain lucky that fall didn’t kill you.”

Kairos jerked around to the sound of the voice, awakening new pain in his neck. Instinctively, he reached for the sword at his side, but it was laying on the ground several feet away.

Standing just in front of him, her back to the trunk of a tree, was a woman. She had her arms crossed and her head tilted, an eyebrow raised.

“Need some help?”
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Praise Illuvia, for her light is all that shines on earth. Praise Illuvia, for she alone stood against chaos when it came to claim us. Praise, brethren! Praise, sons and daughters! For we are the lucky ones, the ones that live on! - The Earthsong, Page 2


Eris had always been unlucky.

She was cursed, for one thing—which wasn’t ideal. She was lost, for another—which was almost worse, because this was about the most awful place in the world to be lost in. The map she’d been carrying made little to no sense to her, and for the past half day since leaving the Wastes, her sense of location had weakened considerably.

But she wasn’t as unlucky as the poor fellow laying in front of her now. At least she hadn’t stepped off the side of a steep incline and nearly broken her neck.

“Need some help?” she asked, because it looked like he was struggling to get up.

The man scrambled in the dirt, reaching for the sword that had come tumbling down before him. Mud caked his body in splotches, accompanied by small wounds that marred his light-brown skin. Long black hair was tied behind his head in a bun, and his eyes were a steel gray as he narrowed them at her in trepidation. He lifted his sword slowly.

Eris uncrossed her arms and spread her hands in appeasement. “Hold on there, Tanys,” she said, thinking he looked a good bit like the portraits of Illuvia’s Champion she’d seen plastered all over the temples back home. “I’m as human as you are. You don’t need to pull your sword.”

The man didn’t drop his weapon, but he did stop moving. A tense silence barged its way between them, and to Eris it seemed like he was thinking hard. “What are you doing here?” he finally asked.

“I could ask the same,” she said. She hadn’t seen another soul in weeks. What kind of idiot willingly came into Reaper’s Bend? Already, she’d nearly died of dehydration on the trek through the Wastes, and had to fight off a hive of vicious beetles with human eyes down the way in this very same forest. But she had good reason to be here.

This man certainly didn’t look like a treasure hunter, or a glory-seeker. If he was one of those, he’d made a tragically poor career choice.

“What are the odds we run into another person out here?” Eris asked, emphasizing her own surprise in hopes it would assuage him. With a shrug, she looked up at the incline the man had tumbled from. “How’d you fall, anyway? Were you being chased by something?”

The man glowered at her, and pawed at the ground as he stood. In a stroke of luck, it seemed like the tumble hadn’t hurt him too much. “Stupid mutt,” he muttered.

“A dog?”

He didn’t answer her. Instead, he started collecting himself, checking the pack on his back, brushing mud from his cloak.

Eris took a step forward and cleared her throat, a bit annoyed. “Are you sure you’re alright? I’ve got some bandages and the like if you need them.”

Again, no answer.

He seemed intent on ignoring her. Which was rather frustrating, to Eris. Nothing could possibly be more interesting than the fact that they had encountered each other in this life-starved place.

“Listen, I know you’re embarrassed that I saw you tumble down here like a doll tossed down the stairs, but—”

“I am not emba—” the man started, abruptly angry. He bit down on the word before he finished that sentence. “I was being chased, yes. I thought I was in the clear, but a dog has been following me since this morning and distracted me, so I wasn’t looking where I stepped when I fell.”

Eris crinkled her nose. “What’s a dog doing out here?”

“I don’t know!” The man threw his hands up and turned away from her. It was almost funny. Eris had to bite back a laugh. She had a feeling it wouldn’t help the situation.

As the man wiped away some mud from his face, his appearance became more boyish, and she realized they were probably close to the same age. After giving him a moment to finish collecting himself, she spoke again. “Where’re you headed?”

“East.”

East. Like that narrowed it down, when Reaper’s Bend covered the entire eastern portion of the world. “I meant, are you going anywhere specific?”

“East,” he repeated.

“Well, I’m also heading east,” Eris replied, which was the truth. “I’m headed for the Eternity Tree.”

That gave him pause. He glanced at her, no longer glaring. A flicker of curiosity ran across his face before being overrun by trepidation again. “Alright.”

Eris planted her hands on her hips, beside the sheaths of her daggers. She’d intended to make this trek alone, even knowing how unlikely survival was, and she’d come this far without ever expecting that she might meet another human along the way.

But if there was one thing she knew from her time as a bounty hunter, it was that there was power in numbers. Two swords were always better than one. Two minds smarter, two pairs of legs easier to travel long distances with.

In a place like this—a place that was bound to try and kill her every chance it got—traveling alongside someone would make her odds of survival higher. She didn’t have much luck, but another living human being literally falling out of the sky seemed like a stroke of it.

This man wasn’t exactly an ideal choice. He was far, far from it, in fact. She'd have preferred someone who looked like they knew what they were about in these parts. But he was a human. He was out here, for some stupid reason. It couldn’t hurt to try. “Why are you here?” Eris ventured. “I offered my answer. Least you can do is return the favor.”

The man seemed to work his words around his mouth before saying them. He turned his steely eyes away from her, deeper into the forest. “I’m looking for someone.”

“Great. Well, if you’re headed east to find this person, then maybe we should have each other's backs for a bit, yeah? Seems a bit like divine timing that we would find each other out here, and two swords are better than one and all that. Or one sword and a pair of daggers, I suppose.”

This time, the man didn’t hesitate to reply. “No.”

Without even looking back at her, he started to stride away, only turning his head to spit blood again.

Eris’s shoulders sagged. “You’re just peachy, aren’t you?”

She was about to follow after him when they both froze at the sound of rapid footsteps coming from behind them. In a flash, Eris had her daggers drawn, held in a reverse grip as she fell into a crouch. The sheen of metal sounded as the man drew his sword. Her pulse thumped in her ears.

From behind a thick snarl of trees, there came a glimpse of white fur and bouncing ears, and a dog came trotting up to them, tail wagging madly. It had a brown patch of fur over its left eye, and a pink tongue that lolled from the side of its mouth. Mud covered its snout and coated its paws.

“Tide take me,” Eris said, straightening and sheathing her daggers. “I thought you were lying about there being a dog.”

The man was putting his sword away, but he snarled at the mutt as it trotted past Eris and up to him. “Go away!” he said, shooing it away with his foot. “You nearly got me killed.”

Woof!

A lithe jump put the dog’s paws on his waist. It pushed its snout under his palm, wagging wildly, gently opening its jaws to playfully nip at him. The man yanked his hand away, then suddenly went shock-still, eyes widening. A strangled cry wrenched out of him. He staggered, his hand shooting up to his forehead as he sagged against a nearby tree.

Eris ran over. “You alright?”

Just as she reached him, the man pulled his hand away from his face, gasping, his eyes scrunched tight. “Dead Gods,” he wheezed, then opened his eyes and stared down at the dog. Up close, Eris saw a wildness in him that she hadn’t seen before. A desperation.

His face was boyish and young, but his eyes…

With a glance up, he finally noticed that she’d come close. Before Eris could so much as open her mouth, he was leaping at her, his hand going to her throat, his sword sliding from its scabbard in a blur.

Bark dug into her back as he shoved her up against a tree, steel gleaming at her throat. “Get away from me!” he yelled. “Back off!”

Eris gasped, struggling to draw air. She dropped her right hand, fumbling for the hilt of one of her knives. Her fingers found its leather hilt. Her eyes found the rising bulge of his jugular vein, and she prepared to…

The man’s lips were curled back in a snarl. Anger twisted his features. Anger and… fear? He blinked, his mouth opening and closing, then he dropped her and took several steps back.

“Wastes…” Eris said, wheezing. “What the shit is your problem?”

“I’m sorry.” The man breathed heavily, then took another half step backwards. “I’m… I’m sorry.”

A strand of silver hair dangled in front of Eris’s face as she gave him her most venomous look. “Fuck’s sake. It’s fine. You aren’t the first stranger who’s nearly killed me.”

The man was still blinking, his gaze distant and eyes wide. It seemed to Eris that he was abruptly elsewhere, as though his mind simply refused to acknowledge what was in front of him. He tugged his cloak around himself, then turned away. “ I’m sorry,” he said one last time. “I’m going. Good luck out here.”

This time, Eris had no desire to stop him. Baffled by the entire encounter, she watched him go, the dog at his heels. The chances of their meeting at all were slim to none, and it was a shame he happened to be a bit of a nutcase. Well, anyone who came out here willingly had to be a bit touched in the head, she reckoned.

There was no point in pushing the matter. She’d not been planning on traveling with anyone through the Bend. With or without the strange man, she would make it to the Eternity Tree. All she had was herself, and that would have to be enough.

She’d just started massaging her throat when the dog suddenly came running back toward her. Its tail was limp between its legs, its ears drooping. It trotted right up in front of her and sat on the ground, then started whining.

“What?” she asked. “Why are you coming to me now? Go back to your friend.”

Another whine. The mutt stood back up and trotted back in the direction of the man before sitting down again.

“What’s your deal?”

The dog repeated the motion, trotting a few feet away before turning back to her. Curious and slightly amused, Eris started to walk toward the dog, in the direction the man had gone. After just a few steps, the dog perked up, started wagging, and stopped whining.

“You want me to follow him?”

The dog barked, tail furiously whipping back and forth. Eris stood still for a moment, contemplating, then let a wry smile onto her face.

“I’m headed that way regardless. I won’t follow him, but I’ll go that direction.” She spoke as if the dog would understand a word of what she said. Which, she realized, didn’t feel so strange for some reason.

It stood, cocked its head at her, then ran back toward the man, disappearing within a few moments into the thicket of white trees.

Eris tugged her pack higher onto her shoulders and blew air through her lips. She’d always been unlucky.

But even this land of the dead wouldn’t stop her from trying to change it around.
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Beyond the embrace of Illuvia’s Blessing, there is darkness untold. Things I cannot speak of. Perversions of humanity. Sar’s poison has created unknowable horror. We must never go back, for the land is beyond lost. - An explorer’s account of Reaper’s Bend, dated the 172nd year after the Cleaving


At night, Eris saw spiders among the trees. She couldn’t sleep with their spindly legs silently crawling overhead, backlit by moonlight. Her imagination ran wild, seeing human hands where their feet should be, and arms for pincers. All through the red night, she had her fingers wrapped around the hilts of her daggers as she lay propped up against her pack, ready to move at any moment.

A hundred stories of the dreadful creatures in Reaper’s Bend haunted her vision. Wraiths and cannibals. Even the whispers of Yathuna, Sar’s carnivorous dragon, didn’t seem so far-fetched.

The hours were long and as tense as lute strings.

She was as still and quiet as possible, all senses alert as twilight eked by. Sometimes, she heard the clicking and patter of legs as the spiders ambled among the trees, and hiss of a web being spun somewhere. The air was cold and frigid, a far cry from the heat that she’d lived in during the weeks spent crossing the Wastes.

Her stomach began to growl with hunger in the long hours, but she didn’t dare to open her pack and risk attracting attention. As time slowly unraveled, her eyes also grew bleary and her mouth dry. A few times, she strayed dangerously close to sleeping, only to jerk back to awareness by a flicker of shadow.

Internally, she cursed the man from earlier. This was exactly why she’d thought it would be a good idea to travel together. One of them could have rested while the other kept watch. She tried telling herself that if he was too stubborn to see why it was a good idea, then it was his loss. But as the sleepless night dragged on, she couldn’t help feeling like she’d not tried hard enough to convince him.

When finally the sky lightened, and the spiders began to skitter away, she groaned with relief. With restraint, she waited until morning was fully in swing before sitting up, opening her pack, and eating a short breakfast of stale jerky and herbs.

As she chewed, she felt a twinge in the back of her neck.

“Shit.”

Eris put her food down and let out a long breath. It was that time of day already.

For the first time in a very, very long time, she’d almost forgotten about it. In a perverse way, the threat of the spiders had given her a reprieve from a very different sort of stress.

Her curse.

Right on cue, as it was every morning.

An old, shambling woman appeared from behind one of the trees. Heavily wrinkled skin sagged from her tiny body. Her face was covered by a black veil hanging from a headdress made of melded-together skulls. Torn and frayed robes hung from her gaunt, skeletal body. Her hands were all veins and bone-ridges, one of them clinging to a staff that was taller than she was. The staff’s top ended in a face carved from wood, with closed eyes and a mouth open in an eternal scream.

Eris knew this woman better than she’d like to.

It was the visage of Magus Castellian, the woman who had cursed her two years ago.

“Yeah, yeah,” Eris said, settling into a sitting position. “Let’s get this over with.”

Magus Castellian didn’t reply. She never replied, because it wasn’t actually Magus Castellian shambling toward her right now. It was an apparition, a vision that only Eris could see. She’d learned that the hard way, when she’d panicked and screamed in a very public market upon seeing the vision the first time, and consequently been sent to the local apothecary on account of insanity.

Eris had tried fighting the vision before. She’d tried running away. She’d tried everything short of ending her own life to rid herself of it, but she knew better now. There was no escaping the curse. Every day, it would come back. And every day, Eris would endure what was to come.

The Magus moved achingly slow, raspy breaths coming from her as her joints clicked and rattled. It gave Eris grim satisfaction to know that the real Magus had died of old age shortly after cursing her, and that even her apparition suffered from chronic pain. That satisfaction was always short-lived.

Eris ground her teeth together as the Magus came to a halt right in front of her, and began to raise a spindly arm. As with every morning, Eris tried to calm herself, and slow her rapidly beating heart. And for the thousandth time, she failed. Panic began to writhe in her stomach. Her breath quickened.

The Magus pointed a shaking finger at Eris’s forehead, and with a low, animalistic moan, pressed the tip of it to her skin.

Blinding, agonizing pain erupted in every pore of Eris’s body.

It felt as though she was being flayed alive. White hot burning that seared into her muscles and scorched her bones. She opened her mouth to scream, but nothing came out. Her spine curved back, her arms flopping uselessly at her sides. Flames melted her eyes; venom dissolved her organs. She began to twitch, the spasms like knives pricking her skin.

The physical pain she had learned to endure. She knew it would end the moment the Magus disappeared.

It was the mental pain that terrified her.

Memories flickered in her mind. Pain of a different kind. The broken parts of her forcing themselves to the front of her heart and pushing their jagged edges against it. She saw her mother’s face full of angry tears. She saw a leg holding onto a torso by a flap of flesh. She saw herself standing over an innocent woman, the decision of life and death balanced on her blade.

Guilt and anguish fought each other for dominance, their blood spilling over Eris and coating her in their pain. All her life, emotion had drenched her. She’d never learned how to clean herself of it, and knew she likely never would. Emotion was the enemy that lived within her, throttling her heart and mind at every turn.

The curse gave it strength. Intensified it.

Eris gasped suddenly as the pain was extinguished like a flame between pinched fingers. Her eyes rolled up into her head, drool dripping from the corner of her mouth. She collapsed in a pile of limp limbs. The Magus was gone, vanished into thin air until she would manifest again tomorrow.

Minutes passed as Eris gulped down breath, cold sweat rolling down her brow.

The curse was killing her. Just a little bit more, each morning. Draining her of something vital.

For today, however, it was over. Blissfully over. Eris tried to remember that as she groaned and eased herself from the ground. Her hands tingled, and she wiped errant tears from her cheeks.

There’d been a time when this relief had felt like a gift from Illuvia herself. A blessing to be held onto like a precious gem. But now, after so much time… she only felt dread at the idea of facing all that pain once again on the morrow. Her chest tightened as she wiped sweat away.

An ache protested in her limbs as she slowly stood, but she ignored it. She needed to get on her way early, so that she might find a proper place to rest tonight away from spider territory. Time was always of the essence when you weren’t sure whether or not a curse might make you topple over and die on any given day.

As she’d learned to do long ago, she folded the stress of it all into a corner of her mind that she refused to touch during the day. It was the only way to keep going. The only way to stay sane.

She cracked her neck before taking a swig of brightwater, savoring the momentary feeling of hydration. With a hearty sigh, she set out with an exhausted body and drooping eyes, and distantly wondered where the idiot man had ended up.
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Rest did not come easy to Kairos.

He walked through the night, his feet becoming like blocks of wood, spider shadows dancing over him in the violet moonlight. He didn’t care. Let the beasts come for him if they wanted. He would carve his path through the woods if he needed to.

The tracks of his mind led elsewhere.

All he could think of was the vision that had struck him so suddenly back when he had met that Holucian woman. Right when the dog had placed its muzzle against his palm, pain like a hot knife had lanced through his head, and he had seen a vision with absolute clarity.

The scarred man, walking through these very woods. The bald pate of the monster’s head, the lumps and ridges of the X shaped scar that crossed over his face. Kairos had seen it with such stunning, vivid clarity that he’d nearly passed out.

His prey had come this way, he was certain of it.

So there was no time to rest. There was no time to worry about spiders.

Kairos was not a pious man. He didn’t believe that the Dead Gods still watched over humanity, guiding them when the need arose. He had not prayed over the graves of his loved ones, or prayed for salvation from any of the Gods since. But he knew there was power here in the Bend that was beyond his comprehension, and that power had shown him the scarred man’s path.

Long hours stretched through the night consumed with the thought of the vision. Kairos clung to those images like they were buoys amidst a raging storm. He had learned long ago, at the beginning of this blazing trail, that there was only one way to survive the cyclone of grief.

There must be something greater than it. Something that burned brighter and louder.

The inferno of his rage was a welcome guest—one Kairos was in no rush to rid himself of. He knew what lay beyond that wall of fire. He knew the deepness of the pain that lay beyond, had brushed against it on that black night, and had known that nothing was at its bottom but more of the same.

So he cloaked himself in the inferno. He draped it across his shoulders like a mantle, a torch that cast no shadows against the blackness of grief. If he saw the ghosts of his life—any of them—he burned their faces away and replaced them with the visage of the man he hunted.

It was all he knew, and all he wanted to know.

Like a spark drifting into the endless night, Kairos would burn until he faded.

The dog still followed him, for a reason he couldn’t understand. He’d shoved it away with his foot more than once in the night, but the mutt refused to leave. Perhaps he reminded it of its old master. Whatever the case, Kairos hadn’t seen it eat in all the time it had been following him, and kept expecting it to fall over at any moment.

Somehow, it seemed to have more energy than he did, despite the long hours of walking.

It sniffed the forest floor as Kairos trudged on, heavy bags under his eyes. The sun was rising, giving the bleached trees a grayish cast of light. Movement of bugs and critters flickered in the edges of Kairos’s vision.

In a trance, he continued on. A muscle started to twitch in his cheek. The aches and pains from his tumble the day before had faded to a dull, constant throb but now began to resurge as angry stabs in the meat of him.

He needed to rest, if for no other reason than to eat and drink.

Just as he was starting to think that he would prop himself up against a tree for a minute, the twisting angles of the trees parted, widening into a clearing of patched brown grass and dappled light. A cabin sat in the center of the sickly circle, drenched in the shadow of the birthing sunlight.

The structure was barely standing, and indeed, Kairos could hardly fathom how it stood at all. Its wood was filthy and ramshackle, its windows were caked in so much dust and dirt that they were entirely brown. Someone must’ve lived here, hundreds if not thousands of years ago, and abandoned it.

The front door barely hung on its hinges. The wood there had been rotted and eaten by termites. Ugly growths of mold and fungus clung to the doorframe, and the lining of the cabin was pocked as if diseased. Unease roiled in Kairos’s stomach as the scent of something foul wafted out from the cabin.

Kairos tried to imagine the place as it once would have been, with green trees surrounding it and flowers blooming around its edges. But he couldn’t manage to see anything other than what it was—a place that had succumbed to death.

Still, to his wrung-out body and mind, it would be a relief to have a roof over his head for once. There might even be a mattress somewhere inside.

Before he could so much as move a single step into the clearing, the dog began to bark furiously at him. Loud, angry barks, that were much different than the yips Kairos had become accustomed to from the mutt. Kairos jerked his head around, wondering if it had spotted a beast somewhere in the forest, but the dog was looking right at him.

Its hackles were raised, its lips pulled back from its teeth. It backed away from the clearing, spittle dripping from its muzzle.

Was it trying to warn him of something?

Sayashiiiiiii.

Kairos heard the word like a whisper in his skull, drifting into his thoughts uninvited. A ghostly hand caressing his face. Instantly, his limbs felt heavy.

Salushaaaaaaa. Sayashiiiiiii.

He shook his head, but the words were like oil dripping into his ear. His thoughts became muddled, his sensations dulled. Was the dog still barking? He could hear it, but it was like a distant noise he might hear in a dream.

Suvaaaaaaaaaaaaaa.

Kairos tried to fight against himself as his body walked forward, emerging from the trees and onto long dead grass. Like a puppet on strings, he walked to the door of the cabin and raised his arm, placing his hand on the door.

Whispers fluttered in his ears as the flapping wings of moths. The world was comfortably distant. Some desperate part of him knew what he was doing was wrong, but he was too tired, too weary to fight against the urge.

How nice would it be to lay down in a cool, dark place? How nice would it be to have a pillow beneath his head for the first time in months?

The whispers were like silk wrapping around his brain. His feet walked on clouds. As the door rattled shut behind him, he vaguely heard the furious barking of the dog.

Darkness engulfed him, and he felt the beckon of something inviting him further inside.
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Who can know the truth, save those who walk in it? Who can know the dark, save those who look into it? Illuvia help us, for we cannot do both. - The Earthsong, Page 68


Stark shadows stabbed down at Eris. Her eyes scanned the jagged canopy of branches overhead. There was an eerie lack of sound in the dead forest. Where usually there would be the twittering of birds and insects, there was a hollow quiet that absorbed the noise of her footsteps and breathing. Even the smell of the forest was stale, instead of earthy and fragrant.

She walked on, occasionally looking up to the slowly lightening sky and reorienting herself. The day had yet to grow warm, but she preemptively tied her silver hair up before she could begin to sweat.

Early on, her steps were beleaguered. The sleepless night had drained her. She had to fight against the urge for a morning nap, knowing it would only make her more tired.

Somewhere in the droning exhaustion, a noise penetrated the silence like a needle through cloth.

She stopped mid-step, cocking her head to listen.

It was distant, barely audible at all. A rhythmic, constant noise. She frowned, cupping a hand to her ear as if it might help.

“Oh,” she said aloud as she recognized it. It was the sound of barking.

Had the man and the dog encountered trouble somewhere ahead? Eris stood quietly for a few moments to make sure she wasn’t imagining it, and decided it was definitely real.

She almost just continued on her way. She didn’t owe that foolish man anything. If he was so confident in his ability to survive out here, then let him handle this on his own. She had seen that look in his eyes. He was reckless and headstrong, and it wasn’t her fault if he got himself killed. But the dog…

The dog hadn’t done anything wrong.

She told herself that was the only reason she changed course, following the distant sound of the mutt’s barking.
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Smoke and dust swirled together. Shapes and faces stretched, congealed, and warped in front of him. An invisible string seduced Kairos further into the cabin. Resistance was a faint idea, one he could scarcely understand. He was only a spectator to his body now, a wisp trapped behind his own eyes.

Saaaaaaaaaaa.

The floorboards creaked beneath his feet. The rotted walls of the cabin groaned, closing in on him. Skulls sat on the windowsills. Mold clung to the corners. A draft of rancid scents drifted over him like the breath of a dying giant.

He stepped around a corner, and the mist in his eyes dispersed to reveal a withered corpse sitting in a chair. Its skin was like paper, its bones protruding like mountain tips, its mouth open in a rictus to reveal brown teeth. One of its hands was extended in a permanent beckon.

A slithering noise escaped the corpse as something in its concave stomach writhed. Kairos took another step closer, revulsion dispersed by the whispers in his ears.

SAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA.

The husk’s throat bobbed. A shape coiled against its leaf-thin skin. Something began to emerge from its eternally screaming mouth, hissing and spitting.

Kairos took another step.
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The barking was growing louder and more aggressive. Eris began to jog, hopping over roots and ducking beneath low-hanging branches. Her exhausted body regained some energy as the thrill of danger reared its head.

She unsheathed her curved daggers, nearly as long as a forearm each. Wind whistled in her ears. She nearly stumbled over a particularly thick root, caught herself on the trunk of a tree, and kept running. Something flickered in the corner of her eye, and she turned her head just a notch.

There was nothing. Only bare branches creating a crooked puzzle overhead. She kept running and—

Her feet went out from under her. A surprised gasp flew from her mouth. A moment of vertigo came where she waited to fall flat on her face, but…

She was suspended. Hanging.

With a growl, she looked down. Her legs were stuck just inches over the ground, wrapped in thick white rope. Her right arm, out to her side, was stuck just the same.

Realization smacked her in the mouth. She’d run straight into a spiderweb.

“Shit, shit, shit, shit,” she spat, wrenching her arm and legs to try and get them free. A whole network of webs was connected to this spot, lines glinting in the sunlight. As she jerked and writhed, she saw vibrations being sent upwards through the patchwork of silk. Her gaze followed the vibrations as they traversed the branches, disappearing from view.

As soon as she realized what she was doing, she froze, breathing heavily.

“Shit,” she repeated, only much quieter this time.

For an agonizing minute, she kept her eyes glued to the branches overhead, slowly working her left arm into a position to cut herself free. Another ten seconds went by. Twenty.

Eris let out a slow, calm breath, trying to relax her body to create as little movement as possible. Distantly, she realized the dog had stopped barking.

With agonizing caution, she started sawing at the webs around her feet with the knife in her left hand. A moment later, she heard the click and clatter of spiders skittering through the trees.
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The sound of dry bones cracking came from the husk’s chest. Its throat widened forcibly, and from within its maw, two human eyes and a flickering tongue emerged. Black, decaying scales lined the sinuous body behind them. Like a worm emerging from the dirt, a snake wriggled from the husks’s mouth, hissing as it bared its fangs at Kairos.

The whispers in his head urged him to come closer as the snake continued to emerge, the length of it unraveling far longer than should have been possible.

But deep within Kairos, hidden in the recesses of his mind, a voice he hardly recognized as his own began to scream. Its warning cry speared through the whispers, stabbing into his brain and pinning it to the present moment.

Kairos halted. Sweat dripped down his nose. His entire body shook with the effort to simply stand still.

With a vicious snap, the snake whipped its tail end out of the husk’s mouth, coiling itself on the floor. It was the length of five men, and was continuing to grow. Its head was enlarging before his eyes, its desiccated body inflating like a waterskin. Patches of flesh were unmasked from scales that had rotted away, and bugs crawled over its torso where they had lain hidden.

Kairos couldn’t do anything but stand there and watch, screams in his ears, his muscles as tense as wire. The snake finished enlarging, its fangs lengthening, its reptilian smell making Kairos’s eyes water.

As its head began to brush the roof, it let out a great hiss. Its human eyes were the color of mold as it gazed at him.

A grunt pushed its way through Kairos’s teeth as he fought to move his body. His hand twitched as he moved it toward his sword an inch. His left foot jerked backwards.

The snake tilted its head. Its tongue tasted the air, and then it hissed once more. Kairos saw tension in its body. Saw the dull flicker of its sentient eyes and twitch of its tail. He snarled, seething with effort as he seized control of his body.

The snake snapped at him, its head moving like a whip to clamp its fangs into his chest. At the last possible instant, Kairos threw himself to the ground, the fangs a blur passing inches over his face.
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Eris frantically sawed at the spiderweb as black legs scurried in the corners of her vision. She chanced a look up and saw five of the bastards crawling toward her, myriads of eyes blinking on their faces. They were tall enough, each of them, to reach her waist, fangs as long as her hands dangling from their mouths. Black as night, they had red patterning across their backs.

And human fingers grew out of their carapaces like tiny tentacles, wiggling as the spiders skittered toward Eris.

“Oh piss off!” she yelled.

She managed to cut through a particularly thick part of the webbing, but her legs were still held tight. Realizing she wouldn’t get them free in time, she turned her attention to the webs holding her right arm and hacked at them instead. In her abandon, she nicked herself. A small stream of blood trickled down her right arm.

The first spider reached her only a heartbeat later.

It leaped at her from a branch up above, its mouth opening as it aimed its fangs at her neck. Eris jerked backwards, adjusted the grip on her knife, and rammed it into the spider’s open mouth. The tip of her blade stuck out the back of its head. Green ichor splattered her arm. The spider went limp, and flopped down onto the webs.

Eris had enough time to turn and see another spider leap at her, then punched out with her blade and managed to deflect it. The spider landed nimbly on the webs, creeping a couple of steps back. Eris yanked with all she had to free her arm from the sticky trap.

Just as the limb came loose, the spider pounced again. Eris stabbed downwards with the knife in her right hand and upwards with her left, pinning the spider in midair between the two blades. With a roar, she tore the knives free by pulling them apart, gutting the overgrown arachnid in half.

The other spiders were lagging behind a few moments, their forms still up in the trees. Eris slashed at the webbing around her legs, keeping her eyes focused on the spiders. To her surprise, they stopped a distance from her, their mandibles clicking.

Eris finished cutting herself free and stumbled back a few steps. She fell into a crouch, adjusting her grip on the knives. But the spiders remained still.

She licked her lips as she tried to form a plan. No matter which direction she went, save for backwards, the spiders would have the advantage. They could move overhead and surround her easily. That they weren’t just mindlessly charging her anymore indicated that they were intelligent, which was terrifying enough in itself.

Eris couldn’t afford to play their game. She wasn’t the only one in trouble, after all.

“Dammit,” she said. “Was really hoping to save this for later.”

Without taking her eyes off the spiders, she reached down and dropped the knife in her right hand. With that hand, she slid her fingers into the side of her boot, where something hard and flat was nestled against her shin. She slid it out carefully, not making any quick movements.

It was a stone talisman, just slightly larger than her palm. On its front, an engraving of Illuvia’s sunburst was etched in painstaking detail. In an arc above the engraving were the words Ves Triomphae Dasul.

The Triumph Eternal. An ode to Illuvia’s victory in sealing Sar away to this half of the world in the Cleaving. An image that could be found in any of the thousands of Illuvian temples in the West.

A faint glow hummed around the edges of the talisman—a thrumming power that made her hand vibrate. Eris breathed out slowly, her vision growing crisp. She looked up at the spiders, locking them in her mind, focusing on their forms.

She’d only done this one other time. Once, right after she’d found the damn thing laying around in the Wastes, discarded long ago. She didn’t understand how she knew what to do, didn’t know what compelled her to move as she did.

She held the talisman aloft, raising it over her head.

This was the part she still hadn’t quite mastered. The part that, supposedly, monks and priests spent years training themselves to control in order to become one of Illuvia’s holy warriors. Not that there was much need for holy warriors in wars fought between kings instead of Gods.

Eris snarled as she found a moment of clarity. “Spyreth!” she spat, urging the energy around the talisman to action, not knowing the word that jumped off her lips.

She was nearly knocked onto her ass.

A sudden jolt ran up her arm. Pure white light flashed in her vision, momentarily blinding her. Beams of shimmering light shot out from the disc like loosed arrows.

Eris cried out as the talisman burned her hand, dropping it to the dead forest floor. The smell of burnt flesh and ash curled into her nostrils. She blinked, white shapes dancing in her vision.

Where the spiders had been, there were only sooty spots of ash. Perfect holes in the canopy of branches above had been carved by the passage of the beams. Eris saw the gray sky beyond, and the swirling bits of ash that had once been spiders.

Her hand throbbed. A red weal had formed on her palm—nothing that a little rest and salve couldn’t fix. But she needed to be more careful.

The talisman lay face down on the ground, smoking. The glow around it had disappeared. Eris bent to pick it up.

“Sar’s taint,” she muttered. She hadn’t been expecting that. What had she just done? Had that been the power of Illuvia herself? She stared at the talisman, still reeling.

Woof! Woof!

Eris flinched, raising her hands to defend herself as the barking came from just feet beside her. The dog stood there, just out of reach.

He wagged his tail a single time, then turned and ran in the other direction. He clearly wanted her to follow. When she didn’t move at first, he looked back, his ears perked. To Eris, it looked like he was asking ‘Well? Are you coming?’

Eris gritted her teeth. “Lead the way.”
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Kairos swung his sword up in an arc meant to decapitate the snake, but the blade met only empty air as the beast yanked its head away. Sweat coated every inch of him; the effort of moving his body was exacerbated by the mental pressure the cabin exerted.

He dove to the floor as the snake snapped at him, again just barely getting out of the way in time. His already weary body was struggling to keep up. Breath came in labored gasps as he drove his sword upwards to stab into the snake, but again he was thwarted as the snake simply slithered to the side.

It was all he could do to stay on his feet and to not be impaled by the snake’s snapping fangs. He rolled, dodged, and hacked clumsily at his enemy. He tried to run, to get back through the hallway he’d entered, only to have the way blocked. The snake was quick and cunning, easily able to maneuver where his leaden legs stumbled and stomped.

He tripped over his own feet as he tried to set them. The snake reared its head and snapped down again. He couldn’t move quickly enough, threw his sword up horizontally instead, and caught the top of the snake’s mouth on its edge.

A cry of pain escaped him as one of the snake’s fangs stabbed into his forearm. Just inches from his face, the snake’s tongue licked out and shallowly sliced his neck. Venom dripped off the snake’s fang and onto his skin, burning and sizzling the flesh there. Kairos could swear he saw mockery in its eyes.

Red mist filled his vision. An animal’s need for survival. Veins bulged on his arms as he screamed at the snake, turning his sword and pushing outwards on it until it began to cut into the corners of the snake’s mouth.

The snake hissed and pulled away from him, its fang sliding out of his arm. Kairos groaned with pain, his left arm twitching as the venom continued to eat into it. He shifted his sword into just his right hand, though it was too heavy and too long to be wielded usefully in such a way.

He had to end this. Now. One perfectly timed thrust to the head.

He bided his time the best he could, focusing on evasion and keeping his mind as clear as possible. Minutes went by. His wooden body sagged with effort. If this went on any longer, he was sure to fail.

One blow. One thrust.

He set his feet, remembering the RedHawk training, and snarled.
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Eris stopped at the edge of the clearing, just beside the dog. The mutt refused to go any closer than that. A destitute cabin lay beyond. Inside, Eris heard thumping and rattling.

“In there?” she asked the dog, feeling slightly stupid for assuming the animal would understand her.

The dog barked as if in affirmation.

“Illuvia’s Light, maybe he does understand me,” Eris muttered. She shook her head and unsheathed her knives. Then, she took a deep breath and entered the clearing.
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The snake’s tongue flicked in and out. Its enormous body slithered around the edges of the room. It tensed, as it had every time, before snapping at him. He saw the blow coming, and with a roar, stabbed upwards with his sword.

Like before, the snake was fast enough to jerk its head away from his blade, but Kairos was anticipating that. As the snake moved, he used every ounce of strength he had to bring his sword around from a thrust into a chop, angled downwards at the snake’s face. A flash of triumph ran through him as he saw he was going to connect.

Something slammed into him from behind, and he went flying, crashing against the wall. The breath was knocked from his lungs. His forehead thumped against wood, dazing him.

He landed in a heap. His lungs struggled to draw air.

He pushed against the floor, trying to force his body to move. It took an effort to just roll over, his hands pawing at air as if he might find support there.

The snake loomed over him. Its mouth widened. He saw its body tense, and knew he was dead. His sword was no longer in his hand; his body didn’t have the strength to move.

Kairos closed his eyes. Calin… Papa… Ama… I’m coming home.

A grunt of effort. The sound of someone jumping. Wet thunks and flesh tearing.

He snapped his eyes back open.

The snake was writhing on the floor, its sinuous body wrangling and convulsing wildly. The Holucian woman from earlier straddled the beast’s neck, her two knives piercing it and pinning it to the floor. Black blood seeped from where she’d wounded it. A determined snarl was on her face as she kept her grip and became a pillar.

As if sensing Kairos’s gaze fall on her, she snapped her head around. “Cut its head off!” she yelled at him. The snake bucked, nearly throwing her off.

Kairos found his second wind. His eyes widened. Spit fell from his mouth as he forced his body to move upward and staggered over to his sword. His useless left arm dangled, but he heaved the weapon over his shoulder with the other.

He stumbled over to the snake’s head. Kairos looked into its hateful eyes, saw the decay that had eaten away at its face, and hefted the sword.

“Do it!” the woman screamed as the snake gave one last desperate jerk.

Kairos summoned the last of the strength left in him, and chopped down as hard as he could. His blade made it halfway through the snake’s neck.

Kairos howled, hefting his sword again, chopping again. And again. And again. And one final time, even after the last bit of stringy flesh connecting the snake’s head to its body had been cut away.

The sword tumbled from his grasp. He staggered backwards. The snake’s head continued to blink and chomp at the air as a final, dying hiss came from its mouth. Kairos fell to his knees, his vision swimming, arm aching from the venom entering his bloodstream.

The woman stepped into view, black blood splattered across her face. She frowned at him, breathing heavily.

“You’re welcome.”

Kairos’s eyes rolled up into his skull, and he was left with the image of her face as darkness swallowed him.
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May your soul rest, old friend. I hope that the Ocean embraces you with calm and kindness. I will miss you. Do not despair, for you only go ahead of me. Soon enough, we will be together again. - A note, found on a corpse at the edge of Reaper’s Bend


Life faded from him.

Venom was eating at his heart.

He could hear voices, could feel the inexorable pull of the Soul Ocean coming out to tide and lapping at the feet of his eternal body. The caress of a billion souls. All that had ever lived and would ever live would return here, to this nothingness.

Kairos could not fight it. No mortal could.

A pure black sky stretched above him, and beneath him was black sand, soft and supple. He could not move, could not breathe, could not do anything but lie there and wait for the Ocean to claim him. At least there was no pain. No thought. Only the knowledge that soon, he would become nothing, his very essence joining the great pool of life that all others were swimming in.

You…

A tingle started in his chest, alien in the nothingness he’d become. He heard the voice as though it had spoken directly into his mind.

You… are not… finished…

Kairos tried to remember where he had been before, but couldn’t. What hadn’t he finished? It was like a word that wouldn’t quite reach the tip of his tongue. He had something he’d wanted to do, but… now it seemed so inconsequential.

All he knew was that he wanted to be done. He was content to be pulled out to Tide. He was tired… so, so tired, and he had been for a long time.

You… are NOT…. FINISHED!

A bright pinprick formed in the black sky above him. A diamond shape made of pure gold. Like a sword stabbing through cloth, the light tore a hole in the sky. Through that hole, a ray of crimson essence peered down at Kairos, engulfing him in its heat.

The voice roared in his head now, no longer weak and raspy.

YOU ARE NOT FINISHED!

Visions flooded him one after the other, glimpses of things unseen. He saw the scarred man ahead of him, emerging from the dead forest to stand before the stark spires of a castle, backlit by a bloodred sun. He saw incomprehensible horrors. A man being chopped to pieces. Thousands dying to a power they couldn’t understand.

The tingling in his chest became a thumping, discordant and ugly. Blood rushed to his head. A sliver of air forced its way into his lungs.

KAIROS DEVANE! the voice howled. YOU ARE MINE. YOUR DEATH CANNOT BE ALLOWED. I CLAIM YOU.

He saw a woman with silver hair and a dog with a patch of brown fur over its left eye. Lips moving in the form of a song. Holy light searing across the horizon like a great arrow, and fires burning in a deep volcano.

Tingling in his legs and arms. The black sky was fading, being replaced by wooden boards. Breath was blowing through his lips. A hardness formed against his back.

Kairos reentered his body, and remembered a different kind of numbness. One last time, he heard the voice speak to him.

You… are not… finished…

He blinked as the visions fully faded, leaving dull reality in their place.

He was lying on the floor of a cabin.
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The five Gods were rarely in agreement. Once, Yarra and Zavax were a force to be reckoned with. The brother and sister were the de facto leaders of our Divine rulers. However, as the schism between them grew, it was Sar and Illuvia that began to emerge as the faces of the War that ravaged the land. Curiously, only Varsik ever remained unknowable in the midst of all this, and it was assumed that He worked quietly with Sar to end humanity. - A History of the Divine, Chapter 70


The dead snake made for a surprisingly good cushion. In death, its flesh was limp and soft beneath the flaking scales. After shooing off the bugs that had been using the snake as a home, Eris had found it to be a great place to lay her head.

Through the filthy window, starlight twinkled beyond the boneyard of tree branches. It had been a long, tedious day. After helping to slay the snake, Eris had needed to bind her own wounds and, begrudgingly, do the same for the man she’d saved.

A splotch on his arm had been reduced to bright flesh with mottled green coloring, something she’d attributed to snake venom. She’d used what poultices she could from her pack, and wrapped the wound the best she was able to. Then she’d cleaned some of the smaller lacerations and abrasions he’d suffered, and even sacrificed some of her precious brightwater to ensure his body was hydrated enough to heal on its own.

She was fairly certain he would die anyway. His pulse had slowed, and his breathing was so shallow it was hardly noticeable. The odds of his survival were low, and the help she'd been able to give wasn’t much. Only time would tell if he pulled through or not.

For a while, she’d considered leaving him there alone. She certainly didn’t owe him any more than she’d already done, and every day she was stagnant was a day she wasn’t finding the Eternity Tree and ridding herself of her curse.

But then the damn dog had come along again.

It had come limping into the cabin, apparently no longer afraid to enter now that the snake was dead, and whined at her until she took a look at its dangling paw.

“Idiots, both of you,” she’d muttered as she tried to identify what was wrong with the dog. There’d been no clear wound, but nonetheless she’d wrapped the paw and given the dog a small drink of brightwater too.

Eris had found herself growing increasingly tired, and decided to rest for a few hours, which had turned into a handful of hours. By the time she’d awoken, the sun was already setting. She’d been forced to either stay in the cabin with the snake corpse and the foolish man and dog, or risk another night of no sleep as she lay alone in the open again. It wasn’t much of a choice.

She hated nights like these. Nights where her mind was free to roam and think. It was almost better that she be on edge, watching for a threat all night rather than have too much time for thought.

Her mind was a traitor. Always had been.

It liked to remind her of all the things she could have done differently. All the failures and decisions that had led her to end up here of all places. It liked to remind her of all of the things she hadn’t yet done in life, the pain she’d suffered and would suffer again, and the inevitability of time swallowing her whole. Most of all, it imagined the pain that would be coming for her in the morning.

Stop complaining, girl, her mother’s voice scolded her. The world isn’t about you. Stop pretending that you have it so bad.

Eris shifted, her brow furrowing. Illuvia knew she’d tried following that advice before. She’d tried a thousand times to plug up the hole in her that leaked thoughts, but she’d learned long ago that it was a futile task.

Her heart had never quite learned that it didn’t have it so bad. It was always finding ways to get worried about something, even if that something might never happen. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been able to sit still without a whirlwind starting up somewhere inside her.

A groan came from across the room. Curious, Eris cracked one eye open and saw the man’s prone form stirring in the faint light. He was trying to raise himself, wincing as he moved his body. The dog lay next to him on the floor, and raised its snout to look up at him as he moved.

The man took a moment to shake his head as he sat up. He noticed the wrapping on his arm, frowned, and blinked as he squinted at the snake corpse in front of him. Finally, he saw that Eris was there. His eyes widened a fraction, but the frown didn’t leave his face.

For a moment, the two of them just stared at each other. Eris could tell that even now, after she’d saved his life, he was wary of her.

“You’re welcome,” she said, repeating the words she’d said to him just before he passed out.

The gears in his head were clearly slow to move. After a handful of moments, he nodded. “Thank you. I… thank you.” He avoided looking her in the eyes as he spoke.

Eris shrugged. “Don’t thank me—thank the dog. Led me straight to you.”

The man seemed genuinely surprised at that, and looked down to meet the dog’s unwavering gaze. For some reason, this made his frown deepen further.

“You know, I could have just let you die anyway,” Eris continued. “After all, it was you that turned down my offer of traveling together. But I came in here, and I helped. So you don’t need to be so… cautious around me. I’m not gonna hurt you.”

In response to that, the man's shoulders relaxed, and he offered a stiff nod. With the hand on his unbandaged arm, he absently picked at the hem of his cloak.

“How’s the arm?” Eris asked.

He lifted his bandaged arm and moved it around a bit. “Fine. Thank you for wrapping it.”

“Good.”

An awkward silence fell, and Eris chewed on her tongue as she tried to think of how to communicate with this frustratingly quiet man. She’d have to do most of the talking, she reckoned.

“The offer to travel together is still on the table, just so you know,” she said, tilting her head back and closing her eyes. “I think it’s a good idea. We can have each other’s backs until our paths diverge. Sar’s taint, man, you almost died today. You can’t tell me that having someone at your back wouldn’t be helpful.”

When another long silence fell, Eris thought he was going to turn down her offer again. She opened her eyes again to see the man was deep in thought.

“Think of it this way,” she said. “At least traveling with someone, you can rest easier, we can share resources for the time being, and we make this shitty place a little easier to get through. Then when our roads split, all you’ve lost is a bit of alone time. Which, to be honest, doesn’t seem like something either of us is lacking in.”

After yet another extended silence, Eris sighed as dramatically as she could. “I’m not suggesting that we be friends, or that you risk your life for me if danger comes around. Just that we mutually benefit from happening to be going the same direction for now.”

Finally, that evoked a response from the man. “That’s not…” he started, and stopped just as quickly. He cleared his throat. “I also think it’s a serendipitous opportunity. I would be dead already if you had not helped. We can travel together, but I should let you know that I have to travel with haste. I can’t rest for long.”

“Neither can I. Every day I rest is a day bringing me closer to death. I don’t exactly plan on lounging my way through Reaper’s Bend.”

“Then I’m okay with this arrangement,” the man said. He shifted, stretching his legs out. “Shall we get going soon, then?”

Eris raised an eyebrow. “You kidding? We both need to rest, still. Besides, the forest is infested with spiders. It's best to wait for daylight.”

“I walked all through the night yesterday without bother from the spiders. We’ll be safe.”

“All night? How did you end up only getting an hour or so ahead of me?”

He frowned again. “I…”

“You probably got lost,” Eris said. “These woods are dense. Illuvia knows I’ve spent my fair share of time traveling through the wilderness, and I’m still awful at it. Trying to navigate a forest at night is a fool’s act. Trust me on this, we should wait for daylight.”

The man looked like he wanted to say something in response to that, but instead he just shut his mouth and looked out the window. It seemed as if he was looking past it, into the far distance. Whatever was on his mind, it set his lips into a thin line. “Alright,” he replied. “But we set out before dawn.”

“Sure,” Eris said. “I’d suggest finding a place on the snake to rest your head. It’s quite comfortable.”

The man gave her a look he might’ve given a steaming dog turd. “Thank you, but I’m fine here.”

“Your loss.” She settled back again, eyelids growing heavy. The dog rolled onto its side at the same moment, its tail patting lightly against the floor as it wagged.

The man, however, remained sitting for a minute. For the first time, he was the one that broke the silence. “What’s your name?” he asked.

“Eris,” she answered. “And you?”

He took a moment. “Kairos.”

“Well, Kairos. It’s a pleasure. I’m going to sleep now.”

He didn’t reply to that. As Eris’s eyelids fluttered shut, and sleep began to stretch its haze over her mind, she caught a glimpse of him laying down and putting his hand out to touch the dog’s side.
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Among the Champions of the Divine, few have had as enduring a legacy as Tanys Sunbearer. His enduring spirit and courage during the Last War were a rallying point in battle. Perhaps his humble upbringing as a poor child miner contributed to his charisma, or perhaps it was simply that he was the right person at the right time to inspire Illuvia’s army. - A History of the Divine, Chapter 88


Kairos was silent all morning as he walked alongside Eris and the dog. Thankfully, she didn’t seem to be the type who was too interested in conversation in the early hours either. After both eating rations from their own packs just as the sky was beginning to lighten, they’d set out on the waxing day.

Hours later, the sun was still low on the horizon, only at the beginning of its trek overhead. The trees were slowly thinning, the forest becoming patchy and empty. They’d passed clusters of spiderwebs a few times, which Eris had grimaced at the sight of, but otherwise they seemed to be entirely alone.

It was fortunate, for Kairos had been unable to focus for more than a few minutes at a time.

He had died. He was certain of it. Life had seeped from his body, and he’d lain upon the Shores of the Soul Ocean. The memory of it was a wedged knife behind the eyes. The tide had been coming for him, but… something… someone… had brought him back.

Had it been Illuvia herself? A remnant of one of the Dead Gods? Or had it been Sar? What else could possibly have the power to bring someone back from the Shore?

He tried to rationalize what had happened, and failed repeatedly to find any reasonable explanation. Had it been a hallucination? An effect of the venom, perhaps?

His spine went cold every time he tried to grasp the enormity of what had happened to him. The divine itself had brought his soul back to the mortal world, and desired for him to finish his task. Of that, he had no doubts what was being asked of him. For some reason, he had been brought back and shown where the scarred man was going.

Something wanted him to find his revenge.

Thinking of that, Kairos shuddered. His revenge was his own. The Gods had nothing to do with it. They’d created this cruel world, and he would not let them take this one last desire from him.

Thoughts overwhelmed him. The longer he pondered what he’d seen, the more he convinced himself of wild ideas. A mad creation of his fevered mind. That was all it had been, surely. If only he could visit the university library one more time, and read about the effects of venom. That would put him at ease.

Eris made a noise beside him, clearing her throat.

Kairos glanced over at her, taking a look, as he hadn’t the first time they’d met. He’d been certain he’d never see the woman again, and hadn't bothered to really examine her.

Her silver hair was her most striking feature. It was silky, straight, and had a shine to it that even nights spent sleeping on the ground hadn’t rid it of. It clearly marked her as being Holucian, as well as the fact that her skin was a few shades lighter than his. Few people from that southern country ever came to Vitexia. They’d been at war more times than Kairos could count, after all.

The attire she wore spoke to someone used to rugged living. A leather cuirass over a rough tunic, a belt holding all types of tools besides her knives, and knee-high boots that looked worn and well-traveled.

She was young, likely around his own twenty and six years. And she was tall, nearly as tall as he was, and lean with muscle. Kairos caught himself looking at her for a moment longer than he intended to.

“Where’re you from?” Eris asked, apparently unbothered by his examination. “I’ve been trying to pin it down since I met you. I know you’re not Holucian, but you could be from any of the northern countries.”

Kairos tore his eyes from her, focusing instead on the forest floor. “I am from Vitexia.”

“Vitexia, eh? No wonder you’re so reserved. Is it true that your Lords force army conscription?”

“Yes,” Kairos answered, and then tried to think of how to elaborate on that. He took a long pause to consider his words, which Eris apparently took to be a refusal to provide more to his answer.

“Sar’s taint. I would’ve left the minute I could if I was you. I’m not going to die for some rich dickhead’s territory dispute. Were you ever in the army, then?”

“Not exactly.”

“What’s that mean?” Eris turned her head toward him. “Were you a dodger?”

“No,” Kairos said, a little harsher than he intended. He resolutely refused to look up from the forest floor. He thought about not saying anything more, as it was a subject that irked him, but the words came of their own accord “I was training to be a RedHawk.”

He heard a sharp intake of breath from Eris. “Shit. Didn’t realize I was in the presence of a Royal dog.” Then, after a second, she looked at the dog trotting between them. “Not you, Spot.”

Kairos didn’t begrudge her reaction. It was what he’d expected. The RedHawks were reviled in most places. They carried out Queen Isbeth's will with ruthless efficiency, and were renowned for their prowess on the battlefield. If there was ever a sign of rebellion or unrest in Vitexia, the RedHawks were sent to clamp down on it.

What Kairos didn’t say, however, was that he had no desire to be a part of the RedHawks. He never had. Training to become one of them had been some of the worst days of his life.

“Spot?” he asked, wanting to change the subject.

“Figured I’d give the mutt a name. Doesn’t seem like it's leaving us any time soon.”

“It will die out here,” Kairos said. “I don’t advise getting attached to it.”

“Funny thing to say, coming from you. At least Spot was smart enough to not go into that cabin all by himself. I’d reckon he has a decent chance at staying alive longer than you.”

There was a hint of jest in Eris’s voice, but Kairos couldn’t find the humor in it.

When he didn’t reply, Eris seemed to give up on the conversation. They walked in silence for a while longer, only stopping so that Eris could leave abruptly to relieve herself. The forest continued to thin, until there were only patches of trees here and there, and the soil underfoot became hard and cracked.

Kairos, as he always did, tried to imagine what it would’ve looked like a thousand years ago. The Basano Forest, it had once been called, before the Last War had ravaged it and Sar had sapped it of its ability to recover. Kairos had read accounts of the place in a dusty scroll long ago, but he couldn’t picture the images that had been described in it now.

There were no ponds with flourishing lilypads, or mushrooms with multicolored growths. No hanging vines or pink leaves. Nothing. Only dead wood and the bones of a world that had ceased to exist long ago. It was a miserable place. Thinking of what it once had been only reminded him that beauty was temporary, and ugliness inevitable.

As midday approached, Kairos walked with his head lowered, his cloak hugging his shoulders. Eris overtook him, leading the way by tenspan. He was so wrapped up in his own drowning thoughts that he didn’t notice when she slowed and came to a stop ahead. He nearly walked into her before taking a step to the side and stopping.

A crumbling, faded pillar stood before them, twice his height. On its sides, there were carvings that were nearly incomprehensible from wear. It was sandstone, which made it a miracle that it had survived standing all this time.

“Odd.” Eris placed her hands on her hips. “Reckon this means we’re almost out of the forest?”

“I’m not sure.” Kairos stepped ahead to cautiously place his hand on the pillar. His fingertips came away coated in a layer of tan dust the color of the sandstone. “It looks like the base pillar of a Wind Temple. I would say we've entered what was once Zavax’s Domain.”

He glanced over his shoulder at Eris, and found her face was twisted in confusion as she looked up at the pillar. “What makes you say that? Looks like it could be anything to me.”

Kairos pointed at the faded carvings. “You can’t see them anymore here, but there are sketches of Wind Temples that have pillars with carvings strikingly similar to this. I could be wrong, however.”

He conjured the image to mind, and was certain of his guess. Eris was surprisingly quiet, so he backed away from the pillar and chanced a look at her.

“Didn’t take you as a scholarly type,” she said.

“I’m not. It’s just lucky that I remember this.” It was a lie, but Kairos had no desire to elaborate on his past—back when he’d been naive enough to believe that his passions mattered. Still, the knowledge remained, and by seeing this pillar now, he could picture better where they were geographically.

Eris snorted, but didn’t challenge him. “Whatever the case, we should be wary moving forward. Seems like the terrain is changing; who knows what putrid shit will try to kill us next.”

Kairos looked around at the forest, and saw no signs that anything was changing. “Agreed,” he said regardless.

They carried on, leaving the pillar behind. Kairos expected quiet for the majority of the day, as the amount they’d spoken was already quite enough for him. He took the lead this time as the memory of his vision faded with the certainty that he’d imagined it, soon outpacing Eris and walking ahead of her, the dog loping between them. Unfortunately, the silence only lasted a span or two before Eris started speaking again.

“On the way here, did you pass those giant corpses? Looked like huge suits of armor in the ground? Those were Titans, yeah?”

Kairos had been lost in the repetitive nature of the walk, and suppressed a flicker of irritation at being brought back to conscious thought. “Yes.”

“Why would Titans be out there so far? I mean, I know we’re in the Bend and all that. We’re bound to see some strange stuff. But doesn’t it feel strange to know they’re so close to home? Doesn’t even feel real, honestly. None of it does, sometimes.”

Kairo wasn’t surprised by her skepticism. Holucia was notorious for only teaching their citizens of Illuvia’s feats above all else. “Not really,” he said. “The location of their corpses makes sense. At the end of the Last War, Zavax sent them in droves to try and crush Illuvia after he turned sides. What we walked through was likely a battlefield at one point.”

“Ha!” Eris said, and quickened her pace to walk beside him. “And you said you weren’t a scholar.”

“I’m not.” Kairos bristled. “This is common knowledge.”

“Sure, everyone knows the history of the Last War well enough to know that Illuvia fought Sar after the other Gods were killed. But I doubt you’d find anyone from Holucia who could tell you about Zavax’s battle tactics.”

“That’s a failure of your education. It doesn’t make me a scholar.”

“I’m just curious,” Eris said. “As to why a man would come out here looking for someone. You’ve got me thinking that maybe you’re here for a different reason. Seems like you might be one of those folks that comes here to take notes.”

“I’m not.” Kairos couldn’t keep the irritation from his voice. “If you think I’m here for some kind of… research, you’re wrong. I told you why I’m here. And what does it matter to you either way?”

Eris stretched her arms and laced her fingers behind her head. “Guess I’d just like to know how crazy the person I’m traveling with is. And you’ve got to be a bit crazy to be out here, speaking for myself. Coming here to take notes for research—a little bit crazy. Coming out here to find someone when I’ve not seen a single sign that we’re following any kind of trail—very crazy.”

Kairos was quiet for a moment. The vision he’d seen of the scarred man emerging from the forest to the sight of a grand castle flashed through his mind again. How could he explain that he knew where he was going? “My reasons are my own,” he said. “And I haven’t lied to you. I won’t question your motives if you won’t question mine.”

“I’ll give you my motives freely,” Eris said. “I already told you that I’m looking for the Eternity Tree. Aren’t you curious why?”

“Not particularly.”

“Harsh.”

Kairos stopped mid-stride and turned to face her. “We’ll go our separate ways soon enough. I don’t care to learn more about you than is necessary. I’m sorry if that seems cruel, but it’s the truth. I would appreciate it if we carry on in silence.”

Eris dropped her arms and took a long look at him. He felt as though she was studying his face, but he refused to drop his glare. Finally, she sighed and shrugged. “Sure. Lead the way, Tanys. I’ll keep my mouth shut.”

“Thank you.” Kairos ignored the scowl she gave him. He strode ahead, cloak fluttering.

“It just seems pointless to keep your reasons for chasing someone a secret. Not like I have anyone to tell.”

“That’s not keeping your mouth shut,” Kairos said through gritted teeth.

“How did I end up with a man wound tighter than a drawn bowstring as my only choice of traveling companion? You can have silence the rest of the day. I—”

“He killed my family,” Kairos spat out, without really meaning to. Eris’s stunned expression made him pause for a moment. He evened his voice out. “The man I’m looking for. He killed my family, then fled out here. I’ve been on his trail for weeks.”

That seemed to finally invite the quiet he’d been hoping for. The next few minutes were filled only with the sound of their boots on soil, and the dog’s muted panting. Kairos was just beginning to think it might last when Eris spoke again.

“I’m dying,” she said. “I’ve got a… disease. Tried just about everything to get rid of it, but it’s impossible. My only hope is the Eternity Tree.”

Kairos wasn’t sure what to say to that. Honestly, he thought it was a foolish endeavour. To reach the Eternity Tree was already an insurmountable task in itself. To then hope that it was still alive and still had the healing powers the legends spoke of…

“See, that wasn’t so hard,” Eris said.

“It wasn’t necessary, either. Nothing will change simply because we know why we both came here. We’ll die either way.”

“That kind of thinking is exactly what I’d expect from a scholar.”

“I’m not…” Kairos shook his head, exasperated.

“You scholarly types are always so pessimistic. What’s wrong with believing that things might get better?” Eris held up a hand to stop his incoming protestation. “I can hear it in the way you talk. You probably got a formal education and the like, yeah? You can’t fool me.”

Kairos bristled, but assented. “I studied for a while, yes.”

“Right. That doesn’t answer my first question, though. Why is hope such a bad thing?”

For a few moments, Kairos considered ignoring her. He wasn’t in the mood to be discussing such a topic, and for some reason, this question in particular made him dour. “Hope is fine. Sometimes, life turns out alright for folks who hope. But the world will never change. There will always be suffering and pain, and humans will always be selfish and cruel. Hoping for anything beyond your next breath is a fool’s task.”

Eris bit her lip as he talked, her brow furrowing. When he finished, she looked at him curiously. “If humans are always selfish and cruel, why would I have come into that cabin to help you out? People can be kind, sometimes.”

“You didn’t go in there to save me. You went in because the abomination in there could have come for you next after it finished me off.”

“Ha!” Eris’s laugh grated his ears. “I didn’t realize you could read minds, Tanys. How could you possibly know what my motivations were? I saw someone in trouble, and out of the kindness of my heart, I helped.”

“Some part of you was doing it for yourself. Even if you believe it was kindness, it was the satisfaction of being able to call yourself kind that drove you forward.”

“That doesn’t make the act itself any less kind.”

Kairos shoved a low hanging branch out of his way. “And who are you, to be lecturing me on philosophy and morality? We’re both in Reaper’s Bend. I think we’re far past the need for such guides.”

“I was a bounty hunter, before all this.”

“I can see then how you would be an expert on morality,” Kairos said. “I’m sure the men and women you’ve killed for money would be delighted to hear you say that humans can be kind sometimes.”

“The rapists and murderers I’ve killed would be delighted to hear just about anything, considering they’re dead.” Eris kicked a twig out of her path. “I have no regrets for killing folk who make the world a worse place. Someone has to balance the scales.”

“You’re only proving my point. What of the suffering wrought on their victims and their families? What good does your justice accomplish? You might bring temporary satisfaction to those people, but that pain will not fade for them. The only person who truly benefits is yourself.”

Eris snorted. “That’s rich coming from a man who just told me he’s on a quest to kill the man who murdered his family.”

For a handful of breaths, Kairos was too angry to talk. He had to bite down on several words that clamored to be the first out of his mouth. “You know nothing about me,” he said. “And if you would please oblige me, I’d like to keep it that way."

Eris walked in silence for a little bit, but Kairos felt her eyes on the side of his face. Finally, she said, “Alright. We can leave it at that, Tanys.”

“Stop calling me that.”

“Why? You’ve got the look. Big sword, pretty face, a—”

Kairos spun on her. “Are we done?”

Eris’s mouth was open, the word she’d been about to speak fading to a ghost on her lips. Her green eyes flitted across his face, and then she clamped her mouth shut. “Fine.”

“Good.” Kairos strode ahead of her again, and this time, she didn’t break the silence for the rest of the day.
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That night, as they stopped to rest, Kairos decided to change his bandages. Eris went off to sharpen her knives behind a tree, and he took the opportunity to unravel the cloth she’d put on the wounds the snake’s fangs had made in his forearm. He expected pain where the cloth had stuck to the wound, and was prepared to wash and rewrap the fleshy hole.

But as the cloth fell away, all he could do was stare.

His skin was unmarred. As healthy and spotless as if he’d been healing for months already.

A shuddering breath escaped him. He ran fingers over the spot the fangs had bitten into him, disbelieving. His hands shook as he picked the cloth back up, and rewrapped the area.
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The Domains of the Gods once encompassed entire nations each. It is said that before the true rule of humanity, they squabbled over Lumein before dividing it amongst themselves. Though that land belonged to them, it was the creations of humans that came to dominate it. This dichotomy of faith and state became a true issue at the start of the Wars, when citizens were forced to choose between a God they were simply born into worshipping, and a war between their fellow humans. - A History of the Divine, Chapter 6


Kairos was the most irritatingly sullen man Eris had ever met. Long hours were made longer by his apparent discontent with her very existence. The dead forest and all its worms were better companions than he was; at least they didn’t give her steely looks any time she so much as breathed loud.

Eris tilted her head back, looking up at the glowing night through the tangle of branches above. Across from her, Kairos laid with his head on his pack and his cloak acting as a sort of blanket. Even in sleep, he seemed restless. His body twitched at random, and his brow was furrowed tight.

He was a stone of a man, but a stone she was determined to crack.

She didn’t truly care about his reasons for being in the Bend. It wasn’t any of her business what mad quest he was on. But there were things about him that just didn’t make a lick of sense to Eris. Why would his family’s murderer have fled to the most dangerous place possible? How did Kairos plan on finding the man out here, with no visible trail and literally hundreds of miles of land to search?

Something was off about him. She had a gut feeling, and she always trusted her gut feelings.

Eris had spent her life learning to read people. Learning when they might snap, or when they might betray you. Learning when they were sincere, or when they were talking you up to get you to do something for them. It was a necessary skill for a bounty hunter. Elsewise you’d find yourself getting exploited at every turn.

She didn’t believe Kairos was lying—she’d known that from the start. The emotion in his eyes was too raw for that. The only reason that she prodded him was curiosity, and the worry that he might invite more trouble than they needed. He didn’t seem stable, exactly. It would be helpful if Eris understood why. She knew a thing or two about being broken, and she knew what it looked like in someone else.

Eris dug her fingers into the dirt as she looked at the man sleeping across from her. Spot lay beside Kairos, head resting on his paws. The dog was half the reason Eris trusted his company at all. Dogs had a good sense for people, and if he was willing to trust Kairos for the time being, then Eris supposed she could too.

She let out a deep breath and rested her head back against the trunk of a tree. The forest was dead quiet. No signs of spiders out here. No signs of anything, really. Just the cold, joyless breeze and red moon hanging in the sky. Heavy clouds smothered the blackness of space. Eris had a sinking feeling they’d be rained on the next day, but she’d never been very good at predicting the weather.

There was, however, a feeling. A stark, icy feeling that had slowly built in her all day like bloodless hands touching her skin, pressing her chest down. She could feel it in the sharp angles of the branches and the black soil underfoot. In the air itself.

This land was infected. Sar, the God of Chaos himself, had destroyed it before Illuvia stopped him. Did that mean he could be watching them now? Was he aware of the two humans who trekked through his poison touch?

Eris shivered, wrapping her arms around herself. Illuvia knew she didn’t need anything more to dread in her life, but she supposed she had to walk through the muck to reach the spring.

In her mind’s eye, she kept the thought of the Eternity Tree as close to her mind as she could. In the long night, it was an anchor amidst the thrashing of her thoughts.
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Eris awoke with a start, thunder rattling her eardrums and shocking her heart into a rapid gallop. Lightning cracked the sky like a fissure on a great egg around the world. In the daze of sudden wakefulness, Eris was reminded of the stories of Zavax’s cruel storms that preceded his armies into battle—the great winged God leading the charge amidst a roiling mass of angry clouds, and the great Stormsword he wielded to battle against the other Gods.

She sat up, rain pelting her face through a hole in the canopy of branches. Disoriented and panicked for a moment, all she could do was look around frantically and grab at herself to make sure she was all there.

“Kairos?” she yelled, but her voice was barely audible even to herself. It was supposed to be his turn to take watch. She’d woken him before laying down, but he was nowhere to be seen.

Sheets of rain began to thunk on the hard soil of the forest floor. A raging wind brought the droplets down at a sharp angle, and Eris was forced to pull the hood of her cloak up around her face.

Another flash of lightning showed her a macabre imitation of her surroundings, all lit by the holy fire of Lumein’s weather. Eris got to her feet, cursing profusely.

Only then did she realize her pack was missing.

She’d been using it as a sort of pillow, her head propped up against it. But she often twisted and turned in her sleep, and could have easily slid off it in the night.

In the span of a few frantic thoughts, the situation became clear to Eris.

Kairos had robbed her, and abandoned her. There was no chance he’d missed the fact a storm was about to break. It must have gotten much worse in the hours since Eris had fallen asleep, and he’d seen his opportunity to rid himself of her. In the storm, there was little chance she could find him, and he’d have all the supplies he needed to far outlast her in the wilderness.

She was a good tracker. It had once been her job to find people after all. But tracking someone in the aftermath of a storm with no food and no water was a task she wasn’t up to.

Eris balled her fingers into fists, fury coursing through her. That insufferable, selfish asshole had left her to die.

A fantasy flashed behind her eyes. She imagined throttling the man. She imagined leaving him on the floor of that godsdamn cabin to die from the snake venom. Mostly, though, she imagined what she could have done differently.

It was her own fault, really. She’d provoked him, pushed him when he didn’t want to be pushed. She was always fucking things up, always being a nuisance. Why couldn’t she just disappear, and keep the stink of her from everyone else?

But no… she’d saved him, hadn’t she? Didn’t that count for something? He’d said she’d only done it to make her feel good about herself, and she wanted to believe that he was wrong. She’d done it because it was right. She’d done something good, and she didn’t deserve this betrayal… right?

Stop pretending you have it so bad. Make yourself useful, girl.

Shame and anger battled like twin serpents in her bloodstream, leaving her rigid and unable to move for a minute as the storm assaulted her. It took a long, deep breath in for her to relax even a fraction, and exhaling was a seething push of air between clenched teeth.

She screamed a curse into the storm, and raised her head.

So Kairos had left her to die, eh? Well, he had another thing coming if he thought she was just going to lie down and let it happen. She was going to search for the motherfu—

Woof!

Another crack of lightning illuminated the trouncing form of a dog wagging wildly and running toward her. Spot nearly barreled into her shins, coming to a skidding stop in the muddy soil just in front of her. His ears were perked, and an adorable grin was spread across his canine face.

“Oh!” Eris managed, dropping to one knee to pet the dog. He playfully nipped at her hand and gave it a warm lick, and for a moment the situation fell away from Eris. She had the dog, at least. Even if she couldn’t find Kairos, maybe she could hunt for food with the mutt, and they could survive long enough for her to recoup.

The smile that had threatened to turn the corners of her lips compressed into a grim line. She should’ve learned long ago to never trust anyone but herself. In a way, this was all her own fault, her own stupidity that had gotten her here.

She ran her fingers through the dog’s wet fur and was about to shut her eyes in frustration when thunder rocked the world. Darkness fell, followed by a flash of white light.

In that flash, the shape of a man appeared between two trees ahead of her.

A flicker.

Kairos.

Eris stood, marching toward him before she could even register what she was doing. “You worm-eating, Sar-loving dickhead, why did you leave me here?” she shouted, knowing rationally that she must’ve been wrong about the situation but unable to control her bout of anger.

In the dim light of the storm without lightning, Kairos’s face was flat and unemotional. He probably couldn’t even hear her over the roaring of the rain. He waited until she was close enough that she could have thrown a punch, then jerked his head.

“Come on,” he said in a deep voice, just loud enough to be heard. “Shelter.”

Flustered and still boiling with unnecessary anger, Eris was stuck to the spot as he turned away and began marching back through the trees. She watched his back recede into shadows, another curse slipping out of her mouth.

Spot trounced up beside her and brushed against her legs, breaking the furious trance she’d been in. She looked down at the mutt, then grunted and began to follow Kairos.

It was a short trek. After only a couple of minutes, Kairos was coming to a stop, another flash of lightning providing a blast of white light to show a tree that had grown over a small ridge in the forest floor. An alcove had formed wherein the roots and some soil created a hole just large enough for them to crouch and crawl beneath the tree.

Kairos went first, and Eris hesitated a moment before following. Rain was falling with such intensity now that it felt like a volley of small rocks being thrown at her by children.

Spot shuffled alongside her as she pawed her way into the alcove, and discovered that it was larger than it looked from the outside. Kairos had arranged their packs on either side, and was already settling back against his own.

As Eris crawled over to her own and leaned back against it, there was little space between them. The darkness was heavy, the air damp and earthy. She could barely see his steely eyes in the shadows, mere feet from her own.

Spot crawled between them and walked in a couple of circles before laying down with his head on Kairos’s thigh. For once, the man didn’t shoo the dog away—likely due to the fact there was nowhere to shoo it to more than anything else.

Eris caught her breath, throwing back her hood and wiping rain from her face. She collected herself, grateful for the respite from the storm. “Why did you leave me?” she asked, much more calmly than before.

“To find shelter.”

“No shit. Why did you leave me? We could just as easily have found it together.”

In the dark, she couldn’t see his movement, but sensed that he shrugged at her. “I thought it wouldn’t be a problem. The packs needed to be out of the rain more than we did. I planned to come get you before the storm broke, but it happened sooner than I expected.”

Eris attempted to make her incredulity evident. “You could've just woken me, you dickhead. I thought you’d abandoned me.”

“Well I didn’t, did I?”

“No, but that’s not—” Eris sucked in a breath, and let it out slowly. “Just wake me up next time, yeah? Don’t wander off on your own like that. It’s a stupid thing to do. We’re in this together for now, so might as well act like it.”

A pregnant moment passed. “Fine.”

Eris couldn’t help herself. An irritated laugh escaped her. “Alright then. Glad we hashed that out. You’re a real charmer, you know? Have you always been such a brick wall?”

“I was trying to let you sleep some more,” he replied. “I didn’t realize such a thing would upset you.”

“You—” she started, then stopped and rubbed her forehead. If that was true, then in his own, thickheaded way, he’d been attempting to be kind. In the dumbest possible way. As Eris tried to think of what to say, she realized there was simply nothing that would be productive. She’d been wrong to think he was the kind of stone that she could crack.

She’d met men like Kairos before. Men who hid all their hurt behind a thick layer of obstinance and anger. Men who thought that if they could squash it all down, none of it would ever seep through. There was a fundamental wall of difference between them, and only Kairos could knock it down. It wasn’t Eris’s job to make him see that.

“Right. Thanks.” She hoped that would put the conversation to bed.

There was no response. Eris could practically feel Kairos’s eyes on her face. There was a rustling noise and she saw him turn onto his side, away from her. Spot made a noise, but only lifted his head enough to place it back down on Kairos’s thigh.

She’d always found ways to make things more complicated than they needed to be, and perhaps she was doing the same now. All her life, she’d been digging herself holes and then dragging other people along with her into them.

The Earthsong taught that folks should search for the straightest path through life—the path that kept their footing sure and their hearts strong. The priests spoke of it like it was a simple thing.

Follow the call of your soul, for it is where the light is. Illuvia’s sun will illuminate the way.

Eris believed that to be true. She believed that living a simple life was likely the key to a long and happy one. The Earthsong’s teachings had kept her afloat in the long years she spent killing and capturing men for money, in the desperate nights when she could hardly breathe for the pressure she felt to make a better life for her mother.

But somehow, she’d never figured out how to live by those teachings. Every evening spent at the temple, every morning spent praying to Illuvia, not even knowing if the Goddess was still alive or still listening—all of it had only left her wondering how it was possible to live your life believing in something and still be unable to live by its code.

Because Eris couldn’t walk a straight path through life. She’d never been able to. Unknowingly, she wandered into bogs and marshes, into mud puddles and rocky inclines. Before she could even tell that she’d walked into wilderness, she was knee deep in a flood of thoughts and feelings that rushed past her in an indecipherable torrent.

Maybe Illuvia wasn’t listening anymore. Maybe she was dead, or had left Lumein long ago. Or was she simply ignoring Eris every time it felt like she was drowning?

All Eris knew was that she was tired of feeling so alone in her own head. So incapable of swimming to shore, and simply walking straight ahead. It seemed to her that only the power of a God could ever give her the strength to do such a thing. Something in her was fundamentally wrong, she felt, and there was nothing she could do to change that.

Against her ankle, she felt Illuvia’s talisman as she watched the rain plunge toward the earth in droves beyond the alcove. Maybe Illuvia wasn’t listening. But maybe… maybe she had noticed Eris. If that was true, then maybe Eris still had a purpose to serve. Maybe she could do something worthwhile in this world.

She’d read the stories of the great holy warriors of old, capable of channeling Illuvia’s light into grand weapons and blasts of fire on the battlefield. Men and women who communed closely with the Goddess, and earned her trust to wield her Divinity.

Could it be that she was becoming like one of them?

Thunder rattled the earth. Rainwater dripped down Eris’s cheek. And for the first time in months, she closed her eyes to pray to a God that she wasn’t sure would hear her at all.
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Morning came far too soon. The storm had abated, sometime in between periods of wakefulness and deep slumber. Kairos was awake before her, and was already silently eating some of his rations when Eris opened her eyes.

Wordlessly, she rifled into her pack and did the same. There was no chatting, no acknowledgement of one another. Kairos didn’t even look at her.

When he finished, he made a small noise as he sat up, then crawled out of the alcove without a word. A minute later, she joined him, brushing dirt from her cloak, and they set off after orienting themselves.

The hours crept on, a feeling of dread mounting in Eris as she waited for the moment her curse would rear its ugly head. As the sun sneered on the horizon, she began to feel sick with anticipation. Spot stayed close to her, practically brushing against her legs as she slowed her pace and Kairos got further ahead.

A light sheen of sweat coated her forehead despite the cold, and she stopped entirely. A shallow breath escaped her lips.

“I’m taking a break,” she called ahead to Kairos. “Gotta piss. I’ll catch up.”

He acknowledged her with a raised hand, not bothering to look back. Eris remained rooted in place for a second longer as her internal clock began to shout at her. She glanced down at Spot and gestured to Kairos. “Go on.” Her voice shook. “You don’t wanna see this.”

She broke into a jog, running backwards and behind a thicket of trees. Before she’d found a decent place to hide, the Magus appeared as a shadowed figure standing between two trees. Her wrinkled, sagging skin and shrunken eyes were deeply shadowed in the gray, early morning light.

Eris sank to her knees, ribs tightening. The Magus shuffled forward, deathly hand outstretched, bones crooked and vile. Eris tried to prepare herself for the pain, as she always did, but she’d have better luck stopping an avalanche with a piece of parchment.

“Oh, come on,” she said as the Magus wobbled closer to her. “Get on with it.”

The skeletal finger touched Eris’s forehead, and her world ignited.
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By the time she’d caught up to Kairos again, Eris had managed to stop shaking. Always, there was a fatigue that blanketed her after facing the agony of her curse. An unshakeable feeling of terror.

Today, it lasted longer than normal. She took her time getting back to Kairos, needing to stop every couple of minutes to just stand and ground herself. Stop pretending that you have it so bad. She was alive, after all. She had these hours, however fast they seemed to go these days, before she’d have to suffer that pain again.

But she just couldn’t shake it. It was always there, in the back of her mind. The knowledge that it was coming again, that it would hurt again—that it would never stop hurting, not really. Even when she felt fine, it was there. Lingering, watching for the moment that her mind was unoccupied to remind her that horrible pain was waiting for her.

She folded it away. Pressed it back. It was all she could do.

Spot was waiting for her, when she'd emerged from behind the thicket of trees. The mutt had licked her hand and trotted steadfast beside her as she slowly regained a semblance of balance. He’d sat patiently when Eris needed to stop and squat down to slow her breathing.

The dog was smart, there was no denying that. Kairos seemed intent on ignoring him as much as possible, but Eris couldn’t help but love the mutt. When she looked at him, the mounting dread seemed to ease just a bit. A tightness in her chest seemed to loosen.

So she was a bit chagrined when, as Kairos came into view just ahead, Spot yipped and ran on ahead of her to walk beside him instead. She rolled her shoulders and kept on, staying behind Kairos and setting her jaw.

The forest faded over the next few hours, replaced by protrusions of rock and stone. Ancient pillars, much like the one they had seen earlier. The patchy grass became black soil, full of wriggling bugs and skittering insects. The land became flat and empty as the last dregs of the forest lay ahead of them.

Eris stopped in place, shading her eyes, seeing distant figures on the horizon beyond the last line of trees.

“I’ll be damned,” she said. “Those are mountains up ahead.”

Kairos glanced back at her, then squinted to follow her line of sight. “You’re right.”

Eris shrugged her pack off her shoulders, then rustled inside until she found what she was looking for—a small scroll tied by a leather string. She unrolled it and chewed on her tongue as she took a long look at it.

It depicted Reaper’s Bend as it had last been charted a thousand years ago. She’d had to pay a hefty sum to get a detailed map of the place. It was so crammed with nonsensical figures and cramped writing that it was impossible to tell what was what. But it was necessary for her goal. At the far right end of the parchment, there was a single dot nestled on the eastern border, right next to the Azure Sea. The Eternity Tree, or where it was supposed to be, at least.

