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Alta: Trials.

Prologue. 

On a throne carved out of the endless void, the eternal goddess sat in deep thought. Stars shifted within her throne, looping in tight circles, as she watched over her world, her most magnificent creation, at a complete loss. Beneath her, her world was expanding and contracting, moving through space and time, never settling, always in flux, in a constant search for perfection. It was a sprawling, beautiful world, sculpted out of still flowing magic, and was home to depthless wonders. A world she loved so deeply, she sacrificed everything dear to her to ensure its safety. A sacrifice that now felt pointless.

From her seat above the world, the goddess watched a rotting sea of boiling flesh spill from every dark corner of her world to drown her lands in suffering. The goddess leaned forward in her seat, looking down on her world, moving her vision back and forth along the endless, ever-forking stream of time, searching intensely for a break in her protections. A place this darkness could have exploited to get past her veil and onto Alta, hoping she would be able to seal it, preventing what was coming. 

After a methodical search, one spanning eons, she knew her protections never wavered. There was no moment of weakness in the veil, no profound change of any kind to her defenses. One moment, her world thrived. Life bloomed in every corner, magic swelled and swam in the air, then seemingly all at once, darkness coated her world. Somehow, this infection would make it past her veil. Past all her protections to corrupt her world beyond recognition. No matter what future she looked in too, this rot waited for Alta.

She sat back on her throne, taking stock of the problem. This darkness would make it past her defenses. She had to accept that and focus on what to do next. What could she do to stop this? What could she do to save her world? The answer came quickly, closely followed by a commingling of anger and disappointment. What she had to do was clear; she would need to act from within the veil. It was the only way to save Alta. It was also impossible. By her laws, the goddess couldn’t intervene directly in matters that were within the veil. Even if she disregarded the accords and broke through her protections to confront this creeping death, the weight of her power would destroy her world in an instant. Leaving little for the monster.

She also couldn’t call on the lesser gods for aid. While they could act safely within the veil, they would only see weakness and opportunity in her request. Leading to a war that would surely cause the destruction of her world as well as the lesser gods. Leaving her to start over alone. The lesser gods weren’t her only option within the veil. She was not without her worshipers. There were a few devoted creatures she could call on to act on her behalf within the veil.

Unfortunately, as she scanned through time, through all that was and into all that might be, she saw that even they wouldn’t be enough. The rot that would infect her world was resilient. All but the strongest magics would be useless against it. The best her faithful could do was slow the coming darkness.

Destroying this infection would take greater power, greater magics than was available to her within the veil. Her brow furrowed slightly, breaking her mask of impassivity as realization struck her. In her current position, there maybe nothing she could do for her world except be a witness to its demise. The goddess willed the emotion from her features and the thought from her mind. Doubt would do nothing. She needed an actionable plan.

She skipped her vision back and forth in time, watching Alta fall to ruin again and again, while she conceived of and dismissed one idea after the next until she eliminated all but a single option. One she loathed to even consider. She required a surrogate. 

A creature that could wield a fragment of her power, of her divinity, and be reborn into her world to stand against this darkness, all without harming her world or violating the accords. In theory, it was a good idea. It offered the most promise but also carried the greatest risk. If it succeeded, her world would have an enduring protector. However, if it failed, an unworthy creature would receive boundless power and could leave her world longing for this darkness. Still, it was the only option available to her, besides of course, watching her world be consumed. She toyed with the idea, trying to find a way to alter it and ensure her chosen wouldn’t become a future threat to be dealt with.

A small, almost imperceptible frown pulled at the corners of her lips as another idea slowly began taking shape before her. An idea of how to guard her world against this infection without putting her divinity into unworthy hands. It was a cruel idea, but it would ensure the survival of her world. Leaving her no real choice. The goddess shifted her vision from her world to another. A world locked in its own reality, devoid of both gods and magic.

The creatures of this world, little more than taller, less hairy apes, were useful to her children, and if everything went to plan, to her as well. There was much work to be done. She needed to pinpoint where this infection would first enter her world. Contact her few faithful and give them guidance on how to stand against the coming darkness. Finally, she needed to organize a trial. 
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Chapter one. A wealth of options.
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“You...you all need to run, now. Grab what you can from your tents and...” His words trailed off as he fought to control his breath. He wasn’t tired. Merely in shock. With the immediate threat over, his mind began replaying his latest idiocy on a loop. Leaving the scout stuck in place, unable to speak and with an odd silence filling his head. The people he spoke to stood silent and motionless. Their backs pressed firmly against the far wall, opposite the only door out of the temple. 

They were staring away from the nameless man and the death he brought to them. Their eyes glazed over with fear or panic. He couldn’t be sure which. The scout’s eyes drifted to the ground once again, his throat going chalk dry, the bodies at his feet coming into focus. Three of his fellow soldiers lay crumpled around him. The ones who herded these villagers together at gunpoint. Driving them into a massive temple that sat in front of their tent city. The temple itself stood inside a partially hollowed out mountain in the middle of a desert, in the middle of nothing. 

He pulled his sight from the floor and began scanning the chamber with a vacant look growing in his eyes. His mind, not wanting to deal with what was coming, focused on, of all things, how well made and maintained the temple was. It was an expertly crafted structure. The design was simple yet painstakingly executed. Despite its simplicity, there was an unmatched elegance to the room that demanded reverence. The walls and floor of the temple were the same light brown stone as the mountain they were under. 

The floor had a smooth, polished surface, with large etched grooves that made it look like large tiles perfectly fitted together. Detailed engravings adorned the walls and ceiling. Both words and images ran along their length and width, leaving nothing but the floor free of the refined script. Even though the scout couldn’t read what was written on the walls, pillars and pews, he admired the beauty of the words. 

The temple was also spotless, not a bit of dust or sand was anywhere to be seen. As if it was cleaned every hour on the hour, from the time of its completion until he and his fellow soldiers arrived moments ago. The firelight of dozens of torches flickered around him, painting nervous shadows on the floors and walls.

From somewhere in the temple, the warm scents of sandalwood and lavender rose to fight with the thick metallic stink that engulfed the scout. The smell made him amend his earlier observation. Most of the temple was spotless. Darkening crimson drooled from the bodies around him, collecting into a growing pool at the scout’s feet that reflected the flickering lights of the temple back onto the scout. 

The red pool broke along the edges and began slithering under the masterfully carved stone pews on either side of him. Pews that were covered in small lumps of flesh and specks of blood. All around him, bits and pieces of the fallen stained the temple, proof of his stupidity. His eyes went back to the bodies at his feet. 

The scout’s vision narrowed until he only saw their leader, their sergeant, his mangled skull laying almost on the scout’s boots. “How did I fuck this up so badly?” His shoulders slumped, regret pulling all the air from his lungs. Regret, not only for the three at his feet, but for the consequences that were coming for the people bunched up in front of him as he stood motionless. 

