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Proselytize

    by AutumnBramble

      Summary

      Annaface Probelle, a former Putus Templar squire, taking her first steps away from a world of dogma and genocide and into the vertigo of freedom; Suir Softbeast, a chimera multiple-system at the end of her bloodsoaked adventures unable to find a place in the world that isn't tied with death. Together, they wander Qud, debating the ethics of violence, failing to escape their pasts, and possibly also kissing sometimes.
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  Better than, Putus Templar Squire Annaface Probelle had hoped. For everything, they were meant to be better than.
When her dear friend Squire Rosalee had been made to don the murmur’s mask and bear the weight of the cape and the hurdy-gurdy and the ridicule and abuse of people her family three-times-over in blood and water, Annaface had held that thought in her chest, grounding herself in the ontological anchor of dogma.
They were still better than.
When Annaface had been brought by the Scribesbody Genetic to the Family Tree and her future husband was selected for her, when she was told what children she would have and who those yet-conceived children would breed with, and as Annaface had envied the privacy by which the snoutslug herds choose their mates at will in the saltfields, she maintained it: at least they were better than.
They had to be better than.
Outside the mutant dreamed only of devouring the young of the Sons and Daughters of Man. Outside the mutant copulated with trees and dirt and sought to dilute the blood of the Sons and Daughters with their indelible genetic graffiti. Outside the mutant killed water-kin for trinkets, outside the mutant chewed their water from brackish mud, outside, outside, outside, oh, at least they were better than.
They weren’t better than.
Where were the armies? Where were the carnivals of perversion? Half of Dappir had been glowfish. Talking glowfish, yes! Perverse, wrong, sure fine okay whatever, but where was the danger in a fucking talking fish? What was a fucking fish going to do against the Sons and Daughters of Man? Flop around in some water aggressively? Get their boots water-stained if they stood too close?
Among the talking plants and animals, the few humans Annaface had seen had been just that—humans. Where were the horrible chimeric monstrosities with three front-halfs and no back-ends? The esper around whom reality bent in terrified supplication? Some of them had multiple arms, at least? That had been kind of gross? It hadn’t made them more dangerous! Four weak civilian’s arms had made no greater protest for their owner’s life than two would have!
As the town had burned down to salted earth, Annaface had stopped to read the village’s history as painted on a pair of doors. In 683AR, the villagers of Dappir overthrew their king and instated a council. Woe unto those who denounce the council! In 989AR, Yayuhim the Strata-Delver gave up a life of digging through ruins and settled in Dappir. Ever since, Dappir has been a haven for those blessed with multiple arms.
Artisans. Farmers. The elderly. Children. Fish. Her brothers and sisters beamed with pride, now, as their boots echoed in march deep within the earth’s bowed red caverns, as if they had accomplished some great task. As if the blood staining the steel, carbide, and fullerite of their blades spoke to some great triumph.
Where did this pride come from? If they were exterminating an infestation perhaps relief, perhaps satisfaction, but where did this pride come from? Why the smiles on her fellow squires’ faces? How was this better-than?
“I don’t understand,” she found herself saying, her single voice filling the shale tunnel.
Everyone stopped.
Knight Commander Elidolf Gaspard turned to her, his eyes squinting behind the black slits of his fullerite armet. “What, squire?”
She hadn’t meant to say that out loud. Now, with the entire war party looking at her, it was too late to pretend she hadn’t. Memories of the mask locking around Squire Rosalee’s face in miserable permanence cautioned the words forming along Annaface’s tongue. “I simply mean, sir, that. That. They were hardly a threat, were they? Hardly a fight at all.”
“Not in arms,” Elidolf agreed after a moment, “but each breath they took was stolen from our lungs. Each drink, our mouths. It is a war of more than just swords swinging, squire. Make no mistake, even the frailest mutant is an enemy combatant. They do not just fight us with lead slugs. They fight us with their hungry stomachs, with their irresponsible breeding, with each parasang they squat upon and with each act of perversion they carry out. They did not put up a good fight, no,” and the others chuckled lightly, “but the blood of the reclaimed on your sword was well earnt. Be proud without shame.”
“I—I will, sir,” Annaface made herself say. That was that, and Elidolf turned back ahead, and the march started again. Annaface fell in at the back.
There was nothing to say. There was nothing to do. This was just how it was, now, wasn’t it?
She trudged in silence behind her brothers and sisters, steel and carbide boots crunching on stray stone and dirt, clatter of armor filling the cave tunnel. Distant beasts scrabbled in the darkness to make room for their passing. There was nothing to do. There was no place for her out here, either. In their glowstones’ light, she could see side-passages rent through the earth, narrow wounds in the rock that stared at her darkly. She could slip away into one, and then, and then?
Live among talking fish? Abandon her blood and her purpose and—live among fish? But what else then? Stay in formation, stay constrained and suffocated, and add layer after layer of stains to her blade as they killed, what? Unarmed families of talking fish? Act as if they were heroes for killing uncountable noncombatants whose greatest threat could be measured in how wet their splashing made you? What was there to do?
It was a relief—a horrible, primal, miserable relief—when the monster stepped right through the rock wall and started killing everyone, and saved Annaface from having to worry about her future.
 
