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    Chapter 1: Taken away 
 
      
 
    “My luck cannot be this bad, can it?” Dora pleaded, sinking to her knees in disbelief, tears prickling at the edge of her eyes. There was no answer, only the steady lapping of the alien ocean upon unfamiliar shores.  
 
    Nearby, her close friends Enrai and Ain stared dumbly at the twin blue moons hovering in the distance. Silently, though, they both had to sympathize with her feelings. After all, it’s not like everyone can claim to be thrust into another dimension right after managing to save most of their family from an evil cult.  
 
    She’d gotten so close to escaping, but then Fate decided to be a bitch and shoved the trio sideways through another reality. Why the portal had messed up was anyone’s guess. None of the group were well versed in the intricacies of Planeswalking or Dimensional Hopping.  
 
    “Son of a sword!” Dora swore, punching the sand violently. “Why?! Why did this all have to happen? Uldo, Reesh, Holt… f-father…”  
 
    “Even when I succeed, I still fail!” she wept. 
 
    Dora couldn’t hold her tears or her fists back any longer, and she began to flail furiously at the ground, fists beating it as tears soaked into it. The gesture did nothing to ease her rage and sorrow, as her fist just sank softly into the surface of the beach.  
 
    For several minutes she simply wailed and thrashed, venting out all of her anger and sadness. Months of bottled up pain and torment was unleashed upon the innocent sand.  
 
    Her friends stood awkwardly to the side. The two of them shared a look and they stepped back to allow her to finish her grieving.  
 
    Eventually her emotions ran out of fuel, and she was left gasping for breath, still on her hands and knees on the unfamiliar beach. Seeing how her tantrum weren’t getting any results, Dora grunted in displeasure before wiping the tears from her eyes and peering at where the portal had taken them. 
 
    “Any ideas where we could have landed?” she asked quietly. Her friends shared a look with each other. 
 
    “Um, somewhere with two moons that happen to be blue?” Enrai suggested, scratching at his bald head. 
 
    “A tropical island on a planet not our own,” Ain stated calmly, though his twitching ears betraying his worries and frayed nerves.  
 
    The blonde half-orc sighed to herself and shook her head. “Yeah, I figured that out already. What about something we don’t know?” 
 
    “Err, well, the mana is extremely thick, here. Way more so than back on Erafore,” Enrai said after a moment of observing his surroundings. “Heck, I could probably cast Level Six spells using nothing but the Ambient Mana all around us.” 
 
    “Hmm, you’re right, the air is heavy with power,” Dora agreed after a moment of quick examination, flexing her magical energy and watching it flare as it came into contact with the atmosphere of this new location.  
 
    “It’s not just regular mana, though,” Ain said after performing his own experiments. “It’s all Water Element. In fact, I can barely detect any other kinds of magical energy.” 
 
    The trio shared a look. Eventually, Dora stood back up and brushed the fine sand from her clothes.  
 
    “Sitting around here won’t solve anything. We should find civilization, or at the very least a place to safely spend the night,” Dora suggested. 
 
    “How long does night even last in this realm?” Enrai wondered, and Dora bit her lip.  
 
    “That is a good question,” she muttered, glancing warily up at the azure orbs in the sky. She then shook her head. “It doesn’t matter yet, though. We need to get moving.” 
 
    As her two companions gathered up the supplies that had gotten scattered about by the portal, Dora’s eyes glanced over to a golden picture frame that lay face down in the sand. Her stomach roiled as she thought of the revelation that accursed painting had shown her, and she hesitated. 
 
    In the end, though, the young Healer bent down and grabbed the mystical landscape painting and hoisted it up, carrying it under one arm. There was no sense in trying to deny what she apparently was at the moment. 
 
    ‘Me, a Chosen One? That’s just stupid,’ Dora thought bitterly to herself with a shake of her head. 
 
    “Good news, Dora!” Enrai declared cheerfully. “Most of our supplies made it through intact!” 
 
    “And the bad news?” she asked, dread creeping into her voice.  
 
    “The ‘bigger on the inside’ enchantments our packs all had seem to have broken from the unexpected trip through the portal. So, we’ll have to carry everything ourselves,” the Monk replied with a grimace.  
 
    She groaned loudly at that. “How bad is it?” 
 
    “If you don’t mind lugging around several hundred pounds of loose equipment that doesn’t really fit anywhere, it’s not that terrible,” Enrai said with a weak shrug.  
 
    “We should try to only take what’s necessary. That means the tents, food, water, and whatever potions and magical items we still have,” Ain suggested, and after some debate, the piles of stuff that had spewed out of the packs was divided up amongst the three of them. 
 
    Now loaded down with their supplies, the trio began to trek along the beach, following the shoreline towards potential civilization.   
 
    The pair of moons provided fairly decent light, and allowed the trio to walk without much difficulty along the beach. It also illuminated the area, revealing how odd the place looked. To their right lay a mysterious, foreign ocean. The water was crystal clear, almost to the point of being glass-like. How could sure pure water possibly exist naturally? 
 
    On their left were rows and rows of palm trees. The rows looked too organized to be wild, and the way the trunks stood slim and straight was not like the palm trees Dora had seen back at the resort city of Argyne. Though, in fairness, those had been the first and only palm trees Dora had ever seen before coming to this unknown realm. 
 
    The whole place felt off to Dora, and her intuition had rarely let her down. After all, one developed a keen sense for danger when living in the Dreadlands. Otherwise death would come sooner than expected. And usually painfully.  
 
    When nothing leapt out of the ocean or trees to attack and then devour them, she let herself relax imperceptibly, she still couldn’t shake the feeling she was being watched by invisible eyes as she trudged along the beach. 
 
    In an effort to rid herself of her paranoid thoughts, she glanced from side to side to get a better look at her two companions. 
 
    On her left, taking up the spot nearest to the palm trees, was Enrai a Monk from Distant Qwan. He was a fun guy, always quick with a quip or a joke, and was the life of the party. She hadn’t met any other Monks besides him, but Dora had a feeling Enrai was not exactly the norm. Still, he was a good person all the same, and physically strong. His distinctive shaved and tattooed head was impossible to miss as well, even in the gloom of night. In fact, seeing how the light bounced off the top of Enrai’s cranium, she realized he made for a decent and portable nightlight.  
 
    Outwardly, he appeared calm and stoic, unruffled by their unanticipated tumble across dimensions. This was, no doubt, a side effect from his years of training to master his martial arts and unique style of magic, which required concentration to pull off. But Dora knew him well, and could see the way his eyes rapidly flickered from shadow to shadow, and how the muscles in his arms and legs were tensed, ready to spring into action if anything jumped out at them. 
 
    On her right side, guarding against attacks from the water, was Ain, a Spell Sword from the Second Elfish Domain. She’d only met a handful of Grand Elves like him before back when she worked in the Yellowmoon Menagerie, and Ain was nothing like the pompous blowhards she’d come across. He could act aloof, but he was courteous and honest, but an open book when it came to emotions. 
 
    Compared to Enrai, Ain’s nervousness could be clearly seen. His long, knife-like ears trembled and twitched and his neck was constantly turning as he tried to take in as much of the area as he could. Ain’s skin was pale from worry, and his fingers could be seen grasping for the hilt of his saber at time, but he always pulled back at the last moment, never fully drawing the weapon, but keeping it close. 
 
    Dora shook her head at how tense the two were, but couldn’t blame them. After all, the three of them had, less than an hour ago, managed to escape from a demon infested city and the mad Void-worshipping cult that had set up shop in it.  
 
    Her eyes burned as she recalled being forced to watch as her father was swarmed by demons, and then mercilessly killed by that wretched man in a black, hooded cloak and silver mask that depicted a spiral.  
 
    ‘I’ll kill him,’ she vowed to herself, fists clenching from her rage. ‘I’ll utterly destroy that man one day!’ 
 
    “Hey, I see lights!” 
 
    Dora was jolted out of her murder-fantasies by Ain’s words. She and Enrai followed his pointing finger and saw a collection of white and orange dots glowing in the distance. The longer she looked, the more certain she was that there was also something else there. Large, shadowy shapes loomed near said lights. Were those buildings? Could there really be civilization around here? 
 
    “Let’s get closer!” she suggested. 
 
    “No arguments here!” Enrai cheered, and he took the lead, walking briskly towards the far off settlement. Only Ain seemed less than eager. 
 
    “Shouldn’t we scout it out? Make sure it’s not inhabited by monsters, or cannibals, or, I don’t know, demons?” he asked, voice strained.  
 
    “We have to actually be near the place to be able to do that, buddy. Don’t worry, though! Dora and I will protect you!” Enrai gallantly declared, jogging over and slapping his friend’s shoulder before darting out of reach of Ain’s fists. 
 
    Dora giggled at their antics, feeling a weight slowly lift from her shoulders. Hearing her mirth, the two men couldn’t hold back their own chuckles, and soon laughter drifted out over the waves and dunes.  
 
    That laughter died off the closer they got to what they hoped was civilization. Nerves played havoc with them, until they finally reached a spot near enough to see through the gloom and observe the buildings they’d spied earlier. What they saw caused their jaws to drop. 
 
    Hundreds of wooden bungalows and simple grass huts littered the beach in front of them. Strings of floating candles and orbs of magical light lit up the darkness to the point it almost seemed like day up close.  
 
    Further along inside the compound were larger buildings, all shaped and designed with various nautical and water-based designs. One building the trio spotted was simply a dome filled with water and aquatic life, resembling an aquarium. Another was seemingly made of sand, and shaped like a castle. A third building was constructed from coral, and had doors made from giant shells. 
 
    And all of these unique structures were clustered around a gargantuan blue and pink conch shell, which rose up like a tower in the center of it all. 
 
    “Whoa,” Dora breathed out in awe. Somehow, this place felt familiar. 
 
    “This place is amazing,” Enrai agreed, and Ain nodded.  
 
    After a moment of admiration, Dora looked around, noting the way the buildings were set up, and she came to a realization. 
 
    “Sweet Cynthia! Guys, this place… doesn’t it remind you of Argyne?” she asked excitedly, and the two men shared a look.  
 
    “Now that you mention it, there are some striking similarities. Both in buildings and in atmosphere,” Ain admitted, rubbing his chin while staring at some of the decorations hung on nearby bungalows.  
 
    “What, you think we’ve somehow landed on an extra-dimensional beach resort?” Enrai questioned, and Dora nodded. 
 
    “Yes, exactly!” 
 
    “What are the odds of that, huh? We enter the Lost City of Targua from a beachside vacation spot, and we escape that demon infested ruin to end up in another beachside vacation spot,” the Monk wondered with a chuckle.  
 
    “I think you two might be right,” Ain said after a moment of close scrutiny. “While you were looking at the buildings, I’ve been observing the inhabitants, and there’s just too many distinct and varied species wandering around for it not to be some sort of resort, or a port. Given the lack of ships despite the water nearby, I think we can safely assume this place is the former.” 
 
    The words of their Spell Sword friend made Dora and Enrai cast their gazes towards the people inside the settlement, and from what they could see, there were indeed dozens of different species and races mingling and having fun in the glow of the torches.  
 
    “Hmm? Someone’s coming towards us,” Ain declared a moment later, his sharp elf eyes picking up on a slim, small figure approaching the trio. 
 
    The person turned out to be a young girl with long blonde hair styled into drill-like curls. The most unusual aspect about her was that her eyes shone bright purple.  
 
    She blinked in surprise when she caught sight of the trio standing outside the edge of the settlement with what appeared to be everything they owned strapped to their backs.  
 
    “Not a fan of crowds either, huh?” she asked casually as she walked over to them.  
 
    “Err, not really?” Dora agreed, slightly unsure of why this person was joining them.  
 
    “Yeah, they’re not my thing, either. Much prefer smaller groups. But, my sister is a social butterfly and loves these kinds of events. So, I do what I can for her,” she said with an exasperated yet fond smile on her face.  
 
    “Why are you still carrying around all your luggage with you? Are you afraid of it getting stolen?” the young girl asked, eyeing the bugling sacks on their backs. “Don’t worry, no one is stupid enough to steal from anyone here. Otherwise the boss would ‘deal’ with them.” 
 
    Dora did not like the inflection the girl used with the word ‘deal,’ or the wicked smile she gave, but was more confused as to why she thought they were guests of whatever this place was.  
 
    “Dora, step away from her!” Ain shouted, noticing something off about the smile the child was giving them.  
 
    “Huh? What are you… oh,” Dora uttered, staring at the prominent and pointy fangs inside the young girl’s mouth. The lights from the resort glinted eerily off of her sharp and pearly white teeth. 
 
    “Are you a vampire?” the half-orc asked nervously while Ain reached for his sword and Enrai’s fists burst into flames. 
 
    The kid laughed at their reactions. “Yup! I’m a genuine bloodsucker! Grr, I want your neck-juice, and all that. Oh, and while that’s a neat trick Mr. Baldy, you might want to put the fires out. And loosen your grip on your sword, elfy.”  
 
    “Why is that?” Enrai demanded, and the girl pointed over towards the water in response.  
 
    “That’s why.” Something big suddenly rose up out of the ocean, sending waves crashing against the shore as sand and water cascaded off of a giant green shelled crab. The creature stood over thirty feet tall, and Dora wasn’t sure what it would take to pierce its thick carapace. Massive claws clacked menacingly as it approached and looked over them, the eyestalks resting on the fire being held by Enrai. 
 
    “Is there a problem, honored guests?” the crustacean inquired in a thick, bubbling voice that boomed out over the beach.  
 
    “Not much, just some new arrivals who don’t seem to know the rules yet,” the vampire girl replied, waving off the crab’s concerns. 
 
    “In that case, allow me to enlighten you,” the crab stated, leaning in towards Dora’s party. “Do not steal, and do not fight. Break either of these rules, and you will be thrown out without a refund and banned from returning for a period of no less than a year.” 
 
    “Hearing you loud and clear! We won’t cause any trouble!” Dora shouted, snapping a salute towards the massive green crab. Enrai and Ain both nodded vigorously in agreement, the former quickly dispelling the flames in his grasp while the latter let go of his weapon’s hilt.  
 
    The security guard crab stared at Dora for a few long moments before snorting and sinking back down into the sand, disappearing from sight in seconds and leaving not a single trace of its presence behind.  
 
    Dora, Enrai, and Ain all stared at the spot where it had vanished, unable to fully wrap their heads around what had just happened. The vampire wore a smirk as she observed their dumbfounded expressions. 
 
    “Understand now? Don’t mess around and you’ll be fine. Here, everyone is welcome regardless of who – or what – they are,” the girl stated. 
 
    “What kind of place is this?” Enrai eventually asked, rubbing his forehead in distressed confusion. 
 
    Seeing the bewildered trio continue to act like they had no idea what was going, the purple-eyed blonde frowned.  
 
    “Hang on a second, you don’t even know where you are?” 
 
    “No! No, we don’t! We were fighting and fleeing from demons mere hours ago, and the portal that was supposed to take us back to Erafore instead decided to ditch us here!” Ain shouted, losing his cool.  
 
    “Huh,” the vampire mused, raising an eyebrow. “Sounds… interesting.” 
 
    “Indeed it does my dear guest.” Heads whipped around with record speed as a new voice entered their ears.  
 
    The humanoid woman who was approaching the group possessed an unearthly presence. Standing ten feet tall, she had an hourglass figure, but her skin was a deep, navy blue. She wore a flickering dress made of sea green bubbles and rainbow pearls, while coral and shell jewelry of assorted colors decorated her wrists and ankles.  
 
    What was most eye-catching though was her hair, if it could be called that. Atop her head was a flowing, shifting mass of water, slightly opaque and filled with dozens of small minnow-like fish that swam lazily around within. This ‘hair’ was wild, shifting and twisting in invisible currents into countless different styles every few seconds, and took up almost as much space as she did, effectively doubling her size whenever her ‘hair’ shifted upwards into a beehive, quiff, or mohawk style. 
 
    “My name is Dramhyda, and you three are currently trespassing on my property without paying for the privilege,” the mysterious woman announced. She snapped her fingers and from the sand erupted a dozen horse-sized yellow and red lobsters, all menacingly circling Dora and her party. 
 
    “Please, explain to me how you managed to sneak in here,” she ordered, her kindly tone filling with venom. “Otherwise, I might have to have security here throw you out…” 
 
    “Oh, please, thank you, send us back home!” Enrai pleaded. 
 
    “…and into a dimension where the only concept that exists is ‘Pain,’” Dramhyda finished.  
 
    “On second thought, why don’t you tell the nice lady how we got here, Dora,” the Monk said, metaphorically throwing the Healer under the cart. 
 
    “You will pay for this!” she hissed at him before clearing her throat. “Err, well, it’s a long story, but it all began almost a year ago when my family was attacked by these strange creatures…” 
 
    ∞.∞.∞ 
 
    Screams of agony reverberated through the ancient halls of the palace. Lying in front of a hallway that led to a dead end, a man in a black cloak writhed and howled, his hands covering his face. On the ground in front of him lay a shattered silver mask, broken into five pieces. And further from him, was the desecrated corpse of an orc, its blood staining the marble walls and floor. 
 
    All around him demons watched as he suffered. Some were curious as to what could cause such exquisite pain, others were amused by how the once powerful and arrogant man was reduced to a mewling wreck. 
 
    Not a single demon thought to attack the individual, though. To attack a disciple of the Void, no matter how weakened, would only bring disaster. 
 
    Something stirred in the air, and the demons stiffened before assuming submissive stances. A ripple of energy slipped out and tore apart the magic within the Lost City of Targua. From the disturbance, a figure emerged, sliding into reality without so much as a flash of light or a swirling vortex to announce his arrival.  
 
    Floating a foot above the floor, an empty hooded cloak hovered. The garment was beautiful, all the colors of the rainbow shifting and churning upon it. For all its beauty, though, the cloak exuded an aura of domination and madness, and even though it appeared empty, something stirred within the folds of the otherworldly cloth.  
 
    “What a mess,” the creature declared, the hood staring down at the twisting shape in front of him. It spared a curious glance towards the remains of the orc, but had its attention drawn back to the still living individual.  
 
    “Y-you… help…” the man choked out in between bouts of screeching.  
 
    “Oh, might as well,” it chuckled, and the pieces of the silver mask rose up from the ground. Carefully, the shards were pressed together, and a pulse of dark energy crawled along the surface. The cracks were sealed, and the mask was restored back to normal. Prominently displayed was a large spiral engraved onto the surface.  
 
    The screaming stopped abruptly once it was fixed, and the man tore his hands from his face, revealing what was beneath. It was as if someone had taken a human face, but distorted it, blurring the features till nothing of its original shape or appearance remained, leaving a grotesque parody of a head behind. 
 
    Eagerly, the black robed man grabbed the mask and placed it against his face, letting out a sigh of relief as it bonded with him, fusing onto his being. 
 
    “Yes… oh, yes!” he gushed out in relief. “Ah, it’s good to be whole once more!” 
 
    With sincere gratitude, the Void worshipper bowed towards the floating cloak. “My thanks, Demon Lord Vivid.” 
 
    “Mmm, indeed. You are welcome, Spiral of the Void. As payment for my services, please explain to me why your base no longer has the barrier around it,” the cloak demanded.  
 
    “A Chosen One came in and stole the Depiction of Utopia,” Spiral snarled. “Without it, the barrier that kept this place protected from the Abyss’ influence was removed. Hence why you can sense it.” 
 
    “How did a Chosen One get inside? The barrier was perfect! Not even I could force my way through. Well, not without a great deal of effort,” Demon Lord Vivid exclaimed in shock.  
 
    “The bitch and her companions used a portal of some sort to appear on the edges of Targua. And then they just… walked through! Even managed to evade all the demons you had stationed around the city. After that, she stole the painting and the remaining hostages.” 
 
    “Where are they now?” Vivid inquired, and the Apostle of the World Rebellion shrugged.  
 
    “No clue. They jumped through a portal. Could be anywhere,” Spiral replied bitterly, clenching his fists. “When I get my hands on her…” 
 
    The Demon Lord Vivid drifted over to the end of the corridor and leaned in towards the spot where it was able to sense several fading waves of dimensional energy. With the wave of an invisible and intangible limb, it attempted to unravel the origin of the portal that had previously existed here. However, after a few moments it gave up.  
 
    “Well, isn’t that interesting,” Vivid mused, peering at nothing in particular. 
 
    “What? What is it?” Spiral demanded.  
 
    “It seems like the portal was overridden by someone else. The original destination was changed to a different one. You’re correct in assuming the Chosen One and her group could be literally anywhere in the Aether.” 
 
    “Damn it,” he swore furiously. “I wanted to kill her myself! But if she’s truly in the Aether…” 
 
    “Yes, you and your cult aren’t exactly welcome there right now. Not after Root and Sword rampaged through a couple of dimensions and planes. It got so bad the Hierophant had to step in.” 
 
    At the mention of his master, Spiral trembled in fear. “Oh, by the Void, he’s never going to let me hear the end of this! Losing the hostages? So what, they were merely unimportant mortals. But the Depiction of Utopia! Void preserve me!” 
 
    “It’ll turn up eventually. A divine artifact that powerful is going to attract every art thief, rarities collector, and master of magic in the cosmos! When we find who has it, we can take it back,” Demon Lord Vivid assured him.  
 
    Spiral glared suspiciously at the floating rainbow-stained cloak. “You’re being awfully helpful.” 
 
    “We’re on the same side, little Voidling. We both seek an end to this mad, chaotic, and imperfect existence we’re forced to experience. Only the Void can grant us our wishes,” Demon Lord Vivid stated, brushing off the World Rebellion Apostle’s suspicions.  
 
    “That is true, but don’t think we won’t be watching. Try not to interfere with our business, especially with that Chosen One bitch! She’s mine!” Spiral growled.  
 
    The vile demonic apparition snorted but bobbed up and down in a facsimile of a nod.  
 
    “As you like. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a meeting I must get to.” 
 
    With that, the demon lord rapidly faded out of existence, disappearing into thin air without another word, or a flash of magic. Spiral stared long and hard at the spot where the World Rebellion’s ally had been, eventually snorting. 
 
    “Demons,” he scoffed, before shooting a glare at the Abyssal denizens still loitering around. “What are you lot waiting for?! Get back to whatever it is you do!” 
 
    The demons scattered, leaving Spiral to stew in his anger alone. And stew he did, as he envisioned all the horrible things he would do to the green skinned tart who’d broken his mask with her accursed Light magic. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 2: The greatest vacation  
 
      
 
    “…and that’s how we got here,” Dora concluded, heaving a big sigh and taking deep breaths as she finished retelling the events that led her and her friends to this place. 
 
    At some point Dora couldn’t remember, Lady Dramhyda had conjured up chairs from the surrounding sand. The sand chair was soft and comfy, better than many wooden ones she’d sat in over her life.  
 
    Ain and Enrai had occasionally butted in to give explanations of certain things, like how they’d fought against Bane and a Hundred Grudge Insect while the half-orc had hunted down the rogue necromancer.  
 
    As for her audience, Lady Dramhyda had listened to the whole tale without so much as a flicker of emotion. The vampire child, however, had been awestruck, listening as the tale unfolded with mouth agape and eyes filled with wonder. 
 
    “…By the sacred undergarments of Cynthia, Selika, and Nia, you three must be the unluckiest lucky people I’ve ever met. Surviving a city filled with Creeping Rot, and purging it? Encountering that uppity bastard Bane and living to tell the tale? Meeting the gods-be-damned Lich of Calamity himself?! And then you go and top it off with raiding a demon-infested city and giving the World Rebellion a massive black eye!” 
 
    The blood sucker couldn’t help herself and began laughing uproariously. “Amazing! You three are simply too amazing! You remind me of a purple and squishy guy I used to go to school with!” 
 
    Dora glanced sideways at the cackling vampire, unnerved by the fit of laughter she was engaged in. But the Healer also couldn’t help but be curious about the ‘purple and squishy’ individual the vampire had mentioned. For some reason, that description made her mind drift back to the strange dream she’d had a while back that had involved a weird purple balloon trying to give her counseling and advice.  
 
    “Do you still have the token the merfolk gave you?” Dramhyda asked out of the blue, and Dora blinked in surprise at the question, but nodded. 
 
    “Yes, I’ve kept it close to me since I got it,” she replied, before removing her necklace. There, nestled alongside the silver charms that represented the Divine Family, was a new addition: an ivory white piece of coral, shaped into a facsimile of a fish. A faint blue luster could be seen on the token, and in the light of the azure moons the item glowed. 
 
    Dora carefully removed the merfolk’s gift and passed it over to Dramhyda’s outstretched hand. As she did so, the Healer noticed that quite a few of the charms worn around the blue giantess’ wrists and ankles were made of the same azure and ivory coral.  
 
    Taking it, Dramhyda closely examined the token before nodding. “I know now how you came to this place,” she announced.  
 
    “Really?” Dora inquired.  
 
    “Yes, this is one of many artifacts I have crafted that allows passage to my resort, and acts as a voucher for staying here. I hand these out as tokens of appreciation to those who do various tasks for me. This particular one was given to the Dry Tears Clan of merfolk many centuries ago when one of them helped me deal with some troublesome customers,” Dramhyda informed. “I can tell that this was given freely to you as a gift, so there’s no need for me to destroy you or banish you to a realm of pain.” 
 
    “We didn’t really mean to come here,” Ain stated. “Why did it override the portal we were using and take us to a different location than the one we wanted?”  
 
    “Someone wanted you to come here, and used their powers to alter the spell,” Dramhyda announced. At the shocked looks on the trio’s face, she chuckled. “I can feel a trace of Divine magic on the item, but only enough to cause the token’s latent magic to latch onto the nearest dimensional anomaly and alter its destination.” 
 
    “Oh… then, can we… leave?” Dora asked. 
 
     The blue lady shook her head, causing all of them to duck as her hair, now in the form of a pompadour, nearly took their heads clean off.  
 
    “No, I recognize the energy signature of the deity who sent you to me. I’ll contact them, and inquire as to what they want with you three. Until then, you should use the chance to unwind. You’ve had a very difficult time, and I think a few days of relaxation would do you all a world of good.” 
 
    “We can really stay here?” Dora asked, surprised at the generous offer. 
 
    “But of course! Didn’t I say earlier that these tokens act as vouchers as well? One token equals one week of free VIP treatment!” Dramhyda said happily. She then tapped her chin. “Although, that’s really only for one person per token… since you have two companions with you, I assume you’ll want to stick together?” 
 
    “Yes!” Dora cried, and the tall aquatic woman smiled kindly when she saw the resolute expressions on the Monk and Spell Sword.  
 
    “In that case, I’ll have to cut the amount of time you can spend here, but I’ll extend the offer to all of you. Thus, instead of a week of free vacation for one person, you’ll only get three days for three people.” 
 
    “That should be more than plenty,” Enrai said gratefully, bowing his head in thanks. Ain and Dora both quickly mimicked the gesture. 
 
    “Tilda, be sure to show our new guests to the front desk so they can check in. I’m sure fellow natives of the same planet will get along well,” Dramhyda instructed, and the young blonde vampire mock saluted. 
 
    “Sure thing, boss-lady,” she agreed, a lazy smile on her face. As the mysterious blue woman sauntered off to contact some deities, the child-like entity gestured for them to follow her. 
 
    “So, congrats on not facing Lady Dramhyda’s wrath. And, since you know my name, why not tell me yours? It’s only polite,” Tilda inquired. 
 
    “I’m Dora Halfmoon, and this is Ain and Enrai,” the Healer introduced, pointing to the individuals in question. The elf and human nodded politely at the vampire, though kept a wary eye on her. 
 
    “I’m surprised a Healer is so comfortable being around someone like myself,” Tilda mused as she led the group into the resort. Up close, the scene was akin to a carnival, with laughter and chatter ringing across the whole area while bright lights held back the darkness. 
 
    “I met a young girl who, despite being raised by a lich to become a powerful necromancer, was still just a child at heart. I shouldn’t judge others based on appearances or preconceptions. Not with a face like mine,” Dora explained, calling attention to her mint green skin. Tilda just nodded in understanding.  
 
    “Neat. But, keep in mind I only look like a brat. I’m over fifty years old,” the vampire informed her, much to Dora’s shock. 
 
    “Oh! I didn’t know! I thought… oh, the Undead don’t age, do they,” Dora said, recalling that information.  
 
    “Yeah, it’s not fun, being perpetually small. Could be worse though,” Tilda sighed. “Now, come on, let’s get you and your buddies all nice and cozy.”  
 
    “I’d like that,” Dora said, stifling a yawn.  
 
    The half-orc and her friends were escorted by the blonde vampire into the conch shell tower that they’d seen earlier standing tall and proud above the entire resort. In an impressive display of crafting skill, the interior of the colossal shell had been converted into a hotel, with a front desk, humanoid shrimp in bellhop uniforms, and a stand that contained a number of pamphlets and fliers that detailed what exactly one could do while on vacation at the Resort.  
 
    “Keep in mind a few things while you’re staying here. First off, no stealing and no fighting between guests or staff. Doesn’t matter what you feel about Undead, Devils, or anything else, all are welcome here, and are under Lady Dramhyda’s protection,” Tilda warned the trio as the mermaid behind the front desk entered their information into a primitive typewriter-like device made of shells and barnacle encrusted wood.  
 
    “Yes, I recall the giant crab that informed us about that,” Ain replied dryly.  
 
    “Hmm, good that you have a decent memory, at least,” Tilda snarked with a roll of her eyes. “In that case, the next thing you’ll want to remember is that as VIP guests of the Resort, you have permission to go pretty much anywhere, and use any of the services and amenities offered. But if you find a locked door, do not try to open it again, or force your way in. Lady Dramhyda does not like that.” 
 
    “Easy enough,” Enrai boasted. 
 
    “Hmph. Finally, you need to know how time works in the resort. One day here is almost three back home on Erafore,” Tilda explained. “Night time lasts thirty hours, here, while day time lasts another thirty. Dawn and dusk are five hours long each, respectively. And, spending one hour here at the Resort is equivalent to one second passing on Erafore.” 
 
    “Wow! That’s *YAWN!* that’s amazing!” Dora exclaimed. “I don’t have to worry about friends and family growing old without me back home!” 
 
    “Hmmm, you sound pretty tired. We’ll chat more after you get some sleep,” Tilda decided.  
 
    “Your keys, sirs and madam,” the mermaid at the front desk announced, and the trio took the room keys that’d been made out of solid pearl. “You are in rooms 3337 to 3339 in the Conch Tower.” 
 
    “Err, is there a way to get to those rooms without walking up hundreds of flights of stairs?” Enrai asked, craning his neck back to stare upwards at the ceiling that seemed to stretch upwards into infinity.  
 
    “Of course, dear customers. We have teleporters for your personal convenience,” the mermaid stated, gesturing towards several dozen magical arrays that were lined up along one wall. As the group watched, guests came and went from them, teleporting away or appearing in flashes of blue light. “Simply state the number of your room, and you’ll be taken to your room, so long as you have your key on you.” 
 
    “Thank you for the help and advice, Miss Tilda,” Dora said, bowing her head politely towards the vampire. “Perhaps we’ll see each other again later.” 
 
    “Uh, sure, why not,” the blonde blood-sucker responded. “And I guess you can call me Tilda.” 
 
    The child-like Undead walked away, letting Dora and her friends trudge wearily towards the teleporters. As the trio went towards the line, Enrai couldn’t help but chuckle. 
 
    “You certainly can make friends with anyone, Dora,” he said. Ain nodded in agreement, holding back a yawn. 
 
    “She didn’t seem too evil,” Dora replied.  
 
    “Yeah, I guess compared to an Undead like Vord the Undying, a mere fifty-year-old vampire in the form of a prepubescent girl wouldn’t be all that scary,” the Monk agreed. Dora giggled at that. 
 
    Eventually the line to the teleportation arrays shortened, and she stepped up into the center. “Room 3337!” Dora called out, and then with a whoosh and a crackle of magical energy, she was gone.  
 
    Moments later, she appeared in a lovely looking penthouse suite. She didn’t have the time or intent to admire the surroundings, though, as the weariness she’d been staving off crept up over her, and she staggered into the bedroom, collapsing onto the soft mattress after depositing her luggage all over the floor. 
 
    She was asleep before she knew it, and her dreams were filled with oceans of silver.  
 
    ∞.∞.∞ 
 
    With a grunt, Dora staggered out of bed. She had no idea how long she’d been asleep, but despite a hint of grogginess that kept trying to convince her to shut her eyelids and go back to sleep in the warm, soft sheets, she felt right as rain. 
 
    After stumbling around the luxurious apartment she’d been given, Dora eventually found the bathroom, and after a few interesting mishaps trying to work the oddly designed bathtub that resulted in her becoming cold, hot, sticky, and even itchy at one point, before eventually she was clean and refreshed. 
 
    Now far more awake and coherent, she could spend some time examining the area.  
 
    “By Nia, this place is fancy,” Dora murmured as she examined the finery that filled the room. In the tiny kitchenette space, there were exquisite blue and white crystal cups and elegant porcelain plates with a variety of water-based images imprinted on them. No food was stored in the icebox or any of the cabinets, but Dora wasn’t fond of cooking that much in the first place, so it wasn’t too much of a disappointment.  
 
    The bathroom she had already explored had a variety of items, including a large tub. She was fairly certain it could have fit Starspot, her horse, and still have room for herself.  
 
    Dora resisted the urge to snuggle back under the sheets when she inspected the bedroom, and instead peered out the window in the room that overlooked the beach. From above, the buildings that made up the rest of the Resort looked like toys, and the people tiny specks against the sand and sea. And in the distance, a pale green sun was rising over the horizon, the long dawn they had heard about from the vampire Tilda apparently having arrived while she’d slept.  
 
    Beyond the familiar and recognizable items Dora had seen, there were a number of strange, otherworldly tools and objects inside of the suite.  
 
    A metal box played a variety of music, depending on how a set of knobs and dials were turned. Another metal box, but with a glass screen, showed strange, moving images, as if spying on someone from a distance with Divination magic. A third metal box-like contraption beeped and buzzed and heated up when buttons were pressed and food placed inside.  
 
    “Note to self, do not put cherries – and most likely other fruits – into the heating box,” Dora said with a grimace as she removed the oozing, molten remains of a cherry she’d tested the tool out with.  
 
    Satisfied with her exploration of the suite for the moment, she walked over to a plump armchair and sank into it with a slight groan of joy as the soft cushions supported her. Leaning back in the seat, Dora glanced around, taking in the room’s decorations in a more passive manner. 
 
    Shades of blue seemed to be a common color for everything in the suite. If it wasn’t blue, it was green or white. It was nice and calming, in Dora’s opinion, and she felt extremely relaxed just being inside the suite. She had to admit that she did feel somewhat uncomfortable being surrounded by so much luxury.  
 
    The previous times she’d been near so much materialistic wealth, things had not gone too well for her. The first time she’d been around this much nice stuff, she’d been a guest, then a hostage, to one of the Tower Lords of Annod Bol. Second time was as a guest of a Saludan Emir, but who proceeded to get torn to shreds by a monster shortly after. And then the last time was when she’d met the dreaded lich. Nothing bad had happened then, except for shaving a few years off of her life expectancy thanks to nerves and terror. 
 
    So far, nothing bad had happened to her within this hotel room, but she wasn’t going to discount something unexpected happening to her or her friends while staying here.  
 
    A knock echoing out jolted Dora from her thoughts. ‘I have a door?’ she thought to herself, perplexed.  
 
    Reluctantly getting out of her chair, she explored the suite a bit more thoroughly, before finding that yes, there was in fact a door that led out to the hotel. In the meantime, the knocking grew louder and more intense as she’d puttered about in search of the exit. 
 
    “What?!” she demanded angrily, flinging the door open. 
 
    “Oh, good, you’re awake,” Enrai said brightly from the other side of the door. His wide grin and upbeat manner unsettled Dora. Than again, morning people unnerved her in the first place.  
 
    “Why aren’t you bothering Ain?” she seethed, and the Monk laughed. 
 
    “I already did! He’s waiting for us downstairs, looking for a place to have breakfast.” 
 
    “Well… alright, then. Good for him.” She shrugged, before turning around and closing the door behind her. 
 
    “Whoa, hold up, come and join us!” Enrai pleaded, sticking his foot out in the path of the closing door.  
 
    Dora wanted to protest, wanted to declare to him that she wanted a day off to herself to come to grips with what had happened less than a day ago, but her stomach betrayed her when it let out a loud and demanding roar. 
 
    Blushing, the Healer followed the Monk out of her room. She found herself in a hallway covered in blue carpet, and magic lanterns shone bright white light everywhere. Having already familiarized himself with the layout, Enrai led Dora to a spot at the end of the hallway where a trio of teleportation arrays had been set up.  
 
    “Just like yesterday, just say your destination while standing in the middle of the circle,” Enrai prompted her. He went first, stepping up onto a free array. After clearing his throat, he called out, “Lobby!” and vanished in a flash and shower of blue lights.  
 
    Dora followed his instructions and stepped onto the array. “Um, Lobby, please?” she uttered, and with a feeling of being pushed downwards and sideways, she arrived at the front desk area from last night. 
 
    “Whoa, that was fast,” Dora muttered, massaging her head. “A lot smoother than using a portal, too.” 
 
    She spotted Enrai waving at her, beaming widely as he stood near the exit. With a tiny sigh she approached him.  
 
    “So, where’s Ain?” she asked. 
 
    “Over there,” the Monk replied, pointing to a nearby bungalow. “That’s where they serve food.” 
 
    “Alright, lead on,” Dora said as her belly grumbled eagerly. With a flourish, Enrai escorted her over to the wooden dining hall. 
 
    The layout within was akin to the cafeteria she’d seen in the barracks back in Annod Bol and Rahmal’Alram: a wide-open space dotted with benches and long tables, with a kitchen nearby pumping out vast quantities of food. 
 
    Of course, there was one main difference between the barracks back on Erafore and the Resort’s dining hall: the people were not dressed up in armor. There were also menus being passed out by five-foot-tall brown and red crabs. 
 
    “Lady Dramhyda certainly has a theme going, doesn’t she?” Enrai muttered to Dora as they passed by a handful of crustacean waiters.  
 
    “What gave it away? The shells everywhere, the aquatic servants, or her hair?” she whispered back, making the Monk snort.  
 
    The pair soon caught sight of Ain sitting at a table near the center of the dining hall. Across from him was an old woman with ashen grey hair done up in a bun, and next to him on his left was a familiar blonde childish vampire. The Grand Elf looked distinctly uncomfortable being so close to the latter, and he nearly sagged in relief when he spotted his other friends finally arriving. He scooted over on the bench, allowing Dora to have the honor of sitting beside Tilda.  
 
    “Morning, Ain,” the half-orc greeted politely, before nodding towards the vampire. “Morning as well, Tilda.” 
 
    A worried frown crossed Dora’s face. “Wait, are you going to be okay? With the sun rising and all.” 
 
    “Normally, I’d have to drink some precious Blood Wine in order to get temporary immunity to sunlight. But that’s not a problem here at the Resort. The sun’s rays won’t hurt me, or anyone else here,” Tilda responded. “Lady Dramhyda makes sure of that.” 
 
    “That’s quite impressive, being able to coat an entire island in a barrier to blot out the sun’s negative effects on other creatures,” Enrai noted. Ain nodded, awed at the magical prowess it would require to do something like that.  
 
    “Oh, you silly dears, that’s not what she’s done at all,” the elderly woman at the table chuckled. “This island, everything on it, and everything around it, was created by Lady Dramhyda’s own powers. We’re not on another world or Plane of Existence, but a genuine Severed Realm, a tiny, artificial dimension personally crafted to its owner’s specifications. As such, she makes the rules, and if she doesn’t want the sun to hurt people – be they Undead or living – then it won’t.” 
 
    The trio stared in shock at revelation dropped on their heads.  
 
    “What is she?” Dora uttered, stunned. “A goddess? A demon? An Elemental?” 
 
    “Lady Dramhyda is an Exarch, an entity that’s a bit of Column A, a bit of Column C,” Tilda replied with a laidback expression. “She possesses total control of the Element of Water, and embodies a distinct godly aspect as well: that of life itself.” 
 
    “Her full title is ‘Dramhyda, the Exarch of Healing Waters,’” the grandmotherly person added.  
 
    “What’s an Exarch?” Dora inquired, confused. She’d never heard that term mentioned in any of her theology books or lessons.  
 
    “Rare and unique,” Tilda said, before snorting at the unamused look Dora shot her. “Ah, calm down, I’ll explain!” 
 
    “Exarchs aren’t really well known simply for the fact there are only 10 or so of them in all of Reality. Each one embodies an Element of Magic, but also represents an aspect of reality that’s important and necessary to mortal survival. Exarchs are basically Elemental Gods, but don’t require faith to power their blessings or ability. So long as their Element and Aspect exist, they have power.” 
 
    “Fascinating,” Dora mumbled. Her stomach growled loudly, demanding appeasement, and she blushed. “Sorry! I didn’t mean to interrupt!” 
 
    “Nah, it’s fine,” Tilda chuckled. “I was basically done explaining things, anyways. Just keep in mind Lady Dramhyda is powerful, on par with major deities, and that her Resort is as much a part of her body as her hair is. Don’t mess with her, and you’ll be alright.” 
 
    “Can do!” she said, before eagerly taking one of the menu’s a passing crab gave her. “Okay, I’m not exactly familiar with a lot of the food on here. Do either of you have any suggestions?” 
 
    “Well, do you want breakfast or dinner? Because they’ll serve whatever you want,” the old woman informed. “I personally find their Surf and Turf selections to be divine!” 
 
    “Surf and Turf, huh?” Dora muttered, and her menu shimmered before the entries on it changed, revealing a long list of different styles and types of dishes. She settled on a dish called ‘Zybellum Style Surf and Turf.’ The description stated it was garlic rubbed beef with a side of clams, which as a meal combination sounded interesting, and well, it was a vacation, after all! Got to try something new once in a while! 
 
    “So, pardon me for being late in asking, but I don’t think I got your name,” Dora said, wincing slightly as she turned to the elderly woman seated across from her. “My name is Dora Halfmoon.” 
 
    “A pleasure, Miss Dora. You can call me Evelyne. I’m Tilda’s sister,” she introduced, a small smile on her face. 
 
    “You are?” Dora exclaimed, looking from the perpetually young-looking vampire over to the old woman who, on closer inspection, was quite fit, and had callouses on her hands that spoke of long years of wielding a sword. “I, err, I don’t see the connection.” 
 
    Evelyne laughed politely. “Don’t worry about it! Such is the price to pay for having an eternally adorable sister.” 
 
    Tilda frowned at that. “You know I don’t like being called ‘adorable,’ sis. Or ‘cute.’ Or ‘cuddly!’ Can’t I be called ‘fearsome,’ ‘deadly,’ or even ‘scary?’” 
 
    “No, I don’t think so. What do you think, Miss Dora? Which set of descriptors suits my sister better?” Evelyne inquired, reaching out and pinching Tilda’s cheek.  
 
    As the vampire slapped her older sister’s hand away, Dora stifled an uneasy chuckle. On the one hand, Tilda did not look very threatening. Her minor vampiric traits were easy to hide, and she didn’t exactly seem all that deadly to begin with. But, then again, Tilda was still an Undead, and they could be dangerous if not taken seriously.  
 
    “Well, why can’t she be ‘adorably fearsome?’ Like a bear or wolf?” Dora suggested, deciding to try and go the middle route of appeasement.  
 
    “That works!” Evelyne chuckled, and Tilda nodded in agreement.  
 
    “Hey, Dora, how about joining my sister and I for a day of fun after breakfast? Spending all your time around boys must be taxing,” the vampire offered, and Dora perked up.  
 
    “Really? Sure!” the Healer turned to her two friends and apologized. “Sorry, you guys, but I want some ‘me’ time, and as much as I like you, I need to spend some time with my own gender.” 
 
    “Completely understandable,” Enrai said, waving off her apology. “Go have fun! Ain and I can find something to do in the meantime. Maybe go swimming, or try fishing!” 
 
    “You’re just going to hit on the single women,” Ain muttered, massaging his forehead. “And then I’ll have to be the one to bail you out when you make an ass of yourself.” 
 
    “Just like old times!” the Monk cheered, clapping his long-time friend on the shoulder. Ain groaned, but couldn’t help the smile that slid onto his face. 
 
    Conversation dwindled as food was brought out. As everyone else at the table dug in, Dora couldn’t help but stare at the meal on her plate. Apparently, ‘Zybellum Style’ Surf and Turf involved taking a couple miniature cows no bigger than a hamster, roasting them whole, then stuffing them full of clam meat.  
 
    “Err, I don’t… how do I eat this?” Dora wondered, unable to take her eyes off the bizarre presentation of her food. 
 
    “Well, normally, you pick the whole thing up and eat it in one bite,” Tilda said, poking a fork at Dora’s plate. “Just pop ‘em into your mouth and chew! Zybellum Pigmy Ox have very soft and tender bones, hooves, and horns, and are easily digestible by both humans and orcs.” 
 
    Hesitantly, Dora placed one of the whole cows into her mouth and bit down, chewing. She paused as succulent flavors flooded her mouth and she moaned slightly in surprise before swallow.  
 
    “That’s surprisingly delicious,” Dora admitted. It was still odd, but at least it was tasty.  
 
    “I know, right? First time I tried Zybellum Style food, I was surprised too,” Tilda agreed with a laugh. “Only my meal was a whole pig the size of my fist, filled with creamed spinach!” 
 
    “Eew, you like spinach?!” Dora gagged. 
 
    “Hey, it’s actually quite tasty if cooked right!” the blonde vampire retorted. 
 
    “Tilly always did like vegetables as a little girl. She can’t eat many of them anymore, though. Spinach is one of the few she can stomach thanks to her condition,” Evelyn revealed.  
 
    “Odd. Why is that?” Enrai inquired through a mouthful of eggs. 
 
    “Chew and swallow before you talk, young man,” the elderly woman scolded, and the Monk looked down, chastised. “And as for the spinach thing, according to some alchemists, spinach has nutrients similar to those found in blood, specifically a high quantity of iron.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, I’ve read a medical treatise on that,” Dora piped up. “Apparently, human, orc, elf, and dwarf blood has a lot of iron in it, which is why it turns red when we bleed. The red comes from the iron oxidizing! It’s truly fascinating what alchemists and Healers have been discovering about our bodies ever since they invented that tool called a ‘microscope’ fifty years ago!” 
 
    Chatting about the miracles of alchemy helped Dora ignore the unusual meal before her, and she ate it up quickly, silencing the beast in her belly.  
 
    Hunger satisfied, she bid Ain and Enrai farewell as she joined Tilda and Evelyn once they were finished with their meals.  
 
    “What are we going to do?” she asked the older pair, and they smiled.  
 
    “Today, we were planning on visiting the Resort’s spa for a full treatment. I think you’ll like it as well,” Evelyn said. 
 
    “What’s a spa?” the half-orc asked, and Tilda shook her head sadly.  
 
    “Oh, you poor child. We must teach you!” 
 
    Dora was led to the sand castle and shown the inside of the building. It was nice and cozy, and the interior was also made of sand. Somehow. ‘Magic,’ the Healer assumed. 
 
    The spa was wonderful, beyond anything she’d ever imagined. The bubbling bathtubs were so relaxing, and the saunas reminded her of the jungle she’d had to trek through to reach the beachside city of Argyne in the Dreadlands. The various scrubs and scented lotions and shampoos had required a lot of cajoling from Tilda and Evelyn, but eventually Dora gave in and tried them out. She wasn’t disappointed, and she ended up smelling like mint throughout the spa workout. 
 
    She’d heard of similar places called ‘bath houses’ in the cities of Partaevia, but never really experienced them herself. She mused that they were likely far less impressive than anything the Resort had to offer, though. 
 
    And then there’d been the grey and yellow polka-dotted octopus that gave her a nice massage. It’d been weird at first seeing most of the jobs at the Resort being done by sea creatures, especially after eating some seafood earlier, but she’d become inured to the oddness after being around it so often now. Nothing can be as jarring as seeing a shark dressed up in a masseuse’s outfit. After that, crab waiters, shrimp maids, or octopus masseuses simply didn’t shock anymore.  
 
    “Ooooo, that was amazing!” Dora sighed in bliss, sliding bonelessly into a thick, comfy chair. “I’ve never felt so relaxed and tension-free before!” 
 
    “Glad you liked it,” Tilda said from beside her, the small vampire also slumped in a chair and acting like her bones had melted away. It was rather funny to see, Dora thought. A boneless and bloodless vampire? Hilarious! Then again, she supposed she also looked amusing, all sprawled out and limp.  
 
    “So, where’s Evelyn?” Dora inquired, looking around as best she could without actually moving her head. 
 
    “Around,” Tilda said with an aimless wave. “Probably in one of the sand baths. She likes those.” 
 
    “Huh, haven’t tried that yet. Not sure I will, though. After living in the Cracked Land, you gain a very low tolerance for tiny, scratchy granules constantly pelting you,” Dora mumbled.  
 
    “Is that so?” Tilda mused idly.  
 
    “Hey, I’ve got a question: how did you get here, anyways? I’ve never heard of the Resort before, though dimensional travel is also new to me,” Dora inquired.  
 
    “I know some guys who owed me favors. I cashed ‘em in for a nice vacation with my sister,” Tilda replied. “I’ve done some Planeswalking in my time, but I rarely venture too deeply into the Aether. It’s a wild and dangerous place if you don’t know where you’re going with perfect accuracy. I prefer to stick to the known settlements, rather than risk the wilderness. Ever been lost in the Elemental Plane of Ice before? Not fun at all.” 
 
    “I’ve seen snow only, like, twice in my whole life. I can’t imagine a realm made of nothing but,” Dora murmured. “Hey, how much would it cost to come back here again?” 
 
    “What, you mean pay actual gold for a trip to the Resort?” Tilda asked incredulously. “Well, you’d first have to find a way into the Aether. Then, find a place that’d let you book a stay at the Resort. Which is harder than it sounds – this place is exclusive and expensive.” 
 
    “How expensive?” 
 
    “A day at the Resort costs two hundred thousand gold coins,” the vampire replied, and Dora choked at the absurd number. 
 
    “W-what? Two hundred thousand?! You could buy a castle with that kind of money! Hells, you could buy a castle, the town nearby, and everyone living inside of both with that much gold!” Dora spluttered.  
 
    “It’d have to be a small castle, but yeah, pretty much,” Tilda agreed.  
 
    “How is this place so expensive?” Dora wondered aloud. 
 
    “Because it doesn’t just offer great services, it also heals its guests,” the blonde vampire child revealed. “Lady Dramhyda embodies the concept of Healing. As such, simply being in this place accelerates the body’s healing process, rapidly cures poisons and diseases, and can even reverse the aging process slightly. Some of the spa treatments make those effects even more noticeable.” 
 
    “So, not only are you having a fun vacation, you’re also not dying?” Dora asked. 
 
    “Basically,” Tilda shrugged. The half-orc bit her lip as a thought struck her. 
 
    “Is, is Evelyn alright?” 
 
    “She’s doing better, thanks to a few elixirs and this visit,” Tilda said passively, but her expression hardened and Dora could sense pain in her purple eyes. 
 
    “Evelyn is almost eighty years old, Dora. She’s strong and fit, but still human. Age is catching up to her, and she doesn’t have a lot of time left. I’ve done what I can, though, to keep her death at bay. Rare medicines, exotic potions, expensive Healers and of course, this trip to the Resort.” 
 
    “You won’t, um…” Dora trailed off, unsure of how to phrase the question, but Tilda beat her to it. 
 
    “Bite her? Make her immortal like me? I’d never do that to her. It’s not a blessing, but a curse. Being Undead is not something I’d wish upon anyone. Except for maybe a few people, but only because then I could tie them to a stake outside and watch the sunlight burn their filthy flesh to ash,” the young-looking vampire said darkly.  
 
    The half-orc gulped nervously. “You know, I am a Healer. I could take a look at her if you wanted. Maybe I could help?” 
 
    Tilda sent Dora a sideways glance. “Thanks, but there’s only so much a Healer can do at this point. She’s not sick or injured, just worn out. Time is the enemy, here.” 
 
    “Well, did any of those Healers know the legendary spell Restore? I think not,” Dora said, sticking her nose proudly into the air.  
 
    “Hang on, you know that spell? I thought it was lost before the War of Fallen Gods!” Tilda exclaimed.  
 
    “It was taught to me by Vord the Undying,” Dora revealed, and the vampire’s expression twisted. 
 
    “I don’t know what to say to that,” Tilda admitted. “Seems strange that he’d know a spell that could harm him. Being Undead and all.” 
 