Eris traced backwards from that spot with her finger, looking for a mountain range. On top of being needlessly crowded with archaic writing, the map was old and yellowing. She’d spent hours trying to decipher it, but she’d never learned how to navigate this way; her whole life she’d relied on traditional tracking methods and the use of the extensive roadways present in the West.

She was so focused on her task that she didn’t notice that Kairos had walked back to her until he spoke. “We are here,” he said, pointing at a spot on the northwest of the map. “This is the mountain range we’re headed for.”

Eris looked up at him and met his dark gray eyes. Immediately, she looked back at the map. “You’re sure?”

“I am. It’s as I said, we’re in what used to be Zavax’s Domain. That range up ahead is the Crowteeth Mountains. If time has not changed it much, there should be a valley that passes through them, and the castle Skygod Keep on the far end. That’s where I'm going.”

“Huh.” Eris traced a path past the mountains. “You learn map reading to become a Redhawk? How can you make any of this out?”

He ignored the underhanded comment. “Look. It’s simple. Those triangles are mountains, and this winding line is the Yarran river.”

“Right. Then what’re all these lines right here? And why is there a whole section here that’s blacked out?”

“Those are likely old road lines. They’re probably not useful. As for the blacked out area…” His frown deepened. “I’m not sure. I advise caution if your path takes you that way.”

“Great insight. I’ll be sure to have my guard up if I end up walking through an endless void. ”

Yet again, he didn’t acknowledge her jab; instead he just furrowed his brow as he studied the map for a moment longer. He seemed to decide he’d seen enough, and turned away without another word.

Eris resisted the urge to sigh. At least the man had spoken to her without needing to be prompted. They might only have a few more days in each other’s company, but if she could get him to open his mouth every now and then, the days might not feel so miserably long.

“Reckon we’ve got a couple of days before we reach them. Seem right to you?” she asked.

He didn’t respond. His bootsteps were heavy as his cloak billowed in the breeze, loose strands of his dark hair fluttering. Spot stopped in his tracks and looked back at Eris, seeming more somber than normal.

In fact, the look the dog gave her was so unnaturally serious that it gave her pause. “What is it?” she asked the dog. Spot whined quietly, then padded ahead with his tail tucked between his legs.

Trepidation filled Eris. If there was one thing she was certain of it was that the dog had better instincts than either of them. “Kairos,” she said. “Careful. Something’s wrong up ahead.”

He looked over his shoulder, eyebrows pulled together, but said nothing. His only response was to settle a hand on the hilt of his sword. Spot slowly followed, head low.

Eris jogged to catch up to Kairos, and caught up to him by the time he reached the last line of trees. She needn’t have hurried, she realized only a moment later, because he stopped in place at the same moment she did.

Beyond the last line of trees was a scene of death unlike anything she’d ever seen.

A new kind of forest rose in the plain beyond—a forest of graves, stretching into the horizon. Thousands and thousands of deaths.

Skulls had been nailed to standing blocks of stone in endless rows. Rank upon rank of defilement and murder. Archaic runes had been etched into the tops of the stones for each and every scene of death like the heading of a gravestone.

Unseeing eye sockets gawked out at Eris with endless stares. Cracked bone that had turned brown and brittle hung to rusted stakes, and clumps sat beneath them where bodies had rotted away. Some were small—the skulls of infants. The stones they clung to were caked in the dust and dirt of a millennia.

Between the displays, weapons had been driven into the ground. Offerings of surrender that would end up serving nobody.

Words failed Eris.

She saw the scenes of carnage as if they had just happened. Men sacrificing one another in hopes of saving their own families. Children being offered, their cries choked out by nails driven through their eyes. The wails and moans of those who killed their loved ones, destined to succumb to Sar’s poison regardless.

“The Reaping,” Kairos stated, emotionless and quiet.

Countless stories had been written of those fateful days, when all had seemed lost for Lumein as Sar’s touch spread across the world after killing Yarra and Varsik, then betraying Zavax. When men and women had suffered the agony of watching their loved ones and themselves morph into abominations, their humanity stripped from them as Sar made them monsters.

When the light faded from the world, and death had taken the souls of men into its iron hands.

Millions had died, or suffered a worse fate. Kin had turned on kin. Cities had burned. Only Illuvia’s great sacrifice, cleaving the world in half with the holy light of the sun, had saved humanity.

And now, a thousand years later, the land remained dead. Sar’s poison still yet continued to creep forward, but the Illuvian priests claimed that Illuvia herself was watching and protecting what was left of Lumein to ensure it would never take another soul.

A malevolent air clouded the plain of death ahead of Eris. Traceries of ruined armor and tattered cloth littered the earthen floor.

The Illuvian Church spoke of death as a peaceful thing—a gradual descent into the welcome embrace of the Soul Ocean. But this was not peaceful. This was terror made manifest, sculpted into a field of unending graves.

Kairos spoke in a low voice. “They thought this would save them. They thought Sar might stop if they offered up enough of their own.” He strode forward, glaring into the distance at something Eris couldn’t see. “They were fools. Every last one of them. Nothing can save you from this kind of death, not even your Eternity Tree.”

Eris was too overwhelmed by the sight to give his cruel comment any attention. Looking at the sacrificial graves, she felt unable to so much as breathe. It was too much. Too much for her to comprehend.

As Kairos grew further away, his steps carrying him between the hanging skulls as if they weren’t there at all, she had to bite back a rising of tears. So much pain. So much horror. Eris couldn’t stop herself from imagining it, from feeling it.

These people had become a story to humanity. A statistic.

But no human should be reduced to a number. These had once been people with love in their hearts and dreams in their heads. They deserved to be remembered, to be mourned. They deserved better than to be treated as remnants of a legend.

So Eris would remember them.

Kairos was right about one thing: the world was cruel, and there was no escaping the pain of it. Even children knew that. Still, she refused to let that be the highest truth of all.

She walked forward, head bowed, and allowed the horror of it all to flow through heart. Death and decay were here, but so was she. Her feet trod this ground, alive and well.

And she remembered the people of this world, because someone had to. Someone had to care.
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Rise, mortals. Rise, those who have been trodden underfoot by those who claim to care for them. Rise, you few who see Lumein for what it truly is. Come to me, and we shall show the righteous Gods your pain. - Sar’s Proclamation, sent through His Champion, Serra D’skelin


In the long trek through graves, Kairos was possessed of a single mind. Skygod Keep was ahead, just beyond the mountains that fissured the distant sky. Nothing else mattered but to reach it.

The staked skulls watched him go, accusing stares in his wake. He had nothing to offer them but his silence.

Their deaths had spelled peace for him now. Sar had been unable to revive them into the monsters he’d encountered so far, and so he felt no trepidation as he strode ahead past their decayed remains.

Soon, Eris was in the far distance behind him. As the day dragged to an end, she became hardly visible down the rows of stone. Kairos welcomed the distance.

He felt awkward in front of her. Uncomfortable. She talked to him as if they knew each other, but she was little more than a stranger. It would be best when their paths diverged. Kairos knew that she disliked him, and there was no point in trying to change that. He didn’t know how to be helpful anymore—each time he tried he somehow managed to make a fool of himself.

She made him feel naked.

Kairos didn’t need her, and she didn’t need him. It was pure serendipity that had brought them together, and he’d leave it at that. There was no room in him for anything beyond getting to the scarred man.

He stopped for the night as the sky turned from orange into a deep violet, and the full moon peered from behind the mountains. The peaks were visible now, looming just out of reach, their snowcapped peaks stretching toward the stars atop blackened rock. Another day of travel would take them to the valley.

By the time Eris caught up, he was already settled, his back to one of the standing stones, his pack arranged. She sat down in between graves, staring at the ground, and quietly offered to take first watch. Kairos nodded in agreement, and laid his head on his pack.

He expected to doze instantly, as he always did when he had a moment to rest. But his mind strayed toward Eris again. He tried to clear his mind, but she kept waltzing into his brain as an unwelcome guest. After an annoying amount of time, he cracked open one eye to take a look at the woman. She was sitting with her knees tucked to her chest, her face toward the moon.

In the dim, reddish light, her expression was gaunt and drawn. Her jaw was rippling as she ground her teeth, and her eyes were hooded by shadow as she looked to the distance. Clear as brightwater, there was sorrow, regret, and shame painted on her.

Kairos didn’t care to know what demons haunted the woman, just as he didn’t care for her to know his. But something fell into place as he looked at her and saw the roiling emotion on her face.

When was the last time he’d felt something so strongly as that? Anything besides… hatred? He tried to remember the sorrow he’d felt looking at his family’s bodies strewn on the dirt. He tried to remember joy and humor.

But there was nothing.

It had all been sapped from him. Drained, like an infected wound, leaving only a red weal that never stopped throbbing.

He closed his eyes, telling himself it was pointless to think about.

Exhaustion caught up to him shortly after, and he fell into a deep slumber.
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He awoke with a start. His body was tense, as if prepared for imminent danger. Blood rushed in his ears as he sat up straight, hand wrapping around the hilt of his sword. He looked around wildly.

Nothing.

He’d been dreaming of that horrible night. The screams. The blood.

He slowed his breathing, slowly relaxing his muscles. Eris was already asleep. She’d forgotten to wake him before going down for the night. Kairos shook his head at that. He didn’t need her protection, but it annoyed him to see that she wasn’t holding up her end. Their travel arrangement had been her idea, after all. The least she could do was stick to it.

Kairos stretched and squinted into the darkness. The sky was clear, allowing the burnished moonlight to paint the land. This was likely one of the last peaceful nights he or Eris would get. He didn’t know why, but he felt certain tomorrow was the day he would get his revenge. He trusted in the vision he had been given.

It should’ve been a soothing thought that he was nearly at the end of his journey, but… there was something strange about the night. An unnatural stillness.

Kairos turned his head. There was a noise coming from behind him. A low, rhythmic thumping. Hypnotic, almost. His eyes drifted over Eris and the dog again. They were lying in strange ways. Eris was slumped over her pack haphazardly, as if she’d simply collapsed onto it. The dog was laying with its snout on the ground, its paws separated.

Just as he noticed the odd ways that they were strewn, the noise grew louder. He propped himself on one arm to turn his body entirely toward where it was coming from. There, some fifty feet away, nestled between standing stones, was a break in the ground.

A sliver of deep red light.

Before he could stop himself, Kairos was rising. He felt the urge to walk toward the light, though it was inexplicable. It was different from the utter loss of control he’d had when he’d entered the cabin in the woods. It was a pull of attraction. A desire to be closer to the light, to feel and taste it.

He stopped himself from going, looking instead down at his travel companions. With his toe, he nudged the dog. No response. The same from Eris. Whatever this was, it was affecting them differently.

“Wake up,” he said, and prodded Eris again. She might as well have been a log. He would have to handle this on his own.

He took a settling breath, and allowed himself to follow the pull he felt. As he walked toward the sliver of red light, he pulled his sword from its scabbard and rotated it a few times to find a solid grip.

The sliver became smaller and smaller as he approached, but the noise rose like a crow taking to the sky. It was a deep, tonal humming. The sound of a choir singing with no words. Kairos could feel it in his chest, his feet, his bones—a thrumming vibration that beckoned his soul with a thousand caressing hands. His mouth was filled with a tang of iron.

Nestled in the ground at his feet, wrought from black iron and steel, was a door. Red light shone from cracks around its edges, rays of it protruding upwards like the fingers of the damned. Kairos stopped before it. The humming crescendoed, filling his ears and drowning the beating of his heart.

He couldn’t have stopped himself anymore. Liquid desire pulsed in him. The urge to open the door was a siren call he couldn’t deny. His fingers found the handle; he braced himself on the ground. With as little effort as it took to lift a feather, the door swung open. Red light bathed Kairos, blinding him as he breathed in and out.

He had to fling his arms out to stop from falling in. The weight of his head and neck felt suddenly unbearable. He was being pulled downwards, an unseeable force clawing and yanking on him.

Kairos blinked, desperately trying to clear his head, gazing down into the red light but not understanding what he saw. Ripples. Thick, viscous liquid. Torchlight glistening.

A pool of blood.

His hand slipped. A gasp escaped him. He had enough time to suck in breath, and then he splashed into the warm liquid of life, flailing and holding onto his sword with white knuckles.

He tried to swim upwards, but couldn’t. His limbs thrashed and jerked as he sank further and further into the pool. Blood rushed in his ears and filled every crevice in his skin, bathing him in its thick heat.

The chorus grew unbearably loud. It howled in his mind, battered against his skull. He opened his mouth to scream, and blood galloped in, choking him, filling his lungs and nostrils and prying open his eyes and—

Something yanked him from the pool. He was flung upwards like a ragdoll, his head emerging from the rippling blood. He coughed and spluttered, spitting warm fluid from his mouth.

Suddenly, his feet were on solid ground. He scrabbled forwards and lifted his chest from the pool. Blood spilled from his lips as he gasped for breath. His right hand managed to find a wall, and he clawed at it for balance until he was certain of his footing.

Kairos wiped the blood from his face the best he could, then noticed that his cloak was gone, as was his tunic. Somehow, he was bare chested now. His sword must have slipped from his grip also, and… his pants and boots. He was entirely naked.

The humming filled the room now, no longer just inside of his head. He lifted his eyes. He was in a cavern, of sorts. The pool of blood filled it from end to end, and flickering torches were set in sconces around the perimeter. At the end in which he stood, the walls were smooth and filled with indecipherable carvings.

At the other end were spiked protrusions like icicles from the ceiling and floor. Nestled among those protrusions, on a raised ledge of stone, was a chair—a throne made of sharp edges, wrought from rusted black metal. Blood sheeted like a waterfall down the cavern wall behind it.

Kairos’s eyes went wide as he saw the figure perched in that throne. His stomach twisted.

They were sitting backwards, their face pressed against the back of the throne, their knees tucked to their chin. Their back was hunched. Each individual rib and ridge of their spine protruded through their skin. And in their back, there were hollow, wrinkled holes in the shape of a face, its features carved from their flesh.

Just as Kairos looked at the face, it began to move. Its wide, worm-like lips opened and closed. “You…. are mine…”

Kairos tried to open his mouth, to demand to know what was happening, but as he tried the world faded to black for a moment.

As his vision returned, he discovered that his body had moved away from the wall, and he stood in the center of the pool instead. His body was submerged in blood from the waist down, and his arms were held out to his sides, his fingers dipped in the pool.

As if tied by iron strings, his eyelids were forced open so that he must gaze upon the horrid face atop the chair. The wordless chorus hummed all around him, their voices making his very bones vibrate.

“He is waiting,” the face rasped. “On the morrow, you… will see… GOD INCARNATE. Cycles… passed without a Champion. You… are the only choice. Become… my WRATH.”

It was the voice from his visions—the voice he’d heard upon the shores of the Soul Ocean. Only now, it was weak and faded. The strength of it from before was gone. Every time it paused, it drew in a wheezing, rattling breath that scraped against his eardrums. Kairos choked. Holy terror turned his spine to ice and his legs to water.

“You will have… your VENGEANCE… my Champion… Drink… of my blood… and do not fear… to DIE.”

His limbs were clay being bent by an unseen hand. Kairos began to lean toward the pool, his hands swimming together to form a cup. He still could not look away from the leering face, which twisted itself into a grin. Kairos moaned as he tried to stop himself.

His traitorous hands pooled water between them, and raised themselves to his mouth. His head leaned itself backwards. Blood began to pour into his mouth and slither down his throat. The warm liquid kept spilling, far past the amount that he had collected in his hands, rushing down his gullet, filling his stomach, bubbling up inside his body. He felt as though he would begin to leak, like his stomach would burst and spill forth his organs.

Kairos jerked. He tried to scream, to fight back. He was drowning himself. The chorus cried in his ears. The smile of the carved face grew wider and wider, stretching skin and flesh into reddened weals.

“Go… become my CHAMPION… OF A THOUSAND LIVES…"

The blood in his hands began to glow. The torchlight blazed with newfound fervor, its red light flaring neon beams. The void beyond the holes of the face seemed to engulf him, drawing him in, surrounding him, and—

“Tanys. Get up.”

Kairos shot up with a rattling gasp. He scrambled backwards, swiping and kicking at the air. Sweat poured off his chin and cheeks.

He halted. Blinked. Looked around wildly, feeling strangely outside his body.

The cavern was gone. The taste of blood had vanished from his mouth. His ears were empty of the haunting chorus that had howled in them.

He was back where he’d been laying when he first awoke. The night sky was clouded above, and a cool wind scraped against him. He had to blink again, and again, before he realized he was looking at Eris.

She was crouched in front of him, frowning deeply. The dog sat beside her, as serious as he’d ever seen it. Its ears were pinned back, its eyes watched him intently.

Eris spread her hands. “It’s your watch,” she said.

Kairos swallowed, finding his throat was dry. He licked his lips and nodded as calmly as he could. “Alright.”

Eris was looking at him with concern that made him uncomfortable. “You good?”

A dream. It had been a dream. A vivid… unbelievably lucid…

No.

It had been real. Whatever he’d just experienced, it had been real. Was this the same power that had brought him back from the Soul Ocean? What had actually just happened to him? It had to be a God, but Kairos knew of no God such as the one he’d just seen. In none of the religious lore he’d studied had something like that… being ever been written of.

He realized he hadn’t answered Eris’s question. “Yes,” he breathed. “Yes, I am fine.”

“Nightmare?”

Kairos didn’t answer her. He eased himself up, reassuring himself that he was here and not in the blood-filled cavern. His sword was still sheathed at his side.

He looked around for a moment, seeing no red light on the ground anymore. “You could say that. I’m fine. Go to sleep.”

Eris looked at him for a long moment, then shrugged and leaned backwards onto her pack. The dog, however, remained in place, still watching him intently. Kairos stood to brush dirt from himself.

The dog’s stare unnerved him. He turned away from it, gripping the hilt of his sword and looking toward the Crowteeth Mountains.

On the morrow, you…. will see… GOD INCARNATE.

What was waiting for him in those mountains? What was happening to him? Kairos tried to settle himself, but the terror of what he’d seen would not leave. He forced himself to remember the vision of the scarred man.

But for the first time in months, even the thought of revenge would not ground him.
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The deadliest of the Gods was not Sar, as many have come to believe. The Sky God, Zavax, was perhaps the most violent of the deities. If not for His betrayal and defection to Sar, the Last War might have ended in resounding victory for Illuvia. None can truly guess at His motives, and indeed, no theories have been anything but conjecture. - A History of the Divine, Chapter 73


The mountains were cragged, sloping masses of the blackest rock Eris had ever seen. She felt small and insignificant at the feet of the giants, and had to crane her neck as they reared up around her, stretching left and right into the far distance.

Cold wind tousled her hair, bringing the earthen smell of dirt and rock on its tendrils. The last of the mass grave site lay behind her, and scattered about the earth now were the remnants of those who never made it to sacrifice. Skeletons, laying in heaps. Ancient, rotted weapons strewn about in the dark-as-night soil.

Eris was glad to be out of the scene of death. She felt that she could finally breathe again, without the memory of the long-dead pressing in on all sides. Her sleep had been uneasy and restless, and her heart was exhausted. Somehow, the desolated, empty land of the Bend had become welcome.

Beyond her, a valley unfolded between the mountains, a stretch of land pocked by tumbled rocks and thatches of brown grass. The smeared remains of statues flanked the entrance to the valley, and though they were worn by time, the winged personage they depicted could be nothing other than the God of this Domain. Zavax. Three times the height of a normal man, the Sky God dwarfed the two humans standing at the top of the valley. The quiet in the air was heavy, broken only by the whistling of the wind.

Eris sucked in a deep breath, looking to the end of the long decline. The castle Kairos claimed to be heading for sat there, clinging to the side of one of the mountains, wrought from dark stone with gothic spires and battlements reaching to the sky. Skygod Keep.

“We will arrive by nightfall,” Kairos said quietly. His eyes were fixed on the castle, dark circles beneath them. He’d been even more subdued than normal through the morning. Eris hadn’t forgotten his panicked awakening, and she had a feeling that whatever nightmare he’d experienced was behind his mood.

“And then…?”

“And then we go our separate ways. My path leads into the Keep.”

“Right. Because the man you’re looking for is inside. Remind me, how do you know that he’s actually there?”

“I will be glad to be alone again. I’m tired of you asking questions that need no answers,” he said, and began to stride forward without a look back at her.

Eris shook her head, fighting back a venomous response. She’d already faced her curse this morning, and his words stung more than they should have. It wasn’t worth it, she told herself. Kairos was an awful, stubborn man that apparently couldn’t look past his own nose. Eris stood by the fact that it had been a good idea to journey together, but part of her wished she could go back and leave him lying in the cabin.

She started to follow him, but only made it a few steps before bells started ringing in her head. Her knives were out of their scabbards a heartbeat later.

“Wait!” She ran up beside Kairos.

A boulder sat only a few hundred feet down the valley, and something was moving out from behind it. A shambling, shuffling figure emerged, dragging one unnaturally long leg behind it.

The sound of steel met Eris as Kairos unsheathed his sword, cloak flapping. They fell into tensed positions at the same moment, breath held. Beside them, Spot bared his teeth, and his hackles rose.

But the figure didn’t seem to notice them at all. It continued shuffling across the width of the valley, a clicking noise following its every step.

It was a man, or what had once been a man. Its left leg was entirely bone, and had several more joints than a human leg. It trailed the monster like a length of wet rope. The other leg wasn’t human at all; it was furred and curved. It took Eris a moment to realize it was a horse’s leg.

The thing's torso was a hanging ribcage atop a spindly spine that shouldn’t have been able to support its head, but was somehow doing it anyway. The head itself was a mesh of a human skull and a bird. A beak distended where a mouth should have been, and feathers were fused in clumps to the dome.

Eris and Kairos watched its progress, both tensed for violence, but if it noticed them at all it didn’t show any signs.

Only once it had crossed nearly the entire width of the valley did Eris venture another step forward. “Reckon it’d get violent if we got close to it?”

“I have no idea,” Kairos said. “Let’s keep moving. If any more of them show up, I suppose we’ll get our answer.”

Caution preceded them as they continued, and Eris kept her eyes on the shuffling figure as they passed down where it had crossed. It appeared to have no goal apart from aimless meandering, but from this closer distance, she saw its beak opening and closing—almost as if it were trying to speak and failing.

The next couple of hours were some of the most tension-filled Eris had ever experienced. Her legs grew weary from the downward descent and steep slopes, and she fell behind Kairos after a while.

They weren’t alone.

More and more of the horrid creatures appeared in intervals, all walking about as aimlessly as the first one. Each and every one of them was some kind of macabre fusion of bird, human, and some other animal. Some had crooked wing-bones where arms should have been, others had spindly legs that couldn’t support their torsos, so they clawed along with the arms of another beast.

They all ignored the two humans walking in their midst. It was as if they didn’t exist at all. At one point, just after Eris had started falling behind, one emerged from behind an outcropping in the mountain on their left, mere feet from Kairos.

Eris had opened her mouth to yell and warn him, but no sooner had her lips parted than the shambling creature walked straight past him. It didn’t even seem to acknowledge his presence. Kairos remained stiff and quiet until it was gone, then his shoulders relaxed and he continued on wordlessly.

For some reason, these creatures weren’t violent like the rest of the monsters they’d encountered. Once Kairos realized this, he picked up the pace, striding far ahead of Eris until he was a small figure down the rocky valley. Spot kept up with him, but occasionally looked back to check on Eris.

The sky turned a deep red-orange as the day slugged on, patched by heavy clouds that hung just over the tips of the mountains. Wind continued to whistle down the valley, pushing Eris’s cloak against her back and making her face numb from the chill. Ahead, Skygod Keep reared into the atmosphere like a collection of blades stabbed into the side of a mountain.

Eris could make out its ramparts and balustrades, the rotten stone blocks atop its towers, and the crumbling walls eroded by time. Spires reached upwards, patched with black moss, like fingers pointed blasphemously at the divine. A road wound up the side of the mountain, lined with great bowls that once would have been lit with torches to guide the way. It ended at the castle’s main gate.

As the sun was settling behind the mountain tips, Kairos waited at the foot of the path. Spot was beside him, sitting and waiting patiently as Eris caught up to them—something that took her nearly ten minutes to accomplish.

Nightfall was waiting just out of reach when Eris stopped a few yards away from Kairos. Wind howled through the valley as their eyes met.

“It’s time,” Kairos said. “I’m going up.”

“Tonight? You have no idea what you might encounter. You should wait for daylight, when at least you’ll have better—”

“I’m going up,” he repeated. “I would already be on the path, but I had to wait for you.”

Eris didn’t miss the accusatory tone. “Right. Thanks for waiting. Go on, then. See if I come to save you this time when you get in over your head.”

Kairos remained infuriatingly placid. “We will both die out here.”

“I’m going home after I get to the Eternity Tree,” Eris said. “You might not care about anything past getting your revenge, but I have an entire life left to still live.”

That actually managed to get a reaction out of him. His jaw rippled and his nostrils flared. “Keep telling yourself that. I’m sure optimism will get you where you’re going. Goodbye, Eris,” he said, as if talking to a child.

Something in his tone finally broke a dam inside Eris. That condescending bitterness, as if she was a naive girl who didn’t understand the world. She’d planned to wish him well, to tell him that she hoped he found peace. They hadn’t exactly gotten along, but there was no harm in parting ways cordially.

In an instant, the desire to be friendly evaporated. He didn’t deserve a kind goodbye.

“Piss off,” Eris snapped, all her pent up irritation at the man finally bubbling out. “I’ve tried to be nice to you, you know? This place is awful enough without you being a prick. I should have let that snake kill you. Illuvia knows I’d have been fine without your company.”

But Kairos had turned away at her first word, and was already striding ahead up the path. Eris threw up her hands in disbelief. “Of all the idiots in the world that I could have met here, I had to meet you.”

Kairos tugged his hood up over his head, blocking her out. For a minute, Eris just stood there watching him, the anger ebbing as she realized how pointless it was to be angry at someone so frustratingly stubborn and headstrong.

That was it. Just like that, he was going to walk away. As if she’d been nothing, as if she hadn’t saved his life. It was beyond callous.

Spot hadn’t moved. He was still sitting in place, his head cocked as he watched Eris. She sighed and crouched down, inviting him to come over and lick her hand. She scratched behind his ears and under his chin. She hoped that it wouldn't be the last time.

“Go on,” she said. “He’ll need you if he’s going to survive more than an hour all by himself.”

Spot whined, and stuck his paw up for Eris to hold. For the first time in a while, a small smile crept onto Eris’s lips. “What’s this? Are we making a deal?”

The dog barked, tail wagging.

“Sar’s taint, I would swear you understand me. If he gets himself killed, come find me, alright? You shouldn’t be out here alone.”

Another bark. Spot licked her hand profusely, then stood and wagged his tail before turning away from her. He gave Eris another glance that seemed to her to say see ya!, then took off running toward Kairos.

Eris watched the dog go, her heart sinking by the second. Once Spot had caught up to Kairos, she crossed her arms. “What’d he do to earn that dog’s loyalty?” she grumbled. “Doesn’t seem very fair to me.”

Sunrays crowned the black mountain range above, and Eris knew she should get moving. She wasn’t keen on spending the night in this valley with those shambling creatures, even if they didn’t seem to be violent.

Eris took a deep breath, and turned away from the path. She’d started this journey alone. She supposed she’d have to end it the same.

With what time she had left in the day, she was going to continue eastward, and forget about Kairos entirely.
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The sky has darkened, my son. Sickness has spread. There is no escape from this foul place. I can only hope that this letter reaches you. Do not come back to Navarra, for we will already be dead. Sar has destroyed this land, and it is my thinking that life will never return. - A letter found among the wreckage of a wagon in the Wastes


Skeletons hung from cages in the arched gateway, leering down at Kairos. Rotted signs that were indecipherable had been screwed into the cages, proclaiming whatever crime they’d committed.

Kairos didn’t need to be able to read the signs to know the reason for these deaths. According to the archives he’d once pored over, when Zavax betrayed his sister—Yarra, the Water God—his followers began to execute anyone and everyone who worshiped Yarra.

Standing there, at the gates of the castle, Kairos felt a chill. Memories of long hours spent digging through scrolls and tomes in the dusty library beneath the University flitted through his mind. Months spent preparing for entrance exams that he would never even get the chance to attend before fate whisked him down a different path.

Kairos had once dreamed of traversing this land, wondering what it would be like to visit the monuments and relics of a long dead part of civilization. They’d been daydreams. The fancies of a boy who wanted to see the world and had grown interested in understanding it.

Here he was, at the foot of legends and myths, and he felt… hollow. Tired. Uncertain.

All things were better in the abstract. The real world was full of disappointment and heartache.

Forget it all, he told himself. Forget your dreams. Forget the Gods watching you. There is only one reason you’re here. Kairos walked beneath the hanging cages and drew his sword from its scabbard. The dog trotted at his heels.

The courtyard came into view before him as he shoved away the memories to the corner of his mind where they should stay. Dark shadows fell across it, but not enough to banish the scene of death that unfolded.

Great piles of rubble had been constructed as the base for pyres in the courtyard. Metal poles protruded from the rubble in intervals, bones lying at their feet where men and women had been burned to death in another futile attempt at appeasing Sar. An empty gallows sat upon the other end of the courtyard, and in front of it, weaponry and armor lay in disarray.

The story told itself, much as the mass graves from before. People slaughtering each other, offering blood and flesh to the sky in hopes that Sar would spare them and their families. Mad rituals conducted as the sun was blackened and the poison of the Reaper seeped into every living creature.

Time had eroded the blood and stench of death from this place, but Kairos could imagine it well enough. He walked over the cracked tiles of the courtyard, and tilted his head up to look at the spires and towers.

The scarred man was in there somewhere. He felt it, like one might feel a coming storm in their bones. Tonight, Kairos would slake his hatred with the blood of his prey.

The Gods might have been watching him, they might have been using him to their own ends, but Kairos couldn’t find it in him to care anymore. Let them use him. So long as he whet his blade on the scarred man, nothing else mattered.

The strange nightmare from before rested in the back of his mind, but he refused to give it life. Whatever it had been, it didn’t matter anymore. Not when he was so close.

…you will see… GOD INCARNATE.

Kairos shook himself. It was nothing. Just a dream. A figment of his mind, created from the trauma the scarred man had inflicted.

As he looked up at the castle, something moved. An almost unnoticeable flash, so quick he’d nearly missed it. From out one of the windows leading up to one of the highest towers, someone had been looking at him, their pale skin catching the red moonlight.

Blood rushed to Kairos’s head. His heart began to gallop.

There. He was right there.

All thought fled from his mind. Kairos gripped his sword harder and harder until his fingers began to ache, then broke into a run for the gate leading deeper into the castle.

Inside, the throne room only slightly slowed Kairos’s steps. It had once been grand, with arches reaching upwards that dwarfed anything he’d ever seen in person. Faded tapestries with gold lining hung from the walls, and the banners with images of winged Zavax depicted on them hung beside every sconce.

There was a cracked circular window behind the throne, set high into the wall, and its colored glass mixed with the red light to cast a purplish glow across the hall. Winding staircases and hallways were set in intervals down its length, and it was near one of these that Kairos slowed, taking time to remember where he’d seen the face appear and choose which direction he should go.

He caught his breath, being careful in his selection. The last thing he needed was to exhaust himself going down the wrong pathways before he ever reached the scarred man. Finally, he settled on one of the winding staircases that wrapped around a pillar, and started up it.

Soon it became a walled-in passage with only the occasional small window for light, and he walked with one hand against the side to ensure he didn’t lose his footing. It wound up and up, cool drafts buffeting him.

At every turn, he expected to run into another foul creature. A remnant of this dead place that had stayed behind just as the villagers had stayed behind and tried to kill him. But the castle was empty, and only the echoes of his footsteps accompanied him.

He persisted, anticipation building in him with every step, dust billowing where his feet trod. He went past passageways that branched off from the stairs, ignoring them, somehow knowing where he needed to go. Time passed in a blur as the fire in him crackled and spat. Before long, he reached a landing with an open doorway leading out onto the roof of the tower he was climbing.

He couldn’t explain it. He couldn’t rationalize it. But he knew… he knew that the scarred man was waiting for him outside. A primal, instinctual part of him was certain of it.

Kairos clenched his teeth, remembering everything that had been taken from him. Remembering the firelight and screams. Remembering what it had felt like to be loved.

There, waiting for Kairos as it always was, was the hatred he so clung to.

He summoned it, let it thrill through his blood and body, and then stepped out onto the roof of the tower.
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For what is death, to a God? Do they too swim among the currents of eternity? Do their souls mingle in the great Ocean that comes to claim us? Or is death simply another state of being, for those who are not mortal? - Reflections on the Divine, by Queen Reue, Chapter 3


Crimson light leered down on Kairos.

The roof of the tower was a wide circle of pitted gray stone with crumbling battlements covered in black moss around the perimeter, and the skeleton of a time-eaten ballista slumped near the far edge. Empty crates and barrels sat haphazardly on one side, frayed ropes coiled atop them, empty sack cloths in a pile beside.

Kairos noticed none of it. His body had turned into a blazing inferno, his vision had tunneled to a single point, and his ears had begun to ring.

He had tasted this moment a thousand times in his dreams. He’d pictured it so clearly that the moment of its arrival felt a trick of his imagination. It was as though the world disappeared around him, leaving utter clarity of the visage standing at the other end of the tower.

Heavy, ridged scars crisscrossed the man’s features over lip and eyebrow and nose and chin. Mottled flesh, eternally pink and angry. Squatting amongst those scars, dark eyes stared out emotionlessly.

The scarred man’s thin lips curled upwards, twisting his mangled skin further and revealing the brown and yellow teeth that festered in his mouth. Clad in all black, his white pallor and bald pate were accentuated.

Kairos discovered that his legs were locked. His entire body was trembling with righteous fury.

“Finally, you have reached me!” the scarred man proclaimed, his voice a knife scraping down a shinbone. He raised a shaking finger at Kairos. “At last, you have come! Are you watching, old friend? Do you see me?”

As if the sound of his voice was a twisted key, Kairos’s legs were suddenly free from their shackles of stillness. He was running forward before the scarred man had finished speaking, his sword hefted at his side, his teeth bared.

He would not bandy. He would not listen. Kairos was here to deliver the icy fang of death. A cosmic scale teetered on his shoulders, and he would balance it here and now.

Air whistled past his ears; red moonlight glinted on his blade. The length of the tower seemed impossibly long. Every breath that the scarred man lived was an eternity too long.

The scarred man began to cackle. “What will you do? Have you made him your Champion already?”

A scream ravaged Kairos’s throat as he ran forward. Time folded itself, throwing him backwards to the sight of muscle and sinew laid bare. The moans of the dying. Cries for help that would never come.

He lifted his blade, prepared to cut down and carve through the man that had taken everything from him.

Between one step and the next, a screech plunged daggers into his ears. The world rumbled, throwing Kairos from his feet. A gale of mythic strength suddenly buffeted him as he fell to his knees and drove the point of his sword into the stone beneath him. Kairos shouted in confusion, and looked up at the scarred man, who had not fallen.

Indeed, the scarred man was standing completely still, the malicious grin not leaving his face. He was spreading his arms wide, his face turned reverently toward the sky. Through the howling wind, his voice somehow reached Kairos.

“I am eager to see how strong you still are, after all this time! Let us see how you match up against the revenants of my peers! Come seek your vengeance, for it is awaiting you.”

In the instant that Kairos followed the scarred man’s line of sight upwards, a shadow blotted out the moon. Kairos saw the jagged tip of a wing, and the spiked curve of a tail. He was forced to close his eyes as another gale tried to drown him in its gusts.

When he opened them again, the tower shook like a branch about to snap. Chips of stone flew as great talons stabbed into the rooftop. A pungent smell of rotted meat stuck its finger down Kairos’s gullet.

He fell backwards, his mouth dropping open. For a moment, he was displaced from reality. His mind did not comprehend what it saw, and when it did, it refused acceptance. No human should have gazed upon such a thing.

Kairos was looking at a God.
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Beyond the valley, mist shrouded the land. Eris was wading through the smoky mire, looking for a place to rest for the night. It had appeared at first as crooked fingers of smoke, but soon wrapped around her, blinding her to the terrain and her surroundings. She was just beginning to think that she should make a torch for herself when a screech assaulted her.

Eris cried out, clamping her hands over her ears, staggering a step forward. She bit her cheek so hard it began to bleed. Even as the horrid sound faded, she remained frozen, pressing hard at the sides of her head.

“What the fuck was that?” Unconsciously, her hands fell to the daggers at her waist, and she turned toward the source of the noise. She tensed, preparing for some abomination to come charging at her from the depths of the violet-tinted mist.

Her breath gathered in her chest as she refused to let it go, condensing into a tight ball that her heart thundered against. A shape flitted.

Eris immediately swung her daggers up in defense, blades crossed over each other. The shape flitted again, then came pounding into view. It was Spot.

“Shit,” Eris said, releasing her breath. “Scared me, little guy. Did you finally choose to ditch the asshole?”

The dog barked, an urgent noise.

“What?” she asked Spot, glad that nobody was around to see her inquire of a dog.

In what seemed like an answer to Eris, Spot loped away into the mist in the direction Eris had come from. The same direction that horrible screech had just emanated from. Back toward the valley and Kairos.

Spot trotted forward until he was just barely on the edge of her vision in the mist, then stopped and panted.

She took a step forward, then stopped herself. “Hold on. Last time I followed you, it led me straight to that dickhead back there. Is that what you’re trying to do? You really expect me to stick out my neck for him again?”

Spot barked, the timing of it too uncanny to be anything but a ‘yes’. Eris crossed her arms, stuck somewhere between being amused and being disturbed.

“No. I’ll tell you what I told him. If he wants to get himself killed by running headfirst into danger, he can be my guest. I’m not risking my life for him.”

Spot simply barked again, and swished his tail. Eris was thinking of a way to tell the dog—politely—to piss off, when another thunderous screech came from Kairos’s direction.

Eris threw her hands up. “No. I’m not going. Kairos is a big boy, he can handle himself.”

Woof. Spot, somehow, seemed to be glaring at her. Or was she imagining the accusatory look in his eyes?

“Ridiculous,” Eris said. “This is absolutely ridiculous.”

Anger welled in her suddenly, and she clenched her hands into fists. “Why? Why do you want me to go back? Why should I give up more of my life for someone else? Haven’t I suffered enough? I don’t need this stupid, ignorant man’s problems piling on top of my own! I’m broken enough without his shit!”

Spot shook his body as if whipping water from his fur, then padded toward Eris and sat down. Woof.

“No! I’m sorry… ridiculous, why am I talking to… I’m sorry, but I’m going on. I have my own life to sort out. It’s not my responsibility to help him sort his out too. I don’t care what he’s been through. I don’t care if he dies. He’s brought it upon himself.”

But as the words left her mouth, Eris realized she was lying. She did care. Spot nuzzled her hand, and a wall crumbled somewhere in her.

She couldn’t deny what she’d seen in Kairos’s eyes that first time they met. That animal terror and fear, cowering behind a mask of rage. In him, Eris had seen everything she feared becoming. She supposed that was probably part of the reason she couldn’t stand him.

Could she really walk away knowing Kairos could be dying back there? She told herself she could. He’d known he would likely die when he decided to come to his place. His own stubbornness would be his undoing—it wasn’t Eris’s problem. He was a stranger. An asshole. But…

What good was a life possessed by bitterness and self-pity? What good was a world where people turned away from the pain of others? She had refused to look away from the pain of the dead; how could she look away from the pain of the living? Averting your eyes to misery was an act of selfishness when you had the means to make a difference in that suffering. If she walked away now, knowing she might be able to save him, she would carry the weight of that forever.

Maybe Kairos hadn’t earned her help. Maybe he’d been a total dickhead.

But he was a human.

He was alone and scared, and the world itself was asking Eris to help him. She couldn’t let the cruelty of indifference triumph.

Eris let out a long breath. “Right. Lead the way, Spot. I’ll see what I can do.”

Spot woofed again, tail wagging in delight, and began to trot back the way they came. As Eris followed, she rolled her shoulders

“Ridiculous,” she muttered.
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Hail, my brothers and sisters! Hail! Do not despair! Rally to me! - Tanys Sunbearer, on the eve of the battle of Avaris


Blackened veins spiderwebbed from the hollow eyeholes in the God’s face. Gray feathers clung to his cheeks, and hair of the same color fell in tangles down to his shoulders. From those shoulders, jagged and crooked wings sprouted, bone and sinew visible where the feathers had rotted away in clumps.

Every man, woman, and child in Illuvia’s Domain had seen this figure depicted a hundred different ways in their lifetime. Kairos had stood before an altar of this God as a child, in a procession that every child would undergo to offer thanks to the Divine for creating Lumein—even though he had never believed it to be real.

But of course, it was real. The proof of his eyes could not lie to him.

Zavax, the Sky God, knelt on the tower.

His feet were scaled talons, trailing upwards to become human legs and a bare-chested torso. Skin and muscle had been torn away in a line across his chest, leaving a savage hole of mottled flesh.

Every hair on Kairos’s body stood on end. He remained on his knees, awash with awe and holy terror. It was as though he’d been flung into the depths of the unknowable galaxy, his eyes forcibly pried open to gaze upon the sun. An undeniable energy filled him. The beating of a million wings upon his skin.

Thought fled his mind in search of refuge in something it could understand. He looked at Zavax’s eyeless face, and knew then how truly insignificant he was.

Behind the Sky God, the scarred man was cackling, his arms outstretched, his manically pious face upturned. He was yelling something, spittle flying from his mouth, but the blood pumping in Kairos’s ears blocked it all out.

Zavax looked down, and despite the pitted scars where eyes should have been, Kairos knew the Sky God was looking at him. A feeling like the moment before a great fall filled him, rooting him in place.

The Sky God began to rise, unfolding to his true height. He was three times as tall as Kairos. His wings stretched out to either side, crooked and malevolent. In his right hand, he held a gleaming, golden trident that was somehow untouched by time’s appetite. It was as tall as he was and more, its three spiked points like skewers.

The stars were blotted out one by one as the God rose, backlit by the blood-red moon, his face dipped in shadow.

I HAVE WAITED FOR THIS DAY, KAAN. MILLENIA HAVE PASSED SINCE YOUR FOUL STENCH FIRST INFECTED MY LAND. AND NOW YOU BRING THIS, A BOY, TO DO YOUR WORK.

Zavax lifted his trident toward the sky. His mouth did not move, but the words emanated from him in booming waves that shook the tower.

THE ERA OF CHAMPIONS IS LONG GONE. YOU BRING INSTEAD A PUPPET. THE FLAME IS DEAD, AND YET YOU STILL CLING TO A WORLD THAT WILL NOT ACCEPT YOU.

Kairos shook like a wet dog. He didn’t understand what was being said. A nightmare, surely. Just as the nightmare from before—all too real and yet impossible at the same time. The Sky God lowered the points of his trident, and leveled them at Kairos.

I WILL SHOW YOU FUTILITY. I MAY BE DEAD, BUT I AM STILL A GOD OF LUMEIN, AND YOU ARE NOT. THE HUBRIS OF THE LESSER IS A DISEASE, KAAN. DO NOT PESTER ME WITH YOUR INSOLENCE.

The scarred man’s cackles echoed with the final word of the Sky God. The rage that had carried Kairos to this moment was gone. In its place, hopelessness rushed to fill him. He’d come all this way, only to have the Gods themselves deny his quest.

The universe was unknowable and cruel. How foolish he’d been, to think that he might choose how his story ended. How naive, to believe that he might balance the scales, to snatch satisfaction from the jaws of grief.

He was only a man, after all.

Kairos tried to recall the faces of his family, to recall a better time and a different place. But it was all gone. He was going to die cold, alone, and afraid.

The Sky God pulled his trident back, face emotionless, and Kairos let go of his sword. It fell to the stones with a clatter. He looked down at his knees, strands of hair falling down his face.

As the trident plummeted down toward him, he felt a rippling leap in his heart. A thrumming began to sing in his veins.

And he heard the mad cackle of something inside him awakening.

He was screaming.

His limbs constricted. His muscles tensed involuntarily.

Cold air jolted him, wind biting at the sweat on his face.

Zavax still loomed over him, trident held aloft, but for some reason he had hesitated. The Sky God peered down at Kairos ponderously.

WHAT TRICK IS THIS, KAAN? A FUTILE GESTURE. DO YOU TRULY BELIEVE THIS WILL BE ENOUGH?

Kairos hardly heard the words. His body was moving of its own accord. He felt his consciousness pushed backwards, squashed into the corners of his mind.

He clenched his fingers into fists. His arms began to throb. Red veins started to rise on his skin, running down his arms, bulging in raised ridges. An adrenaline rush like he’d never felt before howled through him.

He rose.

His spine curved as every muscle in him tightened, and gooseflesh rippled up his body.

The scream tearing out of him turned into a roar. The red veins crept up from his arms to his chest and neck, then onto his face. Finally, they connected with his eyes. The hue of his irises changed from gray, to purple, to a deep, glowing violet.

Like an egg cracked over his head, all the rage and wrath and hate that he’d ever felt returned. Claws of anger raked down him. His lips curled back, turning his face into a snarl and scream and filling the whites of his eyes with blood.

Kairos roared again, and snatched his sword from the stone. His body ran toward the Sky God, every moment clear and crystalline, brought to a height of clarity that no mortal should ever have attained.

Zavax lifted his trident, his dead face curling into a wicked smile. FUTILE! I WILL STRIKE HIM DOWN, KAAN!

The scream that wrenched its way from Kairos was not his own. It was the scream of something primal and alien, a foul cry that invaded and tainted him. He leapt at the Sky God, his sword held overhead, his legs taking him to heights that should have been impossible.

As he swung his blade down, a spark rippled along its edge. His palms burned with the scorching heat of a forge unseen. And as Zavax swung his trident around to block the blow, the length of the sword caught fire—the flames brilliant red and blazing.

Sword and trident collided. Light exploded where they connected, and Kairos was knocked backwards. His body twisted, turned, and he landed on his feet in a skid.

Wind rushed past him as he planted his boots on the stone, flaming sword pointed towards the Sky God. The God pointed his trident back, crooked wings rising.

Then the mortal man ran forward, hungry for death.

[image: ]

Eris saw a flash of light atop one of the towers as she ran beside Spot. She squinted, and saw vague shapes moving against the burnished sky. A…wing? Something on fire? Spot barked, and increased his pace, ears flattened against his head.

What has Kairos gotten himself into?

She ignored the ache in her legs as she reached the path leading up to the castle. Spot was soon well ahead of her, occasionally stopping to turn and wait for her to catch up to him. Her breaths came in heavy rattles. Her thighs and calves burned.

“Sar’s… taint…” she said between breaths, and sagged as the path finally evened out. The castle gates loomed, blotting out the stars. Hanging cages with skeletons inside swayed in the wind.

Side by side, they ran through the courtyard and up the short flight of ruined stairs, the mouth of the entrance hall yawning wide as they ran inside. Eris had to pause a moment for her eyes to adjust, slowing down a hair.

The hall ahead had a throne at its end. Passages branched every which way off to the sides. Eris wracked her brain and tried to remember where she’d seen the light flashing, to determine which passage would take her that direction.

Between breaths, she heard a throaty growl from behind her. She turned her head lethargically, and saw that the courtyard was filling. The creatures from the valley, mangled and half-dead, were coming in, moaning and rasping. They must have been following her up the path, but she’d been too focused to notice.

And they were no longer ignoring her.

They were running, beast-fused bodies apparently no longer encumbered by their form. The closest of them had a toothy beak on its face. It clamped its beaky maw open and shut, empty skull-eyes locked on Eris as if it wanted to eat her.

“Oh, shit.”

She nearly slipped as she spun around to face the hall once again. Without pausing to think or process, she took off, Spot ahead of her. She stumbled after him, sweat dripping from her nose as the dog led her to a winding staircase wrapped around a pillar.

She looked up at the spiraling steps, the sound of spitting growls behind her, and cursed between gasps. “Illuvia’s tits.”
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A foul secret, they keep. A dark, horrible secret. Do not trust these Gods, for they are no better than the greed of men. - Illegible


The world had narrowed to a hole centered on the God in front of Kairos. He could see nothing, feel nothing, think nothing, but the desire to destroy the being he now dueled. There was no fatigue in his muscles, no ache in his arms from the clash of his sword against the weapon of a God.

He was wrath and fury, unafraid of death. The moon watched his dance, and laughed in glee. All the pain and sorrow was gone—finally gone. Only this, the single-minded rage of this moment, could hold it at bay.

There was nothing of the mortal man in his movements. He attacked like an animal, feats of strength and agility far beyond his capabilities coming to him on instinct. It was beautiful and terrible, the absence of thought a bliss Kairos wished to cling to even as some distant part of him wailed in horror.

Weak. That part of him was weak and unimportant. He stomped it down as blazing red fire crossed in front of him, light flashing as it connected with the trident of the Sky God. Zavax shoved him as their weapons met, and Kairos went soaring over the towertop. His boots skidded across stone, and he scraped his palm as he was forced to throw his hand down to keep from toppling.

God and mortal faced each other.

YOU CANNOT WIN.

Useless words. Kairos was already coming back, red veins bulging over every inch of him as he rolled beneath a jab of the trident, spinning, his blade licking out at the God’s legs. He scored a shallow cut and black liquid began to seep from it. An instant later, Zavax stabbed his trident directly downwards, smashing into stone and spraying rock over Kairos as he threw himself out of the way.

Kairos slashed at the God’s waist, and gold metal flashed as Zavax twisted his weapon to deflect the blow. As the deflection knocked Kairos’s sword to the side, the God kicked out, his taloned foot drilling him in the chest. The air was knocked from Kairos’s lungs. He doubled over, sword still raised, and only just managed to duck beneath a slash of the trident that would have taken his head and shoulders off.

He felt no pain. There was no signal in his body that he was flagging. Only the sudden inability to move as his lungs struggled to fill with breath. He snarled, hefting his sword and bending his knees, intending to leap at the God and drive the blade into his chest.

A flicker of gold. A sting on his left side.

Kairos was thrown backwards until he slammed against one of the ramparts. His head rocked. The world spun. He saw the image of the Sky God standing with his face to the red moon, as if looking for something.

Kairos tried to rise, scrabbling with his left hand for support, but only fell down. Why? He hadn’t been hit that…

Blood trickled down his side in a river. He grasped for support again, but failed a second time. Through the haze of rage and fury, Kairos was able to think enough to look down at his arm and see the wreck it had become. A jagged bone stuck out amidst weeping flesh, blood glistening on the cracked mess of his limb.

He registered the injury as if it were someone else’s body. It was inconsequential. A hindrance. A rush and howl seared in him, a righteous call. He was not finished.

Kairos lifted himself, blood dripping from his shattered arm, sword gripped in the whole one. He bared his teeth, and met the empty eyes of the Sky God.

He was not finished.
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Eris’s lungs burned with every step; her thighs had turned to melting jelly. The spiraling staircase climbed and climbed in interminable darkness, offering no signs of progress. She pawed at the wall for support as she began to sag from exhaustion, and Spot slowed down just ahead of her.

She chanced a look over her shoulder and didn’t see the creatures at her heels. At the very least, they might have trouble climbing stairs.

“Just… need… a second…” Eris panted. Over the rushing blood in her ears, she heard the sounds of clanging metal and the hiss and clatter of the beasts down the stairs. If she was close enough to hear the clashing blades, then…

A second wind came to her. She powered forward, face twisted into a snarl, her steps stiff and mechanical. She ripped her knives free as she rounded one final corner, and found Spot standing in an open doorway, hackles raised and ears flattened.

She looked out onto the moonlit tower top, and saw the impossible.

A monster that looked unmistakably like the Dead God Zavax was there, swinging a huge golden trident in great arcs as he tried to kill Kairos. Across from the God, Kairos himself had become a demon. His sword blazed with a raging red fire, and his entire body was bulging with thick veins. Red light shone from his eyes as he threw himself at the God with animalistic abandon. As he leaped, Eris saw blood spraying from one side of his body. His left arm had been completely wrecked, shards of bone protruding through skin in several places, and yet he fought with the fury of a caged wolf.

“Illuvia save me,” Eris gasped. She faltered in the doorway, the adrenaline being washed out by utter bewilderment and shock. It was incomprehensible. Impossible. It couldn’t be real. It couldn’t actually be Zavax. It had to be an apparition. A foul work on behalf of Sar.

Kairos was already as good as dead. What good was staying here? What good could Eris do in a fight against a dead God?

Something warm pressed against her leg. Eyes wide, she tore her gaze from the raging battle down to where Spot was nuzzling his snout against her boot.

“What?” Eris shouted, flinching as light flashed. Spot whined and nuzzled her boot harder. She shifted away and felt… the talisman. It was thrumming against her leg, practically shaking. Her heart leapt as she fell to a knee and reached into her boot, fishing with squirming fingers until they found purchase on the stone tablet.

She shouted as she ripped it free, and was suddenly blinded by effervescent light. Beams of solid white light stabbed outwards between her fingers. Vibrating energy rattled her arm, forcing it upwards until she held the talisman over her head.

Eris wrenched her eyes back to the battle as her entire body began to shake. Her breath came in spurts. She saw Kairos swinging at Zavax’s legs, a whirlwind of fire and fury. She saw the Sky God deflect his blow, and kick him backwards. Kairos flipped in the air, landed on his feet, and then leapt back toward the God without pausing.

Spot barked incessantly beside Eris. She sucked in a breath, and focused on the Sky God’s hulking form. She only had one chance. One opportunity.

Maybe this was why Illuvia had noticed her. For this moment, beyond her understanding. For her to change the course of whatever happened here. Maybe Eris could do something useful, for once in her life. Maybe she was to be like one of the holy warriors of old.

Kairos seemed to hang in the air, mouth open in a wicked scream, cloak billowing behind him. Zavax’s flashing gold-red trident twisted through the air, stabbing upwards too quickly for Kairos to defend himself.

Eris cried out, a word she didn’t understand forming on her lips. Something in her hand nearly snapped from pressure. A beam of transcendental light shot from the talisman like a thrown spear. The instant before the beam hit the Sky God, the three tips of his trident impaled Kairos, skewering him twice in the chest and stomach and once in the leg.

Eris’s arm fell limp, and she threw her other arm forward to catch herself before she fell completely. She blinked several times to clear her vision, desperate to see the damage she’d done.

The beam of light had passed through the upper right of the Sky God’s face, carving a hole through his eye socket and forehead. Tendrils of smoke curled from the wound before evaporating into the wind.

Zavax stood still, trident held in front of him. Kairos dangled from it, dead. A moment passed. Then another. Slowly, agonizingly, the Sky God turned his head, and looked directly at Eris with his remaining eyehole.

The growls of the beasts behind her grew louder, and she knew they were only moments away.

Eris let out a deep, painful breath. She was going to die. She could hardly move her body. “Run, Spot! Go! You can still escape.”

The dog still stood in the doorway, teeth bared and hackles raised. Eris summoned the strength to kick him. “Go!” she yelled, but Spot didn’t budge.

She was preparing to kick him one more time when suddenly, she saw Kairos move on the end of Zavax’s trident. Even with one arm, even with three different holes in his body, the man was somehow still alive. He gasped and spluttered. Blood sprayed from his mouth. His right hand still yet held onto his sword.

The Sky God had as much warning as Eris. He started to turn his head back toward the dead man on his trident, and then the flaming blade in Kairos’s hand impaled him through the neck and cheek, emerging out the side of his skull.

Black sludge oozed from the wound, wisps of inky smoke trickling out with it. The Sky God moaned as the blazing fire of the sword spread onto his flesh, consuming, roaring.

Kairos’s hand slipped from the hilt of his sword, and he gave a dying gasp before slumping down and sinking further onto the trident. The Sky God stood still as a statue for a moment longer, ruined wings spread wide. His legs wobbled, then collapsed. He fell to his knees, then swayed before toppling entirely.

His trident fell from his hands.

The Sky God lay limp and cold as the vengeful flames began to devour him entirely.

For a minute, Eris just lay there panting. Her head spun at the sight. It was beyond comprehension, beyond reality.

She turned her head back to the doorway, expecting the monsters behind to emerge any moment and devour her. But they didn’t come. There was only silence, and the scene of death before her.

Dazed, Eris began to crawl forward even as she knew it was pointless. Kairos was already dead. But she had come back for him. She had tried.

Had she failed Illuvia? Had this been the reason the Goddess had given her the power to use the talisman?

Spot padded beside her, whining and forcing his head beneath her arm to support her. She leaned on the dog. Her hand throbbed from where the talisman had rattled it so hard that it had nearly broken a bone. She still held the now dull stone in her fingers, unable to let go.

Together, they crawled past the Sky God’s burning corpse, to where his trident lay on the stone of the towertop. Eris retched as she approached Kairos’s body. His guts were visible through the puncture of his stomach, and broken ribs protruded through the skin of his chest. His mouth was open in a silent scream, though his eyes were thankfully closed. Gone were the bulging veins.

Like this, she saw him as she’d seen him that first day, when he’d nearly killed her just for standing close. A frightened, angry man. Someone who’d been hurt, and was trying to prevent himself from being hurt again.

She couldn’t leave him like this.

She moved around to the end of the trident, and grabbed him by the shoulders. With an effort, she pulled him up the trident spikes, retching yet again as she saw the blood and body matter that was left behind by his passage.

As the end of the spikes passed through his body yet again, Eris gave one final heave and ripped him away from the weapon. He flopped onto his back, his wrecked arm bent at a sickening angle.

Eris huffed for air, and leaned over him as the exhaustion of her race to get up the tower caught up to her. The adrenaline had sapped away.

His body was a ruin. Eris had seen death before, but never like this. Never so… brutal and inescapable. What had happened here? Eris was still trying to make sense of the sight she’d seen, still felt as though she were in a waking dream.

The sheer impossibility of it overwhelmed her. The anguish at seeing a human life—a human that she’d known, even if she hadn’t liked him—so savagely and suddenly ended made her throat tighten. Tears welled in her eyes, and she let them roll down her cheeks.

Spot sat beside her, and as Eris cried, he leaned over and licked the tears from her face. Eris clung to the dog’s fur. She couldn’t look at Kairos any longer. He was gone. She’d bring him to the base of the tower, and find somewhere to bury him in the castle courtyard. That was all she could offer.

She leaned back, and was about to close her eyes when she saw yet another impossibility. The flesh around the splintered bone of Kairos’s arm had just moved. It squirmed as if of its own accord. A last spasm of the dying?

No, the flesh was still moving. It was… growing. Undulating, veins stretching forward from it like roots. Muscle was knitting itself, and even the bone was melding as if more of it had been hidden deep in his arm. Eris couldn’t tear her eyes away if she tried, morbid horror and fascination warring in her.

She ripped her gaze to the holes in his chest and leg, and saw that they too were mending themselves. Like a weaver fixing a net, his body was patching itself together, healing sinew and organs and stitching shattered bones back into a whole. His limbs began to contract and spasm. His body jerked.

Eris fell back, mouth ajar. Kairos’s back arched, his feet and head remaining on the ground as the rest of him was lifted upwards. He let loose a rattling, wheezing gasp, then collapsed back onto the stone just as the muscle of his ruined arm smoothed over. Patches of skin appeared over the muscle and sinew and began to sew themselves together, until he was whole once again.

In the bloodred moonlight, Kairos almost looked serene. As Eris watched, his chest began to rise and fall with breath.

Beside the two humans, the corpse of a God continued to burn to ash.
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Life is threaded through three planes. Physical, Transcendental, and Divine. The first, we exist in as a part of every moment we breathe. The second, we only know exists through the proof of the Divine powers lent by the Gods, and the use of our runic languages and devices powered by them. The last is unknown to any but the Gods themselves, but even they cannot stand in two rivers at once. - Reflections on the Divine, by Queen Reue, Chapter 6


Kairos saw the night sky. A pale crescent moon hung serenely above him. The tickle of waves lapping against his feet. He was nestled on the black sands of the Soul Ocean once again. He had died, and for that, he was grateful. It was over. It was finally, finally over. There was no coming back from a death of that manner.

All feeling was gone. All pain.

A bright pinprick formed in the sky. It widened, and a beam of red light shone down on him.

No.

The last bit of Kairos moaned and struggled against it.

No. Please. Don’t bring me back again. Leave me be!

There was a tingle in his chest, just as there had been last time. The sensation of being forcibly shoved back into the blood and flesh of his body.

You are not finished.

“No! Don’t!” Kairos managed to make his mouth work, but the words were hardly more than a whisper. “Let me—”

He choked on blood. The Soul Ocean disappeared, and suddenly he was drowning in a pool of liquid life, his limbs flailing of their own accord.

As if a giant hand grasped him around the chest, he was pulled upwards. Sensation flooded him, bringing back taste and sound and touch. He was lifted from the pool of blood, choking and spluttering, and found that he was back in the cavern from his nightmare.

Sitting atop the black metal chair, the gangly, decrepit man still crouched with his back to Kairos. The carved face in his flesh leered out, grinning. The grotesque movement of its lips sent blades scraping down Kairos’s spine.

“You are not finished,” the face repeated. “Go, my Champion. Show the Gods MY POWER. SHOW THEM MY STRENGTH.”

Blood rose from the pool in tendrils that curved and wriggled toward Kairos’s face. He couldn’t move, couldn’t speak. He could only watch as the tendrils snaked up into his mouth, nose, and eyes, writhing their way into his skin and body. Agony drenched him. His flesh was invaded, his bloodstream hijacked.

“Feed…devour… LIVE IN WRATH, MY CHAMPION! BRING ME TO YARRA! SLAY THE FOUL WATER GOD!”

He saw a golden dome, and the face of a red-haired woman screaming in agony. Hatred seeped into him, but it was not his own. The images were seared into him as though the back of his eyelids had been branded.

But as his vision cleared, he could only see the carved face looking at him in glee.

Its mouth stretched open wide, tearing open more flesh, blood streaming from its lips. It pulled him forward, widening and engulfing, a hollow scream, a void that forced Kairos into the light and—

TweetTweet! TweetTweet!

Kairos groaned, and tried to roll onto his side. It was too early… why was Papa waking him already? This was meant to be a break from early morning University classes.

TweetTweet!

Oh. It was a bird, not the chime of the clock in the living room. He could get another couple hours of sleep if he just rolled over and covered his ears with the pillow. Was Calin already awake? The sound twisted into a ringing, which popped and cleared only a moment later.

Woof!

“Salmon?” Kairos said weakly, groping at the air with closed eyes. How had Salmon gotten into his room? He could have sworn he threw the latch before falling asleep. The damn dog would hog the entire bed. Not too bad a sacrifice, he supposed...

His hands found soft fur, and a moment later a warm tongue began to kiss his face. Kairos suppressed a grin and pulled Salmon closer, burying his nose in the dog’s fur, and…

He opened his eyes.

Reality crashed back into him with the force of a galloping horse. The red moon hung above him. The smell of char and smoke filled his nostrils. The aches and pains of laying on stone creaked throughout his body.

After a moment of bewildered displacement, memory snapped to the front of his mind. The bloody wreck of his arm, the punching pain of the trident impaling him. Screaming for it all to end on the shore of the Soul Ocean. Fighting, struggling, and wailing against the foul being that brought him back. Failing.

He was alive again. He hadn’t escaped.

The dog with the spot of brown fur over its eye was sitting beside him, his fingers clenched behind its neck. And behind it was the dead Sky God.

Zavax’s body was a charred mess, little more than a giant lump of coal. If not for the evidence of his memory, Kairos would never have known what he was looking at. Panic and terror clutched at Kairos suddenly, and he dug his fingers deeper into the dog’s fur. His breathing sped up of its own accord.

What was happening to him? The scarred man had led him here… Zavax had defended him… and something had brought Kairos back, had given him inhuman power to fight with. He was being used. He saw it now. He was just a pawn in a celestial game that he couldn’t even begin to understand.

No.

No.

It couldn’t be. He hadn’t come this far just to… he hadn’t lost everything just for… he couldn’t… he couldn’t…

Kairos ripped his hand away from the dog, scrambling to his feet and dashing away. Panicked gasps bubbled out of him. He ran with abandon, with no thought except to reach the ramparts at the edge of the tower. He heard the dog barking at him, but ignored it.

As he reached the ramparts, he threw himself atop them, boots finding purchase on the stone until he could haul his body onto a blocky battlement. Once there, he put his hands out to his sides and looked down at the distant earth. Vertigo hit him in a wave, making his stomach flip.

He would end this. No more pain. No more anger. No more… anything. If he fell from this height, even a God wouldn’t be able to repair his body… right? He had to try. He had to escape this nightmare.

Kairos lifted one foot and let it hover over the edge. A breeze pushed against him, as if urging him back, but he refused to budge. Just one little step, and it would all be over.

The thought gave him peace. Filled him with contentment he hadn’t known for so long. One step, a rush, and then… nothing. He sucked in one last breath, and prepared to jump.

“Kairos! Don’t!”

He froze, tilting on the precipice. He turned his head just slightly, and saw a shock of silver hair.

Eris seemed to notice the acknowledgement, and swallowed before continuing. “Get down, Kairos. It won’t work.”

He shuddered, and tried to ignore her. Just one more step. Just one more.

“I saw you come back to life,” Eris pleaded. “I don’t know why. I don’t know what’s happening. But jumping won’t fix anything. Get down, please.”

The words were useless. He didn’t care what happened to him. He had to try and end this. What good was a life so full of pain? What good was existence without love? What good was he to anyone alive?

Kairos stood still, wobbling for a second more as he truly processed what Eris had said, and heard the truth in it.

The precipice that had seemed so inviting just a moment ago was suddenly just another invitation to useless pain. He had come back from the impossible once already. It was pointless to think this would be any different. She was right. He lowered himself, and slid off the battlement back onto the tower top. Without looking up, he put his back to the stone, pulled his knees close to his chest, and put his head between them.

A couple seconds later, the dog padded over and nudged him until he made space for its head in the crook between his leg and stomach. Familiar numbness took over. A damp shroud over all sensation.

All of it had been pointless. His revenge had never been possible. His mad quest had all been the scheme of the Gods, for reasons he didn’t even understand. Would he ever be allowed to die? How long would his suffering be prolonged for? Why… why was this happening to him?

He’d tried to be good. He’d tried to become a man who could support the people he loved. He’d sacrificed and toiled and done his best to make a future for himself and…

Why? Even the escape of death had been taken from him. There was nothing left in this world. Without revenge, without hate, without a path forward, he was… he was nothing. A man who’d grown bitter, who was all alone, who didn’t even recognize himself anymore.

“Kairos?”

“Go away,” he croaked.

“I’m not going anywhere. I saw… something impossible. I saw you come back to life. I don’t know what’s going on, but I need to understand. What happened here?”

Kairos almost laughed. “I have no idea. I found him. I found the man who murdered my family. I found him and he… he just laughed. He laughed and preached and mocked me, and then…”

He left the rest unsaid. There was no explaining the appearance of a Dead God. No rationalizing the transformation he’d undergone, the power he’d briefly wielded, and his return to life after such a gruesome death.

A minute went by in silence before Eris spoke again. “Is it… is it really Zavax, do you think? It looked just like him, but that’s impossible. He’s been dead for millenia.”

“It's him,” Kairos said, the words coming out as rasps. “I know it's him. I cannot explain it, but I know. It’s his corpse. He was being used, like a puppet, like…”

“And he just started attacking you?”

“He was talking to me, but not to me.” Kairos’s voice began to shake, and the words started to pour out of their own accord. He couldn’t have stopped if he wanted to. “He kept calling me Kaan. He… he made it sound like they were enemies.”

“Kaan?” Kairos couldn’t see Eris, but he could practically hear her frowning. “Who the shit is that?”

“I don’t know. I don’t understand any of this. I… I went to the shores of the Soul Ocean. I saw it, Eris. I saw death at my feet, and I was taken from it. I was brought to a terrible place where I was drowning in blood, and something brought me back to life. Forced me back, against my will. It was what gave me the power and strength to fight against Zavax. It…”

His throat grew tight, and he made himself stop talking. He licked his lips, and raised his head from between his knees to look at Eris. “Why did you come back? You shouldn’t be here. You shouldn’t be near me. Go find the Eternity Tree. Go as far from me as you can. I am nothing but a curse.”

Eris’s eyes widened, and her lips parted. In the moonlight, her eyes shone for a moment as a flicker went through them. For some reason, his words seemed to have struck a chord.

“You said it yourself,” Kairos said. “You have a life to live after all this. Whatever is happening to me, you shouldn’t be a part of it. Go now, while you still can. Before the Gods decide to make you a pawn also.”

“You’re not a curse.” For some reason, Eris sounded angry. “You’re not. Trust me. You’re a man. You’re a bit of an asshole, sure, but you’re not a curse. And I don’t care what the Gods are doing. Spot led me back to you, and I came. I’m here because it was the right thing to do. To help someone who needed me. Considering that you were just about to end yourself, I think you might still need me for the time being. I’m not going anywhere.”

“You don’t understand,” Kairos said, vehement, throat burning from where he’d screamed it raw. “I have to keep going. The voice… Kaan… whatever it is. He told me…” He gulped and shuddered as he remembered the carved flesh of the man’s back stretching and moving. “It told me that I have to go on. That I must find Yarra next, and slay her also.”

“I don’t care.” Eris shrugged. “Why listen to him? We’ll go back the way we came. I’ll go with you until you’re somewhere safe, and then you can go back to Illuvia’s Domain. Fuck all of this. You don’t need to do what the Gods want. If this thing even is a God.”

“It won't work. He won’t… he won’t let me go.”

“I don’t believe that. Tomorrow, we’ll head back the way we came. If this Kaan is so powerful, why is he resorting to using a mortal man to do his work?”

“He…” Kairos had no answers. He had nothing to say. It was a pleasant fantasy that Eris pitched—a world in which he could simply turn his back and go home. But there was no home for him anymore. There was nowhere in the world for Kairos to go.

The pantheon of the immortal had its fingers in him, and he knew that there was no hope of running from them. Still, he didn’t know what to say to Eris. If she wanted to try and help, he didn’t have it in him to stop her.

The dog whined in his lap, and shuffled an inch closer. Kairos held back for a moment, then bent his face and buried it in the fur atop the dog’s head. For reasons he would never be able to understand, the animal had decided he was worth saving. It had brought Eris to help him twice now, and it was trying to comfort him now.

The smell of its fur reminded him of a different time.

“Kairos,” Eris said, shifting. “I don’t know what you’ve been through. I don’t know why any of this is happening. But I do know that in times of darkness, it's people who get us through. I can’t walk away, knowing that I’m your only chance of having that out here. Try and push me away all you want, I’m not going anywhere. We might not know each other, but it’s the decent thing to do, and I won’t become someone who doesn’t do what’s right just because it's hard. I’ll walk with you all the way back to Vitexia itself if I have to. The Eternity Tree isn’t going anywhere.”

Kairos had things he wanted to say to that. Objections, childish opinions, bitter thoughts. But he didn’t give them any voice. He was done fighting. He was done trying. His fate was out of his hands, and he would go wherever it took him. There was nothing else he could do.

As he thought it, he knew it to be true. He was too weak, too defeated. The world had stripped him down to his barest pieces, and would rebuild him every time he fell apart. He was tired of running from it.

Silently, and without letting his shoulders shake, Kairos began to cry. Hot tears slid from his eyes, and he bit his lip until it bled to keep it from trembling. He curled his fingers into the dog’s fur, and held it as his tears stained its fur.

Minutes passed. Kairos was grateful for the darkness of night. Inexplicably, he didn’t want Eris to see him crying. She was quiet for a while, and when she spoke, she sounded exhausted.

“I’m going to get some rest,” she said. “I suggest you do the same. Tomorrow, we’ll head out when you feel ready.”

Kairos didn’t respond. He knew she would hear his crying if he did. Thankfully, she stood and walked away without waiting for an answer, and he heard the sounds of her laying down on her pack some distance away.

For the rest of the night, Kairos caught fits and slivers of sleep, but all were infested by nightmares. Images of trident tips punching holes in his torso. The ragged, glistening mess of his arm. Each time, he awoke with a gasp and splutter, his heart racing, and he would cling to the dog, which never left his lap a single time.

He would cry, and cry, and cry until he managed to fall back into a restless sleep yet again. It felt like no time at all, and uncountable hours at the same time. Finally, as he lay awake, drained of tears for the time being, he heard Eris waking and shuffling.

He pretended that he too was just then rising, and rubbed at his eyes as though there was grit in them. When he stopped, Eris was looking at him. An awkward, drawn out moment followed in the pale morning light. Had she changed her mind, now that she saw him fully? Had she remembered what an ass he’d been, and decided to just leave instead?

“Hungry?” she asked, and the moment evaporated.

“Starving.” Kairos hadn’t realized just how horrible the strain in his stomach was, or just how dry his mouth was, until she asked. Before he could protest, Eris strode over to him, unslung her pack, and rifled inside before handing him dried meat and a slice of hardened bread. A moment later, she handed him her uncorked water bottle.

“You don’t have to—” he started.

“Repay the favor later. No point in hoarding rations. Might as well share when it's convenient.”

Kairos opened his mouth to respond, then closed it and just nodded. He took a grateful sip of brightwater and mumbled thanks before tearing into the food. Eris sat across from him and tossed a slice of bread on the ground next to the dog, which raised its head from Kairos’s lap for the first time the entire night to sniff the bread and wolf it down.

As if it needed to eat at all, of which he'd seen no proof.

A few minutes passed in silence as all three of them sat and ate. The Dead God on the tower top had further deteriorated overnight. It no longer resembled a thing that had lived. All the edges and curves of the corpse had disappeared, turning into a lump of ash and coal. Whatever Kaan—whatever Kairos—had done, it had utterly destroyed Zavax’s body.

A shiver ran down his spine as he looked at it. He suddenly wanted nothing more than to leave the tower top and get as far away from it as possible.

As they finished eating, Kairos stood and paced to ease out the discomfort from a night spent sitting on stone, and soon enough he and Eris were headed down the spiraling staircase to the bottom of the castle. He didn’t look back at The Sky God’s corpse.

“They’re gone,” Eris said. “The creatures from the valley. They followed me up here, and they weren’t peaceful anymore. The hell is that all about?”

Kairos had nothing to say to that. His mind was a dried sponge.

Had it really just been last night that he’d come up these stairs in pursuit of revenge? Had it truly been a single turning of the stars that had changed everything so irreparably for him? He was no better than a wrung-out dishrag as they descended, plodding step to step, dread creeping up his throat.

They entered the grand throne hall, and Kairos stared at the ground as they walked down its length, passing the ruined tapestries and banners of a kingdom that had become a graveyard. They exited through the rubble of the courtyard, and made the trek down the winding mountain path in silence.

Up the valley, Kairos could see the creatures that had followed Eris. They’d gone back to shambling aimlessly, apparently reverted back to their mindless state.

As they reached the bottom of the path, Eris stopped and turned to him with her hands on her hips. “Right. If we go back the same path we came by, I reckon we could reach the Wastes in under a week. We could reach the end of the valley by nightfall, if we keep a good pace. It won’t be too much of a setback for me.”

Kairos nodded, but only because his stomach was sinking with every word. He wanted to believe it was possible, but…

Eris didn’t wait for him. She spun toward the end of the valley, mountains rising like massive walls on either side of her, and began to walk. Kairos closed his eyes, took a deep breath in, let it out, and began to follow her.

He made it four steps before it hit him.

A wave of nausea so strong that he immediately fell to his knees, retching. Fatigue and dizziness made his head suddenly spin, and he was forced to plant his elbows on the ground to keep from collapsing. He heaved, heaved again, and then vomit began to spew from his mouth. Bile and blood and bits of food he’d just eaten. His throat and chest burned as his nostrils filled with the rancid scent. He vomited again before Eris skidded to a stop and pulled back loose hairs that had escaped his bun for him.

Kairos shook, and spat several times to clear the taste from his mouth. “Dead Gods,” he said. In the back of his mind, he heard a chorus humming. The same chorus he’d heard in that blood-filled chamber. The image of the carved face leering at him flashed behind his eyes.

You are not finished.

He could hear the voice clearly. The scratching, rasping words grated his ears.

“I can’t go back,” Kairos managed as he wiped the spittle from his lips. “I told you… I can’t. He won’t let me. He’s… he’s in my blood. I can’t go back.”

Kairos raised his head and found that the dog was sitting beside Eris, looking at him with as much concern as she was. Eris’s lips were pressed together, her eyes drawn. She examined his face for a long moment, then nodded sharply.

“Alright. We continue on then. You’ve got to find Yarra next, yeah?”

Kairos stared at her. He’d been certain that when faced with the reality that it wasn’t going to be as simple as walking back home, Eris would realize that helping him was an impossible, helpless task. “Y-yes. That's what he… what Kaan said.”

Eris stood and adjusted her belt. “Well then. Let’s go find another God, shall we?”

The sun peeked out from behind a cloud, rays of morning light appearing behind her shoulder. She stuck a hand out to Kairos.

There, he saw a lifeline. A buoy in a cyclone.

He took her hand, and accepted the strength she offered to pull him to his feet.

Eris gave him a grim smile and a sharp nod, then turned around and began striding forward into the unknown future.

Kairos watched her go for a minute, still rattled and settling from the wave of sickness. It wasn’t until the wind cooled the sweat on the back of his neck that he began to follow her. A new day had started, and for the first time in a while, he was glad to not be alone to face it.
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Perhaps the most devastating moment in history is Yarra’s fall after Zavax’s betrayal. For She would have given the world for Her brother, and in return was given a knife in the back. - A History of the Divine, Chapter 50


Mist had blanketed them within the hour, greeting them just as they exited the valley of the Crowteeth Mountains. Empty, barren land was underfoot as the land flattened entirely. Black dirt, only broken by the occasional rock or snarled weed. There was no wind, and no sun save for a dim ball of yellow that could scarcely be seen through the heavy mist. It was as if the Gods had stopped sculpting the earth here and abandoned it.

Days passed in quiet and solitude.

Eris took point, which felt a bit odd after so long mostly following Kairos from a distance. He was almost entirely silent as time dragged on, but a different kind of silent than before. He wasn’t curt or irritable. Just… silent. Eris didn’t miss the bags under his eyes, or the redness in them. She let him be. The man had been through something unimaginable, and she would have thought he truly was a madman if it hadn’t rattled him a bit. Truthfully, Eris was still rattled herself. After all, a Dead God had just been murdered—again—in front of her, and she’d helped do the deed.

Neither of them talked about that bit. The unrealness of it all. The impossibility. Put aside that Zavax had somehow stood in front of them and tried to kill Kairos, when he was supposed to have been dead for a thousand years. He was a God. How had they survived the encounter?

Eris imagined that the same thoughts passed through Kairos’s mind a hundredfold, in the moments when she saw his deep-shadowed eyes staring out to the horizon, searching for something they couldn’t find. He had chased his specter, and found a God in its place. Eris didn't want to know what that felt like.

So the days lumbered forward. Meals were short and brisk. Nights were short and exhausting. Shapes sometimes seemed to move in the obscuring whiteness, and Eris’s mind began to play tricks the longer it went on. It imagined sounds, conjured thoughts of roaming beasts pounding into view and mauling the both of them.