The scout dragged his tongue across his teeth, using the sensation to come back to the moment. He took a breath and looked at the people packed against the far wall of the temple, seeing them for the first time. There were nearly a hundred of them huddled together behind a plain stone dais.

By his count, there was an uneven mix of women to men, and none of them could have been under sixty. Their hands and faces, stained tanned by the desert, were marked with deep ravine-like wrinkles, carved in their skin by time and hardened by the sun. They all wore simple robes and head wraps, each in different shades of white. Small tools and water skins hung off their hips and bits of sand stuck to the sandals adorning their feet. 

They hadn’t moved an inch since the first shot rang out. They now stared off into the far distance while the scout studied them, trying to figure out why they were still there. The ones that were threatening them were dead. If he wanted to kill them, he wouldn’t have shot the others.

So why were they still here? Why weren’t they running from this place or attacking him while he had his breakdown? It didn’t matter. They needed to move, or these three would have died for nothing. The scout drew in a breath to tell them once again to run, when the scent of gunpowder mixed with a sickly metallic smell filled his nose, overpowering the lavender and sparking a memory that silenced him.

They surrendered immediately. The moment contact was made, all the villagers dropped whatever task they were doing, faced the soldiers, and gave up. They offered no resistance as the soldiers gathered them up and led them towards the mountain. They said nothing to the soldiers, or to each other as they shuffled, heads bowed, into the temple. 

The villagers did not whisper among themselves about what was going on or make angry, confused grunts as the soldiers forced them against the far wall of the temple. They didn’t even plea for mercy when they were threatened with death if they didn’t comply. Just a docile silence.

The scout saw no weapons on them or in their homes and no guards were patrolling the perimeter of their settlement. All of which made the scout uneasy when they first arrived, but at the time, he was too busy begging the sergeant not to hurt these people to give any of the villager’s oddness much thought. Now that he had time to think, his barely functioning reason grabbed onto the first explanation that came to him. 

“Maybe they’re pacifists.” He whispered to the air. “Or just people accustomed to the quiet of the desert. They probably never seen anything like this, like us, before and were stunned into obedience.” He took a deep breath. “And I’ve just killed them all.” The scout’s moment of clarity fled him. His thoughts fell in on themselves as he stared at the settling bodies at his feet. 

His mind again began replaying what just happened, looking for what he could have done differently. Before he knew it, the scout was drifting away from the moment. His mind, overwhelmed, slipped further and further away from him, into the endless ocean of what-ifs. In a fruitless attempt to try and rewrite the past. Before he could drift too far, his own voice, in a calm but assertive tone, filled his mind, breaking into his thoughts, pulling him back to the temple. 

We cannot change what is, all we can do is accept our reality and move forward. Focus. Walk through this moment. Walk through what’s coming and what we’re going to do. 

“Where the hell have you been?” He said, his voice cracking the stillness of the temple. 

Trying to determine the best way to eat this shit sandwich, now focus and think. His inner voice said, out of patience. Obeying his inner voice, the scout closed his eyes, taking comfort in the darkness, and tried to get ahead of this moment. 

“It’ll be hours before they get here.” 

Good, go on.

“I have time to set things in my favor.” He envisioned the area around the temple, pulling up a map of the surroundings in his mind. “I can go north, using the narrow canyons...” 

You’re getting ahead of yourself. 

“Right, I need to deal with the villagers first.” He paused for a moment, trying to think of the best way to save them from the wrath of his corporation. “Once they collect their things, and as much water as they can carry, I’ll send them to the east, along the edge of the mountain, away from our base. Once they’re gone and enough time has passed, I’ll set their tents on fire, drawing the attention of any drones they send out. I’ll make a big show of destroying each drone for whoever’s watching. After that, all the Corp’s focus should be on me. I’ll make my way north once I know they’re following. I’ll use the mountain’s natural cover and choke points to find a good spot for a last stand. If I do this right, the villagers should make it to safety before anyone thinks to look for them.”

He opened his eyes, letting out a long breath. His internal voice going silent now that he had an idea of how to move forward. Even if the idea was little more than wishful thinking on his part, it was at least something. The temple came back into focus, his eyes immediately going to the villagers who were still staring off into the distance, paying no attention to his earlier instructions. “Are you still here?” He said, moving towards them, ready to physically move them out of this place one by one if he had to, when he nearly tripped. 

The scout looked down at the bodies sprawled at his feet, noticing two things. He and the bodies were blocking the only path out of the temple, and in his hand was a pistol. Matte black with a textured grip, extended barrel, his finger on the trigger, safety off. Stalking towards them with a gun out, over the bodies of the people we just killed with said gun, after having a conversation with the air about how we’re going to kill more people, probably didn’t breed trust. His inner voice supplied. 

“Now you say something.” The scout said. He holstered his gun on his thigh, then raised his hands in surrender. Speaking in a calm voice, he said. “I’m not going to hurt you, but I need you to move. We’re working on a clock.” They said and did nothing. It was only then he realized they may not even know what he was saying. He had no idea if they spoke his language. He moved to the side, pressing the back of his legs against the cool stone of the pew, and gestured at the exit behind him, in the universal signal of ‘get out’. Along with the direction he offered his best, ‘I promise not to shoot you as you run away’ smile, hoping to reassure them.

Despite this, they didn’t move. He looked down again and began clearing the path, understanding that not everyone could step over still bleeding bodies as easily as him. He moved to stand over the leader of the three-person squad. The sergeant, a large, pale, black-haired man in his forties, with a custom assault rifle laying under his prone form. The scout freed the rifle from under the sergeant, moving it to the side, and grabbing the man just under his shoulders. Trying his best to lift him and failing. 

“How the hell are you so heavy? We’re the same size. Did they stuff you with bricks before they sent you? Or are we both just fat?” His words were pinched as he strained to lift the man dressed identically to him. Black body armor over black clothes. If it wasn’t for the skin color, the age difference, fifteen years if the scout had to guess, and the hole in the back of the sergeant’s head, they could have been twins.

After a few seconds of fumbling with the corpse, the scout decided to just drag the body between the pews. “I suppose it’s my fault you’re dead, not just because I shot you, which I did, but because I wasn’t more convincing.” Unceremoniously, he dropped the sergeant to the stone floor between the pews. The sergeant’s open skull knocked against the ground with a hollow, cracking sound, like a nearly empty eggshell hitting the floor. More of his soupy gray matter splattered on the cold stone ground of the temple as the head bounced and flopped to his left. 