    “Actually, it couldn’t. Not much, at least,” Dora revealed. “Sure, it uses the Light Element, but only as a starting catalyst. Restore is actually a Time-based spell.” 
 
    “Time? Then, instead of healing things, the spell rewinds a target’s personal time?” Tilda gasped. 
 
    “I don’t think I could completely undo someone’s aging process, or even restore more than a year or two, but that’d still be better than nothing,” Dora pointed out. 
 
    “Why help me? Why even offer this? You barely know either of us!” Tilda demanded, eyeing the half-orc suspiciously. 
 
    “Because I’m a Healer, Cynthia damn it! I’ve spent too many years wallowing in my own misery, but no more! I’m not going to be held back by my past any longer!” Dora declared. “Besides, I’m helping Evelyn, not you.” 
 
    Tilda nodded slowly, processing Dora’s words. After a bit of thought she snorted. “Fine, I can accept that reasoning. Based on what I heard about your ‘adventures’ so far, I can understand the desire to do good to balance out the bad, believe me. I’ll give you the benefit of the doubt. But it’s Evelyn’s decision, not mine. As much as I want her to live as long as she can, it’s still her choice.” 
 
    Dora made a grunt of affirmation. Indeed, it was the patient’s choice in the end whether or not to get cured. She’d have said something more, but the chair she’d been sitting in had suddenly started vibrating, and she let out a moan as she sunk into blissful relaxation.  
 
    Now this was a vacation! 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 3: Good deeds go rewarded 
 
      
 
    After several hours of pampering, Dora and Tilda soon found their bellies growling. When Evelyn returned from her treatment, she smiled in amusement as she discovered her sister and her new friend sprawled limply in a pair of vibrating chairs, their stomachs gurgling gently in time with the buzzing of the massage capable furniture. 
 
    “Shall we get some food?” the grey-haired woman suggested, and the duo nodded weakly. It took some work, but the vampire and the half-orc both managed to escape the clutches of the comfortable seats.  
 
    “My legs feel like jelly,” Dora mumbled, wobbling slightly as she and the two older women headed towards the dining hall.  
 
    “Heh, Jelly,” Tilda giggled to herself. When the Healer and her sister stared at her, she flushed before chuckling.  
 
    “Ah, nothing, it’s just that I know a guy named Jelly,” the blonde vampire explained.  
 
    “Isn’t he the one who gave you that elixir?” Evelyn inquired.  
 
    “Yeah, he did,” Tilda nodded.  
 
    “That was easily the most potent potion I’d ever drunk. Healed my arthritis, rheumatism, and my bad hip,” Evelyn recounted.  
 
    “You know an alchemist named ‘Jelly?’ That’s just bizarre,” Dora said in disbelief.  
 
    “You don’t know the half of it,” Tilda muttered. The vampire refused to elaborate, and so they arrived at the dining hall without further conversation. 
 
    “So, I’ve tried one type of food, any suggestions on any others?” Dora inquired.  
 
    “Well, if you like spicy food, they have a dish made with rare Godsmoke chili peppers harvested from the Elemental Plane of Fire,” Tilda suggested. “Careful not to drink alcohol with it, though, Godsmoke peppers are so hot they make your breath flammable!” 
 
    “Yeah, no, something like that is liable to kill me,” Dora shot back. “I can barely stomach normal spicy food, so something that comes from a place filled with fire and heat isn’t going to play nice with my intestines.” 
 
    “They have a delicious fruit salad,” Evelyn informed the Healer.  
 
    “Hey, this is a vacation, Evelyn! Live a little! Hey, Dora, why not just order some cake for lunch?” the vampire offered, causing her older sister to shake her head. 
 
    “You can’t eat cake for a meal, Tilda! There’s an order to things!” 
 
    “But vacation!” Tilda whined, acting like her physical age rather than her mental one.  
 
    “Maybe I’ll just get Surf and Turf in a different style,” Dora mused to herself, looking at the menu a crab had provided.  
 
    Eventually they all decided, and while they waited, another guest approached them. 
 
    “Excuse me, but is it true you know the Restore spell?” 
 
    Dora blinked, befuddled by the sight before her. The person, if it could be called that, resembled a three foot tall blue sea anemone that had grown duck legs. Several of the tentacles sticking out of its body had tiny hands on the end, and it used those appendages to hoist itself up onto the bench next to the half-orc. 
 
    “Err, yes, how did you know?” 
 
    “Word gets around, my lady,” the tentacled individual claimed. Several tendrils leaned in towards her conspiratorially. “People do so love to gossip, and no one ever really notices the servants.” 
 
    Dora’s mind drifted back to when she’d spoken about her spell, and though her memory of the conversation she’d had with Tilda was hazy due to the pleasure she’d later experienced thanks to the vibrating chair, she did recall a few of the Resort’s workers being nearby at the time.  
 
    “Are you injured?” Dora asked, trying her best to keep a straight face as she spoke with the strange guest.  
 
    “Not I, but my wife. She lost some limbs a few years back in an accident, and there are few magics capable of restoring lost appendages,” the mobile sea anemone explained.  
 
    “I’d be willing to try,” the half-orc said, her Healer training kicking in. “Do you mind waiting for us to finish our meal first?” 
 
    “Of course, of course!” the odd duck legged creature said, hopping off the bench. “My darling and I are going to be at the boating house for the next few hours, you can find us there. Just ask for Yugulp Gold-Squall. And thank you!” 
 
    He waddled off, leaving the trio alone.  
 
    “That was… interesting,” Dora said after a moment. “I take it there’s some sort of translation spell on the Resort that allowed me to understand what he was saying?” 
 
    “Quite right. And I must say, it’s nice you offered to help,” Evelyn replied politely.  
 
    “Too trusting,” Tilda sighed, shaking her head. “You’re too trusting. You just agreed without knowing more than the bare bones of the situation. And you didn’t even ask for money!” 
 
    The mint green skinned Healer rolled her eyes towards the vampire’s comment. “I consider myself a fairly good judge of character, Tilda. I didn’t spend two years in the Dreadlands twiddling my thumbs. Scarrot – my, um, my father – taught me plenty about how to survive there, and part of that included learning how to read a person. Sure, he wasn’t humanoid, but I was always better with handling animals than people, and I could tell Mr. Gold-Squall was being truthful.” 
 
    “I can’t tell if that’s speciesist or not,” Tilda muttered to herself. Evelyn just smiled.  
 
    “Do what you feel is right, Dora. Little Tilly is just jaded.” 
 
    “And you’re not?” the vampire scoffed at her sister, whose smile turned sharp as a blade.  
 
    Dora gulped, and was reminded of the fact that despite their ages and appearances, Evelyn and Tilda were a swords master and vampire, respectively, so a fight would be a bad idea.  
 
    “So! There’s a lot of interesting people around here,” the half-orc said loudly, distracting the two. “Can’t believe there are so many diverse races in the Aether!” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s pretty stunning. You think Erafore has a lot of diversity? You should see this one planet where there are like five different breeds of elf, and at least a dozen anthropomorphic races based on animals. It’s like a zoo!” Tilda chuckled.  
 
    While they enjoyed a good laugh, their food finally came, and the trio of women eagerly ate up. Evelyn enjoyed the fruit salad she had advertised earlier, and Tilda tore into a rare steak, greedily slurping up the meat juices. Dora didn’t eat as fast as the blonde vampire, but she did consume her pasta dish quicker than Evelyn. The Healer side of her was pushing her to finish up soon so she could help a patient.  
 
    “That was nice,” the half-orc claimed, wiping her lips clean with a napkin. “Now, it’s time to heal someone!” 
 
    “Should be fun to watch,” Tilda whispered to her sister, who nodded. “It’s not every day you get to watch a legendary spell being cast.” 
 
    “Mr. Gold-Squall said something about a boat house?” Dora inquired, and Tilda bobbed her head. 
 
    “Yup! The boating house is by the docks, it’s sort of a fusion between a yacht club and a naval museum that has examples of sailing vessels from across the Aether and the mundane Multiverses.”  
 
    “Okay, got it,” Dora said. She let the young vampire take the lead, as Tilda clearly knew the Resort better than she did.  
 
    The boating house resembled an upside-down ship, with an entrance built into the hull. The interior was wooden, just like the surroundings, but was far vaster in scope, obviously the work of powerful spatial magic creating more room than was natural. 
 
    Just as Tilda had said, there were countless copies of ships and boats within, many of them built to scale. Tourists and vacationers moved among the exhibits, chatting and sipping at glasses of alcohol brought to them by servers. It did not take long to locate the sea anemone who had approached her earlier. 
 
    Yugulp Gold-Squall was hard to miss, despite only coming up to her waist. The waving tentacles atop his head were quite distinctive. Next to him, calmly examining a ship made of ivory and resin, was another duck-footed sea anemone, only it was sea foam green and had far fewer tendrils, several of which looked scarred and were little more than stumps.  
 
    “Mr. Gold-Squall?”  
 
    “Yes?” he inquired, a few of his tendrils twisting towards Dora when she spoke up. They stiffened when they spotted her and he turned fully to face her.  
 
    “Ah, are you done, Miss Halfmoon?” 
 
    “Yes. This is your wife?” Dora inquired, and the sea anemone nodded.  
 
    “Miss Halfmoon, may I introduce you to my darling wife, Shally Gold-Squall. Shally, this is Miss Halfmoon, a Healer who can use the Restore spell!” 
 
    “Is that so?” Shally mused. She did not sound as thrilled as her husband, in fact Dora detected a hint of suspicion in her tone. Dora couldn’t blame the woman, though. After all, if a person claimed to be able to heal what others hadn’t, they’d naturally feel cautious.  
 
    “Yes! So, what do you need?” Yugulp inquired eagerly. 
 
    “A diamond and an opal, the purer the better,” Dora said. “And how long ago did you get hurt, if I may ask Mrs. Gold-Squall?” 
 
    “Twenty turns of the Great Moon,” Shally replied, and Dora hid a frown.  
 
    “Um, hmm, how long is that in days?” 
 
    “One turn of the Great Moon is equal to ten days here at the Resort,” Yugulp helpfully supplied, and Dora did quick calculations in her head and on her fingers. 
 
    “Okay, that’s a whole year and a bit using Erafore as a base,” she muttered. “I can handle that.” 
 
    “Can you really do so with only a diamond and an opal?” Yugulp asked hesitantly. 
 
    “I managed to restore the leg of someone who’d lost it a decade ago with half a dozen small, low quality diamonds acting as a catalyst. For wounds sustained a year ago? That’ll be plenty,” Dora assured him, and he let out a honking sound she assumed was equivalent to joy in his native tongue as he rushed out of the boating house to find what she needed.  
 
    “Did you really heal a leg lost over two hundred turns ago?” Shally asked softly once her husband had vanished.  
 
    “Yeah. Honestly, I probably don’t even need the gems, but better to be safer than sorry,” Dora stated. “I needed to use them because Scarrot – the one who’d lost his leg – was trapped inside of a time negation barrier that made it nigh impossible to change anything within it.” 
 
    “Oh my,” Shally said, fanning herself with a few on her tentacles. “Sounds like quite the story!” 
 
    “It’s not exactly one for polite company,” the half-orc said sadly. Shally hummed at that, before twitching her tentacles. 
 
    “Perhaps then we should find some place else to heal me? As much as I love museums, having a medical procedure done in one sounds less than appealing. Might ruin the experience for me forever,” she tittered, and Dora nodded in agreement, and the ladies exited the boating house, with a number of eyes glued to them as they left. 
 
    They found a quiet spot on the beach, still close to the docks but a fair distance from the majority of swimmers and sunbathers, and dispatched a messenger shrimp to inform Yugulp they’d moved to a less crowded area for the healing. By now, the green-tinted sun had risen fully, banishing the dawn and bringing about the day. The level of light was perfect, and allowed the half-orc to examine Mrs. Gold-Squall properly. 
 
    Dora did some preliminary work, carefully examining her patient’s body with magic, checking to make sure she wasn’t carrying any other problems that might complicate the spell.  
 
    “You have a fascinating body, Mrs. Gold-Squall,” Dora complimented, completely mesmerized by the alien composition of her species. Shally honked out a laugh. 
 
    “My, my, so forward and bold. A shame I am already married,” she teased, causing the half-orc to go red in embarrassment, Tilda to erupt with laughter, and Evelyn to hide a smile behind a hand.   
 
    “That’s not what…!”  
 
    “I know, dear, calm down,” Shally giggled. “It’s flattering, really.” 
 
    “So, what do you and your husband do that lets you afford a vacation here?” Dora asked, desperately trying to change the topic. 
 
    “The Gold-Squalls have been merchants for countless turns of the Great Moon, Miss Halfmoon. You have a lovely name, by the way. Anyways, food is our main item of trade. The mollusk fields of our home world are bountiful, and seafood is always in demand in the Aether. And one of our largest customers happens to be the Resort itself. We make a handsome profit dealing with Lady Dramhyda.” 
 
    “I shall have to try your local cuisine sometime,” Dora promised, and Shally’s tendrils wobbled in amusement.  
 
    “Please do. For your more… tender palate I would recommend Wild Gum Clams. They’re far less armored and poisonous to non-native species.” 
 
    “Unarmored and non-toxic clams sound delicious,” Dora said with a tiny smile.  
 
    Five minutes later, Yugulp appeared, briskly walking behind the same messenger shrimp they’d dispatched earlier, a small silk sack clutched tightly in his tendrils.  
 
    “Here, I hope this will be enough,” an anxious Yugulp said, dumping the gems Dora had requested into her hand.  
 
    The half-orc let out an ‘Oof!’ as the jewels dropped into her palms, their size and weight nearly causing her to drop them into the sand. She didn’t, thankfully, and together with Tilda and Evelyn gaped in shock at the size of the precious stones Yugulp had handed to her. 
 
    The diamond was the largest of the two, big as a boot, and curiously trapezoidal in shape. Dora was unsure how they’d cut it. It was bright and clear, and if not for a quick check with her magic, one might have mistaken the pure crystal for glass. As for the opal, it was the size of her fist, and carved into a cylindrical shape. The rainbow colors were bright and seemed to radiate off of the surface. Dora had a feeling she could cast Restore ten times in row with such high-quality stones!  
 
    ‘Or perhaps you could bring back the dead with so much power,’ a traitorous voice whispered in the back of her head. ‘It couldn’t be too hard, right? Just rewind Time itself a little bit, and Scarrot can come back…’ 
 
    Dora shook her head violently to clear the thoughts from her head. ‘No! I can’t do that! I won’t! He’s dead, and no magic can change that!’ 
 
    “So, shall we get started?” she asked the Gold-Squalls, tearing her eyes and dark ideas away from the beautiful gems. 
 
    Yugulp’s tentacles flailed about madly, while Shally’s wiggled more sedately.  
 
    “Okay, then, here we go,” Dora said, placing the gems on the sand in front of the sapient sea anemone and placing her hands against Shally’s tube-like upper body. 
 
    “I do not fear death,” Dora intoned, the words of the chant stirring the magic within and without her. “‘I do not fear its embrace. I fear time. I fear failure. I fear not having lived a life worth living.” 
 
    Motes of pale light flaked off of the two precious stones, and joined the white energy surrounding Dora’s hands. “And it is this fear that drives me ever onwards. Do not despair! I am not judgement, merely justice. I am not hate, but love. Give everything and expect nothing. Life and Death dance together in the eternal song of Existence. Restore!” 
 
    With delicate and careful precision, Dora guided the potent magical energy through her patient’s body, directing it towards the wounded tendrils and stumps.  
 
    For a brief moment, time stopped. Then, under her control, it began to reverse. Scar tissue melted away under the purifying light, and muscles and flesh began to knit themselves back into existence as the wounds were rewritten.  
 
    Slowly but steadily the damaged and severed tentacles were restored. Shally was in some sort of trance as the spell fixed the injuries, allowing Dora to focus without worry. After five minutes, the last tendril was repaired back to how it’d been before the accident.  
 
    Dora ran a final check through Shally’s body, checking up on things and tweaking a couple bits and pieces with the leftover energy from the spell, healing a couple of aches and internal issues that were at worst minor irritations.  
 
    Satisfied that her patient was now as fine as the day before she got injured, Dora pulled away and let the magic fade. Time seemed to hiccup gently, and everyone watching blinked and shook themselves as the world restarted.  
 
    “Shally…” Yugulp hesitantly inquired, probing tendrils reaching out to her.  
 
    “Th-they’re back! Dear, my limbs are back!” she cheered happily, reaching out with her restored tentacles and entwining them around Yugulp’s.  
 
    “Thank you! Thank you, Miss Halfmoon!” Yugulp blubbered, tendrils flapping up and down in a bowing motions to express his gratitude.  
 
    “We’ll name our children after you!” Shally vowed. 
 
    Dora blushed and scratched the back of her head slightly. “Oh, there’s no need for that!” 
 
    “No! We must!” the Gold-Squalls insisted.  
 
    “Is there anything we can do for you? Money, resources, favors… anything you want!” Yugulp offered.  
 
    “I didn’t do this for wealth,” she protested.  
 
    “Please, at least keep the gems,” Shally requested, and Dora glanced down at the diamond and opal. They’d shrunk slightly, portions of the precious stones appearing to have melted off as they were used as additional fuel for the potent spell.  
 
    But there was still a great deal of matter left over. Enough for another eight or so Restore spells. Unable to deny them that, Dora agreed, and swept the two large gems over to her side.  
 
    ‘Mental note, find a way to purchase new Bags of Holding to replace the ones we lost,’ Dora thought to herself. ‘Wait, actually…’ 
 
    “There is something you could do for me,” Dora admitted to the rejoicing couple. “The luggage my friends and I had sort of… exploded when we arrived here. The packs and bags no longer possess the size expansion and weight reduction enchantments. Do you think you could acquire a few large Bags of Holding for me?” 
 
    “Is that all? Of course, that’s not a problem at all!” Yugulp assured her. “Are you sure you want nothing else?” 
 
    “I couldn’t possibly ask for anything else,” Dora replied, her Healer mentality pushing her to deny any further rewards.  
 
    “Holy… Dora, that was amazing!” Tilda exclaimed, awed by the display of power the half-orc had managed to put on. 
 
    “I agree, that was quite impressive,” a melodious voice hummed, and everyone turned to see Dramhyda walking towards their group. 
 
    “When I sensed an overwhelming and potent burst of Time Element magic on my property, I assumed it was my brother Ardvain coming to visit. Imagine my surprise when it’s not him, but rather a spell I’d thought lost for good,” the blue Exarch mused, tapping her chin in thought as her liquid hair wildly morphed into various shapes.  
 
    “Err, was I not supposed to cast spells here…?” Dora asked, trailing off nervously as she looked at the otherworldly being before her. 
 
    “Hmm? Oh, I don’t mind, especially if they’re healing spells. Hurt someone with magic, though, and we’ll have a problem. But thankfully we don’t have to deal with something unpleasant like that,” Dramhyda said cheerfully, dismissing the blonde half-orc’s worries.  
 
    “That’s nice,” Dora said, doing her best to keep her smile up as she shivered from the brief flash of power and killing intent the Exarch of Water had released at the mere thought of violence occurring in her domain.  
 
    Dramhyda ignored Dora after that and bent down to take a peek at the Healer’s handiwork. The watery woman examined Shally with her magic, and nodded in approval.  
 
    “Everything seems in order, Mrs. Gold-Squall. Miss Halfmoon did an extraordinary job,” Dramhyda praised.  
 
    “She was truly helpful! I never thought I’d be able to entwine my tendrils with my lover properly again,” the sea foam green anemone said cheerfully.  
 
    “Perhaps you and your husband should go and celebrate. Perhaps privately in your room?” the Exarch suggested, and the two didn’t need any more prompting before they shot off back to the conch shell tower.  
 
    “Hang on… were some of the tendrils you healed her… reproductive organs? OH! So she… and then…” Tilda shivered and stuck her tongue out. “Gross! Oh, I don’t want to think about two tentacled creatures mating!” 
 
    “It’s your own fault for thinking too hard,” Evelyn chided her vampiric sister.  
 
    “Yeah, I was aware some of her tentacles were used for sex,” Dora said flatly. “I kind of have to know what the organs and limbs do when I heal them, else they won’t work properly. Shally explained their functions to me, and then I used that knowledge to fix her up. Simple as that.” 
 
    “For your first time healing a Amenomax, you did an incredible job,” Dramhyda stated, impressed with the young half-orc.  
 
    “Thank you, Lady Dramhyda,” Dora said, bowing her head towards the powerful entity. “By the way, I hope you don’t mind me asking, but what is the situation with getting me back to Erafore? Did the deity who sent me and my friends here say anything?” 
 
    “In that regard, I have news,” the woman said, her hair shifting about rapidly.  
 
    “Good news?” 
 
    “News,” Dramhyda replied drily. “It seems you can’t go back to Erafore until you complete certain tasks for Nia. If you try, you’ll simply be shunted across dimensions so you end up in a different region of the Aether every time it happens.” 
 
    Dora stared at the Exarch, as did Tilda and Evelyn.  
 
    “Lady Nia? Are you saying that Nia, the goddess of love and maidens, is effectively holding me hostage until I do something for her?” the half-orc demanded incredulously.  
 
    “Basically, yes,” Dramhyda shrugged. “She said you should know what to do, though. Has she given you any dreams or hints?” 
 
    The green-skinned Healer bit her lower lip in annoyance as her mind ran through the ‘instructions’ the goddess had passed on to her at times.  
 
    “‘Find the opal that walks,’” Dora murmured. “That was one of the tasks she gave me.” 
 
    “What about my friends, though? Can Ain and Enrai go back to Erafore?” she inquired of Dramhyda after thinking things over.  
 
    “Oh, they can, if they so wish. Nothing is holding them back,” the Exarch replied.  
 
    “I see. I’ll have to ask them about this later. What exactly are they up to right now?” Dora asked. 
 
    Dramhyda looked off into the distance, a slightly glazed look in her eyes. “Your Monk friend is hitting on every remotely humanoid female at the moment. He doesn’t seem to be having much luck, though. Your Spellsword is getting a lot of attention, though. His feminine looks are attractive to quite a number of ladies. Doesn’t seem comfortable with it, however.” 
 
    “Yeah, Ain only has eyes for the side-kick of a murderer,” Dora sighed in disappointment.  
 
    “Now that sounds like juicy gossip!” Tilda said, smiling widely.  
 
    “You know about Bane the Butcher?” Dora asked, and the vampire’s smile fell away into a grimace. 
 
    “Ugh, him! Yeah, I know that acid spitting murder-mule. Worked with him once. Never again!” 
 
    “Well, he has a partner. She’s a Saludan Sword Dancer who is extremely beautiful. Thing is, Ain has no idea she’s actually working with Bane. Enrai and I know, though,” Dora explained with a shake of her head. “Things get worse – or weirder, depending on your perspective - when you know that Ain has a serious hatred for Bane, though as far as I can tell, Bane doesn’t even remember the person he killed that caused Ain to despise him so much.” 
 
    “Certainly sounds like a mess,” Tilda said with a sigh. “Not surprised about the Bane bit, though. He picks up enemies like they’re spare coins, and treats ‘em about as well. Plus the whole ‘cultist of Vandalore’ thing means he’s killed more people in his lifetime than a freaking plague. I wouldn’t mess with him, because I know he’s stronger and crueler than me, but that doesn’t stop some people from having a death wish.” 
 
    “All this talk of death is getting rather unpleasant,” Dramhyda said. Her tone seemed off-hand and cheery, but a layer of steel and reprimand hid beneath the surface, and both Dora and Tilda snapped their mouths shut for fear of angering the Exarch further.  
 
    As they stayed silent and fearful, the powerful entity of water tapped her chin. “You know, as impressive as your display was, there were a few parts that could use polishing.” 
 
    “How so, my lady?” Dora asked politely.  
 
    “Some of your treatment was rushed, and a few techniques you used were outdated. Overall you did fine, and accomplished what you set out to do, but it was akin to using a sword to carve a statue, rather than a chisel.” 
 
    “Are you offering to teach me?” Dora inquired, excitement bubbling up in her chest.  
 
    “I am. For a day, I shall impart to you a portion of the wisdom I have accumulated over the eons,” Dramhyda stated, bobbing her head, while her hair coiled itself up into a tight bun, as one might see on a stern, straight laced teacher or librarian.  
 
    “Not this day, though, but tomorrow, so enjoy your time with your friends,” she informed the half-orc, who beamed with excitement.  
 
    Dramhyda then walked back towards the hotel, likely to get teaching materials ready. In her wake she left a nearly hyperventilating half-orc Healer all but exploding with excitement.  
 
    “Whoa, calm down, girl!” Tilda cautioned her. “You might pop a blood vessel, or five!” 
 
    “Sorry, it’s just that besides my mother and a couple of old tomes, I never really had a lot of Healer training. I’m basically self-taught at this point,” Dora explained.  
 
    “Be that as it may, you still have…” Tilda trailed off, glancing back towards the green sun on the horizon, “a lot of time before you have to get ready. Remember, a day here is seventy hours, rather than the twenty-seven we have back on Erafore.” 
 
    “Oh, right, yeah, I guess I should calm down,” Dora chuckled self-deprecatingly. “Sorry, got a bit excited! Was there anything else you two wanted to do today?” 
 
    “Meh, not really. Why don’t you pick the next activity?” Tilda said after exchanging glances with her older sister. Evelyn nodded in agreement with the idea. 
 
    “Yes, there are so many different things to try. I think you definitely should pick something for us to do.” 
 
    Dora tapped her chin in thought. “I suppose I could do that… I don’t really know exactly what’s available, though.” 
 
    “I have a brochure,” Evelyn said with a smile, removing a thick pamphlet seemingly from nowhere. 
 
    The Healer stared at the miniature book in the grey-haired woman’s hand for a moment, blinking in confusion at its sudden appearance, before accepting it and flipping through the pages.  
 
    “Hmm, this looks interesting…” Dora mused, tapping a finger against a certain entry.  
 
    “What the heck is a ‘Fruit Bath?’” Tilda wondered. 
 
    “Maybe they cover us in fruit pulp and juices?” Evelyn guessed. 
 
    “Or maybe they hollow out giant coconuts and use the shells as bathtubs,” Dora suggested. The three women looked at each other and smiled. 
 
    “It seems to have pretty good reviews and reception” Dora noted. “Shall we see what all the fuss is about and try it ourselves?” 
 
    “Yes, lets!” Tilda cheered. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 4: To learn 
 
      
 
    Both Evelyn and Dora turned out to be right in their assumptions of what exactly a Fruit Bath would entail. 
 
    A giant mantis shrimp wearing a bowler hat had taken down three absurdly large coconuts from an equally massive tree, and split them open with a single stroke of its bladed claws. Then, it had used its flashing blades to dice up a dozen different alien fruits, their juice and pulp mingling with the coconut’s milk.  
 
    Into this exotic bath the trio did slide, each of them taking a shell for themselves. There must have been magic in some of the chopped-up fruits because Dora felt her skin and hair become silky soft and smooth after only a few minutes of lounging lazily within the concoction. It was simply divine! 
 
    “Oh, yeah, this feels great!” Dora mumbled, sinking into the creamy mixture. Somehow, the liquids weren’t sticky, and slid off the body extremely easily.  
 
    Nearby, Tilda childishly splashed about in her coconut shell bathtub, giggling to herself. She enjoyed the sheer whimsy and ridiculousness of the bath far more than its therapeutic effects. Evelyn was far more elegant and refined in her relaxation, simply lying there with closed eyes and a smile. Of course, even she couldn’t resist playfully flicking pieces of fruit at her eternally youthful sister whenever Tilda got too rowdy. 
 
    All in all, though, it was a pleasant break in the usual rowdiness of her life.  
 
    Sadly, all good things come to an end. In this case, it was when their session’s time was up. A quick rinse to get any lingering fruity bits off, and Dora felt refreshed in a way she hadn’t in a long time. She sighed happily to herself as she stared out at the glittering ocean just a short walk away.  
 
    Unbidden, a smirk crossed her face as she spotted two familiar figures down by the beach. One was clutching his foot and whimpering while hopping up and down on his uninjured leg, while the other was shaking his head and admonishing the former. In the distance an elegant pink skinned woman huffed imperiously and stalked away, leaving the men in the dust. 
 
    ‘Looks like Enrai and Ain are having fun,’ Dora thought to herself with a chuckle. 
 
    Making up her mind, she approached them, sauntering over with a knowing grin on her face. “Hey you two. Having fun? Enrai, are you trying out a new dance?” 
 
    “Oh, hey, Dora,” Enrai said, ceasing his mad hopping. His swim trunks were bright orange, almost painfully so. His naked upper torso was well muscled and developing a nice tan somehow, despite the green sun not actually being capable of such things. And for the first time, Dora was able to see the spiraling tattoos that decorated his body. She’d known he’d had them, but he rarely disrobed around her, and so far she’d only seen the tattoos on his bald head. 
 
    “How’ve you been?” Ain inquired politely. His swim trunks were a modest yellow, not nearly as eye stabbingly bright as his friend’s. The Grand Elf’s skin was as pale as ever, practically like ivory, and just as smooth looking, and his lean physique drew plenty of attention from the people Enrai failed to hit on.    
 
    “Pretty good. No complaints. This place is amazing, though! Shame about the price. If I could, I’d definitely come here again,” the half-orc sighed wistfully.  
 
    “Really? How expensive is this place?” Enrai wondered. 
 
    “Two hundred thousand gold coins for one day,” Dora said dryly, and watched in amusement as the Monk sputtered in disbelief and the Spellsword’s jaw dropped to the ground. 
 
    “No wonder none of the women here take kindly to my flirting! They’re all rich socialites, and I’m just a poor, humble man raised in a magical monastery!” Enrai moaned after recovering from his shock. 
 
    “I don’t think that’s the real reason,” Ain tried to say, but was cut off as his friend threw an arm around his shoulder.  
 
    “Oh, woe is me! My poverty must truly be repulsive!” 
 
    “You’re not that poor,” the Grand Elf chided, shoving Enrai off of him. “And don’t cling to me! I’m tired of women thinking we’re gay!” 
 
    “So? Not like you’re accepting any of their proposals,” Enrai pointed out. “That’s why they think you’re a sword swallower, my dear friend.” 
 
    As the two began to bicker, Dora snorted in amusement and sat back to watch the show.  
 
    “Are they gonna kiss?” Tilda asked hopefully as she walked over, and Evelyn chuckled at her sister’s question. 
 
    “Nah. Just arguing. Though apparently quite a few women wouldn’t be opposed to it,” Dora whispered to her, discreetly gesturing to a number of women that were staring at the duo with wide eyes and hopeful expressions, including the lady who’d just turned down Enrai’s advances. 
 
    The show ended when one of the sunbathing women’s boyfriends took offense to the fact that Enrai and Ain were drawing so much attention their way. 
 
    Swaggering over towards the two, he barely had time to try and intimidate the pair before a legion of security crabs poured out of the sand and put an end to the show. 
 
    “Come on, let’s go find something else to do,” Dora suggested as she led Tilda and Evelyn away from the kerfuffle.  
 
    “Hmm, alright,” the eldest sister agreed. Tilda followed along with a pout, but perked up when Dora let her pick the next venue. 
 
    “All you can eat buffet!” the blonde vampire declared, pointing valiantly off into the distance towards one of the Resort’s many attractions. 
 
    “…That’s an aquarium, Tilda,” Evelyn said as her gaze followed her little sister’s pointing finger. 
 
    “You say ‘toe-may-toe’ I say ‘toe-mah-toe,’” the vampire shrugged in response. “Or, in this case, ‘buffet.’” 
 
    “I have never heard you say that, ever,” the grey-haired sibling declared with a sigh and a shake of her head. 
 
    She just giggled, and Dora joined in, the mirth infectious.  
 
    ∞.∞.∞ 
 
    The day passed by slowly, but filled with fun. Dora and Evelyn ended up ‘napping’ for a few hours and then spent the rest of the sunlight filled portion of the day visiting an aquarium and the nautical museum.  
 
    Tilda, being a vampire, didn’t need to sleep as often as her mortal companions did, so she spent the time Dora and Evelyn were napping tormenting Enrai and Ain. Or as she called it, ‘pranking.’ 
 
    The duo put up with it, though, and even got the blonde vampire a few times. As an elf, Ain needed only four hours of sleep a day to be fully rested, and Enrai’s Monk training meant he could stay awake for days at a time without ill effect, so they were able to match Tilda’s Undead stamina and vigor.  
 
    The sun soon set, though, and the long night was upon them. Nothing of note occurred during this time, however. With the moons out, Enrai’s exuberance died down, allowing Ain to finally catch a break. Tilda remained as energetic as ever, her nature as a predator of the night keeping her running full throttle even when the rest of the Resort was shifting into a calmer mode. 
 
    For Dora, the most exciting and nerve-wracking part of the day was trying to wait for morning to come so she could start learning from a master of healing.  
 
    Time trickled by, and the blue moons came and went.  
 
    The exact second that greenish dawn poked out over the horizon, Dora bolted out of bed and began dressing herself. She scampered out of her room and descended to the hotel lobby, restlessly shifting back and forth on the clam shell couch, waiting for her teacher to show up. 
 
    After a few minutes of impatiently kicking her legs, a melodious laugh akin to the gurgle of a brook graced the half-orc’s ears, and she bounced up, a smile on her face. 
 
    “Lady Dramhyda!” Dora exclaimed happily.  
 
    “You must be the most eager student I’ve ever had,” the Water Exarch stated with a giggle as she sashayed over to the half-orc Healer, her hair wobbling about in the form of dreadlocks at the moment.  
 
    “I’m just so excited to be learning more magic!” Dora said eagerly. “Besides Restore, I haven’t had a chance to acquire new spells since I went to the Dreadlands. As brutal as it is, Healers are sadly in short supply down there.” 
 
    “Hmm, yes, something to do with the lingering effects of the Great Calamity that scarred your world,” Dramhyda revealed. “Light and Water mana does not naturally form or gather there, save in a few remote locations. And without either of those Elements in abundance in nature, people cannot be born with the ability to use said Elements, thus making healing magic simply too rare, and something only outsiders like yourself being capable of.” 
 
    “I did not know that. I suspected something was afoot, however,” Dora admitted.  
 
    “Yes, I have not visited Erafore in quite some time. Your world is remarkable and has many wonders and interesting people, but for beings like myself who are of the Aether, it is a hard world to explore, as the Void stains it deeply. Some regions are anathema to my kind, like how wading in poison would be detrimental to yourself,” the Exarch explained.  
 
    “Ah, yes, I suppose that makes sense,” Dora said with a nod. She then clapped her hands together to dispel the gloomy mood. “SO! What’s my first lesson?” 
 
    “Why don’t you come with me first?” Dramhyda suggested when a loud rumble burst out of Dora’s stomach. She led the red-faced half-orc out of the conch shell shaped hotel over to the sand castle building nearby. Inside, Dora found herself sitting down to a nice meal courtesy of the Exarch. 
 
    “You should always be sure to have energy before you try healing, or practicing magic,” Dramhyda admonished the young half-orc. “It’s important for a Healer to be strong and healthy. How else can they take care of their patients if they themselves cannot even care for their own bodies?” 
 
    Blushing, Dora ate the fruits and eggs provided to her. She resisted the urge to scarf it all down as fast as she could so she could get to learning spells fasters, but had an inkling that the motherly entity would scold her for trying to rush and potentially choke. 
 
    And since dying due to food being stuck in her throat was not how she wanted to pass over onto the Afterlife, Dora was methodical and calm in her consumption.  
 
    Dramhyda observed Dora all the while, a twinkle in her eye, as if she knew that her brand-new student was holding back as she ate.  
 
    Eventually, she beckoned a dolphin in a maid’s outfit over to her side that was somehow able to float in the air without any ill effect, and it departed before returning swiftly with a tray covered in fruit balanced atop her nose. 
 
    “Seeing you enjoy your meal has given me an idea,” Dramhyda revealed as she held up a juicy blue apple. She pressed a finger against the skin of the fruit, and before Dora’s wide eyes, extracted every drop of water from within, leaving only a shriveled dark grey husk.  
 
    “Your first lesson is to restore this apple,” Dramhyda stated, placing the withered apple in front of Dora. “Use your Healing magic to make it nice and plump and delicious once more.” 
 
    Dora swallowed her current mouthful of food and nodded. She put down her silverware and grabbed the fruit in both hands.  
 
    First, she carefully probed the husk with her magic, examining its internal structure. Nothing was wrong with it besides a lack of fluids, so Dora carefully focused her attention on the flesh of the apple, gently massaging the Element of Light into the dehydrated mass.  
 
    Slowly, her Light mana seeped into the drained apple, and as it did so, the flesh began to swell with life once more. In thirty minutes, Dora held a luscious blue apple, even healthier looking than when Dramhyda had first grabbed it, a grin on her face at her success.  
 
    Dramhyda merely looked at the restored fruit for a moment before shaking her head in disappointment, however.  
 
    “Close, but not what I was looking for.” Noting Dora’s incredulous expression, the Exarch smirked. “Take a bite if you don’t believe me.” 
 
    Frowning, Dora did so, chomping into the apple. Her look of defiance melted into disgust as she removed her mouth from the fruit’s skin, spitting slightly to rid her mouth of the lingering taste. 
 
    “I don’t get it,” Dora complained, staring at the blue fruit as if it had personally offended her. “I used my Healing magic to completely reinvigorate the flesh, as well as repairing the damage the sudden dehydration did to its internal structure. As I healed it, the apple began filling itself with juice once again, my mana transmuting into water in order to properly replenish what was lost. So why did it taste all waxy and gritty?” 
 
    “You’re the one who healed the apple. Why not tell me what you think the reason is?” Dramhyda suggested, her smirk having turned smug. 
 
    Dora scratched the back of her head and stared at the fruit that now taunted her. She poked it with a finger, trying to see if anything had changed about it physically, and when nothing seemed out of place on the outside she sent her magic in to explore the interior of the object. 
 
    All she saw, however, was the effects of her healing. The flesh of the apple was fresh and plump, and the moisture was keeping it healthy. However, after examining it more closely she tilted her head to the side in thought. After a few more seconds of contemplation, Dora withdrew and turned her attention to her new teacher. 
 
    “I think I might have an idea, but I’d need to see another apple before I make a statement,” the half-orc told Dramhyda, who simply grinned and passed her another untouched and unchanged blue fruit.  
 
    Dora alternated her Analysis spell between the two, and an expression of dawning realization crossed her face. The Exarch grinned wider. 
 
    “Well? What did you find out?” 
 
    “When I healed the apple, I was only focused on restoring it to its original shape. But that wasn’t what you wanted from me, not entirely. You wanted its taste to be restored as well. But the method I used for fixing the dehydration didn’t do that. The juice of an apple is more than water, it contains other elements, which I ended up not restoring,” Dora claimed, and Dramhyda nodded, pleased by the answer. 
 
    “Precisely. For a human, or even an animal you’re familiar with, the method of healing you initially used would have been perfectly fine. Dealing with fruits and vegetables, however, or more exotic lifeforms you’ve never encountered before, requires a different approach,” the Exarch explained. 
 
    She held up her right hand, and a globe of water appeared at her fingertips, drained from the second apple she’d given Dora to study. And in her left hand, an orb of bluish light popped into existence.  
 
    “Light magic takes a lot of the guesswork and uncertainty out of healing. It is pure Creation made manifest, and Life just so happens to be a major aspect of it. Hence why it is opposed to Dark magic, a form of power that embodies Destruction,” Dramhyda stated. “Light Element spells use the caster’s knowledge to heal a target, but the Element also uses the ingrained, unconscious knowledge of the target’s body to heal itself. After all, the body knows itself far more intimately than an outsider would.” 
 
    As she spoke, the orb of light drifted over towards the desiccated apple and slipped inside. The apple soon looked completely normal, but Dora had a feeling it’d taste as bad as the one she’d healed using a similar method.  
 
    “However, Light magic has a dangerous side to it when used willy-nilly for healing. It can keep growing and healing if left untamed. If you don’t know how the body you are casting spells on works, the Element can only rely on the target for information on how to proceed with healing. And more often than not, that method is unreliable as it only knows what to heal, not how much to do so. As such…” Dramhyda waved her left hand over the plump apple, agitating the Light mana still lingering inside of it.  
 
    The apple bulged and distorted, lumpy growths popping up all over the skin as the flesh below became swollen. With a watery ‘Plop!’ sound akin to the tearing of wet paper, the blue apple ruptured, spilling its twisted and deformed innards everywhere.  
 
    Dora blanched, recoiling from the sudden destruction of the fruit, but was drawn to the carnage all the same. Like watching a collision between a runaway wagon and a rampaging Armored Rhino. You couldn’t look away! 
 
    “Hang on, are those seeds…” Dora muttered, leaning closer towards the pulp for a better look. The apple’s tiny black seeds had become deformed as well, tiny roots and branches growing from them. They lay in the mush, twitching slightly before stilling. Her face paled as she realized that for a brief moment, the seeds had been alive thanks to the Light mana, and had tried to start growing into trees while still inside the apple! Only to die as the magic sustaining them faded. She looked up at her teacher, who nodded solemnly at her. 
 
    “Light magic can be just as deadly as Dark magic if you’re not careful,” Dramhyda admonished the young Healer. “When you healed Mrs. Gold-Squall, you’re lucky the spell you cast mainly used Time Element mana to facilitate the healing. If there’d been much more Light magic, the same thing that happened to this apple might very well have happened to her, even with Analysis magic and her own accounts of how her anatomy functioned. There’s a reason why Healers, and even mundane doctors, have to spend many years learning and practicing their craft: it’s because healing magic is not a ‘One spell fix all’ sort of deal. It requires understanding and nuance to properly pull off.” 
 
    “So, this is what happens when a person just shoves Light magic into someone else without a care,” Dora muttered in disgust.  
 
    “It is a cruel and painful action. While it can be useful as a last line of defense for a Healer, it should never be intended to be used as such unless no other choice presents itself,” Dramhyda warned. “You wield a crossbow in battle, yes? A decent weapon, but you should try and find another kind of tool to learn how to use, for your own protection.” 
 
    “I think I might have an idea about that,” Dora said slowly, a crazy plan popping into her head.  
 
    “For now, though, I’m here to teach you magic,” Dramhyda reminded Dora, cutting off the half-orc’s thoughts. “Allow me to show you what I want to teach you to do.” 
 
    The orb of water still hovering in her right hand floated over to the ruined mess of the apple. Dozens of hair thin strands of fluid descended from the mass, and began to attach themselves to the pulp and tumorous flesh.  
 
    Before her eyes, Dora watched in awe as the Exarch of Healing Water used the liquids she’d extracted from the fruit earlier to repair the damages she’d done to it. Piece by tiny piece, the apple was repaired. The distorted tumors faded or were expelled, and the seeds shrunk, the branches and roots retreating or shorn off.  
 
    Within a minute, the globe of water was completely gone, and the bright blue apple was completely restored. 
 
    “Good as new!” Dramhyda beamed. “Go on, try it!” 
 
    Dora hesitated but obeyed in the end, picking up the apple her teacher had exploded and subsequently fixed.  
 
    Dora bit into the apple, and succulent juices ran down her chin. Dramhyda smiled at Dora’s expression.  
 
    “Tastier than the one you healed, right? The Element of Water is the original Healing magic. Before the Element of Light was discovered to be just as good at healing, and easier to use as well, or in realms where Light mana is rarer or barely existent, it is Water that is revered as the Healing Element. Water is life, as the majority of all living things have, in some way, a connection to it. I shall teach you to command this Element as easily as you call upon the Light. When I am done teaching, you will be able to blend both Elements together while healing, and make you capable of regenerating whole limbs without the need for the Restore spell. I shall make you into one of the best Healers Erafore has ever seen.” 
 
    “When do we start?” Dora asked, looking up at Dramhyda with excitement and eagerness burning in her eyes.  
 
    The Water Exarch’s serious expression turned playful. “Now.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 5: All good things come to an end 
 
      
 
    “Ha… ha… haaaa… i-is that good enough for now?” Dora asked between gasps for air as she lay on her back. She was floating on the shimmering waters of the lagoon that was attached to the Resort.  
 
    It was dark out, the moons hovering above Dora and shedding their blue glow down upon the world. The Healer simply stared up, bobbing gently in the waves. She recalled the lesson she’d just finished, which was standing on the water while performing surgery with her Light magic. It wasn’t easy, as she had to concentrate on two different spells at once: one to keep her from sinking like a stone into the depths of the water, and the other to heal the fish in her hands. 
 
    ‘At least it wasn’t as bad as the other lesson where I had to catch a fish with my bare hands, then gut it and heal it back up over and over. Gods, that was taxing and nightmarish!’ Dora thought to herself, shivering at the memories of her practical lessons the Exarch had put her through. 
 
    “Yes. You’ve done wonderfully so far,” Dramhyda praised from where she stood atop the water, looking down at the half-orc with a fond smile. “You’re one of the best students I’ve had in awhile. You managed to learn quite a few tricks in only a single day! Well, three days in your reckoning.” 
 
    “Yaaayyy…” Dora cheered weakly, splashing her arms about in joy.  
 
    “Let’s get you back to land,” the Water Exarch chuckled. She waved her hands and a wave rose up, carrying the limp Healer all the way to the shore, where she was deposited like a sack of wet laundry on the sand.  
 
    “Come on now, up and at ‘em! Don’t tell me you’ve already forgotten how to cure your aches and pains?” Dramhyda tittered, and Dora winced. 
 
    “They just get worse after I heal them…” she whined. 
 
    “Well, naturally, that’s how it works! If you heal muscle strain, but then go right back to using them, then the pain grows stronger. But if you don’t heal yourself, you won’t be able to move, now will you?” the watery woman reminded the young blonde half-orc.  
 
    With a long, loud, and heavy groan Dora did as she was told, and channeled magic throughout her body. She manipulated the fluids in her body, a trick she’d learned from the Exarch of Healing Water, and saturated them with Light magic. In this way, Dora slowly undid the knots and tension in her muscles.  
 
    Even as sweet relief came to her, she knew it was only temporary, and then the pain would surge back. Hopefully by then she’d be in her hotel room and could collapse onto something soft to wait it out.  
 
    “Okay, I’m back on my feet,” Dora announced as she pushed herself upright off of the sand. The next thing she did was use a simple Water spell to collect all the moisture on her body and clothes and expel it from her. The sand around her feet turned muddy, but the rest of her was now nice and dry.  
 
    “Very good control little Dora,” Dramhyda praised. “With a bit more study and practice you’ll have complete mastery over the Level One Water spells I’ve taught you.” 
 
    “I can already think of several ways these seemingly basic spells can help me with my healing,” Dora said with a thankful smile sent the Exarch’s way. “I’m not that good at the Element though, so I doubt I’ll ever be able to go beyond Level One spells.” 
 
    “That you’re able to push through that lack of talent and use sheer will power to cast them speaks well of your resolve. Just don’t forget everything I’ve taught you, and you should be fine,” the powerful woman smiled, her hair braiding itself into a trio of pig tails as she spoke.  
 
    Dramhyda walked with Dora back to the hotel, and the pair both beamed up to her room.  
 
    “Now that my training with you is over, what next?” Dora asked, plopping down into a chair with a grunt of relief. “If I can’t return to Erafore quite yet, where do I go next?” 
 
    “Nia didn’t say. I assume she has plans for you, but what they are I can only guess at,” Dramhyda said with an apologetic shrug.  
 
    Dora held back a grumble of discontent at hearing that.  
 
    “This past year has been one hell of a trip. I go from being practically abandoned by the gods to being fought over by two of them,” she complained. 
 
    Dramhyda murmured “There, there,” and patted Dora’s head comfortingly, if also a tiny bit condescending.  
 
    “Those Healer robes look uncomfortable. Why don’t I find you some other article of clothing to wear while you relax?” she offered, and the half-orc nodded her head idly. 
 
    “That’s fine. My stuff is… around,” the young Healer said, waving her right hand about in a vague gesture. Indeed, her stuff was lying about on the floor of her room. She’d never gotten around to putting it away. She had nudged the bigger piles with her feet to the sides of the room so they didn’t take up space when walking to and fro.  
 
    The matronly Exarch chuckled at her guest’s messiness and walked over to the largest lump of loose luggage.  
 
    “I believe the Gold-Squalls sent you and your two friends brand-new Bags of Holding so you can put your items away,” she tittered as she sifted through the mound.  
 
    “Yeah, I placed it on the bed,” Dora said, waving feebly towards the bedroom. “It’s got a ton of space. I’ll pack up my junk before we head out, don’t worry.” 
 
    A strangled cry was all that Dramhyda uttered in response. Concerned by the strange vocalization, Dora glanced over at the Exarch and found her staring at the item at the bottom of the pile. It happened to be none other than the Depiction of Utopia painting, and the blue woman was gazing at in a mixture of awe, disbelief, and horror.  
 
    “W-where did you get this?” Dramhyda demanded, unable to tear her eyes away from the picture.  
 
    “I found it in Targua,” Dora said, carefully observing the Exarch. Her hair had gone limp and flat, and resembled a sheet of water wrapped around her entire body. But not a drop of moisture landed on the painting.  
 
    “This was what was creating the barrier you spoke of in your tale?” she whispered. Dora nodded bitterly. 
 
    “It’s also what Lady Nia told me to find. Well, one of the artifacts, at least,” the half-orc added. As Dramhyda continued staring at the object with wide eyes and barely speaking, Dora began to grow concerned.  
 
    “Is everything okay, Lady Dramhyda?” Dora inquired. The Exarch did not respond. Worry erupted to life in her gut, but Dora was unsure of what to do or say to get her teacher to stop being mesmerized by the painting. 
 
    With a groan of aching muscles, Dora rose up out of her chair, limbs creaking in protest, but she pushed the discomfort aside as she approached Dramhyda, who remained kneeling on the floor.  
 
    “My lady? Teacher?”  
 
    Dramhyda continued to be entranced by the Depiction of Utopia. With no other option, Dora took a deep breath and fortified herself with magic before reaching down and yanking the picture frame out of the blue Exarch’s hands.  
 
    The instant the Depiction of Utopia was out of Dramhyda’s grasp and torn from her line of sight, she exploded into a geyser of watery fury. Her hair rippled and morphed into tendrils that lashed out, several of them pinning Dora to the wall of the room, others flailing around viciously, slicing up the furniture, floor, and ceiling. 
 
    An animalistic growl seeped out the Exarch’s throat, and her eyes were stormy pits that glared hatefully into Dora’s and sent terror coursing through the half-orc’s soul.  
 
    However, that furious expression lasted only for a moment on Dramhyda’s face after she looked into Dora’s own blue orbs. Her eyes returned to their normal deep blue shade, and her hair went limp. Dora, no longer pinned to the wall by strands of liquid hair, fell to the ground with a strangled grunt. A gasp escaped the Exarch and she staggered back, horror clearly written clear across her face. 
 
    “What have I done?” she hissed to herself, disgust in her actions apparent with how she looked around the pent house suite, disbelief in her voice.  
 
    Dora tried to answer her, but instead of words only a wheezing cough made it out of her, and to the young Healer’s dismay blood was spilling out of her mouth in disturbing quantities. A quick check with her magic showed that every single one of her ribs had been shattered, a portion of her large intestine was ruined, her spine had broken six vertebrae and slipped four discs, one of her kidneys had ruptured, and her left lung had collapsed. Oh, and one of her tusk-like fangs was loose, but that was minor compared to the rest of it. 
 
    All that damage had come from a single, unconscious blow from the Exarch of Healing Water when she’d blindly lashed out and struck the half-orc. 
 
    Screeching in fear, Dramhyda surged towards Dora and placed her hands against the blonde half-orc’s chest and immediately began healing the injuries she’d caused.  
 
    Using magic to be able to observe your own ruptured internal organs rapidly healing was a trippy experience, and Dora was uncertain if she was ever going to forget it. Already it felt like a fever dream thanks to the sheer amount of anesthetic magic Dramhyda was pumping into her as she repaired everything. 
 
    An hour after the operation began, Dora felt her loose fang wobble and slide back into her gums with a sticky reverse slurping sound. She winced and coughed at the sensation, as the feeling of mana in her mouth was extremely unpleasant. Not to mention Dramhyda’s magical energy felt and tasted a lot like salt water, so it wasn’t all that fun having that taste all over her tongue.  
 
     That was the last of the healing she’d needed, though. With her tooth back in place, Dora was back to full health. Once done, Dramhyda slipped backwards, cradling her head in her hands and weeping silently to herself.  
 
    Dora remained on the floor, unsure if she should try and speak with her mentor or not. After a few minutes, Dora sat up and looked around for the cursed painting. She crawled over to it, and couldn’t help but stare at the damned thing. 
 