She longed for a way to pass the time with anything other than her thoughts. Her shoulders had grown permanently tense, and she kept clenching her teeth. It took an effort to relax those muscles, and it was a failing effort on the fourth day since leaving Zavax’s corpse. Eris stared at her boots as they fell on dark earth.

Kairos showed no signs of wanting to talk, but… it would be good for both of them. Something to help them stop thinking so much. The silence had grown unbearably heavy for her.

Eris stopped for a second to open her pack and paw around, until she found her map. Kairos halted beside her, shoulders hunched, eyes distant. As she unrolled the parchment, he seemed to come back to the present moment.

What light made it through the mist was dull, so Eris held the map close to get a good look at it. Kairos shuffled an inch closer.

“Reckon we’re about here,” Eris said, pointing to a spot on the map just outside the Crowteeth Mountains. There was supposedly a road that led directly eastward here, but either time had eroded it, or the mist had hidden it. Ahead of them, there was supposed to be an enormous lake that fed through tributaries up to the Azure Sea. The name of it had been scribbled so poorly that it was illegible.

Kairos nodded. “We will reach Avaris Lake in a day or so. It marks the beginning of Yarra’s Domain.”

Eris could at least read the letters that bespoke that information. “So, we’ll skirt around the edge of that lake, and curve down this way?”

Just beyond Yarra’s Domain was the section of the map that had been blacked out. Eris didn’t care to find out why that was the case, or to attempt navigating it without the information provided by the map. That was assuming they weren’t both killed in the pursuit of slaying another Dead God before then.

Still, making a plan, visualizing it, was better than just wandering. Small goals, Eris had learned a while ago, were the key to getting shit done.

Beside her, Kairos frowned. “Perhaps. Supposedly, there was a city built inside of the lake itself. If the records are true, it was once the capital of Yarra’s Domain, as she purposefully built it close to her brother. It might be that her corpse is still there. And… perhaps that is where I'm meant to be going.”

Eris noticed the way his expression seemed to clear somewhat as he spoke, and even his cadence changed somewhat. She was certain he’d been a scholar at some point, or something adjacent to one. Getting him talking about that sort of thing seemed to open him up.

She pressed ahead, certain that this was a chance to finally peel away a layer of separation between them. Anything apart from the oppressive silence and tension was an improvement.

She nodded along. “I’m still confused about the blacked out area, though. Strange. This map was the best I could find. It’s probably outdated.” The place in reference was the last stretch of land before the end of the continent, where Sar was said to have ruled over a single plateau before his domination.

“It’s where Varsik’s Domain once was. The scrolls I’ve read speak of it as a place of volcanoes and rivers of lava. There was once a people who lived among them, building their homes from metals they mined. There are even sketches of great snakes that they once owned as pets. I wonder if…” Kairos drifted off, his sullen expression returning. Probably realizing that the world he was imagining was long dead.

Eris rubbed her chin as if contemplating his words, then nodded again before starting to roll the parchment and put it back in her pack.

“How long were you at University?” she asked. It was a guess. A solid guess, if you asked her, but a guess nonetheless. When she glanced at Kairos, she saw a look of mild surprise on his face. For a moment, it seemed like he wouldn’t respond.

“Three years,” he answered, voice quiet as they continued to walk. Spot’s ears perked up, and Eris could swear the dog was listening too. “I… before I trained to become a Redhawk, that is.”

“What were you studying? And where?”

“I was studying Ancient Cultures, as you might have guessed. I spent years going to my village center to read their scrolls before taking any entrance exams. My family wasn't wealthy enough to pay the fee more than once, so I had to make it count… and well, I attended Vexxilian Vanderport University once I passed.”

Eris whistled. “Sar’s taint.”

“You’ve heard of it?”

“Who hasn’t? Even folk down in Holucia talk about sending their kids there. You must be smarter than you let on.”

She’d hoped that might get a grin out of him, but he was as stony-faced as ever. At least he was talking.

“Yes, well… I never graduated. I had to join the Redhawks before I finished my studies.”

Eris raised an eyebrow. “Had to?”

“I—” Kairos started, then clamped his mouth shut. “It’s a long story.”

“Not like we don’t have time,” Eris said, gesturing around at the mist.

“Fair enough.” Kairos turned his head as if looking into the distance. A strand of dark hair slipped loose, falling down the side of his forehead. He wasn’t too terrible to look at, Eris supposed, when he wasn’t brooding. The lines of his face eased as he talked, and she got a glimpse of his boyish features.

“I was supposed to change things for my family. All their hopes for a more stable life were in me. They saved money to support my education, seeing as I needed tutoring if I wanted to stand a chance of passing any entrance exams. It was expensive, and also came with the cost of losing my labor on the fields. After graduating, I was going to make enough money to buy us a new farmstead closer to the city, and help my grandmother get the treatment she needed for a lame hip.”

He shook his head, a hint of anger flashing through him. “But my grandfather was dying. He got sick with scalerot. Do you know it?”

“I do.” Scalerot was common in Holucia. It started as a rash, but over time it would spread over a person’s body, covering them in flaky, itchy scales that would start to bleed. Eventually, the scales went deeper in the body, and you’d die slowly as it ate away at your organs. “Shit way to die.”

“It is. I asked for grants from the university to pay for treatment. There are medicas in Vitexia that could've healed him, but they have steep costs. I tried everything, in the end, but nobody would lend us money. So… my brother, Calin, took things into his own hands. He was always a troublemaker.”

Kairos’s voice went soft as he spoke of his brother. “The fool stole from our local magistrate. And it worked. He got enough money to pay for the treatment, and managed to usher our grandfather to the medica quickly enough to save him. But the law caught up with him not long after. The magistrate had no care for his reasons. He branded Calin for death.”

He took a long breath before continuing. “I got word while I was still at university. Calin was going to be executed in a week’s time, and without him my grandparents would scarcely be able to survive on their own. They might very well have died soon after him. So, I raced home, trying to think of a way to fix the situation. In the end, I knew there was only one way to save my family.” Kairos dropped his gaze from the mist, and stared down at his feet. “I asked the magistrate to spare Calin’s life, in return for service in the RedHawks. He denied my request, so I offered my own service in addition to his. By some miracle, he accepted the offer. The both of us would have to leave to get the training required, and minimum service for the RedHawks is twenty years, or death. We would receive stipends, at the least. Enough to provide for our grandparents. It was the only way I could think to save both my brother and them, so… I gave up my studies. I had to.”

Eris watched him for a few moments, feeling as though pieces of the man were falling into place. It was difficult to imagine him as a bright-eyed kid, poring over scrolls and excitedly discussing their contents in some grand study hall. But that kid was somewhere in him, hidden under the layers of hurt.

And she knew all too well what it was to sacrifice for the people you love. “Sounds like you were a good grandson, and a good brother. I can’t say I’ve known too many people who would’ve done the same.”

“Dreams are just that. Dreams.” Kairos glared at the mist as if it had disagreed with him. “There’s no point in running from that truth. I did what I had to, and I’d do it again. Even if I'd known that…”

That they would all die anyway. Eris knew it wasn’t the time to ask him about that, but clearly he was thinking of it. His jaw rippled, and his fingers clenched at his sides. Eris looked away from him.

“I understand,” she said, and she meant it.

She wasn’t exactly in a mood to be sharing, but if he was going to, she would as well. “My mother lost her leg because of me. When I was a girl, I fell down the side of a mountain while playing a game with the boys from my village, and she had to come save me. Walked right into a mountain bear’s den, she did, and snatched me up. Didn’t make it far before one of ‘em scratched her down the thigh. Infection is what got it, though. Whole leg had to go.”

Eris spat off to the side. “I had to take care of her, from then on. I owed it to her. I wasn’t smart enough to go to uni like you did, and we Holucians are a bit too religious to make academia a priority, but one day a bounty hunter came through our village looking for some bandit who’d murdered a little boy in Jathe. I heard how much the pay was. Ten thousand cenny for his head. And at the fresh age of eleven I decided I’d try bounty hunting out myself.”

At this, she chanced a glance over at Kairos, and found that he was listening intently. It wasn’t something Eris liked talking about. The thing about telling stories about yourself was that it revealed just how messed up you were, really. Much better to let people fill in the blanks on their own.

“I followed the bounty hunter who’d come through hoping to learn a thing or two, but he caught me almost immediately. Luckily, he turned out to be a kind enough man. He thought I was funny, I think, and that’s the only reason he didn’t kick my teeth in for trying to sneak around his camp. I went with him on his hunt for the next couple of days, and watched as he killed the bastard he was looking for. He taught me a thing or two about how to use a knife on the way back. Enough that I felt like I might be able to kill a man myself.”

She left out the terror she’d felt at seeing someone killed for the first time, and the lack of sleep she’d had because of the bundled corpse on the back of the man’s horse. She didn’t mention the way the bounty hunter had backhanded her at every opportunity, or that he’d told her repeatedly that a girl had no business poking around in that line of work.

But Eris had set her mind when she saw the money she could make. Her mother was a cripple because of her. It was Eris’s responsibility to provide, to make life as easy as possible for her. So she’d pushed down her repulsion at death, she’d ignored the pain from the backhands, and she’d learned as much as she could in a few short days about how to find and kill a man. It turned out to be enough.

“And I did. I waited for a bounty to be posted, took a knife from our kitchen, and went looking. It was almost easy, to be honest. Nobody suspected what I was doing. When I asked questions to strangers, they answered honestly. The bastard I killed, a man who’d raped three women, was hiding out in a brothel in Jathe. I told the staff I was there looking for my sister, then just walked in the room and stabbed him. He didn’t even look up from the tits he was suckling.”

Eris barked out a laugh. “It's surprisingly easy to kill folks as a little girl. Nobody ever takes you as a threat. And just that one bounty was more than we made in a year. I was able to help my mother out, though she beat me within an inch of my life when she found out where the money came from. A year later, I did it again. And again, the year after that. It was enough. Enough to get food on the table, and make sure my mother didn’t have to work so hard on her one leg."

Kairos made a noise beside her, but didn’t say anything. Eris actually smiled at the memory. It felt so long ago, so… distant. Back before she’d known how broken she really was.

“Eventually, my mom understood. She still hates where the money comes from, but I grew up, and she knew she couldn’t change my mind. Only problem was that I thought I could make enough to get us out of Jathe. Might’ve even brought my mother up to Vitexia, one day. I took on risks that were too high, made some stupid decisions, and… well, I’m here now, aren’t I? S’pose it doesn’t really matter anymore. But I can’t say that I understand giving up on your dreams. I never really had any to start with.”

To Eris’s utter surprise, Kairos looked genuinely thoughtful when she finished. “Sure you do,” he said. “If you weren’t here, if you weren’t a bounty hunter, if your mom was healthy and hale, where would you be? What would you do?”

“I don’t know. I… I’ve not given it much thought. No point in wondering about a life that can’t exist.” She frowned as she realized she was lying. She had thought about it before. Many times. She’d just learned to shove it down, and focus on making the most of the cards she’d been dealt. “I’d want to be a mother, I suppose. Maybe travel the world a bit before that. Build a farmhouse by a lake. Always seemed like something I’d be good at. My mother is a crotchety bitch, but she loves me in her own way. It was her losing her leg that made things the way they are. My fault, really. If I could have my own kid, or go see parts of the world that aren’t so awful, maybe I could take back some of the peace that I lost. I don’t know.”

“That’s a good dream,” Kairos said. He looked like he wanted to say more, but decided against it.

As they’d been talking, the mist had started to press in heavier and heavier, until they could scarcely see further than their own hands. Inadvertently, they’d drawn closer together, Spot plodding along between them.

“What time of day d’you reckon it is?” Eris asked, suddenly wishing to change the subject.

“A bit past midday, I would wager.”

“Right. Let’s pick up the pace, eh? I’d like to get out of this mist as soon as possible.”

Kairos took a moment to respond. “I agree.”

They walked on in silence, the mist enfolding them in its chilly embrace. But the silence was no longer so heavy.
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The great underwater city, Avaris, was very much real. It was once a bustling hub of life in Lumein, and the epicenter for technological advancement. Little is known about its inhabitants. They might have actually lived underwater, as is the myth, but there is much speculation. - A History of the Divine, Chapter 48


Bones protruded from the dirt amongst a sea of wreckage. At first, shapes had wavered in the mist. Shadows and vague forms would appear as if placed there by a darkly divine hand, only to vanish a few steps later. Those shadows had resolved into broken totems topped with the visage of a squid, time-rotted statues that were little more than lumps of stone, and foundations to walls long since demolished.

Kairos stepped over a bone as long as his leg, half-swallowed by the earth. It was curved, and nubs along its length bespoke places where other bones might have once been attached to it. He looked ahead at the scattering of other skeletons emerging from the mist.

“They’re fish,” he said.

Eris, a handful of steps behind him, made a noise. “Fish?”

“These bones. They're fish.” Kairos came to a stop beside a jagged stone that reached waist height. “I think we’re in the lake. Where the lake once was, I should say.”

Eris walked ahead of him and stooped down next to a partially sunken ribcage, then poked it as if it might move. “Huh. Guess I never thought about what fish bones look like. We don’t eat seafood in Holucia.”

“The lake must have dried up…” He shook his head. “Maybe it’s for the best, in our situation. If we can walk straight through the lake it will save us several days of travel.”

“What’s this?”

Kairos had to walk forward to see Eris as she faded into the mist. She stood beside one of the many totems that had begun appearing, but there was something different about this one. Along its length, there were reddish, sickly growths of fungus. Black stems had taken root into the stone, pocking it with wrinkled mushrooms. Eris lifted her hand to touch one of them.

“Don’t!”

She jerked her hand back, snapping her head around to glare at Kairos.

“Don’t,” he repeated, more calmly. “We have no idea what that fungus is. You could get infected just from touching it.”

Eris’s glare faded, and she took a step back from the totem. “Shit.”

“We need to be on guard. Zavax’s Domain was mostly empty by the time Sar claimed it. Yarra’s was not. An entire civilization lived in this lake. We cannot know what happened to them.”

“Damn. I don’t like when you make sense.” The dog, who’d been quieter than usual the entire day, whined and padded over to nuzzle her hand. Eris smiled and scratched under its chin. “I swear, Spot understands everything we say. It’s not normal.”

Kairos couldn’t disagree with that, but he said nothing. The dog was still just that—a dog. It was a miracle it was still alive at all with how little food it had eaten in the past few days. In fact, it made no sense whatsoever, but Kairos had far bigger impossibilities to deal with than an non-eating dog. Besides, he’d still be shocked if the mutt made it out of Yarra’s Domain. It might be intelligent, but that would only get it so far.

They walked for nearly another hour before the dark became so thick that they needed to stop. Sighing, Eris plopped down in a stretch of empty dirt, and Kairos sat down just close enough that they could see each other in the mist. The dog settled between them, sniffing in a circle a few times before tucking its paws and curling into a ball.

“I’ll take first watch,” Eris said.

“You said you were exhausted, let me—”

“I’m fine. Get some rest, I’ll wake you when I’m too tired to stay up.”

Kairos could barely see her face in the darkness, but he felt her eyes on him. He nodded. “Alright.” He pulled his pack off and stuck it behind his head, then wrapped his cloak around himself and leaned back.

Kairos still didn’t understand Eris in a lot of ways. He couldn’t explain what had possessed him to open up to her earlier in the day, but it had felt… strange. The past few days in their entirety had been a trance. His reality had changed, and he still didn't know how to accept it.

Yet, Eris had taken it in stride. She’d seen him die and get resurrected, and still chose to come with him on this unknowable, incomprehensible task. He couldn’t help but admire her. It was a profoundly brave thing to do, and a kindness that he knew he didn’t deserve.

He might not understand her still, but she had saved him twice now. Kairos was indebted to her, and he doubted he would ever be able to repay her. Most likely, her kindness would lead to her death.

All Kairos could do was try his best to ensure that her death came after his. She deserved better than the fate that lay before him.

For there was no path to salvation anymore. Every day, Kairos searched for meaning inside himself. He looked for a reason to keep going, and… there was nothing. At times, it felt like he was watching himself from afar, as an actor in a stageplay. His dramas were no longer his own, only the whims of some unseen hand nudging him along.

Without revenge, he was nothing. Without his family, without his passions, he was only the mask of the man that had once existed in his flesh. All the things he had believed in were lies.

In the quiet moments—not the silent moments, but the truly quiet ones, when stillness fell over him and thought was temporarily banished—Kairos was attacked. He would smell the dirt, and remember a day spent playing with Calin in the fields. He would step a certain way, and remember the way Ama had used to lean on him when her hip went bad.

Everything he had lost, everything that had been trying to haunt him all these months since they’d died, was uncaged.

Gnashing, stained teeth and the pale visage of death were kept at bay by bars so frail that all it took was the falling of an eyelid to make them crumble. Without his revenge, there was nothing to defend him from the sudden flashes of horrible sadness and loss that came in those quiet moments.

It was all he could do to force his mind elsewhere, to cling to rational thought like it was a banner of war. And it was a war he was losing.

Kairos closed his eyes. All day, he'd occupied his mind with the mundane. He'd counted steps, fiddled with his cloak, wrung his hand around the hilt of his sword until his palm was red. Anything to not think too much about this horrible fate.

Eris deserved to go on, but he… he was ready for it to end. And in that was what kept him awake at night. The knowledge that he could not even escape this nightmare. Champions were said to be nigh immortal. If he truly had become the Champion of this unknown God, then he would be forced to live in this pain forever.

No matter that Eris was with him, he was alone in this unkind world. Everyone was alone, and would die alone.

Eris and the dog. The both of them would die also. It would serve him well to remember that. There was no purpose in anything they did from this point forward. There never had been.

Kairos saw Zavax’s charred corpse in his mind’s eye. Even the immortal were specks in the face of nothingness. Sleep came to claim him with that image still hovering in his mind, but it would not linger for long.
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Black knives, plunging past skin and muscle. A thunderous shaking of the earth. Water drying, birds falling from the sky like stones. Famine and plague, mold and rot. A scream that rends the night in twain.

Kairos saw the moon seeping from white to red, hanging as a crescent against an ever darkening night. Pillars atop a mountain. Chains, stretching from pillar to pillar, meeting in their middle, holding tight a man who cried blood.

A brilliant golden dome, set in the bed of a lake. A Goddess with flowing red hair, grinning at him. The scarred man, striding through ruin and wreckage toward the doors of the dome, his black robes rippling.

The corpses of the Dead Gods. Fire and spikes. Crows pecking out the eyes of a man who was still alive. The moon. The moon. The moon.

His eyes shot open.

The dog was standing over him, paws on his chest, canine teeth nipping at his ear. Kairos sat up and shoved the mutt away.

“What? What is it?”

Woof!

The dog’s ears were pinned back. Its white fur blended in with the mist, making it appear almost as just a patch of floating brown fur and two black eyes. It sat there, staring at him, then lightly yipped again. Kairos blinked, wondering what the hell had gotten into the dog, when it hit him.

Eris was gone. Her pack was laying across from him, abandoned.

He clambered to his feet and spun in a circle.

Woof! Woof!

Spot sprinted off to the side, then looked back at Kairos. The gesture was obvious enough. He followed the dog, leaving his pack behind before he could think of it, sword thumping against his leg.

It wasn’t far to go. The dog was ahead of him in the mist, but after less than a minute, it came skidding to a stop and he nearly tumbled over its backside. Even missing the dog, he nearly fell into peril.

For past the dog’s feet, there was a sheer drop-off in the land. A shadowed abyss, blanketed in mist. It seemed to Kairos a pit of Wraiths, the demons that were said to be Sar’s darkest of knights, sucking the souls from their victims and turning them into one of their ilk. The shadows seemed to swim, and it was only too easy to imagine the specters rising from the hole in the earth.

Kairos froze, teetering on the edge.

Woof!

It took a moment for Kairos to understand. When he did, he gaped at the mutt. “Is she down there?”

Woof!

“No… no, she can’t be. She can’t. Why would she have wandered off, why would she—”

Woof! Woof! Woof!

The dog leapt on Kairos, planting its paws on his waist and snarling. As Kairos backed away, it jerked its head side to side, then pointedly sat with its snout directed at the hole.

The message was clear. Kairos’s chest tightened. The dog had led Eris to him twice now, and saved his life both times. It was asking him to return the favor.

He turned toward the hole, wondering if there was a way for him to climb down, wondering if he would even have the strength to climb back up. As he stood in indecisive agony, he heard the sound of water splashing far below, and a spluttering cough. Immediately, he fell to a knee and cocked his head to listen closer.

It wasn’t just splashing water. It was running water. There was a river or stream somewhere below. And Eris was in it.

In seconds, he had his cloak off, and was quickly tugging his boots away from his feet. He unclasped his belt, sword hitting the dirt with a heavy thump.

There was nothing to it, really. He didn’t need to think twice. No matter how little he understood his situation, he understood that he wouldn’t be allowed to die, and even if he was, he considered that more than a fair trade for her life.

Besides, if she’d survived the fall and was still down there somewhere, he should be able to survive it as well. He took one look at the dog, which was staring at him with shining eyes, then sucked in a breath, bent his legs, and leapt into the abyss.

Wind rushed past his ears. His arms flailed wildly as he braced for impact. A second went by, then another, and another. A yell was about to force its way out of him when he crashed into an ice cold surface, and all the air was knocked from his lungs.

He thrashed in the freezing water, swimming upwards as soon as he was able to orient himself. As his face broke the surface of the water, he gasped for breath, spluttering, eyes wide from the sudden shock of cold.

“Eris!” he yelled through gasps. “Eris! Where are you?”

The current began to pull him further downstream, and he waded profusely to stay in place. When no response came, he yelled again, whipping his head side to side as his vision slowly adjusted to the deeper darkness.

He continued wading and turning in circles until he saw an unnatural lump just down the stream. Eris, clinging to a rocky protrusion as water rushed past her.

“Eris!”

Kairos rapidly swam toward her, assessing her condition as she came into view. There was a nasty gash on the side of her forehead. Blood dripped and dissolved off the side of her face into the black water. She was holding onto the protrusion like a child holding a toy, her eyes fluttering, her silver hair stuck to the sides of her face.

“I’m here.” Kairos grabbed her under the arms as he struggled to find footing.

He had to shuffle around her, fingers in her cloak, to reach the shallow side of the stream. Eris groaned as he tugged at her, refusing to let go of the rock.

“Eris, let go. I have you. Let go.”

She made a weak noise, and her eyelids fluttered open. When their eyes met, he gave her a reassuring nod, and she returned it weakly. Her arms relaxed. With one hand on her bicep, Kairos pulled her to him until he could sling an arm around her back.

With her face pressed against his chest, he hobbled up against the wall, and craned his neck to look upwards. The top of the crevice was high above. He could just barely make out the shape of the dog’s head looking down at them.

The black wall was full of bumps, edges, and cracks. It was possible that he could scale it. Before he committed to that idea, he took another look at the stream. It led deeper into the earth; to follow it would be as good as condemning themselves to death.

But scaling the wall was nearly as dangerous. If he slipped or fell, the weight of the two of them crashing down would likely make them hit the bottom of the stream. It was sheer luck that it hadn’t happened to Kairos by himself. And they had equally as likely a chance of simply hitting rocks when they fell and dying on the spot.

There was no other choice.

“I need you to hold onto me. Can you do that?”

Eris made a noise against his chest. Kairos set his jaw, and shook her.

“Eris! I need you to give me a solid answer. I need to know that you can hold on, or we aren’t going to make it.”

She moved her head away from his chest, blinking slowly. Whatever her injury, it wasn’t bad enough to kill her. But right now, she could hardly move.

“Yes,” she murmured. “I can hold you.”

“Good. Don’t let go. And don’t move.”

He turned his back, carefully maneuvering her until her arms were draped around his neck and her hands met at his chest. Once she clasped her hands together, Kairos steadied his breath and looked back up at the wall.

There was no reason to wait.

Cautiously, he found his first foothold, and crawled an inch out of the water. Again. He pulled himself up, the weight of Eris beginning to settle on him. Again, and again, the process clearing his mind and forcing him to focus on only the present moment.

Soon, the entirety of Eris’s weight was on his back. She couldn’t have weighed much normally, but she was soaked with water and seemed to be an anvil strapped to him.

Kairos found a fiery rhythm in the climb. A burning in his muscles that was pleasant compared to what he normally felt. His senses were honed by the whetstone of immediate danger.

Inch by inch, yard by yard, he made his way upwards. Eris was motionless on his back, occasionally making a low noise near his ear. Considering the pain she must have been in, it was a miracle she was able to hold on as well as she did.

As he was reaching the halfway point, however, she did something that nearly made him fall. She murmured in his ear.

“Kairos.”

He gritted his teeth and was forced to dig his nails into the stone to keep from slipping. After his heart slowed to its normal rhythm, he turned his face a fraction to reply.

“What?”

She took a long time to answer, and he had already started to climb once again when she finally did. “Why did you… come get me?”

He tried his best to shoot an irritated look over his shoulder. “Are you kidding? You saved my life. The least I can do is repay the favor.”

“It’s my own… fault…”

Kairos wasn’t sure what to say to that. It was clearly an accident that she’d fallen down here, and an understandable one at that. If she’d simply gone to stretch her legs in the night, there was little chance she could have seen the fall-off in the earth before tumbling into it.

“Be quiet. Save your strength,” he said. “It's not your fault. It’s just an unfortunate accident.”

“But—”

“Do you really want to argue with me while I’m carrying the both of us up a sheer incline?”

He waited for an answer, and was satisfied when she gave none. The climb continued, and Kairos settled back into the rhythm and fire of it. For once, he was thankful for the long hours training to be a RedHawk. Without their conditioning, he wouldn’t have had the strength to make the climb.

Several times, he panicked as his fingers started to slip, only to find another handhold just in time. Time compressed in on itself, simultaneously lengthening and shortening in his mind as he crawled the rest of the way up the wall.

By the time he reached the top, his breaths were gruff pants, and the water had dried from his skin entirely to be replaced by beads of sweat. The dog sat directly above them, but obediently backed away as Kairos got a hand onto flat ground.

He strained, struggling to find a solid grip in the earth. The dog hustled over, and clamped its jaw around his sleeve. Eerie intelligence shone in its eyes as it dug its paws into the ground and started to tug, helping Kairos get the last few feet over the edge until his chest was above the ledge, and he was able to swing his knees the rest of the way.

Eris rolled off his back, finding the strength to pull herself a foot from the edge, then collapsed. For a time, the two of them lay there—one unmoving and the other breathing heavily.

It had been his intention to bring them back to their packs before he slept, but as Kairos lay staring into the mist, muscles aching, the dog disappeared and came back with one of the packs in its jaws. A couple of minutes later, it brought the second pack.

When he saw that, Kairos finally closed his eyes, and was asleep within seconds.
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Morning came with an ache deep in the meat of him. His muscles were sore and tight, his fingers and toes stiff. Eris had awoken before him, and apparently felt good enough to clean her own wound and lay her cloak out to dry.

They hadn’t spoken as Kairos had stretched out the kinks in his body and eaten a portion of his rations. They hadn’t spoken when he’d stood, shrugged his pack on, and reclasped his cloak. They hadn’t spoken as he’d looked over the ledge they’d climbed up, seen the brackish, black water of the underground stream below, and shuddered at the many places he could have bashed his skull in on the way down. And they still hadn’t spoken, as he’d tugged his boots back on and looked at her.

She was fiddling with the bandage on her wound, which was held to the side of her head by a length of cloth tied around her skull. Her eyes were shut tight as she tugged the cloth tighter and retied her hair.

“Are you alright?” Kairos asked at last.

Eris managed a weak nod. “Yeah. I’ll be fine. Head hurts like a horse kicked it, though.”

“Can you walk?”

She gave him a befuddled look. “Are you offering to carry me again?”

“No. I’m suggesting that perhaps we slow our pace today.”

“Don’t. It’s my own damn fault I’m hurt,” Eris said. “You shouldn’t have risked yourself like that for me.”

“Stop that. What happened, anyway?”

As if to prove her point that she was fine, Eris started to stand, but couldn’t hide it when she scrunched her eyes tight and wobbled for a moment. She had to take a deep breath before relaxing in place.

“Nothing happened. I just made a stupid mistake. I thought… I thought I saw something. Someone.”

“A person?”

“I don’t know.” She waved his question away. “It looked like a man in a black robe, but when I approached, it was gone, and I fell into the fucking crevice. If I wasn’t such a godsdamn—”

“Did you not hear me? Stop. It was a mistake. If I’d been the one on watch, it would’ve been me falling down there. We’re both fine now, aren’t we?”

Eris went silent. For the first time since they’d met, it was her that didn’t have anything to say. Kairos trudged past her and the dog, which sat between them. “Come on,” he said. “If you’re truly alright, then let’s get moving. Sitting here won’t make us feel any better.”

After a few moments, he heard her footsteps as she started to follow him. He looked up through the mist, finding the pale yellow ball that was the early morning sun, and used it to orient their direction.

Minutes passed as the kinks of the morning continued to work their way out, some twinging and others relaxing. As Kairos started to find his rhythm once again, Eris spoke.

“Thank you,” she said. It sounded to Kairos like she had to force the words out. “For saving me.”

He lifted a hand in acknowledgement. “Don’t worry about it. Really. My life is worthless, yours isn’t.”

The hypocrisy of those words after what he’d just said to Eris was evident to Kairos, but he didn’t care. It was true. He had nothing left in this world. Nobody waiting for him to come home. No future that he could envision.

Ten times out of ten, her life mattered more than his.

“Don’t say that,” Eris said, some of her fire returning.

This time, it was Kairos who went silent. And he remained that way, as the sun continued to rise, and the mist blanketed them like wet linen.

In the unseeable distance, he felt a presence, like rheumy eyes peering at him from behind thick spectacles. Watching. Waiting for his arrival.
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There are those who wonder where Illuvia has gone, as if we cannot see proof of Her existence in each moment of the day. As if we cannot see Her touch in the early morning sunlight, and the growth of vines along the mouth of a cave. - The Earthsong, a note left by a priest in training


By midday, the mist had turned to a ghostly apparition of itself, revealing more and more of the world around them. Eris could now see the slope they were descending down, the gentle curve leading them to the bottom of what had once been a lake. The ground was blanketed with rocks, fish bones, and patches of the red fungus that had been growing on the pillar the day before. Footing became treacherous, and their progress slowed as they started to choose their steps more carefully.

Eris was in about as poor a state as she could remember ever being in.

Her head pounded on the side like some tiny blacksmith was inside her skull hammering away at the bone, and her body was worn from the daily torture of her curse, which had nearly caught before she could slip away from Kairos. It had been a close thing to hastily say that she needed to piss before running off into the mist, head throbbing.

She knew she couldn’t hide it forever. Eventually he would find out what was happening to her. Already, her excuses were flimsy. Both she and Kairos lived on a sip of brightwater each day, and not even the smallest of bladders would have any sort of urgency on such shitty rations.

Her eye twitched at the thought of him seeing her in that state. Absolutely not. She’d suffered enough shame in those first months of her curse. She could imagine the pity in his expression already, and it made her stomach roll.

Besides, the man had enough on his plate already.

Eris could handle her curse by herself, like she always had. There was no reason to make her problem his as well. She’d already caused enough trouble nearly dying last night—all because she’d been stupid enough to wander off on her own.

It hadn’t been a lie, what she’d told Kairos. She’d seen something in the mist last night. Something she’d been so certain was real.

For a while, she’d just stared at it, uncertain if it was a pillar of stone like the many they’d passed by in the mist before. But something about its form was off. It hadn’t been solid, and she could have sworn it was swaying in place.

Equal parts curious and trepidatious, she’d approached with her knives drawn, and to her it had looked like a man was standing there, watching them with beady black eyes.

Next thing she knew, she’d been running forward, opening her mouth to warn Kairos that someone was there, and then the vision had vanished and before she could stop her progress she’d gone tumbling off the edge.

It was sheer luck she hadn’t died, and that the wound on her head wasn’t bad enough to make her catatonic.

She’d always had bad luck, but despite the injuries, it was nice to have it the other way around for a change.

So she tried to focus on the fact that she was still alive, rather than the exhaustion and aches that sapped her energy from head to toe. It was her own foolishness that had caused all of this. She had no right to complain.

Only an idiot made mistakes like that, no matter what Kairos said.

Maybe she’d done the right thing, in deciding to come with him on whatever mad journey lay ahead. She certainly felt that she had… but maybe she wasn’t going to make much of a difference after all.

Kairos was wading into a feud of the Gods. What good would her useless help be? Most likely, she’d end up being a burden. Like she always did.

She bit her cheek until it started to bleed as a fresh wave of pain throbbed in her skull. The day was growing warmer. The mist was dissipating, adding to her discomfort.

The tumultuous collection of awful sensations made her start looking for a way out of her head.

Thankfully, the way out came to her just minutes later as the mist abruptly ended. Like stepping out from behind a thin curtain, there was sudden clarity. Eris nearly tripped, then blinked and stopped to stare at what lay before her.

A deep descent, crater-like and incomprehensibly large, dented the land for miles. It took a long few seconds for her to realize it was the bowl of what had once been an enormous lake, and inside of it were the remains of a dead civilization.

She gasped, her pain temporarily forgotten.

A city ten times the size of her home had thrived here, once.

Temples and homes. Great rings of metal that stuck out of the earth to form arches. Spires of seastone pointed toward the moon like lances rammed into the ground by the hilt. Everything had been built in concentric circles, spiraling out up the sides of the bowl. And in the center of it all, there was a great golden dome that had been dulled by the fingers of time since its creation. Where once it might have glittered and shone in the light, it sat instead like a smudged orb that had been passed through too many hands.

Magnificent colors refracted from the sea stone spires, a splendor of hues like beams of sunlight through a many-faceted crystal. Twinkling motes of so many miniature stars illuminated the dead city with a grandeur that was at odds with the decay that inhabited its every crevice. Rot crawled between the rays of color, eating the stone and blocks of civilization as termites would, leaving giant clumps of fungal growth and red clay in its ravaged path.

Eris gaped at the aureate dome in the middle of it all. To her, even having lost its shine, it was something from a storybook. A grand display of a people long dead.

“It’s Avaris,” Kairos said, his voice tinged with interest. “They called it Yarra’s Jewel.”

“They… they actually lived underwater. I always thought that was just a myth.” Of course, Eris had heard the legends of the people who’d lived under the lake. They were the stuff of children’s stories. Human-fish hybrids that had gills on their necks and webbing between their toes and fingers. She’d never imagined that they were actually real, until just this moment.

“It would appear so.”

She tilted her head to look at Kairos. His face was grim, but even he couldn’t hide some awe from shining in his eyes. Eris nudged him with her elbow.

“They must’ve actually had gills then, I suppose. How is that possible? D’you think they fucked fish?”

Kairos gave her a flat look, and she almost laughed. It wasn’t often that you walked right into a myth. She’d already seen a Dead God, but she hadn’t exactly had the time to bask in the moment. “Probably, right?” she said. “How else did they get gills? It must’ve been different from the creatures Sar made.”

“I would assume the gills were a gift from Yarra. A way to commune more closely with her.”

“Nah. They rolled around with fish. I’m sure of it.” Eris felt the beginnings of a smile, but it was wiped away by the look on Kairos’s face. He glared into the distance, eyes locked on the golden dome in the center of the city.

“There is likely danger down there.” He pulled his cloak tighter around himself. “Avaris was not abandoned at the end of the Last War. Anything that lived here when Sar poisoned this place wouldn’t have escaped.”

He stepped forward, and Eris saw the skin on his knuckles was bone-white as he gripped the hilt of his sword.

“There,” he breathed. “She’s in there.”

“Yarra?”

His voice tightened. “I saw it. In my dreams. Just as I saw the castle where Zavax appeared. My blood rushes when I look at it.”

“Right. Well," Eris said, and shook herself. "Let’s keep moving."

Kairos was going through something she didn’t understand, and frankly, she didn’t care to understand it at the moment. What good would knowing about the unspeakable danger ahead do to make her feel better? She started to stomp forward, the emptied lake unrolled at her feet. “Reckon we have a chance at finding somewhere to bathe down here?”

Kairos didn’t respond for a minute, but she heard him walking along behind her. “Why would I think that?” he asked finally.

“It’s the home of the Water God. There has to be a bath or two somewhere that never got emptied. Or a pond, or… a bucket. Something. Sar’s taint, man, we both smell awful. It would be a relief to clean away the dirt of three weeks ago.”

When he didn’t reply to that, Eris snorted. “You know, you’ve had dirt smudged on your face ever since I met you? On your right cheek. Reckon you’re dirtier than I am, and that’s saying something.”

Still no answer. Eris glanced over her shoulder, and saw Kairos rubbing his face absently. She took it as a small victory.

Brooding would do neither of them good. The Dead God would be waiting for them either way.

“What actually happened between Zavax and Yarra? Why did they end up turning against each other?” she asked, though she knew the story already.

There was a short silence before Kairos spoke. “You don’t know?”

“I know a bit. Zavax betrayed Yarra to get Sar’s favor when the war was reaching its conclusion, but ended up getting shafted anyway. But I don’t really know what he did to betray her, or what happened to him, honestly. In Holucia, we don’t really get much of an education about any God but Illuvia herself.”

“Hm.” Just like the last time she’d got him talking, his face seemed to soften as he spoke, the lines easing. “You’ve got it right, essentially. If the historians I’ve read are accurate in their tellings, Zavax and Yarra were inseparable during the majority of the Last War. They put up a united front that might have been able to defeat Sar had it held true. There’s contention as to what actually drove a wedge between them. Nobody knows truly, but Yarra chose to side with Illuvia, and Zavax betrayed her not long after that. He launched a siege on Avaris when it was most vulnerable, when her troops were out in Varsik’s Domain, and declared her supporters heretics in his own land.”

“Sounds like he was an idiot,” Eris said. “Why would you betray your sister to side with the God that’s known for deceit and backstabbing?”

“Like I said, nobody knows. Yarra knew that all was lost, and sent her army east in hopes of crushing Varsik, who was until that point neutral, and perhaps put an end to the war then and there. Her Champion was killed on the slopes of Mount Shadath, and she died to Varsik’s own blade when he came here for retribution. Zavax joined her not long after. The way history tells it, he came to Sar with open arms, proclaiming his allegiance and asking for a boon. Instead, he had his eyes burned from his skull, and his heart torn from his chest. Sar used him, then tossed him away rather than live with the worry that Zavax might rebel against him at a later time.”

Eris shuddered, remembering the image of Zavax that she’d seen on the towertop. She remembered the hole in his chest, and the empty sockets where his eyes had once been. “Seems like that last bit was accurate. We saw those injuries ourselves.”

“Yes,” Kairos replied. It seemed like he might go quiet again, but he cleared his throat and continued. They passed by the ruins of what looked like a temple as he spoke. “Zavax’s betrayal spelled the end of the war. His Champion died just after he did, but not before slaying Varsik’s Champion. If Illuvia hadn’t taken the risk to push eastward and finish Varsik while he was exposed, she would’ve been overwhelmed and the world would have fallen under Sar’s control. But she did. You know the legend.”

“In humanity’s time of need, Illuvia stood atop a cloud and looked down at the world,” Eris said, repeating the words she’d read a thousand times. “She held aloft a blade of pure sunlight, and saw the path to salvation. The Goddess of the Sun cleaved the world in twain, turning the foul Fire God to ash and sealing Sar out of her domain.”

Another one of Kairos’s customary silences followed. Eris looked back at him, and found that he was looking at her also, with raised eyebrows. “That was a direct quote from The Earthsong,” he said. “I didn’t take you to be an ardent worshipper.”

“I’m not. My mother is. I can’t remember a time growing up where we missed evening communion at our local temple. Hard to not learn a thing or two when you’re there damn near every day.”

Kairos gave her a searching look. “Do you believe?”

“Believe what?”

“That Illuvia still watches over us.”

Eris wasn’t sure how to answer that. She’d grown up being taught that it was the absolute truth that Illuvia would protect and guard her flock for eternity, that it was her power alone that kept her Domain free from Sar’s poison. Problem was, Illuvia was also said to be the Goddess of healing and community, the Goddess that held peace and grace for all her people.

Seemed to Eris like she couldn’t possibly still be around if that was the truth. In the past millennia, there’d been enough wars between the nations of her Domain to fill entire libraries about them. There’d been famine and plagues. Rape and murder and greedy nobles and lords that had abused their populations.

If Illuvia really was still watching, why’d she sit by and let all that happen? But if she wasn’t…

Eris felt the talisman pressing up against her ankle. There was no explanation for the power she wielded through it, save for that Illuvia herself was watching and giving her the ability to use it. No matter how absurd the thought was, to imagine that Eris might be like one of her holy warriors.

If she was being honest, Eris had no idea what she believed. But she had to believe in this. She had to. Or else all she had was herself.

“I do,” Eris said. “After seeing Zavax’s corpse fight you on the towertop, I’m open to just about anything. If he’s still kicking around, I see no reason Illuvia can’t also be.” She spoke over her shoulder to Kairos. “What about you? What do you believe?”

“I don’t know. When…” He dropped his eyes, and stomped on a pile of half-buried bones. “When I saw the Soul Ocean, she wasn’t there. It’s said that she will greet us at the shore, and guide us gently into death. But I was alone.”

A cold breeze swept over them, tousling Eris’s silver hair. “Might be that she just can’t reach you out here in the Bend.”

“Might be,” Kairos agreed, but he sounded doubtful.

The sound of their crunching bootsteps accompanied the smell of ancient stone as Eris tried to think of what to say to that. She debated telling him of the talisman she carried, but decided against it. There was enough they didn’t understand already, so the last thing she needed to do was complicate things even more.

How foolish would she sound, if she gave voice to that hope? Who would ever believe that Illuvia herself had chosen Eris of all people for something so important?

Spot brushed up against her, sniffing the ground beside her feet, tail perked upwards. They had enough things they didn’t understand indeed, this dog chief among them. The mutt was apparently entirely without need of food or water, even after all this time. It was baffling.

Over the next hour, the ruins of Avaris began to surround them, and the sun became a fat ball on the horizon, flickering with the threat of day’s end. Mounds of rubble and huge growths of the crimson fungus were like pyres and copses.

Eris walked with her hands on the hilts of her daggers, and beside her, Kairos’s wolf-like gaze scanned the landscape. Spot, however, just continued to sniff and jounce between them. The dog’s relative uncaring put Eris at ease, but she still stayed ready for anything.

As the sky turned bruised purple and neared black, they were just reaching the city proper. The shadows were pools of ink swimming around them, closing their path moment by moment. Ahead, buildings that survived the appetite of time stood erect against the dying sunlight. Structures made of jade stone and coral bricks, their edges winding, no lines seeming to be straight long enough for the eye to catch them.

Tucked among those alien creations, Eris caught sight of movement. A disruption of the faint light in the shape of a human.

“There,” she said, stopping suddenly. She pointed at where she’d seen the movement, but it was already gone. “Something's down there.”

Kairos wrapped his fingers around the hilt of his sword, and tensed as if he would draw it at any moment. “Is it coming toward us?”

“No… no. I don’t think so.”

He made a noise, and Eris knew what he was thinking. The city had been eerily empty all day. Considering what they’d seen up to this point, there was little chance they'd make it much further without encountering danger.

“We should stop here for the night,” Eris said. “It would be better to have sunlight when we go on.”

For once, Kairos didn’t disagree. They changed directions, heading sideways rather than down, until they found a ruined wall to camp beside. Part of a building had endured. The ceiling was made of moss-covered stone that ended in a jagged wreck. The remains of what it had once been attached to sat in a heap of rubble.

They nestled themselves there, behind the heap and beneath what was left of the ceiling, then scattered as much detritus as they could from the dirt to make room to lay down. They both nibbled on some of their rations, and Eris handed Spot a chunk of bread. Her stomach growled even as she ate. Her supply was already running low despite how little she consumed, and she knew that soon she’d have to start searching for more to eat—if there was anything to be found. Kairos had to be in a similar situation, she reckoned.

“Get some rest,” she said, barely more than a whisper.

Kairos’s face was hidden in darkness, but the ghosts of his features twisted. “I’ll try,” he said, and Spot meandered over to curl on the ground next to him. Absently, Kairos put his hand out and clenched his fingers in the dog’s fur.

Eris hesitated, then leaned forward to see him better. “You okay?”

Closer, she could see that his eyes were looking upwards. But not at the ceiling.

At the sky.

Clouds obscured the night, but it seemed Kairos was focused on a single spot. His lips were drawn tight, and the bags beneath his eyes were darker than ever. He blinked, then brought his gaze down to her. “I’m fine.”

“You’re a shit liar.”

It was no surprise he was worried. When Eris really thought about it, she supposed that he was probably feeling something similar to what she felt every night. A creeping sense of dread, of inevitable suffering and pain. They would reach that golden dome tomorrow, and… well, Eris wouldn’t claim to know what was going to happen. But it likely wasn’t going to be all that pleasant for Kairos.

He was probably terrified. She would be. She was. Only difference was that Eris had practice being terrified.

When she thought back to those first days—those first months, really—of dealing with her curse, she remembered how isolating that fear had been. Nobody had understood, her mother least of all. It was part of the reason she’d been stupid enough to come out here, to chase after a legend that might not even be real. Because she’d been all torn up inside long before she left.

What she wouldn’t have given to have someone sit and listen to her, at the start of all this. To not call her crazy, or dismiss that pain as her problem to handle alone.

Tentatively, she reached out and put a hand on Kairos’s knee. She didn’t miss the way he tensed and started to pull away from her, but at least this time he didn’t try to cut her throat open. He just went very, very still, and stared at her.

“You’ll be fine, eh?” Eris said. “Might die again, I won’t lie to you. But I’m not going anywhere. When you get knitted back together, I’ll help you back up.”

She saw his mouth work, as if he wanted to say something to that. It was a tough promise to make. In all likeliness, they had small odds of both surviving an encounter with another Dead God, or whatever else lay ahead. But Eris would do her best.

Kairos nodded stiffly.

“Rest.” Eris pulled her hand away from his knee and offered a smile. He didn’t return it, but she hadn’t been expecting him to. “I’ll knock you out if I have to.”

Was that a curl at the end of his lips? She wasn’t sure. He nodded again, and made a point of closing his eyes.

For the next handful of hours, Eris tried her best to not jump at shadows. She sat atop the pile of rubble that cornered them, eyes skating across the dark in search of danger, and thankfully finding none. By the time she was ready to wake Kairos, great yawns were pushing themselves out of her mouth.

Kairos awoke easily and quietly, switching places with her without a word. Eris laid her head down on Spot’s side, and tucked her legs. Within seconds, she was drifting off, her mind untethering itself to go get lost in some distant dream. The sound of Spot’s breathing was slow, rhythmic, and comforting. It was one of the most peaceful sleeps she’d had in a long time.
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“Eris! Get up!”

She groaned, pushing against the ground, forcing her heavy eyelids to lift.

“Come on,” Kairos urged. He was crouched in front of her, his sword half-drawn in the silver-tinted morning light.

“Was’ happening?”

“We need to move. Now. I’m sorry to wake you so rudely.”

She pushed her aching body up, one hand fumbling for the strap of her pack, the other wiping dirt and tiny stones from her cloak. The air was chilly and calm as she watched Kairos slowly crawl up the pile of rubble. His movements were controlled and careful, as if to not set a single stone loose from its place.

“Where’s Spot?” Eris said, looking around. The dog was gone, nowhere to be seen. Kairos didn’t answer her. He had frozen atop the pile of rubble, his head just peeking over its top. It looked as though he was holding his breath. He glanced back at her and gestured sharply for her to join him, then put a finger to his lips in a gesture to keep quiet.

Eris shouldered her pack and slowly rose to a crouch before starting her way up the rubble. Sharp edges of stone and wood bit into the skin of her palms, but she controlled her path until she was beside Kairos. He looked sideways at her, then lifted his chin outwards.

It didn’t take more than a glance to see why he was so worked up.

Just beyond the rubble, filling the ancient, ruined streets of Avaris, were the undead.

Shambling, moaning, mindless corpses. Bodies missing limbs, bone showing through decayed skin. Faces with peeled lips and holes in the sides of their heads. Flesh that was shriveled and curved.

Hundreds, no, thousands of them, milling around Avaris in a stupor.

Beyond the terror of the dead walking, there was the alienness of the bodies themselves that set Eris’s stomach into a twist.

Webbing stretched between their fingers and toes. Their lips were unnaturally wide, often blue or purple, and the teeth inside their mouths were sharp and pointed. Their eyes were round and bulbous, their noses little more than slits. Some had antennae or fins atop their heads. And on their necks, slits that opened and closed like flaps of skin—gills, no doubt. Their complexions were varying shades of blue and green, leathery on the torso and scaled on the limbs and face.

Maybe there’d been beauty to behold in these people, at some point. But Eris could only feel revulsion. Maybe they looked less unnerving in the water.

“They started coming out half an hour ago,” Kairos whispered, his breath hot against her ear. “Right when dawn broke.”

“Why didn’t you wake me then?”

“I was going to, but the dog ran off. I tried to catch him.”

Eris stared at him. “Why would Spot just run off?”

“I don’t know! He took off when these… things started coming out. He ran toward the dome.”

“Shit.”

“My thoughts exactly.” Kairos licked his lips. “I followed him as far as I could without losing my way. One of these… fishmen got in my way, and attacked me on sight. I didn’t kill it, but I got away. I was lucky enough to avoid running into any others on the way back, but the streets filled up quickly after I returned. These things are violent, and aggressive.”

Eris stared out at the shambling undead, bewildered. Both that Kairos had actually chased after Spot and that for some reason, these monsters had been dormant until just now. “You reckon they were sleeping, then? Why else would they only come out now?”

“I have no idea. It might be that our presence somehow awoke them.”

“Damn. Well. What do we do? How do we get past them?”

The golden dome was ahead, a dull curve atop the ruined streets and buildings. To reach it, they would still need to navigate a mile or two more of Avaris. If the rest of the city was as full of the undead as where they currently were… Eris didn’t like their odds.

Kairos rubbed his chin nervously. “I have a plan, but it's not a good one.”

“Better than I have. Which is nothing.”

He glanced at her. “We must split up. I’ll go out first, alone. I’ll make a loud noise, or get their attention in some way, and then you run straight ahead. Make your way to the rooftops, and use them to navigate to the dome. I’ll rendezvous with you there.”

“What about you?” Eris asked, incredulous. “Are you just going to run and pray for the best? We need to stick together.”

“There are too many of them. One of us has to be a distraction. And…” He drifted off. “I have a feeling. I cannot explain it. I think that Yarra knows we're here. Or rather, she knows Kaan is here, inside of me. These creatures will be looking for me, not you.”

“Even more reason for us to stick together,” Eris insisted.

“I can come back from the dead. You cannot. If they are truly after me and me alone, then the best chance for both of us is to split up.”

That was a hard point to argue. Eris bit her lip, wishing she wasn’t so out of her depth, and wasn’t so useless in this game of Gods.

“I’m faster than you. Let me be the bait.”

“No. No way. I… I can die. If they catch me, I’ll just…” He shook his head. “I will be the bait. You need to be swift. The one that I ran into was surprisingly quick. I think sound is their primary sense, but try to stay out of sight if possible.”

“That’s a lot of guesswork, Kairos.” Eris heard her voice shaking, but didn’t care to steady it. She set her gaze to the dome in the distance. “You’re sure she’s in there? Yarra?”

“I am. I can feel her presence. Stronger, now that the moon is gone.” Fear flickered across his expression, followed by sorrow. He looked over at her. “Eris…” he started. “You don’t have to do this. When I go out there and get their attention… you should run. Go back. Get out of here, and find a way around the lake. There is only death ahead of me. I’m grateful that you didn’t abandon me in Zavax’s Domain, but—”

“Shut up,” Eris interrupted. “I’m not leaving now. We’re going into that dome together.”

He clamped his mouth shut, opened it again, then seemed to press his lips together with an effort. His eyes searched over her face, the corners of them softening. He dropped his head, then nodded. “Alright. Then you need to look after yourself. Don’t put yourself in danger for me,” he said. “Only I can die.”

“Neither of us are dying today. We’ll get to the dome, get inside, and kill another Dead God. And find Spot.”

The doubt was obvious on Kairos’s face, but he nodded anyway. Honestly, Eris didn’t believe half of what she said. She was scared shitless. But it’s better to be scared and bold than scared and timid. There was a reason mice didn’t rule the world.

Kairos gave Eris one more look, then seemed to ready himself. “Go as soon as I make a sound,” he told her. “Don’t wait a second longer. And don’t look back.”

He tensed as if he was about to move, but Eris snaked her hand out to touch his lightly. “Be careful, Kairos,” she said. He froze, and acknowledged that with another stiff nod. He set his feet, rose into a crouch, and took off.

Eris tugged her pack tighter about her shoulders and waited for her turn, adrenaline washing through her veins.
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Nearly a thousand years after the Cleaving, there is much that has been lost to us from history. Many things will likely never be recovered. A wealth of knowledge has been abandoned. This is a tragedy of the highest order. - The Vexxilian Vanderport College board, in a letter to the King to petition for an expedition into Reaper’s Bend


Wind roared in Kairos’s ears as he ran. He wasn’t sure what he’d meant to yell, but all that had come out was a strangled, hoarse cry that had echoed through the ruins of Avaris, turning the head of every one of the abominations shuffling about. As if on strings, they’d all changed paths, and began ambling toward him like dolls made of meat.

Low moans and scratchy growls came from them, and a fetid scent of dead fish. Some were faster than others, and some were quick enough yet that he worried they might catch up to him. He ran blindly, his sword white-knuckled in his right hand as he slashed at any one of the fishmen that came in front of him.

He was surrounded within a minute of running out from cover. He had to cut and weave his way through throngs of the monsters, and as he did, he attracted more and more of their attention. The only advantage he had was that they didn’t seem to notice him until they heard him, and their hearing didn’t appear to be all that strong.

So he ran, slashed, and dodged, pushing ahead with abandon.

He had lied to Eris.

He had no plan to get rid of the undead. He had no plan at all. The only reason he’d said what he did had been to ensure that she wouldn’t fight his insistence that she use his distraction to move inward herself.

If she could reach the rooftops, she’d probably be safe. Surely, he was making enough commotion that she’d be able to get that far.

As for him…

He was going to die. Again.

There was no other way around it. He would run and fight until these monsters overwhelmed him, and tore him apart with their shark-like teeth. And then… he’d do it again. And again. Until he reached that dome. There was no other way. Perhaps Kaan would once again lend him inhuman strength and abilities to reach his goal.

Kairos cried out as something bit into his arm. He ripped away from one of the monsters—a bug-eyed humanoid with an ugly wound splitting its skull down the middle. Its scales were a sickly green, and a growth of mushrooms protruded from its neck like a misshapen flower.

Hot blood began to run down Kairos’s arm from where it had managed to tear away a shallow chunk of skin. Bits of cloth from his tunic were caught in its teeth. He growled and slashed at it with his sword, then barreled past the monster. More of them were on his heels, their moans and growls like the sounds of dying alley cats in a fight.

Between the press of bodies, he caught a glimpse of the dome, a fat semi-circle dominating the cityscape. A sharp pain lanced through his skull as his eyes landed on it, a divine strike of awareness. He could feel the presence of something holy and unnatural caressing him.

Yarra was waiting for him.

Kairos roared as another sharp pain caught his shoulder. He threw his fist back aimlessly and connected with squishy flesh, tore his shoulder away from the teeth that had clamped it, and suddenly broke free into a brief clearing.

He was at an intersection, of sorts. Crumbled, ruined buildings were set in gently curved lines that could have passed for streets. He’d gotten turned away from the dome, and faced toward the northern edge of the lake.

He spared a glance backwards. A horde of the undead was still at his heels, hundreds of them shambling or running at him. To his right, the dome waited for him, and… and emptiness. A clear path forward, save for a single figure.

A figure that made Kairos stumble and stab the point of his sword into the ground. He yanked it free, refusing to break stride, and turned on a heel to run toward him.

Black robes. A bald pate. And a scar in the shape of an X ridged over his face.

The scarred man stood before Kairos, grinning wickedly at him.

“You!” Kairos screamed, hefting his sword with both hands as he sprinted.

The scarred man spread his hands. “Yarra knows what foul magic your master employs,” he said, his voice somehow reaching Kairos’s ears through the sound of wind, pumping blood, and the growling of the undead. “She does not fear him, and she does not fear you, Champion. Come. She is eager to see how far you can make it.”

Spittle flew between Kairos’s teeth as he closed the gap between them. Ten feet separated him from the man who had slaughtered his family. Ten agonizingly long feet. It did not matter what powers this man served. It did not matter what the truth was at all, at that moment. Seeing the scarred man’s face erased all thought from his mind, leaving behind only a furious sketch of rage, all angles and dark lines.

That anger had not left Kairos, apparently, no matter how futile he knew it to be.

His legs carried him a step closer, time seeming to slow. Another step, and his mouth opened as a roar bubbled in his chest. Another, and his nose crinkled as he snarled.

Kairos could see the ridges and shiny skin of the X on the scarred man’s face. He could see the flat black of his irises. The speckled brown and yellow of his teeth.

Another breath, and he could finally cut down the man that had taken everything from him. Just another breath.

The ground shook. From the corners of his tunneled vision, Kairos saw forms bubbling up from behind the ruins and rubble of the city street like ants. More of the undead, rising, crawling, foaming forward as a horde. He didn’t care. Let them come. Let them kill him, so long as he reached the scarred man first.

He took one more step, and then savage pain exploded in his calf. He cried out, falling to a knee as his left leg simply gave out. In desperation, he lunged forward, swinging his sword down in a slash. He saw the tip of his blade miss the scarred man by inches, swishing through air to clang against cracked cobblestone.

The last thing he saw before he was swarmed and surrounded by the undead was the maddening grin plastered on the scarred man’s face.

And then it was all flesh and teeth, webbed fingers and toes, fins and gills. He writhed, screaming as fangs tore into him. Chunks of flesh were torn from his legs and arms; a strip of his scalp was ripped away. He fought back like a trapped animal, punching and kicking and thrashing. His own blood splattered onto his face. He saw a string of his flesh dangling from a shark-toothed mouth.

He was pinned, and flipped onto his back.

Abruptly, the biting stopped for long enough for him to look up at the monsters. Leering, wide-mouthed faces looked back at him, bloody teeth dripping. Alien faces, with slitted pupils and gasping gills.

As if thinking as one entity, they stopped tearing into him at the same moment. A hundred injuries were scattered over his body. A hundred bleeding bite marks and missing chunks of muscle. Kairos could do nothing but gasp rattling breaths, tears leaking from his eyes.

He blinked. The world was blurred. Shuffling into view, the scarred man knelt beside him. Kairos tried to jerk, to throttle the man, but his limbs were still pinned down.

“A new Champion, after all this time,” the scarred man drawled. “So weak. So futile. Did you truly believe that such a perversion of the sacred bond between God and mortal could attain your vengeance, Kaan?”

In response, Kairos felt his blood bubbling, but Kaan did not rise to the surface. Instead, Kairos gathered spit and blood in his mouth, then spat it out at the scarred man’s face.

The glob landed on his cheek, but the scarred man seemed to hardly notice. “And what of you, mortal? How does it feel, knowing you are bound to the foul God that has infested you for eternity? How tragic.”

Kairos struggled to think, to feel anything beyond the horrible pain throughout his body. “Why?” he managed. “Why did you kill them? Why?”

The scarred man grinned. “Why indeed. If only you knew how many mortals have asked that same question since the creation of this world. Why is not important. Not for an insect such as you. It's only your nature to suffer. But I relished in what I did. I savored it. It had been so long since I had stepped among the land of the living.” His eye twitched as he stared at the sky in ecstasy. “The barrier has weakened. I was able to slip through, for just this one task. To make you, mortal, compatible.”

A sob choked out from Kairos, a mix of rage, confusion, and pain. The scarred man grinned again on hearing it, then took a long, lingering look at his face. “Are you there, Kaan? Why do you not speak to me yourself?” The grin slowly slipped into a frown. “Or is it… do you truly not recognize me, old friend? Have the years dulled your senses so? Pity.”

Again, Kairos’s blood boiled, and he felt a presence pressing up against the back of his eyes, as if Kaan were looking through them at the scarred man. A slip of emotion came through, and Kairos felt the God’s confusion.

The scarred man laughed. “Well, if Yarra does not end you this day, perhaps there is still time for your memory to remind you. However, I know your limits, Kaan. I know there is much you cannot do, from that realm between realms. Even still, you are stronger than the corpses of the Gods. So, I think it is only right to make things fairer for poor Yarra.”

Kairos’s left arm was pulled upwards abruptly. He tried to pull it away on instinct, and found that he was too weak to do it. His pulse pounded in his ears. The smell of fish and blood filled his nostrils.

One of the undead yanked his hand up to its mouth as the others dully watched. It opened its lips, rows of shark-like teeth revealing themselves. Kairos tried again to pull his hand back.

“No,” he moaned. “No, no.”

“Perhaps she will try a different tactic than her brother,” the scarred man speculated. “Perhaps she knows how slim the chances of victory are if she confronts you head on. I will be interested to see what approach she takes. But never mind, I will see to it that she has a fair chance.”

The undead fish-man holding Kairos’s left hand stuck it inside of its mouth, and Kairos could swear he saw a hint of malice in its eyes. The sharp edges of its teeth nestled into the skin around his wrist, dimples forming where their points dug into him.

He tried one last time to jerk away, pulse racing.

And then it chomped down, its teeth snapping bone and cutting through the meat of his wrist with agonizing slowness. Kairos howled, animalistic terror making him flail and scrabble to escape, but the rest of the undead kept him pinned. Unreal pain exploded in him as the scarred man began to laugh.

The monster twisted its head, yanking around the flesh of his arm like a dog gutting an animal. With a horrifying squelch and crack, Kairos’s hand was torn free from his arm.

He screamed louder than he ever had in his life. Louder than when he’d watched Calin get nails driven through his palms. Louder than when he’d knelt beside his grandmother’s corpse.

It was nothing like when he’d shattered his arm back at Skygod Keep. There was no power of a God flooding his veins. No unnatural adrenaline saving him from the pain of losing a limb. He fully felt the tearing of his hand, and the terror that came with it.

He finally yanked his arm away from the monster, blood spraying from the wound and painting the side of his face. He took one look at the ragged, throbbing flesh of his arm and the white of the splintered bone, and then his ears began to ring.

The world spun in his vision. The scarred man leaned over him, wickedness inscribed on his face, and then all quickly faded to black.
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Pain.

The first thing he was aware of was pain. Unbearable pain, over every inch of his body.

He was… he was alive.

His eyes fluttered open as he gasped in shock. He was laying on his back, looking up at a cloudy gray sky. The fishmen were gone.

For a while, all he could do was lay there in agony. His breaths came slow and shallow, rattling in his lungs. He coughed, and blood dribbled from his lips. The stump where his left hand had been no longer wept blood—it burned as though it had been cauterized, preventing him from bleeding to death.

He was alive.

Why was he alive? This wasn’t supposed to happen. Not this. Anything but this. He had to die. If he could reach his sword, he would slit his own throat.

Last time, his body had been healed when he came back. If only he could die again, all of this pain would vanish, right? It was the only way.

With a low, gasping moan, Kairos rolled onto his side, and put his remaining hand on the stone and dirt. He clenched his eyes shut, and forced himself into a crawling position. He lifted his head, a thousand aches howling in him. For a handful of seconds, the world spun in his vision, and he had to wait for it to settle.

When it did, he realized that his sword was missing. It had been taken.

Only then did the reality of the situation begin to set in.

The scarred man had left him crippled and weak. In this state, he had no chance of defeating Yarra, even with Kaan’s power inside of him. Which left him with only one option.

He had to die.

The problem was, he had no way to do that without his sword. He had nothing lethal in his pack. There was nowhere to hang himself, drown himself, or throw himself from a high place. He had no tools to end his own life.

Kairos groaned as he sat up, ringing in his ears, cold sweat coating him at the mounting pain with every contraction of muscles.

Eris. He needed to find Eris. She would be able to help him die. That thought, and that thought alone, kept him sane as he stared down at the ragged flesh where his hand had just been.

He lifted himself, holding his stump of an arm, weeping as pain lanced through his body like a thousand hot spikes. He oriented himself, blinking away tears, and pointed himself toward the dome. He started to shuffle in that direction, the glistening flesh above his wrist cradled against his ruined chest.
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Do not trust Sar. He cares not for this world, or its people. Do not trust him or his claims. - Unknown proclamation, recorded in the journal of a Fire Priest


Eris crouched atop a tumble-down ruin, her fists clenched as she watched the ambling masses of undead fishmen below. Kairos’s mad dash had proved to be a satisfactory distraction. She’d made it a solid half mile before the throng of undead had become too thick for her to continue, and she’d taken his advice to climb to the rooftops as soon as she could. The undead were slow, and dull, which was the only reason she’d been able to pull it off.

She’d scaled a wall made of coral brick, which had been surprisingly easy to climb, and now sat crouched on the lip of the cylinder-shaped building’s roof.

She could see the layout of the city from here. The strange structure of the once-underwater civilization was laid before her like some distorted map. The buildings were crowded, and nestled against each other like tubes. Most of them were cylindrical, built with faded limestone and coral. The streets were all curved and bendy—she supposed the creatures that once lived here had probably swam through them instead of walking. Were curves better for swimming? Didn’t make much sense if you asked her.

Blood welled on her lip where she'd bitten down on it. There were no signs of Kairos anywhere. No noises or commotion that might indicate where he’d gone to. What if he was lying half-dead in some ruined building, unable to get up? What if these creatures had eaten him piece by piece, and even the thing inside him couldn’t bring him back?

“Shit,” she whispered. “Terrible, horrible plan. I knew it.”

Eris looked around at the rooftops. More and more buildings had survived, here closer to the center of the city. She could probably jump from one rooftop to another… she hoped… and that could get her most of the way to the dome. But it was still quite a ways away.

She swallowed the blood on her lip and glanced toward the sun. Her curse would rear its ugly head in the next hour. She had to be careful. If it came at a bad time…

“Tide take me. You better be there, Kairos.”

She stood and stretched her legs, taking a moment to rustle in her bag for a leather strip and tie her hair back. She scanned the surrounding rooftops, all of which were circular, flat, and extremely precarious-looking, then decided none of them looked safer than any of the others. She sucked in a breath, prayed, and ran for the nearest one.

Her legs were like springs as she planted her feet and leapt, wind roaring past her. For only a brief moment she was suspended in open air, the ground below a blur. The gap between the buildings disappeared with time to spare before her feet met the roof of the building she’d jumped to. She skidded to a stop, and a thin smile set itself onto her lips.

“Right,” she said. “I can do this.”
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As Kairos walked, he clung to the scarred man’s words as the last tether keeping him from slipping entirely from the confines of his body.

Kaan was a God. An unknown, unwritten of God that had somehow infested Kairos, and was using him to get revenge for something the other Gods had done. And there was no escaping him.

Compatible, the scarred man had said. He’d killed Kairos’s family to make him compatible. In that, Kairos saw the lines that had pulled him toward this moment with searing clarity. He had never been anything but a pawn. His pain, his suffering… it had all been for the whims of beings he couldn’t ever understand.

It should have made him angry. It should have made him feel something. Kairos was just tired. He’d been shoved into a corner, and he wished for nothing more than to curl up and stay there.

But that would not end this pain. It would not save him.

He had to go on, one step after another. What else could a man without direction do but stumble forward into the darkness, and pray to find an exit?

Undead monstrosities milled about the corpse of Avaris as he shuffled toward the golden dome. Only some seemed to take notice of him. They would look up, their slitted eyes falling dumbly onto him, and then simply turn and meander in a different direction. Whatever power propped up their flesh had decided that it couldn’t maim Kairos any further without killing him, so it let him inch toward his goal, bleeding from the stump of his arm.

Hair clung to the sides of his face where blood was beginning to dry and cake in clumps. Air rattled into his lungs before wobbling out of his wet lips. Every step was a fresh torture. Bite marks covered him from foot to neck, punctures where teeth had failed to rip meat free.

It was this pain that made Kairos think, for thought was all he had left to retreat to. To try and make sense of this hell that had been bestowed upon him. That he failed—and indeed only felt smaller and more helpless the longer he ruminated on how far beyond his understanding it all was—only made his despair grow.

Time passed, though it was all a slick blur of agony to him. He stared at the ground as he went, intently focused on making his legs work to put one in front of the other. Weakness was mounting in him. What had started as a merely painful walk was now a laborious and leaden task that he struggled to complete, as the already meager reserves of his body’s energy were depleted.

He raised his head, which felt as heavy as an iron ball, and stopped in his tracks. The dome was dead ahead. It dominated his vision, blotting out the cityscape beyond it, and most of the sky. He had not realized he’d come so close, nor that it was so gigantic up close.

A wide circle wound around the dome where no buildings had been erected. Flagstones were arranged in patterns of color on the ground, and they had likely once been beautiful, but were now dust-covered and faded. Seastone had been sculpted into enormous arches and pillars about the wide circle, and worn statues of Yarra with her flowing hair and angelic dress sat at their entrances.

More of the fishmen shuffled about in the wide circle, but it was thinner fare than the city proper. Looking at the space, Kairos thought there had likely once been festivities held here. Speeches, celebrations, holy ceremonies. What a sight this underwater city must have been, before it had been ravaged by Sar’s poison.

Kairos shuffled forward, a fat drop of blood falling from his stumped arm. If his sense of direction had not failed him, the avenue just to his right was where Eris should arrive from. If she arrived at all. Or had she already made it? Was she now waiting for him inside?

He was too dizzy, too weak to parse through the possibilities. All he could do was make his way over there, and assess the—

CRACK!

Sound split the silence, echoing in the empty avenues of Avaris. And it came from the direction from which Eris was supposed to be approaching. His eyes widened, and he hobbled toward it as fast as he could.
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The tiles fell with agonizing slowness, and Eris was forced to watch as they plummeted and crashed to the ground below, cracking and smashing into bits of rubble. She clung to the rooftop by her fingertips, and with a snarl, pulled herself on top of it with straining muscles.

Standing in front of her was one right ugly bastard with a raised scar crisscrossing his face.

Eris slipped her knives from their sheaths as the scarred man spread his hands in peace.

“Where’d you come from?” Eris demanded. He’d appeared from one breath to the next as she leaped between rooftops, suddenly just standing ahead of her like some horrid scarecrow. It was the man Kairos was after, she was certain of it. He fit the description perfectly.

She got a better look at him now as she slowly inched forward. Black robes clung to his slender form, flowing like smoke around him. The yellow-brown teeth set in his mouth were like dead trees mashed together as he grinned. She squinted, and recognition set in.

“It was you,” she said. “You were there last night. You were watching us. I saw you. How’d you get here? What’s your fucking deal?”

The scarred man tilted his head. “I might ask the same question of you, mortal.” He looked her up and down. “I must admit, you are a rather unwelcome surprise. I didn’t think any of Illuvia’s relics had survived this long.”

Eris keenly felt the talisman inside her boot at that moment, and lifted her knives higher. “Don’t know what you’re talking about, dickhead. But I know who you are, and I’ve got good reason to kill you right here and now.”

At that, the scarred man laughed. “I would welcome the challenge, girl. However, I have no reason to—”

His eyes widened a fraction as Eris dashed forward and slashed at this neck. Eris was certain she’d get him. He was distracted, and unready for the attack. She could see the flash of her blades as they cut through the air toward his exposed skin, and then… then… missed?

The air itself warped, and the scarred man was simply no longer where he had been a moment before. He stood a step or two back, a small smile creeping onto his lips.

“Calm, mortal,” he began. “You do not—”

Eris leapt at him again, thrusting her knives up to stab through his chin. Once again, he simply moved in an instant that should have been impossible. He was several steps away this time, and actively laughing.

“You—” he started, but Eris was already throwing herself at him. This time, he thrust one hand out, and yelled, “STOP.”

As soon as the word left his mouth, her body froze. Snarling and surprised, she looked down at herself. Black, inky tendrils had appeared over her skin. They held her in place as if they were made of iron. She jerked against them, but they were unmovable. Anger searing in her eyes, she looked back up at the scarred man.

“I see that you have befriended Kaan’s Champion,” the bastard said. “But you do not understand what you have put yourself in the middle of. This is far beyond you, mortal. The only reason I have not ended you yet is because you might still serve a purpose, and because this form limits me. Be thankful that I do not strike you down this very moment. Your presence may very well prove to be helpful.”

“Piss off. I’m not helping the likes of you with anything.” Eris spat on the ground.

“I do not expect you to,” the scarred man said. “I understand better than most the stubborn will of mortals. But there is one thing I must know.” He strode forward until the ridges and tender flesh of his scar were inches from her. “Are you in there, dear cousin? Did I underestimate you?”

In an imitation of her curse that set her heart pounding, the scarred man raised a single finger and pointed it at her forehead. Eris writhed, trying to scream at him but finding her jaw clamped shut. Agonizingly frozen, she was forced to watch as he pressed his fingertip to her skin, and closed his beady eyes.

“Piss. Off,” Eris said through her clamped jaw.

The scarred man opened his eyes, and his festering mouth turned into a frown. The stench of decay wafted off of him as he met Eris’s gaze. “You truly are alone,” he said, sounding disappointed and relieved all at once. “No matter, then. You are nothing. If I cannot kill you, something else will.”

He stepped back, a look of disdain coming over him.

“Excellent. Then nothing has changed.” The bastard turned away from her, then, and the air warped around him. “Make your peace, mortal. Your God is not waiting for you.”

Eris jerked one more time, blinked, and then suddenly fell to her hands and knees. He was gone. Vanished, like he’d never been there at all. Eris spun in a circle, eyes darting, but he had truly disappeared.

“What the…”

A loud cracking noise, like the snapping of a whip, came from the air beside her. She spun, searching for the source and finding nothing, then heard growling from the street below. Her heart leapt. She walked to the edge of the rooftop, and looked down.

A lot of very angry looking undead fish people started raising their heads to look at her.

“Ah. Not good.”

They couldn’t reach her up here, could they? Surely not.

Eris glanced up at the sky. The sun had fully breached the horizon. Her curse would be coming to inflict its terror on her any minute now, and there was nowhere to hide.

“Really not good.”

She heard more of the growling and breathy noises of the fish people. To her horror, a whole crowd of them had already gathered where the tiles had fallen down below, and they were pawing at the wall of the building she stood atop.

All up and down the avenue, more were coming. Some were running, others limping along. Some were twitching and moaning, some were droning ahead mindlessly. All of them, however, were converging on the building she stood on.

Eris swallowed. The dome was less than half a mile away. She looked across the rooftops, seeing a path forward. She had to go, and she had to go now.

She looked back down at the fish people and—

“Oh! Shit!”

An ugly fish face was only feet beneath her. The bastards had started climbing atop each other like children pushing each other down to be the first one into the kitchen. Their desiccated bodies formed a pile against the wall, and the fastest of the monsters were clawing over the others to reach her.

A thumping sound of wet flesh came from behind her, followed by a hissing exhalation. She spun, and saw a fish-person clambering to their feet on the rooftop. It held its webbed hands out in front of itself as it saw Eris, its toothy maw open wide. Eris had enough time to feel shocked, and then it started to sprint at her.

Without a second thought, she spun on her bootheel, ran, and leapt for the next rooftop.
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Fishmen ran past Kairos in throngs. Sound apparently was their primary sense, as he’d suspected, and the loud crack had gathered the attention of every one of them instantly. They flooded for the main avenue, throaty growls eking out of their throats.

Kairos hobbled forward as fast as he could, gritting his teeth to the pain it caused him. He wasn’t sure what good he could do if Eris was in trouble, but he saw no other option but to move that direction anyway.

As he drew closer, something flitted in the upper corner of his vision. It disappeared, then reappeared a moment later in a different spot. He frowned, then realized what he was seeing. It was Eris, leaping across rooftops.

His heart lifted a fraction, and then instantly fell, as he saw the tens of undead that chased her across the roofs. Some of the sprinters had somehow made it up there, and could apparently jump as well as they could run.

Kairos forced his legs to move faster, angling toward where Eris would reach the edge of the circle surrounding the dome.
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Eris jumped, and her timing was off. She was going to be short. She tucked her knees to her chest, and still only barely managed to get them over the edge. Her momentum carried her into a clumsy roll that knocked her head against the rooftop.

A bit dazed, she slipped trying to get back to her feet, and a half second after she started moving, a thump behind her announced the arrival of a fish-person. She pushed on, lungs burning, legs turning to mud.

The last building she could jump to was just ahead, and beyond it, a wide circle that wrapped around the golden dome.

Eris had no time to think about how she was going to get down, or how she was going to find Kairos with an entire horde of these bastards on her heels. She had no time to do anything but put one damn foot in front of the other, so that was what she did.

She pounded across the rooftop and leapt, leaden muscles burning as they launched her. Her boot caught on the edge of the next roof, sending her into an awkward tumble that knocked the air from her lungs. She scrambled to her feet. She scraped her palm as she dragged her hand across the stone. Then she tripped over herself, banged her elbow on the rooftop, and bit her tongue as her head whipped to the side.

Growls and hisses sounded just feet behind her. She was going to have to jump down. Could she survive a fall like that without breaking a bone or two? Probably not. Two stories down even the most skilled tumbler wouldn’t get up unscathed. What choice did she have, though?

There!

On the edge of the circular roof, a rusted chain staked to the rooftop. Eris slid on the stone of the roof, her hand snapping outwards to grab the chain as she skidded past. She swung her legs over the edge, twisting her body to turn her frontside facing the wall. Her already scraped palm burned as the chain slid between her fingers, and she kicked wildly at the wall to keep from smashing her head against it.

The chain ended halfway down the side of the building, leaving her suspended and dangling with a slipping grip. She still had a story left to fall.

Eris snarled and looked upward as fish faces appeared over the ledge, gnashing teeth and hissing down at her. She took a breath in, preparing herself to let go.

On three, she told herself.

One. She licked her lips.

Two. She tried to visualize landing with bent knees, and rolling onto her shoulder to soften the blow.

Th—

Her vision was blotted out by the sight of a wrinkled, toothless face appearing right above her. The Magus hung suspended in the air, her crooked, malicious finger inches from Eris’s face.

Eris sucked in air just before her chipped fingernail touched her forehead.
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Kairos cried out as Eris fell from the chain, suddenly going limp. She hit the ground below with a sickening thud, her body splayed like a discarded doll. One by one, the fishmen on the rooftop started to fall as their mindless pursuit brought them over the edge. They landed with splatters, twitching but seemingly unable to get up.

Kairos hobbled forward, teeth bared, and fell to his knees before Eris, shielding her body with his own in case any of the fishmen fell directly atop her. Her eyes had rolled up into her head, and spittle ran down the side of her face. Her body was jerking, her limbs pulled taut like she was holding heavy weight. Breath wheezed from her lungs as her mouth opened and closed soundlessly.

This wasn’t the result of her fall. This… this was something else. Kairos didn’t need to understand it to know that she was incapable of getting up on her own.

He grunted with effort as he looped his arm under her, flinched as a fleshy thud smacked into the ground just next to him. A fishman lay there, its face smashed in from the fall, its arms bent at unnatural angles.