The scout ignored that and moved to the second body. A young, brown-haired woman, with sallow skin and a literal death grip on the long gun she held in her right hand. The scout made a note to himself to pry the weapon from her when he got the chance, before going to move her. He grabbed her under the shoulders, only lifting her slightly, before noticing her whole body was stiff. She must have gone into instant rigor when his bullet ripped through her neck from right to left, severing her spine.

“On the other hand, if you would’ve just listened to my brilliant reasoning, and let me do as I was trained to do. Or better yet, let me just talk to these people, as I begged you to do, all three of you would be alive. The company would have an artifact, not the one they were looking for, but they wouldn’t know the difference. These villagers wouldn’t be soiling their fancy robes. Everyone would have been happy, except for me, but that’s to be expected by now.” He laid her over the sergeant, her body staying rigid as if she were carved from the stone of the mountain that surrounded them. 

He went back for the third and final corpse. Stepping over the man’s assault shotgun and several of his teeth, the scout reached the body, grabbing him under both arms and dragging him back to the others. “But no, you had to do as you were told, and monitor my activities. All because I went slightly crazy that one time. And now look at you. Well, you can’t.” He said to the body he was dragging. 

A stocky, pale, blond-haired man, whose legs irritatingly kept twitching as he was pulled along through his own blood, teeth and brain matter. “Because I shot you in the face. Although, you did follow a highly trained, armed and alleged crazy person, days into the desert where no one would hear you scream. So, having a gaping hole where your face used to be is on you if you think about it. Which again, you can’t, because I shot you, in the face.” He huffed out as he made his way between the pews.

He placed the body on top of the others before standing to his full height, cracking his back as he did. Looking down at his fellow soldiers, he said in a far more somber tone. “If there’s time, I’ll bury all of you. This is a temple. There must be consecrated ground somewhere nearby. I’m sure they won’t waste time digging you up. Hopefully, there is at least peace in death. Not that it matters now but, I... I am sorry it came to this.” Mourn later. His inner voice said, while reminding him of all he had to do. With the path cleared, the scout stood off to the side once again and gestured toward the door. Again, no one moved. They merely stared off in all directions, their expressionless eyes locked a thousand yards away. 

“You don’t have time for this,” He said, turning fully to face them. “Get your shit and move,” He said, clapping his hands together to punctuate his words, the sound thunderous in the silence. “Now!” The scout screamed, his voice cracking a bit as he held the word. Still, the villagers didn’t move. After clearing his throat, he stood in front of them, screaming at them to move in every language he knew how to yell in, and still nothing. He was about to switch to charades again when the villagers shifted slightly. 

A slender woman stepped out of the crowd, though for a moment the scout would have sworn she appeared from the air in front of them. Unlike the others, she couldn’t have been more than twenty. Her skin was flawless, dark, and untouched by the sun. A crown of fire-red hair adorned her head, falling to her lower back in loose curls. She was dressed in simple off white embroidered robes, which flowed off her shoulders, stopping a hair above the ground, making her seem as if she was floating.

The firelight of the temple did its best to highlight her features. Full lips, turned slightly down at the corners, regal chin, and delicate nose that flared out as she took in the scout. Yet it was inadequate. She looked too perfect for this world. It was as if the very idea of beauty was made real and now stood in front of him. It was almost sickening, and he couldn’t even make out her whole face. A veil hid her eyes. A thick black cloth, fraying on all sides, held tight to her face as she positioned herself in front of the villagers. 

The scout blinked. “That can’t be right.” The words drifted into the air as she moved closer. He forced his mind to accept what he was seeing. The woman’s eyes were covered, but not by cloth. Thin wisps of shadows from every corner of the room drifted towards the woman, converging on her face, hiding her eyes behind a veil of shadow that moved like the ocean at the beginning of a storm.

The woman herself moved slowly, with an effortless grace. She glided across the floor towards the scout, who involuntarily took a step back, slipping on smeared blood, having to catch himself before he fell on his ass. She crossed the dozen feet between them faster than she should have been able to, her feet never making a sound in the vast space that held them. Just before she reached him, she gestured to the bodies hidden behind the scout and spoke. 

“Why did you do this?” Her voice was deep and old. Far older than she appeared, older than the mountain that encased them or the desert surrounding them. Her words, while little more than whispers, were dense. The few words she spoke bounced off the walls of the temple, causing the torches along the wall to tremble. At the same time, the words settled in the scout’s chest and shook his ribs, causing his heart to quiver. The man fixed his mouth to tell her that he killed them because they didn’t listen, a poor attempt at a threat, as he tried to ignore the oddness that was her presence. Instead, he spoke the truth, without thought or hesitation. 

“They were going to kill everyone here.” His mouth stilled as he tried to ask the woman. “The fuck is this?” The words catching in his throat. 

“But why them?” The woman asked in a tone approaching frustration. Like before, he spoke the truth.

“We came here for a relic. They brought your people in here as leverage to get its location from the leaders of your village. Once they got the relic, or if it wasn’t here, they were going to execute everyone.” The scout went to step back again and froze mid step, his entire body going rigid in an instant.

Nothing restrained him. He had feeling in every limb; he was just frozen. Head tilted slightly back, one foot a half step behind the other, arms locked at his side, completely exposed and at her mercy. He should have been lost in panic. Made nearly breathless by a desperate animalistic fear, yet he wasn’t. He was calm, almost relaxed. As if this was a daily occurrence. In a moment, he understood why. 

It was the woman. Something intangible about this woman put him at ease, and the scout fought against that feeling with everything he had. He couldn’t be lulled into complacency by whatever this was, so he gave his mind a task. Search the woman in hopes of finding any weakness that he could use to escape. 

His eyes furiously scanned over what he could see of the woman, only finding her confusion. The surrounding silence grew while the woman’s gaze bore into him. As he was forced to return the stare, the oddest thought crossed the scout’s mind before he could stop it. 

As far as interrogation methods go, this is a surprisingly good one. Having thoughts pulled straight from my mind saves a lot of my blood from being spilled and me screaming ‘go fuck your mother’ at my captors. His thoughts were interrupted. 

Focus goddamn it, his internal voice screamed. After a moment, he asked his inner voice. 

And do what, exactly? I’m open to ideas. 

“No.” The woman clarified, breaking into the argument growing in the scout’s mind. “Why did you kill your own? Why didn’t you follow through with your orders and kill these people?” The scout gritted his teeth in hopes of stopping himself from speaking, but it was useless.

“These people didn’t do anything wrong.” The words escaped through clenched teeth. 

Trying to resist her was like trying to stop a boulder from rolling down a wet, grooved mountain face with his bare hands. He had no hope of success. So, he tried again. The scout forced his eyes closed, hoping to weaken this thing that had him frozen in place and speaking against his will. It was the logic of a child. Closing his eyes so he couldn’t see the monster, thus making him invisible to the monsters in return.