    Like before, the landscape painted on the canvas shifted as her eyes fell upon it, revealing impossibly perfect scenes to her. Great golden fields of grain shifted to shining blue and green hills under a pristine sky full of golden clouds. A languid ocean of liquid sapphires swayed beneath a golden moon and fathomless stars that sparkled in all the colors of the rainbow, before it turned into a volcanic region that belched multi-colored smoke even as vast rivers of molten precious metals poured forth, covering the cracked and blackened ash waste in a beautiful shell of gold, silver, brass, and platinum. 
 
    It was beauty. It was perfection. It was Utopia! 
 
    However, Dora was able to tear her eyes away from the perfection before her, and with a primal snarl in the back of her throat she flipped the painting over, pressing it face down. Completely freed from the mind-bending effects of the image, she pried the Depiction of Utopia out of its gold and orihalcum frame. Then, she took the parchment canvas and carefully rolled it up into a tube shape. She tore off a piece of her Healer’s robe and used it as a crude ribbon to tie the powerfully magical painting up nice and tight. 
 
    Her job done, Dora let out a sigh of relief before turning to Dramhyda, who was still curled up on the floor and weeping. The young Healer approached the woman and carefully wrapped her up in a hug. The shaking stopped, and after a moment the Exarch of Healing Water looked up at her comforter.  
 
    “Y-you… what are…?” 
 
    “Shhh, just be calm, it’s okay, I dealt with the painting,” Dora said quietly, maintaining contact with her teacher. “I forgive you. It wasn’t your fault.” 
 
    “But it was! All that rage and anger… it was all mine! I thought I was better than that! I truly believed I had changed, but it seems not even eons can change an entity’s true nature,” Dramhyda whispered, self-loathing lacing her tone.  
 
    “You were able to overcome it, though! If you’d really wanted to hurt me, you’d have kept going when you had me pinned,” Dora pointed out.  
 
    Dramhyda sniffled at that, a hint of perkiness returning to her expression and hair, and she looked hopefully up at her one-time student.  
 
    “Maybe you’ll feel better if you explain to me why you did what you did? What exactly that picture is?” Dora suggested, desperate to get answers of her own about the strange painting the Goddess of Love had ordered her to obtain.  
 
    The Exarch nodded at that, a weary sigh drifting out of her. 
 
    “That might be for the best,” she agreed, before looking around the room cautiously. “Are you certain it’s covered up?” 
 
    “Yes,” the blonde Healer assured her. Dramhyda bobbed her head, relieved.  
 
    “Good. Good…” she trailed off, thinking of a way to explain what had happened.  
 
    “I suppose the first thing you should know is that that painting, Depiction of Utopia, is a dangerous thing for beings like myself who are born from the Aether. It is an ancient creation, created fathomless eons ago by the very first God of Art. The scene it depicts is of the Afterlife, of Heaven Itself, when it first came to be.” 
 
    “Truly? But, the way the images change all the time, flashing between different landscapes… does that mean it’s simply showing different aspects and locations within the original Heaven?” Dora inquired. “Also, you make it sound like there’s only one heaven, but I thought that there were five Domains that made up the Heavenly Lands of the Gods: The Domains of Security, Monumental, Faithful, Purity, and Divinity.” 
 
    “That is the case now, but in the beginning, when Aun still ruled over all, the Afterlife was a singular plane of existence,” Dramhyda revealed, her eyes misting with memories of times long gone. “Oh, it was so beautiful! You cannot truly describe the sights that could be seen back then, or express the feeling of tranquility and serenity that suffused the entire realm! Oh, those were the days!” 
 
    Her expression turned dark. “But then the War in Heaven happened, and the Afterlife was sundered by the conflict between gods, mortals, and the Titans, giving rise to the Four Purgatories, the Five Heavenly Lands, and the Six Hellish Planes as it was broken apart into numerous shards of its former glory.” 
 
     “Okay, interesting bit of theology there, but I can’t exactly see how that,” Dora gestured vaguely towards the rolled-up painting, “could cause such a strange reaction with you! It was like you were addicted or something similar!” 
 
    “That’s not an entirely wrong assumption,” Dramhyda sighed. “I am old, Dora Halfmoon. Older than your planet, older than your entire segment of reality! I was there when Heaven shattered. I witnessed it happen! And, being so old, certain things can stimulate me like no other. When I saw the Depiction of Utopia, and laid eyes on a whole, undamaged Heaven for the first time in fathomless eons, I became lost in my own memories. It’s a terrible curse, being immortal.” 
 
    “Not only that, but all beings of the Aether are drawn to the sights shown in that mesmerizing painting. How could we not be? It is a representation of perfection, and simply being in its presence can drive us mad, knowing we can never again be anywhere even close to the pinnacle. We are formed from singular energies and ideals, molded to be one thing, and one thing only. Even the lesser demons and entities that roam the impure realms are singular in purpose and identity, which gives the painting power over them. Only mortals can safely wield and observe the Depiction of Utopia without going mad, and that is because they’re… oh, I don’t mean to be rude, but your kind are so short-lived and filled with imperfections and mistakes that the manifested concept of perfection has no hold or sway over you, beyond its beauty.” 
 
    “So that’s why the city was still so intact,” Dora muttered to herself, thinking back to the mostly intact ruins of Targua and doing her best not to be offended by Dramhyda’s comment about mortals. “The demons were so focused on getting to the painting that they ignored the rest of the ruins completely, instead spending their time bashing against the barrier. Normally demons would have gleefully destroyed any and all traces of civilization due to their nature as Chaos and Destruction incarnate!” 
 
    When Dramhyda nodded in confirmation, Dora’s pensive frown became deeper. “It’s not safe for me to be here,” Dora announced after a few minutes of thought. 
 
    Seeing the Water Exarch’s hurt expression, the half-orc shook her head. “It’s not because of you. Not entirely. But if this painting really is so enticing that it can even turn someone like you, who has an ironclad will, into an addict, then I don’t feel safe being around other creatures or entities from the Aether.” 
 
    “I need to get out of the Aether,” Dora stated after pondering her choices. “But if Lady Nia won’t let me leave without doing whatever the Hells it is she wants me to do, then I have to figure that out quick, complete her task, and get back to Erafore.” 
 
    “I can make a portal for you and your friends that will take you right to where Nia wants you to go,” Dramhyda claimed. The blonde half-orc nodded gratefully. 
 
    “That’d be great! Can you summon Ain and Enrai? I need to tell them what’s going on.” She then frowned. “But I thought you didn’t know where Nia wanted me to go?” 
 
    “That was a lie,” Dramhyda admitted, looking down in shame. “She told me where you needed to be. But I was so enthused by the idea of having a student again, even if only for a short while, that I kept you here a bit longer than you should have.” 
 
    Dora’s frown twisted even further down on her lips, and her teacher refused to look at her. Instead, the Exarch of Healing Water rose up and waved her hand through the air, dispatching astral messages to her servants, who’d pass on to the Monk and Spellsword it was time to go. 
 
    Ten minutes later, Dora’s friends were knocking at her door. She let them in, expression grave.  
 
    “We need to leave. Here, some replacement Bags of Holding for your stuff.” Dora handed the duo the enchanted backpacks, who took them with expressions of surprise and a hint of confusion.  
 
    “What’s going on, Dora? Oh, these are nice and roomy!” Enrai asked, soon getting distracted by the superior capacity and quality of the new luggage.  
 
    “Is everything alright?” Ain inquired, looking around her room and noticing the holes and cracks in the walls.  
 
    “You know that painting I ‘liberated’ from Targua? The one that makes that city-sized barrier that stops all time within it? Fun fact: apparently it’s an ancient artifact of immense power that drives gods, Elementals, and other Aetherial denizens crazy when they look at it,” Dora explained, quickly giving her friends the abridged version of everything she’d learned so far.  
 
    “Oh. OH! That explains the mess,” Enrai said, looking around at the scattered piles of clothing and luggage that littered the room. 
 
    “Um, no, that’s, uh, that’s how it was to begin with. Only the holes in the wall and the scratches on the ceiling and floor are new.” 
 
    “…Huh,” the Monk muttered, surprised to learn Dora was a messy person.  
 
    “So, we’re leaving?” Ain asked her, and the Healer nodded.  
 
    “Yup. Since I still don’t know what Lady Nia wants me to do, we should go and do something about that. Go grab and pack your stuff, guys. We’re checking out early.” 
 
    ∞.∞.∞ 
 
    The trio stood in a separate chamber just a few hours later. Throughout the room stood large and complex teleportation arrays that had been carved into three massive blue marble slates. Great, man sized spikes made of solid, seamless diamond were arranged in a star pattern around each of the arrays. A muted hum of dimensional power filled the air, and faint rainbow light flickered and pulsed inside the crystalline pillars. These were some of the Resort’s Planeswalking portals, currently in standby mode.  
 
    A group had gathered to bid Dora and her friends goodbye. Dramhyda was there, naturally. Who else would activate the dimensional portals, allowing Dora and her companions to leave the Resort? The Gold-Squalls were there to give their blessings, and Tilda and Evelyn stood nearby as well. 
 
    “I don’t know if I’ll ever see you again,” Dora said awkwardly as she bid the sisters farewell. “But, before I go…” 
 
    “If you’re going to offer me a chance to have a few of my years back, I’d like to politely decline,” Evelyn said softly with a tiny smile. “Don’t worry, though! I’m not going to die until I want to! I’m going out on my own terms, Selika be damned!” 
 
    Dramhyda held back a giggle at that bit of blasphemy. Dora chuckled as well and gave the old woman a hug. “I had fun. It was nice having a grandmother, even for a short time.” 
 
    “What about me? Glad to have a sister for a day?” Tilda asked, beaming cutely. Her innocent act didn’t fool anyone, but Dora laughed and gave the vampire girl a hug all the same. 
 
    “Sure did! It made me glad I didn’t have to deal with a sibling of my own!” Tilda pouted but then joined in the bout of laughs that rippled through the room at Dora’s joke.  
 
    “Yeah, I suppose that’s fair. Anyways, here, take this!” The blonde vampire handed over a small ivory statue. Dora took it, noting that it looked like a large mosquito.  
 
    “If you’re ever back on Erafore and need my help, just let a drop or two of your blood fall onto the statue, and it’ll come to life and carry a message to me, regardless of where I am on the planet,” Tilda explained, before winking. “I’ll be sure to cut you a deal on prices. Half off on assassinations and sabotage!” 
 
    Dora chuckled weakly, as she pocketed the enchanted item. She wasn’t sure how much of what Tilda had offered was a joke. The sharp glint in the young-looking vampire’s eyes had been unnerving to say the least.  
 
    She went over to the Gold-Squalls next, and they happily wrapped some of their tendrils around Dora’s hand, shaking it. 
 
    “Thank you again for healing my wife,” Yugulp said heartily. “We’ll never forget your kindness! Are you sure you only want those Bags of Holding?” 
 
    “Yup,” Dora confirmed, patting her backpack fondly. “It’s all I need. Stay well, and I’m sure your kid will be adorable.” 
 
    “They will be. And they’ll be named after you,” Shelly promised once more. She leaned in and whispered, “By the way, I know you don’t want it, but I snuck some extra ‘thank you’ gifts into your packs. Don’t worry, it’s not money, just some snacks and coupons! You’ll like it!” 
 
    Dora stepped back with a murmured, “Thank you,” and was soon approached by Lady Dramhyda. 
 
    “The Depiction of Utopia is a tempting artifact many would kill to have. And, many of its old owners may come after you, wanting it back,” the Exarch warned Dora. “The painting has a mind of its own, coming and going where it pleases. Sometimes it’s content to sit on the wall of a mansion or in a museum for a few millennia before vanishing, which means a lot of immortals over the years have owned it at some point. Be wary, be safe, and most of all, don’t use its power unless you absolutely have to!” 
 
    “I will, Lady Dramhyda. And thank you for the lessons,” she said, bowing her head thankfully towards the tall blue lady.  
 
    Dramhyda smiled before walking over to the Planeswalking array in the center of the chamber. She flicked the tip of one of the diamond spikes, and the energy within it roared to life. Soon the other four crystal spires were radiating rainbow light, and the intricate runes and patterns on the surface of the azure marble sprang to life as well, glowing in similar colors to the ones given off by the pillars.  
 
    “Take care!” the Exarch shouted as a hole in reality tore itself open in the space between the diamond spikes, revealing a swirling vortex of blue and white.  
 
    Dora nodded resolutely, and Enrai patted her back solemnly before a wide grin full of excitement decorated his face.  
 
    “Let’s go!” the Monk cheered, charging into the portal. Ain sighed and hurried after him, and with a giggle Dora leapt after them.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 6: The earth moves 
 
      
 
    Traveling through Dramhyda’s portal was a lot smoother than the one they’d used to get to her Resort. It was even better than the ride in Kurnos’ portal they’d used to get to Targua. 
 
    It was like walking through a tunnel made of blue jelly. After taking only five steps Dora emerged from the wobbling vortex of energy and joined her two friends on the other side. 
 
    Enrai was wandering around the area they’d arrived at, scouting for danger. Ain stood closer to the portal, waiting for Dora to exit it while also ensuring their bald friend didn’t go too far. 
 
    “Where are we?” Ain asked as the half-orc stepped out of the portal. It slowly began to seal itself up behind her. 
 
     The blonde Healer looked around, taking in the sights. It appeared they’d ended up in the center of a stone amphitheater, long abandoned and crumbling. It was dark, the only light source coming from patches of glowing moss and mushrooms poking out of the cracked and pitted rubble. 
 
    “Lady Dramhyda said it’d send us to a place where we could look for information on ‘walking opals,’ which Lady Nia says I need to find,” Dora said. 
 
    “Well, we’re in the right place if we want to look for stones,” Enrai commented dryly, eyes firmly latched onto the sky.  
 
    Dora and Ain tilted their heads back and gasped, stunned by the sight of a vast, stalactite studded ceiling. It extended as far as the eye could see, and Dora wracked her brains trying to think of where they were. It finally hit her and she slapped her forehead. 
 
    “We must be in Gaeum, the Elemental Plane of Earth,” Dora groaned.   
 
    “Well, I suppose that’d definitely be the place to find magical gems and what-not,” Ain mused. “I wish Lady Dramhyda could have dropped us off closer to civilization, though.”  
 
    “Odds are she wanted to, but the goddess who apparently wants to ruin my life made sure she didn’t,” the half-orc muttered in annoyance. 
 
    After some more glances around, she sighed and waved her friends over. “Come on, we’re not going to find what we’re looking for just standing around. Let’s go spelunking.” 
 
    The trio made their way out of the amphitheater and found themselves in the wreckage of a settlement. Everything was made of stone, and the architectural style was similar to the one used by the ancient Val’Narashi. Judging from the ruined state of the structures, the place was devoid of habitation, and had probably been looted a hundred times over by now, so the group didn’t spend longer than they had to in the area.  
 
    Large swathes of luminescent fungi lit up the darkness, leading Dora and her companions through the fallen town. It wasn’t long before they reached the edge of the cavern and came upon a large tunnel leading deeper into the depths of the Elemental Plane.  
 
    “Dancing Lights,” Dora intoned, and a trio of fist-sized orbs of white light popped up into existence in front of her. She willed the spell-crafted sources of light over to her side, and they lit up the dark, the glowing mushrooms stopping at the tunnel’s entrance.  
 
    “Well, this seems to be the only way forward,” she noted.  
 
    “Really gloomy and eerie,” the Monk said, glaring into the depths.  
 
    “We can’t exactly change that. Let’s go!” Dora instructed, and the group entered the tunnel.  
 
    The Dancing Lights provided only a small amount of illumination for the darkness of the underground realm. The stone walls of the tunnel seemed to swallow up the light, only permitting them to peer ten feet in front of them with any clarity.  
 
    “I think I’m starting to develop claustrophobia,” Enrai said with a fake chuckle, his eyes darting rapidly from side to side the further they went into the tunnel. “The air flow is so constricted… and it’s so stale as well!” 
 
    “Calm down, Enrai,” Ain told his friend. “The more upset you get, the worse you’ll feel.” 
 
    “I understand what he means, though,” Dora said, eyeing the walls enclosing them cautiously. “I can barely sense any mana other than that of the Earth Element. Even at the Resort I could still detect the presence of the other seven Elements, it was just that Water was the most potent. Here, though, it honestly feels… empty and dirty. Yeah, I think that’s the best way to describe the sensation.” 
 
    “Well, if we’re all going to complain, I guess I can contribute as well,” Ain said with shrug. “I just wish it didn’t echo so badly in here! My ears are sensitive, and all this reverb is messing with my sense of balance!” 
 
    The Grand Elf absently reached up and pinched the tips of his ears, trying to keep the worst of the bouncing sounds away. When he did so, however, a frown creased his face and he looked around worriedly.  
 
    “Hey, anyone else hear that?” 
 
    “No,” Enrai and Dora both said, and Ain coughed awkwardly.  
 
    “Right, yeah, you don’t have elf ears,” he muttered to himself. Louder, he said, “There’s a scratching sound coming from up ahead. Sort of reminds me of claws… I think we might have company soon!” 
 
    Dora grunted in affirmation and unslung her crossbow, loading it and aiming down the tunnel. Enrai swallowed his nervousness and started to gather flames around his fists. To his mortified surprise, his fire was weaker than normal, and wavered palely as he held it tightly. 
 
    Ain had his own nasty surprise as he only managed to call up a few sparks of electricity that danced fitfully along the edge of his saber. 
 
    “Looks like we’re doing this old style,” the Spellsword noted with slight apprehension as he settled into a sword fighting stance.  
 
    “Please let it not be spiders or bugs! I really don’t want to punch spiders or bugs without my flames!” Enrai muttered to himself. Dora and Ain both shared a chuckle at that. 
 
    “That’s why normal people don’t use bare hands to fight!” the Grand Elf joked, only to tense up. “Here it comes! Whatever it is!” 
 
    Out from the gloom a large, bulky shape reared up as it approached the light Dora had summoned. It screeched and lunged at the trio. 
 
    “Oh, unholy Hells, is that a rat?!” Dora screamed in disgust. She fired her crossbow at it, and the bolt sunk into its left eye, causing it to rear up on its back legs in pain. 
 
    “That’s one big rodent!” Ain proclaimed as he slashed at the gargantuan creature, drawing blood as his blade sliced into its chest. It was indeed a rat, only one that could match a horse in terms of size. It also had a huge, boney knob on the end of its whip-like tail that cracked loudly against the stone of the floor and walls as it pounced at the three travelers. 
 
    “At least it’s not a bug!” Enrai cheered before slamming his fist into the giant rat’s head. A loud ‘Crack!’ rang out as its skull fractured, and with a squeal of pain it toppled over.  
 
    Ain approached the insensate form of the massive rodent and with a swift swing of his blade, took its head off. Its form twitched for a few seconds before going limp. 
 
    “It was down already, why’d you do that?” Dora asked, confused.  
 
    “Better to be safe, then sorry,” he said in explanation for his action.  
 
    “Unless its head or heart are completely destroyed, you never know if a monster can recover from its injuries and attack when your guard is down,” Enrai said as he massaged his knuckles.  
 
    “Yeah, that’s fair,” the half-orc agreed after a moment of thought, thinking back to the times with the Yellowmoon Menagerie when she’d helped capture injured monsters, only to have them trick the trappers and break free. 
 
    “Any idea why this rat came after us?” the Monk wondered as they walked around the corpse they’d left lying in the tunnel. 
 
    “Maybe it smelled us?” Ain suggested. 
 
    “Possibly. But maybe it just was a jerk who liked scaring people by popping out of the shadows,” Dora offered with a snicker.  
 
    The group continued to chat as they made their way through the dark, keeping their spirits up in the gloom. Their mood lifted when they spotted a very faint glow in the distance that was not coming from Dora’s spell.  
 
    “An exit?” Dora hoped eagerly.  
 
    Ain’s ears began twitching again, and he frowned. “Maybe. I hear a lot of scratching coming from up ahead.” 
 
    “One giant rat or two?” she asked the Spellsword, who grimaced.  
 
    “…More like thirty, plus extra,” he said after a moment of straining his ears to catch every sound. 
 
    “Well, crap,” Enrai sighed. He ignited his fists while Dora reached for more crossbow bolts.  
 
    The trio stealthily crept to the end of the long tunnel. As they got closer, squealing and snarling, as well as screeches of pain and an odd clicking sound permeated the air. The group stayed low,  and upon getting to the last edge of the stone pathway, peered out to see what exactly they were dealing with.  
 
    “That is a lot of rats,” Dora said squeamishly as she observed about two dozen more of the large club tailed vermin.  
 
    “That’s a lot of ants,” Enrai added weakly, staring at a tide of black and brown carapaces that were biting and tearing at the rodents. 
 
    “Looks like we stumbled onto a turf war between these two species,” Ain mused, eyes carefully observing the scene. While the rats were bigger than the ants, they were outnumbered five to one. For each monstrous insect crushed or bitten in half, there were still several ants left to rip and tear at the rats’ limbs, causing heavy bleeding that was taking its toll.  
 
    The territory dispute had left the cavern awash with blood and ichor, staining the ground and making large patches of stone slick with the run-off. The green and blue light given off by patches of moss and mushrooms growing on the walls and ceiling reflected morbidly off of the shed bodily fluids.  
 
    A closer inspection of the open space revealed that the ants were pouring out of one tunnel, and that the rats were protecting a second one across from the first. The passage the trio were hiding in was a third one on a slightly elevated position that allowed them to look down on the whole conflict. 
 
    “We either go through that tunnel the rats are guarding and run into what are likely women and children rats, or we try and get past the ants and use their tunnel,” Dora said, discussing their options.  
 
    “I don’t like either choice, but honestly, I’d rather deal with rats than bugs,” Enrai stated with a frown. “Not that I like the thought of running into flesh-hungry beasts, but insects are, in my experience, harder to deal with than soft, furry creatures.” 
 
    “Yeah, if we have to fight, I’d rather it be with rats, no matter how large,” Ain agreed.  
 
    “…Okay, that makes sense,” Dora said with a nod. “Rat tunnel it is!” 
 
    With that decided, they all leapt down from their hiding spot and booked it across the uneven floor of the cavern. A handful of the giant rats noticed Dora and her team, and upon discovering their aim to enter their tunnel broke off of the pack to pursue the trio.  
 
    “Damn it, they spotted us!” Dora whined, glancing over her shoulder at the pair of massive rodents coming their way. She also saw the way Ain and Enrai tensed up. “Oi! No fighting, you two! Just book it!” 
 
    “Fine!” Enrai sighed, extinguishing the pale flames he’d wrapped around his hands. Ain just grunted, but slid his saber back into its sheath.  
 
    They had a head start on the rats, but four legs proved better than two in this case as the vermin grew ever closer to the fleeing trio. 
 
    “Dora, we might have to fight back if they keep chasing us!” the Monk stated as their pursuers continued to gain.  
 
    “Argh! Selika curse them!” the half-orc growled, before muttering an incantation to herself.  
 
    “Look away, boys! Burst Flare!” the Healer shouted, tossing a throbbing sphere of magical energy over her shoulder. A second later there was a loud “BANG!” and a violent flash of bright white light tore through the darkness. 
 
    Twin screeches of pain greeted her ears, and Dora smirked. “More than one way to evade a rat!” 
 
    “Good job, Dora!” Ain praised, before frowning. “It sounds like they’ve stopped chasing us.” 
 
    “Is that bad?” Enrai asked, glancing at his friend then over his shoulder to check the Grand Elf’s words.  
 
    “Perhaps if there are more of them up ahead guarding the rest of the nest, it might be a problem,” the Spellsword stated.  
 
    “Knowing our luck, there will be plenty of them,” Dora sighed. Elf and human shared a look before sighing as well in agreement.  
 
    “Only one way to find out!” Enrai declared, his chipper act not fooling any of them in the slightest. Still, he had a point. And given it was a mostly straight tunnel, they had no choice but to keep on walking. 
 
    ∞.∞.∞ 
 
    “How long have we been down here? Or, uh… what do we call being trapped in a dimension that literally has no ‘surface’ and is nothing but underground tunnels, caves, and pits?” Enrai wondered aloud, his jittery expression a giveaway that his claustrophobia wasn’t going away. So far, they’d encountered no monsters, just a seemingly endless path leading nowhere. But that in and of itself was worrisome.  
 
    The tunnel itself had widened shortly after they had ditched the giant rats. Now, it was large enough for all three of them to walk side by side with plenty of room to spare. Unfortunately, the light emitted by Dora’s Dancing Lights only stretched so far, keeping them in a ten-foot by ten-foot bubble of illumination. At times, they couldn’t even see the walls or ceiling of the tunnel. The ever present darkness seemed to press in on them, trying to crush and suffocate them. 
 
    “I think ‘down here’ still works,” Dora replied. She looked around anxiously, checking to make sure nothing was waiting to pounce, and cast a quick time keeping cantrip. The result made her frown. “Ugh, right, this spell is still calibrated to Erafore time.” 
 
    “How long have we been gone from home, then?” Ain inquired. He was the only one of the group not about to soil himself from the all-enclosing darkness around them. At least, not outwardly. Inside he was a quivering mess.  
 
    “According to the Clock spell, only eighteen hours have passed since we left Argyle to get to Targua and then the Resort,” the Healer revealed. “Not sure what the time dilation between Gaeum and Erafore is, or between Erafore and the Lost City.” 
 
    That caused a subdued mood to settled onto the shoulders of the group as they thought about the implications.  
 
    “We accomplished so much, yet no one will ever believe we managed to do all of this in the time we’ve been gone,” Enrai lamented, echoing the thoughts of his teammates.  
 
    They walked in silence some more, until Dora slapped her forehead. “Oh! Why didn’t I think of this earlier?”  
 
    Enrai and Ain turned to her, and she pointed at the elf of the pair. “Isn’t your mentor an X-ranked adventurer?” 
 
    “Err, yes, Tein Huntersteel is indeed X-ranked,” Ain said. “Glad you remembered, I guess.” 
 
    “No, no! If he’s that strong, surely he’s visited other dimensions or planes before!” Dora said excitedly. “Do you remember if he’s ever said anything about Gaeum or any of the other realms?” 
 
    “Uh… huh, why didn’t I think of that?” Enrai muttered to himself. Meanwhile, Ain had a poleaxed look on his face, before he shook his head in disbelief.  
 
    “I cannot believe I’d forget his words of wisdom so quickly,” he chuckled. “Yes, he’s told me a few stories about the different planes, let me see if I can recall any of them.” 
 
    He stood still, hand on his chin, as his mind raced and picked through all of his memories with his teacher.  
 
    “Okay, I remember a thing or two,” Ain announced after a bit. “There were three places he’s visited before, here in Gaeum. One is called the Chasm Hall, and is where Kazuum, head of the dwarven pantheon, dwells. When he’s not spending time in the Heavens, that is. The second is the Carved Castle, and it’s where the ruler of all of Gaeum dwells. Both locations have cities built up around them. The last place was called Down, and he referred to it as ‘an ever-spiraling pit of greed and foolishness.’ I got the feeling he didn’t like it, much.” 
 
    “Okay, that’s helpful!” Dora exclaimed happily. “Now we know there is, in fact, civilization around here! And that we should avoid Down, whatever or wherever that location may be!” 
 
    “Yeah, but how hard is it going to be to find them?” Enrai pointed out, dampening their spirits. “We don’t know where we even are, let alone how far either of those locations are from us!” 
 
    “Calm down, Enrai,” Dora said, patting his back reassuringly. “We’ll get out of here! Lady Nia wouldn’t want us to be here if she didn’t have a plan!” 
 
    “I suppose,” the Monk sighed in agreement.  
 
    “Great! Now, onwards!” Dora declared, only to stop as she stepped in a pile of something squishy and gross. “…Eeeewww…” 
 
    “What did you step in?” Ain asked, bewildered, as a pale yellow glow began to suffuse the area where Dora’s foot had landed.  
 
    Grimacing, the blonde half-orc called her Dancing Lights over to her, where they helpfully added some illumination on the matter. 
 
    “Looks like a mushroom of some kind,” Enrai noted, bending down to get a better view. “Sort of like one of those round ones without a stalk.” 
 
    “Detect Poison,” Dora intoned, and sighed when the goop coating her foot pulsed in the affirmative. “Great, I’ve got toxic mushroom guts all over me that are also bioluminescent. How pleasant.” 
 
    “Where did it come from?” Ain wondered, looking around. His words prompted Dora and Enrai to also examine the area. It was extremely odd for there to be only a single mushroom in the middle of a tunnel headed to nowhere, since the last one they had seen had been at the entrance to the cavern. 
 
    The group began to explore their surroundings, until they found a hole in the tunnel wall a dozen feet behind them, which had previously been hidden due to the shadows cast by the Dancing Light orbs. And they only found the hole by following a series of lichen studded stones and squishy moss-covered patches of floor that had been near the popped mushroom.  
 
    All sorts of non-glowing fungi could be seen inside the hole in the wall, which led to another tunnel, heading deeper into a mushroom infested section of Gaeum.  
 
    “How did we miss this?” Dora wondered, peering into the unexplored tunnel.  
 
    “This passageway we are in might lead to other, branching paths,” Ain suggested, looking at the tunnel they were in more closely. “Who knows how many secondary tunnels there might be that we missed as we were walking!” 
 
    “You think this is why the rats didn’t bother to keep chasing us after that flashbang Dora gave ‘em?” Enrai mused.  
 
    “We must have run past the real entrance to their den, which is why they didn’t bother to keep going after us,” Ain agreed. Dora nodded. 
 
    “That makes sense. But the real question now is: do we go down this new tunnel and see where it leads, or do we want to stay the course?” 
 
    “Fungi and their spores can be dangerous,” Ain pointed. “Walking through unknown lifeforms is just asking to be infected with some sort of deadly affliction!”  
 
    “Yeah, but at least they’re something to look at! I’m tired of darkness and bland, boring rocks,” Enrai contested. 
 
    “You’d rather risk death than remain bored?” Ain asked incredulously.  
 
    “Yes! I mean, no! I mean… argh! This place is just getting to me!” the Monk complained, punching the wall.  
 
    “We’ll flip a coin to decide where to head next,” Dora decided, reaching into a pocket and withdrawing a copper coin. “Heads, we stick to the current path. Tails, we try something new. Okay?” 
 
    “Letting luck decide? Sure, why not,” Enrai chuckled.  
 
    “Letting the gods choose for us? I like that idea,” Ain added, folding his arms and waiting for the currency to be tossed into the air. Dora obliged, and sent the copper coin flipping into the air. 
 
    After it did five complete turns the coin fell and pinged onto the stone floor, where it bounced five times and spun about five times before finally landing and going still. The trio bent down to look, and found a faded image of a five-pointed star pointing up towards them.  
 
    “Tails it is!” Dora announced, scooping up the piece of copper. Enrai smirked at Ain, and the Grand Elf simply sighed before rummaging through his pack for a handkerchief he immediately tied around his face to cover his mouth and nose. 
 
    “No toxic spores are going to ruin my day!” the Spellsword declared as they entered the fungus lined tunnel.  
 
    “That’s not a bad idea,” Dora murmured, and she followed suit, wrapping some spare cloth around her head to block out harmful biological matter.  
 
    Enrai looked between the two of them, snorted, but ultimately decided to follow along.  
 
    “We look like bandits with our mouths covered up like this,” the Monk mumbled, his voice slightly muffled. The trio then shared glances with each other before cracking up, laughter spilling out of them.  
 
    “Oh my god, yes! Yes, that is so true!” Dora howled with mirth. “What should we call ourselves? ‘The Bad Band?’ ‘The Terrible Trio?’” 
 
    “‘A human, elf, and half-orc walk into a bar!’” Ain suggested as their group’s name, causing the group to burst into even more laughter.  
 
    Their amusement echoed through the fungal side chamber, and several mushrooms began to wiggle and jiggle in time to the sounds. Further into the tunnel, a number of insectoid creatures looked up, surprised and curious by the noise. However, they simply chose to wait for the source to come to them. 
 
    Which, unknowingly, Dora and her team did, still chuckling slightly and wiping away tears of laughter.  
 
    “Phew! That was a rush,” the blonde Healer stated, shaking her head in amusement.  
 
    “Yeah, haven’t laughed so hard in ages,” Enrai agreed. 
 
    “I suppose we all really needed it,” Ain pointed out, smiling faintly under his mask.  
 
    “They say laughter is the best medicine,” Dora said. “As a Healer, I can’t exactly confirm that. But it was nice to just let loose with the laughs.” 
 
    The trio were chatting happily away, the oppressive air of being trapped underground having been blown away by the laughter. They felt upbeat and ready to face whatever came their way! 
 
    Fate seemed to take that as a challenge, as the small, cramped tunnel gave way to wider spaces and more exotic looking fungi. Glowing patches of familiar mushrooms began to crop up alongside strange and alien examples. Some looked like tiny heads, complete with working eyes that followed the group as they walked past. Other mushrooms oozed acid at anything that got too close to them. It was a wonderland of freakish biology, but for the trio it seemed less horrific than it might have been an hour or so ago.  
 
    “We have company,” Ain whispered, alerting the group. They didn’t stop moving, but they did silently prepare for combat.  
 
    “What kind?” Dora asked, readying another Burst Flare spell to blind her foes. She held it in her right hand, keeping her fist closed until she needed it. 
 
    “Bug,” the Grand Elf stated, to Enrai’s mute disgust.  
 
    Ain ignored his friend’s despair over fighting insects, and spun around to face the oncoming monster, his saber lashing out. There was a squealing sound, and Dora’s Dancing Lights moved over to illuminate the scene.  
 
    A grotesque insectoid monster had been impaled by Ain’s blade, piercing its carapace and pinning it to a bulbous mushroom. The insect was vaguely spider-like, but it had the wings of a fly and was almost a foot long. What was most unsettling about the creature was definitely the fact that it had a canine face, but still possessed compound eyes and mandibles. It twitched futilely on the saber, bright pink goo seeping from its wound. 
 
    “Gross,” Enrai spat out, glaring at the bug. Dora’s own expression was not friendly, either. She could feel a wrongness hanging around the creature like a foul stench.  
 
    Ain nodded in agreement and sent a jolt of electricity through his blade and into the monster. It spasmed violently before going limp. After a second Ain removed the saber from its body. He wiped it clean, eyes darting around the darkness while his ears twitched. 
 
    “There are more of them,” he said slowly, trying to locate additional insectoids via sight and sound.  
 
    “Did they flee when their buddy got killed?” Enrai asked hopefully.  
 
    “…No,” Ain said, tensing. “They just regrouped.” 
 
    “Cover your eyes!” Dora shouted, and she raised her right hand into the air. Ain and Enrai both followed her instructions, looking down and covering their faces. She unfurled her fist, and the Burst Flare spell went off with a crackling pop.  
 
    A chorus of screeches and pained yips rang through the cavern, followed by a few thuds. Blinking their eyes open, Dora and the group saw dozens of writhing shapes in the shadows. Ain wasted no time, and darted forwards, his curved sword slashing through numerous monsters, spilling their ichor everywhere with every swing.  
 
    Enrai let fire wrap around his feet, and he began stomping on as many downed spider-flies as he could reach, occasionally knocking a monster out of the air by using Wind magic to drag them to the ground so he could crush them beneath his boots.  
 
    “What’s wrong? Don’t want to get your hands dirty?” Dora asked, smirking at her friend as she provided magical support. The spider-flies were exceptionally weak to her Light magic, their carapaces cracking and steaming wherever her mana struck them. The Monk snorted at her accusation.  
 
    “I’ve fought giant bugs before! You don’t know ‘messy’ until there’s rancid guts spilling all over your hands!” Enrai retorted. “There’s a reason why I prefer using Fire magic! You burn them to ash, and then there’s no mess left behind!” 
 
    In time, the spider-flies were all wiped out. Some had fled, most had perished. Panting, Dora stamped heavily onto one final insect monster, her boot covered in a myriad of colors from all the gore and slime caking the ground.  
 
    “Last one,” she muttered victoriously. She glanced at her friends, concerned. “Everyone all right?” 
 
    “A few bites here and there. Luckily, these vermin aren’t very poisonous. I was able to burn it out of my body when they did manage to sink their fangs into me,” Enrai announced, scratching a collection of swollen lumps on his arms. Dora hastily checked him over, and sighed in relief when she found no poisons swirling around his veins.  
 
    “You dummy,” she scolded, lightly slapping the back of his head. “Try not to get bitten next time! How about you, Ain? Any bites or scratches?” 
 
    The Spellsword shook his head. “None, thank you for worrying.” 
 
    Dora nodded, relieved, before glancing at the squashed remnants of the monsters. Several of the corpses were starting to disintegrate into an oily black substance, while a few of the bodies had tiny mushrooms popping up out of them, spores having latched onto the remains during the fighting and begun growing at an accelerated pace.  
 
    “What were those things?” Dora wondered aloud. “They have too much magic in them to be natural creatures. And that Dark magic…” 
 
    “They were demons that crawled out from the Abyss, and tried to make their nest here in my home. Such incursions are annoyingly common, and unpleasant,” an echoing female voice called out, and the trio stiffened. 
 
    “Ain?” Dora whispered, but the elf shook his head.  
 
    “Nothing! I didn’t hear anyone approaching us!” he asserted. 
 
    “I come and go as I please. Here is my domain, and all in it under my control,” the voice stated. “However, as thanks for freeing my cluster of those pests, I shall reward you with my presence.” 
 
    As one, every single fungi around them lit up in an orange light. Their surroundings free from darkness, the trio finally got a good look at the area they’d been traversing through.  
 
    The wide-open space was far larger than they’d expected. It stretched out far into the distance, to the point that even with everything glowing, they still couldn’t see the edges of the cavern.  
 
    From the ceiling dangled coiled ropes of fungal matter, tiny luminous buds acting like fake stars shining down upon the chamber, while in the distance massive mushroom stalks were as thick and tall as trees. Here and there were large lumps of fungus, acting as what Dora assumed were bushes, or their equivalent.  
 
    And standing in front of them, having appeared from nowhere, was a tall, feminine humanoid creature. It looked like a pale, naked elfish woman, but she had no visible sexual organs, or a mouth or nose. Only a pair of pure green eyes stared at the trio with a sparkling of intelligence. Instead of hair, atop the being’s head was a red and orange striped mushroom cap.  
 
    “Um, hello?” Dora said, trying to be polite. The creature inclined its head in response. 
 
    “I am the mistress of this cluster. You have trespassed in my home,” she informed the party. 
 
    “We did not mean to,” Ain assured her. “Had we known this place was owned by anyone, we’d have asked permission.” 
 
    “You caused no harm to the cluster, and even went so far as to defend it from these parasites,” the woman declared, glaring at a spider-fly’s dissolving corpse. “As such, your transgressions are forgiven. However, I wish for you to depart from my home. Fleshlings are not welcome.” 
 
    “Err, we’re actually kind of lost,” Dora admitted. “We don’t know where we are, or where to go.” 
 
    The mushroom capped woman looked at the half-orc with a gaze filled with condescending pity. “Perhaps you should not venture into realms you know nothing of, in the future.” 
 
    “Would if I could, ma’am, but Fate seems to hate me,” the Healer sighed. The creature snorted but nodded in understanding. She then gestured to the side, and several mushrooms began to glow green.  
 
    “Follow the glow, and it will lead you to another portion of the Endless Earth; an intersection marked with a metal grave. From there, simply follow the hottest tunnel all the way to the end, and you will find a settlement of fellow Fleshlings sitting on the edge of an underground river of magma. They might help you find where you need to go,” the bizarre woman stated.  
 
    “Thank you for your kindness!” Dora said, bowing her head towards the strange yet helpful being. She nodded mutely, before walking over to and passing through the ‘trunk’ of one of the massive mushrooms.  
 
    The orange glow that had heralded her arrival dimmed, and darkness rushed back in, leaving only a trail of faint green mushroom creating a path to escort the trio out from the fungal domain. With no other choice, the group got up and fled the area, keenly aware of being watched as they did so. 
 
    ∞.∞.∞ 
 
    “Hmmm, is that so?” a rainbow cloak muttered to itself as it listened to the chittering of a weak little demon. A foot-long spider with the wings of a fly on its back and a distinctly lupine face abased itself before an upside throne that writhed with the darkest of magics.  
 
    Normally a Lord such as itself would never pay attention to the whining of a pitiful peon like the one in front of it, but it had sensed the essence that had clung to its charred carapace. Powerful Light magic had burned it, and within that Light, almost undetectable, was the faintest hint of a lily. 
 
    At least, that was what it was to its senses. Demons could perceive magic in a variety of ways, and the sensory abilities of a Demon Lord were leagues above their servile kin.  
 
    Within the Light were the thinnest traces of divinity, and it recognized them well. The magical essence was exactly what it’d been searching for! 
 
    “You did well, bringing this to my attention,” Vivid praised, patting the puny demonic vermin with an invisible hand.  
 
    It preened, and barked happily, only for it to be completely crushed the next moment as the undetectable hand applied a planet’s worth of pressure upon it, reducing it to a thin paste that was rapidly absorbed by the throne nearby.  
 
    The Demon Lord Vivid did not even spare a second thought for the senseless execution of one of its own, and simply floated away to make some calls. After all, it had just been informed that the same mortal who had dared to raid Targua had ended up in the Elemental Plane of Earth. And while Demon Lords might not be welcome there, it knew a number of other beings who’d be more than happy to perform a mission on his behalf. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 7: Evil in the depths 
 
      
 
    Dora did not know how long they walked. The fungus lined tunnel stretched endlessly away, only a winding trail of glowing green mushrooms marking the path. It was gloomy, but at least the strange mushroom-dryad wasn’t trying to kill them. She hoped.  
 
    But trudging along for hours in the semi-dark was boring. So, Dora tried to entertain herself by whistling. She wasn’t all that good at it, but it passed the time. Sadly, her lack of talent was driving a certain sensitive pair of pointy ears up the wall. 
 
    “Please Dora, for all that is holy, stop whistling!” Ain whimpered, hands clamped tight against his ears.  
 
    “Oh, uh, sorry,” she apologized.  
 
    “Can’t believe you forgot that elves have such sensitive ears,” Enrai chuckled. “Of course, that explains why they have such terrible taste in music.” 
 
    “Our music is not terrible! It’s refined, mellow, soft, and…!” Ain protested, but was cut off by Enrai raising a hand in front of his face. 
 
    “And to a human, sounds ridiculous. By the way, is that light up ahead? Light that isn’t coming from a mushroom?” 
 
    Eyes turned to peer deep into the darkness, and sure enough, there was a faint blue glow in the distance that mingled with the bioluminescent mushrooms.  
 
    “How long have you been able to see that blue light?” Ain demanded, and Enrai shrugged.  
 
    “I dunno, a minute or two? Honestly, watching you squirm was a lot more entertaining than I’d initially thought, so I got distracted,” the Monk admitted. 
 
    Ain muttered oaths of vengeance under his breath while Dora beamed widely.  
 
    “Come on you guys! What are we waiting for!” she shouted before hurrying off towards the light at the end of the tunnel. 
 
    With nothing better to do, Ain and Enrai jogged behind her, keeping pace easily. It took ten minutes to reach the end of the tunnel, and when they did, they were surprised by how little there was at the end of it.  
 
    There was a cavern at the end, fairly small, with five other tunnels leading away from it. The floor of the intersection was well worn, proof of repeated use. Dipping down from the ceiling was a crystalline stalactite that shone with a steady, baby blue light. Propped against one tunnel’s entrance was a large slab of white metal, covered in an unknown language. Much of it was faded, but there were still a few words left visible.  
 
    “This must be the place she was talking about,” Dora said, looking around.  
 
    “Intersection with a metal grave? Seems like it,” the Monk mused, wandering over to the leaning tombstone. Ain was examining the glowing stalactite and the surroundings carefully, making sure there weren’t any traps waiting for them. 
 
    Dora was about to join them, but before she did, the Healer turned back to the passageway and leaned down to one of the still glowing mushrooms.  
 
    “Thank you for your help,” she said, patting the fungi fondly on its cap. It shivered at her touch, before blinking rapidly. The green glow then died, and the fungal tunnel returned to darkness.  
 
    Dora smiled to herself at that, nodding once more towards the home of the mushroom-dryad, before walking over to stand beside the Spellsword. 
 
    “We need to head down the tunnel with the most heat in it,” Dora reminded him, and he nodded. 
 
    “Yes, I do recall that. However, I’m not sure how we can do that without venturing down each tunnel individually and checking to see which gets hotter. Something like that would take a long time, as well.” 
 
    “Why don’t I try?” Enrai suggested. “I’m attuned to the Element of Fire, so I’m pretty good at sensing where sources of heat and burning objects might be. Plus, since we’re looking for magma, there should be plenty of Fire mana in the tunnel that leads in that direction.” 
 
    “That could work,” Dora said thoughtfully. “Alright! Do your best to find the way!” 
 
    The Monk nodded and proceeded to walk into the entrance with the metal grave. He went in a few feet, to the very edge of where the light permeated the tunnel’s darkness, and closed his eyes, going into a trance. For several minutes he simply stood there, prodding and probing the Ambient Mana inside the tunnel, trying to find traces of heat and power in the cloying, thick, and earthen energy of his surroundings, the former being clear signs of Fire magic in the atmosphere.  
 
    After another handful of minutes, he opened his eyes with a sigh and a disappointed shake of his head.  
 
    “Not down that way. Too much Earth Elemental mana,” he announced, before moving clockwise onto the next passageway. Again, he fell into a trance at the very edge of the shadow as he examined the area. He shivered when he emerged from that tunnel.  
 
    “Nope! Too cold down that way,” he declared, and went on to the next passage way, skipping the tunnel they’d just left.  
 
    This time, a smile crept across his lips. “Found it! The traces of Fire mana are faint, but they’re definitely stronger down this way than the others,” Enrai stated confidently.  
 
    “Are you sure?” Dora asked, and he nodded. 
 
    “Absolutely! I can almost feel it against my skin!” 
 
    “In that case, down we go!” Dora said, and she took the lead entering the tunnel. Enrai quickly took point, however, in order to follow the Fire mana to make sure there weren’t any other twists or turns that might lead the group astray. With Ain bringing up the rear, the trio made their way down into the depths of Gaeum. 
 
    An hour or so later, Dora was starting to notice a tingle of heat in the air, and Ain was beginning to sweat. Enrai, used to increased temperatures thanks to his magic and training, only noticed that the concentration of Fire Element mana was growing stronger.  
 
    “Reminds me of springtime in the Cracked Land,” Dora said as the temperature rose steadily higher the deeper they went.  
 
    “This was springtime for you?” Ain asked incredulously. “Was it this hot in the Cracked Land when we first met? I don’t think it was.” 
 
    “Nah, it was the end of summer, beginning of autumn when we first ran into each other. Almost winter by the time we went through the jungle and reached the city of Argyle,” Dora revealed.  
 
    “I see light ahead!” Enrai exclaimed, interrupting their talk. Eyes swiveled, and there was indeed a reddish orange glow at the end of the tunnel. “I think we’re nearly at the exit!” 
 
    “About damn time!” Dora cheered, and together they ran towards the light. Before reaching the end, however, she pulled up short. Ain and Enrai jerked to a halt behind her. The latter whistled, impressed, at the sight before them. 
 
    The passageway terminated at the edge of a steep cliff. A serpentine walkway of stone wound around the side, leading to a set of small steps carved into the side of the cliff. These in turn led down to a plateau which perched above a long, bubbling river of molten earth. Magma splashed and burned below them, the lazy river of fiery stone and minerals providing all the illumination in the cavern.  
 
    The chamber itself was extremely tall, allowing the smoke and other gasses rising up from the magma to drift towards vents and tunnels in the ceiling. The river of molten subterranean materials was over a hundred feet wide, and five times that in length. On the right, the magma stream emerged from a crack in the chamber wall, while on the left the magma trailed off into a fiery waterfall that plunged down into a vast, dark abyss on the group’s left. 
 
    What was most important, though, was that the mushroom lady had not lied to them. Indeed, there was a settlement of some sort! The encircling wall defending the houses, chimneys belching smoke, and tiny specks that were probably people scurrying around proved it to be so. Sadly, the village was on the opposite side of the magma from them.  
 
    Luckily, the plateau beneath the tunnel the trio stood in was connected to the opposite side of the chamber by a long bridge of black, glossy stone.  
 
    ‘Obsidian, most likely,’ Dora thought to herself. She looked from the bridge, to the village, then back down the tunnel they’d come. With a sigh, she folded her arms and gave the heated chamber a defiant glare. 
 
    “We have to cross the bridge,” Dora declared, even as she gave it and the seething magma beneath it wary glances.  
 
    “We’re gonna have to be very careful. I might be fire proof, but even I’d get incinerated if I fell into that magma,” Enrai warned, also giving slender obsidian bridge a cautious look.  
 
    “Can’t you just fly us over to the other side?” Ain asked, causing the Monk to slap his forehead. 
 
    “Oh, right, yeah, completely forget I have that spell,” he chuckled in self-deprecating humor. With a flash of red, two pairs of fiery wings rippled out of his back, and with a quick motion, he grabbed both Dora and Ain in his arms.  
 
    “Hold on tight! There’s not a lot of Wind mana down here, so I’m going to have to overload on the Fire mana to keep my wings active!” he explained over the blistering heat and roar of his majestic pinions. “Oh, and I apologize in advance if you get burnt!” 
 
    “Starting to think this might be a bad idea!” Dora said worriedly.  
 
    “Too late!” Enrai smirked, and his flaming wings doubled in size with a loud ‘FWOOSH!’ of superheated air. He shot off like an arrow out of the tunnel, zooming over the plateau, the bridge, and the magma with ridiculous speed.  
 
    He was going so fast Dora didn’t even have the chance to scream before the wind pressure shoved her voice back down her throat. Out of the corner of her eyes, she caught a glimpse of Ain looking as uncomfortable as she felt. 
 
    Wisely, Enrai chose not to land in front of or inside the village, and came to a stop at the other side of the obsidian bridge. However, his flight over had not been subtle, and the inhabitants of the village had noticed, if the clamoring and bells were any indication.  
 
    “Praise Cynthia!” Dora cried as she fell to her knees after Enrai let her go. “Oh, sweet ground! Sweet, Sulphur-y ground!” 
 
    Ain merely shook his head, swallowed down his nausea, and slapped the Monk upside the head. 
 
    “Thanks for the lift, but try to be a bit smoother in the future,” he requested. Enrai slapped the back of his head in response. 
 
    “Okay, next time I’ll let you walk.” 
 
    “Shut it you two! We have company!” Dora called out as she scrambled back to her feet.  
 
    Across from them, the gates to the village were creaking open, and a host of squat figures emerged, brandishing weapons.  
 
    At first, Dora thought they were a mix of dwarves and goblins. On closer inspection, however, the figures she’d assumed were dwarves lacked the earthy or metallic skin tone of Eraforian dwarves, possessing instead extremely pale and ashen colored flesh. They also had horns reminiscent of goats poking out of their heads.  
 
    The other species that emerged from the village was goblinoid is shape, as one could not mistake the lanky, stunted, monkey-like creatures as anything else, but their skin was a nasty purplish bruise color, and their arms were so long they reached their ankles, something Eraforian goblin arms could not do.  
 
    At the head of the war party was a horned dwarf carrying an axe that pulsed with heat. At first, Dora assumed it was still molten and freshly drawn from the forge, but as the warrior drew closer, she saw that the axe was unharmed by the primal heat radiating off of it, and was most likely enchanted in some fashion.  
 
    Seeing that their welcoming party looked ready to fight, Dora quickly threw her arms up into the air. 
 
    “We come in peace!” she shouted. The group marching forward paused, and the leader looked to his companions. They argued for a bit with a lot of head and fist shaking before the leader with the molten axe stepped forward, along with a goblinoid carrying a metal staff that held a silver cube at the top. 
 
    The horned dwarf shouted something at the trio, but the looked at each other with confused expressions.  
 
    “Do either of you understand what he’s saying?” Dora inquired. 
 
    “Nope, not one bit,” Enrai said with a shake of his head. Ain nodded in agreement.  
 
    “It does not have even the slightest relation to Durg Lidde that I am aware of,” the Grand Elf revealed. “Which means this are likely not dwarves from Erafore. Or dwarves at all.” 
 
    “Yeah, kinda figured that, what with the horns and skin,” Enrai said blandly, gesturing at the duo that had approached them.  
 
    The axe-wielding dwarf shouted at them again in its guttural tongue, and Dora sighed.  
 
    “Well, crap. How are we going to communicate with them now?” 
 
    “…Sign language?” Enrai suggested.  
 
    “That’s crazy enough it just might work!” the half-orc declared brightly, so she stepped forward and began making wide and wild gestures with her hands.  
 