Blinding pain exploded in Kairos as he tried to stand with Eris’s weight. His knees buckled, but he didn’t fall. He managed to crouch, hunched over like an old man, and with his forearm locked under Eris’s chin, he started to shuffle backwards, grunting and spitting as his bleeding body protested.

He dragged her out onto the flagstones of the circle, and flinched as more bodies slapped against the ground. With horror, he saw that many of them were still moving, arms and legs working uselessly like the mouth of a decapitated snake.

He started flagging quickly. He didn’t have the strength left in him to drag her all the way into the dome. More of the undead were coming back this way from the main avenue as the sounds of the falling bodies attracted them.

His stump throbbed and wept. Pain like an icicle stabbing into his skull started between his eyes. He fell to one knee, gasping, shoulders heaving. He just needed a second. Just one second to catch his breath, and then he could…

“Let… go…”

Eris pawed at his forearm. Kairos blanched, falling backwards and relinquishing his arm from its vice around her chin. Eris crawled to him, her face coated in sweat. Her sea-green eyes took him in, landed on his stump of an arm, and her lips pressed together tightly.

Without a word, they changed positions. She slipped her arm underneath his shoulder, pulled him up with her, each began to bear the other’s weight.

The fishmen from the avenue had noticed them, finally. The fastest of them began running forward, chasing after the elusive prey that had somehow slithered through. Eris urged Kairos on as they hobbled forward together, the sounds of the undead gaining on them.

Just ahead of them was a shallow staircase leading to a set of gigantic double doors engraved with depictions of Yarra—a woman with magnificent red hair, wearing robes that blended from blue to green.

Kairos was dazed, his head spinning. The blood loss was catching up to him. He staggered, clinging to Eris’s weight as his only support, only dimly aware of climbing the steps, and of Eris dropping him at the threshold to the temple.

His vision blurred with tears as he craned his neck to look up at her. She reached into her boot, pale and shaking, and pulled out a thin slab of stone. Fishmen ran up the steps, gnashing their teeth, and…
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Eris yanked the talisman from her boot, hands shaking, body crying out as she pushed it beyond its limits. A horde of the fish-people was just behind them. This was their last shot.

Beside her, Kairos lay half dead and unable to move. He’d risked himself for her, put his life on the line even as he was so near to death himself. She didn’t deserve it. If she’d just told him about her curse earlier, if she’d just gotten out of her own damn way for once and stopped making her problems all about herself, then maybe…

She lifted the talisman high, as she had before, and prayed for Illuvia to give her the power from before.

But nothing happened.

The stone was dormant in her hand. No words leapt to her lips as they had before. No blinding white light speared out of the talisman. She just stood there, holding the cold stone aloft, looking like a fool.

There was no chance for her to panic. The fish-people were seconds away, and all she could do was act. She reached down, grabbed Kairos by the cloak, and ran, dragging his weight as he tried to crawl along with her.

Cool air met them as they crossed the threshold, swirling marble replacing stone. Eris let go of his cloak as soon as he was inside, then spun and ran for the massive double doors. Growls and hisses and the sight of fishy flesh met her. She grabbed a handle on either door and rapidly backpedaled, closing them shut with terrifying slowness.

Just as the thick portals slammed shut, one of the fish-people reached her and stuck a clawed hand forward. Purple flesh splattered as the doors slammed shut on it, and its twitching hand thumped to the tile floor. Black ichor splashed across Eris’s tunic. She sagged, gasping, moans of terror pressing through her chest.
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The room spun in Kairos’s eyes. He blinked, not seeing the distant ceiling. Everything was going soft. He tried to stand, to help Eris, but could hardly move a finger.

He heard the temple doors slam shut, cutting off the growls of the undead.

Time passed that could have been minutes, seconds, or hours. Kairos was a nauseous blur. His hands and feet were freezing, and he couldn’t feel his face.

Through the mire, Eris swam into view, her silver hair falling down to almost touch his nose. Her chest was heaving as she gasped for breath.

“What…” she started, gulping down air, “…the shit happened to you?”
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The Water God, Yarra, was not prone to violence as her brother was. She tried her best to avoid war at all costs, but her efforts were in vain. There are some who speculate that a firmer stance on her behalf may have prevented the conflict. - A History of the Divine, Chapter 51


Eris spat to clear her mouth of blood, and ignored the pangs it sent through her. She had bigger problems to deal with than pain.

A long hall with a vaulted ceiling stretched down either side of the dome, engraved with faded images of Yarra and giant squids. Eris saw no doors to speak of, and certainly no sign of the Dead Goddess herself. The curve of the hallway ended in shadow on both ends—there was no telling which way they should go.

If they were going anywhere at all.

She was utterly baffled how Kairos had not died already. Wounds covered him head to toe; teeth marks and patches of glistening flesh littered his skin. His hand had been ripped off, and as Eris attempted to bandage the wound, she had to fight off the urge to gag. It was a gnarly, brutal wound. There was nothing clean about it.

Kairos, for his part, was handling it much better than she would have. He didn’t scream or struggle as she wrapped his wound in what little bandage she had left; he just stared ahead, face pale and drawn.

Eris herself was in pain, but knew it was a pittance compared to what he must be feeling. Her tailbone and back felt like someone had taken a sledgehammer to them. Her head pounded so bad that she wished it would just fall off, and she was still recovering from the effects of her curse. She tried to fold away the pain as she always did, but it remained stubbornly wrinkled in the corner of her mind.

It was all she could do to focus on the task at hand. Wrap, and pull tight. Cinch the wound. As if it might save him.

“Yarra knows we’re here,” Kairos said. His voice had grown hoarse and scratchy since they’d last spoken. “We are most likely walking into a trap.”

“How can you know that?”

“I saw him again.” His eyes went distant. “The man I chased here, into Reaper’s Bend. The scarred man. He was there on that rooftop before Zavax came. And he was here, in Avaris. I saw him. He told me that Yarra was waiting.”

“Oh. Me too.”

A look of faint surprise passed over Kairos’s face. “You saw him?”

“I did. Tried to kill him for you, but it didn’t work out. He just popped in for a chat, apparently. No clue why.”

Kairos said nothing, his eyes shutting tight to the pain he must have been feeling.

There was no reason for Eris to tell him the entire story right this moment. She hadn’t exactly had time to unpack it herself. The scarred man had wanted to talk to her, for some reason. Had wanted to see something. Whatever it was, Eris didn’t have the energy to think through it at that moment.

She ran out of bandages without realizing it, and as the last bit fell through her fingers, she pulled the cloth tight around the wound, then reached up to her hair and undid the leather strap that held it back. Using that strap, she cinched the bandage tight. It was a terrible dressing, but it was better than nothing. Blood seeped through the white cloth immediately.

As she finished, Kairos looked over at the wound and shook his head. “You shouldn’t have done that.”

“A little late to be saying that. I’m already done. Can’t leave something like that exposed.”

“I just mean…” Kairos drifted off. He glanced at her face, and their eyes met for the briefest of moments before he stared at the ground instead. “She knows we’re here,” he repeated. “Those… creatures out there. They caught me. They could have devoured me, but they didn’t. They stopped just short of killing me. The scarred man, whoever he is, was controlling them somehow. He said he wanted to weaken me, to make the fight easier for Yarra. I don’t think that Kaan can heal me unless I die, and he knew that.”

Eris soaked that in for a long second, realizing what the statement implied. “Ah. I see.”

“If you give me one of your knives, I will do it myself.” Kairos avoided meeting her gaze. “I would’ve done it already, but my sword went missing when I was attacked.”

Eris abruptly found herself on her feet, her aches and pains vanishing. She planted her hands on her hips and bit her lip. “Sar’s taint, I’m not gonna make you kill yourself,” she said, surprised at how shaky the words came out. She tried to imagine driving a knife into his throat, and felt suddenly ill. She’d never killed someone she didn’t truly believe deserved it. And she’d certainly never killed someone so defenseless.

Even assuming that he would come back—which she didn’t take to be an absolute certainty, considering how little they knew about what was happening to him—it felt wrong. Kairos had become a friend. It might be for the best, but the thought of killing him made her feel sick. Still… if it was needed to happen…

“I…” Eris said, and ran a hand through her hair. “I’ll do it. ”

A look of surprise came over Kairos’s face, replaced quickly by conviction. “You don’t have to,” he said. “All I ask is that you give me your knife. I would never ask you to—”

“Oh, shut up.” She knelt on the ground before him, drawing one of her knives in a smooth motion. She held the curved point up between them, steady in her hand. “He’ll bring you back, right? The bastard who sent you here?”

Kairos slowly nodded, though he couldn’t hide the uncertainty in his eyes. “Yes.”

Eris ran her thumb over the hilt of the knife. “What if he can only bring you back if a God kills you? What if the manner of your death makes a difference?” She regretted giving voice to her doubts immediately, but she couldn’t help it. This was his life that they were gambling.

“It doesn’t,” Kairos said, but the uncertainty had gone nowhere. “He’ll bring me back. He brought me this far.”

Eris’s throat was suddenly dry, and she couldn’t swallow. “What if…”

“He will bring me back,” Kairos said again. Their eyes met over the tip of the knife, and Eris found steel in his gaze. His face softened a fraction. “I mean it, Eris. You don’t have to do this.”

In a gesture that shocked Eris as much as warmed her, he lifted his remaining hand and placed it on the other side of the knife hilt, his fingers touching hers. “I am not afraid of death.”

Eris held his gaze, embarrassed that her hand began to tremble at that moment. She tried to swallow again, and couldn’t. Why could she not find the conviction in herself? Why did the thought of killing him terrify her so much? She couldn’t rationalize it.

His fingers closed tighter over hers. “I will come back,” he said. “I will. Let’s do this, together.”

Eris let out a weak breath, and looked back down at the ground to grind her jaw. “Right. Right, let’s do this.” An ice cold draft brushed the back of her neck. “Don’t you dare stay on the Shore, Kairos. I’d never forgive you.”

She lifted her eyes back to his face, and…

…saw wet, stringy, dripping orange hair. Paper-thin skin stretched over a skull. Blue lips and a mottled green tongue set amidst stained teeth. Even in death, Yarra the Water God was instantly recognizable.

And she was leaning over Kairos’s shoulder.

Eris’s breath caught in her throat.

The Water God clamped her bony hand over Kairos’s mouth. His eyes instantly turned milky white, and a heartbeat later, the world vanished around Eris like a blown-out candle.
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Bind yourself to misery, and you will never again be surprised at the depths of suffering. - Reflections on the Divine, by Queen Reue, Chapter 4


Color flashed around Kairos in a vortex. Images and landscapes spiraled downwards as if memory was being pulled from his brain in a spool, funneled down to an eternal tornado. He floated in the center of this storm, ripped from the world so suddenly that he had not even felt it happen.

The last thing he’d seen was Eris’s sea-green eyes growing wide, and then he’d been flung into this miasma of his own mind.

He saw flashes of his childhood. Flashes of his family’s faces, as clear and crisp as if they stood in front of him. Blurred images of things long forgotten or hidden away, zipping past him.

This is your Champion, Kaan?

A feminine laugh resounded in his ears, wet and gurgling.

This… boy? The Champions of our Age would have crushed him underfoot and not even noticed. You cannot even lend him enough strength to defend himself from the Dead.

Kairos moaned as he saw Calin’s face, clear as day, and then it was ripped downwards into the cyclone. He wanted to cling to the memories, to hold them in place so that he might bask in them.

Sar trusted my brother to end this foolishness before it started, but he was never smart enough to know how. Heed my words, Kaan. You have chosen a poor Champion.

The voice—Yarra’s voice—grew quieter, seeming to speak directly into Kairos’s mind. It was as though they shared his body.

He will not let you go, boy. He is using you as a mortal would use a mule to plow their fields.

Kairos could not respond to her. Could not acknowledge the words at all. His grandfather’s grinning, bearded face flitted past him, sending a pang of sorrow into his heart.

There is only one way out, human. Only one way to escape the torment that awaits you. Only one path will lead you to the Soul Ocean.
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Eris was formless. A ghost, hanging amidst the whirling chaos of Kairos’s memories. He hung there in the middle of the torrent, his ravaged body floating, his milky white eyes unseeing. Eris was suspended just above him, though when she looked down she could not see herself.

She heard Yarra speak to him, but her voice had disappeared. Desperate, Eris tried to reach out toward Kairos, to touch him, to do anything. But she could do nothing, feel nothing.

…one path will lead you to the Soul Ocean.

Yarra’s voice was distant, but Eris heard it. A dull sense came over Eris, like touching something with a gloved hand. She could feel Kairos—his essence, or soul, or whatever it was.

Your master cannot bring you back if you end your own life.

A jolt. Eris felt Kairos react, but the emotion itself was impossible to grasp.

I can feel your pain, human. I can feel the sorrow that you carry. In death, your burden will be lifted. The Soul Ocean is a kind companion.

Stirring, from the sense that touched Kairos. Not quite words, but an acknowledgement. His face twitched. His milky white eyes fluttered.

You desire freedom from this mortal prison. I cannot blame you. Such terror you have lived through. Such suffering. You can end it, if you find the courage to end yourself first.

Another stirring. This time, it was Eris herself. She strained yet again to get her formless body through to him. She tried to shout, to scream, to enter his mind and speak as the Goddess was. She sensed that she brushed his conscience, but could not make herself heard. Her efforts were little better than a candle flame in the corner of a vast cavern.

Come, human. Let me remind you what this world has done to you.

The vortex collapsed in on itself, a howling rush of color and light that congealed around Kairos’s body, until he himself vanished like a leaf tugged away by the wind. His presence disappeared from Eris’s senses.

Suddenly, she stood in a small, sunlit room with a single window allowing in the rays of a summer afternoon. Dust motes danced alongside a wooden table with a wheel of cheese and half-eaten loaf of bread atop it. A fireplace stood at the far end of the room, and just beside it was a door leading outside.

Eris’s body existed again, but it was transparent—a ghostly apparition. She lifted her hand, and could see directly through it. She cocked her head, bewildered, and saw the door open through her palm.

Kairos stepped inside, but not the Kairos that she knew.

It was Kairos as he must have looked like as a teenager. He was scrawny and tall, and moved as someone who had not quite matured into his body. His black hair was a mop atop his head, and a lazy grin was spread over his face. He carried a pack on his shoulder; the tops of scrolls and a book protruded from its flap.

He swept inside and went to the table to rip a hunk of bread for himself, then walked to the fireplace and took a seat in a rocking chair just beside it. Once settled, he stuffed the bread in his mouth and chewed as he opened his pack and unrolled one of the many scrolls inside.

For a minute, his eyes scanned the parchment, his forehead wrinkling as he read whatever it contained. He swallowed the bread, then glanced up at the door as it opened again.

A boy a few years older than Kairos came inside, ruggedly handsome and grinning ear to ear. He was shirtless, his chest covered in a sheen of sweat. It had to be Calin, his brother.

“How’s the studying, Kai?”

“Mm,” Kairos responded, already buried back in his scroll.

“Mm?” Calin strode across the room, then stooped to peer over Kairos’s shoulder at the scroll. “What’s this?”

“It’s an account of King Jerald’s reign in the Third Age.”

“Huh. Lotta big words.”

“Maybe for a dullard.”

Calin grinned. “Wanna wrestle?”

“Is that why you’re so sweaty? Are you wrestling the Cussock boys again?”

“Yeah. Wanna join? You could take Bern. He won’t wrestle me. Says I’m too big. It’d be nice to see you pin him.”

Kairos grinned back at his brother, but shook his head and turned back to his scroll. “I’m good. Ama would hide me if she found out.”

Calin looked around the room. “Where are they, anyway?”

“They went into town. Papa’s knees were hurting again, so they got a cart in to see the apothecary.”

As soon as the words left Kairos’s mouth, the vision began turning to smoke. The walls of the room evaporated, and Kairos himself faded to a wisp. Only a moment later, a different vision formed around Eris.

A rolling countryside with green grass waving in the wind. Kairos, a few years older than the vision before, now lean and confident in a man’s body, was helping an old lady walk up the side of a hill. She leaned on his arm, and a basket held in her other hand. Her slate-gray eyes were the same as Kairos’s.

Eris stood atop the hill, and watched as they climbed the last few feet to reach her. They walked right past her ghostly body, not seeing the apparition that watched them. At the top, they halted. Was Eris supposed to be seeing this? Did Yarra know that she was watching the memories? And was Kairos here, reliving these memories?

“Thank you, sweetie,” Kairos’s grandmother said, though she sounded winded. “I’m afraid my legs aren’t quite strong enough now for me to get up here by myself.” She handed the basket to him. “Would you?”

Kairos smiled at his grandma. “Of course.”

He opened the basket and pulled out a cloth that he then spread over the grass. He helped his grandmother sit, then plopped down next to her, extracting various food items from the basket and arranging them in front of her.

Out in front of them, the rolling hills were serene, beautiful things to behold. You could see for miles and miles, green waves in the evening sun. It was a picturesque spot for a picnic.

Eris’s heart twinged as she watched Kairos talk with his grandmother. He was practically unrecognizable. His eyes crinkled at the edges, and he was quick to laugh. There was an easy way about him. A sense of life that Eris would never have guessed belonged to the man she knew.

“And how are your studies going? Still well, I hope?” his grandmother asked at one point.

Kairos grinned widely. “Top of the class, of course. Professor Helvin says I’ll be able to accompany him on a dig in Jathe next summer, if I keep it up. Can you imagine? They say that Illuvia’s Champion lived there. Who knows what we could find!”

A look of pride came across his grandmother’s face, and she reached one wrinkled hand out to brush his cheek. “I’m so happy for you, Junebee. Your grandfather is just as proud as I am. When he’s well again, we’ll come visit you in the city more often.”

Kairos blushed, his grin widening even further. “I know.”

The vision turned to smoke, fading before Eris’s eyes again. A heavy sadness had sunk into her. That grinning boy… that optimistic, joyful boy from the vision… could it really be the same man Eris knew?

In the brief moment between visions, Eris reached out for him. Her grasping led her instead to a sudden glimpse of the real world. The barest of peeks at what was happening outside.

Kairos and her still knelt on the stone, the knife held between them. Eris’s head was thrown back, her eyes as milky white as his. Yarra leaned over his shoulder, her sheet-white skin and stringy hair brushing against him.

In that glimpse, Eris saw tears running down Kairos’s cheeks.

Before she could hold onto the present, another vision formed around her. Another happy memory. This time, Kairos was dueling his brother with a stick, and jesting with him.

Another vision—this one of Kairos kneeling at his sickly grandfather’s side, telling him about his time at university, reminiscing on memories from when he’d been younger. Another, where he played with a newborn puppy out in the dirt in front of his family’s cottage, laughing uncontrollably as the pup crawled onto his chest and licked his face with fervor.

Over and over, Eris was shown happy memories from Kairos’s life. Moments of joy and peace. Moments that shattered her, as she realized just how kind and carefree he had once been.

Each time one ended, she tried again to reach him with her strange sixth sense, to find the amorphous part of him that existed in these memories as the real him—the him in the present. But she couldn’t find him.

Eris knew where this was headed. She knew what Yarra was doing. She was reminding Kairos of everything he had lost. Of all the things that he would never have again.

If Yarra had been telling the truth, the only way for Kairos to die was for him to end his own life. She was leading him down the path that would break him the most.

Which meant, eventually…

A vision shrouded Eris. Darkness had fallen on Kairos’s family cottage. Firelight flickered in the distance, and it took a few seconds for Eris to realize that she was standing outside.

Kairos himself stood just outside the door, rubbing his eyes. His hair was a mess, and he looked years older than the prior vision, more muscular and rugged. This was after he had given up university to join the RedHawks, then.

“What the…” Kairos said, voice groggy. “Who’s coming here at this time of night?”

Calin stood in the doorway beside him. A beard had filled in on his face, and he looked a grown man now. “No clue. Constables?”

“Doubt it.” Kairos squinted, and shook his head. “I don’t recognize them.”

Eris followed his eyeline and saw that the firelight she’d noticed was the twinkle of torches held aloft on horseback. A group of riders was galloping toward the cottage. Their clamor had likely woken the two brothers.

Calin crossed his arms. “I’m getting my sword.”

“Get mine too, will you?”

A yip came from inside the cottage, and a dog padded out to sit in the grass beside Kairos. It was the puppy from a prior vision, now fully grown. Kairos absently put his hand out to scratch behind its ears.

“Don’t let Ama or Papa come out if they wake,” he called in to his brother. “They need to rest.”

The vision blurred for a moment, as if someone had taken an eraser to it and smudged the event itself. Eris blinked, disoriented by the sudden change, and when her eyes flitted back open, everything had changed.

The cottage was on fire. It crackled and popped loudly, tendrils of black smoke curling into the vacant sky. The dog lay dead at her feet, a wound down the middle of its stomach through which its guts spilled.

Poles had been erected beside the cottage. Crucifixes. Already, a dead body hung from one of them. A headless, frail, naked old body. Kairos’s grandfather.

Eris screamed, her hands flying to her mouth. If she’d been truly in her body, she was certain she would have puked. She fell to the ground, not wanting to look but forcing herself to take in the rest of what she saw.

Kairos was pinned to the earth by three berobed men, wearing masks made of bone. One of them held his hair, forcing his neck upwards to watch what was happening. Runnels of tears and blood ran tracks down his face, and he wailed in agony.

His grandmother was being murdered, knives plunging in and out of her flesh.

Eris shut her eyes, scrabbling against the grass, unable to look at the horror of it. She wanted to run, to hide, to banish the image of blood running down the old woman’s chin and the sound of her mindless screams. She heard the clang of a hammer, and the cries of another man. Calin. She couldn't stop herself from looking again, to see what horrid fate awaited him.

One of the crucifixes had been pulled down, and Calin was being held down against it. Nails were being driven through his palms. A grievous wound already scored his chest where a sword had cut him shallowly.

“STOP!” Kairos roared. “PLEASE! PLEASE, STOP!”

The man driving the nails home turned his head to Kairos, a wicked grin on his face. A mottled, raised scar in the shape of an X disfigured his visage. Looking Kairos dead in the eye, he drove another nail through Calin’s palm.

Kairos screamed. Spit and blood sprayed from his mouth.

Eris could not bear to even look at it, even as she felt selfish for hiding from herself what Kairos could never leave behind. She had seen enough.

In desperation, she cast her senses out, searching again for Kairos. Her wild thrashing brushed against something she recognized. A feeling of connection, the same as she’d felt at the beginning of all of this. Kairos.

Yarra’s voice returned, again distant, like Eris was hearing her through a wall.

… all away. Drive home the blade, mortal. Spare yourself.

A curtain of darkness parted, and Eris saw the world through her real eyes. Kairos had taken the knife from Eris’s hands, and the point was held at his own neck, a dribble of blood rolling down away from it. His eyes were still milky white, but tears flowed unbidden down his cheeks. Yarra’s ghastly visage stared over his shoulder hungrily, her gaping maw open wide. She placed one of her hands atop his, pushing the blade closer.

Don’t do it! Eris howled, trying to push her thoughts into his mind. Don’t listen to her, Kairos!

Unburden your soul. Leave behind this suffering where it belongs.

The point of the knife drove the tiniest bit further into his skin. His knuckles were white around the hilt. Eris tried to take control of her body, but she was a helpless spectator in the meat of it.

Stop! Stop it! Her cries blended with the cries of Kairos’s memory, a chorus of foolish desperation. She pushed and pushed against the walls of his mind, clinging to the connection she’d found like a beetle clinging to a cloak in a winter storm.

She battered invisible fists against the barrier separating her from him, relentless, furious. I won’t let you! she screamed. Between words, she punched at the border of his consciousness, demanding to be let in. I. AM. NOT. FINISHED WITH YOU!

As the last words spilled from her spirit, the weight of the Goddess’s attention fell squarely onto Eris’s soul. It was as though the sun itself had sent a beam directly on her. A searing hot, fury-filled gaze noticed Eris for the first time.

Who are you?

Eris saw Kairos floating amidst a vortex of his own memories again, the tornado of flashing colors, and this time, her body appeared above his. She snarled at the Dead Goddess's question, and shot her hand out to grab a fistful of Kairos’s shirt.

A line of light unspooled from the side of his head, feeding his memories into the cyclone. Eris reached out, feeling its sinuous threads and the thrum of energy that fed it—the power of the Goddess.

She took one look at Kairos’s face contorted in agony, and tried to see the laughing boy from his memories. He was still there, hidden beneath all that pain. He was still there.

Eris just had to find him.

She yanked the thread of light from his head, and jammed it against the side of her own. The surprise and anger of Yarra filled Eris instantly, but she didn’t need to resist the Goddess for long.

All she needed to do was show Kairos the truth.

She pulled him into an embrace, burying her face into his chest, and then her own memory consumed her.


25
[image: ]
For what is more important in this life than a simple extended hand? - The Earthsong, Page 90


Calin’s screams evaporated. The sight of his grandmother’s murdered body vanished. Kairos was suddenly adrift and unfeeling.

Had he ended it, then? Was he being sent back to the Soul Ocean?

Relief.

It was over. Yarra had done him a kindness, in the end. She was right. He didn’t owe Kaan anything. He didn’t owe this world anything.

But no. No, he wasn’t dead. Another vision was forming around him, but… it wasn’t his.

He stood in a forest, along a winding, mountainous path. It wasn’t somewhere he recognized. Indeed, as he turned in a circle, he was certain he had never been to this place before. And unlike his own memories, he was in control of his body—which was transparent and ghostly.

He froze as a little girl appeared around the bend of the path. A girl with silver hair and a gap-toothed grin plastered on her face.

She was running and giggling, her scuffed gray dress bouncing as her tiny legs carried her up the path. She ran straight past Kairos as if he wasn’t there at all, shooting looks over her shoulder at some unseen pursuer.

Winded, she stopped to lean on her knees near the edge of the mountain path. She wiped sweat from her forehead, then cupped her hands around her mouth and shouted back down the path. “Tomas! Stop being so slow!”

She took a step backwards, her feet coming precariously close to the edge of falling. “Boys are so stupid. He probably got distracted by a rock or something.”

Little Eris rocked back and forth on her heels, clapping her hands together impatiently. Kairos looked down the mountain path and saw no signs of her friend Tomas. She’d either entirely lost him, or he truly was just much slower than she was.

Why was Kairos seeing this? Was this Yarra’s doing? He couldn’t fathom why the Water Goddess would want him to see Eris’s memories. Or was this…

“ERIS STARBORN, YOU COME BACK HOME RIGHT NOW OR I SWEAR I WILL BEAT YOU SIDEWAYS!”

A woman’s voice floated up the path, and instantly little Eris flinched, her face falling. “No, no no,” she whispered. “Tomas you jerky, stupid, idiot! You told on me!”

She started to wring her hands, and took another step backwards. That one step planted her foot on a plate of rock that sat atop loose soil, and knocked it loose. The ground fell from beneath Eris. She let out a little yelp, and started to fall backwards down the steep mountainside.

Instinctually, Kairos cried out and leapt to save her, but just as he moved the memory blurred and smudged. His ghostly hand grasped at air, then suddenly he was staring into the face of a growling brown bear.

He nearly fell on his ass as he wheeled backwards away from it, and his transparent leg stepped directly into Eris’s huddled form. Her arm was twisted at an unnatural angle, and she had a nasty scrape on her cheek. She was pushing at the earth with her feet, pressing herself up against a boulder that was half-buried in the mountainside.

Wordless sobs choked out of her as she tried to back away from the bear. She looked so defenseless and frail. Nothing like the Eris he knew. Even knowing that it was a memory, that there was nothing he could actually do, Kairos stepped in front of little Eris to shield her from the bear.

The instant that he stepped forward, however, there was a rush of movement behind him, and a thud of grass. He turned, and a shock of silver hair flashed past him. A woman that looked strikingly like Eris had scooped up the little girl, and was pounding across the mountainside without stopping to look back at the bear.

Her mother. A tall, plump woman with her silver locks shorn short. She grunted with effort as she clutched her daughter to her chest, fleeing the beast’s nest swiftly.

The bear followed in pursuit, letting loose an angry roar and digging its claws into the earth. Kairos could only stand and watch as Eris’s mother made it ten, twenty strides up the mountainside, and then slipped. Her bare foot caught on a patch of loose soil, the same way that Eris had fallen.

She caught herself with one hand, the other holding desperately to her daughter, but that single fall was enough to spell her demise. The bear pounced and raked its claws across her leg, digging deep trenches into her flesh.

Eris’s mother screamed, and little Eris screamed along with her, her eyes bulging as she looked over her mother’s shoulder and saw the spray of blood.

A heartbeat later, arrows zipped down the mountainside, peppering the bear.

Kairos watched with numb horror for a moment longer, and then the memory turned to smoke. In the brief nothingness that followed, Yarra’s voice filled his head.

… DARE TO INTERFERE, YOU MORTA…

A room lit by candles. Little Eris, kneeling by a bedside, sobbing into the sheets. Her mother, face feverish and pale, her stump of a leg propped up on a stack of pillows.

“I’m sorry, mama,” Eris wailed. Tears stained her cheeks, and snot coated her upper lip. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. It’s all my fault, mama. I’m sorry.”

Her mother just stared at the ceiling, unspeaking.

“Ma… ma…” Little Eris’s breaths came in short bursts. “I’m… sorry… mama…”

“Go away,” her mother said. “Go. Leave me be.”

Eris’s face twisted from anguish to shock, then back to anguish. “But mama—”

“GO!” The action seemed to take the last of her mother’s energy, and her eyes fluttered as soon as the word left her mouth. Eris sucked in a huge breath, tears welling, then snatched to her feet and sprinted from the room.

Kairos watched her flee through the door before the memory dissolved, and he was sent into the next one.

He watched Eris kill a man with blackened teeth and greasy hair. He watched her take his bounty to a local constable, who was equal parts disbelieving and amused that she’d come to claim the reward.

The next memory, she was years older—a spindly teenage girl with short hair. She entered a shed, where her mother sat on a rickety wooden chair and washed rags in a bucket. Her mother glared at her as she entered.

“Finally,” her mother said. “Are you done with ruining our family name, then?”

Eris unslung a cloth rucksack from her shoulder. “I have salve, and food.”

Her mother dropped the rags and snapped her fingers. “Rub it on, then.” With a scowl, her mother rolled up the hem of her dress, revealing the gruesome scar where her leg had been messily amputated.

Eris meekly kneeled before her mother and unpacked a jar of salve from the rucksack. With her mother’s cold eyes on the back of her neck, she started to rub the cream onto the wound. Her mother visibly relaxed an inch.

“Illuvia rewards those who obey their parents,” she said, and Kairos got the feeling it was a continuation of a past conversation. “Times are hard enough in Jathe; being a cripple doesn’t make it any easier. What you’re doing is filthy, Eris. Perverse.”

Eris did not respond. She just continued to rub the salve in, until she’d completely emptied the small jar it came in. Then, she removed the bread and cheese from the pack and gave all of it to her mother.

“Do you need anything else, ma?” she asked, head bowed.

“Of course. Are you dull?” her mother snapped. “Go get some firewood and fetch water. Make yourself useful. I’ve about had it with you gallivanting off for days at a time to chase boys and fill your head with tales. You’re becoming a disgrace. I thought I raised you better than this.”

Eris just nodded, her eyes downcast. “Okay, ma.”

“Did you hear a word I said? You’re a disgrace, child. Do you know how embarrassing it is to go to Temple every evening and having to tell the others that my girl is off killing people for a living?”

This finally evoked a response out of Eris. Her jaw went tight. “They’re murderers, ma. Rapists. And they all have bounties on their heads. If I didn’t kill them, someone else would. I’m just trying to make things easier for—”

Eris didn’t see her mother’s backhand coming, had no time to prepare. She was knocked back by the sudden force of it, and simply hung her head.

Her mother was practically seething. “Don’t speak to me like you know what’s right. You’re still a child. You know nothing. You’re a spoiled girl is what you are. I swear, you couldn’t be more useless if you tried. Stop pretending you have it so bad.”

The room vanished. A whirl of memories slipped past each other, and Kairos was suddenly looking at an older Eris—one that looked to be near the age of the woman he knew. She was in an overflowing room, ducking her head to avoid a bramble of vines that hung from a cabinet.

As Kairos took in the place, his eyes couldn’t find one single place to rest. There were bubbling beakers and rainbow-colored vials, stacked tomes and wrinkled parchments, animal skulls and dangling trinkets. Every inch of the room was smothered with plants and herbs that snaked around the nonliving mess, invading the nooks and crannies until there was simply nowhere left bare.

A counter ran up the middle of the room, and at its head was a withered old woman whose face was so wrinkled that it seemed to fold in on itself. She held a staff capped with a bird skull in one hand, and wore deep gray robes that swallowed her body.

“Magus Castellian,” Eris said, bowing uncomfortably to the old woman. “Thank you for agreeing to see me.”

The Magus’s mouth did not move, but words emitted from her nonetheless. Eris Starborn. Why have you come to seek me?

Eris stopped halfway down the counter and licked her lips as a bug skittered along a winding vine beside her face. “I’ve come to ask for a charm, Magus,” she said.

Magus Castellian gave no visible reaction, but the sound of a gravelly laugh came from her. You traveled all the way from Jathe for a charm? Why come to me for such a trivial matter? It is like coming to a master blacksmith to have him forge a spoon.

Eris raised her chin an inch. “That’s precisely why I came to you instead of someone else. Your skills are the stuff of legend, Magus. I need this to work. I can’t take the risk of some startup runecrafter giving me a shoddy charm. You’re the only one I know for certain can do it.”

A long pause followed, in which the Magus apparently considered her words. I am intrigued. But I am afraid that you do not understand the gravity of what you ask. A favor from me is not something to take lightly.

“I know about your… contracts,” Eris said. “I understand the consequences of taking your help, if I fail to pay the debt attached to it.”

The gravelly laugh emitted from the Magus once more. And you are willing to consign your soul to such a thing for a simple charm?

Eris’s expression was made of steel. “I am.”

Why?

Eris faltered, her lips moving but no words coming out.

I must know your reasons, Eris Starborn. A soul contract cannot be formed without an understanding of its foundation.

Eris leaned against the counter, her arm brushing a beaker full of black liquid. She hesitated, then spoke in a soft voice. “This charm will help me finish a job. A job that will pay well enough to give my mother a better life, for good.”

The unmoving Magus made an interested noise. What is this job? What use could a charm be for a mercenary?

“Lord Embawe. His head, and the head of his son, Cormick.”

For the first time, the old husk of a woman shifted. A crack in her wrinkles showed the barest whites of eyes. A political assassination. I did not take you to be so bold. Very well. Then I accept your offer, for I have a simple desire of my own tied to your task.

“What would you have me do?” Eris asked.

The wrinkles shifted, slowly peeling and bunching to reveal gapped teeth. The Magus spoke with her own mouth. “Kill the daughter along with the son. Bring me the head of Julo Embawe.”

Eris took half a step back, her eyes widening. “W-why? She’s innocent! Lord Embawe and his son are monsters. Twenty woman or more have accused them both of them of—”

Bring me her head, Eris Starborn. These are my terms. Do as I ask, and our contract shall be fulfilled.

Eris opened her mouth to reply, then the memory fizzed, becoming smoke.

Kairos got a sudden glimpse of her face, coated in sweat and speckled in blood. A sprawling estate rolled behind her. Two men laid at her feet in the grass, bound by rope around their hands and wrists. A woman was on her knees, staring at Eris in shock and confusion. Eris blinked, and then…

With a suddenness that jolted him like being tossed from a wild horseback, Kairos was thrust back into his body. He saw his hand holding the knife, an inch away from death, and beyond it, Eris’s upturned face framed by her silver hair.

A maelstrom of sensation erupted inside his skull. The clamor of Yarra’s resounding voice intermingling with the screams and pleas of his family as they were slaughtered in front of him. The chorus of the blood-filled chamber, and the bone-scratching voice of the carved back. Eris, yelling words at him he could not decipher.

All at once, he saw his family’s slaughter in his mind’s eye once again. He felt the rough hands of the masked men pinning him to the earth, the taste of his own blood and sweat as he futilely tried to escape.

And he remembered all that he had lost, and the path he had taken to this very moment. An oasis of clarity amidst the chaos of his mind.

He had come to Reaper’s Bend for revenge. One final act, before ending his own life. How foolish it seemed, now. He was upon the ramparts of the towertop once again, looking down at the distant earth.

It would be so easy to take that step out into open air. It would be so easy to simply… push. An inch inwards, and the knife would sever the pain inside of him forever.

RELEASE YOURSELF, MORTAL!

Hatred and fury and rage bubbled inside of him as her voice broke through the clamor—the part of him that refused to give in, that wanted to find somewhere else to take that pain. Even now, it would not settle. It roiled and thrashed in his blood, defying his despair, urging him to turn that knife instead on the Goddess that had forced him to relive his darkest moments.

Time glittered and froze for Kairos as his mind was suspended in freefall. Red veins began to pulse under his skin, pushing outwards. His corneas began to tint themselves the color of the moon. His lips pulled back from his teeth as veins spiderwebbed from his eyes, rage and despair clashing, an inferno thundering inside of him.

He would kill the Goddess.

If he could not have the scarred man, he would use her as the conduit for his balancing of the scales. He would force her to feel this pain. He would drive it into her, and watch her suffer as he had.

And then… then he could let go.

His body became the lava-fire of a blacksmith’s forge. The world slowed to his eyes, moving as though it had been drowned in tar. Kairos whipped the knife away from his neck, spinning, pushing Eris aside.

Yarra’s face was twisted. Her greasy hair hung in clumps, her skull-like visage was etched with pain. The Dead Goddess was in agony.

A cry of anger clawed its way through Kairos’s throat as he drew the knife back. The blade flashed and caught fire. Crimson flames crackled as he drove the knife forward.

HE WILL NEVER LET YOU GO! HE WILL NEVER RELEA—

The blade took Yarra under the chin. Kairos punched upwards, driving both himself and Yarra to their feet. He screamed as he lifted the Dead Goddess off the ground, suspended from the knife.

A screeching like a thousand nails scraping against steel exploded in the Temple. The smell of rotten fish and sea salt wafted through the air. The crimson flames spread to Yarra’s desiccated skull, setting it alight. Kairos bared his teeth at the Dead Goddess, pulling her face closer to his.

A voice that was not his own forced its way through his mouth. A scratchy, hateful voice. “I told you this day would come, cousin. I warned you. I am coming. This world will know the wrath of the betrayed. You will fall, one by one. Go now, into eternity, and know that I am the reason. GO. GO INTO NOTHINGNESS ALONE!”

Yarra’s face began to turn the color of charcoal, crumbling and cracking at the edges. The rictus of pain became a hollow stare, blackened by fire. Kairos held her aloft a moment longer. Then her skull eroded to dust, and her headless corpse slapped to the stone underfoot.

Kairos stood with the knife held toward the vaulted ceiling, his breaths coming in short, ragged bursts, red veins bulging. He stood there, trembling, a rush of exultant, savage satisfaction singing in his body.

The God inside of him cackled with glee, soaring with the ecstasy of revenge. Its bloody teeth grinned outwards at the puppet of meat that it possessed, and Kairos stared inwardly at it in horror.

For he felt no such satisfaction. He felt… nothing. Familiar numbness—a companion he had not forgotten. This revenge was not his.

He had known that truth, all the way back on the towertop. But back then, he had not known one thing—a simple fact that had kept him from stepping off those ramparts.

There was a way out.

Kairos turned the knife on himself.

Nothing had changed. Nothing would change. He would only know this hurt for the rest of his life. Nothing in this world could fix him.

He lifted the knife one final time, prepared to drive it into his own throat. He pictured Calin grinning at him as he pored over a scroll. He pictured Ama’s face as the sun beamed down on them atop the hill outside their cottage. He saw Papa, lying in bed and listening to his stories from university.

They were waiting for him, somewhere adrift in the Soul Ocean. All he had to do was go find them.

“My mother was right.”

Kairos froze, the sudden words making his eyes flutter. In the corner of his vision, Eris struggled to her feet.

“My mother was right, Kairos,” she repeated. “I’m a disgrace.”

Eris stepped in front of him, but Kairos refused to look down from the knife.

“The contract I signed ruined everything. I refused to kill Julo, thinking I could find a way out. I looked her in the eyes, and let her go.” Eris pushed Yarra’s corpse out of the way with her foot, coming closer. “And now I’m cursed. Every day, I die a little bit more. Every day, I’m forced to confront the worst pain of my life, and every day I have to live knowing that it's coming again and will always come again.”

She laughed bitterly. “And now I’ve abandoned my mother to try and fix myself. I’m chasing after a fairytale when I should be taking care of her. Over and over again, I’ve failed her.”

Kairos shook harder than ever as Kaan continued to cackle within him. You cannot defy me, vessel. You cannot end yourself so long as I am here. The red veins on Kairos’s hand bulged and pulsed with his quickened heartbeat. He tried to open his mouth, but it was locked shut by the constriction of muscles in his jaw. The knife tip broke the barrier of Kairos’s skin as he fought to either keep it there or drive it fully through, a stream of blood beginning to pour down onto his chest.

Kaan was wrong.

He could do it. He could do this one thing. He could move his hand just so, and end it all.

Eris pulled up the front of her shirt, exposing her stomach. A twisted, mottled scar marred her flesh there, as though a giant sword had run her through and somehow the wound had healed.

Her voice wavered as she went on. “It’s been two years. Two years, I’ve lived in fear of the coming day. Two years I’ve tried to find a way to break the curse, and failed. I can’t tell you how many times I’ve thought of ending myself. I can’t imagine what you’ve felt in the time since losing your family that way, but I understand despair. I know you think it won’t get better, and maybe it won’t. But you will.”

Two years… of this? Two years of reliving this pain? Two years of being unable to escape this agony?

Kairos couldn’t fathom it. He couldn’t understand how it was possible to persevere. Why? Why keep going, once you understand the true cruelty of the world? Why live, when you know that death is coming for you anyway?

“I won’t lie to you and say that your suffering will end. Mine won’t either, most likely. But there isn’t only suffering in this world. There is always hope, Kairos. No matter how hard it is, I want you to stay. I want you here. Neither of us has to face this alone. Not anymore.”

Eris stepped forward, and held her hand out.

Deep in his heart, Kairos felt the boy he had once been crying out for him to take it.

But turning away from this precipice was more terrifying than any God or monster he might face in this world. It was like leaping off of a cliff, and praying for the waves below to soften the blow.

He had spent so long running from this hurt. Pushing aside thoughts of his family, afraid to confront that pain nakedly. Afraid to remember. But he remembered them now, and he was still standing. He was still here. Alive.

And in him, they lived on.

With an effort that felt akin to hoisting a mountain, Kairos brought his eyes down to meet Eris’s. They were kind eyes.

She had been kind to him, even when he didn’t deserve it. She stood here with him now, though he had done nothing to earn the effort.

“What’s one more day?” Eris whispered. “What’s one more hour? Don’t go. Not yet. Stay here, and see what else there is.”

Eris knew his pain. She had seen it. She had watched his darkest moments, and he had watched hers. And despite it all, she still stood here, urging him to continue on.

Perhaps this world was cruel and unforgiving. Perhaps happiness only belonged to the young and the innocent. But looking at her extended hand, Kairos felt like he stood before a burning torch in a vast well.

Something inside Kairos buckled. A pillar that had held up a solitary corner of his heart crumbled, and he felt something crucial open.

Tears slid down his cheeks.

Slowly, like waterskins being poured out, the bulging red veins began to fade, retracting up his arms and down his face, tracing their way back to their origin in his heart. He heard the voice of the God inside him as if from a distance. You are still not finished, vessel.

Kairos felt like he’d been wrung out and squeezed dry. Numbness came to claim him.

But he did not let it.

He dropped the knife and let it clatter to the stone.

Then he reached forward, took Eris’s hand, and pulled her into an embrace.

The air was still and quiet as the clamor of voices within him fell silent one by one, leaving his mind blissfully calm. Shadows pressed in on the pair of beating hearts standing quietly in each other's arms, and there between them, warmth blossomed like a flower beneath the brilliant sun.
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What is a Champion, precisely? Are they but an extension of the God they serve? We know they are capable of channeling the Divinity of the Gods, and become nigh immortal. But the terms of their service to the God they represent are difficult to understand, even in their own words. In the time of the Gods, the deities would often hold tournaments upon the passing of the previous Champion, to decide who their successor would be. This indicates that there must have been a measure of choice from the Champion themselves. - A History of the Divine, Chapter 92


Woof! Woof!

Eris looked away from Kairos’s dozing form, turning toward the sound of barking as joy suddenly sprang to life inside her.

“Spot!” she cried. The dog was bounding down the long hallway of the dome’s outer ring, something thick clenched in his jaws. Eris threw her arms open as Spot sprinted and dropped what he held in his mouth, just before leaping into her.

Spot’s tail made frantic circles as he licked her face wildly, his entire body wiggling. Eris ran her hands through his short fur and laughed. “Tide take me, Spot, where did you go to? Oh, I’m so glad you’re alive. What got into you?”

The dog stopped his licking to bark once more, then seemed to dance on his paws as he pranced over to the thing he had dropped and nudged it with his nose. It was a thick, rusted key. Eris picked it up. “What…” she started, then cocked an eyebrow at Spot. “This? This is what you disappeared for? A key?”

Spot sat, still wagging, and barked again. Holding the cold metal in her hand, Eris once again marveled at the dog’s intelligence. She was dumbfounded by him. What kind of dog could possibly be this capable of rational thought?

A thought occurred to her then that made her spine tingle. Somehow, Spot was hale and healthy despite never seeming to need to eat. Somehow, he understood them perfectly and was capable of communication beyond any other animal.

Could it be… maybe Illuvia had sent him to guide the two of them?

That thought was followed by a deep pang and a sense of shame, which made Eris dismiss it as foolish. She’d thought the same thing about her talisman. The cold stone pressed against her ankle, a dead weight in her boot.

It hadn’t worked this time. Whatever holy power it had possessed before had fled, or Eris had failed it. If it truly had been Illuvia who had sent it to her, then she’d changed her mind.

Eris hung her head. Had she failed the Goddess? Had she done something wrong?

It was true that she’d saved Kairos, or at least made him continue on for another day, but in the end all she’d accomplished was not getting in the way for once. Kairos had nearly failed before he even had a chance to face Yarra because he’d been forced to take risks on Eris’s behalf.

Perhaps Illuvia had finally realized that all Eris would ever be was a weight pulling down everyone around her. What a fool she’d been. What a naive, foolish girl. She was no holy warrior.

“Right,” Eris said, her throat tight as she looked at the key that Spot had brought her. “Where does this go?”

She squinted in the darkness, trying to examine the contours of the metal, but before she could get a good look, Kairos stirred beside her. She looked over her shoulder at where he lay, just feet away from Yarra’s charred corpse.

Eris was certain he would have ended himself if she hadn’t gotten to her feet and stopped him. And she knew why, now. Only a monster would be normal after what Kairos had seen and endured.

He was still in a bad state, after having passed out shortly upon Kaan’s retreat. Since his body hadn’t been healed from death, he was still riddled with injuries. His stumped arm was crossed over his chest; the bandages Eris had applied were seeped through with thick splotches of red.

Honestly, Eris was a bit surprised that he hadn’t passed away from blood loss already. A part of her almost wished for it. Better for him to die quietly, and be revived healthy and hale… right? But the doubts she had were too great for her to be anything but worried. They didn’t understand what was happening to him, and Eris didn’t want to take risks.

If Yarra had been telling the truth, there were still ways for Kairos to die permanently even with Kaan’s influence over him. Was bleeding out one of them?

His eyes fluttered open, gazing weakly at the distant ceiling. He lay still, chest gently rising and falling, and then rolled his eyes around until they landed on her.

“Morning, sunshine,” Eris said, and gestured at Spot. “Look who’s back.”

At her words, the dog rushed forward and began to carefully lick Kairos’s face. He blinked, clearly shocked to see Spot again, then ran his fingers through the dog’s fur.

Eris reached out to support him as he eased his way into a sitting position. Strands of hair fell down the sides of his blood-caked face. He sat staring at the floor, breathing hoarsely for a long minute.

What was there to say to one another? Eris bit her lip, trying to find words that would breach the barrier between them, but she didn’t need to.

“What’s that for?” he asked, pointing to the key in her hand.

“Here,” Eris said, spinning around and crossing her legs. She held the key up where they could both see it. “Spot brought it to us.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. Is that so hard to believe, after everything he’s done so far?”

Kairos frowned, and ignored the question. “Do you have any idea what it opens?”

"Looks like it could be for anything." Eris squinted. “There’s a moon engraved on the hilt.”

He went rigid, and sucked in a breath. Cautiously, he reached out with his remaining hand to take the key from her. “Are you certain?” he asked, even as he held it close to his eyes. “Dead Gods.”

“What? What about the moon has you all worked up?”

He handed the key back to her as if it had caught fire. “I… I’m not sure, exactly. I had this dream. I saw… the Gods, I believe. Or at least, the time when the Gods were still alive. I thought it might have just been an effect of having seen Zavax, but at the end of the vision, I saw the moon, like a glowing hot brand descending toward me. Ever since then, I’ve had a sense of where the moon is at all times. It's as though a string is tied from my mind to where it hangs in the sky. I think…” Kairos sighed, and gestured to the key with his stump. “We must find where this leads us.”

Eris clenched the key in her fingers. If that was true, then they had a clear path to take, now. “Agreed. Damn, I wish you could talk, Spot. Would make this a lot easier.”

Spot panted and barked at her. It seemed almost like he was laughing. That would have been amusing, if Kairos didn’t suddenly sway and clutch his fur.

His face was increasingly pale, and his gaze was unfocused. In other circumstances, he’d be bedridden at the nearest medica, but they didn’t have such luxuries.

“Kairos, you should lay down. I’ll leave Spot with you and go see if I can find—”

“No,” he said. “No, it’s alright. I’m alright. I just need a moment.”

A strange silence fell as Eris watched him attempt to gather himself. She wasn’t exactly sure how to talk to him, now. They were beyond pleasantries and small talk, but… what was she supposed to say to someone who knew her in this way? Her problems had always been her own. She’d never told anyone about them who didn’t absolutely need to know, and she’d certainly never let someone know about such intimate moments from her childhood.

In a way, she felt as if he’d seen her undressed, and she wouldn’t be surprised if Kairos felt the same way.

It had been a violation of his autonomy for Yarra to bring Eris into his memories. That horror was Kairos’s to share, if he chose to. And he hadn’t chosen to.

They’d both been forced over a fence of intimacy that neither of them had been ready for. Eris couldn’t even remember when she’d last spent this much time around someone who wasn’t her mother, let alone when someone had known her this well.

That he knew about her pain… she hated it. She couldn’t bear how exposed it made her feel. For the first time in a while, she desperately wished she was alone. Nobody should know her this way, least of all this man who had so many demons of his own.

“Thank you,” Kairos said suddenly, his voice echoing in the vast hall. In the darkness, his eyes were the color of a dull forge. “For… for stopping me.”

Eris jolted, and found that the bottom of her boots were very interesting. “‘Course. Couldn’t just watch you off yourself in front of me, could I?” She heard the callousness of her words as soon as they left her mouth, and regretted them instantly.

Kairos didn’t seem to mind, though. He nodded, his throat bobbing. “I need to figure out what’s happening to me, Eris. The pieces are there, but… I still don’t understand. You heard what Kaan said. He won’t stop until he’s hunted down the remaining Gods. And before, in the city, the scarred man told me that Kaan is a God. I’ve been pulled into a conflict I’ve no knowledge of, and I’m afraid that if I don’t figure it out…”

It was the closest he had ever come to saying that he wished to return from Reaper’s Bend, eventually. Eris urged him to continue, to hear him say it aloud. “Then what?”

“Then I may never know why my family died,” he said, surprising her. “Their slaughter is a part of this, somehow. The scarred man is a part of this. I’m being used, and I’m certain that my family’s murder was the conduit to get me into place. I never intended to come back from here, and I still don’t think I will. But… I cannot die without knowing why. I cannot let their deaths remain an unexplained tragedy. A reason for their deaths won’t bring them back, but it will at least lay my mind to rest, if not my heart.”

Kairos was breathing heavily by the time he finished. Even just speaking had exerted him. Spot whined, and nuzzled his neck.

Eris focused on the dog. She prepared herself to feel a fool, and licked her lips. “Spot?”

The dog looked up from nuzzling Kairos, his head cocked. Eris met Spot’s eyes squarely. “Do you know how we can get some answers?”

Spot began to wag, and barked.

“Ha!” Eris laughed. “I knew it! Tell me that wasn’t a clear answer. That dog understands our words perfectly.”

Woof! Spot stood and trotted off a few feet down the hall, then looked back at them. His paws went up and down in place. The dog was clearly excited.

Kairos was staring, mouth slightly agape. “How…”

Eris grinned at him. “I told you. We should follow him. I don’t know how, but Spot knows something we don’t.”

“I suppose we should,” Kairos admitted, then tried to get his legs beneath himself. Before he managed to straighten, he wavered and nearly fell.

The moment had come that Eris had been dreading. Getting anywhere with him in this state would be a trial, and there was only one way to fix him that they knew of.

“Kairos,” she said. “I—”

“Not yet,” he cut in, then shut his eyes tight. “I can… I can walk. Let’s go see what the dog wants to show us, and then…”

Eris set her jaw. She couldn’t blame him, could she? It wasn’t a small thing, dying. “Right, then,” she said. “I’ll help you up. Hopefully we aren’t going far.”

She clambered to her feet, then bent and laced her arm behind his back. He put his stumped arm over her neck. Eris heard him suck in a sharp breath as they started to rise, and almost instantly, the bulk of his weight began to lean on her. It wasn’t so bad.

Once they were standing, Eris glanced at him. “Can you walk?”

He let out the breath he’d been holding, blinking slowly. “Yes. I think it will get easier as we ho.”

Woof!

Spot pranced in a circle, then galloped forward a few steps and slid with his butt up in the air. Eris couldn’t help but grin, despite the circumstances

“Let’s go see what answers that dead bitch was hiding here, eh?” Eris said. Kairos didn’t laugh.

But from the corner of her eye, Eris swore the corner of his lip tugged upwards a hair.
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For every bit we learn, there is still something yet unknown. I tire of being in the dark. I tire of this world. - Queen Reue, at the crux of the Last War


Kairos was dying, but it was taking longer than he’d thought it would.

Some of the aches faded, though most of them reared their enraged heads and demanded that Kairos notice them. So it was that he leaned on Eris as a drunken fool would after a night filled with too much ale. It was not without a twinge of guilt, however.

He felt a coward for insisting he remain alive for the time being. Now that he had levelled out, fear prickled him at the thought of returning to the shore of the Soul Ocean—or rather, the return journey. If events occurred the same as last time, he would be brought back to the blood-filled cavern once again, and be forced to confront the abomination of a God that leeched him.

He just wasn’t ready for it. Outside the heat of the moment, he had to face his own cowardice. For the first time in what felt like years, he didn’t want to die. Not yet.

So, he felt selfish as he used Eris for support. She shouldn’t be made to carry his burden.

Their feet made percussive scuffing and clopping noises that reverberated down the desolate hall, intermingled with the clack of the dog’s paws. As they walked, their progress slow but steady, Kairos tried to take in what he could see.

Intricate carvings lined the walls, depictions not only of Yarra but of scenes taken from history even more ancient than this place. Stories of the Gods at the birth of the world, and the first peoples that had lived on Lumein. Kairos, even through his studies, had learned little of those pre-ancient cultures. He knew enough, however, to recognize the depictions of the Suthii, with their dragon-prowed boats and egg-shaped skyships. He vaguely understood references to the Oste Vindu, the strange cave-dwellers who had built an entire country in the warrens of the Kilui Mountains.

He wished that there was more light, and tried to understand where light would have come from a millennia ago. Not from torches, certainly, given that it would have all been underwater. Sconces on the wall, too high to reach, contained glass balls that provided no light whatsoever.

The smell of mold was strong, swimming together with dust and the scent of earthy fungus. With them, the iron tang of his own blood made for a rather unpleasant experience. A chill draft came from behind, where they had left the entrance, cooling the back of his neck.

They didn’t walk the empty hall for long. Ahead, the dog came to a stop before an enormous, shadowed opening on their right side. A set of rusted double doors taller than five men put together had been left ajar, and they paused for a moment to watch the dog trot inside.

“A torch would be nice,” Eris lamented.

Kairos agreed with the sentiment, but he saved his energy and just trudged on. Thankfully, the chamber ahead provided some light. And indeed, it was a chamber that deserved to be seen.

It was circular, with rows upon rows of seats stretching around the perimeter up into shadows far above them. It looked almost like an arena, with the center being a massive stage anchored by a gilded podium at the forefront. High above, a glass dome had been shattered on one side, allowing a beam of sunlight to push down into the chamber. That beam struck the podium, illuminating it in a single, bluish light.

The stage and podium were lined with flowing, gilded designs that had once shone bright, but like those outside of the building, were now dull and rust-covered. Behind the podium, at the back of the stage, was a statue of Yarra that would dwarf a Lord’s mansion. It was nearly as tall as the ceiling, and as wide as the stage itself.

The dog ran ahead of them, tail wildly spinning, and leapt up onto the stage. Kairos felt Eris chuckle beside him.

He tried to find the humor in it, but it was like trying to remember the taste of a food he’d only eaten once, years ago. It was as impossible to grasp as the wind.

Eris shifted to hold his weight better, and another wave of guilt came over him. He tried to stand more on his own feet, biting the inside of his cheeks to the pain the action awakened in his bleeding legs.

Together, they hobbled up to the stage, and Kairos sat on its lip to swing the rest of his body up. Eris helped him up again, and they made their way to the podium, in front of which the dog waited patiently for them.

Kairos leaned on the podium instead of Eris once they reached it, discovering that it was empty. Just flat, dust-covered stone, with a cobweb coating its upper corner.

“This is what you wanted to show us?” Eris asked the dog, who was looking up at them expectantly. “There’s nothing here, Spot.”

The dog whined, and bent his head to put his wet nose against the bottom of the podium. Eris stared at the mutt, then at Kairos.

“I don’t know,” Kairos said. “Perhaps the dog doesn’t know either.”

“He does,” Eris insisted. “We’re just missing something. Look around. See what you can find.”

“I cannot look very far. This place is empty, besides.”

“Hmph. I’ll go look around then.” She walked back to the statue at the back of the stage with her hands on her hips and her head tilted up to take the full thing in. The dog whined again as she walked away, ears pulled back.

After a moment, the mutt turned its twinkling eyes up to Kairos instead.

“What?” Kairos asked. The dog just whined once more, and continued to watch him.

Wanting to be useful in some way, Kairos shifted to look at the bottom of the podium. The base was smooth stone, save for a single engraving in its center that had long since become indecipherable.

The dog padded over and nudged the base with his nose a second time. A crease formed between Kairos’s eyes. He bent as much as he could and ran his hand over the base, unsure of what exactly it would accomplish. As it turned out, it accomplished nothing.

A bit irritated, he glared at the mutt, who just sat there with a patient look. Kairos sighed, and because he could think of nothing else to do, continued running his hand along the flat stone of the podium’s surface, searching for any kind of peculiarities. When that proved to do nothing, he reached underneath, his fingers questing over webs and dirt.

Where the base of the pillar met the surface slab, Kairos felt a ridge. A small, almost entirely unnoticeable ridge, that could have been mistaken for a flaw in the sculpting of the stone. But it gave him pause, and he ran his finger over it a few times, discovering its edges were straight.

“Eris,” he called over his shoulder. “I think I found something.”

He didn’t wait for her response before pressing his finger against the ridge. There was a slight resistance, then the ridge sank into the stone just a tiny amount. For a long moment, that made Kairos wonder if he’d been foolish to think he’d discovered something important, nothing happened.

He leaned on the podium to stand upright, turning his head from side to side, looking for any kind of change.

“Are you su—” Eris began behind him, and then the ground began to shake as though someone below was hammering the earth.

The heavy scraping of stone on stone emanated all around the chamber, a rolling, groaning sound. Some unseen mechanism grumbled as it moved for the first time in a millennia, like the waking snore of a slumbering Titan. Kairos craned his head toward the source of the noise.

The floor at the base of the statue of Yarra was grinding away, a slab retracting into the stage to reveal a descending staircase. Orbs of light, the same shape and size as the dull glass balls in the sconces out in the hall, lined the way down. Over the entrance, runes had been inscribed in the lining of the floor, and from them a faint blue light stretched like a thin film that covered the way in.

After a half minute of the rumbling grind, a stillness fell in which dust swirled and danced in the air around the beam of light, disturbed from a long rest.

Eris crossed her arms and shot a lopsided grin at Kairos. “What was that about Spot? ‘Perhaps he doesn’t know’, was it?”

Kairos made a noise somewhere between annoyance and humor, then accepted Eris’s support as she came back over to him. Spot was already standing by the new entrance, whining excitedly.

Once they were close enough, Kairos gently pushed Eris away and walked the last few steps before kneeling to inspect the runes. There were no runes he had ever seen before, but admittedly he had seen very few.

“Can you make anything of these?” he asked Eris.

She knelt beside him. “No idea. Only runes I’ve ever seen were in the Embawe manor, and they didn’t work ‘cause of the charm I carried.”

Kairos rubbed his chin and thought. The runes certainly didn’t look dangerous, but experimenting with unknown magic was never a good idea—especially magic this ancient.

“Alright. Let’s test—”

He’d been planning to grab something inconsequential out of his pack and drop it through the barrier to see what happened, but no sooner had the words left his mouth than the dog simply walked down the first few steps and crossed the barrier entirely unharmed. The dog turned around and looked at them, tongue lolling as if laughing.

Eris actually did laugh, then, a tinkling noise that seemed at odds with her normally rugged demeanor. “I think he’s making fun of you,” she said. She offered her hand to help him stand, but Kairos waved it away.

“You go first,” he said. “I can use the wall for support, for now. It will be more difficult for us to walk side by side.”

Indeed, the corridor was thin and shallow. It would be a hindrance to rely on her help on the way down.

Eris nodded, though concern was written on her face. She cautiously dipped her toe past the barrier, and upon seemingly feeling nothing out of the ordinary, stuck her entire leg in, two steps down. Once she’d gone the rest of the way, Kairos bit his cheek and followed.

There was a slight sensation as he passed through the wavering blue light, akin to the feeling of stepping outside on a winter day. A tingle on the skin, and a brisk jolt. He staggered down the first few steps until he was able to lean on the wall like a crooked support beam.

With a brief chill, he was through. The sounds in the corridor were muffled, and he realized it was because whatever the barrier was, it didn’t allow the sound to escape to the chamber above.

He stood still for a second, frowning at Eris and the dog, who were watching him to make sure he did not fall. But curiosity had claimed him, not pain. He looked back at the thin blue barrier, and, just to see what would happen, he stuck his finger back through it. The same tingling sensation came over his flesh there, but nothing else happened.

“I suppose it is harmless, whateve—” Kairos began, and then for the second time, words were interrupted by a great rumbling and groaning. The slab began to slide back over the entrance, spilling dirt and dust down the stairwell. It moved swifter and quieter than the first time, and before Kairos could suggest they go back up before getting sealed inside, it was already closing shut.

The chamber beyond disappeared behind a smooth surface of stone, and suddenly the only way to go was down.

“Dead Gods,” he said. “We’re sealed in.”

Kairos turned back to Eris and the dog, and found that neither of them seemed to share his concern. Eris just flipped her hair over her shoulder and took another step down the stairs.

“Spot doesn’t seem all that worried,” she said. “I’ll take that as a good sign.”

He stared after her for a long moment as the dog led the way down, and wished that he shared her faith in the animal’s intelligence and sense of safety.


28
[image: ]
We cannot see the barrier of Illuvia’s Blessing. Indeed, there is little to suggest a physical distinction, save for the beginning of the Wastes. But make no mistake, it is there. Leave the west at your own risk, reader. You will find only horror in those hallowed lands of Reaper’s Bend. The land of the living will have to be enough. - A traveler’s report of a short trip to the eastern edge of the Wastes


Eris felt like she was descending into a pit of Wraiths with every step.

Cobwebs clung to the corners of the stairwell, and they kicked up dust with nearly every step they took. The smell of mold had gone away, thankfully. Now it was just… stale, but Eris didn’t mind stale.

“What d’you reckon those runes do?” she asked. They’d been walking downwards for a handful of minutes, and Kairos’s labored breath behind her was a reminder of how difficult the descent must be for him. “They have to do something, right? Are they like… security? Someone with bad intentions comes through and the whole temple guard comes after them?”

Between heavy breaths, Kairos spoke. “I don’t think so. The way was already hidden. It would have been quite difficult for someone to get inside unnoticed, in the days when this place was lived in.”

“What d’you reckon, then?”

“I believe it was a water barrier,” he answered. “A way to keep this area dry. There would have been no way to keep water out anywhere. To open a door would result in the subsequent area immediately flooding. Perhaps those runes repel lake water, making it possible to build a dry location down here.”

“Oh,” Eris said. “That… that makes a lot of sense, actually. Why were you all nervous about coming down, then?”

“Because I could have been wrong. For all we knew, those runes could've turned us into piles of ash, or erased our memories. Rune magic is a dangerous art.”

“When did you learn about rune magic, scholar-boy? I thought you studied ancient cultures.”

Kairos winced, but not at her words. Any man less stubborn than him would’ve never tried coming down these stairs, Eris was sure. “Runes used to be more integral to life in Lumein,” he managed, though the words were strained. “We hardly use them anymore, though the reasons for their decline in relevancy is a debated topic. Back when Avaris was populated, there likely would have been runes…”

He drifted off, his eyes falling on something ahead. Eris followed his gaze, and realized they’d reached the bottom of the staircase. A warm light shone beyond the door, where Spot stood wagging. She could see a balustrade, and a carpeted floor in the orange glow.

Eris took the last ten steps in twos, then stepped through the door with her hands on her hips. As she gaped at what lay beyond, she made a small noise in her throat and waited for Kairos to appear next to her, panting. He straightened after a moment, then slowly went quiet as he too saw what she did.

A grand library lay before them. Rows upon rows of scrolls and tomes and books were neatly arranged upon wooden shelves lining the walls of the square-shaped monolith, that by some miracle still appeared to be pristine. A balcony ran around the edge of the room, and it was that upon which they stood.

Over the edge, more balconies lined the enormous place both upwards and downwards. Balcony after balcony, trailing high and low out of their field of vision, each filled with shelves of books lining their walls. And in the middle of the enormous, tube-like cavern, there was a single pillar of seastone with a lift attached to it. Walkways branched off from the balconies to where the lift met them.

Looking at it, Eris imagined bevies of scholars bustling about the place, holding quiet conversations and swishing their robes. There were ornate carpets and tapestries along the walls between shelves, and sconces that held more of the orbs of yellow light.

Eris was at once in awe of the sheer size and decadence of the library, and also felt extremely out of place. She’d never so much as set foot in a regular library. She’d certainly never been to a university, like Kairos had.

She saw his mouth opening and closing as if he wanted to say something, but couldn’t find the words. Eventually, he just shook his head in amazement. “This is perhaps the last thing I expected us to find down here,” he finally said.

Woof!

Spot had already run down the carpeted balcony, and his ears perked up as they looked at him. “Gonna argue Spot’s wisdom now?”

“No, I will not,” Kairos admitted. Suddenly, his legs wobbled and he nearly fell, sweat peppering his forehead. Eris had to step in and gather his weight as he sagged against the doorway. His breathing was unsteady and hoarse.

“Let’s… see where the dog… is taking us…” he said. “Then… I must rest.”

Eris nodded grimly, taking more of his weight than before as they began to trudge down the length of the balcony. Spot led the way, seeming to understand that their progress would be slow and sitting patiently to wait for them each time he loped ahead.

Hundreds of books filed past them. They seemed mostly untouched by time, though dust had managed to accumulate here and there. Tiny runes were inscribed on the shelves, and Eris tried to examine them as they walked by.

She reckoned their magic sustained the books and scrolls—and probably powered the orbs of light—but the thought of that made her head spin. Worldly magic was a far off idea in Holucia, where learning the sacred arts was an endeavour most folk were terrified of. The idea that anything apart from Illuvia might have any real power wasn't a welcome one where she came from.

There were doors set along the balcony, and most of them were open to show rooms filled with desks, quills and ink at the ready atop them. Sheets of preserved vellum and bundles of scrolls sat on orderly shelves, and instructional boards sat blank and unused.

Spot led them past all of the open doors, down the length of the balcony, and then down the next side. They were reaching the other end of the massive library, passing by the walkway that would lead them to the lift, when Spot finally barked and sat in front of a tapestry just ahead.

Kairos sagged against the wall as they stopped, and Eris frowned at the tapestry. It was a simple depiction of a moonlit night on a farm, with sheep grazing in a meadow.

“Huh,” Eris said. “Moon looks odd in this. It’s white.”

Kairos’s unfocused eyes scanned the tapestry, widening only a fraction.

Woof! Spot nudged the tapestry and sniffed the wall behind it.

“Behind?”

Woof!

Eris shrugged, then ducked down and lifted the tapestry. Behind it, there was only blank stone. Spot leapt up on his hind paws and sniffed the wall, ears perked, then looked up at Eris expectantly. Right where his nose touched the wall, there was a keyhole.

“Oh.” Eris raised her eyebrows, then spent a moment fishing in her pocket for the key Spot had brought her. It fit perfectly. A quick twist, and the sound of a latch clicked quietly.

A draft brushed her face as blue light sprang into existence in the shape of a door right in front of her. Without needing her to touch it, it swung open soundlessly, revealing a dimly lit inner chamber.

Spot gave an excited woof before trotting ahead, his tail making wild circles.

“Ha!” Eris laughed, then stopped just as suddenly as Kairos nearly fell, eyelids drooping. She looped an arm under him, still holding the tapestry up. “Come on. Let’s get you inside and then you can sit.”

Beyond the door was a small, cool chamber, and the first thing Eris saw was a stone bench on one side of it. She helped Kairos get to it, then laid him along its length, his eyes closed and breathing shallow.

Eris knelt by him for a second, making sure he was steady. A long strand of dark hair had fallen over his face, and Eris brushed it away for him. He didn’t seem to even notice.

“I’d tell you to not die,” Eris said. “But… do what you need to, eh? Just make sure you come back.”

His eyes fluttered for a moment. “Just… need a moment.”

Eris watched his chest rise and fall steadily, and found that she didn’t know what to say to that. Instead, she took a look at the room that Spot had led them to.

It was lit by a faded blue light that painted the room in dark oceanic hues. Only a single sconce, set above the hidden doorway, provided lighting for the entire room. A single stone shelf was set into the wall opposite the bench, and the books inside it were locked behind crisscrossing steel chains. There were cabinets with locks on them at the bottom of the shelf, runes inscribed on their surfaces.

Between the bench and the shelf was a circular metal plate set into the floor, gleaming in the cold light. Spot sat atop that plate, his ears pulled back. He was watching Eris with what appeared to be curiosity.

“What now?” Eris asked, exhausted. “Am I ‘sposed to find something in here? What am I looking for?”

She squinted, trying to see if anything looked remotely distinct or familiar. All the books looked pretty much the same as each other to her, and she certainly didn’t recognize any of them. Just as she was thinking she might rest her eyes for a bit before trying to figure out what to look for, she saw a faint red glow emanating from beneath the metal plate in the floor.

With an effort, she inched over to it, and ran her fingers across its surface. The dog shuffled off it, making a small whining noise. Some kind of archaic writing had been etched into the metal. The ridges of the letters were raised and sinuous, as perfectly smooth and polished as if the plate had been crafted only the day before. The red glow Eris had seen seemed to be coming from the metal itself, and as her skin passed over it, a rush of energy jolted through her body.

“Huh…”

She glanced over at Spot and saw that he was watching her intently. “Guess you can’t help, can you?”

To her surprise, as she ran her hand over the surface again, she found that the plate was loose. All it took was her digging her fingers into the edges, and it came free from the slot carved into the floor.

The hairs on her arms stood on end as she held the plate on her knees. A low thrum of energy vibrated through her bones where the plate touched her.

“Sar’s taint, Spot. What is this?” She thought about that for a moment, then had a better question. “How in all of Lumein did you even know it was here? Or where the key was for that matter?”

Unfortunately, Spot couldn’t give her any answers. He simply pawed her leg as if urging her on. Eris took a steadying breath, surprised at how nervous she suddenly felt. It was just a plate with words on it, after all. Words weren’t all that scary.

Eris could read none of them, though. They were in a language she had never even seen before. It was a spiky, harsh text, where each letter seemed to connect into the next without stopping. Only a handful of lines were etched.

“Shit.” She glanced at Spot. “Sorry, bud, I can’t read this.”

“I can.” Kairos had sat up, and was cradling his stumped arm. With a clear, concentrated effort, he slid off the bench to sit beside Eris. A dazed look was on his face, and Eris got the feeling he wasn't fully in his right mind. The loss of blood was probably making him a bit delirious.

Still, he cleared his throat and ran his eyes over the plate. “It reads ‘The Fallen God’,” he said after a moment.

Eris ran her finger along the words. “What language is this?”

“Navaran. The language has been dead for some time, but I learned to read it for a paper I wrote in university…” Kairos trailed off. “Well, I dropped out to join the RedHawks before I ever finished it. Thankfully, I still remember the letters.”

Eris didn’t miss how his voice had dropped to just above a whisper. She pointed at the next line. “What’s next?”

Kairos narrowed his eyes at the words. He scanned them, then licked his lips and began to read aloud. “Here we seal the sickness of the moon. Here we seal the sins of Lumein. From poison we make power, by blood we are bound. Hail, the world made anew. Hail, the moon bleeds.”

As the last words slipped from his lips, Kairos’s voice faded. He opened his mouth to say another word, but only a short breath came out. His head rolled to the side and landed on Eris’s shoulder. She watched his chest rise, then fall, and finally go still. His body sagged against her.

Then in that quiet, hidden chamber, Kairos died again.

Eris put her arm over his neck and pulled his cold body close, putting the plate on the ground. She sent a prayer to Illuvia, because it felt right to do so. With a deep breath, she closed her eyes and waited for him to return.
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The aspects of the Gods are largely a manmade idea. In truth, we have assigned the elements to deities that never claimed them. -A History of the Divine, Chapter 100


Kairos was ripped from the shore of the Soul Ocean once more. No sooner had he realized where he was, than he found himself drowning in blood, flailing and thrashing, the chorus of haunting voices filling his ears.

An invisible hand lifted him and held him suspended above the sea of glistening red, dripping and gagging. Crouched atop the spiked rock shelf surrounding the bubbling blood, the skeletal carved back of Kaan leered at him. Kairos struggled to open his mouth, to speak to Kaan and demand answers. He writhed against the unseen restraints that bound him to silence, his soul howling.

You are not fin—

“KAAN!” the cry tore loose from Kairos’s lips. The carved back twisted into a mocking grin, the eyeholes scrunching. Kairos tried to continue speaking, but it was as though his lips had been sewn shut and he must tear them open again. He railed against the feeling, pushing through it, and forced more words out. “RELEASE…ME…”

The God opened his mouth with a horrid screech. The sound was cracking nails and chipped teeth, a cutting noise that assaulted the senses. He was laughing. And as he laughed, the hold on Kairos’s mouth loosened.

You are not finished, Champion.

“Why are you doing this?” Kairos begged.

You and I are not so different, Kairos Devane. We both crave vengeance.

“I do not want it anymore! I want no part of this! Please, release me!”

Kaan’s carved face twisted into a sneer. Do you think I care for your pleas? You are NOTHING! You humans are no better than the Gods you worship. This world is beyond saving. I will destroy the last of your Gods, and then I will END THIS BLIGHT OF A WORLD!

Kairos felt himself being pulled forwards, the same as the other times, right before he would be sent back into his body. “Wait!” he cried. “At least tell me why! I am your Champion, am I not?”

A warp of air, a flash of red, and suddenly Kairos was inches from the carved, twisted flesh of Kaan’s back. The face there snarled at him. The mad deity’s inhuman eyeholes burrowed into Kairos like nails driven through flesh.

I can feel it in you. Your rage. Your anger. You think you understand suffering. But your life is less than the crashing of a wave on a shore in the eyes of a God. You can never understand why I am what I am.

The hunched body of the God began to stand, his withered, pocked, bony skeleton crackling as he stood. A thousand years, I have remained trapped here, waiting for this. You cannot comprehend how long that is. I have waited, and watched as the Gods of this world killed one another, and I thought my chance at vengeance had passed.

Kaan turned toward Kairos, and his face was… gone. Smoothed, graying skin covered his skull, but the impression that he was looking at Kairos was keen. When the God spoke next, he sounded tired.

I am not of this world, mortal, and I have been here long enough. This realm will end by my hand, and you will be my blade. If I cannot have my home, then the Gods of this world cannot have theirs. You cannot run from fate. You cannot fight it. Go, my Champion. Bring me to Varsik, and then to the foulest of them all. Bring me to SAR.

A vision of waterfalls of lava, falling down either side of a wall behind a grand throne. The face of a roguish woman with dark skin and braided hair.

Darkness flashed. Kairos tried to open his mouth to cry out one more time, but before he could speak again, crimson light engulfed him, and Kaan was gone.
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His head was cradled by a soft pillow. The smell of dog fur and blood filled his nostrils, accompanied by the earthy scent of stone. He felt… whole. The pains that had dominated his very being were gone, and just the sensation of normal flesh was soothing. He resisted the urge to sigh as his scalp tingled. He couldn’t recall when he’d last felt so comfortable in his own skin.

Then he remembered where he was, and who he was with. He opened his eyes. Eris was peering down at him, a hint of humor in her face.

His head was not on a pillow—which he now realized had been a foolish notion—but instead rested on Eris’s lap. The tingling in his scalp was her fingers as she lightly scratched the top of his head.

Kairos blinked.

Blood rushed to his face. He sat up instantly, his cheeks flushed. His hair had been let out of its bun, and hung around his shoulders in waves.

Woof.

Just as he was opening his mouth to say something, the dog leapt up onto his shoulders and began to profusely bathe his face. Kairos resisted for only a moment before relenting and petting the dog in return. When finally the dog was finished, it curled up into a ball between his legs and rested its head on his knee.

“Welcome back,” Eris said. “It took you a while, this time. Had me worried for a bit.”

“… sorry?” Kairos shook his head to clear it. Just like last time, there was a thick fog in his mind in these first moments alive. He held both his hands out in front of him, reveling in the miracle that the left one had returned. “How long, precisely, was ‘a while’?”

Eris shrugged. “Half an hour. More, maybe.”

“I suppose Kaan took his time, given that I am not in any immediate danger here.” Everything since the encounter with Yarra felt dreamlike to Kairos. He’d been in a state of shock and delirium, it seemed. Sitting here now, he remembered the journey and his embarrassment returned. He cleared his throat, picking at the ruined sleeve of his shirt that now couldn’t cover his left arm. “I apologize,” he said. “For making you bear my weight on the way down here. And for… dying on you.”

Eris snorted and waved away his apology. “You don’t weigh that much. As for dying on me, it's not like you chose to. Just happened.” She paused, then, and brushed hair over her ear. “Sorry if it's weird that I was massaging your head. Something my mom did, when I was a toddler. Always felt nice. Thought it might be comforting, coming back from the dead.”