Still, he held his eyes shut tight. There was nothing else he could do, and at this point, his mind welcomed any logic it could grasp. Once in darkness, he took a deep steadying breath, swallowing the sickly metallic taste of blood that landed on the back of his tongue, and focused all his energy on moving a single step. 

That was all he needed to do. Take one step and the rest would follow, or at least that’s what his inner voice kept screaming. The scout dug deep, concentrating everything he had on taking that first step away from this creature, away from this woman, and into the welcoming safety of an endless desert. He commanded his legs to move, and not even one of his muscles twitched. He stayed locked in place, as if he grew from where he stood. Well, fuck. 

The demon in the shape of a young woman, as the scout was beginning to think of her, was quiet for a long time. Gently, an unseen force opened the scout’s eyes. The demon woman was standing inches away from his face, forcing the scout to stare directly into the darkness that coated her eyes. He still couldn’t see past it, but he had a sense that she was glaring at him. Staring into his soul. Searching for an answer only she could understand. She stared for a long breath before her lips pulled down ever so slightly. Her hand twitched and the force holding his eyes opened, vanished. Allowing them to slam shut once again. 

“Whether or not they did anything, most of them are near death. It would have been easier to let them die and complete your task, no?”

“Didn’t think about it. I just acted.” 

“Can you hide what you’ve done from your owners and escape?” 

“They already know they’re dead. They don’t know that I killed them, but it’s only a matter of time before they do. We have trackers placed in our necks. The moment they died, theirs sent out a beacon, announcing their deaths and their location. Once the signal was verified, another team would have been sent out. I assume they’re on their way here, as I’m forced to speak. More than likely, they’ll activate my chip to track me, as I’m the only survivor. There is no place I can run without them following. Unless I can remove my spine somehow.” 

She didn’t ask that. Why are you giving her ideas? His inner voice groaned. 

“What will they do?” 

“They’re going to scorch the earth. Three of their assets died here. Regardless of why or who did it, they’ll want to send a message. Once they get here, they’ll kill anyone still here and destroy anything that’s standing. They might even level this mountain just because they can. But, if I can make it look like I killed everyone here, as well as their three assets, then set this place on fire to cover my pointless escape, they’ll focus on me, and your people won’t hit their radar.” 

The woman let out a sigh of annoyance and clarified. “What will they do, to you?” 

“Something slow, painful, and public. If I’m caught, that is, but I was planning on dying in battle, surrounded by blood and fire.”

Still given her ideas, huh? Bold move. His inner voice was full of annoyance. After another long pause, he heard. 

“Knowing that, you defend these people? With the promise of death hovering over you, you would risk your life for strangers? Yes or no.” 

“Yes.” 

“You are odd, human.” 

The scout was desperately trying to speak as her voice faded into the settling air. He wanted to understand what was happening. Did she know him? Her words suggested she did. Then again, she could just be reading his thoughts. If that was the case, why the questions? The scout’s curiosity drove him to at least attempt to get some answers before she killed him. Taking another deep breath, he concentrated, doing his best to force the air into a question of his own. Just as the words were on the edge of forming, his tongue stilled in place as if it was wrapped in cold molasses, his words falling away to nothing.

As he exhaled and prepared to try again, he felt his body return to him. He stumbled backward, slipping in the blood encircling the repositioned bodies. His eyes popped open, going wide, as he tried to recover his footing. He caught himself before his feet went from under him and did his best to keep his flailing hands out to his side, far away from his gun as he righted himself. He doubted she saw him as anything resembling a threat, but it was a chance he didn’t need to take. The last thing he wanted was to provoke the woman who could turn people into living statues.

Slowly, he gained his balance and began scanning the room for any sign of her, while cautiously stepping backwards. She was nowhere in sight, but he still felt her presence in the room as heavy pressure on his chest. The villagers remained in place, pressed against the far wall, but now all of their heads were turned towards him. He froze once again. The weight of hundreds of empty, unblinking, glassy eyes held him in place, and stole his voice as hers filled the temple from thin air. 

“I’ll give you a choice. You may test yourself against my power, the first step in an endless journey. Or you can leave this place. If you choose to leave, I can assure you, your owners will never find you. Your life will be yours. In time, you may even be able to find peace.” She spoke calmly, as if his decision was of no consequence to her, but the people staring at him in painful silence reacted to her words as if they were an order. Their mouths stretched open in unison, growing longer and wider than any human mouth had the right to. 

There were no teeth past their lips, no tongues or flesh of any kind. Just a solid darkness that went on forever. Deep within that darkness, in depths the scout couldn’t hope to understand, there was a spark of golden light. The flash gave birth to a bank of soft golden fog that moved towards him from the emptiness of the villagers. It spilled out of the caverns in their faces in a steady stream, drifting slowly to the ground, pooling at the villager’s feet. 

From there, it quickly crawled its way over to and past the scout, between the pews, over the bodies of the dead and finally reaching the temple walls as if it was on a mission. The scout was still strangely calm, taking in everything around him as if it was expected. Until he wasn’t. 

In the time between breaths, he felt the woman’s presence retreat. The pressure on his chest vanished and panic took its rightful place in the scout’s mind and stomach. Instantly, bile churned in his throat, coating the back of his tongue as he began stepping back, wanting to get out of this place. To get out of this growing nightmare and wait for his coming death somewhere safe. At the thought of his death, her words registered. 

“She said I would be safe if I left the temple. She’s clearly more than human. Maybe she can keep me safe. I should accept her offer, run, and take my chances.” 

Listen to yourself! His inner voice screamed, forcing him to stop a third time. A non-human creature said you would be safe, and you just want to go with that. Stop panicking and think. 

Taking a deep breath, as deep as he could, given his desperate want to scream, the scout thought over her words carefully. 

“She didn’t say I’d be safe. She said I can leave the temple, I wouldn’t be found, and that I could find peace.” After a moment to consider those words, he said. “That means less than nothing. Once I leave this temple, she could cut me open and bury me in the desert. Technically, that would be a more peaceful death than being caught by the Corp and no one would find me if she buried me deep enough.” 

A change in the light drew the scout’s attention to the walls where the villagers were lined up and his mouth gaped. In a whoosh of golden fire, the villagers’ eyes burnt away. There was no smoke, just steam and bits of burnt eyes rising to the lofty ceiling. 

The fire leapt from their hollow sockets, licking up the villagers’ faces, darkening their leathery skin. The fire grew stronger, moving like water. Flowing through the cracks and valleys of their burning skin, erupting out of the ravine-like folds in their hands and faces, splitting their flesh apart. The cracked flesh slowly began to peel away from the villager’s bodies in uneven chunks, rising into the air and vanishing like wisps of burning paper drifting up from a campfire.