    “We… Come… In… Peace!” she said slowly and loudly, moving her hands around to accompany her words. “We… Want… To… Leave! Do… You… Have… Portal?” 
 
    The horned dwarf slapped its forehead and grunted something at the goblinoid, who nodded and raised its staff high into the air. A bright flash of silver escaped the cube in the staff, and Dora felt her tongue quiver and tingle.  
 
    “Acck! What did you do?!” she demanded, sticking her tongue out in shock. “Why does my mouth taste like fish all of a sudden?!” 
 
    “Can you understand us now, green-pig?” the goblinoid inquired.  
 
    “I beg your pardon?” she asked, her tone turning icy. Enrai quickly stepped up to her side and laughed warily, pushing her behind him.  
 
    “Don’t cause a scene, Dora!” he said quietly, and discreetly nodded at the crowd ahead of them, reminding her that there was still a large number of armed people in front of them.  
 
    She backed down, but folded her arms in displeasure and watched as Enrai tried to speak with the group. 
 
    “Hello! We’re just passing through! Would you happen to know where a larger settlement might be, or failing that, a portal to another place?” the Monk asked politely.  
 
     “Be gone from this place! We have no interest in dealing with anyone who freely works alongside an orc!” the horned dwarf spat. Enrai’s eyes narrowed slightly, but he kept up his polite smile. 
 
    “Perhaps you might have had bad dealings with them in the past, but Dora wouldn’t hurt a fly! Besides, all we want is to move on…” 
 
    “Go back the way you came!” the goblinoid shouted. “You are not welcome here!” 
 
    “Just tell us where we can find a way to get to a city or something and we’ll do so,” the Monk retorted, folding his arms defiantly.  
 
    “We outnumber you,” the horned dwarf warned. “So don’t go making any demands!”  
 
    “And I’ll bet we’re stronger than you, so don’t get all uppity!” Enrai shot back. Ain sighed and walked over to his friend, patting his shoulder in an attempt to reign him in. 
 
    “Calm down, this arguing won’t get us anywhere,” Ain told Enrai.  
 
    “I think we might want to leave,” Dora whispered to them, and they glanced back at her. The half-orc gestured to a number of heavy looking collars and chains being held by a few of the armed group. “Those look a lot like slave catching equipment to me. We should just try and find another way out.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s possible anymore,” Enrai muttered, as he watched the crowd carefully. They were growing antsy and their faces all held scowls dark expressions.  
 
    “What are the odds we’ve stumbled onto some sort of smuggling operation?” Ain wondered aloud. Perhaps too loudly. The horned dwarf with the molten axe and the staff wielding goblinoid stiffened when they heard what he’d said.  
 
    “Kill them,” the horned dwarf commanded, and the war party surged forward with battle cries.  
 
    “Curse you, Knight-God! I wanted this to go peacefully for once!” Dora grumbled. She readied her crossbow and fired it into the crowd. The bolt went into the throat of the goblin with the staff, who’d begun chanting under his breath. He fell with a gurgling screech as blood erupted from his mouth, and the spell he’d been attempting to create fizzled and died.  
 
    Enrai sent a punch forward, and a rippling wave of fire lashed out at the axe-wielding horned dwarf. To the trio’s surprise, he swung his molten axe at the flames and his weapon absorbed Enrai’s spell-fire, the blade glowing even brighter as a result.  
 
    “That’s not good,” the Monk declared. Ain suddenly leapt in front of him, protecting Enrai from an attack from the snarling horned dwarf who lunged with supernatural speed at the bald fighter. 
 
    “Take care of the grunts, I’ll deal with this one!” the Spellsword declared, and began fighting off the axe master. Sparks flew as their weapons collided.  
 
    “That I can do!” Enrai claimed, and he proceeded to send furious flaming punches and kicks towards the slavers charging at them. Without their leader to protect them from his magical flames, the lesser fighters scattered or fell, blasted apart by heated blows.  
 
    As good as the battle was going for Enrai, things were not as kind for Ain. The superheated axe was far too hot for the Grand Elf’s sword to handle. As high-quality as it was, it was still steel going up against a weapon enchanted with the heat of a volcano.  
 
    ‘The only thing keeping my saber intact is a constant Magic Edge ensuring it resistance to his weapon’s heat,’ Ain thought to himself as he countered blow after blow. ‘If I want to win, I need to find a way to disarm this dwarf, at the very least!’ 
 
    “You cannot stop me! I shall break you like a rusted dagger! And then I shall butcher that green-pig like the beast it is!” the warrior sneered, pressing his weapon down against Ain’s saber. The heat wafting off of the axe caused the elf to wince. He could feel his skin burning just by being close to it! 
 
    Ain narrowed his eyes, however, and channeled more magic into his weapon. “I won’t let you lay so much as a finger on her!” His saber glowed yellow as the Magic Edge fought off the overwhelming force of the axe.  
 
    “In that case, is that all your magic can do?!” the warrior demanded. A barked laugh from the horned dwarf made the Grand Elf’s eyes widen in shock as the axe head began to glow a violent, cherry red.  
 
    All at once, all the fiery energy the axe blade had absorbed from Enrai burst forth, along with a series of explosions of superheated air that sent Ain tumbling. He coughed up smoke and flinched as he felt his skin turn black and charred. He tried to raise his sword to get back into the fight, even though every limb felt like he’d just been barbequed, but he stopped and stared at the shattered weapon in his hand. The blast had broken his saber, even with an overcharged Magic Edge upon it! 
 
    As soon as Ain was sent flying, the horned dwarf immediately ignored him and ran, screaming like a berserker, at Dora.  
 
    Earlier, she’d been aiding Enrai in the battle by firing her crossbow at any opponent who looked like they might land a hit on the Monk, or be trying to cast a spell, and so far had done quite well in her opinion. But when she saw the deranged horned dwarf charging at her as Ain’s smoking body hit the ground, fear welled up in her. 
 
    Unconsciously, she let go of her crossbow and reached for a pouch on her belt, where she kept her potions. Her fingers brushed against canvas mere moments before the molten axe struck her, and she felt her body fill with Divine energy from the Depiction of Utopia.  
 
    She raised her other arm in front of her to protect her as best she could from the impending strike, using her crossbow as a makeshift shield. To both her and her assailants surprise, however, the devastating attack did nothing.  
 
    “What?” she uttered in disbelief, even as the horned dwarf howled in rage and began to lash out at her. And yet every blow did nothing! She could barely feel the impacts against her, and the heat from the weapon didn’t touch her anymore.  
 
    Blinking in confusion, Dora noticed a faint shell of pale silver energy surrounding her entire body. In fact, it felt a lot like the barrier that had once protected Targua from the predation of both demons and time itself.  
 
    Her shock was not allowed to last long, however, as the horned dwarf continued trying to murder her. She frowned and retaliated by smacking him upside the head with her crossbow, which was also coated in the same impenetrable energy as she was.  
 
    With a roar of pain the mad dwarf staggered back, clutching a bruised lump on his head, but before he had a chance to strike back, a hand coated in lightning rammed straight through his back and out his chest.  
 
    Both he and Dora stared at the electrified limb, then over to Ain, who stood glowering behind the horned dwarf. Despite the horrendous burns on the front of his body, he’d risen from the ground and delivered the killing blow to his opponent.  
 
    “Are you alright, Dora?” Ain asked, his voice weak.  
 
    “Am I fine? Are you fine?! That’s the real question here!” Dora cried. She let go of the rolled-up Depiction of Utopia at her side and grabbed hold of the Spellsword, quickly checking his body and healing his wounds. 
 
    He let out a sigh of relief as the intense pain of the burns faded, and he nodded his thanks. “You’re a lifesaver, Dora.” 
 
    “No problem, someone has to keep you and Enrai in one piece,” she chuckled, before looking around Ain at the battlefield. “Speaking of the baldy, I believe he’s finished.” 
 
    “When they saw their boss die, they tried to run,” Enrai said, walking over to the ground with a wide and victorious smirk on his face. “They didn’t get far.” 
 
    The Monk tossed Dora an object, and she caught it after only fumbling it a few times.  
 
    “Watch it! And, uh, this is… the silver cube the goblin Shaman was using?” she inquired, recognizing it.  
 
    “Yup! Tore it out of the staff. Thought it might be useful, seeing as it allowed us to understand them. Some sort of translation device, I assume,” Enrai said.  
 
    “I’m not exactly an expert at identifying magical tools or artifacts, but I think you might be right,” Dora agreed with a nod. She looked at the downed horned dwarf who’d tried to kill her, and frowned.  
 
    “What sort of grudge do they have against orcs to make them throw their own lives away?” 
 
    “Don’t know. Probably never will,” Enrai replied with a shake of his head. “I do know that I doubt anyone will miss these folks.” 
 
    “How can you say that?” Dora demanded, put off by the venom in her friend’s voice.  
 
    “They left the gate to their village open. Take a look.” 
 
    She and Ain walked over to take get a better view, and they both grimaced. Blood-stained cages, as well as various instruments of torture, dominated the middle of the tiny settlement. It was hard to tell what the species in the cages had once been, their flesh and forms were so badly mauled and mutilated. Dora muttered a prayer for the souls of the butchered, hoping they found some succor from their tormentors at long last.  
 
    While there were indeed a number of forges inside the walls, those were obviously workspaces. It was clear from the way the cages and bloodied tools were placed in the open that the main past time of this sick little settlement was bloodier than any sapient race had a right to.  
 
    “That’s… ugh, this whole set-up reminds me of some of the less civilized slavers in the Cracked Land. They peddled pain first, and people second,” Dora spat as the trio walked into the walled village.  
 
    “Let’s look around for supplies, and hopefully a map or some other means of getting out of here,” Ain suggested. He glanced down at his now empty sheath. “I need a replacement for my saber, first and foremost.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t be too hard to find something decent in this place,” Enrai mused. The Monk wasn’t wrong, either, Dora thought to herself. The various forges were all designed to craft weapons, and examples of what the settlement had made before its inhabitants had been wiped out were available for viewing. Some were simple, like swords and axes. Others were exotic, like a strange meat cleaver-looking weapon that had rings studding it, or a large sword that had three prongs, like fusion between a claymore and a trident.  
 
    “Looks like they used the magma to heat their furnaces, and dredged molten ore from it as well,” Ain said as he looked over the set-up for one of the local forges. He picked up a sword that was glowing with heat, similar to the battle-axe the dwarf had had.  
 
    “This was made from Volcanic Steel,” Ain revealed, eyeing it closely. “It’s a rare alloy that requires the intense heat of lava or magma to forge properly. Once completed, anything made from the Volcanic Steel retains the heat with which it was made. It can also absorb fire, as the dwarf leader earlier demonstrated.” 
 
    “Should we take it with us? If it’s that rare, we could sell it for some gold. Or whatever the currency here is,” Dora suggested as she rooted through the buildings, looking for anything of value. A pouch of glistening, magic-filled topazes was the biggest find. “Lady Dramhyda gave me a refund for the day we didn’t spend at the Resort, but more money is always welcome.” 
 
    “If I can find a sheath to put this blade in, I’ll do so. Not going to keep one for myself, though. The Fire mana in the blade would mess with my Lightning spells,” Ain said, putting the fiery weapon down. “What about you, Enrai? Interested in any of the weapons here?” 
 
    “Not really, always preferred to fight with my own body,” the Monk responded, his voice coming from down the street. “Not that I don’t appreciate the value of a hidden weapon, but I can’t see myself using anything here.” 
 
    “Oh, and I think I found the way out,” he added, voice tinged with awe. Ain and Dora made their way to his side, curious as to what he’d found. The half-orc whistled when she saw what her bald friend had discovered.  
 
    A large ring, fifteen feet tall with a hole ten feet tall and ten feet across, stood at the very back of the compound, next to a large house that was built much better than anything else in the village. What drew the eye the most was that the ring-shaped structure was made entirely of pale green jade and etched with complex runes.  
 
    Dora had been around enough trans-dimensional portals by now that she was starting to recognize several of the symbols being used, and she voiced her suspicions to the group. 
 
    “I think this might be the way the dwarves and goblins transported their goods,” Dora mused. “No chance in any of the Hells they’d risk moving their wares through Gaeum on foot. Not after the mess we’ve seen and been through down here.” 
 
    “You’re probably completely right,” Ain stated. “How do we activate it, though? Without it killing us when we try to use it, that is.” 
 
    The group shared a look, before turning back to staring at the ring-shaped portal creating artifact.  
 
    “Just fill it with magic and see what happens?” Dora suggested.  
 
    “Could work. Or, it could kill us,” Enrai pointed out.  
 
    “Maybe that silver cube has secondary functions? Like a key or something? It seemed rather important,” Ain said, and the Healer nodded.  
 
    “Let’s find out!” she said happily, and she whipped out the silver colored box and pressed it against the side of the portal. 
 
    A loud hum split the air, and the runes began to glow red. In the center of the ring, a pulsating orange vortex tore itself into the fabric of reality, just barely large enough for them to step through.  
 
    “I think it’s working!” Dora exclaimed happily. Ain gave her a ‘no, really?’ look that had her sticking her tongue out at him. 
 
    “Let’s go!” Enrai suggested, ushering the rest of the group through.  
 
    ∞.∞.∞ 
 
    Dimensions apart from the realm of endless rocks and dirt a house stood upon a hill. The hill was made from a gargantuan rotting corpse of a long dead entity, and it was located deep in a ravine where no light could ever reach. The house itself appeared as a normal two-story home one might see in a more technologically superior realm at first glance, but the closer one got, the more it became misshapen and twisted, its form subtly altered to produce a disconcerting effect. Windows were too large or too small for their frames, or even the walls they were set into, doors were at crooked angles, the colors ran together and blended with each other to form an ever-shifting mess, and the angles of the building itself were non-Euclidian most of the time.  
 
    Inside the home lived a family so divorced from reality they were often shunned by all things. At the moment, only two entities were present. 
 
    “Bolgoros! Bol, get your lazy butt up here!” a thin, reedy man shouted out in a thin, reedy voice from the top of a staircase that led down into a dark, foreboding basement. The man’s left arm was lumpy and grotesquely swollen, ending in a hand three sizes too large compared to his other appendage. The rest of his body was humanoid is appearance, though the skin was a vibrant blue, and his hair and eyes a sickly green. 
 
    “Awww, but brother Selquist, I’m busy playing with my toys!” a deep baritone called back from below. In the background, screaming, crying, and pleading drifted up, barely audible beneath the booming voice. 
 
    “We have a job to do, Bol! One that’s been given to us by baby bro’s buddy, that weird creepy cloak demon,” the man with the giant hand called out, and for a moment there was no response.  
 
    Eventually, a loud, exasperated “Fine!” rang out, accompanied by the sounds of screaming, then crunching, chewing, tearing and swallowing.  
 
    Finally, an explosive burp tore through the house, the force of it buffeting the reedy humanoid, causing it to stagger back. 
 
    “Okay, I’m ready, brother!” the deep voice boomed, and from the basement a massive form emerged. Its flesh was pallid and pale, while also bloated and corpulent. The entity could have been mistaken as a morbidly obese human, if not for the blackened bone-like spikes jutting from his body at random intervals, or the wide, lipless mouth that was filled with nothing but sharp, jagged fangs and a slimy black tongue.  
 
    As the creature pushed its way out of the basement, it looked at its brother with dull, unblinking eyes the color of rot.  
 
    “Brother Selquist, what’s the job?” 
 
    “We’ve been asked to track down a Chosen One who stole from our friends, the World Rebellion. We can kill her, if we want. But we have to recover the Depiction of Utopia from her first and foremost,” the man with the oversized hand explained. “Would you like that? I know I haven’t had a chance to kill a Chosen One in several millennium. Should be fun!” 
 
    “That does sound fun! But where are the others?” Bolgoros, Flesh of Typhon and eldest of his offspring, inquired of his younger sibling.  
 
    “Rath is off doing something stupid and reckless in the Elemental Plane of Wind, last I heard. And Philia is chasing down some other Chosen One who came to the Aether. As for Enom, he’s doing something with the World Rebellion’s Hierophant. Cooking up a scheme, no doubt,” Selquist, the dread Hand of Typhon, explained to his brother.  
 
    “Can we get something to eat on the way? My toys didn’t fill me up,” Bolgoros complained, and Selquist sighed wearily.  
 
    “Yes, we can grab some grub when we get to the Elemental Plane of Earth,” he agreed, and the bloated abomination gleefully clapped his hands.  
 
    With a gesture from his bloated hand, a grey vortex tore into existence. The two siblings slipped inside, and a collective tremor of fear surged across the Multiverse. It was not often that two of Typhon’s brood were in the same place at once. Terrible, unholy things tended to happen. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 8: Down, down, down 
 
      
 
    “Oops!” Dora cried out as she stumbled out of the portal. Ain caught her as she fell. 
 
    “Not exactly a smooth ride, huh?” he chuckled, while Enrai emerged from the vortex behind them. 
 
    “I don’t know why, but I felt a wave of vertigo hit me just as I stepped out,” Dora complained. “And while I’d love to just stop using portals to get places, I have a feeling they’re going to be a common feature in my life from now on.” 
 
    “Knowing us, we’ll probably be portal hopping for a long time to come,” Enrai agreed, before looking around at where the portal from the smuggler’s hideout had delivered them. “The more important thing right now is to find out where exactly we’ve landed.” 
 
    “Seems like a warehouse,” Ain noted, eyeing the large steel crates that covered a large portion of the room. The area was dark and cramped thanks to all the containers and lack of lanterns or torches, but thin trickles of light could be seen spilling out from cracks on the wall, and from underneath a door in the distance. The vortex behind them let off light of its own, a faint green glow that didn’t reach very far.  
 
    The paltry amount of illumination from the outside world and the portal gave the group just enough visibility to shuffle their way out of the warehouse and towards the exit.  
 
    Ain kept a close ear out as they crept away, making sure nothing snuck up on them. Dora silently thanked the Divine Family for small mercies when they reached the door and no commotions or alarms were raised. 
 
    The door was locked, unfortunately, with both mundane means and a few anti-theft spells. After some time spent fruitlessly trying to open it without causing a commotion, or setting off any traps, Enrai hit upon the brilliant idea of punching their way out. Not through the door, though, but through the wall next to it. 
 
    After some debate, they decided that this idea was so stupid, it just might work, and let Enrai go to town on the thick stone slabs that made up the building’s walls. 
 
    “Phew! We got out nice and safe!” the Monk exclaimed cheerfully as he stepped out of the hole he’d smashed through the side of the warehouse.  
 
    “Cannot believe that worked,” Ain muttered to himself. “Who only traps and protects the door, and not the area around it?” 
 
    “People who don’t expect a Monk to punch their way out of solid stone?” Dora pointed out, and the Grand Elf sighed in reluctant acceptance.  
 
    “Fair enough,” he admitted, idly brushing some dust off his clothes as he stepped through the opening his friend had kindly provided for them.  
 
    “Looks like wherever we are, it’s a dull and dreary place. The various lamps, lanterns, and torches barely illuminate anything, and I think we’re still stuck underground,” Dora complained as she followed Ain out of the hole. She glanced back at the still swirling vortex they’d used to enter the warehouse in the first place.  
 
    “Should we, uh, close it?” 
 
    “How?” Enrai asked, not unreasonably.  
 
    “That is a good question, actually,” the half-orc admitted, eyeing the spatial distortion with a critical look. “Maybe it’ll close itself when it runs out of power?” 
 
    “I suggest we make a decision soon,” Ain said, ears twitching. “I’m picking up the sound of several pairs of feet stomping our way. We might not want to be caught out in the open next to what is technically a crime scene.” 
 
    “You have a point,” Enrai said. “And not just your ears!” 
 
    The glare the Grand Elf shot the bald human could have peeled flesh from bones. Luckily for Enrai, he was immune to his friend’s displeasure by now. Instead, he placed his hands upon Ain and Dora’s shoulders, and casually escorted them away from the warehouse he’d punched his way out of. 
 
    The trio stuck to back alleys for a while, making sure they didn’t attract any attention. This decision proved wise as loud, angry shouts erupted from where they’d just left.  
 
    Hurrying along through the dimly lit streets of the city, Dora took the time to examine her surroundings as they went. The buildings were odd, one and all. Some had similar construction styles, but for the most part the place was a mishmash of architectural styles. She recognized only a few, the rest being alien.  
 
    ‘In my defense, I’ve never really seen that many different types,’ she thought to herself as she examined a building built in the shape of a beehive out of a massive stalactite. It stood right next to a house that looked like a pile of bones arranged into cubic shapes.  
 
    Another odd aspect of the place was the general lack of a ‘ground level’ or ‘ceiling.’ There were only sidewalks and bridges that connected to the various buildings. Some had porches or other flat surfaces to stand on, but for the most part there was seemingly nothing holding the structures together, except themselves.  
 
    Trailing high into the sky, as far as one could see or lean their head back, were all sorts of buildings descending ever downwards. And if one looked down over one of the many bridges, then nothing but more buildings were visible, as well as the constant clang and hum of construction.  
 
    “I think I know where we are,” Ain said as they took refuge at a bar, slipping inside to collect their thoughts.  
 
    “Based on how everything seems to be pointing downwards, with the lower levels being the newest and constantly under construction, I can safely assume we’ve landed in Down, the Ever Delving City,” the Spellsword explained to his companions as they sat in a booth, sipping at some decent mead they’d bought with some mana-filled gems looted from the smuggler’s village.  
 
    “The same place your own mentor described as a pit of greed, or something along those lines?” Dora asked, worried, and Ain nodded.  
 
    “Quite. It’s not a pleasant realm. It’s taken some thinking, but I’ve recalled a few more salient points about this city,” the elf revealed. “According to Tein Huntersteel, money is the driving force here. If you have that, you’ll be fine, even going so far as being able to buy your way out of serving jail time for wrong doings. Of course, one of the crimes here in Down is ‘being poor,’ so if we run out of money, we can’t try and panhandle, beg, or the like, lest we be tossed into hard labor camps. After all, given that the city is constantly expanding, it always needs fresh workers to toil away.” 
 
    He took a gulp from his mug, wetting his lips before continuing. “Also, teacher mentioned that talking about their rival city, Up, too much or too loudly, or in a praising way, is grounds for being charged with treason.” 
 
    “I have no idea what that place is even like, so whatever,” Dora shrugged, taking a sip of mead and licking her lips. “This isn’t half bad. Think they make it with mushrooms and cave bee honey?” 
 
    “Cave bees?” Enrai question, an eyebrow raised incredulously, and the half-orc shrugged.  
 
    “Well, I assume they have something that produces honey! How else do you explain this drink?” 
 
    “Focus!” Ain snapped at the pair, and they settled down, chastised. “Good. Now, one last thing I remember being told is this place has a large slave market, and plenty of kidnappers and thieves, so we should always stick together, no matter what!” 
 
    “I guess that it makes sense for a settlement of slavers to have a portal to a place like this. Though, I thought I’d finally gotten away from all that business when we ended up in the Resort,” Dora sighed. “I mean, sure I freed my family from the World Rebellion, and the Yellowmoon Menagerie is technically a slaver gang, but… I don’t know. I’d hoped this would all end when we escaped Targua. My father and Holt would take over as rulers of Creidor and retire, and I could live a simple life healing people.” 
 
    She knocked back her mug, draining it in a few deep gulps before slamming it down on the table. “Pah! Now look at me! Trapped on the Elemental Plane of Earth, in a city where money is law, and still surrounded by slavers that aren’t my family. Oh, and I’m supposed to be a flipping Chosen One, too! And in charge of some mystical painting that makes me indestructible! Gods, where did my life go wrong?” 
 
    “Might want to keep some parts of your life story quiet, Dora,” Enrai suggested, surreptitiously glancing around. “If this place is as bad as Ain’s making it out to be, I imagine there’d be a line of people looking to buy and sell you.” 
 
    The Monk suddenly gained a pensive look. “Actually, how much would a Chosen One go for? I wonder what the market value for someone like that would be?” 
 
    “Huh, never thought of that, actually,” Dora said, tilting her head to the side in thought. “Probably a lot? At least a couple million gold, since I’m apparently a rarity.” 
 
    “Hey, Ain, Dora, I just had this great idea…!” Enrai began, only to be slapped by the Spellsword.  
 
    “We’re not going to ‘sell’ Dora, and then rescue her from whoever buys her!” he hissed at the Monk. 
 
    “Yeah, I kind of pissed off Naliot, so I don’t think tempting Fate like that would be a good plan, even if we could make out like bandits. Odds are he’d make it so I could never take off any slave collar put on me without begging him for aide. And this plan hinges on assuming the person who wants to buy a Chosen One could be taken down by you two. No offense, but I think anyone that evil or rich is going to have X-ranked abilities or helpers, at very least,” Dora said. 
 
    “How did you anger the God of Chains?” Enrai asked, curious. 
 
    “I may have chosen Nia over him? I don’t know, it was weird, he clearly wanted me to become his Cleric or something, just like how Scarrot was his Paladin. But then the Divine Family interfered, and well, here I am,” the half-orc Healer said with a shake of her head. The mood at their table dipped low after that.  
 
    Enrai opened his mouth to make a joke to try and ease the tension bubbling below the surface of the group, but a loud ‘CRASH!’ of wood and glass beat him to it. Eyes and heads throughout the bar turned to look at the source of the commotion, Dora’s among them. 
 
    A number of patrons near the back had chucked something away towards the front of the bar, causing it to land heavily on a table that’d been occupied by a group of rough, large, and troll-like figures.  
 
    The so-called trolls resembled the Eraforian breed, but lacked fur on their backs and had skin closer to that of a snake than the hardened leather Erafore trolls sported. These trolls also seemed far more intelligent than the animals that roamed the mountains and caves of Orria. The one similarity between these two breeds of trolls was the oversized hands and undersized head compared to the rest of their body.  
 
    Guttural snarls rang out through the establishment as the trolls glared at the missile that had impacted their table and disturbed their drinking, and Dora watched as the object thrown at their table rolled onto the floor, before trying to stagger to its feet.  
 
    “What is up with Gaeum and giant rats?” Dora muttered to herself. Indeed, the figure trying to rise was a bipedal rat person, its eyes displaying intelligence and its paws resembling hands. It wore ragged, tattered clothes, and was hunched, making it appear smaller than it actually was. Though with Dora’s discerning eye she could tell it stood about five feet tall.  
 
    What really caught her eye, though, was the blood leaking out of its body. Shards of wood and ceramic had pierced its body when it’d been thrown onto the troll’s table, and there were other, older injuries littering its body, making it hard for the rat-folk to stand up properly and walk away.  
 
    Not that it was given a chance to do so, as the meaty hands of a troll lashed out and clobbered it over the head, knocking it back down before it could rise. A series of cruel guffaws emerged from several of the other patrons in the bar, though most looked disinterested, even bored, by the sight of violence.  
 
    “I don’t think I like this place,” Dora said, her eyes narrowing dangerously. 
 
    “Don’t make a scene, Dora,” Ain pleaded with her. His eyes then slid over to his other companion. “Same for you, Enrai!” 
 
    The Monk grunted, eyes locked onto the brutes who were currently shoving the rat-person around.  
 
    “I don’t like it when people abuse others,” he announced, and the Grand Elf nodded.  
 
    “I despise their actions as well, but we can’t cause a commotion! We need to find an opal that walks, and then a way out of here,” Ain reminded them.  
 
    “Well, if we want to get anywhere, then I suppose we’d need a guide,” the blonde Healer mused, before standing up and walking over to the scene of cruelty.  
 
    “Oh, for Asteron’s sake!” the Spellsword groused, taking the name of the head of the elfish pantheon’s name in vain. He shook his head before reaching for his brand-new saber.  
 
    “Be ready to step in if things look dicey,” Ain whispered to Enrai, who simply winked and gave him a nod. 
 
    Dora strode confidently towards the downed rat-folk, bending down and laying her hands on its back, checking over the creature with magic.  
 
    All eyes in the bar were locked onto her, now. Some were confused by her actions, others amused, some disgusted. But there was a curiosity in the air that made them all settle down to watch. 
 
    One of the trolls who’d been pushing the rat-folk around growled at her, saying something to the half-orc in its crude tongue. She ignored the brute completely, focusing instead on healing the wounded person in front of her. 
 
    Silver light shone from Dora’s hands, and splinters of wood and shards of ceramic were pushed from the body, the holes then rapidly healing thanks to Lady Dramhyda improving her technique.  
 
    Nodding in satisfaction with her work, the half-orc reached for the silver cube and pressed a finger lightly against it, activating its translation function with a jolt of mana.  
 
    “There you go, all nice and fixed up,” she said, patting the rat-folk on the shoulder comfortingly.  
 
    “Th-thank you, kind mistress,” the rat-person said in a distinctly feminine – albeit nasally and scratchy – voice. She abased herself in front of Dora, head pressed against the floor in submission. “I will do anything you desire-demand to repay you for this gesture-action!” 
 
    Dora refused to let any of her discomfort show on her face, and instead helped the rat-woman to her feet. 
 
    “Why don’t you sit near me and my friends for a bit? We can talk about paying us back later,” the Healer suggested, guiding her patient over to Ain and Enrai.  
 
    Before either of them could reach their table, two things occurred. First, one of the trolls, whom Dora recognized as the primary instigator of the bullying, rose up from his seat and stomped over. The second was that a tall, hairy, and green figure rose up from the rear of the bar, but seemed content to watch.  
 
    From the flinch the rat-woman gave when she spotted the second person rise up and look her way, Dora guessed that that man was the reason why she’d gone flying across the bar in the first place. 
 
    The blonde Healer kept her cool, though, and gave both aggressors a look of utter boredom and disdain.  
 
    “Do you also need healing?” she asked the troll first. “I’m sure beating up a defenseless young woman strains the wrist muscles quite a bit.” 
 
    Her query’s acidic tone sent a ripple of snorts and chuckles through the room, though the troll in question found it less than amusing.  
 
    “The rat broke our drinks,” it growled. 
 
    “I noticed. But I don’t think pushing someone around will magically make the drinks reappear. Then again, I’m new here.” Dora turned to the rest of the bar’s occupants, eventually letting her eyes rest on the lizardfolk behind the counter polishing a mug. “Is beating up patrons part of some sort of magical ritual to restore lost drinks in these parts?” 
 
    “Not that I’m aware of,” the reptilian bartender hissed in amusement. Dora nodded her thanks at him, before turning and glaring at the troll, hands folded behind her back. 
 
    “You heard the lizard. Now back off before you wreck yourself. And I don’t know how well I can heal troll anatomy.” 
 
    “Puny little…!” the troll snarled, launching a fist at Dora’s face. The half-orc had expected an act of aggression, though, and discreetly pressed a finger against the rolled-up Depiction of Utopia.  
 
    Like the first time she’d used it, she became draped in a shell of Divine energy that completely negated the fist the troll tried to slam into her face. 
 
    Stunned silence filled the bar, and the troll slowly withdrew his fist, staring at it in confusion. 
 
    “Why isn’t your face smashed in?” the brute asked, bewildered by the outcome.  
 
    “Because you suck. Was that a punch? My friend Enrai can slap harder than that!” Dora scoffed, while the bald Monk shouted, “It’s true!” in agreement with his mint green friend’s assertion.  
 
    The Healer than turned to Enrai and gave him a nod. “Show this troll the error of his ways.” 
 
    “Can do!” the Monk said cheerfully, sliding out of the booth and going over to stand in front of the monster that currently towered over him. Meanwhile, Dora helped the rat-woman into the booth, sitting protectively next to her.  
 
    The troll roared, furious at the casual disregard given to him, and tried to punch Enrai. The Qwanese warrior simply sidestepped the painfully telegraphed punch and then bounced on the soles of his feet to reach the troll’s tiny head. 
 
    He proceeded to backhand the troll, sending the poor soul flying. As it would so happen, the troll flew all the way over to the table where the hairy, green-skinned man had risen from.  
 
    In a turn of events that made the room cheer with rowdy laughter, the trolls utterly demolished the table where the rat-woman had been tossed from mere moments before. Dora wore a victorious smirk, and even Ain couldn’t suppress a faint grin.  
 
    Enrai slid back into the booth after tossing some of the local currency at the bartender to cover the damages. He then shot a wide, playful grin over at the cowering rat-folk. “So! What do you think? Did he fly far enough?” 
 
    “Err, uh, well, it was… very noble-loyal of you,” she replied hesitantly. “But why did you all stand up for me? No one stands up for the Rakkar!” 
 
    “Because I’ve been in a position similar to yours,” Dora said, thinking back to her youth in Far Reach. A scowl slipped onto her face as she remembered all of the mistreatment and abuse she’d suffered at the hands of the villagers for being half-orc. She quickly hid her expression when she saw the rat-woman – or ‘Rakkar’ as this species was known – cowering in fright.  
 
    “Just thinking of the bad old days,” Dora sighed, trying to reassure the woman.  
 
    “As for me, I just don’t like bullies,” Enrai explained. “You wouldn’t know this from looking at me, but I used to be a barrel of lard when I was a kid, and constantly tormented for being a little fatty.”  
 
    The Monk flexed his right arm, muscles bulging like corded steel. “But then I joined the Order of the Gilded Phoenix, learned martial arts and the Monk’s Way, and became the bad-ass you see before you today!” 
 
    “Ignore him and his delusions of grandeur,” Dora said with an amused shake of her head. As the bald warrior pouted, she turned her attention back to the Rakkar. “If you want to repay us, we need someone to help us find something. Are you interested?” 
 
    “I will help-assist!” she replied, hastily bobbing her head. She shot a frightful look over into the bar a moment later, however.  
 
    “Can you tell us why you were thrown aside like that?” Ain inquired, speaking up for the first time.  
 
    “I-I was working-obeying for another group. Odd jobs, mostly. Occasionally dirty-evil jobs. But the group never paid me, always saying ‘later’ and putting it off. I needed it, though! So, I confronted them about it. I thought maybe if I did so in a public-open place they’d be less likely to do something to me. I foolishly forgot that my kind are filth-dirt around here, so they beat me up and tossed me away without a care,” she informed them, looking back at the trio as she spoke.  
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that. Might I know your name?” Ain asked, sympathy in his voice.  
 
    “Long-Tail-Shadow, is my identity-name,” the Rakkar said, before glancing worriedly back to the side. “Um, I do not mean to speak out of place, but…” 
 
    “Hmm? Oh, them?” Ain said, looking over Enrai’s shoulder, before scoffing. “They’re just trying to act intimidating by looming next to the table. However, it only comes across as desperate for attention.” 
 
    Chuckles and mocking laughter burst through the bar, while the quartet of hairy orcs snarled. Dora took a close look at them. They had much more hair on their heads and bodies than the orcs of Erafore did, and their noses were distinctly more akin to piggish snouts than actual humanoid noses. Their tusks were also a lot bigger and sharper looking than the dinky pair she and her pure-blooded kin possessed. Not to mention all the metal piercings on their body! 
 
    But beyond that, their dark green hued skin, muscular body, and general look of constantly being pissed off reminded Dora a lot of her father and the other orcs she’d encountered back in the Dreadlands.  
 
    “Can we help you?” Dora asked pleasantly. Three of the four orcs shifted anxiously, clearly unnerved by the displays of power the trio had put on so far. Between not even flinching when a troll hit her face and Enrai smacking one to the side with little effort, they did not seem eager for the confrontation their leader wanted.  
 
    “You wrecked our table,” the boss of the orc posse growled out, voice sounding like he gargled sand on a daily basis.  
 
    “And I paid for it,” Enrai replied casually. He then blinked, and turned to Dora. “I did, didn’t I? I mean, that bag of gems was pretty conspicuous, right?” 
 
    “No, you paid for the damages, Enrai. It seems that someone wants to pick a fight with us,” she said with a disappointed shake of her head. “Some people can’t take a hint, can they?” 
 
    “That Rakkar is ours,” the orc declared, trying to get things going his way.  
 
    “I see no collar on her neck, and no slave brand on her flesh. She is her own person as far as I care,” Dora said, her tone turning sharp. “And regardless of what you might think, she’s working with us, now.” 
 
    “The Iron Bristles do not tolerate this kind of…” 
 
    “Iron Bristles? Really? Is that what you named your gang? That’s just pathetic,” Dora snorted in amusement. “It doesn’t terrify or anything!”  
 
    All four of the orcs were now agitated, and growling menacingly at Dora and her companions, but the blonde Healer was not phased. Instead, she held up a hand, palm facing outward.  
 
    “Stop bothering us, or I will have Ain punch you in the face. Long-Tail-Shadow is under our protection. Go find someone else to push around.” 
 
    Ain cracked his knuckles threateningly. A stare down between him and the orcs began, tension crackling through the air. Eventually the leader of the four orcs blinked first. He decided that discretion was the better part of valor, and so the orcs moved on. 
 
    As the hairy green quartet exited the bar, they did shoot one last barb at Dora and her group. 
 
    “Down is not a kind place to fools. And fools you are for trusting one of those wretches over your own kin.” 
 
    “I don’t see any kin of mine around here. Just some thugs,” Dora replied calmly. The orc boss ‘tsked’ loudly before stalking out of the building. Once he was gone, the Healer turned to the Rakkar and smiled at her comfortingly. 
 
    “Okay, those idiots are gone, now, no need to worry.”  
 
    “Th-thank you, kind ones!” Long-Tail-Shadow exclaimed. She tried to bow, but doing that while seated was difficult, and all she managed to do was bonk her head against the table.  
 
    “Easy there,” Enrai said. “And try to calm down. We don’t want you to get too excited, alright?” 
 
    “Yes-yes,” she replied, nodding rapidly. “What d-do you need from me?” 
 
    “I’m looking for something,” Dora revealed. “An opal that walks. Being a citizen of Down, you must surely know where all the slave markets and monster shops are, correct?” 
 
    “I-I do know where many of them are,” Long-Tail-Shadow confirmed. “But I have never heard-learned of a walking opal, before.” 
 
    “I’m fairly certain it’s metaphorical, or something along those lines,” Dora admitted. “I was told to find it through a dream my goddess sent me. The only thing I can think of is that it’s a living creature of some kind, and given my past, my lady wants me to rescue it. Which means its owned by slavers, or a similar sort of folk.” 
 
    “Very well. I can take you to the largest flesh-market in Down. It won’t be too much of an issue-problem,” the Rakkar stated. “The only real issue-problem is avoiding trouble with the protector-guards and local gangs. And my instincts are telling me you and your two friends get into a lot of trouble quite often.” 
 
    “She’s not wrong,” Ain chuckled when Dora and Enrai both coughed and tried to look innocent. He glanced around the bar and nudged his Monk friend in the ribs to get his attention. “I think we should head out of here soon. That troll you smacked looks like he might wake up soon, and his friends look eager to cause trouble.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan!” Enrai declared. The group quickly finished up their drinks and left a tip on their table for the bartender. A sort of ‘sorry for breaking your stuff and almost causing a bar fight’ apology.  
 
    Outside of the bar, Dora sucked in a deep breath of fresh underground air, coughing a little at the staleness of it, before turning to the guide they’d found.  
 
    “Lead on, Miss Long-Tail-Shadow,” Dora said, and the Rakkar nodded eagerly.  
 
    “Yes-yes! Can do so!” She scurried off into the twisting labyrinth of bridges, walkways, and strange, upside-down buildings, a Chosen One and her friends hot on the Rakkar’s heels. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 9: Flesh Market 
 
      
 
     “We seem to be heading up, instead of down,” Ain commented some ways into their trek through the unique city.  
 
    “Yes-yes, that’s correct. The lower levels of Down are the newest-youngest, while the upper levels are much, much older,” their guide explained. “It’s easy to get lost, and if you do ever find yourself in a place where you cannot hear the sound of construction-creation, you’ve gone too far and headed into the equivalent of the slums.” 
 
    “And criminals would make use of these abandoned levels, wouldn’t they?” Dora mused, to which Long-Tail-Shadow nodded.  
 
    “Yes-yes, very true! While slavery is technically legal in Down, a lot of visitors to the Delving City do not find such practice appealing, and many servants of so-called ‘good’ deities will often mount miniature crusades to attack the slavers around here. So, the businesses are kept out of sight on the upper levels. Not too far up that they’re in the abandoned zones, but far enough from the main levels and primary Dimensional Gates that they’re out of sight from most tourists.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Enrai said, glancing around with a thoughtful expression. His eyes kept glancing over at their Rakkar guide, making her nervous. Eventually the Monk asked what was on his mind. 
 
    “Why exactly is your kind shunned?” he asked, and Long-Tail-Shadow flinched at his question.  
 
    “W-why do you ask-wonder?” 
 
    “I’ve seen a lot of glares sent your way. Looks of disgust and mistrust. Normally I’d expect some degree of racism when so many varied species are gathered together, but almost every single creature we’ve passed has given you foul looks,” Enrai explained, revealing his sharp intuition. “It makes no sense that literally every single species would hate just one other. Unless there was something bigger going on.” 
 
    “The Rakkar are seen as thieves and vermin-scum by all. Many of my people-kin are exceptionally good at stealing. Most of the pickpockets in any city-den where my kind can be found will be Rakkar. If there is a theft, we always get the blame-punishment. Partly because it is unfortunately likely one of us did do it,” Long-Tail-Shadow explained, her head hanging low. “Some of us try to do other jobs, but in the end, we inevitably fall back on crime-evil to survive when people-outsiders turn on us.” 
 
    “I take it some of the ‘dirty jobs’ you mentioned doing for that group of orcs involved stealing things?” Dora said, understanding coming to light in her mind.  
 
    “Yes-yes, the Iron Bristles had me steal keys, maps, and weapons from their enemy-rivals quite often,” the Rakkar woman admitted in shame.  
 
    “Sheesh, that sounds like a raw deal,” Enrai said sympathetically.  
 
    “It is an old-old story for the Rakkar. Not that it gets any easier,” the rat-looking woman sighed, her tail twitching despondently.  
 
    “Hold up! I smell grease and oil… sweat as well,” Dora suddenly announced, sniffing at the air. “Plus, rust, and excrement and fur… add those things together, and odds are we’re getting close to the slave market.” 
 
    Long-Tail-Shadow tentatively tested the air with her own nose, her whiskers waggling from the action.  
 
    “Yes-yes, this is the stink of the flesh-market,” she confirmed. She looked around, and pointed a paw at some old, rusty chains nailed to a nearby wall, with several crude graffiti sketches of cages below it. “That symbol-mark shows us we are close. Following it will take us to the entrance.” 
 
    “About time, we’ve been walking for hours,” Ain complained, rubbing his legs to ease some feeling back into them.  
 
    “We *yawn!* we may have to find a place to take a rest later on. But right now, I want to look through the slave market and see if we can find what Lady Nia wants me to locate,” Dora agreed, fighting back a yawn. It was hard to tell the time in Down. There were no clocks anywhere, and the ambient light levels were always constant along the more frequently traveled paths.  
 
    She hid her tiredness beneath her iron will, and continued forward confidently. Before long they joined with a small stream of other travelers, all heading in the same direction.  
 
    ‘Seems like Long-Tail’s words were true,’ Dora thought to herself as she spotted what at first seemed like a tall metal fence in the distance. The rattling of chains, and the stink of various musky scents that reminded Dora of her time in the Cracked Land informed her that a slaver’s camp was up ahead. 
 
    But as their group drew closer, it was soon apparent that this was something completely different to what they’d expected. An entire section of the level was converted into a hanging garden of cages. There were no regular or normal buildings, just huge prison cells that were bunched together to emulate rooms and other structures. Some cages were linked together to act as gruesome parodies of the bridges and walkways out in Down proper.  
 
    Some of the cages were simple, with ordinary steel bars and metal floor and roof. There were some designed for birds, and they hung alongside aquariums of glass that held aquatic beasts. Cells varied in size as well, some ranging from small enough to contain fleas, others were large enough to hold hundreds of people at a time. 
 
    There were quite a few exotic cages as well, such as an ovoid cell whose bars thrummed with electricity, and another one wrapped in beams of solid light. One cage looked like it was made of thorny vines, hundreds of sharp spikes facing inward, waiting to impale anything foolish enough to try and escape. 
 
    The slave market was a town made entirely out of prisons, and Dora shuddered uncomfortably as the area reminded her too much of the Chained God’s domain, and the way he’d stacked cages and used them as building blocks for his furniture. A dark part of her brain whispered that this whole place was likely designed in homage to Naliot.  
 
    “So, who do we speak to in order to find out who’s selling who?” Enrai asked, injecting as much fake enthusiasm as he could muster into his tone.  
 
    Dora looked around, scrutinizing all the vendors in her sight. Eventually she raised a finger, pointing at an unusual creature whose skin looked like wet mud. Besides the oddness of the flesh, it wore clothes that the young half-orc recognized as the kind of garb worn by moderately wealthy individuals.  
 
    “That person right there,” she said, keeping her eye on the mudman. “His clothes indicate he’s not the richest slaver around, but he can afford better quality stuff than many of the other vendors. And see the way he’s greeting a lot of passersby by name, not title? He clearly knows them, and has a decent relationship. I have no doubt that that man is quite knowledgeable about many other slavers in the market. He’d be the best bet to chat up, asking about what goes on around here.” 
 
    Ain and Enrai bobbed their heads, taking the Healer’s words as wisdom. After all, she’d learned quite a lot about this nasty business herself. As for Long-Tail-Shadow, the Rakkar stared at Dora with respect, not having expected the half-orc to so quickly identify a powerful player in the flesh-market’s hierarchy.  
 
    Squeezing their way through the crowd and the narrow walkways, the quartet arrived at the mudman’s stall.  
 
    Strips of parchment and slates of clay decorated the vendor’s area. Upon them, in a variety of languages, were written the prices of the assorted slaves currently for sale. Dora cast her gaze over it, going over in her head the prices on display, and how they correlated to the numbers back home in the Dreadlands.  
 
    ‘Hmm, according to this list, an adult orc goes for two Crushing Topaz. Back in the Cracked Land, I think I saw an adult orc go for ten gold. Or was it twenty? Oh, humans are pretty cheap! Just a single Crush Topaz, or best offer? Don’t see any magical species on this list, though. He only seems to sell ordinary slaves, albeit in bulk.’ Dora looked over the catalog some more before glancing at up at the mudman.  
 
    “Good, err, day, mister. I’m looking for something specific. Do you perhaps have any walking opals for sale?” she asked politely, and the unusual businessman, whom Dora was certain was an Elemental of some sort, clapped his grimy hands together. 
 
    “Opals that walk, you say? Not sure I’ve heard of that species before. Do you have a description of them?”  
 
    “Afraid not. But all I do know is that it has opal-like qualities,” Dora replied with a shake of her head.  
 
    “Hmm. I don’t think I have anything like that for sale, my dear. But, if gem-studded beasts are what you’re after, I know the perfect fellow!” the muddy humanoid declared. “Look for my friend Glast. Can’t miss him, just go straight and you’ll spot his stall. He’s got the largest collection of Carbuncles around!” 
 
    “Thank you for your advice,” Dora said, bowing her head politely.  
 
    “You know, if you ever get tired of that Rakkar of yours, I’d be happy to buy it off you for a reasonable sum,” the Elemental said as the group prepared to walk off. Long-Tail-Shadow flinched, but Dora kept up her fake pleasant expression.  
 
    “No need. She still has her uses,” the blonde Healer said, loudly for the Rakkar guide to hear. The vender owner simply nodded and turned to another potential customer.  Long-Tail-Shadow’s shoulders sagged in relief. Dora simply patted her back comfortingly and kept her close. 
 
    They headed deeper into the slave market after that, looking around for a large number of Carbunkles. Here and there tiny fairies with jewels embedded in their chest could be seen despondently sitting in small cages, but they were few and far between.  
 
    However, just when the searchers were about to give up for the day and find someplace to hunker down and rest, Ain’s ears twitched and he narrowed his eyes as he stared off into the distance of the market.  
 
    “Hear something interesting?” Dora inquired, and the Grand Elf nodded.  
 
    “Yes, it sounds like wind chimes,” Ain replied. “A whole lot of them, in fact.” 
 
    “Carbunkle wings sort of make a similar sound when they flap, don’t they?” Enrai asked, glancing over his shoulder at a cage where a tiny lead-grey fairy sat timidly in a cage, the sapphire in its chest pulsing softly. Every so often, its wings would flutter, creating a faint sound of crinkling highly similar to that of a wind chime. 
 
    “They do. I think I might have found where this ‘Glast’ fellow is,” Ain said, walking down a side path towards the sound of tinkling glass.  
 
    A short jaunty walk later, and the crew found themselves in front of a massive and ornate cage made of gold. Easily a hundred feet in all directions, the cage was filled to the brim with Carbuncles of all sorts. The colors of their gems and their vibrant, stained glass wings created a scintillating kaleidoscope of colors that bathed that region of the slave market. The cheery colors and mood of the jeweled fairies were an ironic offset to the gloomy, dour mood of the rest of the slave market’s prisoners. 
 
    “I can see I’ve caught your attention,” a smooth voice called out to the group, who turned to check who was speaking. 
 
    The only word that described him correctly was ‘statuesque.’ Partly because the person was in fact a marble statue, only animate. It reminded Dora of the Val’Narashi style of art, with human anatomy recreated in excruciating detail out of solid stone. Thankfully this individual covered up their lower half with a short toga made of shimmering gold silk, but left the rest of their form on display for all to witness.  
 
    “My name is Glast, dear customers. I am a Marble Elemental, and owner of this fine display,” the statue spoke. Somehow. Its mouth did not move a single inch at all while it addressed the quartet.  
 
    “It’s a beautiful presentation, Mr. Glast,” Dora said politely. “And I can tell that the Carbuncles are at least content, if not happy, with their imprisonment. Unlike some of the others I’ve seen in the market.” 
 
    “Hmm, yes, such barbarians, to make beautiful creatures like them suffer,” the Marble Elemental scoffed in disdain. “I prefer beauty to stand out! It’s why my wares are the envy of all!” 
 
    “I can tell,” Dora praised, turning to look at some of the other creatures captured and for sale. “I don’t know how you managed to get that Megalith Snail’s shell to be so shiny and smooth, but it really brings out the colors. A primarily basalt-based diet, perhaps, with periodic sand scrubs to keep the shell clean and polished?” 
 
    In a fire proof cage suspended next to the Carbuncles was a massive snail that oozed flames. Its obsidian shell was indeed beautiful, and the internal heat of the monster allowed for tiny grooves and creases in its covering to glow a fiery orange. It was an inspiring site to behold. 
 
    “A connoisseur of fine art! So glad to see someone with a discerning eye,” Glast exclaimed happily. “You know quite a bit about monster handling, too.” 
 
    “I used to be a vet in a similar line of work as yours,” Dora admitted, carefully not letting her true job description out. She had no idea if Naliot had placed a bounty on her, and a half-orc Healer with blonde hair was bound to stand out, even in the Aether. 
 
    “Interesting,” the Elemental mused, looking down at the half-orc with an appraising eye. Dora did her best not to shudder in revulsion at the blank, empty, lifelessness in the animated statue’s ‘eyes.’ 
 
    “What are you looking for, my dear?” he eventually asked, gesturing to his vast collection of unique monsters.  
 
    “An opal that walks,” Dora said resolutely. Without facial features to move, it was hard to tell if the statue was surprised or not by the request. But there was a definite change in the air around the Elemental.  
 
    Dora remained outwardly unflappable, though, even as her friends sensed the sudden shift and warily watched her interact with the living statue. 
 
    “It’s not often I get asked for something like that,” Glast claimed, folding his arms behind his back. “Hmmm, an opal that walks, is it?” 
 
    He looked around his collection, stare lingering on the golden cage filled with gem studded fairies. “There are Carbuncles that possess opals as their heart-gem. I do not have any in stock, however, as they can wield Time magic, making it hard to catch one. But Carbuncles so rarely bother to walk around, so they don’t fit your description.” 
 
    He moved off, heading towards another cage among his collection. This one was to the left of the Carbuncle’s gilded prison, and contained an unusual looking tortoise. Its whole body looked to be made of dark, craggy stone, while its shell was studded with jewels sharpened into spikes. 
 
    “This is a rare Gemrind Tortoise. Native to the Elemental Plane of Earth, but can be found on the fiery planes of Ignatum, or the Jeweled Spires up in Heaven. It is unique in that it constantly grows precious stones from its shell, all of which contain potent magic, giving the monster the ability to cast all sorts of different elemental spells. But a Gemrind Tortoise that can grow opals? Rarer than rare, so I doubt this is what you are after.” 
 
    Glast tsked to himself before moving on to a third cage. “This might be what you are looking for! A golem made entirely out of opals!”  
 