“It was,” Kairos said, realizing how childish his embarrassment was. He knew Eris better now than anyone outside his family, which was strange to think, but it was true. She’d helped him in ways he could never repay, and she’d seen him at his lowest already. He should not be embarrassed at closeness with her, or that he had relied on her help.

But moving forward, he intended to return the favor in any way he could. In his mind, he could hear Papa chiding him, telling him it wasn’t right to receive kindness and keep it all to himself. Kindness was like a borrowed plant. You had to nurture it and keep it in the light, then one day give it back. Kindness couldn’t be left to wither up and die.

As his grandfather’s words unexpectedly came to mind, a sharp pain tightened his chest. After everything he had been through, after what Yarra had made him watch… he could hear the words as if they’d only just been spoken to him. The wave of grief that rolled over him was so sudden, and he was so unprepared for it, that it was all he could do to lock his lips and swallow down the welling of sadness.

“Your hair is nice,” Eris said, averting her eyes from his. “I’m a bit jealous, actually.”

He was pulled from the wave of grief, caught off guard by the compliment. An entirely different, but just as uncomfortable emotion, swelled in its place. He tried to ignore Eris’s sea-green gaze on the side of his face, and the way her silver hair complimented them. He’d never been one to fawn after girls. Indeed, he had usually been too absorbed in his studies or other matters to think of it much. But he’d also never spent this much time around a woman by himself.

He coughed. “Thank you.” Despite what she’d said, he began to gather his hair to put it back in its bun. “Shall we continue reading?” he asked, suddenly desperate to have something to focus on. The metal plate lay between them, and after he finished with his hair, he picked it up, before realizing he had already translated the entire thing. “So, um… right. Hail, the moon bleeds. I wonder…”

Reality came back as he thought about the words. He had spoken to Kaan. The memory came back to him in a rush “He spoke to me,” he said. “Kaan spoke to me.”

“He did?” Eris sat up straight, suddenly attentive.

“He said… he said he was going to destroy Lumein.” Kairos stared down at the metal plate. “He told me that was not of this world, and so he would end it.”

“Not of this world? What, from the stars, then?”

“I’ve no idea,” Kairos said, but as the words left his mouth, the pieces fell into place. “The moon. He must be from the moon. I told you of the feeling I’ve had ever since he first took me. Even now, I can still feel it. I’m certain that if we could see the sky, the moon would be right there.”

He pointed at the ceiling, to where the prickling sense of its location rested.

“‘Here we seal the sickness of the moon’,” Eris said, repeating the words from the plate.

They both looked at the polished circle. Kairos read through the harsh Navaran text once more, and nodded. “This must somehow be related to Kaan. To what the other Gods did to him, to make him crave revenge.”

In a moment of revelation, he looked over at Spot. “The dog knew. He knew what we needed to find. He led us here.”

“I’ve been telling you! Spot isn’t a normal dog. He’s… well, I’ve got no clue what he is. But we need to trust that he knows more than we do.”

The dog swished its tail, its head between its paws as it watched their conversation contentedly. Kairos eyed it for a long moment, then turned his attention back to the metal plate. “We still don’t know what this is, truly. We should bring it with us. Perhaps we will find some answers in this library. And, perhaps, some provisions. I would wager there is more here than just books.”

“Agreed. We should take a look around before going anywhere. I’m running low on food and brightwater.” Eris offered him a small smile, and patted his knee.

A moment passed in which Kairos was a stranger in his own body. It felt like something was wrong with him. His limbs were light; his shoulders were not tense and taut. It took a disconcerting effort for him to realize that what he was feeling was simply the absence of sorrow.

He had forgotten.

He had forgotten what ease and comfort were. He had blotted out everything but the rage in his heart with thick gobs of ink, and now death had scraped clean that mess to reveal them once again. Three times now, Kairos had walked to the ledge of life, and careened off of it. In that process of climbing back, somehow, a piece of him that had lain ruined and desolate had patched itself together—if only partially.

Kairos shut his eyes for a moment, remembering how it had felt to hold the knife tip at his own neck. Remembering the sheer drop from the tower of Skygod Keep. He had thought he’d never feel this way again. He’d been so sure of it.

How foolish it was, he now thought, to assume to know the limits of your own soul. Perhaps it was time to trust that his heart was capable of holding pain and joy in equal parts.

Wind, and the lush mountainside that it scoured. Fire, and the crystalline snow that it melted. Grief, and the love that it echoed.

Sorrow still lingered there, in the corners of his heart, its fangs bared and ready to snap at him the moment his guard was down. But for now, it lingered in the shadows, simply watching.

It was a foreign feeling. Kairos was unsure of how to act, like a stranger joining a merry band by a fire.

“You need to rest some more?” Eris said. “I don’t mind staying here for a bit.”

“No, I…” he started, then swallowed. “I feel okay.”

“I think that’s the first time I’ve heard you say anything so positive.” Eris laughed. “I’ll take feeling okay. Better than what I expected considering you just died.”

It struck Kairos then that he was not the only one who had been injured, and he felt another wave of guilt for his dependence on the woman who had now saved his life several times. “What about you, Eris? Are you okay?”

She blinked, then laughed again. “I’m fine. My ass hurts a fair bit from the fall I took, and my head is still killing me, but I’m all in one piece. Nothing time won’t fix. I think it’s pretty incredible that I’ve gotten past two fights with Dead Gods and left without a scratch on me. Thank Illuvia for that, I ‘spose.”

“I’m glad, then. It’s a miracle we’ve both made it this far.”

“A miracle.” Eris nodded. “Good word for it. Lots of miracles to be found, if you’re looking for them.”

Their eyes met briefly, but Kairos dropped his before the look could linger. The silence that followed might have turned awkward if the dog hadn’t chosen that moment to stand and stretch.

“Ah. Before we go...” Eris said, a sheepish smile playing at her lips. She reached behind her, beneath the bench they leaned against, and brought something out in front of her. It was a leather-bound journal, tied shut by a string. “I, uh… this fell out of your pack, when… when you died. You kinda slumped over and it just… you know…”

She handed it to him. “I didn’t open it!” she said. “But I can’t say that I didn’t want to.”

Kairos had entirely forgotten he’d brought the journal with him. In fact, he had not meant to. The journal had simply been in his pack already when, in a grief-induced daze, he’d filled it with necessities and set out on the scarred man’s trail.

“It’s alright,” Kairos said. “There’s nothing of importance in here.”

“Okay, good… ‘cause I lied. I peeked inside.” Eris grinned at him. “Sketching? I never in a thousand ages would’ve guessed you’d be an artist.”

Kairos stiffened. “Did you… how much did you look at?”

“Just one!” She held up her hands placatingly. “The one on the first page. I didn’t mean to, really. Okay, well, that’s a lie, I did mean to. But I was a bit bored and just wanted to peek, and if it’d been something personal I’d’ve closed it immediately, but it was a drawing. Too interesting to not give it a closer look.”

“Oh…” Kairos took the journal and slipped it back into his pack, trying to stop his face from going red, but failing. “Sorry… that you saw that. It’s not very good. Art has only ever been a passing hobby for me.”

Seeing his reaction, Eris appeared to be cowed, which made him feel guilty yet again for being embarrassed. She was just trying to be friendly, after all. “I’ll show you a good one, later. I started sketching as a teenager, when I knew little of the craft.” Kairos did up the clasps on his pack. “For now, however, I’m eager to leave this room.”

He gathered his feet under him, then stood and offered his hand to Eris. The awkwardness had faded between them, somewhat, and she took his hand with a small smile. Once they were both up, the dog made a noise in his throat and padded over to the door.

“It would seem that Spot is also ready to go,” Kairos observed.

For some reason, this made Eris laugh. She hefted her own pack, and stepped past him.

“What?” Kairos asked. “What’s funny?”

She grinned over her shoulder. “That’s the first time you've called Spot by his name. I knew you’d give in eventually.”
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Do not forget the millions that were lost in the Cleaving. They will become a number to the future generations, but do not let the memory of their achievements and ideas go to waste, we beg you. - Queen Reue


The smell of old books and parchment was thick, and sat in the grand library like an old man who refused to budge from his favorite rocking chair. It reminded Eris of school—what little she’d attended before her mother’s accident, at least. The cramped, sweaty little cabin that all those kids had been crammed into had smelled of paper and ink. Three children had shared a single sheaf at a time to practice their letters. Distant days. She was a bit shocked she remembered them at all.

Leather-bound tomes and perfectly rolled scrolls passed by as they circled another level of the library, and they all looked about the same to her. She stopped occasionally to take a look at the names on spines and the seals on scrolls, even though the languages and symbols were all ancient nonsense.

This wasn’t exactly her area of expertise, but thankfully it didn’t need to be. Kairos had taken the lead, running his fingers along shelves, pausing to take long looks at thick volumes of crammed text. His expression morphed between curiosity, fascination, and something resembling contentment.

A smile hid behind Eris’s lips as she watched him. He’d been like this for half an hour now, as they descended levels and investigated rooms. It was the most lively she’d ever seen him. He’d figured out that the lift operated with a simple lever, and marveled at the simplicity of the rigging. He’d poked his head into stuffy study rooms and postulated aloud at which subjects they’d been the focus of. In her eyes, he’d emerged from a proverbial shell, and seemed to be an awkward little crab that was still figuring out how to scuttle out of the shade.

She was so busy watching him that she forgot to pay attention to the massive library around her. The tapestries and carpets and warm glowglobes melted away. The quiet sound of their boots faded to a patter in the background of her senses.

All of it was worth it, she felt, for this. To see him like this. To know that she’d done enough to at least give him this little glimpse of contentment again.

Despite her failures, they’d made it this far.

Her chest tightened as an ugly thought pulled her inside her own head.

You are truly alone. The scarred man’s words reverberated like a damning chant. There was truth in them that terrified her. The entire interaction had made little sense to Eris at the time, but now… she couldn’t help but wonder if he’d somehow seen into her, and known that Illuvia had left her before she did.

Thinking of it filled her with dread. It had already been a mad quest she’d set out on—now it seemed to be an impossible one. Without Illuvia watching over her, she was nothing. Just as the scarred man had said.

All her life, she’d have given anything to feel touched by the Divine. She couldn’t possibly count the nights she’d spent awake, praying for Illuvia to give her mother a miracle, to rectify the horrible mistake that Eris had made. The idea that she might have truly found a way to connect with Illuvia, and then lost it…

“Come look at this,” Kairos said, breaking Eris from her reverie. He’d stopped by a doorway that had particularly bright light spilling from it. The carpet underfoot ended there, and beyond it was… dirt?

Eris walked up beside him and peered inside, her mouth falling open.

There was a garden inside.

Greenery filled the space in practically every spare inch. Vines, flowers, and tiny trees sat in patches of soil set into the floor itself. Bushels of fruit grew from pots that dangled from the ceiling. Flowers bloomed in groups in the corners of the room; a tiny creek ran through the center in a winding line that ended at each wall. It was an explosion of color and life that jarred the eye after seeing only death and decay for so long.

Kairos went to the center of the room, where wooden tables held a jumble of scrawled notes and sketches of flora: diagrams depicting plant anatomy and half-finished essays that streamed down parchment in tight words.

Before she’d even finished taking it in, Eris was walking inside, her nostrils flaring as she inhaled the scent of plants. Something deep in her heart stirred awake.

“Tide take me, I’ve missed nature,” she said, and lightly ran her hand over the surface of vines that clung to the wall. “This is… what is this, Kairos? How is this possible?”

Her eye was drawn to a bushel of apples, a tangle of grapevines, and the leafy heads of carrots protruding from soil amidst the plethora of plants.

“Ah! Fruit!” She beelined to the apples, and as she plucked one, she saw it was ripe and fresh. It was an impossibility. Practically giddy, she held it up for Kairos to see. “How—and I mean this with every ounce of my being—the shit is this possible? These apples must’ve been hanging here for what, a thousand years at the least?”

“I’ve no idea. It must be the runes. See, they’re inscribed in the lining of the room. They must be preserving all of this somehow,” Kairos said. He walked around with wide eyes as Eris started piling fruit into her pack and chomping into the apple she’d plucked.

Saliva instantly flooded her mouth as the sweetness of the fruit touched her tongue. It was all she could do to not moan out loud as she savored each and every bite. For a few minutes, she just sat there, eyes closed, devouring the apple as if it was the first she’d ever eaten in her life. As she chewed, Spot sat beside her and whined until she tossed him an apple as well. Like he even needed to eat at all.

“I’ve seen these before, somewhere. I could swear…”

She looked over at where Kairos had spoken from. A shelf was screwed into the wall, and atop it were blue and white flowers set in pots. The stems were golden, and seemed to have a shine of their own.

“Oh!” Eris snapped her fingers, tossing away what was left of the decimated apple core. “That’s Merivael. A bit useless, sadly. They live even after they’re pulled out of the soil, so folks in Holucia twist 'em into bracelets and whatnot. It’s 'sposed to symbolize ‘eternal life’ or something. Seen them used for marriage bands, even.”

“Huh.” Kairos fiddled with Merivael, then slung his pack off his shoulder and began plucking leaves off a different plant. “Let’s get as much as we can from here. We should continue exploring. If this is here, then surely there’s much more to be found.”

Eris couldn’t disagree with that. Together, they cleared the room of as food and herbs as they could fit in their bags before reluctantly stepping back into the library. This time, however, Eris was just as excited as Kairos was to explore.

Floor by floor, they began to descend the massive library, discovering rooms full of wonders that Eris would never have imagined. One was full of beakers and jars of liquid that bubbled and brewed seemingly on their own. Another had been turned into a pool, and inside its crystalline waters, tubes full of what appeared to be body matter were submerged.

Each floor seemingly had at least one room that was dedicated to a specific type of research. A room full of insects that were contained by runic boundaries in order to be studied. A hall lined with different cloths that glittered and sparkled under various means of lighting. Even a room that appeared to be a giant tube with a fan at its bottom, apparently for testing vehicles that might have flown a person.

“This must have been the epicenter of scholarly innovation,” Kairos said, as they left a room full of glowing crystals dangling from the ceiling. “It’s ridiculous to me that I’ve never encountered writings about this place. How much has been lost since it was abandoned? How much knowledge and research was left behind? I can’t help but notice that there are no corpses down here, which means that the scholars were somehow all able to flee. And for some reason, they brought nothing with them. I suppose they must have thought that their research would be safer down here… and in a way they were right, weren’t they?”

He stopped to rest his elbows on the railing, and looked over the edge toward the fathomless bottom below.

“I 'spose so,” Eris said, joining him at the railing. “Seems a shame that all this has been locked away for so long.”

“It is. There’s research here that goes beyond what the scholars in Vitexia have discovered. I’m not an expert by any means, but I would wager that the Reaping set humanity back by centuries.” He shook his head, but his eyes were shining. “This place is incredible. We should take our time here. Perhaps we might even find some of the answers we’re looking for. We found that plate already, didn’t we? There must be something more.”

“Right.” The thought of spending more time wandering around the library was at once enticing and frightening. It could take days to fully explore the place, and that meant more days stagnant, not getting any closer to the Eternity Tree. But Eris needed a break. She was still sore all over, throbbing in the head and ass, and exhausted.

Besides, she couldn’t possibly take this away from Kairos.

Eris remembered the first time she’d felt like herself after her curse first manifested. It had taken months and months. She’d isolated herself—spent most of her time living on the road trying to find a cure—and become a shadow. She hadn’t lied when she told Kairos she’d thought of ending herself before. Those months had been one of those times. The thought had dangled in front of her like a hook to a fish, but she’d turned her face away from it repeatedly. The only reason she’d held on was the thought of her mother and the debt she still yet owed her.

And then, one day, she’d woken up and seen the view. Really seen the view, not just looked at it.

She’d fallen asleep on a ridge overlooking a vast, forested canyon, with a glittering river winding through it. It had stretched into the horizon, eventually meeting the base of a mountain range capped by snow. Birds had flown overhead, chirping and soaring toward the waking sun.

It was one of many amazing views she’d passed in her months on the road through southern Holucia. But that time, for the first time since the fateful day Magus Castellian’s apparition had first appeared, Eris had felt a moment of peace. A clarity that reminded her that the world was bigger than her pain. That there was still beauty, beyond her suffering.

Looking at Kairos now, she wondered if this—exploring this ancient library—was doing the same thing for him. Reminding him that there was a shore at the end of his ocean of grief.

She hoped that it was.

“You’re sure you’ll be able to?” she asked, voicing a worry that had been nagging at her. “Won’t Kaan force you on ahead like before?”

Kairos tapped his fingers on the railing. “He hasn’t so far. And I’ve not doubled over sick now that I’m giving voice to the idea of slowing down. Perhaps… perhaps he wants us to find something, down here.”

“Hm.” Eris stepped away from the railing and rubbed her aching back. “Then let’s take it slow, like you said.”

She made to continue on, considering it a plan. But before she made it more than a couple of steps, Kairos reached out and touched her arm.

It was so unexpected that she nearly flinched. Instead, she froze in place, looking down at where his fingers lightly touched her forearm. Just as quickly as contact was made, Kairos pulled his hand back, and glanced at the floor.

“Sorry,” he said. “It’s just… let me carry your pack. I’m all healed now. I can see that you’re still in pain from… from your fall… and I just wanted to offer…”

He was practically mumbling by the time he stopped talking, color rising in his face.

Eris grinned at him. “I’ve never had a pack mule!” She slung her pack off her shoulders and handed it to him. “What should your mule name be? Packso? Lumbo?”

A look that was dangerously close to amusement flitted across his face. “Kairos is just fine.”

“Whatever you say, Tanys.”

“That’s not—” Kairos started, then snorted and shook his head. “Packso it is.”

Eris let out a laugh. “Right, then, Packso. Let’s get moving.”
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The rest of the day passed in a dreamlike tumble from room to room, impossibility to impossibility. They saw glass tanks full of multi-eyed fish, runic scrawls etched in stone tablets, winding trees that stretched hundreds of feet to distant ceilings. Rooms full of tomes and scrolls that would take years to read through, storage areas with thousands of quills and bundles of vellum, and laboratories packed with organic materials that Eris could scarcely recognize.

Hours passed by. Her eyes began to glaze over the sheer amount of wonders they encountered. She began to daydream at times, as Kairos eagerly examined each room and muttered to himself, Spot often at his heels with perked ears.

It was pleasant. Relaxing, in its own way.

The absence of danger was a relief that took time to adjust to. For the first few hours, Eris kept imagining they would find some horror around every corner, but slowly began to sink into a comfortable acceptance that, for the first time in a long time, there was nothing waiting for her in the dark shadows of every room.

When yawns began to push their way out of her mouth, Kairos suggested they stop for the day. They found a room full of leather chairs and thick carpets. Dim lamps lit by glowglobes sat on tables beside the chairs, and heavy shelves full of thick books muffled the sound of the room.

They even found pillows and blankets. It seemed to be a study room of some sort, and it made for the perfect place to rest.

After devouring more of their newfound rations, the need for sleep began to assert itself more thoroughly in Eris. She sat in silence with Kairos as he intently examined a book he’d pulled off one of the shelves, his face thoughtful as his eyes flickered left and right across the page. Spot was curled up in a ball beside them, legs twitching as he dozed.

Eris didn’t even realize she was beginning to fall asleep until she took a long blink, and was suddenly laying down, her head cushioned by a pillow. Kairos was giving her a bemused look. It was his face in the dim lamplight that she carried with her into a deep slumber.
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She awoke to the sound of crying.

Not wailing, or sobbing, but a soft, gentle sniffling and restraint of breath. It was so quiet that she almost didn’t hear it at all.

It couldn’t have been more than a few hours since she’d fallen asleep, and at first she was frustrated to have been unable to sleep through the night even in comfort such as this. But once she recognized what she was hearing, she sat up, blinking in the dim light.

Kairos was sitting on the other side of the room. His head was in his hands, and a book was open at his feet. Spot lay a few feet away, watching him.

Eris considered staying put. She considered ignoring it, wondering if he would want that. He might want to be alone. He might resent it if she went to him.

But she went anyway.

She sat up, and slowly padded over to the small pool of yellow light that he sat beneath.

Kairos didn’t look up as she sat across from him, and looked at the book open at his feet. Which, she now saw, wasn’t one of the books from the library.

It was his sketchbook.

The pages were open, revealing a myriad of drawings. A fern here, a flower there. A sword, and a temple. They were rough sketches, done with quick, short strokes that Kairos had clearly hastily thrown together. Each was labeled in a similar way.

My cherry fern.

My daisy.

My sword.

My village temple.

And on the page next to the smaller sketches was one that dominated an entire page. A detailed, thorough drawing of someone who was unmistakable.

Kairos had drawn his brother with a relaxed, easy smile on his face, tousled hair falling down into his eyes. The label beneath it said “My right hand.”

For a long few moments, Eris looked at the drawing, seeing the obvious care and attention that had been put into it. The love. She found that words escaped her as she tried to imagine how painful it must be for Kairos to look at this picture of Calin.

“Kairos…” she began, then thought better of speaking. Perhaps the best thing for her to do was be quiet.

Kairos wiped his eyes as he heard her speak. “It’s alright. I’m… alright,” he said, but continued to stare at the floor.

In the silence that followed those words, Eris examined him, then cautiously put a finger on his sketchbook to flip the page. Beyond the drawing of his brother were full portraits of his grandfather and grandmother, respectively labeled “My head” and “My heart”.

He’d drawn them in intense detail. Every line and crevice of their faces was sketched with attention and fervor. They were smiling, looking out from the page with amusement, like they’d known Kairos would one day draw them just like this.

A teardrop dripped off Kairos’s chin onto the carpet.

“These are wonderful,” Eris said, her fingertips grazing the paper.

In response, Kairos wiped his face once again. “I’m sorry to wake you, Eris. I’m alright. You don’t have to worry about me.”

“Where did you learn to draw like this? How did you have time, while you were studying?”

A reluctant pause, before Kairos answered. “I taught myself. I… just kept trying, until it felt like I was capturing things the way I wanted to.”

“It’s amazing.” Eris lightly pushed the sketchbook back to him. “I don’t think I could ever draw like that.”

Kairos finally looked up at her. His eyes were red, but there was a softness to his features that hadn’t been present just days before. “Nonsense. You could. You’ve just… never had the time to practice like I have. You’re more than capable of anything you want to do.”

She made a noise expressing her disagreement. She’d never been particularly good at anything. The only skills she possessed had been born from necessity, and they weren’t exactly skills to boast of.

“I’ll never understand how you do it,” she said. “How you capture something so perfectly.”

“I don’t.” Kairos traced the sketch of his grandfather with his finger. “Not really.” He took a moment to think, gently biting his lower lip. “One of my professors once said that it’s impossible to truly know someone. That every person, no matter who they are, will show a different face depending on who they’re with. That we’re all liars, in a way, because we’re incapable of ever showing all of ourselves to anyone.”

He shook his head, eyes shining. “He meant it as a bad thing. But I disagree. People… are like the facets of a crystal, and we are like a beam of light passing through it. Each person refracts our light in a different way, revealing a different truth about us. Nobody will ever know me as my family did, but they also never knew me in the way that others did. It doesn’t matter that we don’t know how our loved ones’ light shines around others. Only that we love the light that shines when they are with us.”

“My drawings… they’re who I see when they’re with me. Who they are, through my eyes. They’re not perfect, and they never can be. Because they’ll always be a refracted version of the person I’m trying to capture. And that’s okay. I’ve spent so long thinking…. thinking that I should burn this notebook. My family is gone. I thought that keeping these portraits was a foolish way to hurt myself, to remind me of the light that’s been extinguished.”

Kairos gently put his hand on the page of his grandmother’s face. “But I was wrong. They’re still here. That light still exists in these pages. Their memory can never die, so long as I hold it. I might never see them in the flesh ever again, but here, I can see them as I once did. It would be selfish beyond belief to refuse to carry that weight.”

As if realizing how much he’d been talking, Kairos shut his mouth abruptly and shot Eris a sheepish look. Eris found that she couldn’t take her eyes from his face.

Some men, including Kairos only days before, thought that to speak was to die. That showing a gap in your armor was as foolish as being naked in a winter storm.

But Eris had never seen it that way.

She was fairly certain this was one of the bravest things she’d ever seen a man do.

With a gentle touch, she placed her hand atop his. “Then it’s a good thing you don’t have to carry it alone.”

They looked into each other's eyes for a long moment. Eris felt his hand rotate upwards so that they were palm to palm. The movement sent a tingle up her arm, and abruptly she had to lower her eyes. She let her hand linger for a moment longer, confused by what she felt, confused why she didn’t want to move away.

But then she did, and clasped her hands together between her knees. “Can you… draw me like that?” she asked. “I’d like to see it.”

She worried for a moment that he would outright refuse, that she’d overreached the limits of their friendship into something he reserved for loved ones.

“O-of course,” he said, and fiddled with the hem of his cloak. “I can try, at least. But it will take me some time. I never get it right on the first try, and… it will just take me some time.”

“That’s okay.” Eris offered a small smile, but he didn’t return it, his face flushed.

Kairos rubbed the back of his neck. He reached forward and took his sketchbook, shutting it closed gently.

“What about you?” he asked. “What hidden talents do you have? Surely, between the two of us, drawing cannot be the only secret skill.”

“Hidden talents, eh…” Eris ran her fingers through her hair. “I can hunt quite well. No… that’s not all that hidden, is it? Hm… I can climb trees like an expert. No, no, that’s not all that exciting either.” She cleared her throat. “I can sing a bit, I suppose. I haven’t given it a go in a while, though. I used to sing for cenny at taverns when I was struggling to make ends meet. Tide take me, must’ve been eight years since then.”

Kairos cocked an eyebrow at her. “Could you…” he started, then apparently thought better of the question. “Never mind, you don’t have to—”

Eris bit back a curse. Why’d she gone and said she could sing? She picked at a hangnail on her thumb. “I’ll sing. It’s only fair. You let me see your drawings, after all. Let me think…”

She searched through her mind for a song she knew well—a short one, and one that she felt comfortable she could hit the notes in. After a pause, she licked her lips and glanced at Kairos.

"Sally danced ‘till twilight fell

And Barry did so too

One and one they made pure music

And kept the night away

Sally found her way to Skell

And Barry found his too

One and one they removed their tunics

And kept the night away

Sally screamed ‘Oh Gods in Hell’

And Barry hollered too

One and one they rose into it

And kept the night away"

When she finished, her last words died in the muffled carpet and thick bookshelves. Eris tucked her hair behind her ear. It hadn’t been her best performance, all in all. A bit pitchy, but fine in general. She still felt a flush of red climbing into her face.

Kairos was staring at her. She couldn’t read his emotions whatsoever, and felt a tad bit of unease when he said nothing after a long moment.

“Well?” she asked.

He coughed and scratched the side of his head. “Was that… was that song about sex?”

It was Eris’s turn to stare. She searched his face, unsure of how serious he was. “Yes, you clod. What else would it be about?”

Another pause followed in which the two of them simply stared at each in mutual confoundment. And then Kairos burst into laughter.

A hearty, belly laugh that made him bend over his knees, clutching the carpet with white knuckles. His eyes crinkled at the corners, and his lips pulled away to reveal a brilliant smile that dispelled years off his age.

It was as though dark clouds had parted, allowing a single ray of sunshine to peer down onto the earth. Eris couldn’t help it; she laughed with him.

The joyous look on his face sent an odd feeling through Eris. Had he always been that tall? Had his jaw always been set at that angle? When was the last time she’d spent this much time around a man?

Eris brushed the feeling away with annoyance, but it returned like a buzzing gnat. She pushed it aside again, and firmly shut a door on it. But as she looked at the grin on his face—the crooked set of his lips and the boyish glint in his eyes—the door creaked open a notch and refused to shut again.

“Where did you learn that song?” Kairos said, still grinning.

“It’s popular in Jathe. A sailor taught me it in exchange for a round of drinks. Tends to be a crowd pleaser.”

“I bet it does.” The smile started to slowly slide off his face, but the youthful shine didn’t vanish immediately. “I hope you’ll sing more for me, later. You have a lovely voice.”

Eris felt the smile start to fade from her own face as the moment passed. She wondered what to say, unsure of how to speak to him now that he was… well, not so sullen. It was like an entirely new person had emerged from a chrysalis with the breakthrough of a smile.

Before, she’d been able to cover up the fact that she was useless because he had seemed just as broken as she was. But now… he was going to see right through her, wasn’t he? He’d realize quickly enough that she was really only getting in the way. And then…

She was saved the need to speak as Spot raised his head and whined. The dog seemed to be looking at them with annoyance, ears flattened and eyes tired.

“Are we keeping you up?” Eris said.

Spot grumbled an unmistakable affirmative. Eris and Kairos exchanged a look, then both began to laugh once again. It was short-lived, but again dispelled any awkwardness that might have begun to fall in its place.

“I suppose rest is a good idea,” Kairos said, stretching his arms out. “I’ll take first…” He drifted off. There was no need for sleeping shifts.

“Let’s both sleep as much as we can.” Eris slowly stood, feeling strangely light. She went back to the place on the carpet where she’d fallen asleep with a pillow under her head. Kairos joined her a moment later, finding a spot next to one of the leather chairs.

As they both settled in, Eris thought of what to say. Something that would alleviate any remaining tension between them.

But she discovered she didn’t need to. The silence was comfortable in a way that was only possible with someone you had come to feel safe around. In a way that felt like it lifted some unseen weight from your body.

She fell asleep thinking of how his hand had felt against hers. It wasn’t such a bad feeling to fall asleep to.
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Days went by full of more life than Kairos ever expected to live again. Days spent reading and exploring, laughing and crying. At times, it felt like he was watching himself through someone else’s eyes, so suddenly overwhelmed by the normalcy of what he was doing that he could scarcely believe it was real.

He’d be poring over an old tome, picking it apart the best he could with what limited knowledge he had of the Ancient Languages, and abruptly have to pause as he realized he wasn’t tense or angry. He’d be walking through a room filled with trinkets and glittering cauldrons, then suck in a sharp breath to catch himself as a memory from days long past at university entered his mind.

His emotions swung so rapidly and so strongly that, despite the peacefulness and joy he felt in those days, his heart was thrashed like a kite in a hurricane. Grief would drown him so quickly that he would have to sit and breathe to stop from melting down. Mirth and comfort would rise in him so quickly that his cheeks would hurt from smiling and he’d pause to catch his breath after something Eris said.

The hours were long and full as they traversed level by level down the enormous library, which was turning out to be more gargantuan by magnitudes than Kairos had first thought. There seemed to be no end to it. Even after days and hundreds of levels descended, there seemed to be no end to the place. It made no sense. It, along with so many other things, was an impossibility that bent his mind to think of.

The only reasoning he could think of was the archaic runic language that was imbued everywhere in the library. Runes that, if his scant knowledge was worth anything, could do things beyond the wildest imagination of modern scholars. Indeed, he spent so much time poring over texts regarding the runes that their progress was sluggish mostly due to him.

But he made himself stop, as he realized it would take years—decades—to even find the kind of text he was looking for. Not just about the runes, but about any mention of Kaan in religious lore. He’d been of a mind to believe that all traces of the God had simply been lost during the Reaping, but even here in this library he found nothing that even mentioned him.

There were entire sections dedicated to the other Gods. Entire rooms and galleries dedicated to showing the rituals and beliefs their followers utilized, entire shelves full of nothing but their mythology. There was a whole floor seemingly entirely dedicated to Yathuna, Sar’s dragon, who was said to have burned entire peoples from the land. But there was no sign of anything regarding Kaan.

And, curiously, no signs of any research dedicated to military endeavors. Something he had fully expected to find. Was it possible that this had once been a place for scholarly research open to all the nations of the world? Could a hub of intellect so great ever have existed?

Navaran, the language in which nearly everything here was written, had once been the Common language of the world. It would make sense then that the language had been a deliberate choice, if this truly had been a world-wide hub of research.

The thought of it boggled his mind. It also made him wonder why Kaan allowed him this time to roam.

So far, the God had pushed him onwards. Ever since that fateful night at Skygod Keep, he couldn’t remember ever being without a sense of urgency—a constant prickling to move onwards. Part of it was the change within himself, he was certain, but Kaan had gone entirely quiet in his mind. There had to be a reason.

“Kairos?”

He snapped out of his rumination, his eyes finding Eris at the balustrade. She was tossing a silver ball in the air, catching it repeatedly. They’d found a room full of them a few floors up.

“Yes?”

She gave him a small smile. “What’s going on?”

Only then did Kairos realize he’d been completely silent, staring at a bookshelf for a long time. “Nothing.” He shrugged to clear his head. “Nothing. I’m just thinking.”

Their gazes met as he strode forward to join her. His stomach tightened, as it had been for the past couple of days every time this happened. Looking at her had become like trying to look at the sun; he couldn’t do it for long without needing to avert his eyes.

It struck him, at times, how ridiculously fortunate he was to have her here. How in this darkest of times, he had somehow met such an incredible person.

“Are you alright?” he asked.

“Me? Why wouldn’t I be?”

“I hope I’m not constraining you. If you’d like, you can go on ahead of me. I know I’m moving slowly.”

She waved off his words. “Nonsense. I’m useless here anyways, I won’t find anything on my own.”

“Don’t say that.” Kairos hated it when she spoke about herself that way. Couldn’t she see how absurd a statement it was?

Eris glanced at him. “I can’t even read anything in this place. We’re better off just sticking together.”

“I only meant—”

“I know what you meant,” Eris said. “But I don’t want to split up anyways.”

“Alright. All I’m saying is that you’re smarter than you give yourself credit for. I’m certain you could find something on your own.”

She gave him a strange look. “If you say so.”

There was another thing she always did. Deny any kind of compliment he tried to pay her, no matter how small. It frustrated him. He had nothing but words to give her in return for the kindness she had shown him, yet she always found a way to make those words feel inadequate.

Before he could say anything else, Spot came speeding around the corner of the balcony ahead, barking. They both turned toward the dog as he skidded to a stop in front of them, then barked again meaningfully.

The dog had often gone missing over the past couple of days, often for hours, then come back slinking and looking exhausted. They had no idea where he went off to. He’d seemed restrained ever since they entered the library, subdued in some way. This was the liveliest he’d been in days.

Kairos exchanged a look with Eris. “Guess he wants us to follow him again.”

“Looks like it.”

Spot barked in affirmation. Without waiting for them, he sped away again, and stopped just in front of the walkway to the lift. The pair of humans shrugged their packs and followed, shoulders brushing as they walked side by side to the lift. It was a plain wooden platform with a lever in its middle that sat directly upright. If pushed to the left, the platform descended; to the right, it climbed the library.

Spot sat next to the lever as they stepped onto the platform, ears perked. No sooner had they gotten their feet off the walkway than he leaned his head against the lever and pushed it to the left with his snout. With a light rattle, the platform began to descend quietly, controlled by a pulley of chains and ropes.

Kairos looked at Spot with amazement. “Dead Gods, when’d you learn to do that?”

Spot opened his mouth and let his tongue loll out.

Levels of the giant library passed them one by one. Countless books and rooms full of knowledge and research. It would take days, weeks even, to get through all of it if they continued at the pace they’d been going so far. Kairos stood by the edge of the lift, watching it all go by, wondering again at the immensity of it all.

Down and down and down they went, ears popping in intervals.

“Sar’s taint, I was beginning to think this led straight to the Soul Ocean itself.” Eris looked over the edge, and when Kairos looked down with her, he saw they were finally reaching the bottom floor.

White stone and mellow light awaited them as the lift came to a natural stop on the lowest level, and the lever sprang back to its upright position. The bottom floor was different from the rest of the library. For one, the stone walls were entirely blank, save for sconces of light. The area surrounding the lift was circular, and there were no doors or shelves. Only a single passageway could be followed.

Spot trotted down the passageway and waited for them. It was short and wide, and within less than twenty steps they emerged into another chamber. It was another circular room, with statues standing at intervals around its edge.

Blue orbs of light hung over each statue. It didn’t take a scholar or a genius to recognize the what they were. There were five of them, and each depicted one of the Gods. Having seen two of the Gods in person now, Kairos saw just how accurate the depictions were.

In the middle of the statues, a metal circle had been built into the white stone floor. Complicated, flowing designs swirled throughout the circle, an intricate work that glinted in the blue light. And in front of the circle, a steel podium had been erected, its face reaching Kairos’s chest. On it, there was a map of Lumein.

Spot sat beside that podium, and it was there that Kairos walked first, his fingers lightly reaching out to brush the surface of the map. As soon as his skin touched the metal, small blue orbs—just the same as the ones in the sconces—lit up, scattered across the map.

Eris walked over and peered over Kairos’s shoulder as he pulled his hand away

“The hell is this?”

Kairos stared at the map, his mind racing. “I think…” He brushed the steel with his finger again, and where he touched it, the blue orbs lit up brighter. “I think I’ve heard of this before, but I’m unsure.”

“What do you think it is?”

Kairos hesitated. “A Tether.”

“Really?” Eris looked around the room with a scrunched forehead. “This place?”

“I believe so. We know so little about Tethers, but… this map. It looks as though we can select a location.” Kairos gained confidence in the idea as he spoke. “The rune magic for Tethers was lost to us at the end of the Last War, but we know they were utilized for transportation between nations. What if, in this instance, Tethers were used to connect different areas of the world to this location, to use it as a hub for research with scholars from every Domain? In fact, it makes more sense than anything. How else would so many human scholars have reached this place? Surely, they weren’t all swimming down here. We’re far below the bottom of the lake at this point.”

“Tide take me…” Eris stepped up beside him, her head close to his. She frowned. “Even if you’re right, what are the odds it still works?”

Kairos brought his hand over to the west, to Illuvia’s Domain. Only one orb was set into the steel there. It was in the south, where Holucia would be, and as he touched it with his finger, it remained dull.

He moved it further east, and an orb lit up somewhere in the middle of Zavax’s Domain—in the center of Navara. Nearly every orb remained dull as he passed his hand over the map, all save a few in the far east and one in Varsik’s Domain.

“It must be that the locations that light up are still intact,” Kairos said. “Perhaps the dull ones have crumbled or no longer work. From what I understand about runes, it would only take a slight mistake in runic integrity to disrupt their use.”

“Which means,” Eris said, and pointed to the east side of the map, where one of the orbs was still lit up, “that we might be able to cut weeks of travel from our journey. If that one’s working. And coming back, we could jump from here, to here.”

She pointed at a spot on the far eastern side of the map first, near where her paper map indicated the Eternity Tree was, and then at the furthest west location in Navara.

“Assuming that it works. And that we can figure out how to use the Tether. And that…” He drifted off.

“What’s the worst that could happen?”

“We could be sent somewhere that’s been buried under rubble, and suffocate to death. We could get sent to the wrong place and have no way back. Or, we could simply be vaporized by some runic magic that we don’t understand. Anything could happen. We have no way of knowing what possible dangers there are to utilizing such ancient technology. This is beyond anything I’ve ever seen, if it truly is a Tether. Besides… we shouldn’t be thinking about the return journey yet. There’s no guarantee that…”

Eris gave him a pointed look. “Forget the Tether for a moment. We’ll find a way,” she said, and leaned against the podium. “This is about revenge, right? Kaan was betrayed by the Gods, somehow, and he just wants payback. Alright, so, you go finish that revenge for him, and what’ll he need you for then? Don’t give up hope, Kairos.”

Hearing her words, Kairos wanted to believe them, but to his ears they felt naive. Kaan had told him that he intended to destroy Lumein. Even if Kairos managed to make it to the end of all this, if he managed to survive a battle against Varsik and then Sar, how could he possibly stop Kaan from accomplishing that final goal? He was at the whims of the God, a slave to the being’s desire.

Before, he hadn’t wanted to ever return from Reaper’s Bend. Now he was forced to face the fact that the option had ceased to exist the moment Kaan had made him a Champion.

These past few days had been a gift. He was grateful beyond measure to have felt something other than despair once again. But he simply couldn’t make himself believe that it would last, or that there was something beyond it.

Horror still waited for him. Pain still hid around the corner. He knew it was coming, and knew that there was nothing that could stop it.

“I never expected to come this far,” Kairos said. “I certainly never thought about coming home, not once in the weeks that I chased the scarred man out of Vitexia. Not once as I crossed the Wastes. But I… I want to, now. I want to see my home again. I just don’t think it’s possible, Eris. I don’t think this is a journey I return from. I’m only a man. I cannot stand here and pretend to be strong enough to defy the will of the Gods. Hope… hope would poison me. I’ll keep going, but I’ll not delude myself into thinking that there’s a future for me. One way or another, this journey ends in death.”

Eris smacked him. Not hard, and only on the shoulder, but a smack all the same. He turned to her, eyes widening. Her gaze was cold. “Hope isn’t poison, Kairos. We’ve had a similar conversation to this before, and I’m tired of it. Being hopeless is a privilege. And it’s a betrayal of every kindness that’s ever been done for you. You’re here because of hope. Because other people hoped for you—and gave for you in pursuit of that hope. If you give up, if you turn around and lay yourself bare to whatever happens instead of clinging to hope and trying to make things better, you’re spitting on the kindness of everyone who’s ever loved you. And you of all people don’t get to do that. Kaan said he wants to destroy Lumein, didn’t he? Well then, we have to stop him from doing that. You don’t get to live in despair anymore.”

Kairos balked. “I’m not saying I’m giving up. I’ll do my best. I’ll do everything I can. Is that not enough? Why must I delude myself into hoping for a life after this, when it could so easily be taken from me?”

“It’s not enough! It’s not enough to just keep going. It’s…” She made a frustrated noise and turned away from him.

Shocked by the sudden outburst, Kairos could only stare at her, his mouth hanging open a fraction.

“I’m sorry,” he said, after a time. “I didn’t mean to upset you.” He searched for words that felt right, confused at how he’d hurt her. Tentatively, he reached out again and touched her shoulder. With what seemed to be a heavy effort, Eris looked over it at him. “I haven’t given up. I won’t give up. Not anymore. I’ll do everything I can to end this, and to get you to the Eternity Tree. ”

He should have stopped there. He knew he should have stopped there, but his mouth kept moving as a thought pressed its way out that had begun inflating in him as soon as he realized what this room was. “And to do that… to do that, I think I must go on alone.” His throat grew tight, and he focused intently on the map of Lumein. He pointed to a glowing blue orb where the ancient city of Xia would be. The capital of Varsik’s Domain. “I must go to Xia, to face Varsik. But you have an opportunity here, Eris. If this Tether works, then you should go ahead of me. We can get you within a day or two of the Eternity Tree. This is your best chance to cure your curse and return home safely. If you come with me, you’ll be putting yourself in needless danger. You’ve done more for me than I could ever have asked for. You should save yourself while you can, before something worse happens.”

He shut his eyes, hating every word as he spoke them. The thought of being alone again terrified him, but he knew it's what was right. Eris had carried him far enough. She deserved to go on, to be free of the chains that bound him.

She stepped back from him. Back from the podium. Her arms crossed, her legs stiff. It took a long moment for Kairos to meet her eyes, and to his absolute horror, there were tears in them. “Is that it, then?” she asked.

“Eris.” He nearly choked on her name, taking a step toward her. She stepped back again, into the metal circle on the floor. Kairos floundered internally. Did she think he wanted this? “I…” he said. “I just want you to not… to… you deserve better than this! You don’t have to shackle yourself to my pain anymore. I would go to the ends of the earth by your side, if I knew it would end in peace for you. But it can’t. Not so long as I’m with you. I can’t pretend otherwise.”

Why was this happening? Where had he gone wrong? All he wanted was to save Eris from the fate that awaited him. All he wanted was for her to find peace and happiness. And there was no joy ahead at the end of his road. She had to know that… right?

Eris said nothing. She just stared at him, hurt written plain on her face. Kairos stepped forward again, his foot crossing over into the metal circle. Spot trotted up beside him, growling suddenly. Kairos ignored him.

“I’m not…” Kairos said. “I don’t…”

Eris looked like she was finally going to speak as he scrambled for words. But before she could open her mouth, the metal circle flashed bright white suddenly, and a woman’s booming voice resounded in Kairos’s skull.

There you are. Finally. Took you long enough.

The light from the circle flared, blinding rays bathing them. Kairos managed to exchange a panicked look of shock with Eris, finding the emotions reflected in her.

Then the light swallowed him, and everything snapped like the cracking of a whip.
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Tethers, as with so many constructs, were largely lost upon the destruction of the East. It is a shame of the highest order that so much remains unrecovered. We can only dream of one day rediscovering such things, given that we no longer have the Divine to guide us. - A professorial dissertation at Vexxilian Vanderport University


Like blades of grass being woven into a man-shaped basket, Kairos’s body was constructed from the feet up, sensation returning first to his soles, then his calves, thighs, torso, and arms. Last was his head, which sat upon his neck like a swollen melon from the first second that it appeared.

He was blinking rapidly, but seeing nothing. There was a heart-pounding moment where he feared that his eyes had not come along with the rest of his body. But between one blink and the next, vision returned to him.

He was standing upon the surface of a black sea, surrounded on all sides by currents and eddies. Another blink. No. Not a sea. A mass of land, covered in cooled lava that had solidified in curves and ridges that appeared to be waves on first glance. A storm-blasted horizon stretched unmarred in all directions but one, where great volcanoes sat in the far distance.

Eris stood in front of him, just as she had been moments ago. Spot still growled at his side. Behind, another steel podium—identical to the one back in the library—was buried half in the ground.

“Sar’s taint!” Eris cursed, stumbling backwards. “What the fuck…”

“I don’t know.” His voice shook as he spun in a circle, fingers clenched into fists. “That voice. Someone was watching us. They activated the Tether, somehow.”

Sweat started to prickle his forehead as he struggled to control his breathing. He waited for the booming voice to return, or for something catastrophic to happen, but there was… nothing. Quiet. The distant whistling of a weak breeze.

The remains of a city protruded from the rock all around them, skeletons of buildings long gone that remained above ground in blasphemous defiance of nature’s decision to claim this land. Only the tops of structures, peaked roofs and towers, had remained above the destruction, and their hollow bones were charred ruins on the endless black horizon. The sun had not yet risen, leaving the sky a washed-out gray.

“We’re in Xia,” Kairos said in realization, still reeling from the suddenness of it all. “On your map, the area that was blacked-out. This must be it. The lava flow from those volcanoes must have…”

“Kairos.” Eris strode forward, her knives glinting in the sun. “We have to move. That voice, whoever it belonged to, was waiting for us. They sent us here. They could be coming now. We could be standing in a trap for all we know.”

Their eyes met, and Kairos nodded. There was a promise in the look they exchanged. An acknowledgment of the conversation they’d just been having, which by necessity, was being put on hold. Bigger problems had arrived.

Kairos suddenly felt exposed, naked.

It was a dead land, but already he’d seen that death didn’t have such a firm grip here in Reaper’s Bend. There was nowhere to hide out here, if danger was coming. And since they’d been unable to find weapons in the library, Kairos was still without a sword.

Whatever was happening, he was practically defenseless unless Kaan decided to come out. Something he wasn’t particularly keen to repeat.

As if she could read his mind, when he turned back to Eris, she was holding one of her knives out to him, hilt first. She had shed her cloak and tied it around her waist. “We’ll try to find you a weapon as soon as we can,” she said. “For now, I hope you know how to use one of these.”

“Well enough.” Kairos accepted the knife, and tucked it into the overlarge sheath that had once held his sword.

Eris’s face darkened as she scanned the horizon intently. “Which way should we go?” She pointed to the distant volcanoes. “There?”

“I see no better option.”

Eris nodded. “Let’s move; keep your guard up.”

“Right.”

His heart was still rattling as Eris led the way, still adjusting to the abrupt change. It took several minutes before he was able to get his breathing back under control, during which time he shed his own cloak as Eris had and tied it similarly. Sweat coated his back and forehead quickly.

Their boots made dull thuds on the lava-rock, mingling with the clicking of Spot’s claws. Kairos smelled burning, but it was from nowhere in particular. It was as though the land itself was constantly on fire.

Every shimmer of heat on the horizon made him jump, tensing in preparation for immediate danger. But there was still nothing as they went on. No signs of anything following them, or tracking them.

His mind ran wild trying to piece together who the voice could have belonged to. Another human? Was it even possible that another person survived out here? He was certain it couldn’t have been. And that voice… it had sounded like the voice of a God.

Neither he nor Eris spoke for the next hour. They redonned their cloaks to protect themselves from the sun, which had not even breached the horizon yet, and an hour after that, they stopped to sip water and cut bandanas from some cloth they’d found in the library. These, they wore over their mouths and nose to help with the smell of burning, which had quickly become overwhelming.

It was only a few minutes after they started walking again that Eris froze suddenly and fell behind. Kairos halted to turn back to her. Her eyes were widening quickly, her fingers clenching and unclenching.

“Keep going,” she said. “Please.”

“Is it here?” Kairos hurried back to her. “Your curse?”

“Please, Kairos. Go.”

Feeling utterly helpless, Kairos stood in indecision as Eris’s breathing quickened. She was looking past him, beginning to shake.

“Kairos! Go!”

He took a step backwards, prepared to turn away but unable to. Eris worked her jaw like she was going to yell at him again when suddenly, her eyes rolled up into her skull and she fell to her knees.

The bandana slid down to her neck as her mouth opened wide in a rictus of pain. Veins popped out on her neck and forehead, and small, weak sounds choked their way out of her throat. Her entire body was tense and rigid, twitching violently every few seconds.

A ragged gasp rattled in and out, the ghost of an agonized cry forcing its way through the sound. It was as though she was trying to scream, and had no breath to do it. Kairos crouched beside her, knowing he should turn away and obey her wishes, but wanting desperately to do something. Minutes passed by. Tears leaked from her eyes, rolling into the sweat that coated her face.

All at once, she sucked in air like she was emerging from underwater, and her body went limp. She fell forward, and would have face planted if Kairos didn’t dash to catch her. Her ragdoll limbs were like those of a corpse as she flopped against him, spluttering and trembling.

Unsure of what to do, Kairos held her to his chest, his hand on the back of her head. It was a private thing he’d seen, and he’d had no right to stay and watch her go through it. He awkwardly patted her in a clumsy attempt at rectifying the mistake, though he knew it wasn’t enough. For a minute, she just lay against him, bringing herself back to something resembling normal.

When at last she lightly pushed him away and sat on her knees, he was chewing his cheek incessantly. “I’m so—"

“Shut up.” She pushed sweaty hair from her face. “Don’t. You don’t need to. It was bound to happen that you’d see it eventually. I just… I didn’t want you to. It’s embarrassing.” With that, she started to stand, but couldn’t entirely conceal the wobble in her knees. “Don’t worry about me, I’m fine. I’m used to it.”

Kairos stood with her, his hands dangling by his sides like bricks were tied to them. Eris certainly didn’t look fine. She was pale and jittery. Had she really gone through this every day since they’d met? How could Kairos have been so inattentive?

“Alright,” he said. “But—”

“I said don’t. We have to keep going. Forget about it.” Eris resumed their trek, her strides surer than he’d imagined they would be. Spot nuzzled her hand and fell in line with her. She looked at Kairos from the corner of her eye. “But thank you. For catching me.”

He watched the two of them go for a bit, his mind swirling. In so many ways, the woman was still a mystery to him. It was his own fault, he supposed. He’d done his best to not learn anything about her for so long, but that would change. Now. He owed her too much, cared too much, to still be so far from understanding her. There was enough in his life that he didn’t understand already.

The library had been a respite. A brief oasis in this endless desert. Now that the world had reasserted itself, Kairos once again had to face the fact that he was walking a road paved in his own blood, and there was no end to it in sight.

He clenched his teeth together.

What’s one more day?

Eris’s words echoed in his mind as he walked step by step through the dead world. What’s one more hour? Nothing. It was nothing, compared to the months he’d already endured. And as his mind wandered, and dragged savage, hateful, despairing thoughts into his skull to bark and chatter, he brought those words forth over and over.

One more day. One more hour.

The land never changed. The illusion of a black sea was omnipresent, only broken by the occasional wreckage that stabbed out from the stone like the fingers of a giant corpse breaking free from the earth.

The descent of the sun was a bucket of cool water that poured down on them over the course of hours. By the time the sun was painting the sky orange, both of them had again removed their cloaks and rolled up their sleeves. Spot, for his part, seemed to somehow be largely unbothered by the heat. He panted, sure, but never grew sluggish or fell behind.

“How are you not dying, Spot?” Eris asked toward the end of the day.

Spot pulled his tongue in and clamped his teeth together in what was clearly a smile. Eris shook her head in amazement, her silver hair plastered to the sides of her skull.

“Ridiculous,” she said. “Absolutely ridiculous.”

Kairos was only half paying attention. He was distracted by the sight of something shining against the lava-stone up ahead, glinting in the darkening sunlight. He walked ahead of the group, leaden legs carrying him to the twinkle of light on the ground.

It was a clasp.

A three-pronged, metallic symbol in the shape of a snake’s head. Kairos kneeled to inspect it, tension mounting between his shoulder blades. It singed his fingertips as he picked it up, but he did not drop it.

“What is it?”

Eris crouched beside him, and Spot sniffed over his arm on the other side. “A clasp to something. But it’s not old. It can’t be. Nothing left out here for a millennia would still shine.”

“Shit.” Eris stood and turned in a circle, one hand on the hilt of the knife at her belt.

Kairos stared at the clasp, a dreadful thought emerging. “Reapermen…”

Eris spun on him. “Reapermen? Surely not.”

He tucked the clasp into a pocket inside his cloak, and rose. “What else could it be, out here? What if the stories are true?”

“My mother always told me that the Reapermen would come find me if I strayed too far from home at night. Didn’t work at scaring me then… but it does now.”

“We have to assume the worst,” Kairos said. “We need to find somewhere to stop for the night. As secluded as possible. It’ll be hard for anything to get the jump on us out here. We can see for miles.”

“I don’t like it. If there’s bands of Reapermen out here, it won’t matter if they get us off guard. We’re only two people.” Eris licked her dried lips. “You know the stories as well as I do. They say the Reapermen eat folks. We’re like… like chickens walking into the butcher’s home uninvited.”

He couldn’t argue with that, but there was nothing to be done for it. He only nodded grimly, and continued on.

They walked for another half hour, until the sun was kissing the land behind them and casting their shadows long and spindly. As darkness fell, they found the top of a tower that had been devoured by lava, where rock had solidified around the conical peak and left the very top of a window above land. Here, they stopped and drank more water, digging into their rations to eat what little they dared to spare.

There was no talking. Neither of them had forgotten the conversation they’d been having, he was certain of that, but it wasn’t the time or the place to continue it. The looming threat of danger had pushed them back from the precipice of whatever was going to be said.

The sweat on their necks and bodies began to cool—a blessed relief that instantly made Kairos feel sleepy. He was fighting back a yawn when Eris pulled her knife out and began to sharpen it. She held out her hand for him to give her the one she’d loaned, and began to sharpen that one also.

“I’ll take first watch, same as usual,” she said.

No sooner had the words left her mouth than Kairos’s eyelids drooped, and he leaned back on his pack. Within moments, he was fading into a dream.
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He awoke with a start, a scream bubbling from his throat. He clamped it down, scrabbling against the stone, heart thundering. Ama was being murdered. He had to stop it, he had to save her, somehow. Calin was screaming…

“Woah, it’s okay.”

Eris’s face appeared in the burnished moonlight. Kairos forced his breathing to slow, nodding as wakefulness zapped through him. “Yes. Yes, I’m okay. Sorry.”

“You apologize too much.” Eris rolled onto her side and scooped her pack under her head. “Your turn.”

Slowly, Kairos sat up and cleared his thoughts. He wasn’t there anymore. He was here. He leaned back against the tower roof, rubbing his cheeks. Spot ambled over, apparently woken by his thrashing, and put his head in Kairos’s lap.

In the distance, the light glow of lava shone amidst the jumble of volcanoes, standing out like beacons in the moonlight. His gaze settled in that direction, drawn by the strange majesty of the sight.

As he watched the horizon, something flitted in the darkness. He jerked his eyes in that direction, but there was nothing. Nothing… or was there movement, slow and low to the ground? No… no… it was nothing.

In her sleep, Eris turned and slung her arm over Spot. Inadvertently, her hand landed atop Kairos’s, which had been resting in his lap. That, more than anything, shot energy into Kairos, though it was distracted energy. He didn’t move his hand, however, for the rest of the night.

Nothing came, and he didn’t see any more flickering shapes in the night. Overhead, the moon watched him with greedy eyes until the sky began to lighten a shade.
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Another day went by in the ridiculous, aggravating heat. The bastard of a sun beat down its awful rays, and the ugly black rock underfoot gathered heat and refused to let go of it until daytime was ending.

Sweat was a constant, irritating, wet blanket of a companion that refused to dissipate, no matter how much Eris wiped it away. Her shirt clung to her, and though she’d long since stripped off her leather cuirass, it didn’t seem to make too much of a difference. At some point, heat was just heat, and no matter how much you undressed, it was still heat.

Time seemed to mock them with its slowness, like it was intentionally digging its heels into the sky to drag along as glacially as possible. Minutes felt like hours, hours like days. It didn’t help that she was constantly on edge, imagining Reapermen jumping out from behind every bit of ruin that clung to the land.

Not for the first time, she began to see shadows where there were none. Flickers of the imagination, unearthing in her mind long forgotten campfire tales of the dread dragon Yathuna’s sapphire inferno scouring the land.

But eventually, even that began to fade. Her mind began to wander as more hours went by with nothing happening. Perhaps the danger had never been real at all. But so long as they didn’t know who’s voice had spoken to them—who had sent them here—there would always be tension at every small noise.

Her curse returned, as it always did, but this time Kairos listened to her when she told him to go away. To her dismay, after the agony had finished and she’d been laying face-first on the hot rock, she’d wished that he’d been there holding her again. It was a silly thing. She’d never needed anyone to hold her before, and after it had happened just one time, she wished for it.

“Stupid,” she muttered in the fading sunlight.

“Sorry?”

Eris hadn’t realized she’d spoken aloud, and averted her eyes from Kairos beside her. “Nothing.”

The volcanoes still seemed impossibly far away. The lack of tangible progress was infuriating, though logically they must have grown closer. The lava streams were easier to spot, which was something, but Eris was baffled at how lava could still be actively spewing after all this time.

“Any clue how those volcanoes are still active?” She'd decided to ask to try and break the monotony. For a reason she couldn’t explain, she was tired of needing to ask Kairos questions. There were a lot of feelings coming up surrounding the man that she couldn’t explain, and it was beginning to frustrate her.

She still hadn’t figured out what the hell had set her off back in the library. That, more than anything, made her angry. Not at him, but at herself for not being able to parse out her own feelings.

“It must be due to Sar’s control,” Kairos said. “It would take a millennia for the lava to spread as far as it has, so I suppose it makes sense… but I do not truly know.”

Without a word, he unhooked his waterskin from his belt and handed it out toward her. They’d taken to sharing provisions now and then over the course of the past couple days, but this was the first time he’d offered water without discussing it beforehand.

Inexplicably, she wanted to turn him down. She didn’t, but the urge was there. Their hands brushed as she took it, and her eyes trailed up his muscular arm, to the tight curve of his tunic as it clung to his chest, and…

Dammit! Dammit, dammit, dammit.

Now was not the time.

Now was the worst time.

She handed the waterskin back without taking a drink, her mood dampened. When had she become the sullen one between them? What the hell had changed inside her back in the library?

“Salmon,” Kairos said abruptly.

Eris looked around in confusion, her exhausted mind expecting to see a stream or pond with fish in it for a moment. Once she realized how ridiculous that was, she frowned. “Are you starting to lose it a bit over there?”

“Salmon,” he repeated, and looked down at Spot trotting beside him. “That was our dog’s name. Salmon. He used to run down to the stream and catch them. He’d bring back a whole mouthful of fish to the cottage, and drop them at my Ama’s feet. He was a smart dog, but not nearly as smart as Spot. I… I miss him. I watched him grow up as a puppy, and…”

He shook his head. “I don’t even remember how he died. I don’t remember so much of that night. It’s like a woodcutter took an axe to my memories, only leaving stumps in places. I remember flashes of that night, and some moments are so vivid that I’ll never forget them, but Salmon… he just died. Sometimes, that’s one of the pains that comes to me the greatest. That my friend died and I cannot even memorialize his death in my memory. He deserves to be remembered.”

Eris’s irritation faded as he spoke, and she remembered the parts of his memory that she’d witnessed. Clearly, she could see Kairos laying in the grass as a little dog crawled on him and licked his face.

There it was again. That inexplicable feeling she had. She wanted to go to him, to hold him. Not for the first time, she regretted being so emotional before, and she felt a wave of shame for burdening him with her feelings.

Perhaps now was a chance to recover somewhat. To alleviate the shit she’d piled on him earlier.

“You remember the good times,” she said. “And that’s more than enough. I haven’t lost anyone like you have, but… I know that if I did, I’d try to remember those people by the good memories I have of them. That’s who they are. Those are the times that matter.”

Kairos paused for a moment, seeming to weigh his next words. “Even your mother?”

The question caught Eris so off guard it nearly made her trip. She was physically stunned for a second, her legs locked in place. When she regained the ability to move, she stormed ahead to walk at his pace. “What kind of a question is that?”

“A real one. How would you remember your mother, if you found out she died today?”

“She’s not dead. She’s alive. She’s alive, and she’s going to stay that way. I won’t let it happen.”

“Won’t let it happen? You’re hundreds of miles away. What could you do from here?”

“I… I… what?” Eris had to refrain from shouting. “Why would you ask that question? Don’t we have enough to worry about without imagining nonsense?”

“It’s not nonsense. We don’t know what tomorrow holds. I wish I had thought about these things before my family was killed. It would have helped.”

Eris bristled and worked her jaw before speaking. “Well it’s nonsense to me. My mother isn’t dying anytime soon. It’s my responsibility to see her grow old. I don’t care what tomorrow holds, I’m making it happen.”

“Responsibility?” Kairos stopped dead in his tracks. “Responsibility?”

Eris halted a few feet in front of him. “Yeah. Responsibility. She would have both her legs if it weren't for me. D’you know how hard it is to live as a poor person in Jathe? She needs me, and she wouldn’t if I hadn’t been so stupid enough to make her lose her leg.”

Kairos appeared to be dumbfounded. “Are you… is that really how you see it? You were a child, Eris! A little girl. You cannot really believe that your mother is still your responsibility for a mistake you made, what, fifteen, twenty years ago?”

“Yes, I do!” Eris squared herself to him. “Don’t stand there and explain to me what I should think. You don’t understand what it’s like to see your mother struggle to get out of bed every day, or to see her unable to even go outside without hobbling and fighting for every step. I did that to her. I’m the reason her life is ruined. So yes, Kairos, she’s my responsibility. And I’d appreciate it if you let it rest. You don’t know me.”

Kairos couldn’t have looked more stung if she’d slapped him with all her strength. It was like he was seeing her for the first time. Eris’s pulse pumped in her ears. The setting sun scorched the back of her neck.

“You aren’t that little girl anymore, Eris,” Kairos finally said. “You deserve to be happy. I won’t apologize for thinking that.”

And before more anger and indignation could bubble up out of Eris, he turned and began walking away. It was several minutes before Eris had calmed herself enough to follow him, and when she did, she walked at a different angle, putting so much space between them that he was a distant shape in the orange sunlight.

As she walked, she tried desperately to untangle the threads of thought that wanted her to march over to Kairos and yell at him again. The mess inside her was too much. Too big. She needed to think.

Between the two distant figures, Spot trotted, his head swiveling back and forth as he made sure they didn’t grow too far apart.
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Kairos found a place to stop for the evening where the lava had flowed incongruously and formed a naturally steep slope, which acted as miniature alcove. He placed his back to that slope, and ate from his rations, trying his best to not lose sight of Eris in the distance.

It was foolish to split up. Incredibly so. He had not forgotten the immediate danger, and he doubted she had either. It had been an immature thing to open his mouth back there.

Eris had also stopped. Should he go to her? He hesitated, stuck between a crouch and standing, berating himself for his lack of tact and worrying that dark would fall before they reunited.

The sun was a fat red ball, tucked behind wispy clouds in the gray sky. It was only a matter of time before sunlight faded entirely, and finding each other then would be a near impossible task without making a lot of noise.

Just as he was starting to make up his mind, he saw Spot gallop over to Eris. That put him at ease, and he sank back into the slope to wait for them to return.

It took a while. Longer than he would have thought. The sun had fully set well before they arrived, and the bloody moonglow had stretched its fingers over Lumein. Kairos ignored the tingling in his neck, the allure of the moon beckoning him.

Out of the gloom, Spot came trotting over and gave Kairos a lick on the hand before pacing off to the side and curling into a ball. Then, from out of the deep shadows, Eris stepped into the small little alcove. Her face was unreadable. She stood there unmoving for a moment as they locked eyes, and Kairos decided to speak first.

It was better to do this now. To get it out before they made another foolish decision.

“I won’t take back what I said,” he said. “But I’m sorry that I said it as I did. Tomorrow isn’t a guarantee, and I hate the thought that I might have ruined the friendship we have over something that isn’t my place to speak of. But I meant what I said.”

Eris was quiet for a long moment. The moonlight cast darkness onto her features, making them into rigid angles. Her lips thinned, and her hands balled into fists at her sides.

“It’s not fair,” she said. “It’s not fair that you’re right. It’s not fair that I’ve spent my entire life looking after my mother because of a mistake I made as a child. But life isn’t fair, Kairos. The world isn’t fair. You know that even better than I do.”

She threw her hands up and started to pace back and forth. “I was fine before I met you, you know. I learned to deal with all this a long time ago. I’d found my way. I knew how to get through a day and ignore all the shit I can’t control and just live. But then you… you dick! You raging twat! It’s not fair that I would meet you now. Here. Of all times, of all places, now and here are terrible choices.”

Eris made a frustrated, angry noise in her throat and threw her hands up once again. When it was evident she didn’t intend to go on immediately, Kairos ventured some words. “I must admit, I’m… confused. I thought you were angry with me.”

“I am!” she said. “But it’s not…” In her pacing, she stepped forward, and Kairos got a better look at her face. To his utter terror, tears were bunching in the corners of her eyes yet again. “It’s not your fault.”

“It’s not fair to you, either. It’s not fair that I’m angry.” She wiped her face, but more tears formed in the place of those she banished. “And I’m tired of being so angry, Kairos. I’ve been angry my entire life. I didn’t want to be a bounty hunter. I didn’t want to kill folks for a living. I didn’t want any of it. And my entire life, I told myself it was just how it was. Nobody gets what they want, at least not most of the time. Most folks do something they hate to make ends meet, and most folks aren’t happy.”

Eris kicked a loose rock and sent it flying. “But then I came here, and I realized it could be so, so much worse than I already have it. My entire world could have been destroyed by a God, or my mother could have been mauled to death in front of my eyes just like you saw your family get murdered. I have no right to want more than I have, but I do. And I saw it, in your memories. I saw what it would be like, to be happy. To have a family that loves you. To go after something you love.”

She dug her hands into her hair and held the sides of her head. Kairos wanted to rise, to go to her, but stayed where he was. Should he say something?

“And, fuck me, Kairos, I was jealous. Can you imagine that? I was jealous. How ridiculous is that? How selfish and horrible is that? The last thing you need is my shit weighing you down. You don’t deserve that. And I don’t deserve the life I want. I’m a burden to everyone who’s ever known me.”

The tears in Eris’s eyes started to stream down her cheeks. “Most of all… I’m furious that I met you here, at the end of all things, because… because…” She sank to her knees in front of him until they were at eye-level. “It’s not fair that I should meet someone I really care about, when I don’t know if either of us will survive through tomorrow. I want to be strong. I want to carry us both through this on my shoulders. I want so badly to believe that we’ll both come back from this, that we have a chance at… at something after, but…”

Before he knew what he was doing, Kairos moved forward, and wrapped his arms around her. Just as she had held him back in Yarra’s Temple, he held her now. Wet tears ran down his neck as she buried her face into the crook between his jaw and shoulder. Her body shook gently beneath his arms.

He thought about what he wanted to say for a long time. She was still crying when at last, he felt he had found them. “You can’t be strong all the time, Eris,” he said. “Nobody can. These past few days… It's been like seeing the sun for the first time in months. Because of you. Because of the strength you showed me. But that doesn’t mean that you must keep me in the sun.”

Eris pulled her face away from his neck, but stayed under his arms. He looked down at her, and offered a gentle smile. “Nobody can make the sun shine forever. Not even the Gods. I had forgotten that it ever shone at all, until you reminded me to look up. But my life and my happiness are not in your hands. And for that matter, neither are your mother’s. The only person in this entire world that you owe the sun to, is yourself.”

The words were stilted coming from his mouth. Kairos went on anyway, trying his best to explain what he meant, hoping he didn’t make a fool of himself. Eris’s eyes shone in the moonlight, only inches from his own. “You said it wasn’t enough that I told you I would go on. And… it’s not. We must live. If the world isn’t fair, then we must take every second from it we can. Live every moment we can.” He turned his face from Eris to look at the volcanoes on the horizon. “I came here for revenge. I came here to die. And if I still must die, then so be it. But these past few days have changed my mind. Until the end, I intend to live. This world has taken my family. It’s taken everything. I won’t let it take whatever time I have left from me. Not anymore. You deserve the same, Eris. You deserve happiness. You cannot tell me otherwise.”

Kairos’s words lingered on the air, and he wondered if they’d made any sense, even to himself.

In a heartbreakingly small voice, Eris responded to him. “What if I do deserve it, though? I’m… broken, Kairos. I’m weak. What if I don’t deserve a better life?”

“You do. More than—”

Eris pushed him away. She stood, and began to pace as she spoke. Unable to just watch, Kairos also stood. “What if I don’t?” she said. “It might have been a mistake, but my mother lost her leg because of me. I’ve killed people for her. For myself. What if… I deserve everything that’s happened to me? What if whatever is broken inside me is irreparable, and this curse is just something I deserved in the first place? What if nothing can fix me, not even the Eternity Tree? What if—”

“No.” Kairos said the word as emphatically as he could. “No. You don’t deserve this pain any more than I deserve mine. How could you possibly believe that yo—”

“Because I’m an ungrateful, shallow, selfish, broken woman who—”

“You are NOT broken!”

Like a boot snapping a twig in half, his shout seemed to crack the conversation into silence. For several thundering heartbeats, they just stood there, looking at each other. The red moonlight glared down at them, the barren landscape smoldering. Fiery wind blew in, tousling their hair and bringing with it the smell of ash.

For a long, wavering moment, they both forgot that they might not be alone.

“You are not broken, Eris,” Kairos repeated, in a much calmer voice. “You are the strongest, kindest, most wonderful person I’ve ever known. You’ve hurt people? So have I. So has everyone. Nobody can go through this life without damaging something. But you are not broken. I’m the one here who hasn’t deserved the kindness that’s been shown to him. I could spend the rest of my life trying to be the kind of man that deserves everything you’ve done for me, and I would fail. And if you could see yourself the way I see you...”

He turned away from her.

A minute passed. He thought of walking away, wondering if she had already done the same. He’d been a fool to say anything. She’d saved his life several times, and here he was trying to explain her own emotions to her. He shut his eyes, his stomach rolling.

As he struggled to think of what to say, a cool hand touched his cheek. He opened his eyes again, and found Eris’s face inches from his own. Her eyes were shining in the crimson light. Her lips were close enough that he felt her breath on his.

The blood rushed out of his head. He was light, airy, and warm from his head to his toes. He noticed a tiny mole under her right eye. A curve to her jaw. The way her hair fell down the sides of her face so perfectly.

She pulled him into an embrace, and for a brief few moments, banished the darkness around them.

The voice in Kairos’s head went silent. The rhythm of his heart began to slow into a peaceful lull. Eris pulled her face back, but her eyes were looking at his lips, and without thinking he leaned forward to—

WOOF! WOOF!

They jerked away from each other at the same exact moment, adrenaline replacing lightness in an instant at the sound of the aggressive barks. As Kairos turned his head, he saw shadowy shapes bubbling from the earth like ants from beneath an overturned boulder. Wavering, liquid-like shapes, morphing into the shapes of humans.

He was whirling, knife whipping from the sheath at his side. Spot was growling, leaping at the nearest figure. Kairos started to charge forward, seeing that the shapes were no more than people in billowing, black robes that blended in with the lava-rock.

From above them, on the slope, more figures appeared in a rippling wave. One of them dashed at him, and Kairos ripped the knife upwards, slashing. The blade cut clean through air, missing entirely.

Internally, he heard a cry of rage from the God within him. A sudden rush of fury. Veins started to pop on his arms and neck as Kaan awoke. He heard Eris cry out. Spot whining in sudden pain. He snarled, driving his blade forward to stab the figure he had just missed.

And then something hit him hard and heavy in the back of the head, and the world spun. As he heard his own voice crying out, seething venomous outrage, he caught a glimpse of Eris ramming her knife up to the hilt into a robed figure’s chest.

Her snarling face was the last thing he saw before he was hit again in the back of the head, and everything winked into darkness like the closing of a great eye.
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The sky was undulating. Left, then right, then left, then right. Eris groaned, her tongue moving to a tooth that felt loose in the back of her mouth. The side of her face was stiff and sticky with dried blood—the blood of the only one of the bastards that she’d managed to take down.

They’d appeared like termites, so sudden and quietly that it would’ve been impossible to get away. All because of her breakdown. She had no doubt that it was her blabbering that had not only alerted these assholes to where they were, but kept them from noticing their approach. Though… even Spot had missed the figures until they were practically on top of them.

What had happened? She’d seen Kairos get knocked out. Four of the robed dickheads had pinned him down, and another had whacked him in the back of the head with the butt of a weapon. She’d stabbed one of them, and then… she couldn’t remember what happened before waking up here.

Their faces had been hooded, impossible to see. She couldn’t stop trying to imagine what was beneath. Reapermen. Cannibals. Humans that had lost all their humanity.

Her stomach heaved as the sky continued to swivel. Eris was able to turn her head just slightly, and lift her chin. She was tied down on top of something. A scaly, reptilian something, that was slithering over the lava-rock at a ridiculous speed.

They’d tied her to a godsdamn snake.

The Reapermen had saddles affixed to its body, and in the slight turning of her head, she could see them mounted, their robes billowing. The landscape wavered by, and Eris had to close her eyes to keep from hurling.

Where was Kairos? Where was Spot? Were they tied up the same as her? If they’d killed Kairos, they were in for a surprise to find out how it hadn’t stuck. But Spot… if they’d laid a hand on that dog, Eris would be taking as many down as she could before they could put her in the ground.

Guttural, foreign speech was spoken somewhere behind her head, and a response came from beside her. Another snake? Something was wrong about that, but her head was spinning too much to make sense of it.

She closed her eyes, only moving to angle her foot so that she could check if the talisman was still there. It was. A hard, flat surface pressing against her ankle. Her knife would’ve been taken, but she still had something. Wherever they were going, she didn’t intend on staying for long.

There was no chance for her to plan. Within what felt like minutes, the snake was slowing to a stop. The heat had intensified quickly, and mingling with the rusty glow of the moon was yellow-orange lava light. They’d taken her to the volcanoes.

The Reapermen dismounted, speaking their guttural language amongst each other. Eris tried to slow her breathing and the rapid beating of her heart, but would’ve had better luck stopping a rampaging bull with a piece of string. The ropes holding her down loosened, but before she could move, rough hands grasped her about the arms, under the armpits, and at the waist. She was forced into a sitting position. Dark, hooded holes peered at her from every angle. She saw hints of sickly pale skin, but couldn’t make out any faces.

Behind them, lava flowed down from giant mounts. Streams of raging orange heat like trickling molasses, flowing into holes in the earth itself. She was dwarfed. Never before had she felt so small. The Reapermen tied her hands behind her back, and forced her to stand and walk with a sharp point of something pressed between her shoulder blades.

She saw the giant snakes that they had ridden in on. They were extremely similar to the snake she and Kairos had killed way back at the beginning of all of this, back in the forest at the edge of the Wastes. Too similar for it to be a coincidence. The same human eyes she had seen in that withered beast stared out at her now from the side of their arrow-like heads. The snakes had metal clamps around their necks and along intervals on their bodies, and were chained into the lava-rock with their skulls pinned flat.

Twenty or more of them were arranged in a line leading up to an earthen ramp, which ascended into a yawning, sharp-toothed entrance in the side of a volcano. The only non-active volcano in the entire area, apparently.

Within the first few seconds of walking, every inch of Eris was coated in sweat. Throngs of Reapermen were ahead of her, swishing robes billowing in the hot wind that whistled through the volcanos. She grit her teeth and marched forward, her eyes peeled for any sign of Kairos or Spot, but they were nowhere to be seen.

The point of whatever pressed against her back began to draw blood as she was roughly escorted up the huge, steep ramp. Eris bit back words she wanted to spit at her captors; just glancing at the hooded figures sent terror up her spine, and she didn’t want to provoke them. She doubted they would understand her at all.

Lining the ramp, statues of Varsik stared at them. Depictions of the God Eris had never seen, in all different forms. Young, old, man, and woman, tall, and short. The only identifying factor between all of them was a pair of snake-eyes that had been meticulously sculpted into each skull and seemed all too real.

The mouth of the entrance was much larger than she’d originally thought. It was the massive, blackened eye of a leviathan. It wasn’t so difficult to imagine the volcano shaking free of the earth like a giant beast waking from slumber.

As they walked beneath the enormous entrance, Eris got a look at the cavernous home of the Reapermen. Lava lit everything. Streams of it were guided along sculpted troughs, or pooled into fountains and holes where it slowly drained into some unknowable bottom beneath the volcano.

Walkways had been carved from the volcano itself, crisscrossing at jagged angles up into the heights of the cavern. Halls had been chiseled, branching away from the main cavern and into places Eris could only guess at. Everywhere, images of snakes were carved. Snakeheads, fangs, and torsos were depicted in the walls and on the base of walkways.

Reapermen, all robed in the same billowing black as her captors, silently walked through their home. As they entered the cavern, however, they slid their hoods back from their faces.

Once again, Eris had to fight against hurling her insides.

Their skin was bone-tight, stretched like old leather. They were abnormally pale, but there were no visible veins or marks on their bodies. All of them were hairless and smooth.

But none of that could prepare her for their faces. Their noses were gone, left only with thin, flat slits. Their mouths were wide, grotesque abominations that stretched from ear to ear. One of the Reapermen opened its mouth to talk, revealing rows of serrated teeth that would have been more at home in a shark, or as the fangs of a snake. And its eyes… its eyes were entirely black. Shiny, polished orbs that flickered in the lavalight.

Eris’s pulse quickened at the sight of the Reapermen’s unveiled faces. They weren’t human, not anymore. They were something else. The stories of their cannibalism took on a whole new tint, imagining those fangs tearing into her flesh.

They prodded her away from the main cavern, down a hall lit by trenches filled with lava on either side of the floor. Snake faces leered at her from the walls, and the shuffling robes began to sound like hissing whispers echoing all around her.

It was a long walk. The hall began to curve, and it seemed to Eris that they were following the perimeter of the volcano. The Reapermen didn’t speak, or even pay her attention except to ensure she kept walking. Their silence was almost more unnerving than if they’d been speaking their guttural words. It made them seem less human than they already appeared.

As they went, Eris noticed that they carried weapons beneath their robes. Scimitars, in engraved sheaths. She only got a glimpse, but she swore that the hilt of one she saw had runes encircling it.