There was no blood, muscle, or bone under their skin, just a steadily growing and pulsing golden light. The villagers’ robes were lit up from within, beams of light breaking through the delicate fabric, as more of their bodies began burning. The fire bathed the temple in a golden, ethereal light that reflected off the still rising fog. Lost in desperate awe, the scout tried to make his mind work, to think of a way out, when he felt himself begin to hyperventilate. 

His vision began to swim. The walls of the temple grew distant, seeming to stretch in all directions, before falling off unseen horizons. The golden cloud rose steadily, clawing at his knees, turning them into warm taffy ready to fold and drown him in the bright ocean rising around him.

Before he lost the ability to stand or breathe, he bit down on his tongue, hard, causing the world and his mind to come back into sharp focus. He surveyed his surroundings, weighing his options and coming to an obvious fact. This was beyond him. There were forces at play in this temple the scout couldn’t fathom, so he focused on what was within his control. He had two choices in front of him. Run or accept her test. 

His mind tied itself in knots, trying to look at all possible angles this situation could go wrong, more wrong anyway, and he kept coming back to the same question. The scout turned his head to the ceiling and spoke quickly as his building panic threatened to steal his question. 

“Can I pass your test? I mean, is it impossible?” After a brief pause, her voice returned, lighter than before, speaking slowly, making sure he heard every word. 

“It can be overcome, yes. It’s by no means simple. You will be pushed to your limits, mentally and physically, but...” 

“I’ll take your test.” He cut her off, shouting his answer to the ceiling, trying to drown out the thudding of his heart in his ears.

There was no other choice. He was in the middle of a desert with no place to run. Leaving the temple was certain death. If he took her test, a test from a disappearing, snake-free medusa in the desert, he would still probably die, but only probably, and the scout preferred those odds. He was aware this could be a trick. 

He could be agreeing to run an endless maze for her amusement, or at least until he found a mirror shield, killed a Minotaur, or something equally ridiculous. So, he kept replaying her words in his mind, trying to catch the trick to them, finding little to pick apart. 

While her earlier statements were vague, her last one wasn’t. She said flat out he could pass her test, and he was clinging to the hope that meant something. He didn’t trust her, but if she did test him, he trusted in his ability to endure whatever it was she put him through. He even had an ace up his sleeve. If this was only a test, all he needed to do was perform to expectations. He just needed to do whatever song and dance was asked of him until she was satisfied. He simply had to endure. Something he excelled at. 

If the scout was honest with himself and not about to void his bowels, he was also curious. He went to ask another question to the air when her voice descended on the room. 

“Very well. However, if my power overwhelms you, or if you fail my trials, your death will be one of indescribable agony. You will exist in continual torment, until your soul evaporates into nothingness.”

“You could have started with that.” The scout growled. His next words froze on his tongue as the golden fog filling the temple began coalescing in front of him, shining as bright as a star, before collapsing onto itself, sucking all sound out of the room. Before he could process anything, there was an eruption of blinding light in front of him that forced his eyes closed. 

A soundless bloom of light engulfed the scout. At the same time, something fit itself into his palm, weighing down his right side, quickly followed by a soft breeze kissing his skin. Slowly, the scout opened his eyes and was met with a churning white light that hid the world around him. Blinking rapidly for a few moments cleared his vision.

He was both shocked and relieved to see nothing but sand whirling around him, caught in a light afternoon breeze. The mountain, the temple, the villagers, the village, all vanished. All that remained was the scout and the bodies of the fallen, their blood soaking into the near white sand that shifted under his feet, and a gift from the woman.

In the scout’s right hand was a translucent golden rock that softly hummed. The sun was at its peak, heat bored down on the scout as he examined the stone. It was misshapen, jagged, and cool to the touch. It was also much heavier than it looked. Even though it fit into the palm of his hand, the scout struggled to lift it. After quickly examining the stone, the scout wasn’t impressed. “How is this a test? What am I supposed to do with this? It must be more than gold; it came from a fucking demon.” He held the stone at eye level, as there had to be more than this. Looking it over, it hummed louder, trembling in his hand before letting out a sharp pulse. 

Gentle waves of electricity and heat escaped the stone and ran across his skin, the sensation causing his thoughts to fade away. The demon woman. Her promises. His pending painful death at the hands of his Corp. The bodies surrounding him. None of it held any importance. He had the stone. It was all that existed; it was his world. It now glowed in his hand, radiating a soft heat, and crackling with an inner power that connected with the scout’s soul. 

Without thinking, the scout brought the stone to his mouth, biting into it with a bone deep hunger he had never felt before. At the first bite, the gentle sparks of electricity that danced across his skin, became a bolt of lightning building within him. Igniting every inch of his body with a crackling pain. 

He chewed the stone with desperation, as the electricity running through his body began flowing to his spine, settling in his back and building on itself. A second bite sent liquid heat, as hot as a forge, spilling down his throat. The heat pooling in his stomach was so great the scout felt as if he was bound to combust at any moment. The heat grew worse as more of the stone settled into his stomach, spreading through him in a flash, causing the blood in his veins to bubble.

His flesh tore open from the building steam within his muscles and veins. Leaving gaping, dripping wounds, like sick drooling mouths in his skin. Mouths that hacked and spat up hot, sticky blood onto the inside of his clothes and body armor. His tendons snapped. Ligaments were pulling away from bones with muted pops, rearranging the muscles under his flesh, deforming the scout. Like a rotten melon that could no longer stand its own weight, his body crumpled in on itself. Turning him into something hunched and grotesque. Something that hardly registered as human. 

Despite all this, he was still standing, still eating the golden stone. He didn’t have a choice. He needed to consume the stone. It was his. A piece of his soul he didn’t know he was missing until he held it. On the last bite, a resounding crack, as if the world was shattering around him, rang out through the desert, nearly deafening the scout. An explosion of force tore from the man, rippling the surrounding sand, as he felt the last of his teeth shatter. 

He swallowed the last of the stone, as well as his teeth. Feeling the shards rip down his throat like broken porcelain. Bright red vapers rose from his pores, drifting into nothing, as the stone settled and shifted in his stomach, infusing the air with the scent of hot copper. Another wave of heat coursed through what remained of his muscles, causing them to wither like jerky. Quickly followed by a rush of electricity flowing through his spine, melting it, fusing it into one solid mass of bone, trapping him in his body. 

As the heat cooled and lightning faded, he began falling backward. A living statue carved out of deformed flesh. For the briefest moment, just as he began falling, time slowed to a crawl, the world went still, and a warmth built in his chest. A feeling of completion spilled from the warmth, radiating through him. A wholeness he never thought possible. The peace settled over his soul and for that all too brief moment, and possibly for the first time in his life, he was happy. Not content with a moment, but genuinely happy. 