    “I wasn’t aware golems were classified as slaves,” Dora said slowly, staring in awe at the strange contraption held aloft by countless brass chains. It was eight feet tall, and vaguely resembled a human made entirely of opals. However, it lacked a head and neck, instead possessing extremely wide and thick shoulders. In its chest was a great big eye made of glass and etched with runes. All across the creature more of these runes could be seen, carved into its solid opal flesh. 
 
    “They obey simple commands issued by a singular individual who owns them. They are perhaps more ‘tool’ than ‘slave,’ due to how they are artificial creatures, but there are some that can acquire their own consciousness after creation. Especially those made from rare or magically attuned materials. Like, say, opal,” Glast bragged. As he spoke, the glass on the front of the golem’s chest flickered to life and swiveled towards Dora, staring at her with intensity and a baleful purple glow.  
 
    “Rem’enex,” the golem abruptly vocalized, its voice akin to the sound of grating gears. Immediately afterwards the eye stopped glowing and it slumped in its chains.  
 
    “Well, that was odd,” Glast said after a moment, staring at the golem. “Never seen it do that before!” 
 
    “What did it say, Dora?” Enrai asked her. “Sounded like the Elder Tongue to me.” 
 
    “It said, ‘Not the master,’ and then turned itself off,” Dora said, as confused as Glast was.  
 
    “I suppose that this isn’t what you’re looking for either, then,” the Elemental said after recovering from his shock.  
 
    “No, afraid not,” Dora said, shaking her head.  
 
    “Alright, then let’s see what else we have that might interest you!” Glast replied cheerfully, not put off by the lack of progress. “Please, follow me! Perhaps a Glitterweb Spider is what you are after? Their carapaces mimic the look and feel of various gemstones, and their webs are absolutely dazzling! You’ll never find a finer silk product anywhere in all of Gaeum!” 
 
    As the man made of marble continued to show them around, he ended up leading the quartet past an empty cell, one large enough to hold a hunting dog, or canine of similar size.  
 
    Dora froze midstep upon encountering the cage, her eyes immediately locking onto it. Her soul thrummed loudly, divine music soaring in her ears. 
 
    “This,” she said abruptly, cutting off Glast’s sales pitch for a metallic looking cat. “What was in this cage?” 
 
    “Oh?” the Elemental mused to himself as he walked back towards her. “What exactly made this empty cell stick out to you?” 
 
    “Whatever was in here… I can feel it. The lingering essence calls out to me,” the half-orc revealed.  
 
    “That could be a problem,” Glast said slowly. “See, what was in there was an Elemental Tail. A rare creature, even for trans-dimensional entities. And it’s already been sold to another customer.” 
 
    “How did you acquire one?” Dora demanded, feeling the Goddess of Love stir through the connection they shared, the deity feeding her information through visions. “No… there were two… you stole two of them!” 
 
    “Who are you?” Glast demanded, eyes narrowing, the Elemental’s facial features moving for the first time.  
 
    “Dora Halfmoon, Chosen One of Nia,” she said, a trickle of holy silver light spilling out of her eyes. 
 
    At that, Glast turned away and broke into a run, but did not manage to get far. Enrai pounced, a swift kick to the back sending the statue-esque man sprawling. He hopped right back up, but had been slowed down enough for Dora to rush up and grab ahold of him by the toga. 
 
    “Where are they?” Dora demanded, but her voice was not her own. A different woman’s voice left her lips as she interrogated the slave merchant.  
 
    “I already sold them!” he protested.  
 
    “To whom?” the divinely possessed Healer asked, silvery flames seeping from the corners of her eyes.  
 
    Glast refused to answer, instead releasing dozens of marble spikes from his body. Three of them impaled Dora: one in her chest, one in her right arm, and the last in her left leg. She fell back with a cry of pain, blood gushing from the wounds. 
 
    The Marble Elemental rose to his feet, only to have a fist wreathed in flames smash into his face. Glast staggered back, stunned. A faint clattering sound rang out, and everyone watched, mesmerized, as his finely chiseled nose fell off of his face. It bounced across the metal walkway for a moment, before slipping through the cracks and plummeting down into the lowest reaches of the Delving City far below them. 
 
    “My nose… you broke my beautiful nose!” Glast screamed, and his face distorted into a hideous expression of rage. His body bulged, and he rapidly grew in size until the statue stood eleven feet tall, and resembled an ancient warrior. He even had a marble sword and shield to compliment his new form.  
 
    “I’LL KILL YOU!” Glast roared, and he charged at Enrai. The Monk simply smirked, before nodding at Ain, who nodded back and unsheathed his new blade: a saber forged from a sparkling yellow metal.  
 
    The two charged at the enraged Marble Elemental, clashing against it violently. Meanwhile, Dora shook her head and grabbed Long-Tail-Shadow’s hand and dragged her away from the erupting carnage.  
 
    “We need to find where Glast’s stall is,” the Healer informed the Rakkar, the former’s eyes still gleaming with silver, though her voice was her own again. “He’s got to have information on who has the Elemental Tails!” 
 
    “Are they what you’ve been seeking-desiring?” Long-Tail-Shadow inquired, and the half-orc nodded. 
 
    “As soon as I saw that cage and felt those traces of energy, I knew it had to be them that I was after,” Dora replied. “Oh, and if you happen to find Glast’s keys, be sure to let me know. I’ll have a surprise for him later on!” 
 
    The duo scurried around the rapidly emptying slave market, heading for where they’d first met Glast. Due to his violent clash against Enrai and Ain, the various customers were trying to flee as fast as they could to avoid getting caught up in it. Even some of the vendors were ditching the place, all but abandoning their wares in their flight.  
 
    “There!” Long-Tail shouted, pointing at a tent. It was a dull ivory in color, and had several marble pillars supporting it, some small ones even acting as stakes holding it down. No doubt this belonged to the Marble Elemental! 
 
    Dora and Long-Tail darted inside. The interior was bigger than it appeared from outside. It was also furnished in varying shades of the color white. From the eggshell colored carpet, to the alabaster furniture, the décor was dreary beyond all measure.  
 
    “Jeez, Glast really loves any color that reminds him of his own marble body,” the half-orc noted with a snort of amused disgust.  
 
    “Such vanity,” Long-Tail-Shadow agreed, already rummaging through a vanilla white chest. 
 
    Dora wasted no time tearing apart his cream-colored desk for any incriminating paperwork. Even a receipt would be nice! 
 
    “No… no… ‘Invoice for the purchase of seven snowfox pelts?’ Also no!” she muttered as she went through his books and files. “No… nooo… Wait! ‘Buyers and Sellers List!’” 
 
    She flipped the pages open to the latest entries, eyes darting across the text within. “Lady Nia had been telling me to find the Elemental Tails for a few months back when I was in Erafore. So, they can’t have been missing for more than a year my time. No idea how that correlates to Gaeum’s timeline, though, but the seller can’t be too… oh, Hells no!” 
 
    Her gaze had alighted on an entry near the end of the book. “‘Bought: Two Elemental Tails (Kits), for the price of Five Hundred Thousand Souls each, paid to Naliot, God of Chains?!’” 
 
    “Son of a sword!” Dora swore loudly and angrily, punching the book. “That… that…! Argh! Did he try and convert me to his side because he didn’t want Nia looking for her stolen pets? Or did he steal Nia’s Elemental Tails because he wanted to trade them back to her in exchange for me? Or… Damn it!” 
 
    “What is going on here?” Dora wondered, glaring at the pages in Glast’s notebook. “Why are two gods fighting over me? Why did I have to be a Chosen One?” 
 
    No answers came to her as her eyes continued to bore holes through the slave shop’s records. Eventually Dora’s confusion and anger burnt out, leaving her with only a heart full of sighs.  
 
    “There’s time later to figure this out. Right now I have something else to be looking for,” she muttered to herself, flipping further towards the back of the book of information. “Ah-ha! Here we go! ‘Two Elemental Tails (kits) sold to…’ OH FOR THE LOVE OF NIA!”  
 
    She flipped back several pages, glaring at certain entries she’d previously skipped over. The more she read, the angrier she became. Teeth gritted in rage, she looked through the collection of receipts the Elemental had kept with growing disgust.  
 
    Dora’s wrath fully reignited, she viciously tore the page she needed out of the book. To further add insult to injury, she threw the collection of records out of the tent. She had no idea if it would slide off the walkway and plunge to the bottom of Down, and she didn’t particularly care. Her ire had been invoked.  
 
    The blonde half-orc stood up and glared around the room. “Long-Tail! Where are you? Did you find anything?” 
 
    “Right here!” Long-Tail-Shadow said, eagerly waving around a large ring with keys on it. The jangling sound brought a smile to Dora’s face, though the expression made the Rakkar flinch back when she caught sight of it. 
 
    “Perfect,” Dora purred evilly. She then walked over to the rat-woman and held onto her shoulders, looking her straight in the eyes.  
 
    “I have an important job for you. I need you to unlock every single cage you can, and free every single slave Glast has,” the Healer ordered, and Long-Tail-Shadow bobbed her head, whiskers wobbling in excitement.  
 
    “I can-will!” the Rakkar woman replied, a grin stretching onto her muzzle.  
 
    “Go!” she ordered, and the rat-woman scurried out of the tent. Dora remained inside for a bit longer, staring at the scrap of parchment in her grasp.  
 
    “How am I going to tell the others where we have to go next?” she mumbled despondently. “Who in their right minds would go to this place?” 
 
    She stuffed the page into a pocket, and then glanced around the interior of Glast’s tent. After a moment of thought, she began to loot it. The act of stealing everything of value from the wretched Elemental made her feel slightly better. And once she’d stuffed her backpack with everything she could, Dora walked out into the perpetual twilight of the underground city.  
 
    Exiting the tent, she winced as a loud ‘Boom!’ and angry roars shook the air, and she turned her gaze towards where a much larger Glast than before was rampaging. Flashes of lightning and fire licked against the marble flesh of the Elemental, doing no visible damage.  
 
    “Guess I’d better help them out,” she mused. “Plus, Long-Tail needs a distraction to get the cages open, so this works on two levels.” 
 
    She hurried over to where Enrai and Ain were still holding off the enraged Earth Elemental, and fired off a Burst Flare spell right at Glast’s face. The blinding explosion of light sent the enormous slaver staggering back in surprise, allowing Dora to rush over to the closest of her friends, who turned out to be Ain. 
 
    The Grand Elf had a black eye that took up the majority of his left side of the face, and a busted lip still seeping a little bit of blood. Holding his chest, he blinked blearily at Dora as she approached and raised her hands to heal.  
 
    “You’ve taken a beating,” she noted as she repaired the damage to his head, as well as some fractured ribs. 
 
    “Enrai’s taken a lot more of one,” the Spellsword replied, spitting a tooth out with a grimace. Dora quickly grew him a new one using one of Lady Dramhyda’s spells. “That damned Elemental is immune is most of our attacks! Spells do little against him, only physical attacks seem to phase him! But the more we hurt him, the bigger and madder he gets! He’s some sort of berserker!” 
 
    “And where is Enrai?” Dora inquired. In response, Ain pointed over to Glast, where a figure with flaming wings was swooping around, delivering heavy blows against the towering Elemental.  
 
    Looking closer, Enrai was panting heavily, yet refused to back down. Dora could see long trails of blood all over the front of his clothes, and the back of his head looked, for lack of a better term, squashed.  
 
    Glast, however, was not showing many signs of weakness. He had seemingly unlimited stamina, and though his chest and legs were riddled with cracks from Ain and Enrai’s attacks, they didn’t slow him down or appear to cause any pain. Indeed, he looked to be getting stronger with every passing second. He was missing his large marble sword and shield, though, forcing him to rely on his fists and sheer size to hurt her friends.  
 
    “Get Enrai over here!” Dora ordered Ain.   
 
    “Yeah, I can do that,” the Grand Elf assured her. He picked up his saber and darted back into the fray, streaks of lightning and plasma scorching the limbs of Glast and giving his human friend a chance to retreat.  
 
    “Gods, Enrai, you look terrible!” Dora gasped as the Monk fluttered over to her.  
 
    “Peas in the gravy punch stuff,” Enrai slurred, wobbling a bit on his feet after landing. The Healer winced as she saw that most of the back of his head had been smashed open, revealing bits of his brain.  
 
    “Oh, crap, that’s not good,” she muttered as she began to flood his wounded body with Healing magic. “I might have to use Restore on you!” 
 
    In the end she didn’t, but Dora did have to chug a few Mana Potions to recover the magical energy she expended on Enrai.  
 
    “Wow, the colors are back!” Enrai said cheerfully, looking around in surprise. His gaze turned downwards next. “Hey, neat, I don’t see that bone that was sticking out of my right leg anymore!” 
 
    “Yeah, I pushed that back in,” Dora replied, wiping some of Enrai’s blood off of her hands. “Had to do the same with a few of your internal organs as well. They’d been rearranged somehow. If Lady Dramhyda hadn’t taught me some tricks with Water magic and moving body parts back into alignment, I’d have needed to use much more powerful spells to repair the damage.” 
 
    “Must have been when he punched me into the ceiling,” the Monk mused, rubbing his stomach. “Or it could have been when I slammed into that Golem from earlier. It broke free, by the way, and ran off to help rescue more slaves. In case you were wondering.” 
 
    “Why are you so beat up?” Dora inquired incredulously. “I thought you had some sort of special technique that made your body unbreakable, or something?” 
 
    “I wasn’t aware you wanted the guy dead,” Enrai replied simply. “For the past couple of minutes Ain and I were just trying to hold him off and distract him while you did whatever. That technique is lethal, I only use it if I want something to stop being a problem permanently.” 
 
    “At first, I was not sure I wanted him to die. But some of the entries in his book of records have changed my mind. Go nuts, kill the giant bastard,” Dora replied grimly.  
 
    Enrai blinked in surprise at the venom in her words, but nodded slowly in understanding. He then turned towards the growling titan Ain was keeping distracted.  
 
    “I am a mountain, immoveable,” he chanted solemnly. “I am faith, inviolable. I am the shield that cannot be broken. For I am beyond stone. Beyond belief. Kneel before the wrath of the world! Tremble! Rejoice! Pay homage to truth of existence! Gaze upon the peak you cannot reach! Divine Jeweled Armament!” 
 
    The mana in the air screeched discordantly as energy began to churn within Enrai. The tattoos all along his flesh squirmed and writhed before growing to cover the rest of his body. The ink turned gold in some places, and the segments of skin not wrapped in tattoos turned a deep bronze color. 
 
    He looked like a divine champion, descending from the Heavens to smite his foes. And with a blur of speed, he vanished from his spot next to Dora and appeared in the air in front of Glast’s humongous form.  
 
    “Shatter,” Enrai said disdainfully as he slammed an open palm against the Elemental’s chest. Huge cracks exploded out from the blow, and Glast howled in pain, before staggering and falling to one knee.  
 
    “WORM!” he snarled at Enrai, lifting a fist to try and punch the Monk into paste.  
 
    The fist fell like an avalanche towards the human, but Enrai caught it with one hand before it could strike him, barely even straining to hold the massive limb above his head.  
 
    A cruel smirk spread across Enrai’s face, and he squeezed hard. Glast’s fist exploded into hundreds of fragments, and the massive slaver tumbled backwards as he screamed in pain, holding the stump of his left arm close to his chest. Several cages were smashed and battered about, creating a loud, harsh ringing sound that echoed through the abandoned slave market.  
 
    “YOU-YOU LITTLE WRETCH?! DO YOU KNOW WHO I AM?!” Glast bellowed as he tried to wobble back up onto his feet.  
 
    “I AM GLAST THE IMMACULATE! I’M THE ONE WHO RULES THIS MARKET! I’M THE LORD OF SLAVERS IN DOWN! YOU THINK YOU CAN CHALLENGE ME?! I SHALL SEE YOU BROKEN AND IN CHAINS FOR THIS!” 
 
    “Can’t really get revenge for us if you’re dead,” Enrai pointed out. He then looked around. “And I can’t say much about being the boss of the slavers if you don’t actually have any slaves.” 
 
    “WHAT?” The booming thunder that was the Elemental’s voice sounded confused, and Glast too took a quick look around his precious market.  
 
    “NO… NO!” The Marble Elemental suddenly realized that countless cages were empty, their contents fled. His trembling gaze fell onto Long-Tail-Shadow as she desperately tried to unlock the last of the cages: the golden one filled with hundreds of Carbuncles.  
 
    “GET AWAY FROM THERE!” he roared, stomping towards the Rakkar. She flinched, but kept fiddling with the lock until a tiny, barely audible ‘click!’ rang out, and the door to the cage was flung open as a rainbow-colored stream of tiny jeweled fairies gushed out, cheering and laughing in joy at their freedom.  
 
    With a screech of inarticulate rage, Glast tried to crush the small rat-woman beneath his right foot, only for Enrai to dart in front of her to protect her from such a fate.  
 
    “Nice try, ugly!” the Monk laughed, before winding his arm back and punching the sole of the giant Elemental’s foot as it descended.  
 
    It, and everything below Glast’s right knee, cracked and shattered in a violent explosion of marble dust and chips. Howling in pain, Glast fell backwards once more. 
 
    “YOU! YOU!!!” Glast screamed furiously, thrashing around in anger at having lost a leg. Countless cages and cells were smashed in his tantrum, many of them crushed and sent plummeting down below. 
 
    “I WILL ENSLAVE YOU AND YOUR FAMILIES! I WILL SELL YOU TO DEMONS AND LET THEM FEAST ON YOUR SOULS FOR ALL ETERNITY!” he vowed. 
 
    Enrai shook his head and jumped up onto Glast’s chest, before walking casually across his giant body to stare him in the eye sockets.  
 
    “No,” the Monk said simply. He then jumped into the air and cocked his fist back before driving it down onto the Elemental’s forehead. His bronzed fist drove through the marble with contemptuous ease, and for a scant few seconds Glast just stared cross-eyed at the human who’d punched a hole in his brain. 
 
    The moment of silence passed, and the Marble Elemental’s head exploded, chunks of stone flying everywhere. Some ricocheted off of cages, others flew so far they pinged off the very walls of the endless downwards tunnel shaft the city was built into.  
 
    The Monk hopped off of Glast’s shattered body, brushing white dust off of his body.  
 
    “As much of a pain as he was to fight, as least his remains are easier to clean up,” he idly commented as his tattoos receded and his skin returned to its usual yellowish hue.  
 
    “Good work,” Ain complimented his friend as he, Dora, and Long-Tail-Shadow happily reunited with the bald Qwanese man.  
 
    “I noticed you decided to let me fight him alone,” Enrai said dryly as he clapped Ain on the shoulder. He did this to hide the fatigue in his eyes and the wobbliness in his legs as the vast amount of power he’d been channeling departed, and left him feeling weak and unsteady. 
 
    “I figured it was safer for me to do that, then try and get in your way. Your Divine Jeweled Armament form is a hundred times more powerful than you normally are,” the elf responded. He then passed over a Mana Replenishment Potion to the Monk. “Here, drink this.” 
 
    Enrai eagerly chugged the blue colored liquid and let out a sigh of relief as he felt strength return to him. “Thanks, Dora! Your potion brewing skills are getting better! It almost tasted like blueberries this time!” 
 
    Dora snorted in amusement, but nodded at the compliment. Long-Tail-Shadow, meanwhile, rushed over to Enrai and hugged him.  
 
    Thank you, many-many times, for saving me from being stomp-squished,” the Rakkar chittered, her tail flicking about gleefully.  
 
    “No problem. Couldn’t let our guide get pulverized so easily,” Enrai joked.  
 
    She released him, adopting a grim expression. “We must leave-flee soon. City Guards will no doubt have sensed the commotion-fight. They’ll want to capture-punish us if they find us!” 
 
    “Ooo, yeah, we did kind of wreck part of their city,” Dora said, looking around and finally noticing the extent of the damage done to the hanging garden of cages.  
 
    “Worse, slavery is technically legal here in Down, which means we not only committed a massive amount of vandalism and ‘shoplifting,’” Ain said, gesturing to the emptied cages nearby, “but we also killed Glast, the person who ran the slave market. We’re looking at life imprisonment, or worse!” 
 
    “Can’t exactly bring myself to care,” Dora spat. “Remember what he said he’d do to us?” 
 
    “Sell us to demons? Yeah, what about it?” Enrai inquired. Wordlessly, Dora handed over the scrap of paper that contained the name of the person who’d bought Nia’s Elemental Tails.  
 
    “Oh, come on!” Enrai groaned in disgust as he looked at the information in his hands. Ain and Long-Tail-Shadow peered over his shoulder to see what was written down. They too showed expressions of utter contempt.  
 
    “Rakkar might be sneak-thieves, but even we draw the line at working-obeying demons!” she spat.  
 
    “Wait, then does this mean we have to go to the Abyss next?” Ain asked Dora in disbelief. The half-orc Healer nodded, as unexcited about that idea as he was, and the Grand Elf massaged his temples.  
 
    “It’s worse than that,” Dora claimed. “We have to go to the Abyss and confront the Queen Swathed in Vermillion, who just so happens to be a Demon Lord I picked a fight with a while back.” 
 
    Enrai and Ain both grunted, while Long-Tail-Shadow winced. Ain’s ears suddenly twitched, and his grimace deepened.  
 
    “I hear people approaching. They’re clanking a lot, so they must be wearing heavy armor,” he said softly. “Odds are these are the guards. We need to find a way out of here to avoid getting caught by them.” 
 
    “I know ways-paths out of here to the upper levels-floors,” Long-Tail-Shadow announced. “We can hide-flee from the guards there.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan!” Dora said with a smile. “Could you give me the keys first, though?”  
 
    Confused, the Rakkar passed Glast’s keyring over to Dora, who then looked up into the air. “Hey, you little guys want to have fun and also get back at the people who enslaved you?” 
 
    Bewildered, everyone else craned their necks back, curious as to whom Dora was speaking with, and had their jaws drop when they saw the cloud of Carbuncles hovering over their heads.  
 
    “How did we miss that?” Enrai muttered to Ain. 
 
    “Post battle fatigue?” the Spellsword suggested in a whisper, and the Monk nodded. 
 
    “Yeah. That sounds a lot better than admitting a rainbow-colored army of adorable fairies managed to sneak up on us.” 
 
    A cheerful chiming sound echoed out of the swarm of jeweled fairies, and Dora grinned. “Great! Take these keys and see if they can unlock any other cages! Also, fly around and find any other keys the other slavers might have left lying around and free the rest of the slaves here in the market. Then, could you escort them to safety? Maybe lead them to a level of Down where the guards won’t catch them? Thanks!” 
 
    The Carbuncles happily swooped down and took the keyring and surged into the marketplace, gleefully prying open the bars of some cages and unlocking the doors to others, freeing the trapped people within.  
 
    Dora smiled a genuine smile at the sight of the slave selling camp being dismantled by its own former captives. After a brief moment of enjoying the scenery, she turned back to Long-Tail-Shadow. 
 
    “Okay, ready now! Lead the way to safety!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 10: Den of rats and thieves 
 
      
 
    The next several hours were frantic ones for Dora and her friends. To evade the law, they had to go through numerous side alleys, cut across decrepit slums, and at one point squeeze their way through a – mercifully empty – sewage tunnel. The whole escape was unpleasant, not to mention nerve-wracking, as almost the entire time, the group could hear shouting, clanking, and swearing aimed their way. 
 
    But at last, after ascending three whole levels and avoiding the grim-faced, brown and grey armored figures that were Down’s guard forces, they made it to an area of the ever-growing city that was seemingly abandoned. 
 
    The group emerged from the attic of an old building that had been designed in the Varian kingdom’s old Gothic style, into the cellar of a mansion that had one point had no doubt been a stunning sight to see with its impressive carved stonework. But now, age and looting had reduced the proud manor to a sagging ruin.  
 
    As for the rest of area, as far as the eye could see, there was little that wasn’t dusty, tumbled down, or in some way broken. The street lights that had helped the lower levels of Down stay lit were non-functioning, many broken into in an effort to get at the magic tools within. A heavy darkness that reminded Dora of the tunnels she’d wandered through earlier in Gaeum lay across everything. 
 
    “I think we’ve shaken ‘em off,” Dora said as she leaned against a rusty old drain pipe that was near the stone mansion’s entrance. The thought occurred to her that it was an odd addition for a house that was in a place that never experienced rain. 
 
    She looked around at the crumbling remains of countless buildings. “Where are we, anyways?” 
 
    “Floor Nine,” Long-Tail-Shadow informed her, the young Rakkar woman looking around furtively. “One Floor below the absolute limit-end of habitability in Down.” 
 
    “How do you mean?” Enrai asked from where he sat on the mansion’s worn and moss-covered porch.  
 
    “Down is ever expanding, so the numbers shift constantly. But there are some things that stay the same. Floor Zero is the level where construction-building takes place. Floor One is where the nobility-masters and rich-lords live,” Long-Tail-Shadow explained, drawing a small diagram in the dirt for them.  
 
    “Floor Six is where the flesh-market was, and it’s considered the end of ‘civilized’ space for Down. Floors Seven to Nine are the slums. The actual, genuine, ones. These are the regions-domains not even the law will venture, as it’s too deadly-risky.” 
 
    “What’s on Floor Ten and above?” Ain inquired, wearing a worried frown.  
 
    “Monsters,” the Rakkar replied. “Monsters and all the things in Gaeum you do not want to meet-greet. When Down finishes building Floor Zero, it turns into the new Floor One. And everything shifts downwards. In a few centuries, this floor will become the new Floor Ten, and the one below will be Floor Nine. And when that happens, the monsters enter-invade. Some are nasty-cruel and territorial. Others just plain evil-mean. They’ll either chase-hunt out the poor-weak and homeless living here, or hunt-kill and eat them. Or worse.” 
 
    “So that’s why everything looked so nice and fancy, despite being part of the lower-class area,” Dora noted, thinking back to some of the impressive, almost palace-like buildings that had dotted the Floor they’d first arrived at. “Those buildings had been actual mansions, but were abandoned when the nobles living there vacated for the newer levels!” 
 
    She frowned heavily at that. “How incredibly wasteful! How can anyone afford to keep digging downwards and paying for new houses every couple of generations?” 
 
    “Not everyone can. Some noble-masters find themselves going bankrupt trying to keep up with the constant construction-building. Then they end up being forced to stay in their nice, fancy house when everyone else leaves,” Long-Tail-Shadow stated.  
 
    “Pointless,” Enrai sighed in disbelief.  
 
    “We’re not here to judge how completely idiotic their way of life is, Enrai. We’re here to lay low for a bit, and possibly find a way into the Abyss to finish Dora’s quest,” Ain said. As he finished his sentence, he looked over at the half-orc. “That is part of the plan, correct?” 
 
    “Y-you really want to go with me to the Realm of Demons?” she gasped, shocked. “I didn’t think…” 
 
    “Dora, we’ve come this far together. Why on Erafore would we turn back now?” the Spellsword asked with a chuckle. “I’ll admit, I never expected we’d end up going to the Abyss when Enrai and I vowed to follow you to save your family, but life certainly can be full of surprises.” 
 
    “Yeah, Dora! What, did you really think we’d just abandon you after we freed the Yellowmoon Menagerie from Targua?” Enrai asked, a hint of incredulity in his voice. “Give us more credit than that! After all this time and all we’ve been through together, haven’t we become friends?” 
 
    “I-I don’t know what to say,” she murmured, shaking her head slowly. “I’ve never really had friends. I mean, I consider you both to be mine, but I didn’t know you thought the same. Especially with my past, and all.” 
 
    “The past is the past, Dora. Sure, you might have worked for slavers, but you did so out of obligation and, I suppose later on, kinship. Besides, so what? You’ve clearly changed and want to do better,” Enrai said kindly. “Besides, we all have our skeletons in the closet. I used to be a fatty-fat-fatty, and Ain used to have a stick up his butt that needed an X-ranker to beat it out of him!” 
 
    The Monk turned to the Rakkar who was watching the group curiously. “I bet even Long-Tail has shameful parts of her past she’d rather keep quiet about. Right?” 
 
    “Yes-yes, very true,” she replied quickly, bobbing her head.  
 
    “See, Dora? Now, turn that frown upside down, and let’s go find a portal to the Abyss! Never thought I’d say that with such enthusiasm,” Enrai said, standing up and muttering the last part under his breath.  
 
    “Miss Long-Tail, do you know where we can find such a thing?” Ain asked their guide politely, who nodded hesitantly after a bit.  
 
    “Perhaps-maybe. My den-clan lives here, on Floor Nine. Some explore-scavenge the higher Floors out of desperation. One of them might be aware of Abyssal portals. Or an elder might remember-know something about areas beyond Down.” 
 
    “Well, that sounds promising. Probably our best lead at the moment, too,” Dora said, a look of determination upon her face.  
 
    “Before we go, please secure-hide any valuables you don’t want stolen-taken,” Long-Tail-Shadow requested. “I won’t sneak-steal from you, but others in my den-clan might not be so nice-generous.” 
 
    “Hmm, alright, thank you for that advice,” the Healer said thankfully, and she, Ain, and Enrai quickly spent a few minutes adjusting their packs to put away items they wanted safe and secure. So long as their valuables were inside their Bags of Holding, it’d be impossible for anyone to steal them. They’d have to snag the whole backpack, and trying to do that while they were being worn would make the attempt quite conspicuous. 
 
    “Well, I think we’ve got everything squared away. So, please lead on, Long-Tail,” Dora said, gesturing off into the vast, dark depths of the abandoned Floor. Their guide bobbed her head, her tail and whiskers twitching in a gesture that Dora had come to understand meant anticipation and excitement, and escorted the group into the dark.  
 
    Dora lit the way with a Dancing Light spell, the orbs of silver shedding plenty of illumination across the abandoned region. Here and there, things scuttled out of the way of the glow, wary of the light and the beings who carried it with them. In some places, eyes stared out of the dark, watching and observing the party for unknown reasons.  
 
    Onwards they trekked, the Rakkar leading them past empty market places and gutted buildings. In some places, the walkways had collapsed and bridges had fallen down, either due to rot or being deliberately broken, and they had to go around. Seeing everything so broken and gloomy when it had likely been full of life not too long ago filled Dora with a sense of sorrow.  
 
    An unexpected pang of pity and empathy for the gods flickered through her soul. ‘This must be what it feels when a god looks down and sees their old followers having withered away and died, leaving behind newer, and unfamiliar, souls,’ Dora thought to herself.  
 
    For a brief moment, the half-orc felt as if she was being hugged from behind, and a sense of gratitude was relayed through the embrace. Dora tensed up, looking wildly around her as the sensation faded. 
 
    “Is everything alright, Dora?” Ain asked, reaching for his saber in case violence was needed.  
 
    She shook her head. “No, I just… thought I felt something.” 
 
    The group was on-guard from then on out. Before long, though, Long-Tail-Shadow called a halt in front of a building that, back in its glory days, had once been a bank. Large marble pillars still decorated the entrance, and the statues of griffons – a common beast to depict guarding gold, given their tendency to nest near veins of that precious metal – remained unbroken and regal as they flanked anyone walking up the stairs. 
 
    Everything else, though, was run down. Grime had smeared and stained its way across the once pristine lobby, windows were broken or simply devoid of glass or shutters, and for some reason Dora smelled smoke as she entered the bank with Long-Tail-Shadow.  
 
    Their guide began to squeak and chatter in a foreign language as they entered, and before their eyes, dozens of Rakkar emerged from the shadows. Many of them eyed Dora, Ain, and Enrai suspiciously, though the younger ones rushed towards Long-Tail-Shadow squeaking with joy. 
 
    “Whoa! Where did they all come from?!” Dora uttered in shock as the rat-people crowded around Long-Tail-Shadow. “There’s no way they could fit into some of those spots they came out of!” 
 
    “We’re good-experienced at hiding-running,” Long-Tail replied as she pet the heads and rubbed the ears of several of the smaller Rakkar who clustered around her.  
 
    She squeaked out some words, and the crowd of Rakkar pulled back slightly. A few more squeaks, and a few scampered off into the depths of the bank.  
 
    “Why can’t we understand what you’re saying?” Ain asked their guide, with a sideways glance at Dora. “I thought we were using a translation device?” 
 
    “There are ways around those,” Long-Tail-Shadow said with a shake of her head. “It only recognizes languages that the maker-creators know-understand. And given how Rakkar are seen as vermin-scum, most common-cheap translators do not include our language.” 
 
    “That is not only incredibly speciesist, but also insanely stupid. If everyone thinks you’re evil, or at least untrustworthy, why wouldn’t they want to be able to understand you? I mean, that’s just dumb!” Dora said, disgusted for more reasons than one. “You could be plotting their downfall, and they wouldn’t even know it!” 
 
    “I know, right?” Long-Tail agreed with a wide smirk. “It’s probably one of our few advantages here in the Aether.” 
 
    She turned her head as a male Rakkar returned to her and whispered in her ear. “Hmm, yes-yes, good. Thank you.”  
 
    “Is there good news?” Dora asked hopefully, and Long-Tail-Shadow nodded.  
 
    “One of the den-clan’s elders is willing to speak with you about a means to leaving Down, and Gaeum itself. Follow me!” 
 
    “Is it just me, or do we seem to have gained some followers of our own?” Enrai asked playfully as he glanced over his shoulder and observed the crowd of tiny Rakkar trailing behind. Long-Tail sighed, before shaking her head.  
 
    “Forgive my younger kin-cousins. They do not often see outsiders until they are old enough to venture out of the den-home. You are unique-curious.” 
 
    She scolded the youngsters in her own language, and most of them ran off giggling madly. A few stayed just barely out of sight and scolding distance though as they walked over. Long-Tail-Shadow rolled her eyes at their antics and went back to leading her companions deeper into the bank.  
 
    Down some steps, up a few more, and eventually they came to a room with an enormous safe inside of it, the door hanging open. The massive and heavy metal box was easily capable of storing Glast inside of it during his ‘growth spurt.’ Impressed by the size, they were momentarily taken aback when Long-Tail stopped in front of the open safe door and got on her hands and knees.  
 
    “Err, do we need to do that as well in order to enter?” Dora asked, confused by what was going on. 
 
    “It would be recommended. Unless your Healing magic can reattach heads,” Long-Tail-Shadow commented.  
 
    Dora shared a look with Ain and Enrai, who both shrugged.  
 
    “When in Varia, do as the Varians,” the Monk said after a bit and he got down low to the floor next to their guide. She nodded at him, pleased, and looked back at the last two, waiting.  
 
    Half-orc and elf sighed in unison before crouching down, their dignity refused to let them get on their hands and knees.  
 
    With a satisfied nod, Long-Tail then crawled forward a few feet into the safe. Once her knees touched metal, she rose back up onto her feet. Enrai followed behind and did the same, while, Dora and Enrai waddled along to where the guide and their friend awaited them.  
 
    “Ow!” Ain suddenly cried out as he started to pass through, and he reached up and felt the tip of his right ear. Blood came away in his hands, staining it red, and he winced in pain. “What in the…?” 
 
    “AIN! Don’t move!” Dora shouted at him, and the Spellsword froze. “Okay! Now, crouch down low. Lower, dang it! There, better! Forward! Shuffle forward now!” 
 
    He did so, obeying Dora’s commands, and made it across safely. Once he reached the metal portion which was acting like a porch, the half-orc rushed over to him and began healing his wounded ear. 
 
    “What was that?” he demanded, glancing over his shoulder. There, suspended in midair, was a crimson droplet of his blood. On closer inspection, however, numerous strands of razor-sharp wire had been stretched across the entrance to the safe, utterly invisible in the dark.  
 
    “Why is the entrance to an empty safe boobytrapped like that?” Ain demanded angrily, massaging the regrown skin of his ear. 
 
    “It teaches the young to be respectful and humble when in the face of the unknown,” a weak, croaking voice stated, coming from the back of the giant safe. It lacked the speed and double words of Long-Tail-Shadow, speaking of a person who’d lived a long time among other cultures. 
 
    Heads turned, and Dora blinked in surprise at the pile of ancient fur and bones that was still somehow alive. An extremely elderly Rakkar lay on a bed of pillows, each one different from the rest. A few plates of food surrounded him, as well as a large ceramic jug of what smelled like alcohol. His fur was purest white, and it shone in the light of several enchanted lamps that filled the interior with light.  
 
    “Err, greetings,” Dora said, bowing her head politely. Ain and Enrai followed suite, though the Grand Elf still had an annoyed frown on his face.  
 
    Despite Ain’s less than pleasant attitude, the elderly Rakkar smiled thinly at their display of respect.  
 
    “Good, not many show respect to others these days. Even fewer willingly show it to my kin,” he said, his tone happy. “From what I’ve been told so far, you want to ask me questions. For your kindness in helping one of my clan, I will answer what I can.” 
 
    “Thank you!” Dora said, breathing out a sigh of relief. She straightened up and put on her business face. “We want to know of a way to travel to the Abyss. If that is not possible, we want a way out of Down, and Gaeum. One that doesn’t have us walking right back into the city guards who no doubt want to arrest us for, uh, making a mess a few Floors below.” 
 
    The old Rakkar snorted with laughter. “Keh-he-he! Yes, word of your antics in the slave market have reached my ears already, and I must applaud your work. And thank you for the death of Glast. He is no friend of the Rakkar. Sees us as dirty, and often has us killed on sight.” 
 
    His face twisted into a pensive frown. “Your request for transportation to the Abyss is not an easy one, though. I am aware of a place that might lead you to the outskirts of that forsaken realm, but it is perilous. But I am willing to pass this information on to you, for a price.” 
 
    “I thought you’d tell us what we wanted to know,” Ain pointed out bitterly, to which the elder cackled.  
 
    “I answered your question in my own way. Besides, what I ask from you is well within the limits of your power. All I want is this: Allow some of my clan to steal from you.” 
 
    “What?” Dora exclaimed in surprise, and even Long-Tail-Shadow looked stunned by the elder’s request.  
 
    “Great-great-grandfather, that is…” 
 
    “My price,” he said, cutting off his descendant’s complaint. He narrowed his eyes as he looked at Dora. “What do you know of my kin? Of the Rakkar?” 
 
    “That you are people known for being thieves,” she replied, repeating a bit of what Long-Tail had told her.  
 
    “We are thieves. Anyone one who says otherwise is a liar,” the elder snorted. “To be more precise, the Rakkar are a cursed species, doomed to forever be forced to steal from others in order to keep on living.” 
 
    “Cursed?” Dora gasped, as surprised by this revelation as the others were.  
 
    “Long ago, one of the Rakkar’s ancestors tried to steal from a God of Thieves, and was cursed for it. As punishment, all who possess that distant soul’s bloodline are forevermore bound to steal. Those who do, get to live. But if a Rakkar is caught stealing, or if they refuse to steal, then their life ends. To stay alive, after becoming adults, we must steal. To go without theft for a single year will be the death of us,” the ancient Rakkar responded. “Even putting off stealing for a month or so weakens us, and causes pain.” 
 
    “But in a cruel twist of fate, the more a Rakkar steals, the longer they get to live. I should have died many a decade ago, but my skills as a thief have ensured I’ve lived years beyond the norm,” the elder responded. “Sadly, not all of my clanmates are as talented in the art as I am. Long-Tail-Shadow here is one of the few who shows any promise. That is why I ask you let my kin steal from you: it doesn’t work if they try to take items from members of the family or close friends, it has to be strangers for the curse to be appeased. Do this, and I will give you the knowledge you seek.” 
 
    “So, you just want to let them steal whatever?” Dora asked slowly.  
 
    “Anything will do, but the more sentimental or valuable the items, the longer the curse can be sated,” the wizened rat-man replied.  
 
    The Healer thought it over carefully. A part of her wanted to help ease the suffering that some of the Rakkar would be feeling. She’d detected no lies in the elder’s words, and from the pained expression on Long-Tail-Shadow, the curse was very much real.  
 
    Another part of her chafed at the idea of letting herself be pickpocketed, even if it was for a good cause. As noble as she might have become, she still had selfish thoughts. 
 
    Pragmatism won in the end though. ‘Better charity now with things I can afford to lose, then not have what I need later,’ Dora thought. She folded her arms and nodded at the ancient rat. 
 
    “Alright, fine, I agree. Just me, though, if Ain and Enrai don’t want to have their stuff stolen, they don’t have to. Not that I’ll be making anything too valuable be available.” 
 
    “That is fair,” the clan elder said with a bob of his head. His tail twitched feebly and he reached out with a gnarled claw for some food on one of his platters. “Care to join me in a midday snack before we begin?” 
 
    Four pairs of stomachs growled loudly, and Dora nodded. “Yes, please!” 
 
    As she sat down across from the old Rakkar, she mused, “I just realized that we haven’t eaten anything since we ate some mixed nuts at that bar in Down! Gods, it’s been hours!” 
 
    She happily helped herself to the assorted fruits and cheeses on offer, filling up her rumbling stomach. Ain and Enrai waited at the side, unsure of the etiquette required for a meal with a clan elder. But, after seeing Dora and later Long-Tail-Shadow eat the food without care, and the ancient Rakkar smile indulgently at their hearty appetites, they joined in as well. 
 
    “It does my old heart good to see young ones enjoy their food,” he chuckled dryly, plucking a pink strawberry from a pile of other odd berries. “Meals always taste better when it is lively.” 
 
    “I’m surprised you’re able to find this much food in the first place, given how barren this Floor appears to be,” Enrai commented, sampling an odd yellow fruit that had tentacle-like protrusions.  
 
    “We’re very good at scavenging and stealing,” the elder said proudly. “Plus, some of this produce the clan grows itself. Empty houses can become lovely gardens with the right tools and effort.” 
 
    The meal eventually had to come to an end, and so Dora and her two traveling companions rearranged the contents of their Bags of Holding, and moved some of their less than important items to their pouches and pockets. 
 
    Besides some cheap odds and ends Dora didn’t mind ‘losing’ she left a few watered-down potions in easy to reach places, and a handful of copper coins from Erafore that were useless as currency here in Gaeum, so better to have them be useful in another way. 
 
    Lastly, Dora gave a long, hard look at a cast iron statuette she’d stuffed to the bottom of her pack and left to waste away. Naliot’s idol was riddled with cracks, and she could feel an intense loathing seeping out of it. Within the Aether, the presence of the gods could latch onto tokens of their faith much more easily.  
 
    With a snort of disgust, the Healer stuffed it into a pouch at her side, and silently hoped one of the young Rakkar pickpockets would take it from her. She no longer wanted to associate with the God of Chains. The fewer means he had of contacting or observing her, the better.  
 
    “You two ready?” she asked, and the Monk and Spellsword nodded. “Okay, then. That’s good.” 
 
    She turned back to the clan elder, who gave a thin smile. “Make your way out of the building. Once you do, my descendant shall rejoin you, mind filled with the information you wished to know.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Dora said, bowing one last time towards the white furred Rakkar. He returned the gesture of respect with a small nod of his own.  
 
    “Go in peace and safety, Chosen One,” he said, and smirked at the shocked look on her face. “Oh, don’t be so surprised! I’ve lived long enough to have known other Fate-touched heroes. Try not to die on whatever insane mission has you heading into the Abyss!” 
 
    With the wheezing cackle of the ancient rat-man behind them, Dora and her friends crawled out of the safe and began to re-trace their steps back towards the lobby of the former bank. In the shadows, they could make out the tiny forms of the young Rakkar gathering around them. Dora, Ain, and Enrai remained politely ignorant of the attention they were getting, and pretended not to notice the sounds of chittering, or the way the darkness squirmed with rat-folk.  
 
    Every so often, Dora would feel tiny hands clumsily grope her pockets, trying to sneak something out of them. She rolled her eyes at the poor attempts to rob her, and out of the corner of her eye could see Enrai struggling not to laugh. Ain just looked bored, and the half-orc sympathized with the elf. This wasn’t how she’d expected she’d go about acquiring the knowledge needed for entering the Abyss. 
 
    As they wandered the deceptively empty building, they did got lost a few times, much to Dora’s embarrassment. Backtracking through the various hallways and empty rooms of the bank made their exit longer than it had when Long-Tail-Shadow had guided them.  
 
    “I think we need to go through this corridor. There should be a staircase leading up,” Dora said hesitantly as she stared down a hallway filled with trash and bent iron nails stuck in the walls. “I remember these nails, all stabbed into everything without a care in the world…” 
 
    “You sure? Because you said the same thing in that hallways with the empty picture frames,” Enrai reminded her, and she waved him off.  
 
    “I’m sure! I know where I’m going!” 
 
    “We could just try and find a window or something,” Ain suggested.  
 
    “No! We’ll find the lobby and leave the bank that way! We can do this! We don’t have to punch holes in the wall and throw ourselves out of them in the hopes it leads to freedom!” the half-orc stated angrily, leaving Ain and Enrai looking at her worriedly.  
 
    “Um, no one said anything about jumping out of windows, or making holes in the walls,” Enrai said slowly.  
 
    “I know! But you were thinking it! We all were!” Dora retorted, before stomping off down the nail-filled hallway. “Now, come on!” 
 
    “Ah-ha! Told you!” Dora cheered as they located the staircase they’d been searching for.  
 
    “Finally!” Ain sighed in exhausted relief, and the group hurried up it, emerging into the lobby of the bank at long last.  
 
    “That took forever!” Dora complained. “But, we did it! Who has a terrible sense of direction now?” 
 
    “Still you,” Enrai stated as they sprinted out of the building the Rakkar clan had claimed as their own. At the bottom of the stairs they spotted a familiar rat-women sitting on the second-to-last step, idly kicking her legs as she waited.  
 
    “Long-Tail?” Dora gasped. “How did- how long have you been waiting for us?”  
 
    “Not too long,” their guide said, shooting them a smug smile. Dora chuckled a bit at her antics before smiling back at her.  
 
    “Well, we’re here now. So! Where do we go now? Did the elder give you anything specific for us?”  
 
    Long-Tail-Shadow nodded, her expression turning serious. “He imparted to me the location-area of a dimensional portal. According to him, it’s a semi-permanent one, opening-activating more or less on a schedule, and it leads to a section-region of the Abyss that is, for lack of a better word-term, stable.” 
 
    “Great! Where to?” Enrai asked, masking his apprehension behind fake excitement. 
 
    “The Thirteenth Floor,” Long-Tail-Shadow said solemnly, and Dora felt an ominous shiver run up and down her spine.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 11: Stare not into the Abyss… 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t think it was possible for a Floor to feel even more abandoned then the one we’d just left, but here I am, proven oh so wrong,” Dora said, a hint of bitterness in her tone. Ain merely nodded, while Enrai tried to start a fire as they all huddled in the crushing darkness of the Eleventh Floor. Long-Tail-Shadow kept an eye out, watching the shadows beyond their campsite for any signs of monsters.  
 
    The travelers had been on the move ever since Long-Tail-Shadow had informed them of their destination. Heading up to the Thirteenth Floor had not been easy. As soon as they’d left the debatable safety of the Floor Nine slums and ascended to the Tenth Floor, it was as if they’d stepped into a whole new ecosystem.  
 
    The darkness, ever present in the city of Down, returned with a vengeance. It was almost tangible in its thick, cloying presence, and Dora’s Light magic had been hard pressed to push it back.  
 
    There was a surprising amount of infrastructure left, though. The buildings, while run down, didn’t look much different to the derelict state of things on the Floor below. That only served to enhance the eeriness, and a disturbing number of monsters prowled the ruins, having evolved to take advantage of the crumbling cosmopolitan setting.  
 
    They’d eventually made it out and up to the next Floor, but by then, tiredness and hunger had caught up with the quartet and they’d immediately entered the nearest intact building to hide for the night. 
 
    “The upper levels have been left to the predations of the more monstrous entities in Gaeum, it stands to reason this place would suck,” the Monk said as a pathetic little fire finally got started and gave them some decent warmth and light. He scowled at the tiny flames that danced and flickered weakly. “Wish that the Dark mana was a little less potent, though. It’s making it hard for me to cast my magic.” 
 
    “This place is old-old, and the Elements of Earth and Darkness have reclaimed it from civilization-mortals,” Long-Tail-Shadow said, uneasily watching the entrance to their tiny little abode. The group had chosen a mostly intact building to hide within. It was small, and had at one point been a guard post, one that had watched over the people coming and going back when this floor had had people living in it. Nothing of value was left, though. Any weapons and armor had been looted long ago.  
 
    With their backs against the walls, all four could watch the doorway in case a monster was foolish – or desperate – enough to try and munch on them while they rested. It was not the most comfortable situatiion, but Dora had slept in worse places before. 
 
    Seeing the fire going, the half-orc began to remove rations from her backpack and began setting up for a small meal.  
 
    “Let’s see, a pot for water, bowls and spoons for eating, and some turnips and jerky to cook with… sounds like a feast,” the blonde Healer joked as she cast Summon Water and filled the pot up with freshly conjured water, before placing it atop the fire. 
 
    “It sure does! Though honestly, I’m more interested in sleep,” Enrai admitted. “We’ve been awake for over twenty-seven hours! Only copious use of coffee-flavored Energizer potions have kept us awake at this point.” 
 
    “The crash will be spectacular,” Ain said dryly as he took charge of watching the pot of water boil, occasionally adding in the ingredients as needed.  
 
    It didn’t take long for the smell of boiled turnips and reheated salted meat to fill the cramped confines of the room, and the group members began to drool in anticipation.  
 
    “Long-Tail, join us,” Dora offered, handing the Rakkar a bowl and spoon. She looked taken aback by the offer, but took the items and scooted closer to the fire. 
 
    “I still have trouble-problems dealing with your kindness-goodness,” she said softly, staring with teary eyes as some of the soup was ladled into her bowl. “I am… not used-accustomed to such things.” 
 
     “Better get used to it,” Enrai chuckled. “We’re a band of fun-loving nice-guys! And gals.” 
 
    “You are certainly… different-unique,” Long-Tail-Shadow mused, sipping at her portion of soup. Dora and her friends tucked in as well, drinking their meal eagerly while also starting to yawn as their wakefulness potions stopped working. 
 
    After consuming some more of her meal, the Rakkar woman nodded to herself as she observed the weariness taking hold of her companions. “I shall take first watch, and make sure nothing disturbs us this evening. Rest well.” 
 
    “Thanks, Long-Tail,” Dora said, stifling a yawn. “I gonna… grab a pillow…” 
 
    The Healer barely had the strength and energy to grab the item she wanted from her Bag of Holding before sleep fell upon her. Being awake for so long had been a harsh experience for her.  
 
    Nearby, Ain and Enrai also prepared to rest, although with slightly more wakefulness than Dora. Partly because the former was an elf, and thus generally needed less sleep than others, and the latter due to his training, which involved meditation and ignoring weariness through esoteric methods.  
 
    But even they’d been worn down by several fights, long hours spent walking, and spending time in the oppressive atmosphere of the uninhabited realms of Gaeum. A nap was desperately needed to let their minds and bodies adjust and recover. 
 
    As they one by one drifted off into slumber, Long-Tail-Shadow remained vigilant, eyes peering into the darkness at the edge of the dwindling fire. In response to her stares, the darkness shifted and writhed. 
 
    “Is that how you wish to play-hunt? So be it,” the Rakkar thief muttered, removing a pair of long knives from hidden spots in her clothes and taking a defensive stance at the entrance of the tiny safe spot they’d claimed. “Come and fight-struggle if you do not fear death-oblivion!” 
 
    ∞.∞.∞ 
 
    Dora’s nose tingled, and she scrunched up her face, eyes still firmly shut. She wanted to rest some more. No matter how long she’d already slept, she wanted more. Despite her wishes, though, her nose continued to assault her with annoying sensations. 
 
    ‘Why do I smell blood?’ she wondered groggily to herself. 
 
    Upon thinking that, her sluggish, sleep-addled brain suddenly began grinding away into action and she sat up like a bolt of lightning had struck her, eyes wide.  
 
    “Long-Tail!” she shouted, her nostrils heavy with the copper-iron stench of gore, and she looked around. 
 
    By some miracle, the small fire Enrai had started last night was still going, filling up the perpetual darkness with pale light. In that weak glow, Dora saw Long-Tail-Shadow hunched over the flames, roughly tying a crude cloth bandage around a ragged wound on her right arm that wept a liquid that was not blood. 
 
    The Rakkar woman’s face showed shock and surprise, and a hint of embarrassment for some reason as she stared at the half-orc who had cried out at her. 
 
    “For Cynthia’s sake, what were you thinking?” Dora demanded, crawling over to Long-Tail-Shadow’s side and placing her hands on the Rakkar’s arm, sending magic through with the contact. The Healer winced as she saw the injuries Long-Tail had suffered in the time she, Ain, and Enrai had been asleep.  
 
    “How did you get all of these and not manage to wake us up?” Dora asked as the anger at the guide faded to confusion. She glanced back at Ain and Enrai, who were both still asleep, though the mumbles and groans they were emitting spoke of encroaching wakefulness on their parts. 
 