Eventually, the hall widened, and they entered a much smaller cavern, with a single alcove containing a mural carved against its back wall. It depicted Varsik standing apart from the other Gods, a single bloodied hand raised toward the sky.

Eris only got to look at it for a second, before one of the Reapermen holding her let go and walked to the other wall. Here, doors had been carved into the stone. The Reapermen pushed them, and appeared to encounter little resistance as they smoothly swung open.

Inside was a throne room.

Waterfalls of lava cascaded down both sides of the back wall, pouring into holes set in the floor. Between them, up a shallow set of steps, was a throne wrought from iron, spiked with spear points and topped with the visage of a snarling snake. Sitting on the throne, garbed in a luxurious maroon robe, was a woman with tightly curled black hair wound into braids.

Half her face was missing.

Bone and muscle and sinew were stretched over a bare half of her head. It was as though someone had chopped away half of her face and then stopped, leaving a desiccated skull with unfinished features on the left side. The other half… was beautiful. Half a set of plump lips sat beneath a slender nose, and a single eye’s worth of brilliant eyelashes and meticulously maintained eyebrows sat above it. Her dark brown skin was without wrinkles, firm and bright.

Dangling above the woman, one of his arms pulled upwards by a chain connected to the ceiling, was Kairos.

Eris started forward at the sight of him, but was held back by tight, controlling hands. Kairos’s face was bruised, and blood trickled down behind his ear and neck. His left arm, the one from which he dangled, was set at an odd angle. His shoulder had probably been displaced. He was hanging limp—his head against his chest—and he’d been stripped bare except for his breeches.

“Kairos!” Eris cried out, and as the word left her mouth, she was knocked to her knees.

The woman on the throne peered down at Eris curiously with the remaining half of her face. She leaned forward and placed a fist under her chin, her head tilting to the side.

“Is that his name?” she asked. Her voice was deeper than her appearance suggested, sultry and fluid.

Eris, despite her terror and confusion, wasn’t afraid to respond. “Yeah, it is. He’s my friend, and you’re hanging him. Let him go.”

The woman’s single eyebrow hopped up her forehead. “Oh, really? He’s your friend? Why, I ought to let him go right now then, shouldn’t I? You should have just said something when we captured you! The two of you being friends solves so many problems. Including the problem that your friend here is possessed by a God that would very much like to kill me.”

“I—” Eris stopped herself and frowned, taking a closer look at the woman. “Wha… are you…”

The woman rolled her slitted eye. “I thought you’d have to be smart to make this far. Yes, I’m the wiliest, most genius, and, I might add, most attractive of the Gods. I am…” She flourished her hand. “Varsik! King of the Idiots!”

The breath inside of Eris froze, and she tripped over her own thoughts. This… was Varsik?

The woman sighed dramatically and started speaking in a mocking voice. “Oh, but I thought Varsik was a man. I thought Varsik was a handsome man that everyone liked and worshipped the ground he walked on. I was! I was also a woman, when I chose to be. Once, I was both at the same time. Very fun way to mess with worshippers, I’ll say. I’ve been stuck as a woman ever since everything went to shit, but it’s still me. So please, can we get past the surprise?”

Eris wetted her lips, highly aware that the point against her back had gone nowhere. The Reapermen who had been holding her now stood off to the sides, their black eyes glued to her. “Let him go,” she said, fully aware of how weak and pathetic she sounded.

“What? Are you serious?” Varsik asked, lounging back into her throne. “Did you not hear me? He would try to kill me immediately! I know what’s going on. Zavax and Yarra, those moronic siblings, really thought they stood a chance in the state they were in. Stupid! Kaan is still alive, and we are not. Mostly. We stand no chance at winning. But, if we don’t fight at all…” Varsik spread her hands. “Well, I’ll count that as a win.”

“So, what? You’ll just keep him hanging there forever?”

Varsik shrugged. “If I have to.”

The panic that had already been mounting inside Eris began to boil over. “And then what? Wait for the day Kaan figures out a way to get him out of that chain? You think that won’t happen?”

“It will! I’m counting on it.” Varsik grinned a mad grin of bone and flesh. “Which is why I’m keeping him right here where I can see him. Who cares if he escapes? It won’t take much to catch him again.” She leaned forward again and looked Eris up and down. “It’s not him I’m worried about. It’s you. Whoever you are. I’ve been tracking the pair of you since you entered Reaper’s Bend, and I’ve still got no clue what your role in all this is.”

Eris cringed inwardly at the Goddess’s full attention. “I’m not here for Kaan, if that’s what you think. I don’t care about him. I’m here for Kairos, and I’m not leaving until you let him go.”

Varsik laughed at her words. A cackling, raspy laugh that reverberated against the walls. “I think we might’ve been friends, in a different life. What a crazy thing to say to a God. You have no power here, girl. You would starve to death long before he even figures out a way to escape his chain. And what kind of fool comes this far into Reaper’s Bend without a reason? Either you’re insane, or you love this man far too much for your own good.”

Eris heard words she’d spoken to Kairos long ago mirrored back to her, and found that they rang true for her as well. “I came here for the Eternity Tree. I’m cursed, and it’s the only way to rid myself of it. But Kairos is my friend now. I won’t leave without him.”

The Goddess frowned. “Oh. That’s a shame. The Eternity Tree has been dead for a long while, girl. You won’t find respite there.”

The statement hit Eris like a speeding carriage. The breath was knocked out of her. Deep down, she’d known. She’d known that the chances were slim. But to hear a literal God crush her dream… It was too much. She opened her mouth and closed it again like a fish gasping for water. “I see,” she choked.

“But!” Varsik continued. “There might be… I don’t know… sap or something that could help. It’s been a millennia since I visited it, after all. I don’t know what you could find there. It can’t hurt to go and see. It is a bit funny that it’s called the Eternity Tree, I must say. Not so eternal after all.”

Eris pushed down the disappointment that had welled within her. There would be time to work through it later. She scrunched her eyes up and shook her head, then yelled at Varsik. “What do you want from me? I told you I’m not going anywhere without Kairos, and I meant it. What can I do to make you release him?”

“Nothing!’ Varsik said simply. “Absolutely nothing. I never died quite like the others did, and it’s because I read the writing on the walls and exercised caution. I care too much for my life to let a Champion go when I can’t truly fight back against him. I’m sorry, but there’s no chance of that. But you… you can leave. I have a soft spot for people who have real purpose in life. Every human that’s come this far in the past millennia has come for riches and gold. I fed those fools to my worshippers. I’ll let you go, girl, now that I know you’re not one of Kaan’s acolytes. Take the chance while you have it.”

Kairos twitched over Varsik’s head. Eris thought rapidly, desperation setting in. She couldn’t reach her boot to grab the talisman hidden there, and even if she could, the most she’d be able to accomplish was potentially injuring Varsik. She’d still have to kill the Reapermen, get Kairos down, and escape the volcano. And she couldn’t count on Spot being able to do anything, wherever he was. It was impossible. Her only hope of getting both of them out was to somehow convince Varsik it was in her own interest to let Kairos go.

The Goddess sighed loudly again upon seeing Eris’s indecision. “Must I kick you out? I’m usually quite hospitable, you know. Before everything died, I mean. I don’t enjoy feeding people to my worshippers or kicking them out of my home. But desperate times, yadda yadda.” Varsik slumped into her throne. “Tides, this shouldn’t even be an issue! I wasn’t a part of what happened to Kaan. I told the others they were being very, very rude to a guest of Lumein, but they didn’t listen to me. They never listened to me.”

An idea formed. A weak, grasping idea. “Speak to him,” Eris said.

Varsik furrowed her half-brow. “To who? Your friend?”

“To Kaan.” Eris remembered what had happened back in the temple. What she’d seen. “He can speak through Kairos. He spoke to Yarra. Talk to Kaan. Convince him not to kill you! You said you weren’t a part of what happened to him. If that’s true, maybe you can change Kaan’s mind.”

The Goddess yawned loudly. “Nope. No chance. Kaan isn’t exactly sane anymore, if you hadn’t noticed. It’s a waste of time to try and reason with him. I knew that a long time ago. You don’t get fucked over like he did and stay friends with sanity for long."

“Please! Or would you prefer to spend the rest of forever with the threat of death literally hanging over you? Wouldn’t it be better to clear your name off Kaan’s list?”

“What would be better is devising a way to kill this bastard forever. And as long as your friend is his Champion—which is forever, by the way, there’s no way to change it now—I have a chance of discovering some way to do that. I haven’t figured it out quite yet, but I’m an optimist. Something will come up.”

Eris surged forward as much as she could, and the point of the weapon in her back was driven far enough in by the angry Reapermen that blood began to trickle. “And what if it doesn’t? What then? Then will you speak to him? Why waste your time hoping for something that may or may not exist, when you can just solve your problem now? Talk to Kaan, please.”

Varsik actually seemed to consider the idea. She tapped her chin with a dainty finger and tapped her heel against the throne a few times. “No.”

“Why?” Eris demanded, her voice rising. “Why not? Why not try, at the very least?”

“Because I don’t trust him. In general, I don’t trust beings that are insane. He could say whatever to get out of that chain, and then kill me the instant he’s free. You wouldn’t understand, girl. I haven’t survived, no matter how poor my state is now, by taking risks. Now please, would you just take my kindness and go? You’re beginning to actually annoy me.”

Eris knew then that there was an impasse between them too great to be climbed with words alone. She wouldn’t leave without Kairos. It just wasn’t an option. If what Varsik said was true, and the Eternity Tree really was dead, then she had nothing to lose. Kairos had a chance at living, in some capacity, but Eris…

She moved as soon as the decision became clear. In one fluid motion, she dropped low, sweeping her legs out behind her and kicking the Reaperman that stood there at the ankles. He toppled, his scimitar slipping from his hands as he hit the ground. Eris yanked her hands free of the ropes around her wrists and scooped up the scimitar, spinning into a crouch as the other Reapermen that had been keeping watch charged at her.

She feinted a downwards slash at the first one that approached her. The Reaperman moved his scimitar horizontally to block the blow, but Eris curved her blade to the side and up, shouting as she tore through cloth and flesh. Brackish blood spurted from the wound as the Reaperman fell back, black eyes going wide.

Before he even hit the floor, Eris was leaping past him, batting away a blow from another Reaperman. She knocked his blade aside, stepped in close, and rammed her scimitar into his neck. With one foot, she kicked the body away as blood splashed her face. She whirled, narrowly blocking a scimitar that was screaming toward her.

She stumbled back, nearly tripped over the body of the Reaperman she’d just killed. Blocked another blow. Dug her heels in, and ducked beneath the next one. Chopped upwards, roaring as her blade met flesh, then bone, then cut free. The Reaperman’s arm flew off, and he stumbled back, staring at the wound with a stupefied look.

Only one more remained inside the room, near the door, but others outside had heard the commotion and were swarming in. Before they could reach her, Eris spun toward Varsik.

The Goddess was laughing and clapping her hands. “Ha! Wonderful display! Keep going, keep going!”

Eris snarled and, instead of facing the Reapermen again, charged Varsik, pounding up the shallow steps. She had the satisfaction of seeing the Goddess’s expression turn into surprise, and then she skidded to a stop, her blade at Varsik’s throat.

She panted, pressing the narrow edge into the flesh that remained on Varsik’s neck. The Goddess glanced down at the blade, then up at Eris. “Huh. I’d like to say this is my first time, but it’s not.”

“This blade is imbued with runes,” Eris said between breaths. The hilt was wrapped in runic symbols, and the blade itself had some etched along its length also. “I don’t know if it can kill you, but I’m not afraid to give it a try.”

Varsik continued to examine Eris, and then her sickly smile returned. “It can’t. But I love this moxy. I’ll tell you what.” She gestured out at the chamber, and Eris flicked her eyes in that direction for a fraction of a second. It was enough for her to see that it had filled up with Reapermen. Fifteen of them, at least.

Varsik’s eye gleamed in the lava light. “I’ll give you one more chance to keep your life, but you’ll have to fight for it,” she drawled. “You don’t stand a chance at beating all my worshippers, but I’ll give you a different fight. Beneath this chamber, there are beasts. I used to throw people to them when I wasn’t sure how to dole out justice. I can’t recall anyone ever winning, but the chance was always there that if they survived they’d be given a second opportunity at life. The beasts are quite old now, so… maybe you can win! And because I’ve been bored for ages, and this is so much fun… I’ll talk to Kaan if you do. That ought to give you some incentive to fight your hardest.”

Eris kept the blade at Varsik’s neck, stuck halfway between calling the Goddess’s statement about the blade being unable to kill her a bluff, and accepting the offer.

“You have a fair chance, girl. I know of the talisman you carry.” The Goddess curled her half-lip. “Nothing is off limits. I’d love to see if that bitch Illuvia’s power can still make a difference.”

“Why should I believe you?” Eris snarled.

“Oh, come on. Do you think I want to just watch you get butchered? That would be dreadfully dull. I wouldn’t be offering this opportunity if I didn’t think it would be a close contest. I’ll keep my word. Kill the beasts, and I’ll speak to Kaan.”

“You’d just let me kill your pets?”

“Well. Yes. They’re not really pets so much as rabid animals.”

Eris slowly pulled the scimitar away from Varsik’s neck, and straightened. The Reapermen stayed behind the shallow steps leading up to the throne, their weapons drawn. Their stretched, too-wide mouths were set into firm lines, and their black eyes seared into Eris with undisguised hatred.

"Return her weapons," Varsik ordered.

One of the Reapermen stepped forward, and from within a fold in its robes, withdrew her knives. Eris made a face of disgust as it tottered forward and handed them to her hilt-first. Eris tossed the scimitar away. She was much more comfortable with her own weapons.

The Reapermen backed away from the center of the room, where the floor began to grind and roll away, revealing a hidden hatch. A fetid scent wafted from the rectangular opening that appeared. Only darkness lay beyond it.

Sweat dripped down Eris’s nose. She twisted the knife grip in her right palm, knuckles tightening.

Had she come all this way just to die here for someone else’s sake? She’d never imagined that she would have anything to live for beyond her mother, but…

If she could still find a way to get rid of her curse, she actually felt that there was a chance for something better. She’d made it this far, hadn’t she? She’d proven that she could survive where so many others had failed.

Kairos’s words rang in her ears. She still couldn’t quite believe what he had said. Couldn’t convince herself that he was right about her. But he had pierced something in her.

So for the first time in her life, she could truly picture it. She could see herself having kids, building a home, maybe even starting a garden. Whatever it was that happy people did. A dream she’d given up on the day her mother had lost her leg.

“Why now?” she whispered to herself. Why now, when death was leering over her shoulder? Why now, when there was so little hope? It was the foolishness of having a heart that was prone to hope. It never knew when to stop, even in the worst of times.

The lava light cast red flares onto the sides of Eris’s face as she turned it toward Varsik. She met the immortal’s gaze, and returned it with a glint of malice. “If you go back on your word, there isn’t a thing in all of Lumein that will stop me from killing you. God or not.”

Varsik beamed. “You are so fun!” She leaned back in her throne, tossing one leg over the armrest. “Do your best, mortal! I’m rooting for you!”

Eris cracked her neck, and strode forward to the opening in the floor. In the darkness below, she saw a massive shape moving, and the low, rumbling growl of awakening beasts. She took a deep, steadying breath, then jumped.
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FIGHT, MY FRIENDS! FIGHT OR DIE! - Juzu Desowe, Champion of Varsik


Eris landed with a thump on cracked and pitted stone. She fell into a crouch, knives raised and ready, breath coming in even bursts. The fetid scent that had been strong up above was overwhelming down here, as if several corpses had been left out in the sun for days. Jagged shapes protruded from the darkness, and she saw shifting figures among them.

Growling and snapping came from the dark, a guttural rumbling. Eris shuffled forward a step, as steady as she could. Just as she was beginning to squint to see better, the ceiling up above began to grind and shake, dust sprinkling down all around her. Slowly, what had been the floor slid away, revealing a metal grate that allowed her to look up into the throne room, and allowed the Reapermen and Varsik to watch her.

Light filtered into the arena she had leapt into.

The jagged edges she’d seen were bones. Piles and piles of ancient skeletal bits that had been stacked and left to rot along the walls of the room. The floor was covered in scratch marks and grooves where claws had torn through stone, and stains of blood long since spilled.

And in front of her, awakening from a deep slumber, was a trio of monstrosities.

Their lower halves were like lizards, all scales and claws, but their color was washed out and dirty. Their tails were wrinkled and papery, as though they’d been dried in the desert sun. And as the scales climbed their legs, they turned into tight, gaunt skin that clutched to bony torsos and vacuous skulls with pitted eyeholes.

They slowly straightened, their lizard-legs oddly short on their torsos. Their hands were clawed, the nails sharp and edged at horrid angles. Eris gulped, taking a step back from them, eyes darting about as the three of them stretched to their full heights and allowed their distending jaws to fall open, revealing pointed teeth just like the Reapermen.

“You can thank Sar for these disgusting things!” Varsik called down. “It was his Divinity that created them. He was creating awful beasts like these well before the Reaping. I couldn’t bring myself to kill them, but… honestly, you’ll be doing them a mercy if you do. Good luck! They will try their best to eat you.”

The half-lizards shuffled toward Eris, their nostrils widening as they caught her scent. Drool and spittle dripped from the corner of one of their mouths. A low moaning and hissing began in each of their throats.

Eris, half-frozen with fear, was filled with desperate adrenaline.

She moved as slowly as possible, cautiously slipping one knife back into its sheath, then reaching into her boot for the talisman. Doubt was clouded by desperation. She slid the talisman out with a steady hand, and raised it in front of her as the beasts continued to wobble forward.

What had she been thinking, making this deal? What had she been thinking? She was useless. She would die here, and Kairos would remain a prisoner for however long Varsik held him.

Teeth clenched, she tried to summon the power within the talisman once again, and… again, nothing happened. She might as well have been holding a rock.

“Illuvia’s tits,” she spat, and slipped it back into her boot, her mouth dry. There was nothing to it. She’d thrown herself into this situation, and she’d have to carve her way out. She took another step back, this time to set her stance.

She sucked breath in through her teeth.

Then with a wild cry, she became a whirlwind of carnage.

She threw herself at the closest of the beasts of the Reapermen with abandon, catching it off guard with her ferocity. Before it could make sense of her feral initial attack, she’d scored a long slash along its chest and stomach—painful, but not enough to kill.

Her heel skidded as she spun in a circle, knives glinting, and blood sprayed. She slashed through its arm with one knife, then spun again and dug a trench through its neck with the other. Pain shot up her arm, and she cried out as something sliced her shoulder. She turned to roll into the legs of the beast that had done it, and knocked it over. Tangled with bony flesh and scales, she writhed to freedom, and stabbed down at the beast she’d knocked over.

It hissed and slashed at her, batting her blade out of the way. A breath later, a set of claws missed her face by inches as one of the other lizard-men attacked. With a snarl, she grabbed the arm the claws were attached to, jerked the beast toward her, and slammed her forehead into its face. It reeled back, and Eris half-turned before being tripped up by the one she’d knocked over. She cried out, then screamed as claws raked her thigh. With a savage motion, she tucked her shoulder, rolled, and stabbed downwards.

The blade of her left knife caught the beast in the stomach, and was stuck for a moment before she could wrench it out. That effort saved her life, as she stumbled back when it finally squelched out of the beast’s stomach and a set of claws cut through the air where her head had been a moment earlier.

She chopped and cut and stabbed through anything in front of her, howling and hardly feeling the cuts that accumulated over her body as the trio surrounded her, attacking and growling, their spittle spraying her face.

Varsik hadn’t lied; the beasts had no idea what they were doing. They were ferocious, but weakened and starved. Their cuts were shallow. In the flashes she caught of their faces, she saw desperate hunger and pain.

They were fighting and dying for a Goddess that was more than willing to throw their lives away. In some tucked away, quiet part of Eris, she pitied them.

But it didn’t take long for her to start flagging, and for the injured beasts to start overwhelming her. She was only one woman, and without the aid of another Being’s power like Kairos, she had limited energy. Her sudden flurry had caught them off guard, but they were quickly realizing they could overpower her with sheer numbers.

She swung wide with the knife in her right hand, missing one of their throats by inches and instead chopping into the shoulder of the one standing next to it. Her blade was stuck for a moment, and she pulled it free with a snarl.

Pain exploded in her arm. She looked down and saw a deep cut on her bicep where she’d been slashed. She roared and threw herself at the beast who’d done it. It dodged one, two, and three blows before a fourth caught it across the chest, a deep furrow carving its way from hip to collarbone.

This time, the beast didn’t get up. Two left.

Eris heaved for air. Her already exhausted arm throbbed where it had been cut. She fell back on her heels, deflecting claws that flashed at her, trying to buy time to regain energy. She took a step back, then another. Her foot caught something, and she stumbled, barely catching herself with one hand. Her arm crumpled as pain shot up it. A scream scraped her throat. The knife in her left hand went flying out of her fingers.

Within seconds, she was pinned. The two remaining beasts, seeing an opportunity, scrambled over to her, one holding down her right hand, but failing to secure the other. She lashed out, punching and kicking and biting the other one as it tried to descend on her.

Their inhuman faces bubbled around her. A set of claws slashed down at her trapped hand, and she howled as she tried to pull it away. But the beast had ridiculous strength, and kept her pinned. With agonizing clarity, she saw it as the beast's claws shredded the tips of two of her flailing fingers. Pain shot through her like boiling water.

She screamed as she never had before, animalistic rage and fear coursing through her. She jerked and writhed, squirming for any inch of freedom.

A glint and flash of claws. A sharp intake of breath. Eris saw the tips of the sharp nails coming down toward her left eye. The beasts knocked into each other in the struggle, and the claws didn’t stab through her skull.

Instead, they tore a gash from the middle of her forehead, through her eye, and down her cheek.

Unreal agony. The loss of conscious thought. Blood spilled across her face. Nightmarish images flashed in front of her as she screamed. A red and black cyclone swirled in the left side of her vision. Electric adrenaline and torment pounded through her bloodstream.

She heard herself wailing, and felt the tearing of her throat’s lining. Her hand was scrabbling for her boot as the beasts descended on her as one, raising their claws one more time to tear her throat to shreds.

Something hard and flat entered her fingers as she wrenched her leg free.

The talisman. Without thinking, or even knowing what she was doing, she thrust her hand into the air.

Nothing happened.

Panic crescendoed in a moment of searing clarity. She was going to die.

She gasped for air, a prayer screaming in her mind. She couldn’t fail here. Not after everything. It had to work. It had to. No matter what had happened before, she had to believe that somewhere in her, there was something strong enough to bring that power back. Something worth saving.

She imagined herself rising, light shining through her fingers. Willed it to be.

Energy thrummed into her hand. Unstable, uncontrollable shaking, as desperately unstable as she felt. As if spoken by another, words that she didn’t know or understand flew from her lips in a howl.

Brilliant, dazzling light exploded outwards, forcing her to close her remaining eye. White hot beams of pure golden energy shot from Illuvia’s talisman, wild and painful. Wailing cries. Burning. Weight was lifted from her in a blast of air.

And before she could even understand what had happened, the light winked into nothingness. The smell of burning flesh filled her nostrils.

Eris tore her eye open. The animal inside her scrambled to its feet, grabbing her knife from the ground and cutting at the air, then stopping as she realized she was the only one standing.

The beasts were dead. Where their skulls had been, smoke rose and curled toward the grate above. The beams of light had turned their heads to ash.

The sight hardly registered. The fight could not be over. Eris bared her bloody teeth, her heart thundering like a hundred galloping horses. With searing clarity, her one remaining eye saw a set of stairs set in the back wall of the room, leading back to the chamber above. Eris marched over to it, her entire body still thundering with adrenaline.

She took the steps three at a time, emerging back into the lava-lit throne room. The Reapermen stared at her blankly. She set her sights on Varsik—who was still lounging on her throne with a delighted smile. Eris stomped over to the shallow steps, chest heaving, blood dripping, and pointed at Kairos dangling above the Goddess. Her arm trembled with the thrill of battle. Her left eye, mangled and pouring blood like a river down her face, throbbed in agony.

“Fucking… talk… to him,” she rasped. She began to wobble, but kept her savage gaze locked onto the mirthful Goddess.

Varsik began to clap. “Aha! Bravo! Bravo! Well done, er… I don’t know your name, actually. Well done! That was simply excellent.” With a hearty sight, the Goddess rolled her eye up to where Kairos dangled from one arm. “Fine. Fine! I did promise after all.”

As if it was the greatest effort in the world, Varsik stretched her arms and legs out and slowly pushed herself up from the throne.

Once the Goddess was standing, the fight went out of Eris’s body. She wavered, tilting first one way, then the other. Ringing started in her ears.

“Oh dear,” Varsik said, glancing down at her. “I suppose I should at least do this for you.”

The Goddess descended the few steps separating them, then, in an eerie imitation of Magus Castellian, poked Eris in the forehead. The pain faded instantly. A swell of faint energy filled her body. The sudden change made her head spin. She stumbled back a step, but remained standing.

“Can’t help any more than that, unfortunately,” Varsik said. “I’m slightly too dead to be performing any real feats. But you’ll be fine for now. That eye is entirely ruined, I’m sorry to say. What a shame. It was a pretty one. On the bright side, we’re one-eyed sisters together! Is that not comforting? You don’t look comforted. Hm. Well, you only need one eye to watch the disaster of a conversation that’s about to happen.”

Varsik stomped up the steps, then reached up and poked Kairos in the foot. “Wake up,” she said. “The both of you.”
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Of all the Gods, the least is known of Varsik. The common thinking is that He sided with Sar at the end of the Wars, but there is little evidence to back up that claim, despite how popularized the idea has become. In truth, Varsik was always somewhat of a wildcard, and we cannot know what He was doing most of the time. - A History of the Divine, Chapter 44


Kairos began to stir from the Goddess’s touch, groaning, his eyelids twitching. With a sudden jerk, his eyes shot open and he let out a shout of surprise. The chain jangled as Kairos flailed for a moment. He stopped almost as soon as he started, as his shoulder was wrenched even further out of its socket.

“Eris!” he yelled when he saw her. His eyes flicked over to Varsik. “Let her go! Don’t touch her!”

Varsik giggled—a sound that would’ve been endearing had she not been half a skeleton. “You know, she said the same thing about you! Don’t worry, she’s fine. I won’t hurt her. Listen, can you bring Kaan forward? I need to speak to him.”

Kairos, clearly panicked, jerked once more. “What happened, Eris? What happened to you?”

“I’m fine.” Eris walked up the first of the shallow steps, overcome with lightheadedness. Her lips were tingling as she spoke. “I’m fine. I made a deal with Varsik. She might let us go if you let her speak to Kaan.”

“A deal with…”

Eris, despite the fading of her pain, had trouble thinking. She sagged and sat on the steps, wiping blood from her face. “Varsik. You heard me. She claims that she had nothing to do with Kaan’s betrayal. Let her speak to him. It’s our only chance at getting out of here.”

To his credit, Kairos seemed to accept the sudden change in their situation with relative quickness. He assessed Varsik, then looked back at Eris. “I don’t know how. I have never had control over Kaan. He comes when he wants to.”

Varsik stomped up the steps again and poked Kairos in the foot a few more times. “Wake. Up. Kaan. Stop being such a coward and come speak to me. You don’t know the truth. You’ve been lied to. Do you want to know my side of things? Or do you want to just keep rampaging blindly?”

Kairos watched the Goddess speak, bewildered, then cleared his throat. “He uh… he doesn’t just appear whenever he’s asked to. Apologies.”

Varsik crossed her arms and pouted. “Well, tell him it's a special occasion.”

“I cannot speak to Kaan, I… are you really Varsik?

“Yes. Tides, what do they write about me in the mortal world now? Have I been completely betrayed by history?” She reached up one more time and smacked Kairos’s foot. “Wake! Up! Kaan!”

“I’m sorry, but I don’t think that…” Kairos began, and then his mouth seemed to shut itself. His teeth clacked together, and his body tensed. Starting from his heart, now familiar red veins bubbled up from his skin, spiderwebbing over every inch of him within seconds. The whites of his eyes turned crimson, and his lips peeled away from his teeth.

“Ahhh. There you are,” Varsik said, a faint smile on her face. “I never thought we would have the chance to speak again. What a wonderful surprise! Although I’m sure that if you had it your way, I’d be dead already.”

A look that Eris had never seen on Kairos’s face twisted his features. The lines and angles sharpened, the furrows deepened. Veins pulsed around his eyes with every heartbeat. “I’ve… waited… a thousand years, to see you suffer,” Kaan said, as though struggling to form the words with Kairos’s mouth. “And you think I will listen to your lies?”

“I know, I know, a thousand years is quite a long time to be locked up, but I haven’t exactly had it great out here. Look at me! I’m half-dead. The others did die, or are at least as close to death as you can come without quite passing over, except for Sar. Now you’ve seen to it that they’re gone for good. And I can’t blame you.”

Eris didn’t miss that Illuvia wasn’t left out of that statement. Did that mean…

Varsik chortled as Kaan began to writhe, trying to break free from the chain. “Want to know why I didn’t die like they did? Want to know why I wasn’t there on that day?”

“I DON’T WANT YOUR EXCUSES, VARSIK. YOU WERE ALWAYS A WEASEL.” Kaan seemed to gain full control of Kairos just then, and the words were yelled so loud that they hurt Eris’s eardrums.

“Why…” Varsik made a sound of indignation. “I am not a weasel! If anything, I am an eagle. Or a… a… something else! Tides, why am I already upset? This happened a thousand years ago. And I wasn’t a part of it, Kaan. I tried to tell the others it was wrong, and they ignored me. They hated me because I called out their hypocrisy. They always hated me for that. After you were imprisoned, I was outcast because I refused to take part in what they did to you. In the end, that saved me. They all suffered in that awful War, but I endured. Can you not see, Kaan? Can you not see the truth with that boy’s eyes? If I had been there, do you think there’s any chance I’d still be half-alive now?”

“YOU COULD HAVE STOPPED THEM!”

“Seriously?” Varsik threw up her hands and looked around at Eris as if to find confirmation that what they were hearing was crazy. “You think I could have stopped the other four all on my own?”

“I DO NOT BELIEVE YOUR TRICKS. YOU ARE JUST AS GUILTY AS THE REST, AND I WON’T STOP UNTIL I BALANCE THE SCALES. IF I MUST WAIT ANOTHER THOUSAND YEARS, SO BE IT.”

Varsik rubbed the bridge of what was left of her nose. “See, Eris,” the Goddess said. “I told you this would happen. He’s not interested in the truth. All that’s left is revenge. A thousand years locked in a spiritual prison will do that to even a God.” A sigh rattled out of Varsik. “Look, Kaan. Here’s more proof for you.”

She pulled down her robe to where her left breast would have been. Only a ribcage remained there, but sinew and some muscle clung to the skeleton like cords of leather. The place where a heart would’ve been was empty. “Nothing,” Varsik said. “There’s nothing. I didn’t take a piece of you, Kaan. The fact that the others did abhorred me. It still does. Even Illuvia, for all her moral posturing, took a piece of you in the name of keeping balance. As if that makes it right. We could’ve sent you back! But no, the others craved the power far too much to do that. I honestly don’t care if you believe me, but it’s the truth. I had nothing to do with what happened. Nothing.”

Eris stared as Varsik pulled her robe back up and crossed her arms. Nothing she was saying made a lick of sense.

“You think this chain can hold me forever?” Kaan asked, a wicked, vengeful smile spreading across Kairos’s face. “Your lies mean nothing to me. That you would even try to lie is a disgrace. You will pay for what you did, Varsik, just as the others did. Do not try to run from it.”

“This is precisely what I knew you would say.” Varsik huffed and pushed her braided hair away from what remained of her face. “Nobody believes me! Nobody ever believed me. It’s why they all fell, in the end. If they’d all just listened, they’d still be alive.”

The Goddess tromped over to her throne, and stepped up in the seat to be closer to eye-level with Kaan. “You know something?” She poked Kairos in the chest. “You don’t stand a chance against Sar. It doesn’t matter that you have a Champion. He’s still alive, and he was always the strongest of us. Not to mention, Yathuna never died. That overgrown lizard is still flapping about. And, Sar knows you’re coming. Not only will he be waiting—he’s still capable of killing you even through your Champion. He’s not restricted to this realm like the rest of us since he’s still, you know, alive! Even if you end me here and now, this is where your vengeance stops. You can’t beat Sar. It’s impossible.”

Kaan jerked away from her touch, his teeth bared like a rabid wolf. But he didn’t respond immediately; the words actually seemed to give him pause. Varsik took the moment to keep going.

“It was always Sar, Kaan. It was always him. It was his idea, his plan. Oh, the others fell in suit, but he was behind every step of your downfall. I never trusted him, and that was where the others went wrong. It’s not like they call him the Reaper for nothing. He took more of you than they did, and used that power to start the War. The others—yes, even Illuvia—were little more than sheep following his path. If you want revenge, you have to kill Sar above all else. And you can’t. You just can’t. That is, unless… I help you.”

Eris was certain that Kaan would lose it again, maybe even try reaching out to kill Varsik then and there. The fact he hadn’t already was, in Eris’s mind, a testament that maybe he wasn’t as insane as Varsik though.

“What could you possibly do?” Kaan growled. “You are nearly dead already. You would be worthless.”

Varsik threw her head back and laughed. “Very true! Sar could slay me the rest of the way just by looking at me wrong. No, no, I would certainly not be useful at all. But that doesn’t mean I can’t help you in other ways.”

Kaan spasmed, and his free arm jerked up like he was going to attack Varsik suddenly. He rolled his head, veins popping, as if fighting an urge, and forced his arm back down. “I should kill you now,” he said, “before you try to poison me with more of your fallacies.”

“I’m not a liar, Kaan!” Varsik clutched a hand to her chest. “I’m a cheater, sometimes, and rather frugal, but never a liar! If you don’t want to believe me, fine, stay hanging here, stuck inside your Champion forever. You will escape eventually, I know, but I’m prepared for that.”

As if heaving a great weight off her shoulders, Varsik sagged. “I want you to get revenge, old friend. I hate the rest of them too. I’ve dreamt about killing Sar myself for the past thousand years. He took everything from me. He destroyed my home, and left me here with only these strange creatures for company. I love Lumein. I love the people in it. And I can never be with them again, so long as Sar reigns over this half of the world. I want to help, Kaan, whether you believe me or not. If it weren’t for the fact that I know you want to murder me, I would’ve welcomed your Champion with open arms! Can you not remember how it was, before all this? Can you not remember who I was?”

Kaan’s red-rimmed eyes continued to glare malice onto Varsik as she spoke, but slowly, almost imperceptibly, they softened. It was enough for Eris to see past the vengeful God, to something that might’ve been recognizable as mortal suffering. After a long pause, Kaan spoke.

“No. I cannot. All is lost to me, save for my prison. I can remember glimpses of this world. I can remember my home. But I am not the God you once knew. I can never be that God again.”

“I wouldn’t expect you to! You’ve gone through something horrible! We all have, in our own ways. I may not have been imprisoned all this time, but I have been alone.” Varsik leaned in close, a foul look crossing her face. “I want to make him suffer too. We can bring him down, if we work together. We can end his reign. Tides, we might even find a way for you to get back home.”

Veins rippled on Kairos’s face. “I would burn it all down. You cannot even begin to understand the depths of what I want, Varsik. It is not just revenge. I want to destroy this very planet.”

“Well, it’s a good thing that’s not possible. If it was, I’m certain Sar would’ve done it by now. Maybe you can destroy this half, where he reigns, but you can’t touch anything past Illuvia’s barrier.” Varsik was quiet for an uncomfortably long pause. “I don’t believe you’ll do it, anyhow. The fact that you’re listening to me at all tells me you’re not quite as insane as I thought. And to think! I planned on never speaking to you. Ha! Sometimes mortals have decent ideas, every now and then.”

“I didn’t say that I would work with you,” Kaan seethed through Kairos’s mouth. “You insolent, egotistical—”

“Blah, blah, blah. You have a hand free right now, and you haven’t tried choking me a single time. I have an inkling that you hate Sar more than the rest of us, and you know as well as I do how little a chance you have of getting any sort of revenge on your own. I’m your only hope, Kaan.”

What followed was what Eris could only think of as a Deific staring contest. The two Gods held each other’s gazes for a long, disconcerting amount of time, until finally Kaan’s eye twitched.

“I make no promises, Varsik. I will leave you be, but if I am given the chance, I will destroy this world. I only ever wanted to return home. If I cannot have mine, you cannot have yours.”

Without another word, the bulging red veins began to slowly retract, leaving a sheen of sweat in their place. Kairos’s eyes fluttered as the last of the branching veins vanished beneath his skin, and his head rolled on his shoulders for a moment before he blinked and seemed to come back into himself.

“Wha…” he started, then noticed how close Varsik was standing to him and paled.

“He actually listened to me. I can’t believe it.” Varisk let out a hearty laugh, and poked Kairos in the chest one last time, apparently for fun. “Well then! I worried myself for a millennia waiting for him to come after me, all for nothing. I forgot how effective a simple talk could be. I suppose I owe some of that to the fact I haven’t talked to someone in a century or two. Ha! Wonderful! I don’t need to be monitoring the Bend eternally anymore.”

“Take him down.” Eris rose, her mangled eye throbbing despite the reprieve Varsik had given her. “He’s not a threat anymore.”

“Oh. Right.” Varisk snapped her fingers, and a handful of the Reapermen straightened. “Get him down,” she ordered, then gestured at Eris. “And get her something for her eye. I don’t know. Bandages, or something. Do we have bandages here? Cloth. Whatever. Just get her something.”

With shallow bows, the Reapermen immediately started hurrying to their tasks. Varsik sat down on the throne with a relieved sigh, and grinned at Eris. “You’ve simply made my day, girl. What fun. This boy is certainly lucky you came with him all this way.”

Eris didn’t reply. She was in a daze, still. The scent of blood filled her nostrils, and the shock of losing her eye and the tips of her fingers was far from worn off. A low buzz of sensation and the numb droning of her body after a rush of adrenaline filled her. She waited until Kairos had been lowered from his chain, and then walked over, pushed the Reapermen away, and wordlessly hugged him. With the arm that hadn’t been hanging from the chain, he hugged her back.

“Are you really okay?” he asked.

“No.” Eris hugged him tighter. “I lost my godsdamn eye.”

Kairos said nothing, which was what Eris had been hoping for. He just held her, and for a minute, she could almost forget where they were, and what had just happened. How had she forgotten how nice it was to be held?

“Alright, you lovebirds,” Varsik said into the quiet. Eris turned her head to look at the Goddess, who was yawning. “I’ll have them get you rooms. You both smell like, and don’t take this the wrong way, horrid dog feces. We don’t have much here, but at the very least we have baths. Before we talk any more, please, go clean yourselves. And get your eye covered, girl. It’s gross.”
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The death of Tanys has weakened our forces. We no longer believe we will return home. Carmen, I love you. I wish I had told you before I left. If I do not come back, remember what I told you at the river. - A soldier’s note, recovered off a body near Mount Shadath


The bath was one of the greatest experiences of Kairos’s life.

After his shoulder was set back into its socket, with a pop that had made his vision tunnel, he and Eris had been escorted down a long hallway carved from the interior of the volcano. Still in somewhat of a stupor from the sudden change of fortune, Kairos had been unable to do much but keep his arm around Eris and follow the Reapermen.

They’d been given a pair of rooms, with beds carved from stone that protruded from the wall and were covered with heaps of blankets. Narrow trenches around the rooms’ perimeters were filled with lava, providing faint light to them.

It was baffling to see the Reapermen, who were straight from the nightmares of children in Vitexia, act like… people. They spoke among themselves, and grunted and pointed to communicate with Kairos and Eris. To think of them nestling into blankets for bed was an odd image to dispel. Kairos wasn’t even sure if they slept at all.

Eris had been taken into the other room to have her wounds tended to, and despite Kairos’s protest that they not be separated, she’d told him to go and take his bath. A stone tub full of steaming hot water had been brought into his room, along with scented rocks that apparently took the place of soap.

He spent as long as he could in the bath. Although he’d been hot for days now, the heat of the water was still more than welcome. Gooseflesh rippled up his body at the comfort and release of it, and as he scrubbed away months of grime, it was like shedding a layer of skin.

When he was done, he attempted to clean some of his clothes in the tub, to varying degrees of success. Most of it was stained with blood and dirt that simply wouldn’t come out, but at the very least he managed to get them superficially clean. A black robe, just like the Reapermen wore, had been left on his bed when the bath was brought, and he wore that after hanging his clothes from the edge of the bed.

Then, he sat and waited for Eris.

The routine and comfort of doing something resembling normal had quieted his mind for a while, but now that he was alone with his thoughts, they rampaged like wild boars. He’d heard and felt everything.

Kaan had not been lying. He intended to destroy this world, if he was given the opportunity. He hated Lumein itself, above the Gods, above everything. The only reason he’d listened to Varsik at all was because his hatred for Sar and the world outweighed the desire to destroy her. This much had been clear, simply through the connection they shared.

Kairos knew that, whatever was coming, Kaan would be using him for destruction. He wouldn’t have cared, if this had happened a month ago. He wouldn’t have even thought about it very much.

But now… everything was muddled. Nothing made sense anymore. Without the vivid clarity that his pursuit of revenge had lent him, he didn’t know what came next. He didn’t know who he was anymore, truly.

The old him—the scholar, brother, and grandson—could never come back. The version of him that had wanted nothing more than to kill the scarred man and then himself had gone away, leaving what?

It was too large of a question. He was not sure he would even survive an encounter with Sar, and here he was, trying to solve a problem that grief had still not finished writing.

He was just a man. Not a God. And he was caught up in something that felt far too impossible to even comprehend. Perhaps it made sense, then, that he was clinging to questions that he couldn’t answer. Thinking beyond the immediate insanity of what lay ahead was the only way for him to dig his nails in and hold on to what made him… him.

“Kairos?”

He looked up from the spot he’d been staring at on the floor. Eris stood in the doorway of his room, wearing the same black robe he was. And Dead Gods…

There it was again. That warmth. That stirring of something alive amidst all the sharpened teeth of what lay inside him.

He hadn’t forgotten what had happened before they’d been attacked. Or what had almost happened. It felt unreal, like a dream half-forgotten as soon as one woke. But it had been no dream.

Looking at her now was nothing short of a miracle.

Gods, she was beautiful.

“Eris,” he said, relieved. Her left eye was covered in bandages. For his sake. For his safety. He would never be able to repay such a sacrifice.

His eyelids fluttered as she took a seat next to him.

“Are you alright?” she asked.

“I’m okay,” Kairos said. “You?”

“Fine.” Two of her fingers had been wrapped with bandages also, and it appeared several other spots on her had been covered as well. That she had survived at all… that she’d fought for him…

“What actually happened, back there?” he asked. “How did you convince Varsik to speak to Kaan?”

“I told you. I made a deal.” Eris pulled her robe tight about herself. “I killed some of the Reapermen and attacked her. The weapons are inscribed with runes, and I thought… well, she said if I could kill her pets, she’d talk to Kaan. So I did it.”

Kairos shook his head in amazement. “I can’t believe it worked. I don’t know how to thank you anymore. You’re incredible.”

Yeah,” Eris said, as if he hadn’t spoken at all, her voice flat and dull. She hung her head slightly, like something was pressing down on the back of her neck. “But Kairos… that wasn’t everything. She told me… she said… the Eternity Tree is…”

Eris couldn’t seem to get the rest of the sentence out. Kairos was going to tell her that it was alright, that they could speak about it later, when clapping sounded out in the hallway, and a grinning Goddess came skipping into the door.

“Aha! My wonderful mortal friends! You smell infinitely better now.” Varsik planted her feet in a wide stance and took a deep whiff. “Ahhhhhhhhh. The smell of rocks and lava. Never gets old. Except for always. My, you both look positively despondent! Come, come, let us share some merriment.”

When neither Kairos nor Eris responded with enthusiasm or showed any apparent interest in merriment, Varsik frowned. “No? Oh, bother. Do you want to get to the boring stuff first, then?”

“You said you would help Kaan kill Sar,” Eris stated. “How? And before that, we need to understand what’s going on. We need answers.”

“Thankfully, ‘answers’ and ‘help’ are hopelessly intertwined, in our situation.” Varsik chuckled to herself. “You mortals will need to do some work to make things happen. I’m rather confined to these volcanoes, unfortunately. I can only do so much from here. For the plan I have in mind to work, you two will be busy little bees once you leave my Domain. But first, you must understand the situation.”

“Exactly.” Eris stood and walked over to the Goddess. “So give us answers. Tell us what actually happened, a millennia ago.”

“Hmm.” Varsik pouted, which was rather disturbing on her rotted face. “Fine. But you must promise to join me for dinner, afterwards. I am so tired of eating alone. Alright. What do you know already? Anything?”

“We know that Kaan was betrayed.” Kairos went to join Eris. “But we don’t know how. And we don’t understand how you Gods are still alive, or what Kaan is doing to me.”

“So, nothing. You know nothing.” Varsik sounded exasperated, like they were children who had refused to do their schoolwork.

“We found this,” Kairos said. His things had been brought to him with the bath, and his pack was leaning against the bed. He went to it, undid the clasp, and brought out the etched plate they’d taken from the library.

Upon seeing it, Varsik’s single eye widened. “Tides. I didn’t expect to ever see that again. Well, this is perfect! Everything you need to know is in there. Did you not try, I don’t know, reading it?”

“We did. But it tells us almost nothing.”

Varsik snapped her fingers. “Right! I forgot they sealed it up. What a bunch of cowards they were. So afraid of the story getting out that they censored it into oblivion. Because what good is being a God if your worshippers know you’re a bastard?”

“Can’t you just tell us what happened?” Eris asked.

“Yeah, yeah.” Varisk waved away the question. “But you need to hold onto that. It’s more than just a plate. Wow. The more I think about it, the more incredible it is that you found that at all. How did you find it? Or even know to look for it?”

“We didn’t.” Eris perked up, remembering something. “Our dog did! Where’s our dog, by the way? Where’s Spot?"

“Dog? What dog? You two were brought here alone. What kind of dog survives this far out here, anyway? Are you implying that it found this book?”

“He did. And I’d like to know where he is.”

“I have no idea. My worshippers might’ve killed it, I’m sorry to say. They certainly didn’t bring anything back that wasn’t you two.”

Kairos put a hand on Eris’s shoulder. “He survived, Eris. I’m certain of it. He wouldn’t have been killed by some Reapermen. He’s smarter than the both of us.”

Eris remained tense, but nodded stiffly. “You’re… you’re probably right. But I don’t like it. We need to find him before we go on.”

“Hold on a second, both of you,” Varsik interrupted. “Did you say that a dog is smarter than the pair of you? And more importantly, what is this term you just used? Reapermen? What in all of Lumein is that?”

Kairos furrowed his brow, ignoring the first question. “Your worshippers. They’re called Reapermen.”

“What?!” Varsik exploded. She stomped her foot, clearly outraged beyond belief. “Seriously? You call them Reapermen? What… why… who in the world… that’s ridiculous. They’re my worshippers, not Sar’s! Why would you call them Reapermen, and not… Varsikmen, or… snakemen… or I don’t know, something else? That’s absurd!”

“I don’t know. That’s just what they’re called. I didn’t choose the name.”

Varsik threw up her hands in disgust and paced in a circle. “I hate humans, sometimes. You two aren’t so bad, but humanity on the whole… really? Reapermen? What idiot came up with that name? If I wasn’t restricted to this one piece of land, I would… I’ll get my revenge for that, someday. I’ll go find the man who chose that name and make him infertile. I can do that, you know. One of the few powers I have left.”

Kairos and Eris just watched the Goddess work herself down, then glanced at each other in amusement. Once Varsik had finished talking, she crossed her arms and sighed louder than the many times she already had.

“Well, that’s a problem for another day. Come along, you two. I’ll give you the answers you want.” With a spin on her heel, the Goddess trudged out into the hall, and the two humans followed her.
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They were taken to another library, of sorts. A room with a huge tapestry covering one wall, and several stone tables lining its length, each smothered in books and scrolls that had apparently not been organized in quite some time. Goblets and empty plates were strewn in among the scholarly articles, giving the place a chaotic messiness that Kairos disliked.

Varsik found a chair next to the wall with the tapestry, and lazily indicated for them to join her. Kairos sat in a surprisingly comfortable stone chair and carefully pushed a stack of scrolls away from him on the table so he could place his elbows upon it. Eris sat next to him, subdued.

It was the only room, as far as Kairos could tell, that was lit by candles rather than lava. So despite the messiness, there was a sense of familiarity to the room that somewhat put him at ease.

Varsik leaned forward, a serious expression coming over her face. Her skeletal half was shadowed in the candlelight; a rather disconcerting effect.

“So,” she began, “you know Kaan was betrayed. You know, if you were listening, that he’s been imprisoned for the past thousand years, and you know that the other Gods took something from him. Got all that, right?”

“Yes. That is correct,” Kairos said.

“Well. Sadly, I don’t have much I can tell you apart from my perspective. It won’t be a long story, so don’t worry that I’ll ramble.” The Goddess looked off into space, what flesh remained of her face softening as she remembered things a thousand years past.

“Kaan never quite belonged here. I don’t know how he got here, though I’ll admit to a burning curiosity. Whatever his nature, he was, shall we say, rejected, by our world. He was poisoned by our air, and in turn poisoned it. He just… arrived, one day, from somewhere out in the cosmos, like a comet that had been pulled into orbit. We found him as a half-mangled mess on the eastern shore. At first, we planned to kill him to stop him from rotting Lumein with his poison, but we discovered that if we combined our Divinity together, we could simply stop the poisoning from both ways. And, as Sar found out soon after, we could leech Kaan. We could literally take energy and power from him and use it as our own. Think of it like using a human as a pack mule. And apparently, it didn’t hurt him. At first.”

Varsik barked out a laugh. “I should’ve known then that this would only ever end in disaster. Power is a poison of its own. At first, and by at first, I mean a few centuries, things were fine. Kaan lived among us. I called him a friend, once, as did the other Gods. We sustained him, and tried to work together to find a way to get him back to where he came from. If we had quit squabbling for even a moment it would have been easy. But his home, according to him… was the moon. I doubt you’ll be surprised to hear that.”

A tingle ran up Kairos’s spine as he thought of the indelible draw the moon had had on him during the course of the journey. No. He was not surprised at all.

“But, as power does, it made the others greedy. Sar started to draw more and more power from Kaan, and didn’t tell us. We deduced it on our own when Kaan began to weaken for no apparent reason. Of course, everyone claimed to be outraged, though I actually was, but for some reason, Kaan weakened even further! I wonder why? Could it have been because Yarra and Zavax realized that they could just be doing the same thing as Sar to make themselves more powerful? Surely not. And Illuvia soon after, claiming she had to do it in order to keep the scales balanced? Not a chance. That’s blasphemous to even think, you heathens.”

Varsik shook her head. “Idiots. All of them. At that point, I tried to stop the others. I said it was bad business, and would only lead to bad outcomes. Nobody listened, as I said before. They took it a step further. They started to argue amongst themselves about what to do. Kaan was supposed to be their friend, I’ll add. He was gracious to a fault. He actually wasn’t even upset, once he found out! He said they could take all they want, so long as they continued looking for a way to get him home.”

“Anyways, long story short, they captured him, one day. And they carved him. They carved him. Each of those bastards took a piece of Kaan for themselves, and what was left, they sealed away somewhere where he couldn’t hurt them for what they’d done. With the power they gained from his flesh, they started a war. The very same war that would lead to all of them dying, except for Sar. But I always knew Kaan would find a way to get revenge for what they did. I’ve been waiting for it.”

“Wait, go back,” Eris said, itching at the bandages on her face. “If the other Gods died, how have they been fighting us now? They seemed… dead, but they weren’t dead. How is that possible?”

“We’re Gods,” Varsik said, as if that explained everything. “They died, oh yes, but Sar saw use for them yet when he extended his influence over this half of the world. He kept them… not alive, but somewhere close to it.”

The Goddess eyed the both of them. “Do either of you know of the realms?”

When they both shook their heads, Varsik looked irked. “Physical, divine, and transcendental? Ring a bell? No? Well then. Those are the three realms. As Gods, we can touch all three, and use them to our will. The Soul Ocean resides in the transcendental; it's the plane that your mortal souls go to when you perish. But Sar, that sneaky bastard, figured out how to use it to chain our Godly forms to the physical plane, while controlling us from the transcendental. It’s where he puppets Yarra and Zavax from, and it's there that Kaan is imprisoned. Stuck between life and death eternally.”

Varsik picked up a goblet from the table and sipped dispassionately at wine. “Sar has kept us chained to our individual Domains ever since. When Zavax and Yarra died, he took control of them. I’ve felt the other Gods’ presences for the past millennia, and known the fate they suffered. They’re little more than meat puppets he’s been holding onto for this exact occasion. To shield himself from Kaan’s coming wrath. He would do the same to me, if he could. But as I told you, I never quite died in the same way as the others.”

The Goddess looked closely at Kairos, then, wariness in her eye. “I saw you slay Zavax, boy, through the eyes of one of my snakes. Scared me senseless. I don’t know how it happened, exactly, because the process was different for me, but he made you his Champion in a way I’ve never seen before. He fights through you. That he can summon Hellflame through a mortal body… it shouldn’t be possible. His being between realms has given him terrifying power.”

“Hellflame? Is that what consumed the other Gods?”

“Oh yes. Hellflame is… well, only Sar used it among us, in his last attempt to kill Illuvia. I’ve tried to summon it before, but the cost… even Yarra and Zavax, as greedy as they were, never used Hellflame. It ends a soul, permanently. I’m not surprised Kaan used it on them. They won’t ever come back, now.”

“It was you,” Eris said, suddenly sitting up straight. “Back in the forest, at the beginning of all this. You were in the snake that attacked Kairos.”

A wry smile came across Varsik’s face. “Yes, I was. I felt Kaan meddling with things down there, and knew I needed to take a look. He had his touch on you even then, boy. I tried to end it then and there, before he could ever reach me. Sorry for that. I’m rather glad that I failed, with how things have worked out. I have snakes everywhere out here, even in Sar’s own Domain. It’s how I’ve managed to keep myself alive, even back in the War.”

A heavy silence fell as they truly comprehended what they were caught in for the first time. Kairos felt the weight of it all like a physical pressure in his chest. A blood feud so ancient that he could scarcely imagine the depths of it.

Eris leaned forward over the messy table. “Right, so, how does this help us? I’m happy to finally know what we’ve been caught in the middle of, but the problem still remains that you think Kaan can’t defeat Sar on his own.”

“I know he can’t defeat Sar on his own,” Varsik corrected. “Fortunately for all of us, I also know some ways in which we can even the odds.”

“How?”

“The first is a surprise even to myself. It’s a stroke of extraordinary luck, really. That plate you found. It was part of the ritual they completed to carve Kaan apart. A necessary part. Each of them had to seal a piece of their Divinity inside it to form his prison. Of course, they couldn’t let anyone know about all that, so Yarra had her worshippers hide it away. In that plate, each of the Gods apart from myself formed a pact with one another. By doing so, they sealed part of their soul to it. Meaning, you’ve been carrying a teeny tiny bit of Sar with you ever since you picked it up. You said a dog showed you where it was? Seriously?”

“Yes,” Kairos said. “He did. But what good is it to have a piece of Sar’s Divinity with us? Can we destroy it?”

“Not quite.” Varsik paused then, clearly intending to use the quiet for dramatic effect, and pointed at the tapestry on the wall behind her. “But you can get Sar himself to destroy it.”

The tapestry depicted a scene of carnage. Kairos hadn’t noticed how brutal the image was when he sat down, as he hadn’t given it more than a cursory look. On closer inspection, the picture was full of dismembered bodies, corpses, and pools of blood. A figure dominated the middle of the image, and the eye seemed inexorably drawn to it no matter where you looked.

A dark, misshapen figure, holding a scythe aloft in one hand, and holding a dark-haired man by the face with the other. A figure that every child in the living world lived in fear of. The Reaper. The scourge of Lumein. Illuvia’s rival and hated enemy.

Sar.

“There is almost nothing that can kill Sar. He siphoned Yarra and Zavax’s power when they died, and if it weren’t for Illuvia’s sacrifice sealing his true essence within his Domain, he would have come to finish me off next. As it is, he rules over this half of the world, but can’t even leave his own home. He's strong, but he's not unkillable. In this particular piece, which I had commissioned because I despised that righteous bitch, he’s—”

“Killing Tanys,” Eris finished. “Illuvia’s Champion. The war would’ve ended there, if Illuvia hadn’t sealed Sar out from her half of the world.”

“Ah,” Varsik said, her eye glinting. “Is that the story they tell? Well, it’s close enough to the truth. Tanys didn’t die here, girl. He survived, though he had half his damned face burned off. Sar had killed most of Illuvia’s army single handedly after he siphoned Zavax and Yarra’s power for himself. It was only because Tanys survived, and I’ve no clue how he did, that Illuvia had enough strength left to do what she did. Champions were conduits for the Gods, back in these days. My own Champion was… well, she was fantastic. Her death still hounds me to this day.”

“Illuvia, then… she’s…”

For the first time, something resembling true empathy came across Varsik’s face. “I’m sorry, mortal. She died when she sealed Sar away. She’s as gone as gone can be. It was the only way to save humanity. I felt her death, as I’m sure the other Gods did also. She might’ve been a righteous bitch most of the time, but she did the right thing then. Sar would’ve ravaged all of Lumein if she hadn’t. I’m not exactly a priest myself, but I think you humans deserve to live in this world. Sar does not.”

“How can we beat him, then? Even with this?” Kairos spread his hands on the tabletop, tired of beating around the point.

Varsik grimaced, her single eye rolling to land on Kairos. “Trickery. You need to have that plate with you, and make Sar destroy it. I can’t tell you how to do that, but you have to. If you can, he’ll be weakened, at least somewhat. Kaan is still strong, far stronger than I could have ever anticipated. If you can weaken Sar, he might very well be able to do the rest on his own. But there’s more we can do to prepare for that moment.”

Kairos swallowed dryly.

“Heed my words, boy.” Varsik’s eye darkened. “Even if you win, there will be things beyond my understanding that you’ll need to confront. When a God dies, there’s a… vacuum. A space in the fabric of reality where a void is created. Someone must either take the power occupying that space, or disperse it. I’ve never been close to a God’s death, and thankfully avoided my own, but I have felt it. “

A heaviness fell on Kairos as he listened. A heaviness much different than his own suffering and grief. Not sharp, but crushing. Here he was, sitting and talking to a Goddess from myths. Talking about killing the Reaper himself. Pretending that he was in any way up to the challenge of doing it.

This was the universe in action. Unknowable and vast.

He looked back on the months that had taken him to this point. Every moment since he’d watched his family die in front of him. The delusion and terror that had held him every waking day. He had made his own choice in coming to Reaper’s Bend, but he had never been in control of his own destiny. Nobody ever really was.

And if that was the truth, then… what was he supposed to make of his life? Of himself?

Eris squeezed his hand.

He crawled out of his own mind to squeeze back, and found that Varsik was still studying him. The Goddess kept her eye on him for a moment longer. “Why did you come here, boy? Why come to this hellscape?”

“You don’t know?” Kairos asked.

“I’ve got no clue. I’m shocked you aren’t a madman, to be honest. I can feel her curse, but you… you’re a fairly normal man when it comes to it. Why come here?”

“I was chasing someone,” he said. “The man who killed my family. He led me out here. I don’t know who he is, or how he plays into this, but it was him who led me here.”

Varsik seemed to grow interested, and sat up a little straighter. “A man, you say? I’ve not seen any men aside from yourself through the eyes of my snakes. What does he look like?”

Kairos stiffened. Thinking of the scarred man, even after all he’d seen and all he knew now, filled him with indescribable anger. It sent him back to a well of helplessness that he would give anything to avoid drowning in again. “He has a scar across his face. An X,” he said, chewing on the words before saying them.

Varsik’s eye widened a fraction. “Ah. I see. Then perhaps that explains everything.”

“It does?”

“As I said, Sar must have known that Kaan would one day grow strong enough to reach outside his prison. That’s how Kaan keeps bringing you back, mortal. His prison exists between life and death, and so he has the power to reach into both realms and stop you from dying. He may not be strong enough to do anything himself, but that's enough to do what he wants. And I'm not the only one who knows that.”

Kairos frowned. “What are you saying?”

Varsik leaned forward. “I’m saying that Sar knew that he would not be safe forever. Due to Illuvia’s sacrifice, he can’t leave his own Domain, even as he rules half of the world. But the rules for us Gods are flexible. Who’s to say that Sar couldn’t craft a mortal vessel for himself, and take it through the barrier Illuvia created? Who’s to say that he couldn’t find someone, and make of them the perfect vessel to become Kaan’s Champion, to force his old enemy’s hand on his own terms? A Champion can only be made if the God and the mortal they choose are aligned in their goals and values. How else to give Kaan what he needed?”

“I don’t—” Kairos was going to say that he didn’t understand, but he did. He recalled the scarred man’s words in Avaris. He had said the barrier had weakened. He’d told Kairos that he killed his family to make him compatible. He had spoken to Kaan as if they’d once known each other. “Dead Gods,” he said, terror rising in him.

“It was Sar himself that you chased out here, mortal,” Varsik said quietly. “And if I had ever seen him, I would’ve known. I gave those scars to him, long ago. It gives me pleasure to know that he cannot escape them even in a mortal vessel.”

“But why…” He could not finish the question. His hands were starting to shake under the table.

Still, Varsik seemed to understand where he was going. “I can only guess, but I know my fellow Gods well. I know how they think. Sar needed someone young, and healthy. He needed someone who could make the trek out into the Wastes and survive. Kaan’s influence can’t breach Illuvia’s barrier any more than the rest of us. He needed someone with enough to lose to make them desire revenge as much as Kaan does. And he found you. Wherever you were, Sar found you, and decided you were the one.”

“So all of this… everything I lost…” Kairos clenched his eyes shut.

“It was all to lead you into Kaan’s hands, so that Sar might force this confrontation once and for all.” Varsik sounded sure of herself, now, but not without grimness. “I'm sorry, Kairos. I know of Sar’s cruelty. I can only imagine what he did to you.”

An inexplicable stillness came over Kairos, then. A calm that was so sudden in its arrival that he was confounded by it. It sat on the edge of the clarity bought from rage, but it was… different. It was calm, and quiet.

It took a few moments to realize why. “I understand,” he said in a low voice. “All of this was not fate. It was not some cruel plot, although I am part of one. It was nothing but chance, was it not? Random chance brought Sar to me.”

Varsik grew solemn. “There’s a reason he’s called the God of Chaos. Sar never believed in anything but the power of taking your chance whenever you saw it. He saw his chance to rid himself of the God that he betrayed, and he took it. You, Kairos, just happened to be in the right place at the right time to be caught in his snare.”

Kairos bowed his head, and let out a long, deep breath. A peace he hadn’t known he was looking for had suddenly appeared in him, a glade in a desert storm.

There was cruelty in randomness, but there was also comfort. Suffer though he had, that suffering had not been the cold fist of the world deliberately closing around him. It had been nothing but chance.

The place in him where grief rested was eased, in knowing this. His pain was the same as any other’s. Where he’d once been an island, alone in his own particular and hate-filled taste of grief, he was now one fish in an endless school.

“Then I can finally let my family rest.” His shoulders loosened, and his hands ceased to shake. “I know now why they’re gone, at the very least. It is easier to imagine them at rest in the Soul Ocean, now. Thank you, Varsik, for helping me to understand.”

The Goddess appraised him, her solemn expression shifting into something more discerning, then abruptly turning into a smile.

“I like you. Both of you. Chance, as you said, is what brought us together, and I’m rather glad that it did. I’ve known many humans, and more often than not you’re selfish bastards. It’s fortunate that the two of you seem to be of a different ilk. I suppose that means I won’t need to kill you after all.”

At their stunned faces, Varsik guffawed. “Joke! It's only a joke. I’d already decided to let you live, I wasn’t lying. But I still wanted to know you better before I chose whether or not to truly let you go. I trust you enough, now. And with trust must come honesty.”

Her expression turned to something resembling pity. “I think you two are alright, but I still don’t trust Kaan any more than I trust a viper lying in wait. So there’s something that must be done before I can let you go. Just know, I truly am sorry about this.”

Kairos registered the danger in those words an instant before a sharp pain shot up his leg, and his entire body went rigid. Eris went stiff beside him at the same moment, a sharp gasp escaping her.

Muscles locked, jaw stuck, heart slowing, Kairos could do nothing but stare at Varsik in mute fury and shock. From the corner of his vision, he saw the silent slithering form of a small snake wriggle out from under the table. He tried to speak, but couldn’t do anything more than grunt.

“Don’t worry,” Varsik assured them. “You’ll be fine in… an hour or so? Just think of this as a well-deserved rest.”

Black started to gather in the corners of Kairos’s vision, stopping just before he could pass out entirely. Varsik was rising, clapping her hands together, and looking down at them with an amused smile as Reapermen came sweeping in and began to lift them from their seats.

“Handle them gently,” the Goddess told her followers. “They are our esteemed captiv… er… guests.”

Seeing Kairos’s eyes widen, Varsik laughed heartily. “Ha! Only joking. Lighten up, you two. A little snake venom never killed anyone.”
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Eris was helpless as the Reapermen carried her through the black halls of the volcano, orange light flickering on their reptilian faces. Her body was entirely rigid, and yet she was uncontrollably relaxed internally. Her thoughts were mush, her senses shallow.

All she could do was watch the distant roof of the winding corridor go by, and pray. Anger at Varsik was a constant, low throb in her chest. The numbing of her mind made it impossible to work through the Goddess’s actions to try and understand them. Ahead of the procession of Reapermen carrying her, Varsik was occasionally making remarks that drifted back to Eris.

“To your left, you’ll see a wonderful carving of me from around two thousand years ago. I was a man at the time, and I had the most wonderful hair. Can you see it? Right. You probably can’t turn your heads. My good fellows, would you turn our guests onto their sides so they can see my gorgeous visage?”

The Reapermen made no move to do such a thing, but Varsik continued to yammer on. “Ah, and here, a spectacular frieze of mine and Zavax’s brief but electric romance. That was almost five thousand years ago. Goodness, how time flies when you’re bored out of your mind.”

And so they continued to trek deeper into the volcano, carried along in a tour that was entirely unseeable. Eris’s anger faded into a dull irritation and confusion at the situation, and eventually Varsik herself became quiet.

After an indeterminate amount of time, they came to a stop. Eris, only able to stare at the ceiling, could still see where they had come to rest before.

A massive door filled the wall in front of them, lit by tens of torches and trenches of lava that made the pristine metal lining of it glitter and shine. Intricate carvings covered the door’s surface, all black iron and swirling strips of gold.

“Get the boy in the collar,” Varsik ordered. “Take him down to the entrance. Leave the girl with me. We’ll watch from up top.”

Eris grunted as she tried to protest, a weak noise that rattled her ribs. She heard the sound of metal clanking, the swish of a chain, and then the snap of a latch. From the corner of her eye, she saw some of the Reapermen shuffle away, clearly carrying Kairos.

As Eris continued to groan in frustration, Varsik came over to her. Behind the Goddess, the massive double doors began to grind open.

“Oh, don’t look so dour. Kairos will be alright. Probably. Come, come. Bring her inside. We’ll have a great view up here.”

The Reapermen followed Varsik past the double doors that were still yet rumbling open. Blackness replaced the firelit ceiling, and Eris was ushered forward into the smell of damp rock. Slowly, the Reapermen raised her, some shuffling away, and she was moved into a sitting position atop a wooden chair.

It took her a handful of seconds to truly take in what was spread before her.

She was on an outcropping of rock near the top of a vast cavern. Hundreds and hundreds of feet below, there was a pool of still water, and a shore of smooth rock. That shore extended into a slope, which eventually turned into meticulously sculpted stairs. Up and up the stairs went, becoming steeper the higher they climbed.

Lined along the steps were chrome statues, faceless and sexless, each posed with one arm pointed directly upwards and the other held horizontally. Each was eerily polished and shining, as if they had only just been cleaned.

Past the statues, at the top of the steps, there was a circular stone platform with a single occupant. A cone of pale light, coming from an unseen source in the roof of the cavern, bathed the scene, illuminating the withered corpse that sat on the platform.

Swathed in a tattered and worn patchwork robe, the corpse was shriveled and horrid to look at even from a distance. Gaping black holes took the place of eyes and a mouth. Wrinkled skin covered the skull. A headdress, made of small bones and half-naked feathers, sat atop the frail body.

It took Eris only an instant to feel a spike of fear. The corpse looked almost exactly like Magus Castellian. It even held a staff similar to the Magus, cradled in the crook of its arm. An anguished human face had been carved into the dark wood, and seemed to be crying out in eternal pain.

As Eris processed this, she saw movement down below.

Reapermen, wading into the shallow pool of water, carrying Kairos’s prone form. Their robes dragged through the water as they gently placed him on the stone shore. An iron collar was locked around his neck, and the chain it was connected to disappeared into the water.

Once he was down, the Reapermen simply turned away and went back, leaving him alone at the base of the grand staircase.

Varsik hummed as another chair was placed beside Eris, and the Goddess plopped down into it. After adjusting her legs, she looked over at Eris.

“Do you know what this is, mortal? Grunt for yes.”

Eris remained silent.

“Is that a no? Yes? I’ll take it as a no.” The Goddess leaned back in her chair and gestured out. “This, my dear girl, is a test. The ultimate test, if you ask me, for it cannot be cheated and it cannot be faked.”

The doors behind them began to rumble shut. The orange light from behind faded, leaving only the pale illumination of the cavern.

“This is the Trial of the Oracle. The truest determination of a human’s intentions. There was once a time that this trial was conducted for each and every mortal that wished to become a priest for any given deity. Zavax replaced it with a trial by combat. Yarra with a trial by knowledge. Sar with… something. I’m not really sure what, to be honest. But I never changed it, because I knew that there was nothing more certain to tell you the content of a person’s character than this.”

Down below, Kairos continued to stare blankly upwards. Varsik’s words carried through the cavern in echoes. He would be hearing them as well.

“I have no doubt that your lover down there would succeed on his own,” Varsik continued, a wry grin twisting her half-skeleton face. “But it’s not him that I wish to test. The Oracle can sense the will of the Divine as much as the will of a mortal. As such, it was this very same trial that saved my life a thousand years ago. The mole in my ranks that would have sold my life to Sar was discovered, and I was able to plan accordingly to save my skin. Well, half of my skin.”

Varsik tapped her fingers on the arm of the chair. “If there is any true intent left in Kaan to murder me, this trial will expose it. And if that happens, I’m afraid I won’t be able to let you go until it’s gone. And I’m also afraid that it’ll be a rather painful experience for Kairos. But succeed, and perhaps we may have a real chance at taking on Sar together.”

A tingling sensation started in Eris’s toe. The first sign of her body reclaiming its ability to move. As if the Goddess knew it was happening, she leaned over and spoke quietly enough that only Eris would be able to hear her.

“I know you don’t trust me, but I won’t paralyze you again unless I have to. Sit still, and watch. The Trial is more than a simple test. The Oracle can touch all three realms, girl. I have more than one reason for believing this must be done.”

Eris could say nothing, so she only breathed, and furiously worked toward being able to move her toe. Maybe Varsik was telling the truth, or maybe she was playing a game with the foolish mortals who had become caught in her snare.

Whatever the case was, Eris had no intention of sitting idly by. So she breathed, and waited.

[image: ]

Kairos could feel his legs. Inch by inch, sensation was returning from the dual wounds where the snake had bitten him right above the ankle. His chest rose and fell slowly. Water lapped at his feet, an eerily similar feeling to the bliss of the Soul Ocean. He focused on working his muscles until he could bend each leg, and then started to twitch his fingers and roll his wrists.

Twenty minutes must have passed by the time he felt he could sit up straight. He was still oddly numb, and his limbs resisted each movement, but it was enough that he could begin to stand.

As he did, he looked upwards, to the back of the cavern from where he had heard Varsik speaking. A ledge up high showed him Eris and the Goddess watching him. Kairos worked his lips and jaw until he was certain he could speak again.

“Are you alright, Eris?” he called.

It was Varsik who answered him. “She got a higher dose of venom than you did, I’m afraid. She still has a bit before she’ll be able to answer you. You have my assurances that she’ll be just as alright as you are now. Believe me when I say it will be best for you if you simply do the trial right away and not wait for her to recover.” The Goddess hesitated, then continued on. “And my sincerest apologies for the collar. It’s for your own safety. If things go poorly, it will prevent Kaan from doing something rash. And if things go well, it will come off of its own accord.”

Kairos peered down at the ring of metal around his neck. It wasn’t particularly tight, but it was uncomfortable nonetheless. Runes were inscribed on its surface, dull and lifeless. Those runes wound down the chain as well, meticulously carved into the links with precision that baffled him.

He set his feet and looked up the massive staircase before him. The chrome statues seemed to be waiting for him. Looking at them made him queasy.

But there was nothing to it. They were still at the whims of Varsik, whether they liked it or not. If this was what it took to move forward, then he would do it.

The stone was cold underfoot as he began to walk, chain sliding along behind him. He refused to look back at Eris as he paced to the foot of the stairs, and paused.

“A trial,” he muttered.

In his mind’s eye, he saw the statues confronting him. Dueling him, perhaps, or offering some kind of challenge step by step. It was this that he prepared for as he lifted his foot and steadied himself.

Slowly, he put his foot down on the first stair, and… absolutely nothing happened. All was quiet and calm. With caution, he lifted his back foot and joined it with the front. The statues remained still.

The same happened as he ascended another stair, and another. The faceless chrome statues stayed exactly as they were. In their bodies, he saw his berobed form, distorted and warped, as he continued to climb.

He pressed on, heat returning to his muscles with each step.

Varsik remained quiet, whether through disinterest or rapt attention Kairos didn’t know, but he was thankful for it. Minutes went by, the dull warmth of his body becoming a heat, sweat gathering on his back and making the robe cling to him. The chain connected to his collar rattled on the steps as he ascended.

The stairs became narrower the higher he went, and as he approached the final stretch, the statues on either side were close enough that he could simply reach out and touch them if he so wanted to. He didn’t.

A stench rose from the withered corpse at the very top. Kairos began to breathe through his mouth as he reached it, but still the scent of reptilian decay assaulted him. He stopped just before the corpse, dust swimming in the pale light as he took his last step.

Here, he stopped, and wondered what he must do. The corpse sat atop a simple bench, black holes where the eyes should be staring ahead sightlessly. The hand that didn’t cradle its horrid staff was extended slightly forward, as if beckoning all who came.

Kairos didn’t dare to look back to where Varsik and Eris were for fear he might lose his nerve. The acute sense of eyes on the back of his neck prickled the skin there.

He drew a steadying breath. Told himself there was nothing to do but try. Then he reached out and placed his hand atop the corpse’s.

A heartbeat passed.

A flash of blue light pulsed from the runes inscribed in his collar, the chain rippling out behind him. The collar briefly tightened, choking off the passage of air to his lungs.

And the world split.

Like a pane of glass shattered into three pieces, his vision cracked, refracting reality into separate dimensions around him.

In one, he saw light. Fuzzy auras of living beings. Yellow and green and blue balls that hummed in harmony with the souls of the living. As he reeled, this vision skated across his chest, and he saw a broiling golden light sitting in his core.

In another, he saw the world as he always had. Flesh. Matter. Rocks and dust and the earth surrounding his physical being.

And in the last, he saw the cosmos reflected back on him. A mirror of Divinity, startling in its clarity. Endless stars and black space. Thrumming power emanating from reality itself, untouchable and unknowable. He knew with certainty that this was the sight of the Gods, a glimpse into the Divine.

He could hardly move. His body was frozen still as he struggled to comprehend all that he saw. In instants, he felt a probing, caressing touch all over his body.

It took him an agonizing breath to realize it was the corpse. The Oracle was searching him, prodding at his very soul. He could see tendril-like feelers in the first of his visions, reaching for the golden light in his chest. Its flesh body remained entirely still. And in the sight of the Divine, some unknowable cosmic sense enveloped him.

It was over before he could truly understand any of it.

The collar flashed blue once again, and then one by one, the runes seeped into a deep green color. The tension went out of the collar, then, and he found he could breathe once more. He tried to step back from the Oracle, desperate to break the connection between them.

But before he could move, something pinned him in place. The cosmic sense around him tightened, and with it, the chain. A low hum started in his ears—a hum he recognized all too well.

With a blinding flash, deep crimson light replaced the green. Kairos was driven to his knees, his hand still in the Oracle’s.

I do not answer the call of a mortal.

Red light filled a third of Kairos’s vision. Veins began to creep up his arms. The cosmos vanished from his glimpse into the Divine. Kaan’s pool of blood replaced them, and the Fallen God himself leered out. He was perched atop his spiked throne, carved face staring ahead.

Kairos braced himself to be overtaken once again, and… was not. The red veins crawling up him halted at his neck, and went no further. The collar flashed crimson once again. Kaan’s wretched voice scratched at his ears.

What is this?

Something cold and hard grasped Kairos around the ankle so firmly that he cried out in pain. He struggled to crane his neck, bones creaking. One of the chrome statues had moved, had gotten to all fours and grabbed Kairos by the ankle.

As he gasped from the shock of it, he saw the statue on the other side move as well. It was like flowing liquid as its faceless head turned toward him, its arms lowering. It took one step forward, and grasped him by the calf on his other leg.

Runes along the length of the chain continued to pulse red. Through the shattered glass of his vision, Kairos saw Kaan rising from his throne, bones pushing at his paper-skin.

The statues began to pull, dragging Kairos away from the Oracle. The others behind them were beginning to move as well, to climb the stairs toward him.

Kairos had only a moment to think through the thunderclap of panic that snapped in him. The trial was meant to test the true intentions of the participant, if he’d understood Varsik correctly. A test to make sure they had no desire to betray or harm Varsik herself. Kairos had passed, if the color of the runes was any indication.

Kaan had not.

In the split second it took him to get a grasp on what was happening, to think past the instantaneous panic, Kairos grabbed at the Oracle with a snarl. He felt its role as a conduit between realms like a lightning rod flaring in a storm. He felt the brush of its power against his mind, its tendrils attached to his soul to connect him to each realm.

And he decided he was long overdue a conversation with the God he had been made a Champion of.

Kairos’s vision splintered once again as he focused on the sight of Kaan’s bent figure in his pool of blood. With a desperate cry, he willed his mind to reach through the realms, to reach the God through the link of the Oracle.

A thrum of stomach-rolling energy went through him. Kaan’s carved face widened in surprise. The shattered glass of Kairos’s vision burst into pieces, and he saw only blackness.
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“What’s happening?” Eris demanded, her words slurring as she struggled to work her lips. Her arms had regained enough feeling that she could paw at the chair she sat in, but she still couldn’t stand.

Varsik sat breathless beside her, single eye watching the scene unfold calmly. The statues were marching one by one up to Kairos, bending and shimmering in the light as they began to grab him. Between their mass, the chain attached to his collar continued to pulse red.

“What are they doing?” Eries tried to yell. “Stop them.”

The Goddess made a low noise in her throat. “Quit yammering, girl. I’m trying to listen.”

Eris snarled as she tried to stand once again. “Listen to what?”