Time resumed, and he felt a tidal wave of pain wash over him, causing him to lose the warmth in his soul as he continued his fall. Smacking into the sand with a thud, he lay unmoving among the bodies of his fellow soldiers for what felt like hours, though the sun stayed directly overhead the entire time, slowly cooking his eyes with its relentless glare. The scout felt more time pass, but saw no change to the sun. The roaring pain coursing through his body settled to a dull throbbing ache, and the scout felt something other than pain begin to overtake his mind. Boredom.

To his surprise, waiting for death while drowning in agony was a tedious thing. There was little else for him to do besides wait to go blind from the relentless beating of the sun on his eyes, and occasionally swallow the blood and spit that collected in the back of his throat. Neither of which provided much distraction. To fill the time until his death, the scout tried to focus on the warmth he felt in that moment. It was nice, and if he could, he’d much rather lose himself in that warmth than to this pain. 

Unfortunately, that warmth was currently beyond his reach. Buried by the avalanche of suffering resting on top of him. To get it, the scout fell back on an old trick. A mental exercise he learned early in life. He used a form of self-hypnosis to build mental walls against things like pain, hunger, and thirst. It was, in fact, one of his most used skills. Though, never to this extent. Even so, it was worth a try. 

He began as he always did, envisioning the feeling he wanted to block, the flesh shaking pain that was now his existence, as encroaching water targeting a perfect sandcastle resting on a beach. A castle that would normally represent a safe, painless haven for his mind to retreat to, would now represent that warm, inner peace he was so desperate to reclaim. To protect the castle, he would build walls of sand around it, expanding the walls outwards inch by inch, with each breath, in the hopes his peace could remain untouched by the rising water. 

Usually, the scout would have time to build the castle before the pain became intolerable, but now his peace was already under water, under the pain. He would have to work backwards if he wanted his final moments to be anything other than pure misery. The scout began mentally combing through the endless tides of pain that beat against his flesh, doing everything he could to find the single piece of light worth holding onto in his current state. 

He began breathing deeply, in and out, his breath and the shifting sands the only sounds he could hear. Laying there, he used those sounds to focus, trying to imagine a beach rising out of the water. Willing the water to part, in hopes of recapturing that warmth, if only for a moment. The scout lost all sense of time passing. He just focused on his breathing. Deep breaths, in and out, in and out, until finally the peace he sought brushed against his soul. In his mind, he saw this peace as a small dune of dirty, gritty sand poking above the water. 

Immediately, he began shaping it with his mind. Building a small, two story, crooked sandcastle, the right side being taller than the left, on the small shelf of sand poking out of the water. The water began to rise, trying to reclaim the castle, forcing the scout to hurry. Walls of sand rose up around the castle just in time to keep the water back. The scout continued his slow, deep breaths, expanding the walls outwards, pushing back the water with each one.

As time passed, the beach became larger, and the water distant. The warm feeling in his chest grew again, spreading through his soul, as the sand held the water back. He began drifting off into a deep well of sleep as the pain faded. His body finally failing him. The scout was on the edge of letting go of the world, when the woman’s quietly powerful voice filled the air around him, dragging him back to his wreck of a body.

He held onto that warmth as the pain took its place in his flesh, not daring to let it go again. Her words, tinged with something like disappointment wrapped in confusion, fell onto the scout. 

“You are a strange creature indeed, but you are still alive and sane, or at least you still have the capacity for rational thought, so we can move on. Let’s begin the trials.” The scout would have blinked in surprise, but thanks to the stone, that was impossible. How was this not the trial? Unless the trial is a staring contest, I am fucked. Directly in front of him, just a hair above his nose, a golden seam silently formed in the world. 

The space above him warped, the seam ripped apart in a rush. On the other side of the seam, he was met with a swirling, madness-inducing infinity. A horrifically beautiful void that was somehow expansive and narrow, welcoming and looming, endless and insignificant, hung before his eyes. As the tear opened fully, an unseen force lifted the scout, pulling him into that ever-changing space and setting him adrift in the void. His pain vanished all at once, but his terror only grew as the madness around him seemed to notice him, to take him in, to judge him. In the darkness, he felt time and reality as solid things. 

Titanic rivers of eternity and tangible possibilities flowing around him like he was a pebble in their path. All he could do was fight to keep a sense of himself as he was carried through that space. Before he could gather the thoughts necessary to scream, he was placed on his feet with a soft thud, a world settling in place around him. His vision cleared as he stared open-mouthed, taking in the beautiful sky that was now surrounding him. He stood on the deck of a ship, coasting through the sky of an unknown world.  
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Chapter Two. The Laurelin.
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On Alta, in the depths of the Jade Forest, a forest that spanned the largest continent in the world, sat a mountainous ancient tree. This tree was home to the elves of the Jade, known as the Laurelin. The Elven home sat in the center of an expansive settlement, a half-mile clearing surrounded by forest. Near the top of this tree, a council was in session. Lord Alok sat looking over the bounty laid before him. Brows furrowed, in the deepest of thought as his eyes darted from bowl to bowl.

All manner of colorful, fragrant fruits, pungent cheeses, and smoked meats weighed down the Lord’s desk, and he was trying desperately to find the right combination of meats, cheeses, and fruits to assuage his hunger. Next to him was his second, a short raven-haired woman with soft features, olive skin, and sparkling green eyes that looked like freshly polished emeralds set in ivory. In front of them both was the commander of the scouts, Fiona of the Laurelin, standing at rest, hands laced together behind her back, feet shoulder-width apart. 

The commander stood in front of the sizable desk, waiting to be addressed by the Lord. While she waited, the commander took in the room around her, needing to distract herself from the smells. The room they occupied, once a throne room, was huge. Thin veins of shimmering gold and silver ran all along the walls, embedded in the wood from floor to ceiling. The various metals intertwined with one another, creating a room spanning mural depicting several battles from wars long past. 

Other works of art, paintings and sculptures, mostly of the Lord, filled the far back of the room, blocking parts of the mural. In front of the artwork was a large oval table holding battle maps and figures representing opposing units, which took up the middle of the chamber. From the top of the room hung intricately woven bright green vines that held large, gently glowing white stones at their end, illuminating the room. Lord Alok finally found a pleasing blend of food and took a bite, crooning to himself as the flavors rolled around on his tongue. 

The room fell into a silence that stretched on for far too long, leaving the mouth-watering scents of the Lord’s feast to tease Fiona. The smell drew her eyes again and again to the Lord’s desk despite herself. She forced her eyes off the food, instead taking in the Lord as he ate. Fiona couldn’t help noticing how much thinner he was compared to the last time she saw him. The Lord’s complexion was good, just a shade or two darker than the second, but his face was sunken almost to the bone. His dark hair was cut shorter than the last time she saw him, making the gauntness in his face more pronounced. High cheekbones stood out like wings through his emaciated flesh, and his eyes looked too large for his face. 