    She shook her head. ‘No time to worry about them! I have to tend to these injuries!’ Dora thought to herself, and proceeded to feed Healing magic into the large cut on the Rakkar’s arm, purging it of the strange pus-like matter that had taken root in the wound. 
 
    “We learn-discover from a young age not to show-speak our pain,” Long-Tail-Shadow replied quietly. “No matter how much we suffer, a Rakkar never cries or screams aloud.” 
 
    “That sounds terrible,” Dora muttered. “Yet at the same time, I can’t help but feel respect and awe towards that sort of inner strength. I don’t know if I could endure the same things you have without breaking.” 
 
    Long-Tail-Shadow’s tail twitched at that, and Dora was reminded of a dog wagging its tail after getting petted. She buried that thought under her work, however, and frowned as she healed up the various wounds the Rakkar had accrued through the night.  
 
    “I’ve mended your wounds, but your stamina and physical strength have been greatly depleted. You won’t be able to walk very fast or far in your condition. Which means we’ll be taking it easy today.” 
 
    “All is fine-alright, Miss Dora. I can still keep up, there is no need to slow down for my sake-wellness,” Long-Tail-Shadow replied with a shake of her head. “I am…” 
 
    “Not going to worry about that,” a voice, laced with sleepiness, called out, interrupting the Rakkar. Dora and Long-Tail glanced over to Enrai, who was sitting up and rubbing the sleep out of his eyes.  
 
    “Morning, Enrai,” Dora said, giving the Monk a polite nod. “You have a solution for the problem?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll just carry her,” the Qwanese warrior stated blandly, stretching a bit. “I’ve carried sacks of flour and entire boulders around as part of my training. A woman who is practically skin and bones isn’t an issue.” 
 
    “Oh. Okay, then!” Dora said with a shrug. She turned back to Long-Tail-Shadow who was staring at the two as if they were spouting craziness. “So, Long-Tail, as I said, I’ve healed your wounds completely. Now you just need to rest and recover.” 
 
    The blonde half-orc then began to rummage through her pack for some morning rations while Enrai woke Ain. She removed a few food items Lady Dramhyda had given her. They were tiny little cubes in various colors, that according to the Water Exarch were condensed units of nutrients. A single one was the equivalent of a whole meal, plus desert afterwards.  
 
    “What flavor do you want? We have food cubes in cherry, apple, pork jerky, tuna fish, and cake,” Dora said, holding out her offerings. 
 
    “What kind of cake?” Ain asked, one hand hiding a yawn as he got up. 
 
    “Um, it just says ‘cake,’” she replied after looking at the words stamped onto the side of the pink and white colored cube.  
 
    The Spellsword shrugged and took it all the same, popping it into his mouth and chewing thoughtfully. After swallowing, he nodded in approval. “Not bad! Vanilla with strawberries. Could have used more icing, though.” 
 
    “Tuna for me, please,” Enrai requested, and Dora passed the baby blue cube over to the Monk. She herself chose apple for her breakfast, same as Long-Tail-Shadow.  
 
    Popping the yellow and red cube into her mouth, Dora prepared for the day. She removed a rectangular magic lantern from her Bag of Holding and filled it up with her mana. Then, she spent a few minutes sorting potion vials and holstering them in a pouch at her side. Lastly, she fastened the rolled-up Depiction of Utopia to her belt, allowing her to easily reach for it in times of need. 
 
    “Mmm! Tastes like apple pie!” Dora said after eating the cube. Her stomach felt full, but not heavy, which was for the best, given the long walk ahead of them. “Long-Tail, how much further to the Thirteenth Floor?” 
 
    “We’re currently on Floor Eleven,” the group’s guide revealed, tracing images into the dust at her feet. “If we don’t encounter anything dangerous-monstrous, we should reach Floor Twelve in… ten hours. But, that’s only if we avoid monsters and demons prowling the area-region. And if the route-path is still the same as the elder remembered-recalled. It could have changed-shifted in the years since.” 
 
    “I suppose that’s better than going in utterly blind,” Enrai commented. Having finished his tuna flavored meal-cube, he was currently shifting through his own Bag of Holding. “Say, Dora, do you have any spare rope? I cannot for the life of me find any in here.” 
 
    “Uh, yeah, I’ve got some. But there should be a couple feet of basic rope in your pack,” Dora replied. “What do you need it for, anyways?” 
 
    “Tying up Long-Tail-Shadow onto my back so she doesn’t fall off. I assume she won’t be able to hold on properly if we go full force, and I’ll need my hands free if we end up having to fight,” he said. “Also, not to complain or anything, but even though these new Bags of Holding you got for free are nice and roomy and all, there’s so much space in here it’s hard to find everything!” 
 
    “He’s got a point,” Ain agreed, head buried in his own pack. “You could fit a whole mansion and everything in it within these bags!” 
 
    “I thought you two were supposed to be macho super warriors? Quit the belly-aching,” Dora teased the pair, and huffs of laughter escaped their lips. They eventually found whatever it was they’d been looking for and prepared to leave their hiding spot. 
 
    As Enrai had promised, he tied up Long-Tail-Shadow to his back. From a distance, it looked like he was carrying the Rakkar piggyback style. Their guide had a blush that was just barely noticeable underneath her fur, and her whiskers twitched so hard from embarrassment Dora thought they’d fall off if she wasn’t careful.  
 
    Enrai took the lead, with Dora behind him and Ain taking up the rear. Stepping over the puddles of gore and limbs Long-Tail had severed while the trio had slept, the half-orc activated the enchanted lantern and filled the long-abandoned Floor with a tiny bit of light. Normally she’d have used Dancing Lights to illuminate the area instead of using a magic tool, but the Dark Element energy in the air, as well as the crushing, ever-present Earth mana, made her Light magic-based spells much weaker.  
 
    Ain had his saber out, and kept an ear open for any unnatural sounds or noises. Enrai was listening to Long-Tail-Shadows whispered instructions as he walked through the darkness.  
 
     “Does anyone else have the feeling we’re being watched?” Dora asked, glancing around the shadows.  
 
    “Unfortunately, yes,” Ain agreed, tightening the grip on his weapon. “Probably thanks to the lantern.” 
 
    “One of these days I’m going to learn a spell that’ll let us see in the dark,” Dora promised, uneasily glancing over her shoulder as something skittered loudly across the ground nearby.  
 
    “That would be for the best. I know of a few spells that can increase the range of an eye’s field of vision, but nothing for seeing through the gloom. Definitely something to rectify,” the Spellsword declared.  
 
    “I think spells like that lie in the Element of Dark, though,” Enrai said, his own eyes glancing around sharply as Long-Tail-Shadow’s words guided his feet. “Better off buying enchanted eyewear that lets us see in the dark.” 
 
    “I always feel weird buying and using magic tools and artifacts, though,” Dora said, looking down at the magic-infused lantern in her hands. “I mean, I can cast most of the spells that the items replace. I can’t help but feel like I’m wasting gold whenever I have to buy enchanted items.” 
 
    “Such a terrible conundrum us mages face,” Enrai said drolly.  
 
    “We’re actually a fairly unusual group, Dora. Not everyone can cast magic with as much ease as we can. A Monk, a Spellsword, and a Healer all in one party? A single one of us is rare enough,” Ain pointed out.  
 
    “How did we go from talking about being watched to debating the rarity of magic users?” Dora asked after a short lull in the conversation.  
 
    “Talk-rambling helps keep the mood up-light,” Long-Tail-Shadow replied from Enrai’s back. “It is an unconscious action to make the shadow-gloom more bearable.”  
 
    “Oh. Fun,” Dora said slowly. Before she could say anything else something dark and possessing too many claws and teeth lunged out of the darkness. No need for the Healer to scream or panic, though, as Ain’s saber blurred through the air, slicing through the ambusher and spilling its guts all over the walkway.  
 
    “Ugh! What is that thing?” Dora asked as she tried not to gag on the foul stench emanating from two halves of the corpse. She bent down, the light of her lantern revealing a cat-like monster but with six legs and a tail covered in thorny barbs. Its pitch-black fur blended in perfectly with the surrounding dimness. Even its claws were a dark shade of grey to help it hide in the dark.  
 
    “A Shadow Stalker,” Long-Tail-Shadow spat when Enrai turned her around so she could see its remains. “Mean-nasty monster. Hides in shadow-dark, and ambushes weak-lone prey.” 
 
    “Not too smart, though, if it went after Dora while I was right next to her,” Ain commented. He nudged a part of it with the toe of his left boot. “Do these things hunt in packs?” 
 
    “No, like ordinary felines they are solitary hunters,” the Rakkar assured them.  
 
    “That’s a relief,” Enrai sighed, releasing a great deal of worry he’d been carrying. 
 
    “That creature was barely D-rank, why are you so concerned?” Ain asked the Monk.  
 
    “Because it’s dark out here. We barely had time to react before that Shadow Stalker appeared,” Enrai replied. “Next time, it might not be a D-rank monster that comes after us, but C-rank, or gods forbid, B!” 
 
    “Ah, I can see the problem,” the Spellsword said slowly, glancing around at the oppressive darkness surrounding them. Anything could be lurking within it.  
 
    And on that cheery note, the group continued deeper into the depths of Floor Twelve. 
 
    “Where exactly is the entrance to Floor Thirteen?” Dora asked as the trudged onwards through the gloom.  
 
    “There are several ways to get to it, but the easiest-fastest way the elder told me about was to travel-move upwards through the attic of this Floor’s Grand Palace,” Long-Tail-Shadow replied.  
 
    “Let me guess, the Grand Palace is where the rulers of Down live when the Floor is operational,” Enrai hypothesized. “And because of its size and grandeur, it’s always taken over by the biggest and meanest looters and squatters when the time comes to abandon the Floor.” 
 
    “Very accurate-perceptive,” Long-Tail said, confirming his guess.  
 
    “Wonder what lives inside of it now?” Dora wondered.  
 
    “Probably something huge, gross, and hungry, knowing our luck,” Ain sighed.  
 
    The Grand Elf’s words turned out to be disappointingly prophetic, as after a long day marching through the ruined streets of a crumbling city, the group came upon the ruins of the Twelfth Floor Grand Palace.  
 
    What had once been a beautiful bastion of high society and fabulous wealth was a torn down wreck infested with dozens of large, scaly monsters that hissed angrily as the light of Dora’s lantern fell upon them.  
 
    “Uh-oh!” Enrai shouted, jumping back as one of the hideous creatures lunged, trying to take a bite out of him. He retaliated by shoving his boot through its skull. 
 
    “Sewer Drakes!” Long-Tail-Shadow exclaimed as the brown and dark green scaled reptile was slain by a devastating kick, courtesy of the Monk whose back she was strapped to.  
 
    “Any hints?” Ain asked as he darted forward to protect Dora from one of the overgrown beasts chomping her leg off.  
 
    “They’re a fusion of dragons and alligators! Not only are their jaws strong, but their bite and breath are toxic, same as their blood!” the Rakkar warned.  
 
    “Stay away from the head, got it!” Enrai said, throwing a fist covered in fire at another Sewer Drake that tried to attack him. His burning punch sent it flying, face and upper body scorched badly, but it was still alive. The thin traces of dragon blood in its veins granted it just enough immunity to magic to survive the mystical flames. 
 
    Of course, a crossbow bolt through the eye ended its life regardless of its draconic lineage, and Dora reloaded her weapon with a calm expression on her face.  
 
    “Ain, there are more of them near that big collection of pillars. Don’t let them get close,” Dora ordered. “Enrai, remember you have a passenger. Don’t do too many flips and acrobatic tricks.” 
 
    “Ah, right, sorry about that, Long-Tail,” the Monk apologized to his rider.  
 
    Before the Rakkar had a chance to reply, Enrai was on the move again, fists and feet crushing and smashing apart the monsters nesting in the Grand Palace’s ruins.  
 
    Ain was a blur as well, lightning wreathing his blade as he carved through the Sewer Drakes. His new sword was sharper than his old blade, and it sliced through hard scales with ease. Combined with Magic Edge, Ain could cut a Sewer Drake clean in half. 
 
    Despite the casualties, the monsters just kept coming, jumping out of the large tumbled down mansion. Their legs were unnaturally long for their alligator-esque form, but it granted them greater leaping power. And as they closed in on their targets, their open maws oozed a dark purple gas.  
 
    Yet as dangerous as it might have been, the toxic gas was either blown away by Enrai’s Wind magic, or rendered ineffective thanks to Dora’s antidotes and Healing magic. The main advantage the Sewer Drakes usually had was gone. But they still charged into the meat grinder.  
 
    Watching their reckless assault, Dora frowned. “Something feels off,” she commented as she put another crossbow bolt through another reptilian brain.  
 
    Eyes suddenly widened in realization and she quickly put a hand on the Depiction of Utopia at her side, covering herself in a coating of indestructible magic.  
 
    Just in time too, as the ground beneath her gave way as a great, fang filled maw burst upwards. Her left leg was grabbed by the Sewer Drake’s jaw, but thanks to the barrier around her body its teeth gnawed uselessly against the divine magic.  
 
    With a growl, she pointed her crossbow downwards and put a bolt through the eye of the poison-filled reptile. It screamed and released her, allowing Dora to hop away from the hole in the walkway. The flailing monster was shoved aside from the opening in the ground a moment later, and a new Sewer Drake began to emerge. 
 
    “They’re called ‘Sewer Drakes’ for a reason, you guys! Because they hide in the Cynthia-damned sewers!” she shouted at her friends, who belatedly realized that the monsters had flanked them.  
 
    A manhole cover nearby was tossed away as the head of a Sewer Drake pushed its way through, its body tearing the opening wider. Soon, the two monsters were joined by two more, and then another pair joined that. The available space to stand on was starting to get crowded with hostile creatures.  
 
    ‘Maybe that’s what they’re going for: cover the ground with their comrades so we don’t have any footing!’ the half-orc thought.  
 
    Aloud, Dora asked, “By Selika’s moth-eaten robe, can this get any worse?” She immediately regretted it as the ground shook with heavy footsteps, and out of the Grand Palace an enormous Sewer Drake burst forth, easily four times the size of the other scaled monsters. It crushed several other smaller kin as it emerged, maw drooling thick, viscous toxic fluids.  
 
    “Thanks a lot, Dora!” Enrai shouted at the Healer, who blushed sheepishly.  
 
    “Come on you two! We have to fight right now! There’s time to complain when the enemies are all dead!” Ain shouted at them. After the scolding, Ain raised his blade horizontally to his body while turning to face the surging Sewer Drakes emerging behind the group. 
 
    “Devour the earth and bones! The wrath of the sky knows no restraint! Forked Lightning Barrage!” the Spellsword shouted. Golden strands of lightning coiled around the blade, and he swung his saber at the Sewer Drakes. A dozen bolts of crackling energy arced forth from the sword, twisting and snapping at the monsters. The attack electrocuted the draconic reptiles, their screams echoing loudly through the darkness.  
 
    Blood boiled, and eyeballs exploded from the torrent of Lightning magic Ain shot out. As the spell ended, the Grand Elf fell to one knee, panting heavily, his mana severely drained.  
 
    “Ain!” Dora shouted, hurrying over to his side. She held up a Mana Potion to his lips, and he drank the contents of the vial down eagerly.  
 
    “Ooof, thanks, Dora,” he said, voice raspy. “That took a lot more out of me than I expected.” 
 
    “Can you do something like it again?” she asked, glancing over at Enrai who was currently dancing around the enormous Sewer Drake, trying and failing to pierce its hide with magical wind and flames. At the same time, he was forced to be defensive and avoid getting hit at all costs, lest Long-Tail-Shadow – who was still strapped to his back – get harmed as well.  
 
    “Forked Lightning Barrage is a Level Five spell, yet it took as much mana from me as a Level Seven! I can’t muster up the same kind of power I’m used to using here in Gaeum,” Ain replied to Dora.  
 
    “Then we have to kill that monster the old fashion way,” Dora said with sigh, readying her crossbow. She removed a vial from the pouch at her side and dipped the tip of one of her bolts into the dark green substance.  
 
    Once the bolt was coated in the concoction, she loaded it into her crossbow, and aimed it at the larger than normal Sewer Drake.  
 
    “Enrai, get back!” Dora shouted, and the Monk obeyed, darting away with a final parting spray of flames into the monster’s eyes.  
 
    As it flailed about, roaring in pain, Dora fired her drugged bolt into the enormous reptile’s exposed left side. Several of Enrai’s punches had cracked the scales there, and her bolt was able to puncture the flesh. 
 
    “Ain, can you tire it out? Don’t hurt it, just let it chase you a bit,” Dora instructed, and the Spellsword nodded.  
 
    “That, I can do,” he claimed, sprinting forward to distract the Sewer Drake. He began to flit about the battlefield, making the large draconic reptile chase after him.  
 
    After a minute of exercise, the monster’s roars suddenly turned confused, and it staggered around drunkenly for a few minutes before slipping on some loose stones and collapsing to the ground. 
 
    “What exactly did you coat that bolt with?” Ain asked incredulously as he watched the fearsome and gigantic Sewer Drake flail weakly around as if it was drunk. 
 
    “A special poison the Yellowmoon Menagerie used to drug the larger animals with,” Dora replied easily, putting away her crossbow. “It makes the subject feel woozy and dizzy, and makes them experience something akin to vertigo, so they become hesitant to move around too much. I put enough on that bolt to put that giant monster out of commission for a couple of hours.” 
 
    With the guardian of the Grand Palace now defeated, and the lesser Sewer Drakes dead or fled, the group was free to enter the building and make their way up to the mansion’s attic.  
 
    No other monsters or creatures emerged to challenge the group, and so they were able to clamber through the upper levels of the building, and emerge onto the lower region of Floor Thirteen.  
 
    Dora winced and shielded her eyes with her hands as she emerged from the tumbled down ruin that connected the previous Floor to the current one.  
 
    Unlike the other Floors beneath her, the Thirteenth Floor was actually lit up quite brightly. This was not a good thing, in Dora’s opinion, because all the light was coming from a massive, swirling red and black vortex that hovered near the ceiling right in the middle of the Floor.  
 
    From the magical portal, figures could be seen tumbling out of it on occasion. Even from a distance, though, the Healer was able to tell that the creatures that emerged were misshapen abominations. Tentacles, wings, oversized claws and maws, too many limbs, or too few, depending on the body type. 
 
    “Demons,” she spat, glaring at the dimensional portal that sat there like a magical wound in reality itself, oozing curses and foulness.  
 
    Hardly anything was left intact on the Floor. The ever growing army of demons capered and frolicked in the ruins, gleefully destroying everything in sight, breaking apart stones and statues and reducing rumble to ever tinier shards. No building had more than a single wall still standing, and those were defiled with all manner of supernatural graffiti.  
 
    The demons fought among themselves as often as they wrecked the surroundings, and the whole Floor was a carnival of madness.  
 
    “By the Twin Goddess,” Ain muttered as he took everything in. At his side, Enrai murmured prayers in his home tongue, eyes shifting about nervously. Long-Tail-Shadow quivered in fear, pressing close against Enrai’s back.  
 
    Dora swallowed a lump of apprehension that rose up in her throat, before she shook her head dismissively.  
 
    “We came this far, we can’t turn back now,” she declared firmly. The half-orc glanced over at the trembling Rakkar and walked over to her, pity in her eyes. She drew a dagger and cut the ropes binding her to the Monk. 
 
    “How do you feel? Have you recovered your strength?” 
 
    “Miss Dora?” Long-Tail asked, confused.  
 
    “You should head back home, now,” the Healer said kindly. “This is as far as you can go.” 
 
    “…I know,” the Rakkar said sorrowfully, bowing her head in understanding after glancing at the hellish vortex in the distance. Dora patted her shoulder fondly. 
 
    “You’ve helped us out greatly. I won’t forget it,” she promised their former guide with sad smile. “If you hurry, you should be able to get out before the drug wears off on that giant Sewer Drake.” 
 
    “Stay safe, Long-Tail!” Enrai said cheerfully, clapping her on the back in a friendly manner. Ain too nodded in respect towards her, a tiny, barely noticeable smile upon his face. 
 
    “You will always be remembered-known as my friends!” Long-Tail-Shadow vowed, before darting back the way they came.  
 
    Dora’s smile became strained as she watched the Rakkar depart, but she steeled her nerves for the coming confrontation.  
 
    “The Queen Swathed in Vermillion has Nia’s pets. And she wants me to get them back,” the Healer said aloud, reminding herself why she was here. “This is a task for a Chosen One. This all comes back to me being able to save Erafore. Somehow.” 
 
    “We’re with you every step of the way,” Enrai promised her, Ain nodding fervently in agreement.  
 
    She grinned at the pair, before passing Enrai a Mana Potion.  
 
    “Drink this,” she ordered. “And then, with the boost of energy, fly us over into the portal. I’m tired of walking, tired of fighting, tired of doing things other people’s way. Right now? I want you to get hopped up on magical power, grow giant fiery wings, and carry us into the Abyss. Understood?” 
 
    “HA!” Enrai laughed, taking the vial and draining it. His veins started to glow a fiery orange as his soul began to produce more mana than his body could contain.  
 
     In response, he conjured up his giant flaming wings and grabbed onto his friends. Dora put an arm around his waist while Ain put one arm around Enrai’s shoulder. Firmly attached to his body, the trio shot into the air with an explosion of flames.  
 
    Several demons looked over at the sound, and watched, perplexed and surprised, by the burning comet ascending into the sky. And then, many of the observing demons burst into flames as the wave of fire and heat Enrai was giving off swept over the landscape, burning away everything.  
 
    “Here we go!” the Monk shouted, aiming towards the demon’s portal. Eyes narrowed, Dora nodded.  
 
    “Do it!” 
 
    Enrai collided with the vortex, slipping inside of it, even as his flames torched everything nearby.  
 
    Dora wanted to scream as her body, mind and soul were stretched to the breaking point. Whispers chanted in her ear as she fell upwards towards oblivion. The sensation of spiders crawling over her skin made her want to weep. From her throat prayers to the Divine Family spilled out into the endlessly shifting wormhole.  
 
    Time and space collapsed around her as she and her friends were spat out. Retching, and then staggering to her feet, Dora wiped a trail of bile from her lips as she glared definitely at the scenery around her. 
 
    “We made it,” she muttered as the sky writhed and boiled, and the ground squirmed and spat forth insanity. 
 
    “Hurray,” Enrai and Ain deadpanned together as they too wiped vomit from their faces.  
 
    “Now… where do we go from here?” Dora wondered aloud. 
 
    ∞.∞.∞ 
 
    Long-Tail-Shadow scurried through the darkness. Her heart felt heavy for leaving the three people she’d come to view as friends, but she knew it was for the best. She was nowhere near as strong as them. Even Miss Dora was capable of besting her in combat. She’d just be a hindrance to their journey.  
 
    Still, Long-Tail couldn’t help but smile as she recalled the trio, and how earnestly and kindly they’d treated her. She went from being a complete stranger beaten up in a bar to a guide, and then, dare she say it? A friend. Long-Tail had almost forgotten what kindness from non-Rakkar was like.  
 
    Muttering a prayer to the God of Thieves who had cursed her kind eons ago, she wished for their success in their task of stealing from one of the infamous Demon Lords. If her people’s ‘patron’ could spare even a fraction of his power to their endeavors, perhaps they might survive long enough to see her again? 
 
    As she dreamed of meeting them once more in the future, Long-Tail-Shadow left the Twelfth Floor and arrived at the Eleventh. Her thoughts were thrown out of order by the sudden presence of terror that filled the Floor. The stench of it was thick in the air, yet the young Rakkar couldn’t sense any monsters nearby.  
 
    ‘What has happened-occurred here?’ she wondered, creeping silently along through the area that was even more abandoned than usual. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw a Shadow Stalker cowering in an alcove, its body trembling violently.  
 
    Long-Tail-Shadow frowned, and her eyes narrowed in suspicion. She followed the gaze of the feline monster, noting it was staring without blinking in the direction of the entrance to Floor Ten.  
 
    Becoming even more worried, she slunk through the darkness, paws reaching for her knives. Whiskers twitching, she began to detect the rich, coppery tang of freshly spilt blood. Patches of blood trailed along the walkway she was following.  
 
    ‘What in the name of the Snatching Hand?’ Long-Tail-Shadow thought to herself as she began to she chunks of flesh, shards of bones, and even entire limbs littering the ground as she moved forward.  
 
    “…get there later!” the Rakkar’s ears perked up. Has she heard that right? Was someone else here in the abandoned levels with her? It wasn’t unusual for the squatters and slum-dwelling folk to go hunting for monsters when food or resources were scarce down below, but they never left such a mess behind them! 
 
    “You said that last time! And we’re still in the upper levels!” a deeper, petulant voice boomed out. Despite its timber, it had the qualities of a whiny child to its tone. The first voice let out an annoyed sigh. 
 
    “And I told you that it’s not my fault we’re stuck up here! It’s been millennia since I came to Down, how was I supposed to know all the Floors had shifted so drastically?” 
 
    “Um, that’s kind of Down’s thing, brother,” the second voice pointed out, and Long-Tail-Shadow couldn’t help but nod her head in agreement.  
 
    Their words raised questions in her mind, though. These travelers clearly were capable of Planeswalking, but were also old enough that they hadn’t been in the Delving City for a long time. Long enough for them to remember when these Floors had actually been inhabited by more than just monsters and squatters. Such was the danger of teleporting or portaling into Down, though. The place you thought might be the right area could just as likely be abandoned after so long.  
 
    The young Rakkar woman crept closer, and as she crested a pile of rubble, spotted a duo heading towards the staircase that led down to Floor Ten.  
 
    One of them looked like a normal – albeit blue skinned – humanoid, though the size of his left hand was far larger than that of the right, causing the figure to hunch over to accommodate the increased mass.  
 
    The second figure was a bloated, obese monstrosity with bone spikes jutting out of its many flabby folds of fat. In its right hand, Long-Tail-Shadow could see it holding the leg of a Deep Crawler like it was a drumstick, occasionally taking huge bites out of the raw flesh.  
 
    The entities were arguing with each other as they ventured down the stairs towards the Tenth Floor. Long-Tail waited for them to disappear completely before sneaking after them. Something about the two made her fur stand on end, and she didn’t want to be caught out in the open by them.  
 
    Unfortunately, as she emerged onto the Tenth Floor, she felt rough hands grab onto her, and she was hoisted into the air. She froze as she was brought face to face with the pallid and corpulent face of the fat entity.  
 
    “Brother! I caught the sneaky little rat! What should we do with it?” the creature rumbled, and Long-Tail shivered as she saw the figure drooling slightly as it looked at her.  
 
    “Let me think,” the blue-skinned brother said, looking at the captured Rakkar with sharp green eyes. “Hmm. Maybe you can help us. You see, my brother and I were sent to find someone who was spotted headed to Down recently. Have you by any chance seen a blonde elf with a saber, a bald, tattooed human, and a half-orc in white robes who can use Healing magic?” 
 
    Long-Tail-Shadow stiffened in surprise, and the man with the misshapen left arm smirked. “Well, it seems as if we’ve found a clue, Bolgoros!” 
 
    “Should we torture the information out of the rat, Selquist?” the blob-like humanoid inquired. To the Rakkar’s relief, the other one shook his head.  
 
    “No, that’s no good. It’d take too long.” He looked down at his oversized left hand. “Same problem if I tried to fuse with her. Process would take more time than I’m willing to waste. So, that leaves one method left. Bol! Eat her!” 
 
    “Yay! I love this method!” Bolgoros cheered, lifting her higher into the air.  
 
    A Rakkar did not cry or scream, even in the face of death. Yet Long-Tail-Shadow could be forgiven for letting out a whimper of fear as the stomach of the obese entity split open, revealing a gaping maw of teeth and a seemingly endless gullet.  
 
    Without ceremony, he casually tossed her into his horrendous mouth, and it snapped shut. After chewing twice, Bolgoros sighed in contentment.  
 
    “Alright, spit her out,” Selquist ordered him, and the fatty pouted, but complied. Instead of expelling her from his stomach-mouth, though, the features of the recently devoured Rakkar appeared on the skin, as if pushing up out of Bolgoros’ flesh like a strange tumor.  
 
    Skin distended, and with a noisome ‘squelch!’ folds of meat parted and gave way to a flood of rank smelling amniotic fluids and a naked rat-woman. She shivered in disgust and horror, eyes wide and staring at nothing.  
 
    “Tell me: Where did you last see the elf, human, and half-orc?” Selquist demanded.  
 
    “On Floor Thirteen,” the reborn Rakkar droned dully, the words forced out of her mouth against her will.  
 
    “Why were they on that Floor?” he inquired, confused.  
 
    “There is a portal to the Abyss on that Floor.” 
 
    “Why would they be looking for that?” 
 
    Long-Tail-Shadow struggled visibly for a few seconds, trying not to respond, but ultimately failed. “Miss Dora received a revelation from her goddess. She was told to retrieve a pair of Elemental Tails in the possession of the Queen Swathed in Vermillion.” 
 
    Selquist growled in annoyance at the Rakkar’s words. “Damn it! They’ve gotten away! They’re no longer in Down at all! Ugh, I knew we shouldn’t have stopped for all those snacks, Bolgoros!” 
 
    Glaring at his brother for a moment, the entity with the misshapen hand eventually returned his attention to the cowering, fluid-stained Rakkar at his feet.  
 
    “Still, it’s not a bad loss. We have a tool we might be able to use if the Chosen One ever does return. Tell me, little one: Does the half-orc trust you?” 
 
    “She called me her friend,” Long-Tail-Shadow whispered, feeling helpless as she was unable to keep from betraying Dora and the others. 
 
    A cruel smile spread across Selquist’s face. “Good.”  
 
    He then reached up and plucked out his left eye with his overgrown hand. Even as blood cascaded down from his torn socket, he reached out and grabbed Long-Tail-Shadow’s left arm with his free right hand, dragging her closer to him.  
 
    He pressed his severed eyeball against the back of her left paw, and chuckled darkly as this time, unable to stay silent, she screamed out in pain as he fused it to her flesh.  
 
    “If you ever encounter that particular Chosen One again, or if you come across any other Chosen Ones in the future, you will use this gift I’ve given you to contact me. I will then use it as a beacon to Planeswalk over to you so I can kill it. You are not allowed to destroy or remove that object from your flesh, or tell anyone it exists, or what happened here. Understood, little puppet?” 
 
    “Yes,” Long-Tail wept, curling up in on herself. 
 
    “Yes what?” 
 
    “Yes, master,” she replied, weeping quietly.  
 
    “Excellent,” Selquist said with a sneer. He turned away and ripped open a hole in reality with his left hand. “Come on, Bolgoros, it’s time to take a trip to the Abyss!” 
 
    “I like demons. They’re both juicy and crunchy at the same time! Like frozen jelly!” Bolgoros announced as he and his brother stepped through the portal.  
 
    In their wake, they left behind Long-Tail-Shadow, who cried alone in the darkness, the taint of the Void keeping the monsters at bay.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 12: …Because the Abyss stares back 
 
      
 
    “So, this is the Abyss, huh?” Enrai asked faintly as he looked around the area they’d landed. Black scorch marks surrounded the ground where the trio had arrived, Enrai’s blazing wings having burnt the topsoil away for several meters in all directions. His magic had seared into the Abyss, momentarily halting the endless chaotic changes that plagued the realm. 
 
    Beyond that, the landscape curved and unfolded in nauseating ways. It was impossible to look at one thing for too long before it shifted in some way. Occasionally it was red, other times it was blue. Maybe it was round, or perhaps sharply curved. Was it a hill, or was it a deep valley? There was no way to tell.  
 
    Despite the maddening layout of the world, there were still several parts that remained more or less the same in spite of the constant shifting. As far as Dora could tell, for this particular stretch of demonic territory, it was the plants. They never shifted into anything too unusual, merely changing colors or size. That gave the Healer a chance to puzzle out where they were. 
 
    “Any ideas where we landed, Dora?” Ain asked as she was in the midst of figuring that very question out.  
 
    “I think we’ve ended up in the Doldrum Fields,” Dora said, uncertainty lacing her voice. “Based on what I know about this realm – which, admittedly, is very little – this is one of the Outer Layers of the Abyss, a relatively peaceful and calm domain ruled over by no single Demon Lord, and is instead treated as neutral ground. From here, we can get to practically any other territory.” 
 
    “Okay, that’s helpful,” Ain said, nodding slowly. His hand never strayed from his blade, though, and he kept it unsheathed.  
 
    “Ugh, the air here is so vile,” Enrai complained, sticking his tongue out. “My magic feels sluggish and sick. This is like when we first arrived in Gaeum, but worse!” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s the Abyss for you,” Dora said, wiping her forehead. She was sweating a lot all of sudden due to all of the Miasma that was being generated by the Dark magic in the surroundings. The potency of it was making her feel feverish. It was worse than the days she’d spent purifying Undead in Rahmal’Alram. It was even more noisome and potent than in the region surrounding Vord the Undying’s secret lair! Thankfully, her Light magic fought off the worst of the symptoms. 
 
    Feeling the power of Darkness around her reminded Dora that her friends didn’t have the same protection that she did, and quickly laid her hands on their shoulders. 
 
    “Protection from Evil!” she intoned, coating her companions in a barrier of Light magic to protect them from the effects of the Abyss’ Miasma.  
 
    “Wooo! I feel a lot better, now!” Enrai cheered as the invigorating effects of the Healer’s spell took hold.  
 
    “This should keep us going strong for a while,” Ain agreed. “Now, where to?” 
 
    “According to my theology lessons, the Queen Swathed in Vermillion dwells within a place called the Wailing Tower, located in the Vale of Screams. Odds are that’s where we need to go,” Dora said after thinking hard to recall the lectures her mother had given while training her to become a Healer.  
 
    It might seem odd to an outsider for a Healer to bother learning about the specifics of demons, but Healers were closely tied to the Divine Family and often played the role of Clerics when banishing dark entities from Erafore was required. As such, a firm grounding in theology was necessary for a fledgling Healer. That way they could recognize the signs of demonic possession, and if need be, know the location of where to send the demon once it was detached from the material plane.  
 
    All of Dora’s knowledge about this came from her mother and a handful of books, however. She knew the names of important demons and places in the Abyss, how to get said locations while already inside the Abyss was another matter entirely. Upon revealing this to her friends, the duo shared a look before shrugging.  
 
    “Can’t be worse than when we wandered aimlessly into the Cracked Land,” Enrai said. “And hey! We got lucky there when we ran into you. Maybe we’ll have that same luck here!” 
 
    “I’m flattered that I’m such a lucky charm for you two,” Dora said with a roll of her eyes. A grin was on her face all the same, though she quickly lost her jovial mood as she looked out at the Abyss’s wilderness before them.  
 
    “We should move before we attract any demons,” Ain suggested, his eyes locked onto the ground. Dora and Enrai followed his gaze before wincing.  
 
    “Yeah, good idea,” the half-orc muttered as she watched the dirt and rocks, once blackened to charcoal, slowly start to return to their normal state. From cracks in the ground, green ichor oozed which reformed into grass and other lesser plant-life. What was once little more than ash squirmed and molded itself as if it were clay back into stones and pebbles. The burn marks were overwhelmed inch by inch as the Abyss healed itself from the trio’s dynamic entry.  
 
    What was a touch more concerning was the growling coming from the ground, as if the Abyss itself was angered by the trio’s arrival and subsequent harming of it. That, and the ominous bulges getting bigger by the second that were swelling up like obscene earth-tumors all around them.  
 
    Without further ado, the gang booked it, running from their site of impact with speed and grace and fear.  
 
    Just in time, too, as the ground ruptured moments later, and the bulges spewed out a dozen dog-sized ant-like demonic creatures, their carapaces bright red, and their distinct cat-like eyes glowing bright yellow while bubbling green acid dribbled from their maws. 
 
    The newborn demons swiveled their heads around for a second, as if tasting the air. Then, mandibles clicking, they charged after Dora and her friends, homing in on the intruders with impeccable accuracy.  
 
    “Son of a sword!” Enrai swore, kicking the head off of one of the demons as it got too close for comfort. The severed appendage immediately grew back, though this time in place of pincers, it had spike-studded tentacles.  
 
    “How about this, then?!” Ain shouted, stabbing downward and impaling one of the ant demons with his saber, then pumping it full of electricity.  
 
    It screamed, but as its flesh burnt and its carapace smoked, thin, stiff spines grew out of the thorax. The electricity then began to leap away from the wound and was drawn into the biologically grown lightning rods the demon had made for itself! 
 
    “Okay, what?” the Spellsword uttered in confusion. His moment of surprise nearly cost him his life as the now lightning-resistant demon ant lunged at his throat with its sharp mandibles.  
 
    “Purge!” Dora screamed, and Light magic slammed into the demon about to chow down on Ain, vaporizing it with a distorted screech that was echoed off of the surrounding rocks and plants.  
 
    “Don’t you two know anything about theology or demonology?! We’re on these things’ home turf! While in the Abyss, demons are functionally immortal, recovering from nearly any damage they take! Only Light magic or another demon can permanently kill a demonic being!” Dora scolded the two older and more experienced individuals. As she did so, she pummeled the remaining demon ants with bombs of Light magic, obliterating them.  
 
    “But, back in Gaeum, and on Erafore, they died easily enough,” Enrai protested.  
 
    “They were outside of the Abyss, and thus had to follow the rules of the reality they were invading! And it’s not so much ‘killing them’ as it is merely banishing their physical forms back to whence they came. Which is here. Come on, this is basic Conjuration and Summoning! Did neither of you ever learn this?” Dora demanded. When both shook their heads, the Healer sighed in disbelief.  
 
    “Okay, Enrai, I can sort of buy, he was raised in a different magical environment from us. But you, Ain, have an X-ranked adventurer as your mentor! How did he not teach you any of this?”  
 
    “In my teacher’s defense, he mostly focused on the Way of the Spellsword, and on the more physical aspects of fighting, not the ‘how’ or ‘why,’” Ain replied.  
 
    “Yeah, not to cast shade on a man who can cut down mountains as if they were trees, but Tein Huntersteel is sort of… a muscle head? Is that the right term? He stabs first, asks questions later. If he remembers to do so afterwards,” Enrai added.  
 
    Dora sighed in defeat upon hearing that. “Just my luck!” she grumbled, before looking around. The Abyss was silent, only the rustling of the newly manifested leaves and grass audible.  
 
    “Okay, new plan: We just keep walking in a random direction until we hear screaming, at which point we follow that sound to its source. Hopefully, that will end up being the Vale of Screams, and from that point we can make it to the Wailing Tower,” Dora announced.  
 
    “Is wandering aimlessly such a good idea?” Ain asked, a note of worry in his voice. The half-orc could only shrug. 
 
    “This is the Abyss, Ain. A realm of madness and chaos. Odds are if we actually try to look for the Queen Swathed in Vermillion the Abyss will just lead us in circles. But, if we don’t try, the random, chaotic nature of the place might just work in our favor,” she replied. Enrai shared a thoughtful look with Ain.  
 
    “It sounds reasonable,” the Monk said after a bit of contemplation.  
 
    “Wonderful!” Dora grinned. “Onwards to somewhere!”  
 
    ∞.∞.∞ 
 
    The Abyss was not at all what she had expected, the Healer mused as she and her companions traversed the seemingly endless Doldrum Fields. If not for the ever-present Miasma and demons, some parts of the otherworldly realm would be quite vacation worthy.  
 
    The temperature was consistent, never being too cold or too hot, but always a few degrees shy of comfortable. The weather was pleasant so far. No storms or squalls or showers of flesh-rending rain yet! And there was always something interesting to look at, if you were willing to risk your sanity. 
 
    Take the clouds, for instance! In the Abyss, instead of being fluffy and white, they were all the various colors of the rainbow, and in a wide variety of shapes as well.  
 
    “That one looks like… a trapezoid!” Dora said, pointing out a yellow cloud with that particular shape.  
 
    “I found a cloud that resembles a cat,” Ain said, looking into the air. Indeed, there was a pink, cat-shaped mass up in the sky.  
 
    “I think that tree is eating a bird,” Enrai spoke up, causing the group to turn to him in confusion. He just pointed up at the sky where a green, pine tree-shaped cloud was violently fighting a demonic creature with wings. Oddly enough, the cloud seemed to be winning, large chunks of demon flesh being torn apart and consumed by the fluffy mass of vapor. Somehow.  
 
    “Seriously? Flesh-eating clouds? Man, the Abyss is weird,” she sighed. ‘I take it back, this place is definitely not fit for vacations!’ 
 
    “We’ve been walking for a while, now. How long have we been out here?” Enrai asked, reaching for his canteen. 
 
    Dora cast her Time Keeper cantrip, only to blink in befuddlement at the result. Instead of giving her the time, all she saw was a bunch of strange symbols and foreign squiggles.  
 
    “Err, I don’t know,” she admitted. A dry, hacking cough greeted her words, and the half-orc rolled her eyes.  
 
    “I know it’s not the best outcome, but you don’t have to be so dramatic,” she said, glancing over at Enrai. He was shaking his head frantically, however, wiping his lips clean with the back of his hand. 
 
    “No, it’s not you, it’s the water!” he complained, glaring at his canteen. “The water tastes wrong all of a sudden! It’s like it’s been replaced by rotten lemon juice!” 
 
    “Really?” Ain asked incredulously. “It was fine when we filled up from that still working fountain on Floor Eleven.”  
 
    To prove his point, he got out his own canteen and took a swig, only for his face to scrunch up and the water to be spit all over the Abyss.  
 
    “Agh! Pleh! Why is the water spicy all of a sudden?!” Ain cried out in confused disgust.  
 
    Dora narrowed her eyes as she brought up her own container of liquid hydration, and she took a quick sip. Instead of lukewarm yet refreshing water, all she got was a mouthful of gritty dryness! Spitting the sand-like substance out of her mouth, she glared at the canteen. 
 
    “Detect Magic! Analysis!” she chanted, casting diagnostic spells on the trio’s water supply. “Ah, I see…” 
 
    “What? What is it?” Enrai asked worriedly.  
 
    “It’s the fault of the Miasma. It’s altered the water. And, odds are, contaminated everything else we’ve brought with us,” she said. The group immediately began to check on the items they’d brought with them, worry growing with every mutated and ruined item they found. 
 
    “Pretty sure jerky isn’t supposed to try and bite us back when you eat it,” Enrai muttered in disgust, flinging the preserved meat away. It barked ferally at him as he did so, and proceeded to scurry away once it hit the ground.  
 
    “My potions are all ruined as well. The damned Dark magic messed them up,” Dora added, pouring the contents out onto the ground. What were once Healing Potions were now black gunk that sizzled and melted the dirt.  
 
    “At least everything in our Bags of Holding is safe,” Ain commented in relief.  
 
    “Yeah, but as soon as we bring it out, the Abyss will contaminate it. Which means we have to eat or use items while they’re inside the backpacks. And I don’t know about you, but I find it very hard to eat while my head is stuck in a sack,” Enrai retorted.  
 
    “Aren’t you the guy who got his head stuck inside a giant oyster back at the Resort because you refused to let even the tiniest scrap of meat go?” Dora asked incredulously, thinking back to the time the Monk had put his whole head inside of a shell just to get at the seafood inside.  
 
    Enrai flushed red at the reminder, shooting Ain a withering glare as the elf had the nerve to laugh at him. 
 
    “Is that what happened? You said you tripped over a bucket of clams, and that was why your upper torso smelt so fishy that day!” the Spellsword chuckled in disbelief.  
 
    “I recall you also laughed really hard at me then, too,” Enrai muttered.  
 
    “To be honest, that was mostly because your ‘aroma’ made you appear very attractive to that one bird-woman. I was mainly laughing at your attempts to turn down her advances,” Ain admitted.  
 
    Dora was unable to stifle a giggle in time, and her muffled snorts grew into a gale of mirth when Enrai shot her a betrayed look. In the end though even Enrai couldn’t help but laugh along, the humor infectious. It also dispelled the gloomy mood that had ensnared them earlier.  
 
    Eventually, the group calmed down, their breathing returning to normal. Dora’s expression turned serious as she wiped one last tear of laughter away.  
 
    “Guys, I’m sorry about this,” she apologized, bowing her head towards Ain and Enrai. “If I hadn’t been so stubborn and eager to get this mission over with, we might’ve ended up in better shape.” 
 
    The Healer gestured helplessly towards their backpacks. “We have supplies, but they won’t last forever. And my mana is eventually going to run dry if I have to keep casting spells to keep us safe. If only I’d been smarter and tried to get more supplies, or information… this is all my fault.” 
 
    “Yeah, it kinda is,” Enrai said. Dora and Ain gave him hurt and dirty looks, respectively, but the Monk plowed ahead. “But we’re stuck in this predicament together. So, let’s do our best to finish the quest Lady Nia gave us and go home soon!” 
 
    “He’s got a point,” Ain admitted begrudgingly. He gave Dora a soft, sympathetic smile. “We can manage this. I know we can!” 
 
    Dora smiled back, her hopes restored. “You’re right. We won’t get anywhere by doing nothing. Oh, before I forget: Protection from Evil!” 
 
    Refreshing her friends anti-Miasma barriers, the group set off into the wild lands of the Abyss, wandering aimlessly in the hopes of Divine Intervention. Or luck. Either would be nice.  
 
    ∞.∞.∞ 
 
    “Is it weird how these demons keep finding us, or is it just me?” Dora wondered as the trio dispatched the latest pack of roving abominations. The demons of the Abyss seemed to have a preternatural ability to detect where the party of interlopers would be, always homing in on them even if they were hidden. Neither magic nor slathering themselves in the mud and grime of the Abyss seemed to deter the demons’ ability.  
 
    “It could be… phew, give me a second… it could be that they can sense the Light magic we’re wearing. I mean, this place is all about Dark magic, right? Can’t imagine a realm of pure evil would take kindly to pure good,” Enrai suggested, panting slightly from the exertion of the fight. With the Dark mana thick in the air, his own magic and ability to fight was limited, forcing him to rely on pure physical might.  
 
    “I concur. Or, it could be something completely different.” Ain did not look too good either, his skin pale, with a thick sheen of sweat upon his forehead. He stayed upright, though, watching intently as the remains of the demons dissolved as if subjected to acid under Dora’s spells.  
 
    “You guys don’t look so good,” the half-orc noted worriedly. “Should we take a quick rest?” 
 
    “No, there’s no need to stop for us,” Ain replied with a shake of his head. “It’s just… the Dark magic here is so potent, even with your spells protecting us it manages to… weaken us.” 
 
    Dora cast quick diagnostic spells on her companions. “We need to rest,” she declared firmly after looking at the two of them. She grabbed them by the arms and started dragging the duo towards a lone tree that looked mostly safe and not demonic.  
 
    “What? No way, I’m not even tired,” Enrai bragged dismissively.  
 
    “When’s the last time any of us have slept?” she inquired, eyebrow raised, and neither of her friends could answer her. 
 
    “It seems the Abyss has more than just demons and messed up landscapes to keep people away. According to my spells, we’ve been awake for three whole days!” 
 
    “Wha… how? It’s only been…” Enrai sputtered, trailing off as once again he had no proper answer. Dora nodded sagely at his look of quiet horror. 
 
    “The Abyss had been tricking us into thinking we don’t need to rest. The Miasma… even if I block most of it, some of it still gets through the spell’s defenses, and it weakens us. We’ve eaten and drunk things, but we haven’t slept yet. If we keep going, we’ll pass out or die of tiredness regardless of what our bodies may currently be tricked into thinking.” 
 
    “Insidious,” Ain muttered. “But how are you not affected by it?” 
 
    “Must be due to my Light magic, or my status as a Chosen One,” she replied with a helpless and confused shrug. It was a mystery to herself as well. No matter the spell she used, Dora couldn’t find a single thing wrong with her body. Chalking it all up to ‘it’s magic, don’t question it,’ was the only solution at the moment.  
 
    “How are we going to sleep at all, though? We can’t set up camp due to the demons being able to find us,” Enrai pointed out.  
 
    “It might be possible with this,” Dora said, holding up the Depiction of Utopia. “It doesn’t have a lot of power left after being drained for three thousand straight years, but if we all channel our mana into it, we could potentially conjure up a barrier big enough for the three of us to sleep in, and it would last several hours at least.” 
 
    The two guys exchanged looks before nodding. What did they have to lose? After gathering underneath the gnarled old tree that was not visibly evil in any way, all three of them placed their hands on the impossibly ancient and holy relic, and began to pump what little mana they had left into it.  
 
    The parchment glowed purest white, bathing the trio is its blessing. Slowly, a bubble crept outwards, enveloping all of them. It grew a few more feet before the luminance began to dull and the barrier flicked. Noticing that, Dora reeled in some of her power, adjusting the size to one that was stable. They had a relatively small space, and the barrier took the form of a triangular pyramid with the tree they were hiding under forming the center of the magical barrier.  
 
    Upon finishing, the expressions of all three lit up as the dull throbbing of various aches and pains faded away. The gnawing and itching of the Miasma was gone completely, and they let out a sigh of relief.  
 
    “I could get used to this…” Enrai murmured sleepily, suddenly overwhelmed by the fatigue the Abyss had hidden.  
 
    “…Me too…” Dora yawned. Ain’s response was a snore, the elf’s head propped up against a rock as he used it like a pillow. Enrai and Dora followed his lead, and were transported to dreamland.  
 
    Before long, though, Dora found herself ‘waking’ inside of a familiar realm of quicksilver currents and endless silvery skies.  
 
    ‘Another meeting with Lady Nia after all this time?’ the half-orc wondered. It’d been a while since she’d last received word from the Goddess of Love.  
 
    As she thought that, a vaguely feminine humanoid form rose up from the liquid silver and Dora felt a sensation of peace and affection radiating from it.  
 
    “Lady Nia?” the Healer asked cautiously. After all, this being could just be a random blob that’d come by to say ‘hello.’ 
 
    A tinkling giggle rang out through the emptiness. “Indeed, ‘tis I, young Ildora,” Nia confirmed.  
 
    “You look… slightly more defined than last time,” Dora said, eyeing the feminine curves on the formerly shapeless entity. “And, could you not call me that?” 
 
    “Yes, with you in the Aether, I can communicate with you much easier, and my dreamscape form can look a little more… normal,” Nia responded. 
 
    “Why don’t you look, uh, human? Like in my theology books,” she inquired, and the goddess emitted a wave of sorrow.  
 
    “You don’t truly believe in me, or yourself, Ildora. Hence why I cannot manifest my true form in your dreams,” Nia said. A frown crossed Dora’s face at that.  
 
    “But… I do! I-I do believe in the Divine Family again! And please, my name is Dora!” 
 
    “You’ve turned your back on Naliot and begun to follow the teachings your mother taught you, but you still harbor resentment in your heart towards me and my family. Both for your mother’s death, and now your father’s. And I call you Ildora because that is your name, the one your parents who love you bestowed upon you. Why should I call you anything different?” 
 
    “Ildora never existed!” Dora shouted angrily, tears welling up in her eyes. “She never had a chance to! Mother never once referred to me by that name because of what Scarrot, my father, did! I’m Dora, now. Dora Halfmoon. And don’t you dare say otherwise!” 
 
    Dora panted heavily, staring at the motionless figure before her. As her rage bled away, she grew worried she had offended the goddess, but contrary to her fears, the divine woman reached down and drew her in for a hug. 
 
    “At last! You finally are starting to accept yourself!” Nia cheered. “Now, if only you could start to accept being my Chosen One, and everything will be fine!” 
 
    “Wait, what?” the half-orc gasped, confused. “Was this… a test?” 
 
    “Please, do not be upset with me,” Nia pleaded, sounding nothing like an almighty goddess at the moment. “I needed to shake your soul and your heart, to check if you were still capable of doing what needed to be done. Out of my three Chosen Ones, you’ve been the most… stubborn.” 
 
    “And that necessitated calling me names?” Dora demanded incredulously.  
 
    “Your heart is closed off,” Nia said softly, regret in her voice. “Of all my Chosen Ones, your life has been the hardest. Out of all my Chosen Ones, you are the most hurt and broken. You’ve begun to heal, but it’s been slow, and I’ve been worried about your progress.” 
 
    “At least you care,” Dora said softly, pressing her head against Nia’s ‘body’ and returning the hug. “Even though I wish you’d shown you did much sooner.”  
 
    “I wish I had been able to as well,” the Goddess of Love sighed wistfully.  
 
    “…You mentioned other Chosen Ones. Who are they?” Dora asked after a bit. “And why do you even need Chosen Ones?” 
 