“To a very interesting conversation.”
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Stars glinted a thousand ways around Kairos, nestled in the blackness of space almost as if he could reach out to grab them. An entire universe was unrolled at his feet, stretching into infinity.

All he could do was stare, for the first few seconds that it appeared. Hidden amongst those stars were paintbrush strokes of color, of distant mysteries that he could scarcely comprehend.

A ripple went through it all. Another.

He realized that he was standing on a thin film of still water. The real stars were above him, encompassing the sky and making him insignificant. As another ripple went through the water, he raised his eyes to its source.

In front of him, hunched over his own knees, was Kaan.

His shoulders shook. His carved face was twisted into an expression of pure despair. Silent ripples continued to spread through the water from him, only just reaching Kairos’s feet.

Kairos quietly watched the God for a long moment, then turned to take in their surroundings. He didn’t make it far, however, before stumbling backwards, his breath snatched away.

A planet sat on the horizon. A fat ball of green and gray and blue, white wisps clinging to its surface like spun sugar. Kairos nearly fell. His heartbeat was in his throat. So great was the size and grandeur of the planet that some baseless part of him treated it like a threat, as if it might loom down on him and crush him to pieces.

“Dead Gods,” he whispered, body trembling. “It can’t be…”

Kaan let loose a scratchy croak. “Your planet,” he spat. “Your horrid, foul planet.”

Kairos looked at him. The God was still shaking, but had one crooked arm extended to point angrily at the planet. The gesture was filled with contempt. Kairos licked his lips. “Lumein,” he said. “That’s Lumein.”

From here, he could see the world in its entirety. If he looked closely, the great scar that divided the world was visible as a black line across the land. On one half, there was green and brown, while the other was the dull color of weathered rock.

And if that was Lumein, then this was…

Beyond the thin film of water they stood in, Kairos could vaguely see the rise of boulders and the dip of craters, all lit by a dim crimson glow. They were standing on the moon.

“Is this… we cannot truly be here.” Kairos could barely get the words out.

“And we are not.” Kaan lowered his hand and placed it instead on the back of his misshapen head. “We are not here. We are not home. This is only a vision, given to us by that Oracle.” The last word he spat with fury.

Kairos was able to put aside the shock and awe of it all as the words reminded him why he was here. The Trial. They had to pass this trial. Varsik wouldn’t let them go if she couldn’t trust Kaan, she’d made that clear enough.

And that meant Kairos needed to get through to the God, one way or another, and now might be his only chance to ever truly talk to him.

He bit his lip, thinking furiously of what he might say. Part of him despised Kaan for what he’d made of them. He hated the fate he had been forced into. He hated Kaan for what he represented in his life.

So it was difficult not to curse the wretched figure in front of him. To lay into him, and demand he let go of this vengeance, or to leave Kairos out of it at the very least.

But that would get him nowhere. He had heard Kaan’s conviction. He knew that words were not enough to change the God’s mind. Still, he had to try.

“You can’t defeat Varsik. If you lied to her, if you mean to still kill her, you can’t,” he said. “She’s prepared for us. If you try to kill her now, she’ll only subdue me again and keep us chained somewhere we can’t hurt her. You have to let go of vengeance against her. We must work together. It's the only way. Together, we can fight Sar, and kill him.”

Kairos’s words died quickly in the empty space between them, and he felt flimsy and weak as they did. Slowly, Kaan’s shuddering came to a stop. A heavy quiet fell as the God took his time to reply.

“You do not understand, my Champion. It is not revenge that I seek,” Kaan rasped. His carved face twisted into a look of anger. “It is destruction.”

“Then help me understand,” Kairos said, taking a step toward him. “I am your Champion, am I not? What good can I be as a Champion if I know nothing about you?”

Kaan retched in fury. “You do good by obeying. I do not need you to understand, I need you to listen. If you attempt to defy me, you know what I can do. That is enough. And you have not tasted the worst of my wrath yet, mortal. Do not test me.”

Frustration warred with fear in Kairos. What could he say to get through to this broken deity in front of him? He took another step forward, pleading. “And I have obeyed, have I not? I’ve taken you to three of the Gods already. I would take you to the last, but we will fail here if we do not align ourselves.”

“You still do not understand. You cannot understand. This… trial was never meant to show Varsik my desires, for she already knows them. As do you. When I kill Sar, his Divinity, as well as Zavax’s and Yarra’s, will become mine. Mine. I told you I would destroy this world, and I was not lying.”

As Kaan talked, Kairos had a moment of disconnect. It was unsettling to hear the God speak so rationally. So… normally. Since the start, he had only been able to conceive of Kaan as a wrathful being, riding the border of insanity on a razor-thin line.

But there was more to him. There was cruel calculation. Ugly determination. He was not insane; he was simply filled with so much hatred that he no longer yearned for anything but annihilation.

One piece of the God fell into place as Kairos furiously thought of what he could do. If Kaan was telling the truth, then this trial had never been anything but a sham intended to expose something that they already knew. If so, then Varsik was either a fool, or… she wanted something from this. From Kairos.

She had said she trusted him. She had told him of what Kaan spoke of, the release of the other Gods’ Divinity upon their deaths. Perhaps that was what this was about. Was he supposed to somehow convince Kaan to take a different path other than the destruction of Lumein, should they attain that Divinity?

“This was your home, wasn’t it?” Kairos asked. Another step forward. “This place. The moon.” When Kaan remained quiet, he continued on. “It is. I know it is. I can feel it. You want to come back here, don’t you? Surely, with the Divinity of three other Gods, you can bring yourself back. Leave Lumein. Leave, but let us live. Why can you not do that?”

Kaan was quiet for a long time. Long enough that Kairos began to worry their time here would run out. He fought down a surge of panic as he imagined what was happening to himself back in the physical realm.

Finally, Kaan began unfolding from his hunched position, rising to his true height. He was heads taller than Kairos. Strands of scraggly hair clung to his bald skull, falling down his rickety body. Every movement produced the clicking and snapping of joints that jutted out at strange angles.

He turned, his carved face being replaced by protruding ribs and a faceless skull that was sickeningly similar to the statues back in the trial.

“You wish to know?” Kaan replied, emotionless. “Then know.”

Without warning, Kairos’s eyes rolled up into his skull, and he fell backwards into the water.

Flashing colors. A vortex of memories, just as Yarra had shown him, only this time, they were not his. Blood and broken nails and an eternity spent staring into the abyss. A howling scream in his ears, flickering by as distorted images flew past his eyes. He felt a bony hand grab him by the wrist, and then everything snapped, and he was a specter in a memory.
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The statues completely blocked Kairos from view. Their silvery forms writhed and clinked together as they each placed a hand upon him. To Eris, it looked like an undulating mass of metal atop the stairs. She worked her feet in circles, willing sensation back into her legs.

“Stop this, Varsik!” she said, her frustration only compiling as the Goddess completely ignored her.

The deity was instead focused intently on the writhing statues, her brow furrowed and her single eye gleaming. Eris bared her teeth, and continued to work feeling into her legs.
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The soil was fertile and moist, full of a hundred thousand life forms that operated in harmonic bliss. Kisses of sunlight birthed new senses and new developments. Everywhere, white light shone from the land that encased the moon.

He was the roots and the churning rebirth of all life. He was the space between space, inhabiting everything and nothing all at once. He was one with all that the moon was, and he was content. What more could be wanted than this oneness? Surely, there were no heights greater to be obtained.

He was happy. Full of love for this gracious process and all that it contained. Here, death was as trivial and welcome as air itself. Here, he could watch the cycles of time come and go in natural waves, and feel their rhythm in his Divine soul. Here was home.

He could not understand his cousins, so far away on their planet. They had created life that devoured itself. They had given themselves names, and had separated themselves from the oneness of existence.

They did not even know of him. They thought that his home was simply a distant rock that orbited their own. He pitied them for their strife. If only they knew how simple things could be, how peaceful.

Hundreds of years passed. He sensed their wars, their worship, and their anger at one another. He decided it was good that they dismissed him. He wanted nothing to do with their world.

But he could not stay idle forever. Their world was poisoned, and was in turn poisoning the space around it. Spreading its infection into the fabric of life, and slowly creeping toward his home.

He knew what that poison was. He recognized hatred, and knew that eventually, its taint would reach him. The universe, and the Divine that had birthed alongside it, had never been meant to meddle with life in this way. The others had run from perfection, and created a monster. Divinity, when used as the others used it, destroyed purity and harmony. Even his home could be corrupted, its cycle disrupted and taken from him. He had to do something, to act, before that happened.

He was not ready. He tried to do as they had, to create a physical form for himself, but he was unsure how. His attempts were clumsy, misshapen things. He couldn’t bring himself to truly disconnect from his current existence. It was a foreign, frustrating feeling. How did the others endure being alone in their souls? It was akin to torture.

Loneliness and blankness.

Emptiness.

But he had to do it, if only for long enough to secure his home.

So as centuries more continued to pass, he slowly built his tolerance up, and kept his attention on the spreading poison. As it encroached, he knew it was time.

He sent himself into the physical form he had made, and reached into the space around his home, feeling the fabric of space and trying to form a barrier from it. He struggled, in constant terror of the emptiness he felt, and continued to fight against the rising tide of poison coming his way. It must have been years he hung there above the moon, simply warring against the nothingness. And he only failed, over and over. He was not meant to meddle in this part of the universe. He had been made for his home, and his home alone.

He did not know what made it happen.

It seemed that one moment, he floated above his home, arms outstretched into the fabric of the universe, and the next he was plummeting toward the accursed world beyond. He felt as though something had pulled him, like a rope was tied around his chest and had yanked him toward the distant planet.

He could not scream. Could not fight. This form was clumsy and weak. This form was not his. All he could do was burn as he fell to that foul place his cousins had created.

Pain erupted in him as he cratered into the planet. Every inch of him was ablaze with fresh agony. Each breath was fire in his weak lungs as poison filled him. Time passed in a blur as he struggled to move his physical form. His senses were coarse and rough; he could feel each bone in his body creaking and breaking as he tried to climb out of the pit he’d made with his arrival.

“Tide take me, who is this? Don’t tell me one of you has been hiding another God somewhere.”

A voice penetrated through the mire of pain. He extended his senses far enough to see its source. A man, no… a God. Standing at the edge of the pit. He extended his senses further, and saw four more Gods standing behind him.

“Stand back,” one of the Goddesses snapped. “Do you not see it?”

“See what?”

“He’s poisoning the air.” Another one of the Gods, commanding and strong.

“Oh. What’s that about?”

“We must stop it.”

“I know that, you clod.” The God that had been standing at the edge of the pit huffed loudly. “How? Shouldn’t we, I don’t know, help the poor bastard first? And figure out where he came from?”

“Yes, Varsik, we will help him. But humans live not far from here. If we do not stop the poison now, then they may die.”

“Alright, alright. I know. Shall we give it a go, then?”

He could not remember what happened next. Time had blurred once again as, for the first time, he was touched by Divinity other than his own. It was like being stripped naked involuntarily, and he detested every moment of it.

But when it was over, he saw them truly.

The five Gods of this world.

Clever, detestable Varsik and his endless mirth. Kind, righteous Illuvia and her tender care. Bold, authoritative Zavax and his marshal ways. Quiet, thoughtful Yarra and her dedicated scholarship.

And Sar. The unknowable God of Chaos. Friendly one moment, and vindictive the next. Shrewd. Angry.

It was him who named Kaan. He who carried his crippled body from the crater it had made, and declared that he would watch over the fallen deity until it was able to adjust to Lumein.

And so it was that decades passed. Kaan no longer was poisoned by the air of this world, but it never ceased to pain him. Each breath in this physical form was smoke and fire, and each movement was heavy and difficult.

This was his chance. He spoke to them, and told them of the poison they were spreading, the corruption of Divinity that tainted the cosmos. One and all, they listened, and… did nothing. They gave him nothing but empty assurances and promises. Nothing but words.

He knew then, as time passed, that this had all been an act of folly. He could not change these Gods, could not convince them of the necessity to use their Divinity to act in harmony with their creation. He saw their wars up close. Their strife and pain. He had given up his home…. for nothing. The Gods here were a disease. Perhaps Divinity itself was much the same.

Despite it all, he could not help growing to care for the other Gods, for here were others who understood the essence of creation. He told them of the existence he had before, and begged that they search for a way to send him back. For if he could not change the Gods, then he would return and devise a new way to protect his home.

Again, they only gave him words.

His only choice was to hope that one of them truly meant what they said.

Kaan remembered long hours spent studying this world’s history and arcane magic alongside Yarra in the grand library beneath her city. He remembered watching Zavax’s devout military training amidst thunderstorms and typhoons. He remembered walking through the streets of Vitexia at Illuvia’s side, unseen by the mortals they mingled with.

He learned to live in this horrible world. He learned to endure it. To see the pain and suffering of the humans, and ignore it, for it was all he could do. He had no power to save them.

“Are you alright, Kaan?”

He coughed and hacked, the action diminished by the lack of a mouth and resulting in a stabbing pain in his chest. He rubbed at where it burned the worst to no avail. The gray light of Sar’s Domain flooded in through the bay window of his abode. Sar had ordered this place built by the ocean, with a pristine view of the moon on a cloudless night.

The sight of it brought Kaan sorrow more than anything else. He could scarcely breathe when he remembered what he had used to be. What he had lost.

“I am fine, my friend,” he rasped, and turned his face from the window.

In the doorway to the room was the Chaos God himself, as he had once been. Handsome, pale, and tall. Black hair flowing to his shoulders. A noble nose and thick eyebrows over dark eyes.

Sar stepped into the room, taking a seat across from Kaan at the small table he occupied. His dark eyes searched Kaan’s faceless skull. “You have seemed… reserved, of late. Moreso than usual. Why?”

It was rare for Sar to be so direct, and for a moment, Kaan was taken off guard. He gathered his thoughts, hunched and still rubbing his chest. “Another war has started,” he stated. “I can feel the mortals dying by the thousand. It is difficult for me.”

Sar’s dark eyes continued to look into him, as if trying to find something. “I know of what you speak. The loss of their essence is painful for all of us. The Soul Ocean may be respite for them, but it is absence for us. But we cannot control the humans. We cannot stop them from what they do.”

Aching and frustrated, Kaan gave voice to a question he had already asked the Gods many times. “Then why did you create them? Why did you give them choice? Life can exist in harmony with itself, Sar. Why did you allow life to manifest so much suffering on its own?”

“I did not,” Sar answered plainly. “Humanity was no creation of mine. I detest the humans, if I am to be fully honest with you. I believe this world would be better off without them.”

Kaan was quiet. After a long pause, Sar leaned forward. “Do you not feel the same, friend? Do you not think it would be best to erase them from this world? To start over anew? You have spoken to me of your home, and I envy it. I wish that this world could be like it.”

“What are you saying?” Kaan asked. “Are you telling me that you plan to eradicate humanity? That would be…”

He thought of his own home. The balance it had obtained, the peace and calm. This world could never have that. It was humanity’s nature to destroy and bicker and create problems where there were none. To judge and belittle and hate.

But this was their home as much as it was the Gods’. They also loved and created and spread joy. They were detestable creatures, but they were also beautiful.

If Kaan’s home was allowed to exist as it was, then the humans deserved to exist as they were… right? It was not their fault they had such horrible potentials within them. Life deserved to exist, no matter its form.

But still… he could not deny that part of him sided with Sar. A fresh start would be best for this planet.

“No, Sar. I do not agree with you. Humans deserve to live. If this is the path you pursue, then I urge you to leave it. You know that the others would stop you, regardless. All that you would do is create more needless suffering.”

Sar examined Kaan for one last, drawn out moment, expressionless. At last, he let out a deep breath and placed a hand on Kaan’s arm. “I only wanted to see how you felt, my friend. Of course, I would never pursue such a thing. But I will always envy that peace you spoke of.”

Sar withdrew his hand, leaving a stinging, prickling sensation in its place. Kaan thought nothing of it, then. He often had such strange sensory experiences in this form.

But as weeks passed from that meeting, he began to weaken. To falter even more than normal. At times, he struggled to walk, or to bathe. Sar was endlessly helpful and kind, if withdrawn. When the weakness continued, Kaan sought Yarra’s help, and left her care only weakened further.

She handed him to Zavax, who tried his own marshal regiments to help Kaan. Again, he only left the God’s hands weaker than before. He could scarcely move anymore. He was bedridden and weak, constantly shivering and covered in sweat.

Here, his memories were smudged. Half heard conversations and glimpses of Divinity brushing against him. He was feverish, tired.

The next thing he remembered was the snapping of chains around his ankles and wrists. Being pulled apart, suspended over a yawning chasm. Raspy breaths shaking his lungs.

“Don’t do this!”

Was that Varsik’s voice? Kaan could no longer tell who spoke. He could hardly see in front of himself.

“Let him go, you bastards! How can you do this?”

“Quiet!” Sar barked. “I have had enough of your dissent. We must do this, if we are to ever fix this world.”

An incredulous laugh. “Fix it how? By tearing each other apart? What fucking insanity have you all succumbed to?”

Another smudge in the memory. Blinding pain in his back. Agony unlike anything he had ever felt before. Pieces of him, being pushed into the physical forms of the others, nestling next to their hearts. He could feel himself in them, could feel his essence being drained.

Only then did he begin to understand the scope of their betrayal. They were using him like a cow for milking. Sapping his Divinity. Empowering themselves with the very core of his Godhood, and telling themselves it was for a greater good.

When had they ceased to see him as a friend? Had he ever been one?

He couldn’t understand it. He couldn’t comprehend their cruelty. They were no better than the humans. Worse. They were the model the humans followed into their evil nature.

In his agony, Kaan thrashed his essence about, trying to escape his physical form as over and over, knives plunged into his back. He heard Zavax’s angry grunt as he writhed. Yarra’s pained moan as she forced the knife past his skin. Illuvia’s cried apology as she followed suit.

And amidst the blinding pain, he plunged into space. For the briefest of moments, less than a blink, truly, he saw his home.

He saw it bleeding. Dying.

The poison had reached it. His home was deteriorating. Life was decaying by the moment, losing its cycle, losing its harmony. The land was turning an ugly red as the roots he had once inhabited shriveled and died.

Kaan cried out. He begged for mercy. He begged for them to slaughter him, to use Hellflame and end his suffering.

They did not listen.

As the vision of his home faded, he saw Sar standing before him. The last to take a piece of his flesh.

“I am sorry,” Sar said, as he crouched before Kaan and raised the knife. There was no emotion in his voice. No sorrow in his expression. Simple, cold calculus was all that remained. “But you are the shortest way to peace.”

Their mad ritual was etched into his eyelids, where he could not scratch it out. The glowing metal plate between them as they joined hands. The dripping blood and bits of his flesh in their fingers. He felt their mad fervor for power like an aching pulse in his back.

Swirls of indigo and black descended from each of the Gods in turn, tiny slivers of their Divinity seeping together into the plate, forming a web of power that spelled his doom.

The realms opened.

He was pushed from the physical, into the connective tissue of the realms. The hush of isolation fell over him, abruptly leaving him apart from the others.

It took years for him to come to his senses in the prison they had left him in. The blood-filled cavern encased him as surely as a tomb. In it, he began to feel the Gods warring with each other. Their useless battles, leading to an inevitably useless outcome.

This is what they betrayed him for. For this destruction and death, endless and pointless. This was what they were.

His home was gone. Peace was gone. And it would never come back.

Kaan felt the two realms he was nestled between. He felt each human soul as it passed into the Soul Ocean, and did nothing for them. What good would it do?

He felt it when Yarra and Zavax died. Was physically pained when Illuvia split the world in half. It all came to him from a distance. The troubles of others. For years at a time, he would stay still, staring at the wall, wallowing in solitude and despair.

As Sar devoured half the world, Kaan laughed, for he saw the misguided wisdom in his actions now.

It was not humanity that was the problem. It was not even the Gods themselves, though Kaan was steeped in his hatred of them.

It was existence itself.

In the long years after his imprisonment, he came to realize that. It was not that Kaan had been the only wise one among the Gods, to live in harmony. It was that he was the only one who had been lucky enough to be free from the chaos of sentient creation. Existence was a curse for all life capable of thought, and Lumein could never be free of that.

Fury festered in him like a parasite feeding on all he had ever been. What little had tethered the Fallen God to Lumein was scraped away, replaced with single-minded wrath.

Centuries passed, and Kaan waited.

Watching.

Biding his time, for the perfect moment. For a mortal to come that would allow him to end the scourge of the Gods that stained Lumein. He was weak, oh yes, but he was still a God. And he had nothing but time to learn how to reach into what Divinity he had left, and summon forth Hellflame.

It was this that consumed him in the long years of waiting. This endless cycle of pain, of hate. Cleansing and sullying.

He knew that he would one day erase those foul beasts that had betrayed him as surely as he knew that they would be waiting for him.

And when he finished with them, he would grant their world the mercy none of them had ever had the conviction to do. He would end their existence. He would save them all from themselves, before they could destroy what little beauty was left.

Nothingness was the only salvation that remained.
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Kairos gasped for breath. He was on his back, staring up at the glinting stars. A hundred emotions pulsed in him. Rage and fear and despair all bickering for attention. He felt Kaan’s wrath like it was a living creature in his chest, gnawing at his ribs in an attempt to break free.

He rolled over and crawled to his knees, clutching at the space over his heart in an attempt to slow it. Water cascaded away from him in violent ripples. Just feet away, Kaan sat hunched over, stringy hair falling over his face.

It took everything in Kairos to not back away, to not yell in terror. He knew, now. He knew how different this being in front of him truly was from himself. He knew how hopeless it was to appeal to his mercy.

Kaan was beyond reach. A thousand years of hatred had pushed him to a place that was incomprehensible. Through feeling the depth of his anger for mere seconds, Kairos understood how potent its poison was.

His own fury at the scarred man suddenly seemed trivial. A blip in the face of a thousand years of unfettered desire for retribution.

“Do you see now, my Champion?” Kaan asked.

Trembling, Kairos tucked his knees and came to a sitting position, his heart still racing. He watched the shimmering surface of the water as his fingers tingled. “You can still choose a different path,” he said, even knowing the words were useless to the God. “You can still go home. With the power of the others, perhaps you can restore your home. Perhaps you can—”

“FOOLISH BOY.” Kaan hunched further over himself. A ragged breath pulled the skin tighter over his ribs. “So you do not see. You can never see. I am doing you a mercy. I can still feel it in you, you know. That desire for the nothingness I offer. Oh, you would deny it, if I asked. But you can hide nothing from me. Deep down, you know I am right. There is only one true kindness in this universe, and it is to release you from your suffering. To release us all.”

“You’re wrong,” Kairos whispered, before he could stop himself. “You’re wrong, Kaan. You felt differently, once. I saw it.”

“And I was wrong.”

“No, you weren’t. There is more to life than the inevitable suffering that comes with it.”

Kaan cackled, dry and spiteful. “You know nothing of suffering, as much as you believe that you do. It is madness to fight. Madness to believe that you know the depths of pain, for it can always go deeper. Nothing you tiny mortals do ever has or ever will matter. Can you truly not see? Can you not see how insignificant each and every human is? How futile your puny lives are? All that will ever await you, from the moment you draw breath, is the rising tide of suffering. Do not pretend to be wise, boy. Do not pretend to understand this universe.”

The God began to cackle again, his hunched body spasming and shaking as he let loose a peal of ugly mirth. And for a long few moments, utter and complete hatred for the wrathful creature boiled inside Kairos. He clenched his fists into balls.

He could not stand this thinking any longer. Could not stand that he had been gripped by its allure for so long. Indeed, he was so full of anger that he could scarcely speak or piece together his thoughts.

How selfish it was to assume the futility of existence. How profoundly small it made the God look.

For so long, he had believed the nothingness Kaan promised would be a respite. An alleviation of the burden he was destined to carry for the rest of his days. That burden was still there, and would remain shackled to him until he drew his last. A rattling, demented thing hooked into his heart.

But that was not all that it was.

His family had mattered. The love he had shared with them had mattered. Those memories of them mattered.

It was easy to believe the randomness that had taken them from him—the unfeeling calculus of the universe—was all that was left. It was appealing, in a way, to release all meaning to this life and accept that all things were nothing but a coincidental accumulation of space.

Why then, did the idea make him so angry now? Why did he tremble with ire as he looked upon Kaan?

He wanted nothing more than to throttle the shriveled God in that moment, and he wasn’t even certain where the feeling came from. He bit down on the emotion, his jaw grinding as he stared at the hunched figure.

“I won’t let you destroy this world,” he said. Conviction was laced in his words even as he doubted his ability to act on them. “And I will never again feel the way you do. Perhaps I’m just a foolish mortal, but perhaps you are also a fool, blinded by your own torment. You’ve made me your Champion. You’ve tied my fate to yours. But you will not decide what happens to this world.”

You must choose.

The words came to him as a whisper. A breeze tickling his ears.

Kaan’s carved face contorted into bitter indignation. He leered at Kairos, wrinkled edges bunching. The Fallen God opened his mouth, but no words emerged. Instead, another whisper drifted through the air.

You must choose.

A cold flash of light. Overhead, one of the stars winked into blackness. Another followed suit, and another.

The mirror-glass of the world began to crack once again. Kaan’s face formed into a soundless howl. A scream of despair and longing and rage. As Kairos felt reality begin to shift and bend, he kept that image of the God’s futile anger in his mind.

You must choose.
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Eris wobbled to her feet and nearly fell. The din was deafening. She could scarcely see Kairos through the mass of chrome flesh and swaying bodies.

“YOU MUST CHOOSE. YOU MUST CHOOSE.”

The mantra was repeated again and again, emanating from a hundred voices all at once. A pious cry, coming from the statues themselves as they encased Kairos in their bulk.

“What’s happening to him?” she yelled, stumbling a step toward Varsik.

The Goddess was enraptured by the scene, an awestruck grin plastered onto the flesh-half of her face. She ignored Eris’s words.

“YOU MUST CHOOSE.”

The chain connected to Kairos pulsed red, then green, then red again. Over and over, the colors snaking together in winding lines. Eris spat obscenities, trying another step before falling to her knees. Her numb legs refused to cooperate.

She pounded the floor in frustration, yelling pointlessly as the statues continued to sway in place. Through her tirade, she almost missed it as Kairos emerged from the mass.

He was lifted by the statues, raised into a standing position atop the stairs. The statues began to link arms, continuing to sway back and forth. One by one, they connected to each other, and the two standing beside Kairos placed a hand on either side of his chest.

“YOU MUST CHOOSE. YOU MUST CHOOSE.”

Eris gasped, struck silent as the statues began to merge. Starting from the bottom of the mass, they began to meld into one another, silver bleeding into silver. Congealing, condensing, pale light rippling as the metal became liquid and rolled up into itself. Still, the chanting continued, echoing about the cavern in an ululating cry.

“YOU MUST CHOOSE.”

Kairos stood with his head thrown back, his mouth wide open. He seemed frozen in place, his arms outstretched to either side.

The statues continued to meld into each other, flattening and condensing into a solid shape until the last ones, the ones touching Kairos, rippled upwards. The liquid chrome hovered in the air in front of him, continuing to waver and form. One end became a point, slowly sharpening and expanding, becoming a blade. The other rounded and became ridged, hardening into a hilt.

Before her eyes, Eris watched the metal become a sword of pure silver, glinting in the light of the cavern. It continued to hover in front of Kairos as the chanting persisted.

Kairos began to move. His neck rolled, his head falling limp onto his chest. His arms flopped down to his sides. He blinked, his brow furrowing as he realized where he was. After a moment, his eyes went wide as he saw the sword hovering before him.

“YOU MUST CHOOSE.”

He stared at the weapon, unmoving. The chanting crescendoed into hollers and shouts, urging him on. Eris clamped her hands over her ears, unable to do anything but watch as he slowly lifted his arm

Specks of silver light danced through the cavern. The corpse of the Oracle began to shake as if in adulation.

Kairos grabbed the sword by the hilt.

The chaos vanished.

The sudden quiet was jarring, seeming to take the breath out of Eris’s lungs. The calm fell flat on her ears. Her own rapid gasps rattled her skull.

Kairos fell to the ground, barely catching himself as the weight of the sword appeared to pull him down. The collar around his neck went dull, then clanked loudly and unlatched itself from him. It fell to the stone stairs with a heavy thud.

As the two humans sat there, breathing heavily from opposite ends of the massive cavern, Varsik finally rose to her feet. Eris craned her neck to look at the Goddess, who appeared to be equal parts delighted and horrified.

“Well done!” she called out, prompting Kairos to look up over the bulk of the sword he now cradled to his chest. “Come on back now! You passed!”

With a spin, the Goddess turned around and began to walk back toward the double doors. Eris pawed at the ground until she was able to get her legs under her, then cursed at Varsik.

“What was that?” she demanded. “What just happened down there?”

Varsik, without breaking stride, replied, “I have no idea, mortal. No idea at all.”
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Averitable feast awaited them in Varsik’s grand dining hall. Lavalight from massive trenches illuminated plates full of plump and ripe fruit, massive slabs of charred and grilled meats, pots full of thick stews and broths, boards with steaming breads and jams, and pitchers full of wine and ale.

Long tables stretched from end to end of the hall, enough for hundreds of revelers to fill. At the end was ostensibly another throne for Varsik, atop a platform that overlooked the scene. Tapestries and statues of the Goddess filled the walls in an ostentatious display of worship.

And Reapermen devoured plates of food all around them, their uncanny jaws and shark-like teeth gnawing and tearing at meat and bread as their black-orb eyes shone in the orange light.

Eris shuddered as Varsik led them to a spot near the front and ushered them into seats. Her eye socket throbbed, and the bandages that covered it itched horribly, but she refused to let it show. She no longer wanted the Goddess’s help.

Beside her, Kairos sat with a dumbstruck expression, his eyes distant. He had already assured her that he was fine, but Varsik had moved them along before they could speak of anything.

“Eat. We must eat first,” she’d said. “It will help your bodies recover from the poison. Eat, and then we will discuss.”

At first, Eris wanted to protest, but her growling stomach and stiff limbs made her assent before she could even attempt to be defiant. The rasping and growling language of the Reapermen filled the dining hall as Varsik sat down across from them, tearing straight into a slice of meat and filling her glass with wine.

“Eat,” the Goddess implored, gesturing to the food. “Eat, I say! Tides, you humans are so apprehensive. I wouldn’t poison you twice, I swear. Eat up. It’s good.”

And so they ate, wordless and slow. Eris kept her gaze directly on the Goddess, untrusting. Varsik seemed to find the attention extremely amusing, but said nothing as she continued to wolf down food. More than once, she paused to say something in the guttural language of the Reapermen, and those nearest listened with rapt attention before going back to their food.

It was a strange scene, made even stranger by the fact the food was actually decent. Eris couldn’t fathom where the Goddess kept fresh fruit and stores of meat, and knew that asking the question would get her nowhere with Varsik.

She ate her share reluctantly, then placed a hand on Kairos’s arm and leaned back. “We ate,” she said. “Now, tell us what that was all about.”

Varsik made a smacking noise with her lips as she chewed on a particularly large piece of bread. “I told you already. I have no idea. The Oracle trial is… shall we say…” The Goddess swallowed and shrugged. “Unpredictable. All that I know for certain is that neither Kairos nor Kaan have any direct desire to kill me as of this moment. And that Kairos has, apparently, been burdened with some rather large choice in the near future. I’ve only seen something like this once before, when Tanys became Illuvia’s Champion. He also took an Oracle trial, and had an esoteric message given to him.”

Eris frowned. “A prophecy, then? Is that what it is?”

“Tides, girl, were you not listening? I don’t know! Oracles are a mystery even to us Gods. I had a feeling this trial would result in something more than the usual determination of intent. And I was right.”

Beside them, the massive sword that the statues had formed into sat on a bench, carried there by a group of Reapermen. Kairos wasn’t able to lift it on his own. It was as tall as he was, and as wide as a thigh. The pure silver of its features reflected the lavalight.

“But I can tell you one thing,” Varsik said, growing serious. “That weapon is not to be trifled with. Keep it away from me. If I had to wager, I would say it's meant to be the weapon you take to slay Sar. A weapon capable of touching Divinity.”

Kairos sat up straighter beside Eris. He hadn’t spoken a word since they’d sat down, seeming deep in thought. He looked at the Goddess now, resting his hands on the table. “I spoke with Kaan.”

Eris jolted. She opened her mouth to say something, but not before Varsik replied.

“I know. I was listening,” she said, then took a sip of wine.

“Then you saw… you saw what he showed me?”

“I did.”

“You know, then, that what he said was true. If we defeat Sar, he will stop at nothing to destroy Lumein.”

Varsik peered at him over the rim of her wineglass. “I do.”

“Then why do you not strike me down where I sit? Why are you letting us move forward? You will be destroyed as readily as everything else in this world if Kaan has his way.” Kairos spoke plainly, but there was something hiding in his voice. Fear?

The Goddess placed her wineglass down gently, then began rapping her fingernails on the table. The skeletal half of her face seemed to grin at them, even as the human half seemed lost in thought. “Because I like to gamble,” she finally said.

“Gamble?” Kairos said, anger in the word. “Gamble? With the fate of the entire world?”

“Would you rather that I locked you up again?”

“No, of course not.” He made a frustrated noise. “But surely… surely this cannot all be pinned on my capabilities. Surely that isn’t what this all means. What this trial is telling us. Surely it can’t be that the fate of the world balances on whether or not I am able to stop Kaan from having his way.”

“Who said that it does?” Varsik asked, her fingers continuing to rap against stone. “There are many other factors at play here, mortal. You are simply one of the more important ones.”

“I can’t stop him. I can’t. I have no control over Kaan. If we succeed, and kill Sar, there will be nothing to prevent him from doing as he wishes. How can you know that, and still gamble the world?”

Varsik pursed what was left of her lips, her eye dropping to the table. She seemed to ruminate on her answer before she gave it. “There have been many times throughout history that I’ve seen disaster coming before it happened. Many times that have been lost to humanity’s knowledge, as empires have come and gone. And many times that your scholars now speak of as tragedies. Amongst them all, only one thing has allowed me to survive. Only one thing has allowed me to know when to act.”

She spread her hands, her eye flicking back up and boring into Kairos. “Intuition,” she said. “The examination of what may be, and the feeling of what will. And I know that if I don’t act now, this world will end in disaster regardless. You were right, when you said it was pointless to keep Kaan imprisoned. I could hold him for a time, certainly, but I am but a shadow of a God. He would find a way to break free eventually, and then I would be doomed anyway. Letting you go is my only choice. Perhaps you may fail, and perhaps Kaan may have his way. However, if we don’t act… Sar would one day come to claim the rest of Lumein as surely as Kaan would destroy it. You know it to be true. The barrier is weakening. Sar is trapped in his own Domain for now, but one day he will be able to leave. Each year, more of this world is taken by his poison, and eventually all of it will. So yes, mortals. I’m gambling. I’m gambling with the only dice I have left. You.”

As the Goddess spoke, Kairos became more and more drawn, his fingers tightening. Eris reached over and placed her hand atop his, feeling the tension in him. Once Varsik was finished, he was quiet.

“We’re the last hope, then,” Eris said. “If we fail, then one day ruin will come no matter what. But if we succeed…”

“Then there’s still a chance, however small. Still a chance for Kairos to save this world.” Varsik’s gaze was heavy as she looked between the two of them. “You may not believe me, but this is the truth as I know it. You must make a choice, when the time comes, Kairos. What that choice is, I don’t know. But the fate of this world is on your shoulders, whether you like it or not. The only chance we have is for you to reach the end of this mad path, and try to change its ending.”

When a heavy silence fell after her words, Varsik snorted. “No need to look so dour. You’ll have at least one more night of peace. You can stay here until tomorrow, and then you must go. Sar will know that you are here, and that you’re still alive. He’s an utter bastard, but he’s smart. He’ll know that you’re coming to him next, with my aid. We can’t tarry. So rest tonight, mortals. Rest, and eat and drink to your heart’s content.”

Then, as an afterthought, she added, “And seriously, keep that damn sword away from me. As a matter of fact, boys, come take this away! Put it somewhere safe until tomorrow.”

A pair of Reapermen reluctantly rose from their dinner to take the silver sword away, and Varsik resumed her munching and drinking as if the matter was solved.

Eris tightened her fingers over Kairos’s hand, her appetite gone. For the rest of the meal, neither of them spoke. The noose of the coming day had been placed around their necks, and there was nothing to do but let it rest there.
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We cannot forget love, despite all of this terror. Love is what will warm us when the fire has died. - Queen Reue, after the Cleaving


Eris stood outside Kairos’s door, her fingers clenching and unclenching. The hearty food and wine she’d indulged in at the feast had long since left her stomach. She felt cold and tight, despite the warmth of the place.

This was it. The last night they had before they were to travel to Sar’s Domain via Tether.

Since the feast, Eris had paced the length of her room about a hundred times. She’d talked aloud to herself. Thrown a few things at the wall. Generally, just tried to work through everything she was feeling and quickly deduced that it just wasn’t possible. Not in one night. Maybe not in a lifetime.

Now, for some inexplicable reason, she couldn’t bring herself to knock on Kairos’s door. She supposed it was probably because she was still embarrassed from her breakdown. They hadn’t talked about the moment they’d shared, before they were captured. Eris hated that having a conversation about it scared her more than whatever was going to come tomorrow.

But she needed to. There was no telling what would happen the coming day, and Eris knew as well as anyone that leaving things unsaid was a shortcut to regret. So she gathered herself. She took a deep breath. And she knocked on the door with a shaking hand.

After the first rap, it swung open.

Kairos stood there, still wearing the black robes of the Reapermen. The top of his was too small, and hugged his chest tight.

“Hello,” he said. He looked as if he had also been pacing. His hair was tousled as if he’d been running his hands through it, and there was a breathlessness in his voice. He took an awkward step back from the door. “Would you… like to come in?”

“Yeah,” Eris answered, and padded inside.

He shut the door behind her, then walked over to his bed and perched on the side of it. Eris stayed where she was, standing, and tried to think of what to say.

“So, tomorrow,” Kairos said in a low voice. “I—”

“I know what you’re gonna say,” she interrupted, then averted her eyes from his surprise. “I know what you’re gonna suggest, I mean. You want to go alone to Sar. You’re gonna tell me that this time, it’s different, that it’s too dangerous for the both of us to go, that we’ll be close to the Eternity Tree and I should just go there instead, because it’s what’s best for both of us. Am I right?”

Kairos gave her a grim look. “That's about the gist of it, yes.”

“Well it’s a shit suggestion, but I can’t blame you for giving it. It does make sense. I’m only a woman, after all, not a God. I’ve been able to help somewhat so far, but Sar is a different beast, according to Varsik. I stand no chance against him.”

“Then why is it a terrible idea?” Kairos asked, his brow knitted.

Eris teetered on telling him what Varsik had said about the Eternity Tree. The words reached her lips, only to be stolen away by her mind and replaced with something else. “We’ve had this exact conversation how many times now? Three? I’m not leaving you. Not now. We’re finishing this together.”

“Finishing what? There is no end to this, Eris. Even if we manage to kill Sar, and even if I manage to stop Kaan from what he plans to do… either way, I…. you heard Varsik. I’m Kaan’s Champion now, and there’s no way out. No matter what happens, I’m trapped, or dead. You cannot suffer that same fate.”

“I don’t care what happens to me. We’re seeing this through. Together. End of conversation.”

Kairos stared at her, agape. “Don’t say that. Don’t say you don’t care what happens to you.”

In that, Eris heard an echo of the exact thing she’d gotten so angry with Kairos over back in the library. Funny, she understood him better than ever, now. Eris finally met his eyes for the first time since entering the room, and saw that they were shining.

“Why?” she said. “Why does it matter? Why can’t you just let me do what I can to help? Why should--”

“Because I want you to live!” Kairos’s voice broke. “Because I want you to have your dream, Eris. I want you to have your children and farmhouse by a lake. I want you to get rid of this curse and live.”

Tears started streaming down his cheeks, and Eris suddenly felt the same happening to her. Hearing Kairos say it aloud, hearing her own hopes thrown back in her face… it was too much, with the truth she knew.

Kairos stood and came to her, wiping his face. “I want you to go back,” he said. “I haven’t deserved a single moment of the kindness you’ve given me. That you’ve come with me this far is something I can never repay and will never forget. You are a truly kind person Eris.” His face twisted, and he took a moment to compose himself. “This world needs people like you. The universe granted me a gift fit for a God when they put you in my path. But my path ends in blood tomorrow, no matter what happens. I cannot leave this world easily without knowing that I did everything I could to get you home. To get you to that dream of yours. Please. This time, I must go alone.”

Eris was without words. Her heart thrummed like a strung harp being plucked, even as a sorrow unlike anything she’d imagined wound its way into the strings of the instrument. Instead of speaking, she pulled Kairos into an embrace, which he fiercely returned. She cried, no longer embarrassed, and wet his neck with tears from her only remaining eye.

Somewhere, in the muffled sounds of their crying, and the throbbing of blood in her ears, the truth that had been crowding the tip of her tongue retreated, burrowing itself deep inside of her. She couldn’t tell Kairos that the Eternity Tree was dead. He was right, after all. There was no path that ended in anything but horror on the morrow, for either of them.

If this was all she could do—if keeping this one horrible truth hidden from him was the last kindness she could do for him—then she would. At the very least, she could give him this peace of mind, this belief that she would be okay, even if it was a lie.

“Promise me,” she said into his shoulder. He pulled his head back so that they could look at each other. Eris wiped her face with the back of her hand. “Promise me you’ll try. If there’s a chance… if there’s anything you can do to save yourself, promise me you’ll try to take it.”

Kairos gave her a weak smile. “I promise.”

His slate-gray eyes settled onto hers, and the warmth inside Eris flared into a golden light that filled her from somewhere in her chest. Before she could allow herself to think, she grabbed Kairos by the back of the head, and drew him into a kiss.

At first, it was the clumsy, peckish kissing of two people who had just been crying and hadn’t kissed another person in quite some time. But it didn’t take long before the tension and awkward strain of it melted into softness and ease. Eris pulled him closer, tighter, relishing in the act of letting go.

Heat spread through her stomach; blood rushed to her head. Kairos had been right, before. This world would give them nothing. They had to take what happiness they could. And right here, right now, she would claim this happiness as her own, before it could be taken from her. She knew that thinking beyond this moment was pointless, and lost herself in its electric, tender embrace.

As she pushed Kairos toward the bed, and began to slide his robes off for him, she stopped thinking entirely.
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His heart was a slow, rhythmic pumping beneath her ear. A light sheen of sweat clung to his skin. Eris breathed in deeply, trying in vain to pull him even closer than they were already entangled.

Thought of the coming day was still fended off by the pocket of intimacy that had formed around them. It was almost possible to believe that if she never left the bed, nothing would ever change. Together they were a flickering candle flame brushing up against a dome of glass, silently banishing the darkness beyond.

Eris reached up to Kairos’s face and cupped his cheek wordlessly. A moment later, his hand covered hers and began to lightly caress her fingers.

“I have something for you,” he said, his voice husky through his chest. Eris lifted her head just enough to look at him, and caught sight of a rare grin.

He leaned over the side of the bed, blindly pawing at his pack that rested against its edge, then rifled around inside it until he found what he’d been looking for. Whatever it was, he tucked it into his hand before Eris could get a look. She pushed up to be eye-level with him, the blanket that covered them slipping off her shoulders.

Kairos reached out and brushed a strand of hair from her face. “Remember back in the library, the plant you pointed out to me?”

Eris reached back into her mind and nodded. “Yeah. Merivael, right?”

“Right. You told me that in Holucia, it represents eternal life. I knew I’d seen it before, and when you said that, it made me remember where. Merivael is an undying plant. You can pluck it, and it will never lose its luster, even without water or light. In Vitexia, people wind them into rings, to give to people who are precious to them.”

He slowly uncurled his fingers and revealed two rings made of twisting greenery, capped at the top with tiny flower petals that bloomed like diamonds. They were crudely made—uneven, thicker in some parts than others, and not perfectly round. Eris had never seen anything so wonderful.

As she searched for words, Kairos took her hand, and quietly slipped one of the rings onto her pinky finger. The other, he slipped onto his own. “I cannot express what you’ve meant to me,” he said. “I should be dead. My last months would have been spent in nothing but pain, and… that is no way to end a life. Mine may still end tomorrow, but this last glimpse of joy that you’ve given me is more precious than anything I could ever have asked for. Thank you, Eris. For staying with me. For everything.”

Eris hadn’t stopped looking at the ring on her finger. When he finished talking, she felt tears fighting their way up to her eyes, and instead of letting them fall, she again grabbed Kairos by the face and drew him into a lingering, passionate kiss.

“I—” Kairos started to say, but then Eris crammed her lips against his again, and rolled on top of him.

“Save whatever else you want to say for tomorrow,” she whispered. “Not now.”

He didn’t need to be told twice.
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A God is dead, and the world keeps turning. How silly is that? A God has died. What is there left that cannot be harmed? - A crier’s message in Vitexia’s city square


The first minutes of wakefulness seemed to belong to a different life. One where they could pretend that the bed and their intertwined flesh were the world in totality. There are few things, Kairos felt, that could banish the fathomless dark like the touch of someone you truly cherish.

But before he was ready, they stood outside the volcano, clothed in their dirty attire once more. A steep slope descended to flat ground, beyond which lay a smoky vista of lava rivers and towering peaks. The sky was a sea of thick clouds that hung heavy. If Kairos hadn’t known better, he would have guessed the morning was still hours in coming.

A line of enormous snakes were chained at the bottom of the slope, arranged in a way that was oddly like an open-air stable for horses. Varsik led the way down the incline to where they resided, cheerily humming a song to herself. Behind them, a retinue of Reapermen carried the massive silver sword that Kairos was meant to wield.

Each step seemed harder than the last. He could feel his veins thumping vigorously, almost as if they knew this was their final hour. Eris held his hand tightly, her fingers interlaced with his as they descended.

As they approached the nearest snake, Kairos saw harnesses adorning its back—enough that five or more people could mount it at once. He didn’t even attempt to wrap his head around the strangeness of that. The sheer incredulity of it made the scholar in him reel in confusion.

Varsik spread her arms wide in front of the beast as if presenting a prize. “Behold! The great snakes of Xia. We were once renowned for our snakeskin armor, I’ll have you know. Now, unfortunately, my poor babies only get to carry around my worshippers to go hunt for whatever grotesque lizards have survived all this time. Come along. I’ll help you up.”

Eris squeezed Kairos’s hand before he could walk forward. “Spot,” she stated.

The dog had been among Kairos’s thoughts all night. He had tried to think of a way in which they might find him, but the fact was that Spot was smart, and they had no way of locating him apart from going back to the place they’d been captured. “He’ll find his way to us,” Kairos said, and he believed it. “I wouldn't be surprised if he’s waiting somewhere nearby to follow.”

Eris bit her lip, but nodded stiffly. “You’re right. I just wish…”

“He’ll find us. I know it.”

Just as Kairos was readying himself to clamber atop the giant snake, whose reptilian eyes flickered toward him, a pair of Reapermen stepped up beside him and Eris, carrying the massive sword.

“Aha.” Varsik strode away from the snake and wiggled her fingers above the sword as if blessing it. It was sheathed, now, in a white ceramic mold with gilded edges that swirled into a design from top to bottom. A leather strap dangled from the sheath, and it was from there that Varsik hoisted the sword with apparently no effort.

“Alright, human. Let’s get this on you.”

Kairos had to bend down to get the sword positioned on his back, and it took a minute of strap-pulling and weight-adjusting to get it to stay put once it was there. The hilt loomed over his shoulder. If he turned his head, he could see its tip reaching nearly to the top of his skull. How he would ever get the thing out of its sheath, let alone wield it, was a mystery for Kaan to solve.

It was a surprisingly lightweight for its size, but still enough that Kairos had to tighten his stomach to walk upright with it on. After that, one of the Reapermen handed him a belt with a smaller, much more Kairos-sized sword dangling from it.

“A gift,” Varsik said. “To help you along until Kaan comes out.”

Kairos thanked her, then tightened the belt around his waist after a few moments of figuring out how it was meant to fit. The sword sheath was inscribed with runes, and he had no doubt that when he drew the blade, he’d see one of fantastic make. Once it was secured, a pair of knives also inscribed with runes were procured and handed to Eris.

“You were wrong to think a weapon like this could kill a God,” Varsik said as she strapped them on. “But there are many other things in this world these weapons can help you fight. Where you’re going, you’ll need them.”

And with that, the Goddess clapped her hands together.

“Alright! Get on up. Don’t worry, she doesn’t bite. Unless I tell her to. Or she’s hungry. Or she thinks you’re dangerous. You’ll be fine!”

Kairos went first, using a dangling loop from the harness to hoist himself up, then taking a few seconds to adjust his cloak and the bottom of the sword. Once he was secure, Eris came up behind him. The harnesses were situated directly next to each other, and once she was settled, she wrapped her arms around his midsection.

“Aw. Humans are so adorable when they aren’t murdering each other.” Varsik grinned at them, her skeletal half even more disturbing out of the lava light. She turned to her Reapermen and ordered them back into the volcano. They bowed, their too-wide mouths and black eyes devoid of emotion, then started back the way from which they’d come.

“Far more adorable than they are, at any rate,” Varsik added. With a motion that made Kairos blink in confusion, the Goddess vaulted onto the snake in front of them. It was such a casual, easy maneuver that it almost felt like time had slipped for a moment. Varsik grabbed reins that were attached to a metal rod in the snake’s mouth, and pulled back on them tightly. “I won’t ride too wild. I know how mortals’ stomachs are. But I would hold on, anyway.”

The snake hissed as it jerked its head back, and Kairos bit down on a yelp as suddenly he was tossed side to side. The entire world seemed to wobble and move as the snake looped in a circle and headed away from the volcanoes. Within the first minutes of progress, his stomach was rolling with each undulation of the snake’s body, and he stared directly downwards to fend off motion sickness.

They traveled faster than Kairos could have imagined. The snake was able to slither over all sorts of formations in the earth with ease, and whether due to its size or adaptability, it was quicker than a horse would’ve been at a full gallop. Wind roared in Kairos’s ears. He laced his fingers in Eris’s around his chest as the black landscape flew past.

And he tried to hold onto what he had left. Each beating of his heart. Each exhalation of breath. Like trying to hold water in cupped hands, each moment began to trickle away, leaving one fundamental truth in the core of his palms.

Kairos had run out of time.
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Sar has always been hungry for power. He does not believe humanity deserves to share Lumein with the Gods, and if he could, he would destroy us all. There is a reason he has been called the Reaper, for surely his would be the face you saw before death. - A note from Queen Reue, to be given to her consort


Eris clutched Kairos’s arm as they walked to where the Tether lay beneath the lava-rock. The metallic map protruded from the ground ahead. Had they really come through here only days ago? It felt like months.

She felt unmoored, disconnected from the world around her. For the past weeks of travel, she’d managed to convince herself there was an end in sight that resulted in survival, and knowing now that both she and Kairos were likely headed for their deaths made the world itself seem hollow and flat, almost as if she was looking at a sketch of Lumein rather than the real thing.

Her head felt like an overstuffed bag. She’d dealt with her curse already this morning, in the privacy of her room as she changed back into her traveling clothes. She’d picked herself up, and prepared to face the coming day.

But she couldn’t fold it back, as she always did. She couldn’t stuff it away. This was it. Forever. She would wake up to this forever. All this time, she’d been able to tell herself that one day, she’d rid herself of the terror and start over, but now that she knew it was a lie…

Her ribs tightened. She tried to breathe normally. Could Kairos tell something was off? She hoped not. This was her problem. Her burden.

“As I told you before,” Varsik said as she strode ahead of them to the map. “You’ll be a little less than a day’s travel from Sar when you arrive. I’d anticipate trouble as soon as you materialize. The rest of us—Zavax, Yarra, and myself—haven’t been able to populate our Domains with anything really worthwhile in defending our homes. Sar has. It won’t be easy getting to him. If I had to guess, he’s probably waiting for you at his tower on the eastern seaboard. You know the one.”

Eris did, in fact, know the one. It was a place from a storybook. The malevolent lair of Sar that stuck up into the sky like a monolith of ice. A rush of fear made her stomach flutter as she imagined the monstrosities that might await them along the way. Even now, even after all she had seen, she couldn’t help it. The stories of Sar’s horrid creations were powerful deterrents. She tried not to imagine the demons and wraiths and beasts from her childhood storybooks. Fear would not change the fact that they must go into the mouth of the lion.

“It’s his home,” Varsik continued. “And he’ll want to fight Kaan there, if you get that far. I could be wrong, but I know Sar well. He’s shrewd, but he’s also a coward. He’ll only fight you himself if he’s all but certain he can win.”

A flash of movement behind a rock in the distance. Eris frowned, squinting in that direction. Had that been…? She tracked away from the rock with her eye, and saw a white blur sprinting across the land. A grin fought its way onto her face.

Sure enough, just a second later, Spot appeared over a curve in the earth, racing toward them with a dangling tongue and wagging tail.

“Spot!” Eris cried, releasing Kairos to run forward and open her arm to the dog. Spot bunched his legs as he sped over the land, and leapt the last few feet to tackle Eris. He carefully licked her face and neck, avoiding the bandages, tail wildly spinning.

Beside them, Kairos got on his knees and stuffed his face into Spot’s fur, receiving a lashing of his own from the dog as Spot wiggled top to bottom with excitement.

“I’ll be damned.” Varsik gaped at the dog in disbelief. “You actually did have a dog with you. How?”

Eris sat up, still grinning. “He’s not a normal dog. He’s… something different.”

Varsik’s surprise bled into suspicion, her eye lingering on Spot as if inspecting him. “And you’re taking it with you to Sar’s Domain?”

“Yes,” Kairos and Eris said in unison.

“Alright.” The Goddess didn't bother to hide her skepticism. “If you insist. It’ll probably die quickly once you’re set upon.”

“I used to think the same thing,” Kairos responded, stroking Spot’s fur. “But… I don’t anymore. Spot is special.”

“Really?”

Spot did a lap around their legs, then sat in front of them and yipped at the Goddess.

“Is that…? No. No, it can’t be.”

Eris exchanged a look with Kairos. “What?”

“Never mind me, mortals. I have a long memory. I could swear I’ve seen… but allow an old Goddess her confusion.”

Varsik went back to the map with a dignified toss of her braided hair, then abruptly grew solemn. “Good luck, you two. I mean it. It’s been a long, long time since I enjoyed the company of humans, and I must say, you’re rather pleasant people when it comes to it. You didn’t even try to kill me after I poisoned you! I rather hope that bodes well for the fate of the world. Stay vigilant. Stay together for as long as you can. And for the love of all that is Divine, don’t let Sar get in your head. He’s a bastard. Remember that.”

Kairos nodded, his lips thin.

The Goddess let out a dramatic sigh. “Back to solitude, I suppose. And my… Reapermen. I’m changing that name. Immediately. They’re now called Mouthpeople. Because of their mouths.”

Neither Eris nor Kairos laughed.

“Bah.” Varsik waved off their stoic lack of response. “Goodbye, humans. I will miss your company. Prepare yourselves. ”

She pushed a spot on the map. Eris’s mouth went dry. She clutched Kairos’s arm, and felt his muscles tense. Her free hand went to the hilt of her knife. Anticipation and fear crescendoed in her like a sudden gale of wind.

Woof!

Varsik’s eye went wide as a melon at the sound of Spot’s bark. She frantically worked her mouth for a bewildered second before getting words out. “No fucking w—”

The world vanished around Eris, a sudden dive into the brief nothingness of death. Whatever lay beyond, she rode its currents, her very being whisked along to a place of shadow and quiet, where the Reaper lay in wait for the mortals that dared to come to his home.
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Wraiths, ghosts, spirits. Whatever you would call them. I didn’t believe they were real, until that night in the forest. They are real, brother, more real than I ever imagined. I am lucky to be alive. - An anonymous letter


As Kairos’s being was woven back into existence, stitched by an unseen pair of hands that sculpted him from the feet up, the first thing he was aware of was utter darkness. Before he could adjust to the pitch black, he was attacked by unearthly shrieking and wailing.

No sooner had his head reformed than he saw Spot leap ahead, teeth bared, and bark savagely at a floating, shadow-smoke figure that floated in front of them. Eris tore away from his arm, her hands dropping to her knives.

“Spot!”

Kairos spun in a circle. Smoky trails of dark gray swirled around them like wind blowing the smoke off a campfire. In that smoke, fluttering, man-shaped figures drifted, moaning and crying.

Just as he was beginning to draw the sword at his waist, one of the figures emerged from the darkness, darting at him. He got a glimpse of a face made of tattered ribbons, and heard a scream like a pig being slaughtered. Kairos slashed the sword upwards out of its scabbard, meeting no resistance as he cut through cloth and ribbon and smoke. Runes along the edge of the blade flared green as it made contact, and as the sword finished its path, the figure puffed into mist and disappeared.

“WRAITHS!” Kairos cried, turning back to Eris and Spot. He saw Eris slash through one of the floating demons herself, and stepped in to guard her back. But he only managed to lift his foot when one of the wraiths howled in from the darkness, ribboned and tattered cloak fluttering as it spread its arms to engulf Eris.

An icy, bitter feeling spiked down Kairos’s body; feeling of helplessness and dread. Waves of rot and terror pulsed from the wraith, and he suddenly felt weak and tired. It would be so, so easy to just lay down, to let them take him…

WOOF! WOOF!

Spot snapped at his hand, drawing blood. Kairos jolted, boomeranging out of the reverie he’d been pulled into. Eris was sinking to her knees, her head lolling as the wraith loomed over her.

Kairos roared, leapt forward, and stabbed the wraith in the back of the head with his sword. Runes flashed. The wraith puffed into ash and mist.

“Come on!” Kairos scooped Eris under the armpit, running blindly, slashing at the darkness ahead. After a few labored steps, Eris seemed to come to, and started moving her legs.

Spot was on their heels, growling savagely, snarling. Kairos shouted as another wraith blasted forward from the shadows. He barely got his blade up in time to slice through its stomach horizontally. Another puff, another shriek. He was assaulted on all sides by sound and cold waves of horrid pressure.

He stumbled ahead, still gripping Eris around the bicep. She wrenched away and swept her knives in a circle, dispersing two wraiths at once.

Stories of the wretched wraiths ran through Kairos’s mind. Late night whispers by a dying fire as Calin told him of the foul entities that consumed the souls of their victims, haunting graveyards and homes until they satiated their hunger.

He pounded forward, roaring as he slashed at the indeterminable darkness, runes flaring. Ice-like fingers grasped out of the shadows, clawing at him, sapping his strength and willpower. Eris bumped into him, cutting through the tattered wraith with a snarl.

Their eyes met during the flash of rune-light, a brief flicker like a bolt of lightning, and then Kairos was surging, cutting, tearing the nothingness around him to shreds. In the flashes of light, he saw walls rearing up ahead. Pillars supporting a ceiling. They were inside a building of some sort.

He slipped, fell to a knee, and was jerked back up by Eris yanking on his cloak. Spot leapt past him, spittle flying from his mouth as he caught a wraith by its tattered form and wrenched it around with strong jaws. Tiles were underfoot. Moisture clung to the surface, making it hard to run.

The sword on his back was awkward and bulky, banging against the backs of his ankles and calves, restraining his chest. He slashed at a form dashing from the darkness overhead and slipped again, smashing his chin on the ground. Eris pulled him forward, and suddenly they were tripping through a doorway, faint light filling the room beyond.

A circular glass window showed a small portion of an iron-gray sky. Pale illumination allowed Kairos to see that they were inside a temple. Murals painted the walls with dusky, indeterminable images. Wraiths flitted in front, above, and behind, filling the space like flies crowding around a corpse.

Kairos nearly tumbled into Eris as she froze midstep, a pair of wraiths descending on her at the same time. He heard himself yelling as he stabbed mindlessly at the air, catching one of them and missing the other. Then Eris was spinning, slashing, dragging him to her side as they continued to run.

Spot sprinted past, to a pair of huge doors that led outside. He threw himself against them, crying out when his bulk wasn’t enough to make them budge.

A wraith flew down at the dog as he staggered away from the doors, limping. Spot cowered back, ears flattening, and Kairos ran to chop down the wraith’s back and dispel it.

“Doors!” he yelled to Eris, then slammed his shoulder into the door to try and open it. It was heavy, rusted, and stuck with hundreds of years of disuse. Eris was there a heartbeat later, throwing herself into it also. It moved an inch. Another inch.

Wraiths crowded them. Cold energy permeated the air. Kairos felt his limbs weakening, his mind spiraling downwards. He gasped for air as suddenly his lungs were not strong enough to pump energy into him. He slashed and cut, his feet slipping as he continued to push his back against the door, to crack it open inch by inch.

He caught a glimpse of Eris sinking, her attacks becoming weaker. The door budged another inch. Runes flared. Black smoke filled his vision. He was shriveling, melting into the floor. He cried out again and again, wildly swinging. Ribboned faces bobbed and moaned and screamed, waving like kites around him.

The door moved a foot. Could he slip out? He moved his legs, then nearly fell on his face as they gave out. Spot squirmed past him, slid through the opening. Kairos slumped to the floor, his strength failing. He saw Eris, sitting with her back to the door, weakly lifting her knives and failing to do anything. The air around her was warped with smoky darkness emanating from the wraiths. The corners of the world were blotting out, fading. Feeling was sapping away like a river fleeing to the ocean. Kairos reached out toward Eris, wanting to feel her touch one more time, and…

… light.

Like a veil had been lifted off the sun itself.

White, burning, searing light.

Kairos slammed his eyes shut against it, turning his head from the source. Beams poured through the opening they’d made in the double doors, stabbed into the ceiling through the circular window overhead.

The wraiths wailed, sent into a frenzy. They darted around, trails of shadowy smoke slicing through the air. A beautiful song filled Kairos’s ears, overwhelming the sound of the wraiths' cries. A song of trees and grass and glittering stars. Swelling horns and the voices of women, caressing his mind.

Feeling returned in instants. He gasped for air like he was crawling out from an early grave. He rolled, grasping for Eris, finding her as the light seared into them.

Footsteps. Heat. The first sunrays of a summer day.

“BEGONE!” A voice called out, powerful and uplifting. “RETURN TO THE OCEAN! THIS IS NO PLACE FOR A MORTAL SOUL!”

The light flared once again. Kairos’s eyelids turned red, and he saw the silhouette of someone standing just in front of him. Colors danced in his vision as the light slowly faded, and the screams of the wraiths reached an apex, then suddenly disappeared.

Eris was clutching him, her breath coming in short bursts. Kairos pawed at her hand, finding an anchor there to ground him. He waited a moment, still tense and terrified, his entire body shaking as the energy that had been ripped from it trickled back.

Then, slowly, he lifted his eyelids.

Before him stood a man in ivory-white plate armor, trimmed in gold. A cape fluttered around him, glowing with a light of its own. He was tall, a good two feet taller than Kairos at least. Dark hair flowed down his shoulders, dazzlingly luscious and thick. His face was one Kairos had seen before, in murals and paintings and textbooks. Feminine features, but a strong nose. Eyes the color of rainbows, swirling with red and green and blue that didn’t seem to sit still.

And on his right brow, from his eyebrow into his hair, there was mottled skin, rotted and ruined, leading to a streak of white in his locks. The mark where Sar had grabbed him by the face, and tried to kill him.

Tanys, the Champion of Illuvia, smiled down at Kairos.

“It is nice to finally meet you, Kairos Devane, and Eris Starborn,” he said in a kind voice. “It has been an honor traveling in your company.”

Kairos could do nothing but stare. In his awe, he tried to grab at Eris again, but she was sitting up, a grin on her face. Light gleamed in her eyes like discs. Kairos could hardly believe the next word that came out of her mouth.

“Spot?”

Tanys let out a hearty laugh that filled the room, a smile built for the divine spreading over his features. “Yes, Eris. What a wonderful name you chose for me.”
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Death is not so solid as we once believed, I am beginning to see. How fortunate for those who brush up against Divinity - A scholar’s note in the Avaris Library


“It can’t be…” Kairos said, his face an illustration of disbelief and confusion.

Eris clambered to her feet, suddenly filled with airy, reverent joy that made her skin rise in gooseflesh. She took a step towards Tanys, struggling to find words. “It was you the entire time,” she whispered. “You. How… why…?"

Tanys reached a hand out and gently placed it on her shoulder. His smile was radiant. “I am sorry to have deceived you. If I had been capable of better communication in my… state, I would have told you everything. But I was only able to assist the two of you in limited ways.”

“I don’t understand,” Eris said, traitorous tears rising in her eyes for the hundredth time in just a few days. “How is this possible? How can you be here?”

“Come outside,” Tanys said. “It will make more sense.”

He guided her to the door, where Kairos was only just starting to get to his feet. His eyes were wide as he backpedaled out of the way. Tanys offered him a smile the same as he had Eris, but Kairos was still too shocked to return it.

The door was open more than before, as Tanys had entered from there, but he opened it the rest of the way with a single, effortless push that put their attempt to shame.

Outside was a scene of death that had been preserved by time almost perfectly.

A hill of skeletons sat in the center of a round courtyard. Hundreds of people had died here; their corpses stacked atop one another in a mound that rivaled the towering remains of the Titans back in the Wastes. Cloth and armor were scattered on the hill, remnants of whatever these poor folks had been wearing when they were slaughtered.

Dead trees, their twisted branches reaching toward the dark gray sky, framed the courtyard in deep, dappled shadow. Above them, the sun was a fat, black ball. It was covered by heavy smoke, as if an artist had spilled ink and a splotch of it had landed directly over the sun. The result was the pale, washed out light that now bathed the scene in front of Eris.

“A thousand years ago, Sar slaughtered my entire company here,” Tanys said. “We fought to the last. We were supposed to be the final strike, the spear that would pierce his heart and end the war.” He drew his gaze away from the memory of death, and instead looked down at Eris. “We failed. Illuvia trusted me, and I could not do as she asked. Still, she saved me, in my hour of need.”

Kairos appeared at Eris’s side, and grasped until he found her hand. In Tanys’s unlined face, there was sorrow.

“Sar nearly killed me,” Tanys said, and reached up to the wound on the left side of his brow, where the skin was red and shiny.

The white cape he wore had Illuvia’s sunburst stitched into it, and it billowed behind him as he began to descend the stairs. “In the instant that I was meant to die, somehow Illuvia intervened. I do not know how, but…” He stopped at the final step and turned back to them. “Whatever she did, it banished me from my flesh. I was adrift, for some time… years, decades… I am unsure. Until one day, as my spirit wandered Lumein blindly, I came upon a dog that was dying by a riverside. I intended only to comfort it in its last moments, so lost and confused was my spirit. But instead, I found a way to save the both of us. A fusion that would keep the dog alive, and allow me a chance to reenter the mortal plane.”

Tanys stepped down the final stair, and knelt. For the first time, Eris saw what lay there. Spot. The white-furred dog, with a patch of brown over his right eye. He lay on his side, unmoving.

“He was my companion for nearly a thousand years,” Tanys said. “My friend. Though we shared a body, we were always separate. I could not talk to him, but we knew each other, as only blood can know blood.”

He rested his hand upon the dog’s body, and his voice began to shake. “I knew that one day, this must happen. We both knew. My body still rested here, where it had fallen. Illuvia’s divine protection kept it from rotting, kept me from decaying with time as all others would. I could feel it, all this time. And I knew that one day, I would have to come back to it, to finish what I started.”

Tanys raised his head, tears glistening on his cheeks. Like this, weariness was evident in the way he held himself. In the distant set of his eyes. “I know what lies beyond. I know that my friend is resting. That he is happy. But it is difficult to let go of him now. I apologize, my friends. I must ask for a moment to grieve.”

Kairos gripped Eris’s hand hard, the planes of his face hardening as they watched Tanys bow his head to the dog. Eris felt a welling of her own grief, but knew it to only be a fraction of what Tanys was feeling. She bit the inside of her cheek, her heart breaking.

Tanys was muttering under his breath, his lips moving in a prayer that only he could hear. When he finished, he rose with grace and nobility, and though grief etched his face, he looked every bit the hero Eris had grown up being told that he was.

“All this time…” Kairos said, still sounding unbelieving. Tanys placed a hand to his chest and stood still a moment longer, before raising his face to the two of them.

“It has been difficult to watch over the both of you. But I did as much as I could. I know it must be hard to believe, but I have been waiting for this day for a thousand years, just as Varsik has. I knew that one day Kaan would come seeking retribution. I sensed his touch on you, back at the beginning of all this, and knew I must ensure your safety and see you to this end.”

As Tanys spoke, the trees beyond the scene of carnage swayed in a ghostly breeze. Rustling and creaking noises came from deep within their jagged shadows. Eris instinctively dropped a hand to the knife at her side. Tanys seemed to either not notice or not care about the potential danger.

“I am beyond grateful to have made it this far alongside the both of you,” he continued. “To have watched you overcome challenges no mortal should ever have to bear. And here, in the final hour of your journey, I will do everything in my power to guide you to your goals. Haste, my friends. Sar knows we are here.”

The crooked trees rustled yet again, their spindly branches jackknifing against the gray sky. Eris heard the low grumbles and growls of creatures unseen, lurking, hunting the humans that had dared to enter this horrible place.

Tanys set his jaw, and smiled at the two of them. “Do not despair. Not yet. I am not the man I used to be, but I am still the Champion of Light. We will not fail here.”

As the rustling woods began to turn into a veritable cacophony, Tanys turned and lifted a hand toward the sky, then clenched it into a fist.

“Protevia!” he shouted, and light burst forth like an exploding star. The golden glow expanded, stretching, and turning into a filmy, physical shape, flowing from his hand like giant needles. As it coalesced, Eris realized it was turning into a dome.

Her heart soared. Light danced in her eyes. Here was the true power. Here was the salvation she had always sought. For a brief moment, piety outweighed terror, and joy outshone defeat. Beside her, even Kairos stared, awestruck at the display.

One last brilliant flash of light flared from Tanys’s hand, and then all was silent. The golden dome hummed, seeming to offer warmth from its very being. It was like a living enclosure of stained glass, allowing them to see the world outside but remain untouched by it.

The forest had stopped moving, as if the creatures within collectively held their breath. Eris didn’t need to be told to understand that none of them would be able to pass the barrier. They were protected, in here, for so long as Tanys remained with them.

The Champion tilted his head back to them, a wide grin splitting his face.

“Come on then,” he said. “Stay close to me. I am certain you have many questions. We can speak, finally, as we walk. There will be plenty of time for it.”
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The land sank in a gentle slope ahead of them, a thorny tunnel into nothingness. Trees crowded the trio of humans like a mob with broken pitchforks. The black shadow of the forest that engulfed them was occasionally disrupted by a mote-filled pillar of pale illumination that struck down through branches.

Tanys’s dome of light continued to buffet the dark, even as the blinking red eyes of beasts unseen appeared in the chaotic haze, watching and biding their time. Glimpses of disfigured monsters and animals that stalked them, fended off only by the promise of the Champion’s great power.

Kairos was slick with nervous sweat, despite the relative chill. His palms and neck were coated with moisture; his head felt full of mud. The sword on his back thumped against his calves repeatedly, its awkward weight a constant pull on his shoulders. It squashed his pack, which had been emptied of everything save for the metal ritual plate. He longed to shed it—it was all too easy to imagine being set upon and failing to defend himself because of its bulk—but knew he couldn’t leave the weapon behind for what lay ahead.

Eris, as if sensing his trepidation, patted his arm. She seemed at ease. Prepared for whatever was to come. Perhaps it was Tanys’s presence, but she didn’t appear to have any of the fear that clutched at him.

Admiration for the woman’s resolve and unflinching courage filled him once again, followed by a pang of sorrow as he realized he would be without it soon enough. And he wondered if he was strong enough to do what he must on his own. He wondered if there was anything to him that was worth a damn without her support.

Kairos met her eyes for a moment, then looked away. She had her own journey to finish. All he could do was hope that hers ended well.

“There is much I wish to say,” Tanys suddenly said into the mire, and looked over his shoulder at the pair of them. “But in all honesty, I am not sure how to say it. It feels strange to speak once again.”

Kairos cleared his throat. He had questions falling over each other to reach the tip of his tongue, but there was one that ran faster than the rest. “What is it that made you wait for all this time? What are you hoping will happen now?” He was surprised as the inquiries fell from his lips, not realizing that he’d wanted to know their answers until he’d already asked them.

Tanys raised his eyebrows, seeming slightly nonplussed. “What do you mean? I hope for the same as you, my friend.”

Hard dirt crunched underfoot as Kairos looked down at his boots. He took a moment to think this time before he spoke. “And what is it that you think I hope for, now?” After a breath, he looked back up. “Revenge?”

Tanys came to a stop, turning partway toward him. He studied Kairos, seeming to come to an understanding of what was being implied. “No, Kairos. I do not think you still crave revenge.” A small smile played on his lips. “And I do not either. Sar took much from me, as he took much from you. But I am not here simply because I wish to see him suffer. I am not Kaan.”

“Then why wait all this time? Why not come retrieve your body sooner, and return to the West? You wandered the Bend for a thousand years, for what? You said you knew Kaan would come seeking retribution, but why lead his Champion to this end? For what reason other than revenge could you have wanted that?”

Now that the questions poured, Kairos couldn’t stop a hint of accusation from seeping into them. Eris was aghast beside him, but he calmly met Tanys’s gaze regardless.

The Champion of Light regarded him with nothing but warmth. “I waited because I knew something that you know as well. This universe is not filled with malice. It does not plot against us. We are all products of chance, each and every one of us a combination of miracles so incredible that they are impossible to truly comprehend. And so yes, I knew that one day Kaan would come, and that however he did, his path would be predicated on chance.”

Tanys’s eyes glinted in the golden light. “So I took a chance of my own. A chance that I could make a difference, when that day came. A thousand years, and I would have waited ten thousand more if that was what it took. We do not have control of the randomness of this world, but we do have control over how we act in accordance with it.”

In his words, Kairos heard his own thoughts mirrored. But he wasn’t emboldened by them, for his own experience with chance had brought him only pain. He fought to keep his gaze on the Champion’s face.

“We are lucky, my friends,” Tanys said, and strode toward them until he was close enough that they could see the glow that seemed to come from within him. Again, from up close, Kairos saw the weariness hiding in his features. The thousand years of wear that crowded behind his chromatic eyes. “For chance has brought us together. Chance has brought you, Eris, to Reaper’s Bend at the same time as Kairos. Chance has brought me to the both of you. And chance…”

He paused, and gently sighed. “Chance, Kairos, has made Kaan choose the worst Champion he ever could have. Much better for Kaan, if he had chosen a man incapable of being driven by anything by hate, incapable of change. But he has chosen poorly, for you are not the Champion he wishes you were. You are a good man, and that is the very worst sort of man to anyone who has lost themselves.”

Tanys grinned, then, and despite the mottled scar on his forehead, he seemed eternal in that moment. He put a hand on both of their shoulders. “All we can do is put one foot in front of the other, and wait for the moment when chance once again allows us to make a difference in which way it falls. But I have come to know you both, in our journey, and I no longer doubt that we can do what we must.”

You must choose.

Another reminder of the immensity of what lay on his shoulders. He wanted so badly to believe in what Tanys said, to believe that simply by virtue of no longer seeking revenge, he would be able to make a difference.

But he couldn’t.

All he knew was that he wanted to survive; he wanted to love and laugh once again, outside of all of this. He wanted to properly mourn his family, and preserve their memories. He wanted to be the man that Tanys thought he was—the man that Eris had come to believe in.

No longer was he driven by the cold steel of hatred. No longer was he sustained by the flaming drive to see his goal to its end.

Without those, he was nothing but flesh and blood. Ordinary. Fallible. And still trying to understand himself, and the anger that remained for what had been done to him.

What could he do, in face of such powerful rage as Kaan’s? What good could a man do in such a vast ocean, save for keeping himself afloat? Let alone change the fate of the world.

He nodded at the Champion’s words anyway, as if he believed them.

Seeming satisfied, Tanys began to lead the way once again.
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Tanys spoke to them as they walked. Of his time spent with Spot, and of the battle that had nearly killed him a thousand years ago. He spoke of ages long past, when Kairos asked him to. Of ancient wars and cultures that had passed into history. He spoke with equal parts joy and heavy sorrow.

He asked of their time in Varsik’s Domain, when they had been separated by necessity, and shared with them the brief history he shared with Varsik, in which he had once drunk with the Goddess without knowing it was her. He was thoughtful and kind, inquisitive and intelligent. He was everything Eris had ever pictured the Champion would have been.

There were still moments, in those long hours, where she couldn’t believe what was happening. She would find herself listening to Tanys speak, and expect to suddenly awake from a dream in the middle of a sentence.

And she did everything in her power to not show him the turbulent gale inside of her. The doubt and fear that made her every step feel like walking through sludge.

She wasn’t ready to be on her own once again. Without Kairos, and her pursuit of helping him along his journey, she had no choice but to face the fact that she had failed on her own. The Eternity Tree was likely dead. Her curse would continue to devour her each morning.

From the start, this had been a mad quest. She’d known that. But with reality crashing in from all sides, she barely felt as if she could breathe.

Tanys and Kairos had the weight of the world on their shoulders. Humanity was counting on them to succeed. How could they talk and stride forward so confidently? Were they truly so sure in their ability to rise to the occasion?

Without them, she was… nothing. A delusional woman who’d thought she could fix herself by going feet first into the fire.

She ground her teeth together. No. She couldn’t believe that. She’d come here because she was determined to stay true to herself, to never give up in the face of adversity. That was what had brought her this far. Not some far flung fancy of a woman too dumb to accept her fate.

Right?

Her whole life, she had prayed to Illuvia, to Tanys himself, even, to intervene in her life and change it. To heal her mother, and provide them with the means to get by. To forgive her for the life she led to support the both of them.

Now here he stood, the embodiment of her faith, and Eris had never been more unsure of herself in her life.

“Eris?”

She broke free from her reverie and found Tanys looking at her.

“Yeah?”

“I asked if your eye is bothering you. I can alleviate the pain, as Varsik did, if need be.”

She scratched at the bandage covering her mangled eye. There was pain returning by the moment, and an irritating itch. “I’m fine.”

Tanys gave her a strange look, and she felt her face burn. The weight of his attention was like a torch held right next to her face. “I will accompany you, when the time comes,” he said abruptly. “To the Eternity Tree. If you would like, of course.”

She exchanged a look with Kairos, who squeezed her hand. “You’re not going with him?”

“I cannot.” Tanys raised his head, seeming to look past the branches at the sky beyond them. “Not only am I too weak to face Sar, there is another that I must deal with. Yathuna still yet lives. If we are to have any chance, I must distract her.”

Yathuna. The dread dragon of Chaos. Sar’s loyal hound, who razed cities and decimated fleets with her sapphire flames. Varsik had mentioned her survival, but the confirmation sent a shiver down Eris’s spine.

“Then don’t waste your time coming with me,” Eris said, looking away from the Champion. “I’ll only get in the way if Yathuna finds us there.”

It was true. She had done all she could. In the coming battle, she was worthless. Her throat tightened as she tried to think of what Kairos had said to her, back in the lava-blasted landscape of Varsik’s Domain. She tried to believe that what he’d said was true.