His hands, which never stopped moving from bowl to bowl, were thin, as thin as the rest of him, however, his fingers gave her the most concern. Most of the meat on his fingers was wasted away, leaving only skin and bone. That, combined with his long nails, gave his hands the appearance of long skeletal claws as he picked at his food. 

He’s working too hard. Taking too much onto his shoulders. He’ll work himself to death at this rate, and then what will we do? Before the thought fully settled in her mind, she buried it, reassuring herself. The Lord would be fine. Even death wouldn’t have the nerve to reach for Lord Alok of the Laurelin. Whatever this is, it will pass, and he will continue leading our people to glory. The realization filled her with warmth, and she had to fight a smile. 

She came back to the moment and continued to let her eyes wander, noticing the new armor he wore. It more than made up for his slight frame, making him more of a striking figure, once you got past the design. He was dressed in fine plate mail that looked more decorative than armor. It was made of a cream-colored metal, but later painted in garish colors. Purples, greens, and oranges covered his oversized chest piece, bulky shoulder pauldrons with elaborate carvings, and matching gauntlets that sat neatly to his right under his horned helmet. 

She knew, despite its silly look, the armor was heavily enchanted and could probably withstand anything, short of an attack from a god. Her eyes never settled on him as she made these observations. Instead, she picked a spot on the wall behind him to focus on, noting all these changes out of the corner of her eyes so as to not draw his attention. 

Only after the Lord savored his snack did he finally acknowledge the woman standing before him. He rubbed his hands together, removing any crumbs before saying. “Welcome back commander, how was your hunt?” His thin features now focused on her. 

“It went well my Lord,” Fiona answered once addressed in a crisp, formal tone. “though I have some troubling news. Once again, your information was impeccable. I was able to find and lead your soldiers to a human settlement. They should be dealing with the filth and dismantling the vermin’s nests as we speak. There were no signs of corruption in the land or dark spirits. Thankfully, the filth didn’t cause any real damage. 

The unfortunate news is the camp was rather new, only a few months old by my estimate. Somehow, they’re still finding ways around your protections. I raided their leader’s homes for maps and any other paperwork I could find. I’ve already given them to James. Hopefully, he will find something of import in them, if he can decipher their gibberish, my Lord.” 

While Fiona was giving her report, Lord Alok nibbled on different pieces of meat, disappointed each time. As she finished, he discarded some bowls entirely, tossing them into the bin next to his desk, and rearranged others in no real order. After that was done, he leaned back in his seat, placing his hands on his desk. “Well done, Commander. A thorough job as usual.” He said, giving her a nod and a thin smile. “As far as the age of the camp, it can’t be helped.” He sighed. “Rats always find a way in.” 

After a breath, he stood and slowly made his way to stand in front of the commander, his armor clanking with every step. He was more imposing now that he towered in front of her. He stood a head taller than Fiona, who stood six feet herself, and the width of his armor eclipsed her slight frame. “All we can do is keep hunting them until they are no more.” He said, his eyes raking up and down her body as she did her best to avoid his gaze. 

His inspection took in her woven leather armor, her hair, tied up in a tight bun, without a single strand out of place, and stopped at the sheathed sword on her hip. A long saber with an elaborate handguard and black leather binding the hilt. The Lord looked into her lavender eyes once more, moving to invade her personal space. His face was so close to hers, the scent of food on his breath made her stomach growl. The slight noise pulling a smirk from the Lord. Looming over her, he asked. “My only question is, why didn’t you stay and help my soldiers in the vermin’s extermination? In fact, if it was a small, newly settled nest, as you say, why not just kill them yourself and save me the manpower?” The commander went to speak, then hesitated, her throat going dry as she thought of the best way to answer.

“I believed that, if I’d acted alone, there was a chance some of the filth might have escaped into the forest. I felt it best to wait for your forces, ensuring the extermination of the nest, rather than taking a risk that the infestation might spread, my Lord.” She explained, with only the slightest hint of apprehension to her voice. Fiona held her breath as the Lord’s glare dug into her, hoping that her words would be enough to appease him. 

“Is that all? Your former masters’ sympathies haven’t rubbed off on you, have they? Or did your cowardness get the best of you again?” He said and for a moment, Fiona had an impulse to pull her sword and show the Lord her courage. She managed to keep her hands away from her blade. Answering the Lord once the feeling passed.

“Of course not, my Lord.” She muttered, failing to keep the anger from her voice. After a pause, the lord continued. 

“Good.” He said, allowing himself to smile as he stood to his full height. He moved to his desk, clearing his throat. “I have a mission for you, one of some importance. You leave at first light tomorrow. I’m confident that I’ve found the location of the final spirit the humans corrupted. You are to verify its presence before I commit any of my forces to the location.” He spoke in a bored tone. As if stating the weather, and not the end of a three decade long war. The commander’s anger was forgotten in a moment, leaving her a bit dazed at the change of pressure in her head, but only for a breath. After the room stopped shifting in her vision, she practically shouted.

“Yes, my Lord.” Her voice filling the large room. Once again Lord Alok began picking at the food laid out before him, seeming bored. 

“You are dismissed.” He said, not looking at Fiona. The commander snapped to attention and shot a look at the second, communicating so much with a quick wink. She went to bow but was cut off midway by the Lord’s softly spoken words. 

“Before you rest, go retrieve the seer. Tell her to report to me at once.” The commander’s smile shriveled. Her joy turned into a weight that held her feet in place. The Lord took no notice of the commander’s abrupt change in mood, though his second did. He instead, picked a grape from one of the many bowls on the desk, bit into it and flinched. With a look of disgust, the Lord dropped the grape back into the bowl it came from and discarded the whole thing into an overflowing bin next to his desk. 

A few of the grapes rolled off the piles of subpar meats and cheeses, cluttering the bin, before falling to the floor and rolling to the edge of the small rug Fiona stood on. Movement out of the corner of Fiona's vision distracted her from her thoughts. Her eyes flicked to the second, who gave Fiona a warning look and the slightest shake of her head. The Lord looked up to see the commander still standing in front of his desk, her eyes snapping back to him.

“Permission to speak?” The words were out before she could stop herself. Lord Alok paused a moment and looked at his second, who was now stone-faced, then back to Fiona before slowly tilting his chin down. “May I ask why?” She stammered. His face fell into an expression of such anger and venom, the commander was struck breathless. The Lord put both hands on the desk and growled. 

“Tell the seer to report at once, commander.” He demanded.

“My apologies. Right away, my Lord.” She stammered quickly, draining any emotions from her face, as she waited to be dismissed again. The Lord sat at his desk, randomly organizing papers and his bowls of food, trying to look as if he was paying no attention to the commander. He was silent for a long moment. As Fiona waited and with her mind unclouded by anger or desperation, her words and actions felt unbelievable and distant. 