    “I won’t tell you everything. That’d spoil the surprise,” Nia said, somehow giving off the sense she’d winked at Dora despite her avatar lacking eyes or even a face. “But I can tell you, that my Herald is certainly unusual, and the youngest of you three. My Paladin is a bit… complicated due to my father and brother having staked claims on him before I managed to bless him, but they’ve promised me they’ll hand him over when the time comes. And you are to take the role of my Cleric, blessing allies and smiting my foes!” 
 
    “Do those foes include the Queen Swathed in Vermillion for kidnapping your pets?” Dora inquired. Nia winced and lowered the half-orc back down to the ill-defined ‘floor’ of the silvery realm.  
 
    “About that… to be honest, you weren’t actually supposed to rescue them at all. At first, my darlings were going to act as guides for you and the Paladin when you came to the Aether. Teach you and him about responsibility and the threats you’d face in the future,” Nia admitted sheepishly. “But your rejection of Naliot angered that wretched, chained-up coward, and so he plotted against me and had his servants steal them away and hide them for revenge of sorts. Selling them to that bloated, perverse Demon Lord must have been a bonus for him.” 
 
    “Oh,” Dora said, realizing that refusing the offer the Chained God had given her was the reason she was now in the Abyss trying to rescue Nia’s pet Elemental Tails. “I guess I screwed things up, huh?” 
 
    “Somewhat,” Nia confirmed, “but if you hadn’t denied his request, your soul would be lost to me, and he’d have control of a Chosen One. Not exactly something any god wants to happen to them. With you under his control he’d have power over a portion of my own divinity, and be able to corrupt my followers. So I consider it a balancing act.” 
 
    “Well, don’t worry, I’ll be sure to save them!” Dora declared firmly.  
 
    The featureless effigy of the goddess nodded, pride in her tone as she replied, “I know you will.” 
 
    “And, here, before you wake up for real, take these,” Nia said, and Dora felt something warm settle inside of her chest. “Use those spells as soon as you can!” 
 
    “I will! But, uh, you never answered my other question: Why me? Why Chosen Ones at all?” 
 
    Fear and loathing spilled forth from Nia as the realm around them darkened and cracked, signs of Dora waking up.  
 
    “The World Rebellion calls out to the Void, child. Evil stirs in the hearts of mortals and the darkness grows strong on Erafore. Be wary, and be ready…”  
 
    With a gasp, Dora sat bolt upright, letting out an ‘Oof!’ of surprise as she banged her head against the barrier’s ‘ceiling.’ Enrai too woke with a start, snorting out “I’m awake!” as he too proceeded to mash his forehead against the top of the cramped barrier. 
 
    “Dora? What’s wrong?” Ain asked, suppressing a yawn. The half-orc turned to him with a wide smile that made the Spellsword recoil from its intensity.  
 
    “Nothing! In fact, I believe we have the solutions to our problems,” she declared gleefully as she probed the spells Nia had left inside of her, and learned what they did. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 13: Carnage 
 
      
 
    “So, this spell of Lady Nia’s will protect all three of us from any more Miasma? And even allow us to use our magic as if we weren’t being restricted by the Abyss?” Enrai asked cautiously as Dora continued setting up the spell. It required a great deal of concentration, mana, and ingredients to be cast properly. Seeing it was a Level Nine spell, and more powerful than almost any other spell she’d ever used, the Healer wanted everything to go smoothly.  
 
    “Uh-huh,” she replied vaguely, eyes focused on the ritual she was setting up. 
 
     “Do you have the strength to pull off something of this magnitude, Dora?” Ain inquired, and she shot him an insulted look. 
 
    “Hey, if I can cast a legendary spell like Restore off, then a Divine Protection From Evil should be no problem,” the half-orc insisted, flipping her blonde ponytail over her shoulder in a huff. She went back to organizing the complex magical array she was drawing around the lone tree they’d camped out under last night.  
 
    “Fair enough,” the Grand Elf conceded, and went back to watching her work, occasionally glancing off to the side to watch the surroundings. Things were quiet and calm. Unnaturally so. Odds were demons were nearby, but waiting for the barrier to disappear before trying their luck. 
 
    The trio was still hiding inside of the barrier the Depiction of Utopia had created for them last night. It provided a safe, if cramped, space to set up the ritual. And once Dora undid the barrier, she’d immediately cast the first of the two spells Nia had given her.  
 
    “Okay, are you two ready?” Dora asked as she took her spot at the head of the triangle she’d drawn on the ground with salt. Enrai and Ain swiftly stood at one of the other points of the triangular magical array. They nodded in confirmation, and Dora dispelled the barrier. 
 
    Immediately all three of them groaned in pain and nausea as they felt the crippling touch of the Abyss’s Miasma. Dora wasted no time to activate the magical array, and with a thrum of energy that shook the trio’s very bones, the materials they’d laid out were consumed by magic. 
 
    The salt burned, the various gemstones melted, and the assorted magical reagents turned to dust. In the middle of the magical array, the tree collapsed into coal that mixed with the other items. The burning salt ignited the coal, turning it into a violet blaze that drank up the molten jewels to grow even more intense, while the dust from the other magical materials were devoured by the now brightly shining purple flames.  
 
    A strange scream of rage and disbelief rang through the air as the now royal purple bonfire exploded outwards, wrapping the trio in its burning grasp. Instead of pain, however, the group only felt relief from the Miasma as the magic of the ritual burnt away the Dark magic trying to infest them.  
 
    The glorious fire then sunk into their flesh, sinking into the depths of their souls to protect them from the corrupting influences of the Abyss.  
 
    Dora let out a sigh of relief and joy: relief for succeeding in perfectly casting Divine Protection From Evil, and joy from feeling its effects working. If she listened closely and attuned her magic to her body, the Healer could hear the hiss and pop of Dark mana being driven from her.  
 
    “Sounds like raindrops evaporating from surface of a hot pan,” Enrai said softly, doing the same as Dora and getting a feel for the full effects of the spell.  
 
    “Rather soothing,” Ain muttered, a faint grin on his lips as he felt his magic return to him, no longer repressed by the Miasma. A feral grin then split his face wide open as he spun around, drawing his saber in one smooth movement and gathering a fearsome amount of magical power to him. 
 
    A titanic purple lightning bolt fell from cloudless skies to impact a veritable tide of chittering, slavering maws, jaws, and beaks that had appeared from behind a hill. It exploded in the midst of the horde, sending countless charred and shattered demons flying. And unlike other times Ain had used his Lightning magic to fight them, this spell actually seemed to do permanent, physical damage to the demons, their wounds healing much slower, if at all. 
 
    ‘No doubt a side effect of being under such a powerful anti-demon protection spell,’ Dora mused, watching as the tide of demons screeched to a halt as Ain unleashed more lightning bolts onto them. 
 
    “Seems like they were waiting for us to lower our defenses,” Enrai snorted, fire with a hint of purple spurting from his nostrils. With a casual wave of his hands, amethyst colored flames gushed forth and swallowed up the demonic horde.  
 
    Dora watched the duo annihilate the entire force of demons with little strain, a tiny smile of her face. After a few more seconds of righteous violence, she clapped her hands, the sound resounding through the area like a crack of thunder.  
 
    “Time to go, you two,” she said calmly. “We have a Demon Lord to confront.” 
 
    “Neat. How exactly are we going to find her base, though?” Enrai asked, recalling what she’d said earlier about navigating the Abyss. 
 
    “Like this: Guide my feet, my hands, my heart! Show me the way to my quest! Heroic Compass!” Dora chanted, and she felt a tugging sensation on her soul.  
 
    “Come! This way!” she declared, turning in a seemingly random direction and striding past the piles of vanquished demons. Enrai and Ain looked at each other before shrugging, and followed behind her. Wouldn’t be the first or last time they blindly followed the Healer’s directions. 
 
    ∞.∞.∞ 
 
    “This is the Vale of Screams?” Enrai uttered, both horrified and intrigued as he stared at the sight before him. 
 
    “It certainly fits the Abyss’ aesthetic,” Ain said, unable to tear his eyes from the scene before him.  
 
    Dora said nothing, doing her best to hold in her bile at the sights, but the tugging sensation in her soul was stronger now. This was indeed the right place. 
 
    Nestled between mountains of twisted and deformed scarlet stone, the Vale of Screams was a prime example of the Abyss. The walls of the valley were fleshy and looked and felt like raw meat, pulsating every so often in unnatural ways. Then, there was the constant howling, braying, and screaming that gave this region its name. This cacophony emanated from countless faces and heads growing out of the walls of the valley. 
 
    Some of them were little more than a pair of lips, screeching mindlessly. Others were whole heads, ranging from human, to elf, to more exotic like dragons and bird or beast-headed beings, all of them pleading and begging to be allowed to die. Their eyes, if they had them, followed the trio as they entered the horrific region.  
 
    “Gonna have nightmares after this,” the Monk grumbled as they began to walk through the Vale.  
 
    “The Wailing Tower where the Queen Swathed in Vermillion dwells should be near the center of this place,” Dora said softly, trying to ignore the foul sights around them. Which, sadly, was easier said than done when a head rapidly stretched out of its place on the Vale’s wall, its neck like a serpent, and tried to bite down on the half-orc who was leading the way.  
 
    Before freakishly large teeth could even touch her, purple flames roared up and seared the face off of the aggressive head, causing it to wail in pain and recoil, retreating back to its spot on the wall.  
 
    “Well, I see why Lady Nia insisted I use that Divine Protection spell,” Dora said, attempting to make light of the fact that she’d have had her head bitten off just now if not for the goddess’ blessing. It failed, and her trembling voice caused Enrai and Ain to form up protectively around her.  
 
    “Take it easy, Dora. We don’t need to rush, so take your time,” Enrai assured her.  
 
    “And we’ll guard you the whole- Argh! Get it off me!” Ain cried out, wildly kicking his left leg as it was grabbed by another greedy mouth. Thankfully, the spell continued to protect the elf, leaving him unharmed, if slightly embarrassed by panicking. 
 
    Dora snorted in amusement at Ain’s reaction, feeling herself grow more confident. “Yeah, with you two by my side, there’s nothing we cannot conquer or overcome!” she declared joyously.  
 
    Buoyed by Dora’s cheer, the trio continued their trek into the Vale of Screams, eyes peeled for any sign of a tower, castle, or habitation at all.  
 
    “What do you think this Wailing Tower will be made of?” Enrai asked Dora as they walked through the valley.  
 
    “Could be anything, really. Odds are it’s somehow been made out of faces, or something, given the name and the location it is in,” the Healer surmised.  
 
    “Yeah, that makes sense,” the Monk sighed, punching a face that tried to nip at him. It recoiled with a squeak, and went ignored.  
 
    “This whole realm makes no sense,” Ain muttered despondently, glancing here and there as the group moved onwards.  
 
    “The Abyss is all about chaos, Ain. It defies expectations and explanations,” Dora replied with a shake of her head. “I agree with your complaint, though. Even Gaeum, as wild and random as it had been, still followed rules that were similar enough to Erafore that it made it seem… familiar, I guess? This place is just wrong. In ways both subtle, and not.” 
 
    “Hey, Dora, speaking of ‘unsubtle,’ I think we’ve found the Wailing Tower,” Enrai said as they turned a corner, his voice trembling with repressed revulsion. She turned her head and blanched, all the blood draining from her face. At her side, Ain cursed magnificently.  
 
    Sitting in the middle of the path was a titanic figure, the head and shoulders reaching up to the very tips of the surroundings peaks. It lacked skin, its muscles and organ disturbingly similar to that of a human’s. 
 
    But what was even more grotesque and unnerving was that the enormous skinned creature was bound in what could only be described as bondage fetish gear. Its eyes were covered by a red blindfold, while its hands and legs were wrapped in crimson leather bindings. A huge ball-gag made from a single massive ruby was placed in its mouth, muffling an endless, hair-raising wail that was trying to escape from the mountain-sized entity.  
 
    Yet somehow, the longer the trio looked, the more horrified they became. Holes had been carved into the mountainous creature’s body, and the inside looked to have been hollowed out with magic and transformed into a palace. Doors of fancy wood and windows made of beautiful stained glass were placed over the gaping holes that dotted its body.  
 
    After watching a demon fly down from the sky and alight on a balcony made from cartilage and gristle and proceed to enter through a door where the giant being’s left ear should have been, Dora was unable to hold back any longer and vomited all over the ground.  
 
    “What… what in the actual Hells is this?” she gasped. Her bile sizzled against the flesh of the Vale of Screams, melting a hole into the ground at her feet as she stared at the monstrosity of architecture before her. 
 
    “Th-they turned a living creature – A Titan – into a gods damned mansion!” Ain hissed in disgust. 
 
    “The Wailing Tower… this… I can’t… I don’t have the words to describe this, this abomination!” Dora growled angrily. She glanced at Enrai who was staring blankly in horror at the creature in front of them. She then turned to Ain who was swearing in elfish at the way the demons had despoiled one of the most ancient and powerful entities in existence.  
 
    “Enrai? Ain? Forget stealth, we’re smashing our way in and burning the place down if we can,” Dora announced.  
 
    “I love this plan!” Enrai said gleefully. Ain simply grinned a toothy, vicious gin, that promised pain in the Queen’s immediate future.  
 
    As one, the trio bolted out of their hiding spot and began to run full tilt at the disfigured Titan who’d been forcefully converted into an abode. They aimed for a door that had been grafted onto the Titan stomach, right where a belly button would have once been. Approaching the Wailing Tower, the group had to use Enrai’s wings of fire to carry all of them up to that particular entrance.  
 
    The door was unlocked. Hardly surprising, since who would be stupid enough to break into and steal from a Demon Lord? The door was torn off of its hinges all the same, and hurled away from the Titan. The flesh around the frame quivered in pain, and Dora quickly used her magic to healing the gaping hole in it. The entrance was completely healed over in no time, and the Healer patted the newly grown flesh apologetically.  
 
    “I’m sorry I can’t do more than this,” she mumbled to the Titan. “And I’m sorry for any further pain we’ll be causing you.” 
 
    A rumbling groan echoed through the fleshy walls of the Tower, and Dora’s mind was bombarded with images of herself, tearing apart countless demons while standing protectively in front of a withered, yet still beating, heart. Painful emotions accompanied the mental projections, mainly vindictive glee at the thought of someone hurting the demons, and a pleading sensation that begged to die.  
 
    “You want us to kill you?” she asked, and a second loud groan reverberated through the flesh and her thoughts.  
 
    ‘YES!’ the projected emotions screamed at her, and the Healer nodded.  
 
    “Sometimes, a Healer can’t save a person. And the kindest thing they can do is send the patient off in peace,” Dora said, reciting a passage of the Healer’s Creed her mother had taught her long ago. She turned to her friends, who were raring to go, and smiled.  
 
    “Come on, let’s tear this place apart and find Nia’s pets!” 
 
    In response to her words, the halls of meat and muscle around the party contracted, and Dora found herself with directions popping into her head.  
 
    “The Tower’s showing me where to go,” she explained to Ain and Enrai as she bolted down one of the many branching corridors. The two didn’t question her response and just rolled with it, following her down the twisting labyrinth of flesh that was the Wailing Tower. 
 
    “It’s a lot bigger on the inside then it seemed from the outside. Is the Queen using Space magic to distort the dimensions of the interior?” Enrai asked as they passed by a vast, arching room filled with pools of acid. Demons could be seen swimming through the corrosive fluids without a care, the Titan’s stomach acids no match for the mutagenic regeneration of the Abyss.  
 
    “According to the Tower, the answer is ‘yes,’” Dora replied after listening to a whispering wail that flowed through the corridor.  
 
    “Oh. Neat. Uh, thank you, Tower,” Enrai said hesitantly. “How, um, how is the Tower able to observe what goes on inside of it? And answer our questions?” 
 
    Ain rolled his eyes at his human friend. “It’s a Titan, Enrai. Primordial entities who are more magic than material existences. They built an empire across the Aether, and ruled as gods on fathomless worlds and realities, until being overthrown by actual deities. It stands to reason that a Titan could perform feats of magic beyond our comprehension even while bound and tortured.”  
 
    “Hush, you two. Talk less, obliterate demons more,” Dora said, using purifying purple and silver light to blast a demon who’d stepped out of a room in front of them. It didn’t even have a chance to scream before it was wiped from existence.  
 
    Dora inspected the room it had emerged from. Within was what appeared to be a giant lung, straining to pump. Frost tickled the Healer’s face and forehead as freezing cold air walloped her in the face when she peeked inside. Magical apparatus had been grafted onto the organ, and after examining the magical arrays and runes decorating the devices, Dora glowered in disgust when she realized the demons had converted the Titan’s lungs into some kind of cooling device! This particular lung had been modified to produce and pump cold air throughout the Wailing Tower. No doubt there was a similar set up with the other lung being made to create hot air.  
 
    “Ain, fry the place,” she ordered, stepping back and letting the Spellsword get a look through the doorway. The elf scowled and raised his saber, chanting softly, puffs of frozen air rising up with every word.  
 
    “Blitz Wave!” he cried out, and a ripple of purple-tinged electricity surged forth into the Lung Chamber. Whenever the energy came into contact with a rune or magical artifact, it would explode violent, reacting harshly to the Lightning magic. In seconds the room was a mess, the lung little more than scraps of flesh dangling from cords of muscle and pipes of meat, and the Tower shuddered and howled with both pain and relief.  
 
    “Good work, Ain!” Enrai cheered, slapping the Grand Elf on the shoulder. Dora nodded in approval as well.  
 
    “Nice shot. Now, come on, we’re almost to where the Elemental Tails are being kept!” Dora replied. She stumbled as a rippling groan rang out, and she stopped in her tracks, a look of intense worry on her face.  
 
    “What’s wrong, Dora?” Ain asked. 
 
    “Th-the Tower just sent me a vision… the Elemental Tails are in a room with a giant heart. It looks like a throne room… and the Queen Swathed in Vermillion is there, entertaining a pair of guests…” 
 
    “Well, crap,” Enrai grunted. “Who are the two visitors? Are they also Demon Lords?” 
 
    “No, the Tower didn’t recognize them, but it did seem to be wary of them, which I imagine means they’re powerful enough to be on par with a Demon Lord,” the half-orc said after thinking it over. 
 
    “Should we wait for them to leave?” Enrai asked, trepidation clear in his voice. He was under no illusions of how well they’d be able to handle even a single Demon Lord. The plan had originally been to distract the Queen Swathed in Vermillion, grab the Elemental Tails, and flee. Now that there was an extra pair of beings on par with the Demon Lord of Dark Carnality in their way, the odds of them successfully pulling off their quest dropped significantly.  
 
    “Yes, that sounds like the only reasonable solution,” Dora said after thinking it over. “Only problem is we might not have the time to spend waiting.” 
 
    She glanced down at her hands, and focused on the film of energy coating her. Purple light flickered under her analyzing gaze, and Dora checked how much time they still had left. The answer left her with a frown.  
 
    “How much power does the spell have?” Ain asked, noticing the intensity of Dora’s stare.  
 
    “The spell has plenty of mana left. We could easily spend a week in the Abyss with no ill effects. But that’s assuming we don’t get into anymore fights. Every battle we have, every demon we slay, every hit we take, every spell we cast weakens the protective energy around us.” 
 
    “So, you’re saying our best bet for survival is to rush in, cause a mess, and then run away?” Ain inquired.  
 
    “If we keep the fighting to a minimum, then yes,” Dora said, looking at her companions warily. They’d used up more of their Divine Protection than her due to being the vanguard in all of their fights so far. 
 
    “I’d say you two would be able to take five hits… maybe eight if your luck is strong and the attacks are weak,” Dora announced.  
 
    “Five to eight blows… from a Demon Lord or equivalent?” Ain asked, and the half-orc nodded.  
 
    “And if you don’t try to use any spells stronger than Level Three,” she added. “Level Four and higher will drain the Divine Protection spell in a more taxing way.” 
 
    “Well, that severely limits our combat options,” Enrai muttered. He then sighed and forced a smirk onto his face. “But hey, we’re not here to win a fight. Grab the pets, get out using the Elemental Tails to open up a dimensional portal. That’s the goal, right?” 
 
    “Exactly,” Dora agreed. The Monk took a deep breath before nodding. 
 
    “Yeah, okay, we can do that. What do you think, Ain? Up for some old school fighting? No spells, only fists and weapons?” 
 
    “Been a while since I’ve done that,” Ain admitted, gripping his saber tightly. “But I suppose there’s a sort of enjoyment in going back to the basics.” 
 
    Their resolved steeled and their minds made up, the trio turned their attention towards the battle that was about to erupt.  
 
    “We’re ready, Tower,” Dora said, placing a hand against the wall. The abused Titan groaned, causing everything around them to shake and quake. Meanwhile, a series of directions were broadcast into her mind, showing her a path straight to the Heart Chamber where the Queen was attending to her guests.  
 
    With a map telepathically seared into her brain, Dora led the group through the abomination of flesh and living tissue, eventually coming to what had once been the spinal column. The bones and discs of the Titan’s spine had been twisted and deformed with biomancy and crafted into a spiraling staircase.  
 
    “No turning back,” she muttered as they began to ascend towards the final confrontation. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 14: A queen challenged 
 
      
 
    “Beautiful, yet disgusting,” the Healer of the party commented on the altered flesh and bone around her. Dora could tell that a master of the fleshcrafting arts had had a hand in the creation of the Wailing Tower. Seeing the massive staircase that had once been a spine only drove that home deeper.  
 
    She shook her head free of the lingering thoughts and turned to her friends. “These stairs will lead us up to the Heart Chamber. Once we reach it, we’ll have a major fight on our hands. So, take these.” 
 
    She reached into her pack and removed a quartet of tiny glass vials. The Divine Protection upon her transferred over to the potion bottles, keeping them safe from the Miasma around them as she presented them to Ain and Enrai.  
 
    “Here, each of you get a Grand Healing Potion and a Grand Mana Replenishment Potion,” she declared, handing her friends the potions.  
 
    Two of the vials were filled with a deep red liquid that was a like molten rubies. The other pair of vials contained a bright blue substance that had the quality of liquid sapphires. Ain’s eyes lit up in awe at the sight of the rare potions and he hastily took his share, squirreling them away in a pouch at his side.  
 
    “These are crazy expensive! Both to buy, and to make! When did you have the time to make these?” Enrai gasped as he carefully took the small vials.  
 
    “I didn’t. I managed to swipe ‘em from Glast’s tent back in Down’s slave market. He had a bunch of nifty potions and alchemical ingredients just lying around. Since he wasn’t going to need any healing when we got through dealing with him, I decided to take them,” Dora said, not a single shred of guilt in her soul at stealing from the Marble Elemental slaver.  
 
    With the healing items divided up amongst the group, they quickly made their way up the winding staircase. It was an eerie experience walking on magic molded bones and cartilage, made more gruesome by the raw, wet flesh on all sides that twitched and undulated in response to their presence, not to mention the thudding beat of a massive heart, growing ever louder with every step they took. 
 
    The air itself felt different. Not just the heat, which was rising thanks to Ain having destroyed the lung responsible for pumping cold air through the Tower, but there was a static-y charge that caused all their hair on their arms to perk up warily. For the first time in many a day, the foul tang of the Abyss’s Miasma was replaced by something else. A pulsating, crawling, ravenous power that demanded attention.  
 
    Dora sucked in a gasp as she recognized the foreign energy. ‘It’s almost identical to the power I felt radiating off of the World Rebellion cultist back in Targua!’ she realized. ‘Is the Queen in league with the Void? Or is it the guests she’s entertaining?’ 
 
    A tremble ran through the Tower all of sudden, and the trio found themselves stumbling and falling. Desperately, Dora’s arms grabbed onto the central pillar the staircase was built around, stabilizing herself and keeping her from falling. The Void energy she’d detected earlier briefly flickered, replaced momentarily by a suffocating amount of Miasma. The two energies warred against each other for a few seconds before the all-consuming Void emerged victorious. The Tower ceased quaking immediately afterwards. 
 
    “What in the name of the gods was that?” Ain demanded, feet planted firmly on the ground, arms outstretched and pressed onto the walls in an effort to stay upright. Enrai shrugged, though his face displayed a look of consternation, and his fingers had dug into the bone handrail, cracks fissuring wildly through it. 
 
    “I think the Queen is angry, and her guests are also none too happy,” Dora said hesitantly, trembling slightly from the residual pressure. “Oh, and fair warning: I think her guests might be from the World Rebellion. Because that hungry sensation you’re feeling? That’s the Void.” 
 
    “Son of a sword!” Enrai swore loudly, his face contorted into an expression of horror and disgust. “Did that masked cultist follow us from Targua, somehow?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but we’ll have to be extra careful now,” Dora said, taking a deep breath to calm her quaking nerves. “I don’t know how well the Divine Protection spell will hold up against Void-based attacks.” 
 
    “Just our luck,” Ain muttered dejectedly, before drawing his sword. “Come on, let’s keep going before we all get cold feet and run away.” 
 
    “A sound plan,” Enrai agreed, and Dora nodded firmly, her expression stern. They continued their trek up the winding spinal staircase, coming to a halt outside of a door made from countless different kinds of teeth, ranging from bestial fangs to human molars.  
 
    “Eeewww…” Dora moaned as she pushed it open, feeling the chunks of enamel move and shift under her touch. The teeth all tried to bite the half-orc as she pushed it open, but her Divine Protection once more flared up and scorched the offending items to ash.  
 
    Stepping through, the trio found themselves in an arched corridor, the ceiling held up with what could only be one of the Titan’s ribs. Grossly modified so it held up the passageway’s ceiling, the bone stretched far off into the distance down the hall. Dora watched as several doors suddenly closed up ahead, preventing any demons from coming through and alerting the Queen Swathed in Vermillion of the intruders.  
 
    “Thank you,” Dora said to the Tower, patting it softly. A weak, pitiful moan filled the corridor, and the green-skinned Healer tilted her head to the side, listening.  
 
    “…Okay, I’ll see what I can do,” Dora said after a moment. She turned to her friends and informed them of what the Tower had told her.  
 
    “Listen, this might be tricky to pull off, but if we have the chance, try to destroy the heart. It’s being guarded by the Queen, but if it’s destroyed, the Tower will finally be put out of its misery and freed from this wretched existence.” 
 
    “We can do that,” Enrai vowed solemnly.  
 
    “Indeed. It’s only fitting to help someone who has helped us,” Ain stated nobly.  
 
    With renewed vigor, the trio stormed down the hallway, growing closer and closer to the Heart Chamber, the Queen’s throne room. A shiver of fear ran through Dora at the thought of confronting that vile creature again. Memories of her encounter with an avatar of the Queen Swathed in Vermillion back in Annod Bol swam to the surface of her mind, yet she crushed them violently back into her subconscious.  
 
    ‘I’m stronger now than I was before. Better at magic, and at fighting. I have two powerful friends to support me. I’m not alone. The Queen has no power over me,’ Dora thought to herself like a mantra. She banished the memory of the slick wet tentacles brushing over her legs, repressed the stink of the perverse incense, and rejected the terror that tried to worm its way into her mind.  
 
    Within her body, her soul surged with mana, filling it with the essence of purest silver. A new spell settled into her as Nia blessed her Chosen One again. A trump card to be used. Just in case. Dora grinned widely as she felt the Goddess of Love intervene to help her once more.  
 
    ‘I won’t let you down!’ she declared mentally, before coming upon the entrance to the Heart Chamber.  
 
    Unlike the other doors in the Wailing Tower, which were made of metal, stone, or foreign materials, this one was fleshy and molded from the Titan’s own body. It was circular, and reminded Dora of a throat, clenched tightly to deny entry.  
 
    Before they could try and bust it down, the portal opened for them with a wet squelch, the Tower urging them through with a final groan of good luck, and the trio found themselves in the heart of the Wailing Tower, figuratively and literally.  
 
    The Heart Chamber was massive. It had a vaulted ceiling made from the Titan’s ribcage, and the walls, made of flesh and raw, exposed muscle like every other inch of the Tower, throbbed and pulsed rhythmically. Here and there, brazier and torches made of bone burned with a sickly orange glow, using fat that dripped from the walls of the chamber as fuel. Pillars of rusted iron lined the sides of the chamber, with the flayed, tattooed hides of creatures stretched between them as crude and disgusting tapestries.  
 
    The floor was covered in a thick, red carpet woven with intricate bronze colored magical runes of cleanliness and protection from blood and filth. Two figures kneeled on the carpet, paying their respects to the Demon Lord they’d come to visit. 
 
    At the far end of the Heart Chamber was a not a throne, but a large red velvet couch surrounded by silk sheets and blankets and plump, soft pillows, all in varying shades of red. Atop it lounged a nude gold skinned woman, the only things covering her being a series of red silken veils hiding her face.  
 
    And last, but not least, from the ceiling, suspended by barbed hooks and chains made of a fever red metal, hangs the room’s namesake: a massive, pulsating alien heart. It had too many valves, not enough chambers, and was gold in color, though its shine was dulled, tarnished by age and atrocities. Countless horrific and foul curses lay upon it, the Dark magic contained within it overwhelmingly potent. It beat weakly in time to the undulations of the walls, and Dora could feel intense misery and pain seeping from the abused organ.  
 
    Turning away from the Tower’s heart, Dora focused on the trio of beings already in the Chamber. So far, by some miraculous stroke of luck, they had not yet noticed the three intruders! Perfect chance to get into position for a sneak attack! Quickly, she and her companions slunk over to a pillar of bone, and ducked behind it. 
 
    “…round and round in circles, Lord of Demons! We are here to find her, and we won’t take ‘No’ for an answer! Besides, the deal we’ve offered you is more than fair!” the smaller of the Queen’s guests said, annoyance clear in every word he spoke.  
 
    Said figure was strange, his left hand swollen to impossible proportions, the skin of his arm not the blue hue of the rest of his body but a pallid, unearthly shade of grey. The person was lopsided, bending over to the right with the left hand raised up, palm facing the seated woman on the couch.  
 
    Next to him was a large, obese creature covered in bone spikes. It was humanoid, with skin as pale as that of the left hand, and wearing what amounted to rags. This person was clearly bored, his head bobbing listlessly as he listened to his partner argue with the Demon Lord. Or rather, pretended to listen.  
 
    The Queen Swathed in Vermillion’s form was eye-catching as well, as nudity tends to be. And her golden skin caught the glow of the guttering torches well, leaving her to resemble a finely crafted statue more than a living creature. But Dora knew that no matter how beautiful the Demon Lord tried to make herself, her true appearance was as twisted and abominable as its soul. That was why her face remained covered, lest all see how horrific it truly was. 
 
    “NO!” the Queen screeched, still lying regally on her cushions. “The little brat who foiled my plans is mine to kill, mine to destroy! You don’t have the right!” 
 
    “She’s a Chosen One. By that very definition, she is the Void’s problem, and thus, ours to deal with,” the creature with the abnormally large left hand replied. 
 
    “I can kill her as easily as you can,” the Queen Swathed in Vermillion seethed. “I don’t need your help!” 
 
    “Be reasonable,” big hand tried to say, but was cut off by the Demon Lord.  
 
    “She is mine. End of discussion! Now leave!” the unnaturally lovely woman demanded, sitting upright on her couch and pointing a finger at her visitors. While they were distracted with yelling at each other, Dora, Ain, and Enrai started to move, sneaking around the right-hand side of the Heart Chamber trying to get into a better position. They moved from pillar to pillar, careful not to make a sound. Dora’s Quest Compass spell was pointing at something behind the Queen and her throne. 
 
    ‘The Elemental Tails are being kept near her!’ Dora realized. She looked around carefully. The Demon Lord and her visitors were still arguing, and this was a perfect chance to sneak behind the couch, grab the pets, and run! 
 
    “Hmph! Very well then, we shall…” the entity began, but paused. “Actually, on second thought, there’s no need for us to go anywhere.” 
 
    All of a sudden, the index finger of the abnormally large hand twisted unnaturally, and pointed towards Dora’s hiding spot. The half-orc held in a muffled curse as she saw that on the tip of the finger was an eyeball! The rest of the hand turned, revealing a large, wide mouth on the palm! That wasn’t all, as each finger had its own facial feature attached to it!  
 
    The hand’s middle finger had a nose on it, while the index and ring finger bore eyes, the fingers themselves moving like eyestalks. And then, the pinky and thumb had humanoid ears grafted onto them. In addition, dangling from the wrist, were two vestigial arms and hands of its own, resulting in the hand-shaped creature having its own manipulator appendages.  
 
    The other two figures turned as well in the direction the hand monster was looking, and with a wave of its hand, the Queen Swathed in Vermillion caused the flayed skin tapestries to curl up into the ceiling, and the rusted pillars to sink into the floor, revealing Dora and her friends. 
 
    “Well, Hells,” Dora muttered, staring wide-eyed at the trio of entities that wanted her dead.  
 
    A wordless screech of pure, unadulterated hatred tore from the Queen’s throat, and her perfect, golden figure rippled and surged, growing in size and altering its shape. A horrific beast replaced the beautiful body, a creature with nine slick tentacles for legs, and nine breasts – each one different from the others – set in a ring on its fat, pudgy chest. The skin was a raw, reddish pink, like the flesh of a newborn baby, yet had a greasy, oily quality to it. It had two arms, long and gangly yet able to stretch to impossible lengths. It possessed no neck, just a lumpy head with a lipless, needle-filled mouth and three eyes that were empty pits filled with squirming tendrils and phallic objects.  
 
    Ain and Enrai both puked a little at the sight of the true form the Queen Swathed in Vermillion, the Demon Lord of sadism, masochism, rape, and torture. Dora remained steadfast and unflinching in the unholy face of her enemies, having confronted the Queen’s avatar back in Annod Bol. Even so, the full force of the Demon Lord’s wretched and foul appearance made her shake slightly in disgust fueled fear.  
 
    The other two figures were strangely silent, simply observing the trio of mortals who had invaded one of the most dangerous and infamous locations in the Aether.  
 
    “You… YOU! I WILL RIP YOU TO SHREDS!” the Queen Swathed in Vermillion screamed at Dora, her voice shaking the Wailing Tower.  
 
    “Fine,” the hand monster grunted out after glancing over at the enraged mound of demonic flesh that was the Demon Lord. “You can have her. Kill her quickly, though, don’t let her linger. As for us, well, we’ll take care of the other two for you.” 
 
    “DO WHAT YOU WANT!” the Queen screeched.  
 
    “Very well, then. Greetings, mortals. I am Selquist, Last Act and Hand of Typhon,” the hand creature said, bowing mockingly. With a wet pop, the left arm detached from the body he’d been parasitizing, and hovered three feet off the ground. 
 
    “I am Bolgoros, the Last Meal and Flesh of Typhon,” the obese entity declared, wiping drool from his mouth. “You all look really tasty! Brother, which one may I have?” 
 
    “Take your pick…” Selquist started to reply, but Enrai did not bother waiting and immediately dove forward, slamming a fist into the fat entity. There was a muffled ‘Boom!’ as Bolgoros’ body deformed from the blow, and was sent flying into the far wall.  
 
    Unfortunately for Enrai, his preemptive attack did not kill, maim, or even hurt the offspring of Typhon. In fact, amused giggles seeped out of the entity in response. 
 
    “Brother! I want to eat this one!” the Flesh of Typhon declared with childish glee as he pulled himself out of the ruined wall, his wounds rapidly healing until there was no sign of him ever being struck or injured.  
 
    “I suppose that makes the elf my prey, then,” Selquist mused, looking at Ain who was suddenly shrouded in a crackling purple and yellow lightning. “Should be an interesting battle. Hopefully not a short one.” 
 
    Ain didn’t bother replying with banter, and instead hurled himself at the levitating hand-beast, energy cascading off of him. Selquist vanished from the spot he’d been hovering over, moving so rapidly he was just a blurry image. A second later, Ain crashed into that spot, charring the carpet underfoot and sending arcs of lightning flying.  
 
    The Spellsword glared over at the Void abomination, who had appeared behind him, and prepared to attack once more. 
 
    Meanwhile, Dora was left alone to stare down the Queen Swathed in Vermillion, who had calmed down slightly after frothing at the mouth for a moment, spewing insults and black spittle everywhere.  
 
    “Look at the poor little girl! Your friends have abandoned you, leaving you to suffer alone at my hands!” the Demon Lord chortled darkly.  
 
    However, Dora simply laughed right in the Queen’s face. “You think they ditched me to go fight those other two? You don’t seem to understand how ‘friendship’ works.” 
 
    Sneering at the Demon Lord’s taken aback expression, Dora lit up with silver and purple light, her crossbow shimmering in blessed energy as she aimed it at the demonic creature in front of her.  
 
    “You’ve got it all wrong! You’re the one who has to fight me all alone, not the other way around!” the Healer declared, and a ripple of Holy energy surged forth from Dora’s soul, blinding the Demon Lord who recoiled in shock and pain with an animalistic screech.  
 
    Dora took advantage of the distraction and fired her crossbow at the bloated mass of the Queen Swathed in Vermillion. To both her and the Demon Lord’s shock, the small, steel tipped bolt tore through the flabby mass of its stomach, leaving a gaping hole wide enough to put a fist through, and deep enough that it went clear through the other side of the demonic entity, the bolt itself burying in the wall behind the Demon Lord. The room shuddered in pain as it felt the bolt dig into it. What’s more, a film of purple divine flames crackled and fizzed around the open wound, preventing the abnormal demonic regeneration from taking place.  
 
    With a wail of confused pain, the Queen began to thrash around, causing the Tower to quake and shake from the force of its actions. Dora staggered a bit, but righted herself quickly, loading a new bolt into her crossbow with practiced ease. She aimed at the Demon Lord and fired again, this time tearing off its left arm from the elbow down.  
 
    More purplish fire sprang forth from the wound, cauterizing it and stopping a new limb from growing. Dora sidestepped a tentacle that lashed out at her, kicking it away with her boot. The Divine Protection From Evil spell was still in effect, and contact with her footwear scorched the appendage, causing more unexpected pain to assail the Demon Lord.  
 
    ‘How long has it been since that thing has actually experienced true, genuine, pain? Since the Queen could not recover instantly from an injury?’ Dora wondered as she watched the so-called Mistress of Pain weep like a child from the agony of its wounds.  
 
    Demons, by nature, could recover from practically anything. Decapitation, exsanguination, starvation, drowning… there was nothing mundane that could end a demon’s life. Only an overwhelming force that could overpower their regeneration, another demon, or the divine and holy grace of a Good Deity could permanently end one of the Abyssal beings. The rest of the time? Pain was something fun and fleeting, to be taken and dished out as one might give a handshake or a kiss.  
 
    ‘So much for the vaunted Demon Lord of Dark Pleasure. Guess it can’t take what it dishes out,’ Dora thought to herself without an ounce of remorse for the abomination in front of her. 
 
    While the Queen howled and flailed about, sending more tremors through the Heart Chamber, Ain and Enrai were busy fending off the two spawn of Typhon, with considerably less ease than Dora. Where the half-orc and her Light magic were tailor made for dealing with Dark aligned entities, the elf and human had to struggle to cause even a little bit of lasting damage.  
 
    “Fall upon my foe! Drench them with their own blood! A century of woe upon them! Hundred Rain!” Enrai shouted, lashing out with a hundred punches in less time than it took to call out his attack. Boosted by Reinforcement and other physical state enhancing spells, this fist technique the Monks taught to their elite fighters could deliver dozens of killing blows in just a few seconds. 
 
    “Hehehehe… that tickles!” Bolgoros laughed as the bald human’s blows struck against his fat belly. The flesh indented with each strike, but the Flesh of Typhon’s body simply reformed a moment later, leaving him as if nothing had happened.  
 
    “Here! See if you can handle a blow of my own!” Bolgoros declared, thrusting a palm at Enrai. The Monk raised his arms to block the incoming strike, fire and wind wrapping around his body to provide layers of protection to him.  
 
    It did no good, sadly, as the palm thrust delivered by one of Typhon’s children tore through his defenses with contemptuous ease, sending shockwaves of pain rippling through his entire body. Enrai coughed out a wad of blood as he was sent flying into the fleshy walls of the chamber, a stark mirror to how he’d slammed his opponent into the walls earlier.  
 
    Nearby, Ain didn’t have the luxury to worry about his friend being pummeled by the fat Void entity, as he was focused entirely on handling his own abominable enemy.  
 
    “Howling through Heaven to hunt down my prey! Slaughter with fangs and claws of celestial wrath! Storm Wolf!” Ain chanted, and the lightning around him condensed and morphed into a giant wolf made of crackling purple energy. It let out a howl of booming thunder and charged at Selquist.  
 
    The strange hand-like entity flickered and vanished, teleporting away from the animated spell. He continued to blink around the Heart Chamber, leading the spell on a merry chase.  
 
    “You’re it!” Selquist said mockingly, slapping Ain upside the head with one of his deformed arms, and then disappearing in a burst of grey motes of light right before the lupine-shaped spell tore through the space he’d previously occupied. The Storm Wolf growled in sync with Ain, who glared at Typhon’s spawn and directed his attack towards it. 
 
    Since the wolf was a spell, and not a summoned creature like an Elemental, Ain had to concentrate hard to keep the Storm Wolf active, as well as feed it with his own mana to continue allowing it to manifest. The game of tag Selquist was forcing the Spellsword to play was draining his magical energy rapidly, and they both knew it. 
 
    “Let slip the dogs of war!” Ain intoned solemnly. Instead of mindlessly lunging at the hand-shaped entity, the Storm Wolf erupted into a wave of formless yet violent electricity, which lashed out and struck Selquist, who had not been expecting the Grand Elf to try such a tactic.  
 
    Even as the lightning coursed over the Hand of Typhon, though, Ain frowned as he saw that the Void-born didn’t even flinch.  
 
    A second later searing pain flooded Ain’s left arm, and he gasped out in shock as lightning burns manifested on his skin.  
 
    “I’m not really a direct fighter, like my brothers Bolgoros or Rath, or my dear sister Philia. I’m more like Enom: a supporter, whose abilities work best from a distance, and with time,” Selquist stated, brushing off specks of ash from his body as he glanced pityingly at Ain’s wounded arm.  
 
    “My powers are unique, even amongst my brethren. I can possess any living thing, so long as it has a left hand! My teleportation ability lets me appear behind someone or something, and I can transfer any and all damage I take to any other person, place, or thing around me, but only if I touch them first. You have no chance of winning, now that I’ve managed to tag you,” Selquist claimed, proudly revealing his abilities to the Spellsword, tauntingly wiggling his various fingers and digits. 
 
    “You’re rather arrogant, aren’t you? Bragging about your powers, and how they work,” Ain scoffed through gritted teeth. He hastily chugged down a mouthful of the Grand Healing Potion Dora had given him earlier, and the burns along his left arm vanished, replaced by freshly healed skin.  
 
    “Pride, much like mercy, is the right of the strong. For even if you know how my Void-blessed abilities work, you have no chance of defeating me, or escaping alive,” Selquist sneered, the lips of his mouth set in his palm twisting grotesquely. “A puny bug like you isn’t worth going all out. Or even worth a tenth of my full power. Isn’t that right, Bolgoros?” 
 
    “Yeah, brother! These guys are fun, not a challenge at all!” The bone spikes quivered gleefully all over the Flesh of Typhon’s body as he threw punch after punch at Enrai, who blocked some but tried to dodge most.  
 
    “Damn you!” the Monk snarled, wiping away some blood that was dribbling out of his nose and mouth. “You can’t keep this up forever!” 
 
    “The toughest meat always takes the longest to tenderize,” Bolgoros said in a sage tone, before slapping Enrai aside as the bald human tried to deliver a skull crushing kick to his noggin. “And for your information, we can take as long as we please. Because in the end, it doesn’t matter if your little Chosen One friend can beat the Queen Swathed in Vermillion. If she does, she’ll just be killed by us immediately afterwards!” 
 
    “And if she doesn’t win, which honestly speaking, is the most likely outcome, given how strong that pile of tentacles and tits is,” Selquist said, studiously ignoring how easily the half-orc had incapacitated the Demon Lord earlier, and its cries of pained disbelief, “well, Fate and her pet gods are still down a Chosen One. While we’d have preferred to be the ones to kill her, I suppose in the end it doesn’t make all that much difference.” 
 
    “Your plans won’t come to fruition,” Ain spat, raising his saber and pointing it at Selquist. Lightning rolled around his body and blade, which began to flicker as the sheer power he was emitting bent the light around him. 
 
    “The Void will swallow all, mortal. It will consume this wretched, imperfect existence, and from the bowels of Creation itself, a new Reality will rise,” the Child of Typhon uttered, his tone calm, yet cold and sharp as steel. “Can you not imagine it? A new realm without flaws or suffering. A realm that should have been made long ago. Could have been made long ago! But Aun was too cowardly and weak-minded to do what had to be done!” 
 
    “Flawed as our world might be, I still prefer it to whatever sick fantasy you Void worshipping loons could conceive of,” Enrai declared, raising his fists in a boxing stance. At the same time, his flesh darkened, his tattoos flowed out over his entire body, and an aura of might rose up, cloaking him.  
 
    “Bring it on!” Ain and Enrai cried out, and they charged at their opponents with their most powerful techniques. 
 
    Dora smiled warmly at her friends, confident in their abilities to hold the Void spawn off. Not defeat them, though. The Healer wasn’t that naïve, and she could feel the power the two abominations were holding back. It was like gazing at a dam fit to bursting, or a pile of rocks teetering on the edge of a cliff, ready to fall and start an avalanche.  
 
    ‘Good, they’ve bought me a few more minutes,’ Dora thought to herself, pleased by the way the distractions were working. A low moan grabbed her attention and the half-orc sighed to herself, weariness and disgust trickling through her as she returned her gaze to the Queen Swathed in Vermillion. 
 
    The lump of demonic flesh was writhing on the couch. To an outsider, it might look like the Demon Lord was in great agony, but up close, the moans emitted were breathy whispers of pleasure, rather than pain.  
 
    Dora scowled and fired another crossbow bolt into the Demon Lord, puncturing one of her tentacles and severing it. Purple flames coiled around the wound and consumed the removed portion of the appendage, burning it into a tiny pile of ash.  
 
    “Ooog! Aggha!” the Queen uttered, twisting in masochistic joy. “Such… beautiful pain!” 
 
    Dora grimaced. It hadn’t taken long before the anguish Dora was inflicting onto the Demon Lord stopped hurting and began to actually feel good. Such was the Queen’s true nature, after all. It’d just required longer for the oversized demon to adjust to the sensations.  
 
    Each time the Healer had shot the Queen with her crossbow, she took a few steps forward, making her way towards the couch. With that last bolt, she’d finally gotten near enough to the furniture to walk around it, keeping an eye on the Demon Lord all the while, crossbow poised and ready to inflict more ‘pain’ onto the Queen at a moment’s notice. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw what she was looking for tucked away at the back of an impressively large piece of furniture, and grinned.  
 
    A large cage, big enough to fit a person, made out of a black metal that glowed a sickly green. Hopeful yipping immediately reached her ears and she saw for the first time the forms of the Elemental Tails she’d been sent to rescue.  
 
    Two adorable fox kits huddled together in their cage, protecting each other. Each kit was the size of a greyhound. They looked like they’d been carved from blocks of solid opal, their fur a beautiful, crystalline substance that made little rainbows everywhere the light hit it. Their eyes, squinting up at Dora pitifully, were akin to tiny silver mirrors that stared into her soul. And each kit was graced with a single large tail, seemingly made out of rainbow-colored fire, though the colors were dulled, and the tails twitched weakly due to their imprisonment.  
 
    Before she could approach them and bust the locks on the cages, freeing Nia’s pets, she could feel herself getting weaker as she got closer to the containers. Sensing this she stopped. 
 
    ‘Weakness enchantments forged into the cages themselves,’ she thought to herself as she sensed the presence of a familiar spell coating the Elemental Tails’ prisons. ‘Clever! My Divine Protection won’t work very well against this type of enchantment.’ 
 
    She leveled her crossbow at the lock. ‘But this will!’ 
 
    The bolt fired off towards the lock, but the cage abruptly moved out of the way, her bolt sticking into the floor! 
 
    “What the?” the half-orc muttered in surprise, before gritting her teeth in anger as she saw a slick red tentacle pressed against the side of the cage. Sticky mucus secreted from the tip of the boneless appendage had adhered the tendril to the metal of the cage, the Demon Lord’s unholy vitality keeping it safe from the ravages of the Weakness spell. With a jerking motion, the cage flew up over the couch, and into the waiting hand of the Queen Swathed in Vermillion. 
 
    “Ooooo… that was a nice, relaxing break you gave me just now,” the Queen said, its voice oozing insincerity. Before Dora’s shocked eyes, the arm she had shot off earlier regrew, looking as if it’d never been injured. The other wounds all across the Demon Lord’s body healed up as well, and an arrogant aura radiated off the mound of demonic flesh. She grabbed the caged Elemental Tails and mockingly shook their prison at the stunned Healer. 
 
    “Did you really think you were actually hurting me?” it sneered. “I lured you into a false sense of security, and let you believe you were managing to do me harm. Do you honestly think you’re the first mortal with a Divine blessing to come to the Abyss? That you’re the only mortal in history to make their way here to my palace in the hopes of slaying me? HA! I’ve killed so many holy warriors and righteous champions I’ve lost count! I am the Queen Swathed in Vermillion! One of the Thirteen Demon Lords of the Abyss! You have no power here!” 
 
    Her pronouncement complete, a wave of Dark energy exploded forth from the Queen, its vile and destructive aura pressing down hard on Dora, forcing her to her knees. Nearby, Ain and Enrai were caught off guard as well and slammed into the floor from the weight of the Demon Lord’s cursed authority.  
 
    The Wailing Tower trembled, a keening screech of sorrow, madness, and pain shaking the Heart Chamber. Above them, the Titan’s heart beat frantically, trickles of black pus dribbling out of the organ as the Queen imposed its foul will over its personal territory within the Abyss. Outside, the Vale of Screams howled loudly, the sonic waves of the voices reaching all across the tortured landscape. Demons close to the Vale popped like balloons full of minced meat from the force of the cacophony, and the landscape cracked and writhed in torment, the ground rising up and forming new extensions of face-studded walls to the scream filled valley.  
 
    Dora gasped for air as she felt her lungs constrict, and her head pound with painful vibrations. With a sickening crunch, her Divine Protection shattered, and the Darkness began to crush her. 
 
    Dora, her mind hazy from the foul magic trying to devour her, groped weakly for an artifact at her waist, causing the Demon Lord to laugh mockingly. 
 
    “Pathetic little servant of Cynthia and Nia! Nothing you have can harm me! Holy water, sacred weapons, divine magic, blessed ammunition… I’ve faced it all and come out victorious! What in the name of the Abyss do you think a worm like you can do?!” 
 
    The Healer said nothing, instead unrolling the Depiction of Utopia and activating its power. A bubble of pure protection rose up around her, negating the Abyss’s effect on her body, mind, and soul. 
 
    “WHAT?!” the Queen Swathed in Vermillion screeched. “WHY DO YOU HAVE THAT?! WHY DOES A MORTAL LIKE YOU HAVE SOMETHING SO BEAUTIFUL?!” 
 
    The two children of Typhon, who moments before had been smirking at their defeated opponents, widened their eyes in shock when they detected the ancient might of Dora’s artifact. The purity of the painting drove Bolgoros mad, and he lunged at the half-orc, desperate to reclaim it, the part of him that was the grandchild of Aun the Celestial wishing childishly for another chance at seeing a paradise that would never again exist. Yet for all his strength, his blows didn’t even dent or crack the shield surrounding Dora. 
 
    Selquist too tried to claim the painting, launching his magic at the barrier and trying to possess the half-orc, but each spell rebounded off of the raw, heavenly essence she was cloaked in.  
 
    “NO! THAT IS MINE!” the Queen screamed when she saw Bolgoros and Selquist trying to obtain the Depiction of Utopia from Dora. She lunged forward, tossing aside the caged Elemental Tails as if it was naught but trash and crashing into the two Void spawn. Compared to a shard of the original and true Heaven, how could the pets of a young goddess even measure up? 
 
    Dora took advantage of the unintentional chaos she’d created and lunged for the cage, grabbing it before it hit the ground. Then, holding it close to her chest, she broke the lock open, releasing the two opaline foxes. They panted happily, licking Dora’s hands eagerly before sticking close to her legs. She smiled, but a frown took over and she ran towards the collapsed forms of Enrai and Ain.  
 
    “Come on, we need to go!” she cried out, grabbing the two of them and drawing them close. As soon as they entered the barrier the Miasma trying to claim them dissipated, and they let out choking gasps as they were saved.  
 
    “You… rescued us,” Enrai managed to get out. “Knew you… would.” 
 
    “Stay quiet, we’re not done here yet,” Dora replied, aiming her crossbow up at the chains suspending the heart of the Wailing Tower. Three shots and three chains shattered later, and the Titan’s heart tumbled down from the ceiling. Dora ran over and caught it, staggering under the size and weight of the thing.  
 