But what good was believing that she could have a better life, when hers was all but certain to end soon? Even if Kairos managed to stop Kaan, her curse was going nowhere.

Tanys was unreadable. His eyes lingered on her for a moment later, and then he nodded. Did he know, as Varsik did, that the Eternity Tree was already dead?

“The battle will be quick, once it begins. For you as well, Kairos. Battles involving Divinity can never last long. Once Sar knows exactly where we are… we will need to move fast. And we are approaching the end of our path, my friends. Outside this forest, Sar will likely make his move.”

Her ruined eye socket itched once again. She focused on putting one foot in front of the other, trying not to think of the inevitable ruin that she must confront. Holding onto what little strength she had left.
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“I have one more thing I must ask you about,” Kairos said, trying to fight the growing spike of dread that pushed into his stomach. The forest was thinning. The path was narrowing. He could feel it; they were almost at the end of his road.

“Yes?” Tanys didn’t break stride. In the past minutes, he had become more and more solemn and focused.

“Back in Varsik’s Domain, she told us that you once also participated in a Trial of the Oracle, and that you too received a cryptic message.” Kairos acutely felt the weight of the sword on his back, and shrugged his shoulders in a vain attempt to alleviate it. “What was it?”

Tanys smiled wryly. “Varsik spoke true, though I am unsure how she came to know that. She was always a tricky one. Yes, Kairos, I did receive a message the same as you. Mine was simple. ‘You must live.’”

“Truly? That’s what they said to you?”

“I did not understand it either. I am still not sure that I do. The Oracle cannot see the future, as you know. But it can… see the forks our paths might take. It can offer a way forward, should you choose to listen. I believe my message was meant for after I nearly died. Telling me to keep going, to live on and continue to protect this world. For there were times, I am certain, where I could have given up. But I do not know. I cannot claim to understand the extent of what the Oracle means.”

As he spoke the path began to curve, and as he was finishing, the forest opened up onto a plain. Kairos heard the Champion’s words, but they were quickly quieted in his mind as he took in the view of what lay ahead.

Rolling hills, full of dead grass and spindly shrubbery, spread out ahead like a crumpled canvas discarded by a giant. In the distance, dark waves, lined with white foam, crashed against towering cliffs, heavy storm clouds rolling over them.

To the right, pressed up against one of those cliffs, was a single structure.

A blackened, decrepit, ice pick of a tower that reached toward the sky at a dizzying height. A fortress surrounded the tower, encasing a bridge that led to its main entrance. From a distance, the entire place looked like knuckles and a finger breaking through the earth to point toward the endless cosmos.

Above it, amidst the storm clouds, a figure of flapping wings and a curved, spiked tail circled the tower. Yathuna.

To the left, the hills rolled higher and higher, obscuring the view. If Eris’s map was correct, it was over there that the Eternity Tree stood, also pressed against the shore of the ocean.

They had reached the end of the world. The depths of Reaper’s Bend, where no person had ever ventured and returned to tell the story.

Ahead of them, the path turned to dirt, and split apart. One direction led toward the tower, the other to where the Eternity Tree stood.

“We are here,” Tanys said, after a minute of prolonged silence “At the end of all things.”

And all of a sudden, it was real.

The ground seemed to fall out from beneath Kairos. His heart rattled in his throat.

They could not be here already. They could not have run out of time so quickly. He didn’t realize he was trembling until Eris was wrapping her arms around him, holding him tight. Abruptly he was choking on a sob, wrapping her as closely as he could to himself.

“I’m not ready,” he said. “I’m not ready to go.”

Eris only hugged him tighter, her face pressed into his chest. Tanys gasped suddenly, baring his teeth. The dome of light flickered. Beyond it, the flitting shapes in the forest began to coalesce. Growling and spitting noises began to seep through its protection.

“He sees me,” Tanys said. “He knows where we are. I am sorry, my friends, but it is time for us to act. I know you are afraid, Kairos. This world asks too much of you. But when I drop the dome, you must run. As fast as you can, and without looking back. Can you do that?”

Kairos swallowed the lump in his throat. “I can.”

As if by clinging to Eris, he might somehow prolong the last moments they had together, Kairos buried his face in her shoulder, feeling her touch, reveling in the miracle of every second he had left with her. Lightning flashed in the distance. Thunder boomed.

He struggled to find words, to find anything that could encapsulate all that she meant to him, all that she was. But there was nothing adequate. Nothing that could touch the depth of what he felt.

“I will keep you in my heart,” he said, without reserve, without care if it was the right thing to say. It was all he could do to get the words out of his mouth. “Until the end.”

Eris grabbed his face, eyes wet, and pulled him into a fierce kiss—her unspoken words making their way to his heart as she held him. Kairos tried to make it last, to somehow stretch time itself. But like all things must, it slipped through his fingers, leaving warmth in its place.

When Eris pulled away, she lifted her hand with the Merivael ring on its pinky. “Remember what you promised me.”

“I will.” He lifted his own hand, and intertwined his fingers in hers, their rings mirroring each other.

He pressed his forehead to hers, their noses touching. It seemed only a moment ago that he had seen her, in that clearing in the forest. Only a breath ago that he’d lain with her.

How lucky he was, to have found such a wonderful person in this twilight of his life. How indescribably fortunate.

He pictured her in a flower garden, with kids tugging at the hem of her dress. He pictured her traveling the world, and seeing incredible things. And he knew that she would be okay, no matter what.

It was enough.

Eris deserved that life. She deserved every bit of joy this world could offer. With or without him, he would give her as much of a chance at that joy as he could. He drew her into another kiss, something inside of him releasing.

Behind his closed eyelids, the light of the dome flickered once again, then dulled until only the pale light of the ink-blackened moon blanketed them. Kairos opened his eyes, and looked at Eris, etching her image into his mind.

The sound of growling and skittering legs came from the forest behind them, tearing a seam between them.

Tanys gave Kairos a heavy look from behind Eris, his jaw set. They exchanged a nod, and Kairos felt his heart break for the friend he would now leave behind as well. The man he owed his life to.

The growling turned to a roar, branches snapping, leaves rustling. Something was approaching from the forest, its movement shaking the ground.

“Go, Kairos!” Tanys yelled, turning and raising his hands, a faint glow shimmering between them. “We will draw them away from you.” His golden gaze was alight as the glow between his hands began to form into the shape of a sword made of pure radiance. Tanys didn’t look back as he turned toward the impending danger. “It has been an honor, my friend. Good luck. Do not worry for us. I will see you again, in this life or the next.”

As the forest rose with the sound of unseen creatures scrabbling and clambering toward them, Kairos pressed his forehead to Eris’s one last time. His vision blurred, his ears rang. He grasped for her, and pressed his lips against hers. “In this life or the next,” he whispered, reflecting Tanys’s words to her.

With a leap of his heart, he let her go, turned on his heel, and began to run. The golden dome flickered out of existence on his first step.

Behind him, branches cracked and trees shook. He heard Tanys yelling something, heard the cry and roar of beasts. But he did not look back. He ran, cloak billowing, hurtling headlong toward an end that remained unwritten.
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Open your eyes to the light, for it is there. Your heart only needs to accept what you already see. - The Earthsong, Page 100


Ahairy snout, red eyes, and snapping teeth thrashed out of the trees as Eris recovered her senses enough to spin toward them. Her heart was in freefall. Everything was numb and wrong; she didn’t feel as though she was inside her body as she drew her knives and slashed at the monstrous face tearing at her from the forest.

She managed to yank her rune-lined knives from their sheaths, and then a brilliant blast of light made her stagger back. Tanys stepped in front of her, a sword of pure golden rays held aloft, and as he swung it in arc it lengthened, burning everything it touched. Skittering spiders that had been leaping down from the trees, snarling beasts that had only just been bursting from the foliage. One and all, they were buffeted, knocked back from where they came, light burning deep grooves in them.

“Run, Eris!” Tanys cried, and pushed her away. “To the Eternity Tree! I will handle this!”

Eris staggered back, watching as more creatures flooded from the trees. Tusked, feline beasts leaping out of leaves. Winged bugs the size of children, with stingers on their bottoms. Wraiths. Every monster Eris could imagine was spilling out of the forest, converging on Tanys.

He swung his sword in a radiant arc, a half-dome shield of light appearing, then bursting into pieces as the beasts collided against it . “GO!” Tanys yelled again, and Eris listened this time.

She turned on her heel and sprinted down the path to the left, taking only a moment to look toward Kairos’s fleeing figure, heart wrenching in her chest. The path led down through the hills, and within a minute, Kairos and the tower had disappeared from view, leaving rolling, rounded formations of brown grass on all sides. It was like a winding corridor, sinking, then rising, but always pushing on through the hills.

Only once did she chance a look over her shoulder, and couldn’t see Tanys. Her legs burned. Her lungs pumped. Through the beating of her own blood, she could swear she heard the sounds of Tanys fending off the beasts.

Eris gritted her teeth, feeling useless and afraid, and put her head down. With every step, her legs carried her closer to the Eternity Tree.
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His lungs were on fire as the tower grew closer and closer. The sword on his back was a heavy weight, and his own pack with the plate inside it began to feel like a brick tied to his shoulders. He pushed on, in some ways grateful for the physical strain as it forced his mind to focus only on putting one leg in front of the other.

The inky swirl covering the moon sat over the top of the tower, heavy clouds cushioning its bottom half. Kairos wheezed as the path curved upwards, forcing him uphill. As he reached the top of the rise, he got a full, clear look at the tower. It was even closer than he’d thought. He could see the crenellations atop it, the grooves in its side, the black vine-crusted windows along its length. Yathuna circled its peak, still a small figure from this distance, but one that made his eyes go wide.

The tower itself, the walls, and surrounding fortress at its base were made from obsidian crystal, shining and spiked. Waves crashed and foam sprayed along the cliffs it was crammed against. Kairos paused for only a few moments to catch his breath, looking back one last time and seeing the forest line empty.

He wiped sweat from his brow, turned back toward the tower, and took one step. Between his foot rising and falling, the entire world flickered—a finger-snap of distortion that pitched everything out of order.

As his foot hit the ground, he was suddenly standing in a high-pillared, vaulted chamber. He stumbled forwards, panicked at the abrupt change, his hand grasping for the sword hilt at his side.

Whirling, he looked around for signs of danger, heart racing. The chamber was empty and quiet save for the sounds of his own footsteps. He spun in a full circle, seeing nothing, until a figure moved out from behind one of the grand pillars.

A man with a mottled scar over his face.

“Hello, Kaan,” rasped the scarred man—rasped Sar.

Kairos tried to jerk, to rip his sword from its scabbard, but his limbs were frozen as if iron clamps held him at the joints.

Sar strode forward, berobed in smoke, grinning widely as he approached. “Long have I known you would come for me, old friend. Long have I known you would yearn for vengeance, ever since I chained you down and carved the first piece of your flesh. I am not surprised that you did not recognize me in Avaris. This mortal coil is much different than the form you once knew me as.”

Deep inside of Kairos, he felt his bloodstream quicken, thrashing at the constraint of his veins, desperate to be let loose. But Kaan could not come out.

“Ah,” Sar said, raising a slender finger. “Not so fast, Kaan. Did you truly think you could just come here inside the body of a mortal and slay me? Do you think that this much has changed since we last spoke?”

A growling response gurgled in the back of Kairos’s head, but never made it to his mouth. Fear stabbed along his stomach and neck as he began to understand and make sense of what was happening.

Sar came to a stop just in front of him. This close, Kairos could vividly remember the firelight glinting in his eyes as he’d nailed Calin’s palms. He could remember Ama’s screams as knives had plunged into her stomach. His own fury fused with the fury of Kaan inside him, but they were helpless to act on it.

“Nothing has changed, old friend. Nothing. You made your choice, all those years ago. You chose to walk away from me, and it was your undoing. We could have destroyed these humans together. We could have rid the world of war and famine… but you forced my hand. You turned me against you, for your foolish compunction.”

Sar’s face fell, his grin fading. He shook his head, as if disappointed. “And look what happened. Illuvia got the better of me. She kept those humans alive. How many wars have been fought since then? How much suffering has been wrought because of her mercy? That is as much on your head as it is on hers, Kaan. If you had stuck by my side, and lent me your power of your own freewill, we would have conquered Lumein with a snap of my fingers. Your resistance caused unknowable suffering.”

Sar began to twist and morph, growing taller, his limbs becoming longer. Shadow began to gather around him, as if pulled from the corners of the room to assimilate in a whirl around his form.

“And now you come back to me. You come, expecting to take my head.” Sar’s voice began to distort, becoming deeper, harsher, more omnipresent. “You come wanting revenge. But you would not even be here if I had not led your Champion into your hands. You would not be here if I had not guided you every step of the way.”

The darkness became tangible. Ropes of congealed, ink-like shadow spread over Sar’s growing body, lifting him, making him a giant that continued to grow and tower up into the heights of the pillared room. An undulating, leering, mass that filled the naked eye in its entirety.

“I wanted you to come! I wanted this to end, once and for all! Your freedom is a lie that I have fed you to bring you to the point of my sword.”

Kairos managed to raise his head, and look up at the monster that was still yet assimilating in front of him. The true form of living Divinity.

The Reaper himself loomed over Kairos, mocking the God that lived inside him.

“You are a fool, Kaan. You always were. It will be a pleasure to finally rid this planet of one more parasite.”

Like he was a doll, Kairos was suddenly flung upwards, his limbs flailing, into inescapable darkness. And as he flew into the abyss above, his blood began to thrum with rage.
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Eris fell to her hands and knees on the final rise, practically crawling to reach its top. Her muscles were burning all over, sweat dripping from her nose. She had to wipe more of it out of her eyes, and blink several times to see what lay ahead.

A flat clearing, nestled between two towering cliffs. What had once been a garden, but was now just a plot of dead plants arranged in rows. And in the corner, between the two cliff faces, an enormous, white-branched tree that reached unfathomably high.

The Eternity Tree.

Its branches were long and curved, the canopy they made as wide as a castle. No leaves grew upon them, no blossoms or pines. The trunk was thicker than five men side by side with their arms stretched out, and in its center, was a perfectly round hole. The curve of the roots had been uncovered over time, leaving strands of white cascading out from the base of the tree like a network of veins.

An involuntary gasp came between Eris’s pants for air, and she gained another surge of energy upon seeing the object of so many months of imagining.

She nearly fell as she pushed onwards, her foot slipping in the dead grass. She ran down the last decline and raced over the flat clearing, passing by the decayed garden, her heavy legs faltering as she passed beneath the jagged shadows of the Eternity Tree’s branches, and finally coming to a stop as she stepped over a thick root and fell to her knees at the base of the trunk.

With one hand planted on the ground, she gasped breath in and out, filling her lungs, irrational joy embracing her at finally having reached the myth that had sustained her. It was real. It was actually real.

She ran her fingers over the root that protruded from the dirt in front of her, and felt the cold, earthy grip of the tree to Lumein. As she slowly lifted her head, she saw the cracked bark and rotted wood of the trunk, and further up, the bone-like branches. All of it was dead. Decayed. The corpse of something that had once been great.

Varsik had been right.

Eris slammed her hand into the root, her fingers tightening around it until her nails were digging trenches in the dirt.

Despite knowing that it was likely, despite trying to prepare for this moment to come… it crushed her. The last seed of hope that had stubbornly remained plotted in her heart began to shrivel. She hung her head, wanting to scream, to punch something, but instead just… sitting there.

“So this is it?” she asked aloud to herself. “After all this… it's just over?”

It almost made her laugh. It was a cruel joke. Illuvia, dead. The Eternity Tree, dead.

But hadn’t she known, deep down, this was the most likely outcome? Hadn’t a part of her been ready for this? There was no point in dwelling in despair. If her world was coming to an end, then she would face it with her head held high. What else was there to do?

All at once, she felt as she did every morning, just before the Magus would materialize. Panic and terror. The part of her mind that she had kept folded away for so long unraveled itself. There’d never been any hope for her. She’d carried herself this far on a delusion. A foolish dream.

She sat in silence, staring at the ground. Tears wouldn’t come. It was over. She’d come all this way, sacrificed so much of herself, for her hope to die on its very last step.

Time passed, but she could do nothing but sit there until she heard footsteps approaching behind her. Wearily, she lifted her head to look toward the sound.

Tanys strode through the dead garden. His white armor and dark hair had been stained brown, black, and red. He was coated in the gore and blood of uncountable creatures. He was grim, and haggard. Without a word, he walked to Eris, then past her, finding a place to sit on a thick root of the Eternity Tree.

He groaned as he sat, wiping gore from below his eyes.

“I have bought us time,” he said.

Eris turned away from him. “I told you not to come here. If Yathuna truly is coming, I will only be a burden.”

Tanys studied her, then shook his head as if in disbelief. “You never cease to amaze me, Eris. Even after all that you’ve done, all that you’ve survived, you still think so little of yourself.”

“Did you know?” she asked.

Tanys raised an eyebrow ever so slightly in question.

“That the Eternity Tree is dead. Did you know?”

He sighed, and nodded. “I did.”

“So you also lied to Kairos. You let him believe I had a chance.”

“I did.” Tanys gave her a concerted look “Are you upset with me for that?”

“No,” Eris said. “I did the same. Maybe it will help him, in his time of need. Maybe if he believes I can return home, it will give him hope when he needs it.”

“Ah.” The Champion’s lips curled at the corners. “See, but I only lied about the fate of the Eternity Tree. I did not lie about believing that you can still return home from this, Eris.”

“Returning home isn’t the problem. My curse will kill me, even if somehow I managed to get back from Reaper’s Bend.”

Tanys only smiled. “Then I suppose I should not feel so bad for asking for your help. And for admitting to you that I have meddled in your journey more than you know.”

“You have?”

“That talisman in your boot.”

Eris fished it out, holding aloft the slab etched with Illuvia’s sunburst. Tanys gently took it from her.

“It is no ordinary talisman.” He held it up, alight with a soft glow. “It was mine, once. It was this talisman that first connected me to Illuvia, before I was her Champion. I lost it, a long, long time ago. In my millennia of waiting, I found it again. I knew it was mine as I would know that my own hand was mine if it was cut off.”

He handed the talisman back to Eris. She didn’t stuff it back in her boot, appalled that she’d been keeping it there for months. Instead, she held it gently, like it was made of glass.

Tanys laughed. “I was not just waiting for Kaan to return, Eris. I was waiting for someone to come along who would be worthy of holding this talisman. Illuvia’s holy warriors may be no more, but her Divinity lives on in this world. I’d hoped that someone would come who might be able to help me in my quest to get Kaan’s Champion to this point. I was not sure if it would be possible, if the timing would ever work out. You found it on the ground, did you not? Right where I left it. Right in your path.”

Eris stared at the talisman, her head buzzing. “You’re saying it was just… luck? That there’s a world where I don’t come to the Bend, and you go alone with Kairos? That you chose me because of… timing?”

“No, Eris,” Tanys said. “I did not choose you because of timing. I chose you because I saw what Kairos sees in you. I saw kindness. I saw a woman strong enough to come on this journey and not falter. Had you been anything but what you are, I never would have brought you my talisman. I never would have brought you back to Kairos again and again. Sar himself saw in you the potential to end his plans. Why do you think he tried to kill you? He knew you could make a difference.”

An overwhelming sense of incompetence came over Eris as she tried to grasp the praise of a man she revered as nearly a God himself. He could not be saying these things about her. After everything she had failed to do in her life, after all the pain she was responsible for. “I’m not worthy of those words,” she said, her voice cracking. “I’m… I’m nothing! I’m just a woman. A woman who’s made too many mistakes to count, and who can barely hold it together on a good day. I’m…” Broken. She almost said it, but caught herself before the word could come out.

The Champion before her was still smiling. “Did you figure out why it did not work for you, back in Avaris? Why Illuvia’s power refused to come?”

Eris looked down at the talisman and shook her head silently.

“It is not because it refused you. It is because you refused yourself.” Tanys laughed gently. “Because you believed that you were not worth its power. Such is the nature of Illuvia’s Divinity. It only comes to those who truly believe they are worthy. Only someone who believes their life and purpose belong in this world can touch her will. In your direst moments, you did.”

A breeze rustled the dead grass around them, gently shaking the branches of the Eternity Tree. “All you must do is learn to believe it again. Learn to see your worth, and you will become the light that I know you to be.”

Eris looked up at the crooked branches, closing her eye. “Are you really human, Tanys?”

“Pardon?” He sounded confused.

She swayed, breathing in the salty ocean air. “Do you remember what it's like, to doubt? To wonder if your life means anything? To wonder if all that's meant for you is pain?”

Tanys was quiet for nearly a minute. “I remember it all too well, my friend.” Something in his voice made Eris look back down at him. His head was bowed. Dark hair curtained the sides of his face. “I failed, Eris. I failed Illuvia. I was her, and the world’s, last hope to stop what Sar did. And I failed. I have spent centuries wondering if Illuvia may have made a mistake, that perhaps if she had chosen another as her Champion, this could have been prevented.”

The Champion’s chromatic eyes lifted. “I know better than most what you feel. And I am terrified of failing once again. But I know there is only one choice for anyone in this life, and that is to act while we have breath. To fight while we have blood. The journey to success and the journey to failure walk the same thousand steps. It is only their end that is different, and we cannot know which end we approach. All we can do is act.”

With a creaking of armor, Tanys stood and offered his hand to her. “So, Eris Starborn, will you take one last chance, by my side? Will you fight with me, on one last hope that the path we’ve been given is one of beauty, and not chaos?”

Wordlessly, Eris took his hand, and rose beside him.

He was right. There was nothing to do but act. It was all she had ever been able to do. To look at her next step, and take it, over and over. What was one more step?

“What are we gonna do?” she asked, her hands on her hips.

Tanys lifted his face to the sky, his eyes narrowed. “We are going to call a dragon.”

In the distance, the storm clouds over the sea were congealing, gathering in one place as a fat mass of gray. Eris knew, without needing to see, that they were gathering over Sar’s Tower. Black lightning flashed inside them, a thunderous boom cascading over the land only a couple of seconds later.

From behind those clouds, a huge winged figure drifted in a circle. Eris squinted, trying to make it out, and as she did, Tanys’s voice suddenly rattled the earth.

“YATHUNA! I AM HERE! COME KILL ME, IF YOU CAN!”

Tanys’s voice slowly faded. Eris recovered from the sudden, ear-splitting sound. In the distance, the winged figure turned its trail, beating its wings to come toward them.

Tanys lifted his hands, and as before, a sword made of pure light began to form between them. “As I guessed,” he said. “She still yet holds a grudge.” He shot Eris a look somewhere between fright and excitement. “And if we do not kill her here and now, Kairos has no chance of success.”

“Well then.” Eris dropped her hands to the knives Varsik had given her, and yanked them from their scabbards. And though she was dazed, tired, and afraid, she lifted them to her sides in a fighting stance. “What’s one more miracle?”

Tanys shook with laughter as his sword finished forming, radiant and shining. “Yes, Eris! One more miracle!”
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Rage will carry you on fiery wings. - Queen Reue


Pressure, wind in the ears, and a jolt as something shivered along his skin. Kairos twisted, and suddenly emerged from blackness. He shouted as he realized he was in the sky, floating above Sar’s Tower.

Below his feet, clouds full of black lightning crackled, setting the hairs on his neck on end. Red veins began to rise up and down his body as Kaan emerged, tearing through his consciousness with ferocity.

Kairos held onto himself by his fingertips, aware of what was happening but out of control. Kaan was reaching up, grabbing the massive chrome sword by the hilt, drawing it with the miraculous strength of a God and holding it aloft with one arm.

Above them, hovering against the gray sky, Sar finished assimilating into a new form. He was massive—the height of fifty men or more. Ropes of ink-like darkness had solidified around him, wrapped like tubes in the shape of a gargantuan man. He was faceless, but where his face would have been, there was a giant, white scar in the shape of an X. He towered over Kairos like a mountain over a lone tree.

The storm clouds beneath them began to rise and congeal. Sar held out his right hand, palm down, and the clouds funneled up into it. Black lightning continued to leap in them as they twisted, solidifying into the shape of a sword large enough to cut down armies.

Kaan began to cackle, raising the chrome sword to point at Sar’s distant face. “DO YOU THINK I AM AFRAID?”

Sar’s voice was the sound of a hundred boulders tumbling down on the earth. “IT IS TIME FOR YOU TO JOIN THE OTHERS WHO STOOD AGAINST ME, KAAN. I HAVE LONG WAITED TO SAVOR THIS MOMENT.”

Kaan screamed, hoisting the sword with both hands, tension gathering all through Kairos’s body. Rage blinded Kairos, a prisoner in his own skin, as Kaan used unearthly power to fly like an arrow in a vertical line toward the cosmos, blade hefted to slash upwards at Sar’s bulk.

The giant God rumbled as Kaan became a white-streaked blur, and swung the stormsword around, cutting downwards. The blades clashed in midair. Light exploded. Black lightning flashed and crackled.

Kairos, watching from the cage of his own eyes, cowered back as his body was flung outwards. Kaan flipped head over heels, coming to a stop some distance from Sar, now at a level with the gigantic being’s chest. His face was set into a rictus as he hovered in place.

He hoisted the chrome sword once more, red-veined fingers bone-white around the hilt. In Kairos’s head, Kaan began to cackle with glee.

“THIS WILL BE FUN, SAR! I HAVE DREAMED OF KILLING YOU A THOUSAND TIMES!”

As if thrown from a catapult, Kaan flew back in, sword held overhead. Sar swept the stormsword back around in a slashing arc. Again, the blades collided, and black lightning spiked outwards from a flare of incandescent light.

And from within, Kairos watched as the duel of the Gods began in earnest.
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The dragon was sweeping closer by the moment. Tanys stood stock-still, his cape fluttering as the beating of the beast’s wings stirred up wind.

“She has tried to kill me once before,” Tanys yelled over the tempest. “And she has wanted to finish the job ever since.” He held the blade of light above himself with one hand as Yathuna banked and did a circle overhead. “Be wary, Eris! Remember, our battle cannot last long! Do not take unnecessary risks!”

Eris backed away from the clearing, beneath the branches of the Eternity Tree. She had a feeling it wouldn’t be smart to be caught out in the open when the dragon landed. At least, not for a normal human like herself.

From her vantage, she got her first real look at Yathuna. Her scales were the color of ice, rippling in the pale light like chips of steel. Her wings were tattered, holes showing through the thick muscle that connected the bones there. Talons as large as Eris herself curved from the dragon’s feet, and similar spikes were lined along Yathuna’s back. Blue eyes stared down at Tanys, searing with hate.

Yathuna tucked her wings suddenly, and plummeted like a spear thrown from the heavens. Her mouth opened wide, the skin on her belly beginning to glow sapphire with something from within. Eris knew it was coming a moment before it happened, and threw herself back behind a protruding root of the Eternity Tree.

Blue fire roared from Yathuna’s mouth in a stream, arrowing for Tanys. He thrust his sword of light up at the stream, and a brilliant beam of yellow shot out from his hands. The two streams met in the air, colliding, then flattening in a concussive blast that sent sparks of yellow and blue fluttering like the after effects of a firecracker.

A heartbeat later, Yathuna crashed into the earth. Eris saw Tanys move at the last moment, leaping backwards, sword lengthening in his hands. Yathuna gouged the earth where Tanys had just been, then spun and swung her spiked tail at him as she realized she'd missed.

Tanys brought the sword around, catching Yathuna’s tail on the side of it, and was slammed sideways. He flipped in the air, landed in a skid on the grass, then started to sprint toward the dragon, sweeping his sword up in a vertical arc. The sword lengthened as he swung it, until its tip threatened to slice through the dragon’s face. Yathuna growled, snapped, and caught the blade in her fangs.

With a savage wrench, she threw Tanys into the air. He released his sword, and it turned into mist. As he fell back to the earth, he tucked his legs and formed discs of light with his hands, which he threw down and used as platforms to break his fall. Within seconds, he was back on the ground, forming the sword between his hands again.

Eris watched in awe, feeling entirely useless and utterly terrified at the display of power in front of her. She had told Tanys she would fight with him, that she would stand by his side. But how could she, in the face of this? What could she possibly do, apart from get in the way?

She licked her lips, her eyes wide, looking for any opening where she might be useful. Her first thought was to use the talisman, or attempt to, at the very least. But Tanys and Yathuna clashed again and again, moving so quickly that she had a hard time following their battle. Light flashed; fire roared yet again. Tanys was leaping and spinning, fighting with the strength of twenty warriors.

Eris wiped sweat from her palms. Could Illuvia’s Divinity hurt Tanys, if she missed Yathuna? What if the talisman didn’t work at all, and she only stood there being useless? No, no. She had to do something else. In a fight like this, the most use she had was in giving Tanys an opening.

The wings. Yathuna was already injured in her wings, or had never recovered from some wound inflicted however long ago. They might be a weak point, somewhere Eris could actually do damage with only her knives.

It was something. A potential way of helping. Eris waited, bouncing on her heels, adrenaline spiking as Tanys chopped at Yathuna’s face and was repelled by a slash of claws. Yathuna spun, swinging her tail at the Champion and turning her back to Eris.

In that instant, Eris leapt out from behind her cover, and began to sprint for the dragon’s wing.
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Kaan was filled with bloodlust unlike anything he’d shown to Kairos before. He was relentless, attacking with demonic speed and ferocity. Every swing of the chrome sword was as savage and powerful as he could make it, every scream as loud as he could force through Kairos’s mortal body.

Over and over, storm and light clashed, shock waves erupting from every blow. Kaan flew around the giant form of Sar like a gnat, attacking from every angle and being rebutted every time. Black lightning flared and spat upon each clash.

Kaan flew down Sar's back, tearing through the black tubes of the Reaper's body with a long slash, then turned and twisted to go back up. Sar spun, and the elbow of his enormous form punched back to spear Kaan. At the last moment, Kaan swerved, screamed, and punched the point of the chrome sword through Sar's forearm.

A noise like rushing air pushed out of the wound, and as Kairos watched from behind the cage of his own eyes, the wound repaired itself. Kaan was forced to flee, to back away as the stormsword chopped down at him.

It was useless. This battle was useless. It was as Varsik had said – they could not win. Sar held the Divinity of three Gods. His true form was unburdened by its size and scope. He moved as a master swordfighter would, his movements smooth and precise. All Kaan could hope to do was inflict nagging injuries that refused to stick.

The blades slammed together once again, knocking Kaan back, shaking the world.

“YOU KNOW YOU CANNOT WIN,” Sar boomed. “FIGHT ALL YOU WANT, YOU ARE NO MORE THAN ANNOYANCE. I AM THE ONLY LIVING GOD OF LUMEIN, AND I WILL NOT LOSE TO A CRIPPLED, POISONED ENTITY SUCH AS YOU.”

Kaan did not waste energy in disagreeing. He rocketed up toward Sar’s face, the white, mottle scar there rapidly growing closer as Kaan pushed the chrome sword forwards in a jab meant to punch into the middle of the X.

Sar swept his blade up at the last second, clipping the chrome sword from beneath, and sending Kaan spiraling up high into the sky.

The Fallen God wasn’t thinking, wasn’t anywhere close to rational thought. He must have realized by now that the battle was unwinnable without their one advantage. He must have known that the plate was in Kairos’s pack, just a shoulder shrug away, but he’d never once made to reach for it.

Kairos pushed his way back into his own mind, Kaan’s cries deafening him.

The plate! He tried to yell through the mire of thought to reach Kaan. Use the plate! Remember what Varsik said! We have to get him to destroy the plate!

He might as well have been yelling into the ocean, hoping that a distant whale would hear him and know what he was saying. But what else could he do? Kaan had utter control over him. He was essentially locked away, lost from his own body until Kaan decided to open the cage again.

Kaan rocketed towards the atmosphere, rising until Sar's mottled visage peered up at them as if from the bottom of a canyon. Before the Fallen God could flip himself around, Sar suddenly launched himself at Kaan. A moment flashed by in which Kairos could only sense the impending collision, and then suddenly his body was thrown even further upwards, until the curved horizon of the world was visible as he flipped over and over.

The gray sky turned black as clouds raced past. Glittering stars appeared from behind the cover of heaven.

The blackness of space surrounded them.

Kaan slowed his momentum enough to remain still, chrome sword held out to his side. From here, they could see the moon from behind the inky swirl that covered it.

"Do you see?" Sar's voice came as one of a mortal man, the voice of the scarred demon that Kairos had known for so long. His godly form ascended through the clouds, a mountain emerging from mist. "Do you see how futile it is?"

Kaan roared, making to attack Sar once again, but something held him in place. Ink-black chains, tethering his arms and legs. He strained, and they began to creak and break. But they held him long enough for Sar to speak once again.

"I could have sent you back," he said, and though his face was little more than a ridged X, Kairos could see the leering expression of dominance Sar imposed.

Kaan only seethed, muscles rippling as he struggled to snap the chains. But inside, Kairos felt the God's anger renewed. How dare this beast speak to him, as if they were still brothers? As if there was anything left but to bleed each other dry?

"Do you wonder why I did not, old friend?" Sar lifted the stormsword and held it aloft. "I did not send you back, Kaan, because I knew there was only ever one way to end this. Because there can only be one God. Home? Home is a word for mortals. We Gods have no need of anything but this. Power. Dominance."

Sar almost sounded like he pitied Kaan as he spoke his next words. "You never saw that. You still do not. You would destroy this world, but that is not the answer. We must own it. Subject it to our whims. For why else have we been given Divinity? For why else have we been called Gods?"

A shattering noise announced Kaan's freedom. He did not bandy with Sar. He did not listen.

The canopy of stars reflected on the blade of the chrome sword as he flashed upwards. The air became brittle and cold. A sheath of frost crystallized on the weapon as he brought it around and over Kairos's shoulder, howling.

Again, Kaan flew like a meteor downwards, sword swinging down in a slash that would tear through Sar from collarbone to hip. Sar moved, bringing the stormsword around in a chop that would deflect the blow. But at the last second, he rotated the blade, so that the flat side slammed into Kaan.

Black lightning snaked out, electrifying, stunning Kaan, and he was sent flying back down to the ground so fast that Kairos didn’t even have time to be scared. Kaan blinked once, and then Kairos’s body crunched into the ground, his organs turning to paste, his bones shattering, his skull caving in.

Kairos felt a flash of pain, then died for a fourth time.
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Eris leapt over the ridge of Yathuna’s wing just as the dragon was whipping her neck, and nearly missed her target. A tear in the muscle that had never healed had left a ragged hole in the wing, and it was there Eris drove her knives home as she landed from her leap.

The runes along the blades lit up green. Scales were missing around the hole, and the tips of her knives punched through the meat there with little resistance.

Instantly, Yathuna wailed, her cry deafening. Eris fought the instinct to release her knives and clamp her hands over her ears. Yathuna beat her wing wildly; it was all Eris could do to hold onto her knives and not be thrown off like a bucking bull.

In her rampage, Yathuna couldn’t take to the skies again. She jerked and strained, but something held her down. In the chaos, Eris caught a glimpse of what kept her on the ground.

Tanys had pinned one of her feet to the earth with his sword, and held it there with straining arms. Eris saw bunching muscles on the dragon’s other side, and the swipe of her other foot. Claws flashed toward Tanys’s face.

Eris was yanked upwards, and didn’t see what happened. Her hands slipped from the grips of her knives. She went tumbling through the air, hitting the ground hard enough to knock the breath from her lungs.

Dazed, and seeing double, she crawled to her knees, looking for cover. She’d landed next to the edge of a cliff. There was nowhere to hide. She gasped for breath as her vision cleared.

Tanys was pinned beneath one of Yathuna’s feet, his hands grappling with the sharp claws that stabbed through either shoulder. Blood pooled under him as he snarled, straining just to keep from being crushed.

“Tanys!” Eris tried to cry, but it came out as a moan. She wavered, nearly collapsing as her vision crossed yet again.

Yathuna raised her head. Blue fire gathered in her belly. Tanys struggled, writhing beneath her, but couldn’t break free.

“No,” Eris said. “No, stop!”

She forced herself to her feet, her chest aching, mangled eye pulsing with pain. From her boot, she groped for Tanys’s talisman, and…

Pulled out a shard of broken stone.

“No!”

She emptied the pocket entirely. Bits of stone and dust fell out. The slab had shattered completely upon her slamming into the ground. Its glow was gone.

Yathuna lowered her face until it was just above Tanys, her fangs bared as fire continued to build in her belly.

Mindlessly, recklessly, Eris began running toward them. Anger boiled up inside of her. Anger at her helplessness, for so long. Anger at all the things she couldn’t control. Anger that once again, she must step up to save someone other than herself.

This world had torn her down too many times to count. Over and over, she’d been beaten to her last thread, and had felt the weight of life crushing her until she could hardly breathe. And over and over, she had gotten back up. She had kept going.

She was just a woman. A woman who was trying her best to stay alive, to not fall into despair at the coming of each day. But she was…

She was not broken.

She had faced Gods and beasts, she had faced terror for every waking moment ever since the infliction of her curse. A thousand times, she had faced the impossible, and a thousand times, she had prevailed.

She deserved to go home. To have dreams and romance and happy memories. She deserved to live, as anyone else did.

A well of anger and passion and love bubbled up inside her. She screamed to the heavens, and to the uncaring universe, defying them to try and break her, knowing that they never could.

She was the flame and the burning heat. The scorching bonfire that refused to fade in the winter storm.

As she ran toward Yathuna and Tanys, a tingling warmth sparked in her hands. A shimmering of light. Tanys turned his face to her, and instead of pain and despair, there was triumph.

Eris let loose the cry of a warrior, lifting her hands up, feeling the touch of the Divine as radiance formed in her fingers.

Yathuna reared her head and began to scream blue fire down toward Tanys. Eris slid to her knees. She thrust her hands upwards. And from her palms, a beam of light shot toward the sky.

Her body burned like a furnace. Cleansing, radiating, breathing.

Blue fire met golden light in midair. They struck, and pushed against one another. Eris roared, surging upwards, pressing against the ground and rising to her feet.

Scorching Divinity burst forth with every breath, every pulse of blood. She pushed up to the sky. Yathuna wailed; the sky itself rattling at her death-throes.

Her beam of light punched upwards through the dragon’s skull with a dazzling burst, burning a hole through its jaw and spearing into the sky beyond.

Eris continued to hold it, her eyes wide at the tower of golden light that pillared into the gray night. The light of her soul made manifest. The light of the worthy.

Yathuna’s body tottered left, then right, then slumped and thudded to the earth.

And only then did Eris let go. Power swept out of her, leaving vitality and strength where it went. She swayed, her neck still craned toward the sky. She heard Tanys cough on the ground beneath her, and couldn’t bring herself to look down at him.

Instead, she collapsed, spread eagled, and still looking up at the fathomless night.
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Kairos reawakened in seconds. He was not even aware of going to the Soul Ocean. It was as though Kaan had caught his soul before it could even leave this plane, and forced him straight back into his body.

He lay at the bottom of a crater. Up above, Sar’s form leered down, waiting for him to come back. Pain coated him from a thousand unhealed injuries.

Kairos gasped as red veins immediately began to crawl over his body, and felt Kaan’s presence forcing its way back into his mind. His body had shattered upon landing, and even as the veins slithered up his skin, he heard and saw his bones cracking and repairing themselves. His hands clicked as the fragile skeletal structure snapped back together.

“The… plate…” he choked. “Use… the plate!”

But Kaan was not listening. He was thrashing in Kairos’s blood, straining to take control. His fury was so strong that it made Kairos physically tense. His fingers began twitching before Kaan had even finished taking over.

It was no use. Kaan had lost all rational thought. He would only continue to throw himself fruitlessly at Sar, until it killed the both of them once and for all.

“I WARNED YOU, KAAN. I TOLD YOU THIS WOULD HAPPEN. ONE TRUE STRIKE FROM MY BLADE, AND YOU WILL DIE ALONG WITH YOUR CHAMPION. DO YOU REALLY WISH TO PROLONG YOUR DEATH?”

Kaan raged, forcing himself to the forefront and batting aside Kairos’s feeble attempt to remain in control.

In the corner of his vision, Kairos saw something move. A small, sinuous movement, hardly noticeable through the red mist of Kaan’s anger.

Sar descended, shrinking, forming back into the shape of a normal man. Within seconds, the scarred man stood at the lip of the crater, a smaller version of the stormsword held in his right hand. He took a step forward. “This is the end, Kaan. Do not make me destroy you more than once.”

Kaan surged into full control, grasping for the chrome sword where it lay beside Kairos, just out of reach. The Reaper laughed, raising the stormsword point-down and taking another step closer. Kairos watched death itself stalk toward him.

Sar stood over him, black lightning crackling in the stormsword.

Another movement, in the corner of his vision. Slithering. A snake? His body jolted as fangs sank into his hand, the sharp bite and sudden pain surprising Kaan. A third voice suddenly entered Kairos’s skull.

Now, mortal! Now!

Kairos felt the smallest of weaknesses in Kaan’s control. A tiny loosening of Kaan’s hold as the God fended off another that had infiltrated Kairos’s body.

He threw himself back into control, grasping at his own flesh like it was a glove he needed to slip into. He spun onto his side, wrenched the strap of his pack off, and flipped the bag onto his chest.

An instant later, the stormsword impaled him.

His ribs shattered. Something inside his body ruptured. Blood spurted from his lips.

But he did not die.

The tip of the sword stopped when it stabbed into his pack, unable to go any further.

“WHAT?” Sar roared, stumbling back, his hand clutching at his chest.

Kaan raged and battered Kairos back from control, knocking him back inside the cage of his own body. With a grasping hand, he found the hilt of the chrome sword, and swung it up with one arm to knock away the stormsword.

“This cannot…” Sar choked, his teeth bared. “How is this possible? We hid…” He coughed. Black goo flew from his mouth. “How did you find it, mortal? How did...”

The Reaper grabbed the side of his head, convulsing. His eyes grew, and he suddenly turned to look in the distance. “No. Yathuna. YATHUNA!”

In the moment of distraction, Kaan made his move. He rocketed toward Sar, chrome sword swinging in an upwards slash. The Reaper had enough time to look shocked, then swung the stormsword around and caught the blow.

Kaan drove them both into the air, screaming, light flaring and blinding from where the swords met. Higher and higher he carried them. Wind howled and bit as they soared into the atmosphere.

As they reached an apex in the sky, they slowed just enough for Kaan to grab Sar by his smoky robes. He flipped the Reaper around and straddled him, then snarled into his enemy’s face.

“Goodbye, old friend,” he spat, and knocked his weapon aside. Red flames bloomed along the length of the chrome sword.

In one fluid, swift movement, he reared back, and plunged the blade into Sar’s chest to the hilt. The Reaper opened his mouth to scream, but more black goo fountained out from it instead.

Kaan grinned manically.

They began to fall.

Like a comet made from smoke and light, they plummeted from the sky, tangled, twisting, the sounds of the Fallen God’s laughter echoing over the land. Waves crashed against the cliffs. A beam of crimson light from the moon began to peek out from behind the darkness that covered it.

Kairos felt the exultant glory that Kaan reveled in. The satisfaction, the fulfillment of a millennia-long dream. He watched as his body fell back into the top of Sar’s Tower, swallowed once again by the darkness of its embrace, and felt it as Kaan’s satisfaction quickly turned to pain, and sadness at a friendship long since lost.

Then, his body crashed into the ground at the bottom of Sar’s Tower, his skeleton shattered, and he died yet again.
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I am certain now that there is nothing more powerful in this world than compassion. - Tanys Sunbearer


“We must go,” Tanys said, lifting Eris to her feet. He was healed, somehow. The wounds on his shoulders still yet bled, but didn’t seem to bother him at all. Fissures of light pulsed over the injuries.

Eris was still reeling from what she’d done, still staring at the sky as though it might provide answers. At Tanys’s words, it was like the world listened and agreed with him.

Bloodred light began to bathe the land.

She looked at Tanys standing over her. “I’ll wait. For Kairos. For this to end.”

“There is nothing we can do for him.” The Champion looked toward where Sar’s Tower would be. “Kaan has already won. Now, we must flee. I do not know what will happen now.”

“He… won?” A lightness spread through Eris, as if her head was full of hot air.

“Yes, but remember, it is not over.” Tanys shook his head. “We must go. It is not safe here.”

“No!” Eris said, moving to head for the Tower. “I’m going to help him. I’m not leaving him here alone.”

Tanys grabbed her by the arm. “Eris, please. Listen to me. There is nothing you can do. It is beyond us, now. If we stay, we may be destroyed by what happens.”

She whirled on him. “I don’t care. I’m gonna die either way. I’d rather die by his side than alone.”

She wrenched her arm out of his grasp and began to jog toward the garden beside the Eternity Tree, running past Yathuna’s corpse.

“Eris!” Tanys yelled, and something in his voice made her stop one more time. She looked at him, and saw grief etched in his features. “Please, my friend. I need you to trust me, just once more. I do not want to lose you like this. There is still hope for you. You cannot help Kairos, as much as I know you wish to. The best thing you can do for him is flee. Come with me.”

Eris faltered, the urge building in her to yell at him, to tell him he was being selfish, that to leave Kairos here would kill her as surely as any curse.

But he was right.

If Tanys himself was incapable of helping, then what could she do? She had known that when she came here. She’d been ready to lose Kairos from the moment they stepped foot in Sar’s Domain.

She looked down at her hand, and the ring that rested on her pinky finger. It remained untouched from the power she had used to kill Yathuna. As perfectly imperfect as the moment Kairos had slipped it there.

She curled her fingers into a fist, and shut her eyes tight. “Okay,” she said, her heart tightening. “Okay.”
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Kairos awoke with a gasp.

Once again, Kaan had brought him back before he even had a chance to lay upon the shores of the Soul Ocean. He was alive again, only moments after he died.

He was at the bottom of Sar’s Tower. The distant opening at the top was a pinprick. Pillars rose around him, branching out of the black marble floor. And in the middle of the pillars, his body broken and strewn in a pool of shining goo, was Sar.

Black smoke was rising from his corpse to condense in the air above him. Kairos raised himself to his hands and knees, trying to focus, disoriented from two deaths back to back. Something inside of him was wrong. A tugging, stretching feeling.

The black smoke above Sar began to swirl and change color to a deep indigo. Its edges became rounded. Flares and sparks began to fly from it, and with a sudden burst, wind began to howl throughout the tower. Kairos threw his arm up to cover his face, and was knocked backwards.

His back slammed into a pillar. He groaned, squinting as the indigo ball above Sar’s corpse grew larger and larger, black flecks coruscating around its outer edge like shards of glass. It was physically pushing him away, the sheer immensity and power contained within it threatening to tear him limb from limb.

Just looking at it, Kairos knew that the power would destroy him if he touched it. No mortal should ever have laid eyes on such a thing.

The stretching and tearing within him grew stronger, and he feared he would be torn apart from simply being in the presence of Sar’s power unleashed.

But the stretching turned into nausea, and suddenly he was bent over, hurling. Blood spilled from his mouth in a torrent. Fountains of red that poured out incessantly. He panted between hurls, his fingers tingling and going numb, spit falling from his lips.

Flashes of red etched themselves onto his eyelids. Images of Kaan’s prison, cracking open at the seams. Blood seeping through the walls. Light of distant stars stabbing in through fissures.

The Fallen God was free, and Kairos could no longer contain his form. He vomited until all that came were dry retches and spit, and his entire face began to go numb.

When it was over, he heard a voice in his head like a distant, fading whisper. You have done well, mortal. But I have no more use for you.

He was thrown back against the pillar yet again, his head slamming into it. Stars danced in his vision. He blinked them away and slumped over, trying to ground himself. He felt… empty. Cold. Something was missing inside of him.

As his vision cleared, the indigo light flashed. The ball had grown to dominate the chamber. Sar’s corpse was no longer visible beneath its vicious currents.

Kairos tried to get to his feet, and slipped in the blood that had poured out of him. He caught himself on the pillar, groaning. As he struggled to stay standing, something caught his eye.

Ahead of him, something was uncurling from behind one of the pillars. A skeletal, desiccated something. A man, with flesh carved from his back, every rib and bone showing from head to toes. The man began to shamble forwards, reaching out for the power that Sar had left behind.

“No, Kaan!” Kairos yelled, but his voice was drowned in the howling wind.

The God would not hear him, would not heed Kairos’s words even if he did. So Kairos did the only thing he could. He stepped forward, planting his boot on the marble, and gritting his teeth.

He would stop Kaan, here and now.
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The earth shook, nearly throwing Eris off her feet. Tanys caught her before she could fall, and they both turned toward the source of the shaking. Sar’s Tower was visible over the rise of the hills. Purple light spilled from its top point, stabbing up into the gray sky.

“Hurry!” Tanys yelled, and pulled her along at an even faster pace. A golden dome formed around them. The Champion’s breath was ragged and labored, and the golden light flickered as he struggled to hold it around them.

Eris stole one more look at the Tower, then met his pace, focusing on the approaching tree line ahead.
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“Kaan, listen to me!” Kairos yelled, knowing his voice would be lost. Every movement was a labor of its own. Every step closer to the massive power was like a thousand steps uphill. He was panting after just a few, his muscles burning, his body lethargic.

Kaan continued to shamble forward, his bony body unwavering in its pursuit. Kairos heaved for air. The God was ten steps ahead of him. He couldn’t catch him in time. He had to make a move, now, or Kaan would reach the power before Kairos could stop him.

He summoned every ounce of strength he had left in him. Every iota of willpower. He set his feet and bent his legs, his teeth pressed so hard together he felt they might crack.

With a heave and a grunt of pain, he threw himself forward, diving toward the God. His jump only took him part of the way. He landed on his stomach, sliding forward on his own blood and the slickness of the marble. His outstretched hand stopped just inches from Kaan’s skinny ankle.

“STOP!” Kairos roared, and pulled himself forward by the fingertips. He reached up, grabbed Kaan by the ankle, then with a savage rip, yanked the God down.

Kaan flailed, his body too weak to stop the fall. He smacked into the marble, bones cracking. Lungs burning, Kairos clawed at the ground and crawled closer to Kaan.

“Stop this!” he yelled. “Don’t destroy this world!”

The Fallen God, despite his withered form, pushed Kairos away like he was made of paper. But Kairos wrapped his fingers around Kaan’s arm, dragging his bony body with him as they tumbled and rolled, ending face to blank face.

For the first time, Kairos truly saw the deformed shape Kaan had taken. His skull, where skin was stretched bare, was lumpy and crooked. The work of a being that had tried to imitate the form of a human, and failed.

Close up, the makings of a face were visible. A face twisted and distorted in agony and fear.

Pity washed through Kairos even as anger rose to meet it. He could not tolerate what Kaan stood for. He could not ever again believe that nothingness was the only true answer to suffering.

How desperately he wished, in that brief moment of understanding, to reach through the rage that blinded Kaan, to make him see the very thing Kairos himself had come to see.

But there was no time for that.

There was no time for him to do anything but rear back, and slam his forehead against the God’s withered skull.

Kaan cried out, the sound caught somewhere between a wheeze and a moan. God though he was, his form was diminished. Vulnerable.

Kairos could hurt him.

He pulled back, and slammed his head down once again, hearing a crack from the withered God and feeling something of the same in his own skull.

He did it again.

And again, and once more, holding on to the Fallen God with every last bit of strength he had left in him, until blood ran down his face and trickled into his eyes. Crimson trails cascaded down his cheeks as he forced himself to stop, roaring in pain.

Kaan lay limp beneath him.

The God’s skull was still fully intact, seemingly uninjured. But he did not move as Kairos heaved himself to his knees. He did not move as the swirling power continued to buffet them with its holy gale.

Kairos grunted as he clambered to his feet, his vision sliding as pain erupted in his head. He took a step forwards, knees buckling.

And he knew what he must do.

This power could not remain here. It could not stay until Kaan recovered.

He had to take it, to banish it before it could be used against this world.

It was nothing to feel the burn and ache of his muscles, the pumping of his lungs. He relished in the sensation, letting it scour through him. He took another step toward the mass of indigo and black spiraling in front of him, and stretched an arm out.

His vision began to fracture, splintering into three distinct pieces as it had in the Trial. He saw the cosmos and the divine light of the Gods. He saw himself, standing there as a man.

A tendril of light branched out from the ball, reaching out for him. The howling wind began to swirl around him, rejecting, pushing back. But Kairos did not move. He kept his arm out, inviting the power to him, tears stinging at his eyes as the pain intensified.

Like a bolt of lightning to his mind, he saw potential futures branching away from him. Potential choices he might make.

You must choose.

He saw himself becoming a God, and destroying Sar’s creatures and monsters with sweeps of his hand, squashing Kaan’s puny form with a flick of his finger. He saw cycles of pain and power repeating themselves as he became unable to control what he had become.

You must choose.

He saw himself destroying the world, as Kaan had wished. Crushing it between his palms like it was a melon. The cries and wails of all humanity as its race was exterminated with one simple move reverberated in his ears.

You must choose.

A hundred times, he saw himself become a new God, and restart the endless revenge and pain that history had never been able to break free of. A hundred times, no matter how much he wished to do good, he became something he no longer understood.

Until finally, he saw a future of something different.

Purple and black tendrils began to curve and wind together, inches from his fingertips.

Kairos knew his answer then.

Who was he? He was nothing but a man in the right place, at the right time. He was a collection of everyone he had ever loved, a collage of memories and people that stitched together the very being of him.

He had been wrong to think such a person couldn’t make a difference in this world. Indeed, all it took to change the world was to make a choice for compassion, when the time came.

All it took to change the world was to reach out his hand.

Kairos sucked in a breath before the tendrils touched him, thinking of his family. Thinking of Eris. Peace settled in him. Warmth. How lucky he had been, to have so many people in his life that made saying goodbye so difficult.

The tendrils brushed his skin, and his body was torn apart.
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Both Eris and Tanys fell to their knees. The trees shook and rattled. The path they were following rumbled so hard that they could not stand. Tanys grabbed Eris around the shoulders and pulled her close, shielding her from whatever might come.

“What’s happening?” Eris cried.

“I do not know!”

The golden dome around them flickered, barely holding.
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He was everything.

Everyone.

He was the ground beneath the trees, the swelling of the waves. The beasts hiding in the dark, and the birds flying in the sunlight. He was not a God.

But he could be one, for only a few moments.

The power contained in him swept wide over Lumein, searching for something to pour itself into. Kairos forced it back to where his physical body was, at the base of Sar’s Tower, and focused it on the shriveled, dying God laying on the floor.

Kairos extended the power toward Kaan, felt him cringe away from it, scrabbling on the marble floor, crying wordlessly for help. Part of Kairos wanted to end him. To get back at what had been taken from him, the chance at a life he would never have.

Cautiously, carefully, Kairos wrapped the power around Kaan, encasing him in a luminous cocoon. He saw the panicked look in the God’s eyes, and took a moment to manifest a form of his mortal body.

And as the God looked at him in fear, Kairos pulled Kaan into an embrace.

“You are free,” he said to the Fallen God, and reached out toward the sky. Damasked traceries of the unknown universe beckoned to the Divinity within him.

The infinite cosmos were within reach—the stars and planets beyond Lumein, resplendent in their uncountable hues.

Life, and death.

Within them, hanging just above this world, was a moon that was cold and empty. A space where there had once been life, but there was now only nothingness.

But Kaan had been deceived. There was still a heartbeat yet. There was still life, huddled beneath the crust of the moon, waiting for its God to return and breathe it back to life.

Kairos was surprised to find how easy it was to push Kaan out of the mortal plane. With a single command, he sent him into the atmosphere, and like a slingshot, sent him soaring from Lumein as a comet streaking across the sky—crimson trail of light slicing through time and space.

He watched Kaan fly as his own being was shredded to pieces by the power he was never meant to hold. His own time was running out. The Divinity of three Gods was eating him, devouring his very essence.

But he was not finished.

The land lived where Kairos walked. He stepped over the world, each stride taking him miles across the dead earth of Reaper's Bend.

He embraced the dead half of Lumein, where roots could not grow, and flowers could not bloom. He smiled at the ancient stalks of grass, and seeds of trees, and breathed vitality back into them, wondering what joy the life there might one day bring someone else.

Divinity became rain, became soil and sunlight.

Vibrant breaths of life appeared as dormant beauty turned its face to the sky, to the unseeing Divine that now caressed it. Twinkling motes of floating seeds and dew clung to the air.

A vision flitted over Kairos, years into the future, of the land turning green once again. Color returned; life blossomed. He gave the gift back to Lumein that had been taken from it by Sar long ago, and felt the world itself awaken in surprise.

The strength within him weaned with each act. The essence of him sapped back into the very soul of Lumein, dwindling to a single, flickering flame.

Kairos felt himself fading. It was an odd sensation, like water being poured through a sieve and the physical bits inside being left behind. He was not afraid. He was not in pain.

He was… everything, still. He was life, even as death came to claim him.

In the last moment that he had, he searched for one last thing. He threw wide his net of being, finding what he yearned for.

Kneeling on the ground, in the middle of the forest, he found Eris.

She looked so small. So beautiful.

Kairos didn’t have the strength left to manifest himself as he had with Kaan, but he was able to touch her, one last time. He saw her eyes open a fraction as she felt something brush her hair. A fading remnant of Sar’s power prevented him from putting himself down. He could not truly reach her, no matter how hard he tried.

Then Kairos felt her curse. It was a malevolent, burning disc sitting in her stomach—rooted to her body like a parasite. Had the Eternity Tree failed, then?

No bother.

He reached inside of Eris, surrounding the curse with the presence of Divinity. And with a small tug, he tore it free, and cast it into nothingness.

Eris gasped, her eyes looking straight ahead, and Kairos could swear they met his. He smiled at her as he began to slip away, and hoped that she knew. With everything he had left, he searched over the world until he found a place of dreams—a place to give her a new chance. It was all he could do to cast what was left of him to that place, and to hope that it was enough.

He placed his forehead to hers, and showed her what he had found.

The flame within him flickered.

Wavered.

And then he was gone.
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Do not mourn the passing of the day. For there will always be tomorrow, and today’s blessings will always be with you. - The Earthsong, Page 1


Eris stared at the air in front of her. Something had been there, for less than a blink of an eye. A flicker. She’d seen… she’d seen a place. A place from her dreams. A beautiful, wondrous place.

She felt light, all of a sudden. As though something had been lifted off her shoulders that she hadn’t even known she was carrying.

The world stopped shaking a moment later. The trees fell silent, and the ground was still. Tanys remained protectively over her for a few more seconds, then leaned away, mouth open.

“He did it…” he whispered.

“Kairos?” Eris asked. It had been him. She was certain of it. He had been right in front of her, crouching. He had been there. “Where is he? Where did he go?”

She rose, wildly turning, her heart racing. Tanys placed a hand on her shoulder. She whirled on him, tears gathering in her eyes.

“He is gone, Eris,” Tanys said, sorrowful. “He is gone.”

“No. No, he was here. He was right here. I saw him, I…”

Tanys pulled her into a hug, cutting her off. “He is gone,” he repeated. “But, Illuvia bless him, he has saved us all.”

[image: ]

She couldn’t remember the rest of the walk to the Tether. Everything was numb with grief and disbelief. Eris couldn’t imagine that he was gone, just like that. After so long with Kairos by her side, to be without him now was like missing a limb.

As they walked, Eris wasn’t aware of the quiet that had fallen, or the peaceful breeze that blew through. She barely noticed the moonlight slowly turning white, filtering through the tree branches overhead. But they were there, in the back of her mind. Along with the strange looseness in her chest. It was like the gears of her body had been oiled. What had changed?

Then suddenly, they stood in front of the cathedral that housed the Tether. Back, as though they had never left. Eris was disconnected as they walked up the steps, and went inside.

Kairos had been here. He had walked here. He had been by her side, all this way.

Seeing this place now, it was like an entirely different world. She had walked back into the same river she’d come from, and found that the waters had reversed currents.

She stopped as they entered the Tether chamber, which, now that it was out of darkness, was domed and rounded, with marble walls and light fixtures around the perimeter. She hung back by the doors. Tanys had been quiet, allowing her the space to grieve and process. But he halted, now, and looked at her.

“What is it?” he asked. Before Eris could answer, however, an urgent noise came from behind them.

Woof!

Both Eris and Tanys froze, turning toward the source of the bark. From the shadows of the cathedral, a white furred dog came sprinting at them.

“Spot!” Eris cried, falling to her knees as the mutt leapt at them.

His tail wagged furiously, whimpers and barks coming in equal measure as the two humans tried to reign him in.

“My friend,” Tanys said, his throat bobbing. Despite his stature, he stooped and clenched his fingers tightly in the dog’s fur.

Eris grinned like a fool as she stuffed her face into Spot’s neck, laughing. The surge of joy ran up into a wall of sorrow, clashing against each other as she remembered the cost of this moment.

For several minutes, it was all either of them could do to revel in the return of their friend, and neither could find words. When at last they were able to rise, Tanys was wiping his face indiscreetly.

“Kairos, he…” Eris started.

“Yes. Yes, this was his doing.” Tanys shook his head as he watched Spot spin in an excited circle.

Hearing this, a thought came unbidden into her mind. One she tried to dismiss as quickly as it came, not wanting to cling to it foolishly. But she couldn’t help it as silence descended.

She put her hands on her stomach, her mind rolling. “Tanys… do you know… are you able to see if…”

Tanys softened. “Are you wondering about your curse?”

Eris didn’t trust herself to speak, so only nodded.

“It is gone, my friend,” he said with a small smile. “It is gone. I do not know what happened, but Kairos, he… he took Sar’s power, for as long as a human could. And he changed things. How much, I am not certain, but he changed them.”

“And he… he used some of that time on me? To cure me?”

“He did.”

A laugh suddenly broke free from her as she failed to hold her tears back. “That… that idiot. He had the power of a God, and he used it on me?”

Tanys held his hand out to Spot and allowed the dog to lick his palm. “He did. But he did much, much more, Eris. He sent Kaan away. I felt that much myself. I can only guess at what else he did. And because he took it, and didn’t try to become a God himself… well, I am still not certain what will happen. I must go speak to Varsik. She is the only living God left, and we must discuss what to do moving forward. Kairos has changed this world for the better. And he has saved you.”

Eris wiped her eyes. “I can’t believe that bastard wasted the power of a God to help me. He could’ve….”

“He wasted nothing,” Tanys said. “And I wasted nothing in bringing you here. Eris, you are a truly remarkable woman. This world will be better with you in it. Kairos knew that.”

Holding back the tempest of emotion within her, Eris swallowed. “Was it you?” she asked. “That power, that I used to slay Yathuna. Did you give it to me?”

Tanys tilted his face to her. “I did not. You yourself found your way to that power, Eris. I could never have taught you to do that. I could never have even told you how. It is as I told you; Illuvia’s power only serves those that believe themselves worthy of it. Such is the nature of all things, I believe. Our thoughts define our perception of this world, and of ourselves. Illuvia’s power is not what saved you. You are.”

“But your talisman, I…”

“Do not worry over it. It lasted long beyond its time, and served you well.” Tanys stood, then, but only enough to be at eye-level. “I must go to Varsik, as I told you. You can use this Tether to get close to the edge of the Bend, but you will still need to cross the Wastes. Can you do that?”

“I can,” Eris answered. She had more than enough rations and brightwater for the journey.

“And what will you do, when you return?”

She opened her mouth, intending to say that she would go to her mother, to start taking care of her again. It was her first instinct. But then the words of a man who’d made her a ring from flowers entered her mind. “I’ve always wanted to see Vitexia,” she said quietly. “I think… I think I will go see the world. And maybe find somewhere to build a house. Somewhere to rest, for a while.”

Tanys smiled at her, and held something out. “Then take this, and do not lose it.”

Eris took what was in his hand. It was a shard of the broken Talisman, and a pouch full of coins. She looked up from it to Tanys.

“So long as you carry that with you, I can find you. When I have finished with Varsik, I will come back to you, if you wish it. Or, if you would prefer that we go our separate ways, you can—”

Eris threw her arms around Tanys, shutting his mouth. “Please. Please do. Whenever you can. I want to live my life, but I don’t want to lose your friendship. I’ve lost enough already.”

Tanys smiled wider, and curled Eris's fingers around the Talisman. “Then I will see you soon enough, Eris Starborn. Travel safely, and do not be afraid of your grief, for it will try to haunt you. Grief is the ghost of love, after all, and there is no reason to fear it. You are never truly alone, so long as you remember what it is.”

With that, the Champion of Illuvia rose to his full height, towering over her. Spot looked up at him expectantly, and Tanys met the dog’s gaze for a long moment before turning back to Eris. “Go with her,” he said. “We will meet again, my ever faithful friend.”

Eris opened her mouth to protest, but Spot was already trotting over, ears bouncing, and sitting at her feet. She placed her fingers on the dog’s head, and knew that this was not a blessing she could turn down.

Tanys turned and strode forward, cape fluttering as he approached the steel map of the Tether and selected the orb in Varsik’s Domain. As he stepped into the metal circle, he gave Eris one last grin.

“I will see you again soon. Do not forget yourself, and take care.”

Blue light flared in the room, and when it was gone, Tanys had vanished.

Then Eris was alone, Spot panting at her feet.

She stayed there for a long time, unable to find it in her to move from the doorway. She was thinking of Kairos, as he had slashed through wraiths and run through here by her side. Remembering the way he had laughed, back in the library. The way he had smiled at her, as they lay side by side in bed.

When finally she went forward to Tether, her eyes were dry. Spot trotted into the circle ahead of her as she chose their location, and joined him. Eris buried her fingers in the fur on his neck.

She raised her chin.

Breathed in deeply.

And when the blue light flashed, a stillness had settled in her heart.
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Epilogue


Eris looked down at the child in her arms. He had his eyes. Steel gray, and full of the light that had been so rare in his. She still hadn’t decided on a name for the boy, even now, a month after he’d been born.

For almost a year, she’d wandered the western half of Lumein, struggling through pregnancy on her own, never stopping her travels despite her sore feet and aching back. Tanys’s money went far enough to get her decent rooms at inns on the harder days, and pay for a midwife when the time had finally come to give birth.

But before she knew it, she’d continued on her way, baby strapped to her chest, body feeling lighter than it had in years.

She’d seen the sprawling, regal city of Vitexia and its many universities. She’d seen vast fields of swaying grass in the Holucian countryside, and visited the western seaboard. She’d gone hiking through waterfalls and valleys and rolling hillsides, not once returning home.

On and on, she searched for something.

A vision.

A promise.

Every day, her heart ached as she thought of him. As she thought of the long days trekking by his side, and the warmth they had finally found. And every day, she mourned what could have been.

But she had a life to live still, and she wouldn’t squander it. He wouldn’t want that. He would be angry, in fact, if she spent too long wallowing in her grief.

Eris shook her head to clear the thought of him away for the millionth time. She was walking up a rather steep incline, a few days into a trek through the Basinai Mountains, a short distance from where she’d given birth to the boy.

The air was surprisingly plentiful. She didn’t struggle to breathe as she’d anticipated. A gentle coolness permeated in the air, just warm enough that she wasn’t chill, and just cool enough that she didn’t sweat. The smell of fragrant earth filled her nostrils. The eyepatch she wore, for once, didn’t itch.

Beside her, Spot trounced along, occasionally sniffing at the air with interest. The dog had been her faithful companion for so long now that he’d become an extension of her, a trotting guard that never left her side.

Gone was his uncanny intelligence, but his canine love had gone nowhere. His presence during the pregnancy had been one of the few things helping keep her grounded.

“Just a bit further,” she cooed to the baby, as it began to make noises of discontent. “Just a bit further, and we can rest.”

She saw where the land flattened out up ahead, just past a thicket of trees that clung to the side of the mountain. The dirt path she followed went through them. She would stop there, past the trees, to breastfeed and stretch her legs.

She’d come here on a recommendation from the midwife, after asking for a recommendation for somewhere to go be in nature for a while. She intended to raise the child away from a city. Away from expectation and violence.

One day, she would bring her mother wherever she decided to settle. One day, she would open her heart to the woman once again—when she was ready. But for now, for the first time, she was going to live for herself, and for this child.

A small smile fell onto her lips as she reached the end of the incline, and a moment later it was swept away by awe.

Beyond the trees, a long slope led to a massive clearing nestled among the mountains. A swatch of brilliant green grass was enfolded in the range like a precious flower held in cupped palms, and in its center, a great pond mirrored the sky above, painted a hundred hues of blue. Flowers grew around its edges, clumps of white and yellow commingling in beautiful arrays.

Sitting above the pond some ways, was a cabin that blocked the view of its far end. The dirt path veered toward that cabin, leading to its front door.

Eris stood still, breathless for several long moments as she took in the view.

It was exactly as she’d seen, back then. Exactly as she’d dreamed of it so many times.

Tears filled her lone eye instantly, bringing back the wave of grief she’d only just been fending off. With it came a sense of beauty and gratitude that blended together with her pain, making it a deep ache that was neither good nor bad.

She rocked back and forth, clutching the baby to her chest as tears began to roll down her cheek. For a minute, she could only stand there, until she found her legs once again.

Spot barked and ran on ahead, diving face first into the grass before wriggling onto his back and squirming in happiness. Eris choked on a laugh, forced to wipe her tears away on her shoulders.

Still breathless, she began to walk to the cabin, her boots brushing against grass. The cabin was larger than it had seemed from a distance. Its front door was wide open, leading to an interior with a table, a couch, and a fireplace.

“Hello?” Eris asked. When no answer came, she stuck her head in the door just a hair. “Hello?”

Nobody replied. It seemed to be entirely empty.

Stumped, Eris bit her lip and took a step back. She let her eyes roam the cabin, wondering what manner of person had built it, and whether or not they would be a friendly type.

And then she froze.

Her heart seemed to halt in its tracks.

Above the fireplace, there was a singular framed picture. A picture of someone she knew well.

Herself.

Someone had sketched her in elaborate detail. She was standing tall and confident, a loose smile on her face. She looked… beautiful. Sure of herself, and of her place in the world.

Her feet carried her inside before she could stop them, her eye watering once again as she approached the fireplace. The baby began to make little noises against her chest. She stopped just feet from the drawing, disbelieving. She had to force herself to start breathing again.

Just beneath the sketch, the title of the drawing had been written in clear letters.

My Miracle.

Before she knew what she was doing, Eris was clutching her baby tightly to her chest. She was spinning around, eye wide and frantic.

“Kairos?” she called, barging into a room.

“Kairos?” she cried out, back the way she’d come.

But there was no answer, and, as she looked more carefully, no signs of any person living in the cabin at all. No clothes or food. No firewood or blankets.

It was utterly empty.

A light sheen of dust clung to its surfaces. It was as though the place had been built, and then abandoned without ever being lived in.

Her heart still raced as she went back to the entrance, to where the dining table lay bathed in sunlight from the window. There, she saw something she had missed.

On the table, coated lightly in dust, was a twisted ring of Merivael.

Wind rustled the grass outside. Her throat tightened. She picked up the ring, surprised at how steady her hands were.

An hour or a minute or a day passed by. Eris held the ring, feelings its contours and rippling threads of greenery until she had memorized its every curve and the last of her tears had dried. Again and again, she twisted it over in her fingers, her heart singing and sinking all at once.

She only was able to put the ring down once her baby began to lightly cry. Filled with the ache of gratitude and grief, she hoisted the child to her chest, and walked outside. The sun was setting over the peaks of the mountains, casting a golden glow onto the mirror-shard of the lake.

Eris walked to the crest of the hill, and looked out at her new home.

“That idiot,” she whispered to herself. Her lip trembled, but she pressed it to her baby’s forehead. “That godsdamn idiot.”

Spot yipped, running along the shore of the lake, sniffing the flowers. She watched him go, her eye settling on the rippling water reflecting the sky.

Light danced in the sparkling waves.

The scent of spring filled the air.

She stood there rocking her baby until night fell, and the pale moon rose into the star-dappled sky.


Acknowledgements


It took five attempts at writing this book until it was finished in a way I felt satisfied with. Four attempts were scrapped entirely—even after having finished a first draft for all of them. Over and over, I found myself disappointed in what I'd written, and starting back at the beginning. Reaper's Bend started out as an entirely different genre, with an entirely different tense and POV, and was far too big for my writing skills. I started over.

Again, and again, and again, I came back to this story, and didn't give up. A large part of that was the simple fact that I believed in what I was doing. Despite all the other changes, Kairos and Eris were always there. Their stories are ingrained in me—are as much a piece of who I am as anything else I've done in the past three years. I wanted to do them justice, no matter how long it took.

These characters, and their stories, are the core of what kept me going. But it truly does take a village to get something like this done.

First and foremost, I want to thank my parents. Without their unwavering support and belief in me, I wouldn't be the man I am today, much less have the confidence to try chasing my dreams and expressing myself in this way. They are my pillar and my landing pad. Everything I have, I owe to them.

Secondly, I want to thank my friends who read the earliest versions of this book and assured me that it wasn't unforgivable garbage. Elizabeth, you most of all, pushed me to actually believe that this was a story worth putting out into the world. No matter how ridiculously anxious I got about it, you always convinced me that the little voice in my head was wrong.

I have a tendency to think that everything I do is a disaster, even if there's empirical evidence proving otherwise. Having my friends' support and enthusiasm for this book was invaluable. I really just can't thank you enough.

Lastly, to my editor, Steven, I am incredibly thankful for your swift and efficient work, and for helping me make this story into what it is now. I've never worked with an editor before, but your insights and shrewd fixes to spotty parts of the story have made it immensely better. I couldn't have reached the finish line without you.

And to all my supporters from TikTok and Instagram, the biggest thanks of all to you. Being able to share my love for books and stories has been one of the great joys in my life, and I am beyond excited to be sharing my own authorial voice with you, finally. Because of your support, I've done things I never thought were possible, and everything has changed for me a hundred times over. You all are what make me excited to wake up each day, and I hope to continue being part of this community for many years to come. Thank you, from the bottom of my heart.

I'm already hard at work on my next project. It will be better, bigger, and more exciting. I promise.


About the Author


Jonah Evarts is an avid reader, writer, and world traveler. When he isn't buried in a good story or creating one of his own, you can find him catching flights and having adventures. He lives wherever the wind takes him at the moment, but home is wherever his family is.


OEBPS/nav.xhtml

Table of contents

		1. Chapter 1

		2. Chapter 2

		3. Chapter 3

		4. Chapter 4

		5. Chapter 5

		6. Chapter 6

		7. Chapter 7

		8. Chapter 8

		9. Chapter 9

		10. Chapter 10

		11. Chapter 11

		12. Chapter 12

		13. Chapter 13

		14. Chapter 14

		15. Chapter 15

		16. Chapter 16

		17. Chapter 17

		18. Chapter 18

		19. Chapter 19

		20. Chapter 20

		21. Chapter 21

		22. Chapter 22

		23. Chapter 23

		24. Chapter 24

		25. Chapter 25

		26. Chapter 26

		27. Chapter 27

		28. Chapter 28

		29. Chapter 29

		30. Chapter 30

		31. Chapter 31

		32. Chapter 32

		33. Chapter 33

		34. Chapter 34

		35. Chapter 35

		36. Chapter 36

		37. Chapter 37

		38. Chapter 38

		39. Chapter 39

		40. Chapter 40

		41. Chapter 41

		42. Chapter 42

		43. Chapter 43

		44. Chapter 44

		45. Chapter 45

		46. Chapter 46

		47. Chapter 47

		48. Chapter 48

		49. Chapter 49

		50. Epilogue

		Acknowledgements

		About the Author




Guide

		Cover

		Beginning




		1

		2

		3

		4

		5

		6

		7

		8

		9

		10

		11

		12

		13

		14

		15

		16

		17

		18

		19

		20

		21

		22

		23

		24

		25

		26

		27

		28

		29

		30

		31

		32

		33

		34

		35

		36

		37

		38

		39

		40

		41

		42

		43

		44

		45

		46

		47

		48

		49

		50

		51

		52

		53

		54

		55

		56

		57

		58

		59

		60

		61

		62

		63

		64

		65

		66

		67

		68

		69

		70

		71

		72

		73

		74

		75

		76

		77

		78

		79

		80

		81

		82

		83

		84

		85

		86

		87

		88

		89

		90

		91

		92

		93

		94

		95

		96

		97

		98

		99

		100

		101

		102

		103

		104

		105

		106

		107

		108

		109

		110

		111

		112

		113

		114

		115

		116

		117

		118

		119

		120

		121

		122

		123

		124

		125

		126

		127

		128

		129

		130

		131

		132

		133

		134

		135

		136

		137

		138

		139

		140

		141

		142

		143

		144

		145

		146

		147

		148

		149

		150

		151

		152

		153

		154

		155

		156

		157

		158

		159

		160

		161

		162

		163

		164

		165

		166

		167

		168

		169

		170

		171

		172

		173

		174

		175

		176

		177

		178

		179

		180

		181

		182

		183

		184

		185

		186

		187

		188

		189

		190

		191

		192

		193

		194

		195

		196

		197

		198

		199

		200

		201

		202

		203

		204

		205

		206

		207

		208

		209

		210

		211

		212

		213

		214

		215

		216

		217

		218

		219

		220

		221

		222

		223

		224

		225

		226

		227

		228

		229

		230

		231

		232

		233

		234

		235

		236

		237

		238

		239

		240

		241

		242

		243

		244

		245

		246

		247

		248

		249

		250

		251

		252

		253

		254

		255

		256

		257

		258

		259

		260

		261

		262

		263

		264

		265

		266

		267

		268

		269

		270

		271

		272

		273

		274

		275

		276

		277

		278

		279

		280

		281

		282

		283

		284

		285

		286

		287

		288

		289

		290

		291

		292

		293

		294

		295

		296

		297

		298

		299

		300

		301

		302

		303

		304

		305

		306

		307

		308

		309

		310

		311

		312

		313

		314

		315

		316

		317

		318

		319

		320

		321

		322

		323

		324

		325

		326

		327

		328

		329

		330

		331

		332

		333

		334

		335

		336

		337

		338

		339

		340

		341

		342

		343

		344

		345

		346

		347

		348

		349

		350

		351

		352

		353

		354

		355

		356

		357

		358

		359

		360

		361

		362

		363

		364

		365

		366

		367

		368

		369

		370

		371

		372

		373

		374

		375

		376

		377

		378

		379

		380

		381

		382

		383

		384

		385

		386

		387

		388

		389

		390

		391

		392

		393

		394

		395

		396

		397

		398

		399

		400

		401

		402

		403

		404

		405

		406

		407

		408

		409

		410

		411

		412

		413

		414

		415

		416

		417

		418

		419

		420

		421

		422

		423

		424

		425

		426

		427

		428

		429

		430

		431

		432

		433

		434

		435

		436

		437

		438

		439

		440

		441

		442

		443

		444

		445

		446

		447

		448

		449

		450

		451

		452

		453

		454

		455

		456

		457

		458

		459

		460

		461

		462

		463

		464

		465

		466

		467

		468

		469

		470

		471

		472

		473

		474

		475

		476

		477

		478

		479

		480

		481

		482

		483

		484

		485

		486

		487

		488

		489

		490

		491

		492

		493

		494

		495

		496

		497

		498






OEBPS/image_rsrc4T7.jpg






OEBPS/image_rsrc4T6.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc4T5.jpg
3 W. & .

y ////é,.__s\\\\\m\ =

.H,// v M
AN 4l Z

= T
“\\\\\\\ R Z [
SN

= 4§= //4