Staring past the Lord, her back began to ache, and she winced to think what he would do to her after this. Still not looking at her, the Lord made a quick dismissive gesture towards the door. Fiona bowed, then turned to leave, noticing the Lord’s second was also moving.

“My Lord, I’ll see her out.” The second said, answering the Lord’s look as he stared after her. He glared at their backs, not lowering his gaze until they vanished around a corner.

The commander, followed by the second, made their way out of the Lord’s chamber into a long, mostly bare and unremarkable hall. In thick silence, they moved past two cramped offices. One of the offices was barely holding a large, older elf muttering under his breath. Not interrupting her step, Fiona turned to see James through his open door. He was scratching one of his chins, the third from the bottom, in some agitation. 

It only took a glance for the commander to understand why. He was looking over the papers she brought him and cursing at the impossible task laid before him. Making sense of the vermin’s scribblings was a task beyond most. She didn’t envy him, especially when it came time to report to the Lord. Just past James’s office was Elyssa and Fiona’s destination. 

A makeshift lift in the center of the tree that ran its considerable length. Fiona held her breath, as she always did, when stepping on the platform of the deathtrap. The more she used the lift, the more she believed it was only held together with hope and crossed fingers. Neither of which would be able to keep it together much longer. Once on the rickety thing, Fiona took a position close to the center of the platform, near the controls. 

The second moved to stand several feet in front of and to the left of the commander. They waited in silence, only filled by the creaks and pops of the lift as their weight settled. 

Fiona worked up her nerve and hit the release. The lift jerked to life with a groan. The ropes and pulleys holding the lift grew tight as the lift lurched into a painfully slow descent. They stayed silent and motionless for several floors, smelling the ropes of the lift heat up from use. Slowly, the lift’s only speed, they passed floor after floor. Seeing two or three servants buzzing around each, getting this and that for their masters. 

Once they reached a level of the tree used solely for storing books and old tomes, the second moved to the controls, stopping the lift suddenly, causing it to whimper in protest. With a quick yank, she pulled Fiona off the platform and into a small cubby hidden by dozens of shelves filled with old books. The moment they were out of sight of the lift and before Fiona could say anything, the second engulfed the commander in a warm embrace. 

Wrapping her arms around Fiona’s neck and pulling her close. Standing on her toes, the second planted kisses on the commander’s neck and cheeks, whispering. “I’ve missed you so much.” Before finally catching her lips in a loving kiss. The commander smiled into the kiss, feeling the tension from the meeting leave her shoulders. With a quick jerk, Fiona picked Elyssa off her feet, so they were face to face, and to hear the shorter woman giggle. A sound reserved only for her. Elyssa threw her legs around Fiona’s hips, wrapping them tight while raining kisses along the commander’s jawline. 

“I’ve missed you too, love. Oh, how I’ve missed you.” Fiona whispered into the second’s ear, holding Elyssa as tight as she could. Elyssa pulled back slightly, locking eyes with Fiona. 

“We don’t have long now, but tonight,” Elyssa kissed her again, breathing Fiona in and deepening the kiss until they were both short of breath. “You are mine.” She gasped as she broke the kiss. 

The smile on Elyssa’s face was wicked. Lust and need filled the look they now shared. Heat rose in Fiona’s chest, and she lost herself. Forgetting where they were and what she was meant to do, Fiona began fighting with the straps encasing the second in her leather armor with one hand, the other cupping her lover’s ass to keep her in the air. She needed more than this superficial contact. Fiona needed to feel the warmth of Elyssa’s body against hers. Needed to feel their skin pressed together. To be lost in other woman. Fiona needed Elyssa. 

The second’s slapping hands stopped the commander’s desperate fumbling. “Not now, we have work to do, and you’ve already angered the Lord with your silly question. It’s best not to upset him further by making him wait. It’s just I didn’t have a chance to welcome you when you got back, and I wanted to make up for that.” She kissed Fiona on the nose. “Now that you’re welcomed, put me down and fetch the seer.” The second said with a teasing smile. 

The commander groaned as she was reminded of her task. Reluctantly, she lowered the second to the ground as slowly as she could, making the contact last. Before she could catch herself, the taller woman pulled her love into another toe-curling kiss. As Fiona deepened the kiss, once again losing herself to the moment, the second stiffly wrapped her arms under Fiona’s shoulders, placing her palms in the center of Fiona’s back, and squeezed as tight as she could. Pain exploded in the commander’s back, causing her to jump, breaking the kiss with a yelp. 

“I’m so sorry.” The second soothed. Fiona backed away from her, looking at the ground and grinding her teeth, trying to stifle the shout of pain scratching at her throat. Elyssa continued, “In the moment, I forgot.” The commander didn’t say a word. “At least it’s a good reminder as to why you shouldn’t keep the Lord waiting for too long. And why not to ask silly questions.” Elyssa muttered, trying to smile and lighten the mood. 

Without a word Fiona turned around and moved to get back on the lift, not looking at the second. Elyssa moved to get in front of her love with quick strides. “I said I was sorry. It was an accident. I thought you would have healed by now. That punishment was carried out days ago.”

“I’m fine, and you’re right. We shouldn’t keep the Lord waiting, and I apologize for my outburst. I’ll apologize before him properly after I finish my task and accept any punishment he sees fit to give.” Fiona replied in a flat tone, trying to move past the second, looking at the ground, the lift, anything but the second. 

“Look at me.” The second pleaded softly. Fiona stopped moving but didn’t meet her eyes. Instead, she looked behind the second to the lift, wanting to get away from the woman. Fiona’s rational mind knew it was a mistake, knew Elyssa loved her more than anything and would never hurt her. Her anger wasn’t so easily placated.

Her rage told her there was more to this. It whispered in the back of her mind that she needed to repay suffering with suffering until the truth spilled from the second as to why she would hurt her. The commander could feel the lash wounds between her shoulders tear open the moment pressure was applied to it. 

As she stood in front of the second, Fiona could feel the blood leaking into her clothes, leaving a warm damp spot just below the base of her neck. She wanted to hurt the second. To make her bleed in return. It was only fair. She buried those thoughts almost immediately after their creation. Still, her blood was too hot for her skin. She needed to get away from the second, out of this room and let her blood cool before they addressed this. Wordlessly, she began moving towards the lift, stopped by Elyssa, who stood defiantly in her way.

“I’m sorry. Please forgive me.” Elyssa whispered. When she got no response, she grabbed Fiona’s chin and made Fiona look her in the eyes. The green of the second’s eyes lit up in the low light of the room, making them seem like inviting, depthless emerald pools. 
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