    “Bigger than I thought,” she grunted, hefting the person sized organ onto her shoulders.  
 
    “How do we get out of here?” Ain asked, looking towards where the Demon Lord was viciously fighting Bolgoros and Selquist.  
 
    A pair of yips was his answer, as the tails of the Planeswalking foxes lit up in a flare of multicolored energy. With a flick of their glowing tails, a hole was torn open in the fabric of reality. The portal was a spiraling rainbow of colors that beckoned invitingly, and Dora and her friends wasted no time leaping through it. 
 
    A loud and furious wail of rage followed them through as the Queen Swathed in Vermillion felt the disturbance in the walls of time and space, turning just in time to see the Depiction of Utopia, the pets of Nia, the keystone of her palace’s existence, and the Chosen One who’d foiled her plans in the past disappear beyond her grasp.  
 
    As the portal closed, Dora could hear the tone of the Demon Lord’s screaming in fear and disbelief as her precious Tower began to perish around her, the cursed heart no longer there to support the unholy and abominable modifications made to it. 
 
    Occupied by the Titan-turned-palace rotting away, the Queen Swathed in Vermillion did not notice the two sons of Typhon escape through a grey vortex that quickly closed behind them. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 15: Running and Planeswalking 
 
      
 
    “W-wh-where are w-we?” Ain stammered out between chattering teeth. After a stomach lurching trip through the Elemental Tails’ portal, the group found themselves deposited into a bone biting cold and snowy wasteland, where they could see nothing for miles but snowdrifts and glaciers.  
 
    “I d-d-don’t k-kn-know,” Dora replied, wrapping her arms around herself, trying to keep the chill from invading her very soul. The Depiction of Utopia’s barrier was no longer working, it had shut off as soon as they tumbled out of the vortex. She understood that she had been pushing the artifact lately, and it still hadn’t recovered from the previous three thousand years of continuous activation. 
 
    Sensing her discomfort, the two otherworldly foxes wrapped their tails around her legs, and the numbing chill abruptly vanished. Surprised, she looked down and felt a potent spell coming from the pair of kits protecting her from the inclement weather.  
 
    “Aw, thank you!” she exclaimed, bending down and rubbing their heads. The Elemental Tails yipped happily at the praise and petting. 
 
    After treating the pets of Nia to some much-needed head pats after being trapped for so long, the Healer looked over at her other two friends. Enrai was currently on fire, his magic heating up himself and Ain who was huddled as close as he could get to the Monk without burning himself.  
 
    “Are you two alright?” she asked, frowning in worry. Her words were whipped around through the air by a gust of icy wind, and even with the Elemental Tails protecting her she couldn’t help but shiver. 
 
    “Fine for now,” Enrai said, rubbing a large bruise on his left knee from where he’d been slammed into the floor of the Heart Chamber not too long ago. “My Fire magic is weak here in this dimension. I can keep it going for a while, though, so don’t worry too much. But where do you think we are, Ain, Dora? Are we in the Elemental Plane of Ice?” 
 
    “Definitely feels like it,” Ain managed to get out through clenched teeth, a growing black eye marring his facial features. “I don’t understand how Dire Elves can live in a place like this! They must all be crazy!” 
 
    “If we are on the Elemental Plane of Ice, we must be near the outer limits,” Dora mused, looking around. “I’ve heard that the closer you get to the interior of the realm, the colder it becomes, the weather freezing mortals solid. Even time itself is frozen right at the very center of the plane!” 
 
    “I’d believe it,” Enrai said, steam rising up from him like smoke from a chimney. “Bad news, though: we’re missing two of our packs.” 
 
    Dora blinked in surprise at his words, then facepalmed. “Damn it, did you two leave your stuff behind in the Abyss?” 
 
    “Seems like it,” the Spellsword said sheepishly, the tips of his ears red due to both the cold and embarrassment. “We took the Bags of Holding off when we started to fight with those two… things.” 
 
    “And they were really nice bags, too,” Enrai pouted. A loud growl rang through the frozen landscape, and he blushed red. “Uh, you wouldn’t happen to have enough food to share, would you, Dora?”  
 
    “I do,” the half-orc replied after putting her own enchanted backpack down and checking its contents. “But not much. I have enough rations left for… another six meals.” 
 
    “Thank the gods we decided to split up our supplies,” Ain sighed in relief. “I couldn’t bear it if we had lost everything in one go!” 
 
    “We should find a place to hide from the wind,” Enrai said, stalling Dora from removing the food from her bag. “Being out in the open like this… I don’t like it.” 
 
    “Good point,” she agreed. “Where can we go, though?” 
 
    “Well, if need be we can make a makeshift igloo by burrowing into one of the snow mounds,” Ain suggested. 
 
    “What’s an ‘igloo?’” Dora asked, tilting her head at the name. The Elemental Tails mimicked her head tilt, looking cutely up at the elf.  
 
    “Ah, it’s a loan word from the ice barbarians who dwell on the frozen continent of Nora alongside the Dire Elves. It means ‘ice house,’ and is literally a house made from stacked blocks of ice,” Ain explained. “My mentor’s a Dire Elf, and he made sure I knew how to survive in the cold one year. Just threw me out into the winter with a handful of supplies and no warning!” 
 
    “Focus, Ain!” Dora snapped as the Grand Elf began to mutter curses against his mentor.  
 
    “Hmm? Oh, right, anyways, the main danger of being out in the cold is the wind. It’ll be warmer out of it, so let’s find a place to hunker down,” he suggested after cutting off his mumbled rant against Tein Huntersteel.  
 
    Some searching led the party of inter-dimensional travelers to an icy hill that soon had a brand-new cave added to it, courtesy of Enrai punching and melting a hole into it. Huddled inside the tiny, cramped space, the group finally felt warm again now that they were out of the frigid wind. 
 
    Dora sat in the middle, with Ain on her left and Enrai on the right, and the two opal furred foxes curled up on her lap. Her pack, as well as the Wailing Tower’s heart, were on the ground in front of them, blocking the entrance. 
 
    “Here, Ain, let me heal that for you,” Dora said, reaching out and fixing the large bruise on his face.  
 
    “Ah, thanks, that feels better!” the Spellsword sighed in relief. Dora turned to Enrai next, and she healed his knee. The Monk nodded at her in thanks, before eyeing the lump of demon-tainted flesh.  
 
    “So, what do you plan on doing with that heart?” he asked, staring at the organ. It continued to throb and beat every so often, still alive despite everything done to it. 
 
    “Bury it, or maybe cremation,” Dora said, thinking it over. “Got to purify it, first, though. It’s laden with Dark magic that I don’t think I can handle on my own. Hence why it’s still, uh, moving.” 
 
    As she said that, the heart twitched, and a spurt of black ichor spat out and splashed against the snow, staining it black. Dora quickly cast Light magic upon the tainted fluid, eradicating the tiny spot of congealed demonic essence.  
 
    Afterwards, she passed out a few pieces of hard, black bread and some very hard jerky to the group. She also gave the Elemental Tail kits some Healing Potions to help them recover from any injuries they’d sustained during captivity.  
 
    “Gross,” Enrai muttered, eyeing the Miasma filled meat warily as he ate the rations Dora handed out. A thought suddenly struck him, and he looked over at blonde half-orc with a worried expression.  
 
    “Hey, Dora, this heart is filled with Abyssal energy, right? Wouldn’t someone be able to locate us if they followed the trail of energy it leaves behind?” 
 
    Dora opened her mouth to deny it, to claim that the sheer amount of Ice Element mana around them would mask their presence, before recalling that this wasn’t just any Dark magic. This was demon magic, filled with chaotic energy that was as easily recognizable as Void energy was. 
 
    “We need to go,” she declared, Enrai’s worry now her own. “We need to get out of here!” 
 
    Ain sighed heavily as Dora began to pack up and prepare to depart from their tiny little snow cave. 
 
    “I get that you’re concerned about being tracked down by demons or worse, but where exactly do you plan on going? We have no idea where we are, merely a vague guess, at best.” 
 
    “That’s…” Dora paused, thinking the Spellsword’s words over. Where could they run to?  
 
    “Can you two take us to the Heavens?” she asked the Elemental Tails. That would be one of the few places in all of the Aether that even the Void wouldn’t recklessly barge into.  
 
    The pair of foxes exchanged glances and then looked at their tails. They scrunched up their faces, trying to focus their powers, and while their tails lit up beautifully, the radiance was dim.  
 
    “Seems like they haven’t recovered enough of their energy yet,” Dora said, shaking her head sadly. “Well, don’t worry too much about it, we’ll deal with whatever comes!” 
 
    Just as she said that, the roof of the snow cave was torn away and blizzardy weather rushed in. Dora screamed in pain at the sudden explosive intrusion of the cold wind. Ain and Enrai fared no better as they covered their faces to protect themselves from hailstones and clods of ice and compacted snow that now flew at them. 
 
    “Found you!” a familiar slimy voice called out through the storm in a singsong tone.  
 
    “Selquist!” Ain snarled, peering through the vast haze of white at a pair of figures slowly making their way towards the party. The winter weather abruptly stopped, the clouds dissipating with a single gesture from the floating hand creature.  
 
    “Nice little trick, running away like that, but did you honestly think to evade us that easily? Give us some credit,” Selquist said disdainfully, his fingers twitching in a threatening manner. 
 
    At his right side, Bolgoros just huffed, his jaw frozen shut due to all of his drool having flash-frozen in his mouth. The fat spawn of Typhon did glare hungrily at Enrai, though, who whimpered at the unpleasant look sent his way.  
 
    “Son of a sword!” Dora swore, hastily strapping the Wailing Tower’s heart to her backpack. She scrambled to her feet and stood in front of the Elemental Tails protectively.  
 
    “Oh, don’t worry, we don’t want those adorable critters, we just want you and your two friends,” Selquist said to Dora, the eye mounted on his giant index finger twisting to follow her movements.  
 
    “I thought you just wanted me,” Dora said, remembering the way the two Void spawn had argued with the Queen Swathed in Vermillion about who had the ‘honor’ of killing her. 
 
    “Initially, yes, but after your battle-hungry companions dared to oppose us, well, brother and I decided it was best that we slaughter all of you,” Selquist replied, all of his eyes narrowing.  
 
    Ain and Enrai tensed, magic flaring around them.  
 
    “Dora, get ready to run,” the Monk whispered to her. “We’ll cover your retreat! Find some place to hide, ditch the heart, and then keep running!” 
 
    “I can’t abandon you two!” Dora hissed back at him. “Not now, not ever!” 
 
    “We don’t have a choice,” Ain replied solemnly. “This might be the only way for you to live. We’re just two mortals, you’re a Chosen One! It’s obvious which of us is expendable, and who isn’t.” 
 
    “NO!” Dora shouted, seeing her friends prepare to leap at the Void abominations. Hearing the grief in her voice, the two Elemental Tails immediately reacted by swishing their tails through the air and tearing open a second trans-dimensional portal.  
 
    Detecting the rip in reality behind her, Dora lashed out, grabbing the collars of the two stubborn friends, and dragged them backwards with her and the opal furred foxes into the vortex. 
 
    Selquist and Bolgoros both let out an inarticulate roar of rage and lunged forward, trying to stop them from escaping, but their fingers just narrowly missed, catching nothing but air and a few fading motes of magic as the portal closed as rapidly as it formed.  
 
    ∞.∞.∞ 
 
    “Where are we now?” Enrai asked after spitting out a mouthful of dirt. He sat up, looking around in confusion. 
 
    “Um, somewhere,” Ain said stiffly, staring out at a vast, cloud filled sky littered with floating islands of various size and shape.  
 
    “Elemental Plane of Air?” Dora guessed, shooting a glance at the two Elemental Tail kits, who yipped and bobbed their heads. “Okay, then! Guys, we’re in Aerum. Try not to fall.” 
 
    “Hey, why so pale faced, Ain? I thought you weren’t afraid of heights?” Enrai asked his elfin friend, who shivered and looked away from the bottomless drop.  
 
    “I’m not scared of heights! Just worried about falling for all eternity,” the Spellsword replied haughtily.  
 
    “Odds are you’ll eventually hit an island or flying creature rather than plummet for the rest of your life,” Dora helpfully said. That didn’t comfort the Grand Elf too greatly, and he just groaned and covered his face with his hands.  
 
    “We should be safe here, right? At least for a little while?” Dora asked aloud, hope in her tone.  
 
    “RAAAAH!” A deafening roar blasted through the tranquil realm, and the group flinched, twisting their heads around to stare off into the distance, where they saw the bulbous form of Bolgoros jumping towards them, hopping from island to island with great, bounding leaps. The force behind his jumps was so great, some of the smaller isles shattered and exploded, debris flying everywhere like shrapnel.  
 
    “YOU WON’T GET AWAY THAT EASILY!” Selquist’s voice boomed out, and the party watched as the hand-shaped abomination zoomed through the sky towards them with ease, murder glinting in his eyestalks. He flew beside his brother, ignoring the shards of rock that pattered against him along the way.  
 
    “Gods damn it, how did they catch up to us so quickly?!” Enrai shouted in disbelief. “Can the Elemental Tails take us away again?” 
 
    A quick look at the duo of ethereal foxes nixed that idea quickly. Their tails had dulled, no longer the swirling rainbows they’d been earlier, but grey and lifeless. Even their fur had lost its jewel-like luster. They panted weakly, and Dora grimaced. 
 
    “They’ve used up too much power too quickly,” the Healer informed her companions, who frowned.  
 
    “Wait!” Ain exclaimed, and he removed a vial filled with luminescent blue liquid. “The Mana Potions you gave us earlier! Could this help?” 
 
    “Temporarily,” Dora said slowly.  
 
    “Long enough to get us away from those guys?” Enrai asked, pointing at the rapidly approaching pair of Void abominations. 
 
    “Screw it, let’s find out!” the half-orc cried. She took the vials back from Ain and Enrai, and hastily fed the contents to the Elemental Tails. The magical foxes perked up as the potions flooded their bodies with a massive amount of energy, and their tails all but exploded with color after a few seconds.  
 
    “Portal! Now! Please!” Dora shouted, and the kits nodded their heads and flicked their tails. Another rainbow-colored vortex appeared, and Dora scooped up the Elemental Tails and ran into it. Enrai and Ain followed behind a second later, and it closed up as soon as they did.  
 
    Behind them, Selquist and Bolgoros howled in fury, both of them clawing at the air in front of them and tearing open holes to other dimensions.  
 
    Dora and her friends spilled out into an underwater wonderland, vibrant, multi-colored coral and sea life all around them. It would have been beautiful, if not for the fact none of them could breath. 
 
    “Gurgle! Murgle!” the half-orc cried out, flailing around pathetically as she couldn’t swim. The Elemental Tails shot her an apologetic look before their tails swished and they conjured up a new portal, hopefully which would lead to an air-filled reality.  
 
    Just in time too, as two new vortices ripped open in the endless realm of water, disgorging the bulk of Bolgoros and the disjointed form of Selquist. Their wrathful intent spilled across the watery divide, and the fish scattered in utter terror. 
 
    “Glubs of glurbs!” Dora swore as she saw her pursers. “Glug! Glug!” 
 
    Enrai kicked at the water, sending him shooting forth like a torpedo through the new portal, while Ain followed at a slower pace, his swimming skills not nearly as fast. Once they were through Dora went in. 
 
    All that was left of their arrival in the Elemental Plane of Water was a puddle of demonic ichor that floated around where Dora had been, and the enraged, waterlogged roars of two monstrous entities being thwarted again.  
 
    ∞.∞.∞ 
 
    “HOT!” Dora screeched as she tumbled onto cracked soil, her wet clothes drying instantly from the furnace like heat that greeted her upon entering the dimension. She jumped upright, panting heavily. The sweat that tried to form on her hissed away into steam, leaving trails of salt all over her skin. The Elemental Tails in her arms just looked around curiously, not bothered by the fiery surroundings.  
 
    “This must be the Elemental Plane of Fire, Ignatum,” Enrai mused, appearing unfazed by the ridiculously high temperature. 
 
    “No, really? I would have never guessed!” Ain panted sarcastically, his ears drooping a little from the realm’s heat.  
 
    “How long do we have until those sons of swords find us again?” Dora asked, looking around warily for any sign of abominations. All she saw at the moment was a vast landscape of charred and cracked earth, with volcanos belching smoke and fire far off in the distance.  
 
    “Minutes, perhaps. Hours, if we’re lucky,” Enrai guess with a shrug. “Honestly, though, judging by recent situations, we’re looking at the former, rather than the latter.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s certainly how our luck’s been turning out recently,” the half-orc groaned. She idly scratched the ears of the two fluffy monsters in her arms as she wondered about what to do next.  
 
    The Elemental Tails yipped and wagged their tails. Dora smiled at them, eyeing the brightness of their vital appendages.  
 
    “Based on the brightness of their tail fur, I think they can create another two, maybe three portals before running out of mana,” she assumed, and the pair of unique foxes bobbed their heads in agreement.  
 
    “In that case, we should make those count,” Ain murmured. “Can they take us to the Elemental Plane of Light? It’s the only other place I can think of that would offer some protection from the duo chasing us.” 
 
    “Well, you two? Can you do that?” she asked, and the kits shared a look before shaking their heads. “Why not? Too far? Too dangerous? Not enough mana?”   
 
    Paws tapped on her arms when she spoke the third query, letting her know they didn’t have enough power to enter that particular Elemental Plane.  
 
    “If I feed you some more Mana Replenishment Potions, do you think that’d be enough to fuel up and help you two get us there safely?” Dora inquired. A pause, and the kits eventually nodded. 
 
    “I see… let me check my pack, I might have some left,” the Healer said, and she placed the Elemental Tails down on the ground in order to rifle through her belongings. Not too long afterwards, she pulled out three bluish pills.  
 
    “These aren’t very strong, but should help,” she said, offering the condensed medicinal pills to the Planeswalking monsters, which they eagerly ate up, splitting the uneven pill between the two of them.  
 
    “Sorry, I only made a few potions into pills. Didn’t have the time or foresight to make more. I’d give you actual potions, but I’m afraid they’d just evaporate out here,” Dora explained when the Elemental Tails looked up at her, begging for more tasty treats. “Tell you what, next dimension we come to, I’ll let you have the rest of the mana potions.” 
 
    “Is that a good idea? Giving it all away to them?” Ain asked. 
 
    “We don’t have a chance against those two creatures, Ain. Running is the only option right now,” Dora replied. 
 
    “I don’t know about that. There’s so much Fire Element mana here, my spells feel stronger than ever before,” Enrai piped up. To prove his point, he conjured up a fireball, spun it one finger, and then tossed it away, where it bloomed into an earth-shaking explosion.  
 
    “See that? Before coming to Ignatum, that was a basic Spark Bomb, a Level One spell that makes lots of flash and embers, but does little actual damage. Just now, though, it did the same kind of damage you’d expect a Level Three or Four spell to do!” the Monk explained when the party looked at the scorched crater he’d made in awe.  
 
    “Well, that’s impressive and all, but is that enough to stand up to those two?” Dora asked after shaking her head, thinking back to how unconcerned the duo of Void abominations had been when they’d faced Ain and Enrai back at the Wailing Tower.  
 
    Enrai opened his mouth to say something, but Ain slapped a hand over it. “No, it wouldn’t be enough to defeat them,” the Spellsword claimed, shooting the Monk a warning glare.  
 
    “But…” the Monk began, voice muffled by the elf’s hand, only to be cut off once more by Ain. 
 
    “No. Those things said they were ‘of Typhon,’ correct? That means they are an existence far beyond our ability to defeat. Only an S-ranker or higher has a chance, and even then, it’d require planning and luck to pull off! They’re creatures who’ve lived countless eons, Enrai! Bravado is all well and good, but right now, we need cold, hard logic,” the Grand Elf said firmly.  
 
    The bald human sighed in defeat and nodded. He pushed Ain’s hand away from his mouth and looked to Dora. “Much as I hate the fact, Ain’s right. I could maybe, just maybe, hold them off for a few minutes if I went all out and relied heavily on the Elemental Plane’s ambient mana, but…” 
 
    “They’d still kick your ass,” Dora said, nodding in understanding. 
 
    “And have it for breakfast. Literally, in that fat one’s case,” the Monk said, unable to suppress a shudder that ran through him at the thought of the drooling beast that pursued them.  
 
    “Speaking of, we should get ready to run,” Dora said, wiping a trail of sweat-salt away from her brow. “Who knows when they’ll appear next!” 
 
    The trio flinched, and began to look around warily, afraid Dora’s words had tempted Fate and the pair of Typhon’s children chasing them would suddenly pop out nearby. When they didn’t manifest immediately, the group sighed in relief.  
 
    “Let’s walk for a bit,” Dora suggested.  
 
    “Away from the volcanos, or towards them?” Ain asked.  
 
    “Flip a coin,” Dora suggested with a shrug. “Heads we go to the fiery mountains, tails we don’t.” 
 
    Enrai chuckled at the way they were going to go about making this decision, and pulled out a rather worn and battered copper coin from his pocket.  
 
    “I’m honestly surprised this has lasted as long as it has,” he said, holding it up to show to the group. “This coin has been in my pocket since before we went to Targua!” 
 
    He then flipped the coin and watched it dance through the air, until it fell onto the dirt in front of them.  
 
    “Heads,” Enrai informed them, before bending down and scooping it up. 
 
    “Alright! Volcano sightseeing tour it is, then,” Dora laughed. “Come on, I want to find out if we can get close enough to see lava!” 
 
    Despite initially being rather far off in the distance, the line of volcanic ridges grew closer at an astonishing pace as the group walked towards them. And thanks to the Elemental Tails wrapping the party in a series of barriers to protect them from the insane temperatures of Ignatum, the trip felt nice and cool. 
 
    “This is taking a lot less time than I first expected,” Dora noted as she craned her neck to look up at the orange glow emanating from one of the peaks.  
 
    “The Elemental Planes are magical realms. Distance doesn’t really matter,” Ain said, thinking back to his lessons at the hands of his mentor, Tein Huntersteel. “Seems to me, though, that your genuine enthusiasm for visiting and observing the volcanos convinced Ignatum to bring you closer quicker.” 
 
    “What’s with the sudden interest, anyways? I wasn’t aware you were an amateur geologist or geomancer,” Enrai joked. 
 
    “I’ve never seen a volcano before. Aren’t very many active ones on Orria or Par-Orria anymore. They’re mostly all in Val’Narash or Drakon these days. Plus, back when I was kid, I always wanted to be an adventurer and wander the world, looking at all the neat and interesting things there,” Dora explained, before sighing wistfully. “Never got a chance to do any of that. Now, though, I have a chance!” 
 
    A smile crossed the half-orc’s face as she watched in awe as a volcano nearby seemed to burp and spew some molten stone everywhere.  
 
    “Beaches and snow are things I’d never have been able to see before in my old life. The most interesting stuff you get to see in the Dreadlands is weird shaped rock formations, sand, or a deadly jungle, depending on where you happen to be at the time,” the Healer said with a shake of her head.  
 
    “You don’t miss it?” Ain asked carefully. “Your old life, that is?” 
 
    “What? Being a slaver? Or being mocked and bullied for being a non-human? No, I don’t,” Dora said bitterly. “What I miss most are the people. My family. The Yellowmoon Menagerie was everything to me after my mother died. Even if they were slave dealers, they were mine.” 
 
    “Now, though? I find out I’m supposed to be some kind of hero, supposed to save the world! All I wanted to do was to rescue them. I never wanted to go on quest, or travel through dimensions! But here I am! So you know what? I’m going to make the most of it!” 
 
    As Dora’s declaration rang through the Elemental Plane of Fire, it was accompanied by a series of loud explosions. Several volcanos erupted on cue, punctuating her speech with the fiery wrath of nature. She grinned viciously and bobbed her head in thanks towards the eruptions. 
 
    “Thank you for helping me emphasize my point. And the display just now was very lovely,” she said politely, and the ground rumbled ominous as if replying to her.  
 
    “…Well, that’s something you don’t see every day,” Enrai said slowly, eyeing the surroundings cautiously.  
 
    “We’ve seen crabs and sharks wearing butler outfits and an entire city that’s been built upside down that’s constantly digging deeper. The stuff we’ve seen every day in the Aether fits that phrase perfectly!” Ain chuckled. “Me? I’m just glad we haven’t seen hide or hair of our pursuers.” 
 
    “CHOSEN OOONNNEEEEEE!” An ear-splitting screech tore through the turbulent smoke and ash filled air. A pair of tiny dots appeared far off in the distance, coming straight for the party. 
 
    “Spoke too soon,” Ain sighed, his face paling slightly.  
 
    “This is ridiculous!” Dora growled, watching two shadowy blurs grow closer and become more distinct the faster they approached. “Do they have nothing better to do?!” 
 
    “I highly doubt it,” Enrai said as he strode forward. “But, I can make them regret it!”  
 
    The Monk began to conjure up dozens of flaming spears, which he hurled one after the other at the approaching Void abominations. The sheer number of Burning Lances he was able to generate was a testament to the high levels of Fire mana in the area.  
 
    Yet even with numerous Level Four spells flying through the air, the duo bulldozed right through them, completely ignoring the attacks and shrugging off any and all damage. 
 
    “No! No way! I refuse to-! They can’t-! Dora, the people trying to kill us are cheating!” Enrai shouted, his right eye twitching furiously at the sight of Bolgoros and Selquist emerging unharmed from his barrage of fiery javelins.  
 
    “Nooooo! Why would they ever do that?” Dora shot back sarcastically. She turned to the two Elemental Tails. “Okay, you two, get ready to take us away from this place! And preferably to a dimension slightly safer!” 
 
    The kits nodded their heads and waved their tails, ripping open another portal. They yipped cutely and dashed through, Dora hot on their heels. 
 
    “I thought for sure I was strong enough to slow them down…” Enrai pouted as he ran towards the trans-dimensional vortex.  
 
    “Maybe someday you will be,” Ain said comfortingly, patting the human on the shoulder. They both then leapt through, abandoning the Elemental Plane of Fire completely.  
 
    Selquist screamed in rage, which triggered the eruption of numerous volcanoes all around him and his brother. However, to the duo’s surprise, the jets of lava and boiling ash and smoke slammed into them as if actively targeting the Void spawn.  
 
    “Argh! She’s a Chosen One, alright! No other being would be able to get an entire plane of reality to fight for them!” Selquist seethed, vigorously wiping soot from his eyestalks.  
 
    “I’ve made a portal, brother! We can follow them now!” Bolgoros declared, pushing his deformed sibling towards the vortex and away from the angry volcanoes.  
 
    “Good work, Bol! With any luck, we’ll finally be able to end their miserable existences!” Selquist cackled as he darted into the hole in reality.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 16: Hopes and dreams come to an end 
 
      
 
    This place is certainly… unique,” Dora said as she took in the surroundings. The dimension the Elemental Tails had transported her and her friends to was without a doubt the strangest one she’d been in so far. And that was saying something, given how she’d been to the Abyss just recently. 
 
    ‘Checkerboard’ was the first thought that came to her when she tried to comprehend the realm they’d ended up in. Everything was a mixture of black and white. The ground, the sky… everything!  
 
    Here and there, shapes of checkerboard colors dominated the landscape, as far as the eye could see. The shapes weren’t all squares, however, and ovals, circles, rectangles, trapezoids, and a slew of strange geometric forms littered the dimensional.  
 
    Each shape was variable in size as well. The black square Dora stood in was five foot by five foot. Right next to her, where Enrai and Ain dropped out, their white square was much larger, five times the size of hers!  
 
    No spot in the realm was unoccupied, either. Her square was covered in strange, stiff black grass that didn’t grow anywhere else, limited entirely to that one solitary spot. Her companion’s zone was made entirely of a cream-colored sand.  
 
    In the distance, a great black mountain stood right next to a white glacier, and an ivory tree rose up beside an ebony obelisk. A volcano spewed out white-hot lava into a giant gaping black hole right beside it, and a lake of bubbling tar sat rather close to a lake of cold milk. And every so often, a swirling grey vortex would appear randomly on the plane, linger for a bit, then vanish. Sometimes the portals would deposit an item into an empty plot of land, other times the portals would whisk something away. 
 
    Tilting her head back to stare up into the air, Dora marveled at the geometrically shaped white clouds which were set against the black sky… or were the clouds black, and the sky white? She blinked and rubbed her eyes, unable to handle the strange mind-numbing nature of the dimension’s heavens.  
 
    “At least there’s light,” Dora mused, glad she was able to see.  
 
    “Where are we?” Enrai asked, his own awe clear in the way he stared wide-eyed at everything. 
 
    “I have no idea,” she admitted. The half-orc looked down at the Elemental Tails who were busy panting and recovering from the efforts of creating yet another portal. “Do you guys know where we are?” 
 
    The two opal furred foxes began to act out a pantomime, one of them curling up and feigning sleep, while the other managed to pull of an amusing depiction of a person praying.  
 
    “Sleeping… and praying? No, no, not that… Dreams? Is it dreams and hope? Hopes and dreams! Is that it?” Dora asked, figuring out the charade and the two Elemental Tails bobbed their heads excitedly, yipping in pleasure that she’d solved their game.  
 
    “Then that means… we’re in Hyperio, the Elemental Plane of Dreams!” Ain gasped, taking in everything with a more cautious and critical eye. Dora’s own expression mimicked the Spellsword’s surprise. 
 
    Among the Eight Elements of Magic, Dream was the odd one out. It embodied illusions and mystery, but was the domain of unfulfilled wishes and unanswered prayers. The Element of Dream was all about intangibility, and ephemeral traits. The spells this domain of magic possessed were varied, and often dealt with the mind and soul directly.  
 
    Hyperio, the Elemental Plane of Dreams: a realm where nothing yet everything was real. It was a place where duality was at its most stark. It was vast, and full of potential, but devoid of native lifeforms. Nothing truly lived in this place. Yet everything and anything could exist here.  
 
    “This… this is perfect!” Dora cheered, rushing over to the Elemental Tails and scooping them up into a tight hug. 
 
    “Um, please enlighten those of us without a wider understanding of the Aether?” Enrai asked, glancing at Ain for assistance.  
 
    “The Elemental Plane of Dreams is known to be connected to all corners of Reality. From the Aether to the mortal worlds, it is theoretically possible to get to anywhere you want to from within Hyperio, so long as you know the way,” the Grand Elf explained.  
 
    “All we have to do is find a portal that links us to Erafore, and we’ll be home free!” Dora cheered happily. “We won’t have to run from those Typhon-guys anymore, and we won’t have to worry about demons chasing after us, or dealing with crazy Chosen One nonsense! We’ll be safe!” 
 
    “I do like the sound of that,” Enrai claimed, rubbing his chin and smiling eagerly. “How do we go about finding a portal that’ll take us back?” 
 
    “These guys will help!” Dora declared, holding out the Elemental Tails like they were the most amazing creatures in the universe. “They’re natural Planeswalkers! Besides being able to generate portals to pretty much anywhere they want, they can also detect portals to other dimensions!” 
 
    “So, what do you two say, can you do it?” Dora asked eagerly, looking at the two Elemental Tails with a pleading expression. In response, they yipped happily and licked her face before shoving their noses into her face, snuffling loudly.  
 
    “Whoa, whoa, wait, you two! Don’t sniff me, sniff them!” the half-orc cried, pointing her sniffer foxes at Ain and Enrai.  
 
    “Pardon?” Ain asked, confused as to why she was aiming the Elemental Tails at him and his friend.  
 
    “I probably smell like the Heavenly Realm or whatever because of being a Chosen One, and using all sorts of Light magic-based spells and artifacts recently. We don’t want to go to the Heavens. We want to go back to Erafore. Odds are, you two still have the strongest connection to our world, which hopefully these adorable fellows can use to take us back there!” Dora explained.  
 
    “Makes sense,” Enrai said with a slow nod as he thought it over. “Eh, what do we have to lose?”  
 
    The Monk walked over to the cute little opal furred foxes in Dora’s arms and held out his hand, palm up, so they could get a good whiff of his scent or taste or whatever it was they needed.  
 
    Ain didn’t hesitate either after that, and followed Enrai’s lead, letting the Elemental Tails get a grip on locating a portal back to Erafore.  
 
    The pair of fox-like creatures took their time sifting through the kaleidoscope of different Planar energy signatures that layered the duo. They’d been to quite a number of different locations in a very short amount of time, resulting in countless varying and often times opposing types of energy to cling to them, so locating their home dimension necessitated a bit more work than usual.  
 
     To an outsider’s perspective, it looked like they were sniffing, and occasionally licking, the palms the elf and human had extended. To entities versed in extra-dimensional aura observation, it was clear that the Elemental Tails were carefully examining and sorting through the myriad energy signatures that had latched onto the mortals during their trip through the Aether. As mortals, the essence of extra-dimensional planes of reality would cling tightly due to them. Given that the Aether was almost 90% pure energy crafted into a semblance of various physical forms, sorting through could take a while. 
 
    After what felt like an hour, but was really only ten minutes, the Elemental Tails let out huffs in sync and hopped out of Dora’s arms.  
 
    ‘Come on! Come on! This way! Follow us!’ the posture of the two Planeswalking creatures seemed to imply.  
 
    “Well, looks like they have the scent now!” Dora cheered. “Come on you two, let’s go find ourselves a portal home!”  
 
    With that, the group darted off into the bizarre black and white landscape of the Elemental Plane of Dreams, intent on tracking down a portal back to Erafore.  
 
    During their trek across Hyperio’s checkerboard surface, the group ran into a number of unusual looking items and objects, yet encountered not a single living thing other than oddly colored plants. 
 
    “This place feels lonely,” Ain said as he ran his fingers over the surface of a fence made of black wood. The fence itself was set up around a white octagonal patch of grass.  
 
    “No kidding… no birds, barely any wind, and the ambient lighting never dims,” Enrai mused as he examined a white dress hanging on a black coat rack. “This realm seems perfect at first glance, but the lack of inhabitants is unnerving.” 
 
    “You think these are edible?” Dora asked, looking up at a black tree that was growing pristine, white peaches from its branches.  
 
    “You’re the person who can detect poison and whatnot. You tell us,” the Monk responded. “Though I have to say, I really hope they are. Fresh fruit after nothing but dry rations? I bet they’d taste divine!” 
 
    Dora plucked one of the intriguing fruits from the tree and cast several spells onto it to check for any harmful effects it might have. When her magic showed no poisons, diseases, or parasites, she took a bit. 
 
    “Ooooh, soooo goooooood!” the Healer moaned, stuffing the rest of the peach into her mouth, letting the succulent juices dribble down her chin without a care. 
 
    “Save some for us!” Ain shouted, he and Enrai quickly jogging over to the half-orc’s side. The Elemental Tails also came over, though they were more annoyed at the fact the people they were supposed to be guiding were wasting time stuffing their faces.  
 
    “Hey, don’t give me those sad looks! We’ll be back on track after a quick snack!” the half-orc protested when she saw the disapproval looks the Elemental Tails were giving her. 
 
    “Why not take a break with us as well? Here you go!” Dora said, tossing the foxes a pair of peaches. They looked down at the fruits, then over to each other, before twitching their large, rainbow colored tails in a vague approximation of a shrug. The offered fruit was then scarfed down by the unique monsters, pits and all.  
 
    “Wooo! I feel full of energy! And my hunger’s been completely squashed!” Enrai said with a pleased burped. “Those were some tasty peaches!” 
 
    The Monk looked around at the wide expanses of randomness all around the party before stuffing the black pits he’d taken into his pockets. “I wonder if I can plant this back home in Qwan? Might need to look into contracting a Druid to see if they’ll grow properly.” 
 
    “Good thinking, Enrai!” Dora praised, putting the pits from her own devoured peaches into pockets. “If the peach tree can grow in this wacky realm, then they should be able to grow in the Cracked Land with no problem!”  
 
    “Eh, why not? Not like there’s a trash can or anything around here to toss ‘em into,” Ain said with a shrug, putting away his own pits somewhere in his clothes.  
 
    “Okay, we’re ready to get back on track! Onwards!” Dora declared, pointing forward valiantly. 
 
    The Elemental Tails huffed in amusement and then scampered off in a different direction. Dora blushed lightly as Ain and Enrai let out guffaws at her expense.  
 
    “Can you believe it? We’ll be home free soon!” Dora cheered, swiftly getting over her embarrassment.  
 
    “Yeah, I never thought I’d be so eager to see a normal sky that doesn’t have strange clouds or unearthly colors,” Enrai stated, bobbing his head in agreement with the blonde’s cheerful attitude.  
 
    “Being able to let our guards down would be nice as well,” Ain sighed wistfully. “Being tense all the time isn’t doing our health any good.” 
 
    “Oh, no argument there,” Dora agreed. “It’ll also be nice not to have to strain our bodies and magic anymore. Constantly chugging potions to heal and recover mana can be dangerous. Nothing beats actual rest, after all.”  
 
    “Hey, do you think that’s it?” Enrai asked. The Elemental Tails were yipping loudly as they pointed their tails towards a seemingly ordinary greyish portal. However, the way the fox-like Planeswalkers were acting, this particular hole in the fabric of Reality might be the one that’d take them back to Erafore! 
 
    “Based on the way they’re acting, it must be!” Dora exclaimed, eagerly rushing over.  
 
    The danger senses of Ain and Enrai suddenly exploded into overdrive, and the pair lunged forward towards the oblivious Healer. 
 
    Ain grabbed the back the Dora’s robe and yanked on it, causing her to topple backwards. At the same time, Enrai darted over and scooped up the two Elemental Tails into his arms, before hitting the ground and rolling for cover. 
 
    “What the…?!” Dora exclaimed, but before she could even finish her sentence, a beam of crackling darkness swept past her, tearing up the ground as it passed. Had she still been standing in her previous spot, the beam would have blasted her into two! Not to mention, the beam would have bisected the Elemental Tails, killing them as well if the Monk hadn’t dived to pick them up! 
 
    “Missed!” an all too familiar voice hissed in annoyance, accompanied by a loud finger snap. Two figures faded into view: Selquist and Bolgoros, standing on either side of the portal back to Erafore. 
 
    “You again!” Dora snarled, getting back to her feet in a rush of anger. “Get out of the way!” 
 
    Despite her bluster, the Healer couldn’t help but send a worried look to the Elemental Tails Enrai was guarding. They hadn’t fully recovered their magic yet, and due to their young age, the repeated jumps through time and space had left their ability to Planeswalk terribly drained. She doubted that even with some more potions they’d recover enough to let them flee. Her eyes alighted on the portal being guarded by the Void spawn. It was their last means of egress! 
 
    “Not a chance, girlie! This is your only ticket out of here, and we’re not going to let you or your friends escape the Aether alive!” Selquist sneered, his oversized finger-stalks waving menacingly.  
 
    “Hungry…” Bolgoros snarled, great quantities of drool oozing from his lips as he stared at the party.  
 
    “Oh, yes, and elder brother is starving as well. Thanks to wasting time chasing you, he hasn’t had his after-breakfast-snack, his pre-lunch-snack, or his lunch,” Selquist warned, one of his eyestalks giving the obese entity a wary look. “Just surrender, and it’ll be over quick. He’s so hungry he won’t bother drawing out your suffering as he devours you.” 
 
    “Not a chance!” Dora scoffed, and the Elemental Tails growled in unison, baring fangs towards the Void abominations.  
 
    “Your funeral,” the hand-shaped entity sighed, before sliding back. “They’re all yours, Bol. Go nuts.” 
 
    With a frenzied, delight-filled roar, Bolgoros hurled himself at the quintet, jaws opened unnaturally wide, intent on murder and feasting, and not necessarily in that order! 
 
    “Scatter!” Enrai shouted, and the group split up, evading the ballistic missile that was the Flesh of Typhon, and just in the nick of time, too, for when the oversized man struck the ground, it exploded, a massive crater appeared beneath his bulk.  
 
    “Huh, neat. The checkerboard effect even extends below the ground,” Dora mused absent-mindedly when she saw the unique black and white pattern inside the crater itself. 
 
    “Be impressed later!” Ain shouted as he swung his saber in wipe, sweeping arcs, unleashing wave after wave of lightning at Bolgoros.  
 
    The fat man didn’t bother to evade the attacks, and when they came closer, the electrical energy gathered around the bone spikes all over his body before zooming right back at the elf. 
 
    “Oh, that’s not good,” the Spellsword muttered in worry as he countered his own reflected spells. “Could he do that before? I think that’s a new ability.” 
 
    “Well, if Lightning magic doesn’t work, then how about FIRE?!” Enrai shouted, and he aimed both palms at Bolgoros. From them, a torrent of blue flames surged forth, swallowing up the bulk of the child of Typhon, who was still standing in his crater.  
 
    A whistling sound pierced through the air, and to the shock of the group, every last spark was sucked up into the gaping maw of Bolgoros, who proceeded to burp out a cloud of sparks and smoke. Despite the large, fiery hot meal he’d just consumed, the bloated being had an expression of abject sorrow on his face.  
 
    “Not enough,” he moaned pitifully, clutching at his stomach. “Not. ENOUGH!” 
 
    With a scream that shattered the ground around him, enlarging the already impressively sized crater, Bolgoros began to rip and tear at his flesh, removing huge chunks of skin and meat from his own body before stuffing them into his mouth.  
 
    The horror did not stop there, however, as with every handful of his own flesh he cannibalized, steaming blobs of black ichor spurted forth from the wounds, staining the ground of Hyperio. From these puddles of Void tainted gore unholy things began to emerge. 
 
    They were nothing but beasts made of stark white teeth and blackened lips and tongue, with crude, deformed limbs the color and consistency of tar that served one purpose: to propel the monstrosities towards prey.  
 
    And the prey they desired was Dora and her companions. The half-orc swore violently as she rapidly backed away from the slavering, ravenous creations, fumbling for her crossbow.  
 
    “Stay back!” she cried, managing to get her weapon loaded, aiming it at the closest of the toothy creations. It did not back down, and in response Dora fired. The bolt slammed into it, but did no damage whatsoever, the black skin of the abominations oozing around the projectile and spitting it out. 
 
    Before the monster could lunge at Dora it was suddenly struck by a pair of rainbow-colored fireballs that sent it tumbling away, its body burning, freezing, melting and petrifying, all at once. 
 
    The two Elemental Tails then leapt protectively in front of Dora, growling at the other creatures that were approaching, the tips of their tails flickering with multicolored flames. The pair had darted over to her side the moment they’d spotted the appearance of the malformed beasts. At the sight of the Elemental Tails, the teeth-filled entities drew back, their hunger overridden by caution at the sight of the power displayed by the half-orc’s protectors.  
 
    Dora was able to see through their brave front, however. The rest of their tails were dimmed in brightness, and their fur no longer had the bright, jewel-like quality of before. Still, despite the weakened states, they pressed close to the Healer, guarding her from the abominations.  
 
    The other two members of her party were not as helpless. Ain began to rip into them with bolts of lightning, splattering their foul essence everywhere across the Elemental Plane of Dream. And Enrai was happily blasting them with gouts of fire, leaving puddles of molten tar and teeth everywhere.  
 
    Even as their remains bubbled and steamed, though, the abominations spawned from Bolgoros’ flesh refused to yield, and continued to charge at the mortals. Some even stopped to slurp up the liquified corpses of their kin, growing larger with each pool of gore cannibalized.  
 
    “Just give up!” Selquist shouted from the side where he was watching the battle. “Once my brother is done eating, he’ll just come after you next, and you won’t be able to resist anymore!” 
 
    “Never!” Dora, Ain, and Enrai shouted together, with the Elemental Tails yipping along with them.  
 
    “Fine, then, if that’s your wish…!” Selquist began, only to freeze in the midst of his no doubt condescending villainous speech. Both of his eyestalks pointed upwards, trembling slightly, while the orbs were wide with shock and fear.  
 
    In the crater, Bolgoros paused mid chew, a handful of his own entrails in his left hand, and his right halfway through stuffing some thigh meat into his mouth. He too tilted his head back a bit so he could stare at the sky in terror. The creations birthed from his blood cowered, trembling limbs shielding their heads while their massive, oversized teeth chattered. 
 
    Before Dora could even vocalize her question, the Elemental Plane seemed to tilt and contort. A thousand screams of pain, loss, rage, and a million other emotions erupted around the battlefield, the very fabric of reality cracking in some places as countless voices roared out across time and space. Worryingly, the portal back to Erafore was starting to fray, the vortex flickering in and out of existence. 
 
    Dora screamed as well and clutched at her head; her thoughts were filled with pain as Nia’s voice cried out from her soul. Next to her the Elemental Tails whined miserably, paws pressing down over their ears in an effort to block out the cacophony.  
 
    “Dora…!” Enrai tried to utter, rushing towards her, but the ground bucked and heaved, throwing him towards Ain. The Spellsword tried to grab the larger and heavier Monk, but the Elemental Plane was seething with foreign energy, making it impossible for him to do so properly.  
 
    Instead of managing to get a grip on the man, Enrai’s flight caused Ain to be dragged along with him, and the two rolled and tumbled across the surging, quaking ground to rest just a few feet from the portal back to Erafore.  
 
    Unfortunately, this put them right next to Selquist, who snapped out of his dazed state, eyestalks swiveling down to glare at the duo who were groaning in confusion and pain after colliding hard with the surface of Hyperio. 
 
    “You don’t get to escape that easily!” the Hand of Typhon snarled, and he opened his mouth wide, a crackling orb of dark grey Void energy manifesting within.  
 
    “Enrai! Ain! Look out!” Dora cried through the pain, and she desperately loaded her crossbow and aimed it at the hovering hand.  
 
    If his mouth wasn’t full of unstable and extremely deadly Void magic, Selquist might have scoffed at the thought that a puny mortal weapon like that could do so much as tickle him.  
 
    However, Dora wasn’t aiming at him, but at the growing sphere of energy inside of his mouth.  
 
    The twang of her crossbow string went unheard amidst the roaring that still filled all of existence. Even the roar of surprised pain as the bolt she had hastily enchanted on the fly with as much Light magic as her exhausted soul could supply went mostly unheard.  
 
    The subsequent explosion that tore apart Selquist’s tongue was quite loud, however. And the shockwave that rippled forth buffeted against Dora and sent her stumbling back from the portal, much to her displeasure.  
 
    “Dor-!” At that moment, Enrai tried to reach out to her, but it was too late. The shockwave that sent her backwards hit him and Ain, and in a turn of luck that would make a god of gambling jealous, sent the pair tumbling across the last few feet of ground and into the portal back to Erafore.  
 
    Dora could still see their shocked and horrified expressions before the portal snapped shut, the stress from the dimensional screaming sealing it behind them.  
 
    “Oh, Hells!” the half-orc swore.  
 
    “Cthoothen OOOONNNEEE!?!” Selquist screeched, pale white blood splashing out of his mouth courtesy of his shredded tongue. He rushed at her, trying to wrap his stubby little arms around her throat, but the Elemental Tails leapt up and wrapped their tails around Dora.  
 
    With the last of their power and taking in the aid of the unstable walls of reality thanks to the unearthly screaming, the adorable young foxes tore open one final portal for Dora, and flung the half-orc through it. The tip of Selquist’s right index finger brushed against her chin, and was immediately severed by the portal closing. 
 
    She fell backwards through time and space, crying out for her friends.  
 
    ∞.∞.∞ 
 
    Dora landed hard when the portal finally spat her out. She rolled for a bit, her backpack and the overgrown heart making the tumble all the more uncomfortable for her.  
 
    Instead of rising, the Healer just lay there, weeping to herself.  
 
    “Ain, Enrai… come back…” she sobbed, hands covering her face as she cried. “Don’t leave me… I don’t want to be alone again!”  
 
    She did not know how long she wept. Even after her tears had dried up, she continued to sob pitifully, her body shaking and quivering with her emotions.  
 
    It was only when it became too uncomfortable to lie on the hard ground anymore did Dora bother to move. The surface she was on was hard and unyielding, and had a smooth, metallic feel to it against her cheek and palms. 
 
    Squinting, Dora lifted her head. It was bright. Too bright. Eyes narrowed against the light trying to blind her, she peered at her surroundings.  
 
    White and gold as far as the eye could see. The sky was a piercing, blinding white that reminded her of her mother’s Healer robe when it’d been freshly starched. As for the golden color, the very ground she was lying on appeared to be a massive, seemingly endless plain of solid gold!  
 
    She rapped her knuckles against the surface, frowning. “Feels like gold,” she muttered, before scratching it with a fingernail. Some of the metal peeled away under her touch.  
 
    “Yeah, definitely feels like gold,” she muttered. “Pure gold, at that… where the heck am I?” 
 
    She looked up, trying to spot clouds or something. Instead of fluffy puffs of water vapor, she saw discs of gold floating through the air. Some appeared small, others quite big. But they each had different designs upon them. 
 
    “Am I on a giant coin? Or did I shrink?” Dora wondered, wiping the last remnants of her tears away. “I don’t suppose it matters, in the end.” 
 
    She opened up her senses to the energy around her, and recoiled from the overwhelming amount of Light Element mana.  
 
    “Wow! I’ve never felt this much power before,” Dora uttered in awe to herself, feeling her vastly depleted mana steadily recover as her soul absorbed the energy surrounding her. “Maybe this much Light could purify the Wailing Tower’s heart!” 
 
    She removed her Bag of Holding and turned it over to get a better look at the titanic heart she’d been lugging through several Elemental Planes. To her surprise, it was no longer the alive and healthy – if demonically tainted – organ it had been previously. Now, it was a withered-up scrap of jerky, reduced to a fifth its former size.  
 
    “The Light magic of this place is so strong and abundant it’s actively purging the Queen’s essence from the heart!” she exclaimed. Dora laid a hand on the side of it to confirm her suspicions. Doing so caused a feeling of extreme gratitude and relief to swell up from the Titan’s remains.  
 
    “I did it, just as I promised,” Dora said weakly. “I saved you.” 
 
    Perhaps it was a trick of light, but for a brief moment Dora swore she saw a tall ghostly figure standing over her. It was gone the moment she tried to get a closer look, however.  
 
    With a sigh, Dora watched as the heart crumbled to dust and soot. No longer supported by the foul demonic energy of the Abyss, the Titan was released from its servitude and allowed to pass on, becoming one with the Aether again.  
 
    “…I wish I could be so free,” the half-orc muttered despondently as she gazed at the mound of soft white ash that was soon spread across the realm by a sudden breeze. She didn’t even have the presence of a giant, cursed heart to keep her company any more. She was utterly alone.  
 
    “I’ve got to find a way home,” she declared, standing. “And I’ve got to stop talking to myself! That’s the first sign of madness!”  
 
    Finding a way out would have to wait, however, because as soon as she made this declaration, a hole in reality tore itself open and a big, round purple colored ball was thrown into her face. She fell backwards onto her rear without a shred of grace, limbs flailing as she pried the squishy object off of her and threw it onto the ground in front of her. 
 
    Dora stared at the purple sphere that lay before her, a rune encrusted golden orb lying in the center.  
 
    ‘It’s an Ooze!’ she realized with shock. She hadn’t seen one in ages! And, the longer she stared, she couldn’t help but feel that it was staring back at her, somehow.  
 
    “Watch where you’re portalling!” Dora griped, rubbing the tip of her nose where the core had smacked into her. 
 
    “Sorry, didn’t plan on that,” it apologized, body jiggling as it spoke. “Honestly I wasn’t expecting on traveling through so many portals today.” 
 
    “Yeah, me too…” Dora trailed off, staring at the Ooze. She couldn’t help but feel shocked by the fact that it was talking! Like a person! What’s more, she had the strangest feeling that she knew this Ooze from somewhere… 
 
    Dora peered at the purple Ooze intently as she felt a familiar energy coming from the core. In fact, it felt a lot like a soul. Which was impossible, of course! Everyone knew Oozes didn’t have souls! But there was something else inside the creature. A very familiar divine essence. 
 
    “No way!” the Healer exclaimed as she recognized the godly presence. “You… I mean, that energy! Are you…” 
 
    “Are you also one of Nia’s Chosen Ones?” Dora asked at the same time the Ooze did. They stared at each other for a long time, no words spoken between them. 
 
    “Um… hey there. I’m Jelly. Who are you?” the Ooze inquired after a while. 
 
    “Err, I’m Dora. Nice to meet you,” the half-orc introduced automatically. 
 
    “This is weird,” the two lifeforms uttered at the same time while staring at each other. 
 
    “I must be more tired than I thought if I think Oozes can talk!” Dora suddenly laughed awkwardly. She then leaned against her Bag of Holding, using it as a makeshift pillow. “Maybe when I wake up, things will make sense.” 
 
    In the back of her mind, however, she had a feeling they wouldn’t. 
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