Annaface’s legs were locked in place, and her eyes stared, dumbly.
Here at last was the monster she’d been raised in warning against.
She could hardly parse the contours of this beast’s frame. How many arms, how many legs? It was so fast, and it held so—so terribly many weapons. Was she counting those axes twice, as they swung through the air, or were there really that many? In one instant it had emerged from the whole and unblemished rock, like a hologram of a Wraith-Knight, and then it was among them, killing.
Knight Commander Elidolf Gaspard responded with a vigilance suited to his rank. His blade was out at once, draw and cut in a single motion, but the beast, it parried, with an axe, no, with three axes, and the Knight Commander was disarmed, no, he was dis-armed, the blade and hand and arm and some of the shoulder too, all cast aside to bound against the low rock ceiling and come to rest in the dirt.
Her brothers and sisters had it surrounded, no, it had stepped into the middle of their formation on its own, but all the same it was surrounded by a half-dozen armored templar and Annaface was uselessly squeezed outside the circle and her legs refused to work as she simply watched.
  Albebert Guybert, falling onto his back, the Holy Rhombus on his tabard lost among the thick soak of his own blood. Thomond, his legs failing him mid-swing and his momentum carrying him to the fifth strata’s floor. Vendrick, shield raised to block and his legs removed at the knees beneath his aegis. Floxeffroy, Amastave, Obsogathe, another, another, another, before one finished dying the other was already speeding on their way to join them. Annaface’s sword was still in its scabbard when she realized there were no more, it was she, she alone, standing there before the beast.
The flurry of its movements were paused. She could see it now, trace its shape with her eyes.
It was truly a terrible thing. Multiple arms, four of them flesh and two skeletal and chrome. Multiple legs, propping up a lower-body that was bestial and hound-like. It was as if someone had started with a human’s body, grafted more arms to it, cut off the legs, and grafted that to the headless corpse of some giant dog. A nightmare. A nightmare.
Its thick fur was marble-white, reflected on the mirror of the zetachrome lune its more human-half wore. Strange boots, worn only on the hindlegs, shaped like high-heels but for a beast’s twisted legs, kept the thing’s posture in permanent prediction of a pounce.
Dusty white wings furled out of its lower body in a half-stretch of readiness.
A stinger curled up over its back, the chitin translucent and pale.
It held axes in most of its hands, and it had more hands than arms.
One foreleg split at the wrist into a paw that gripped the dirt and a paw that gripped an axe that dragged on the ground. The chitinous tail spread out into a hand, one finger stretched in venomous threat, the others curled around an axe. Only the massive burrowing claws of its upper-arms held swords, swords which vibrated in protest at being held still. Wristblades extended out from most of its wrists, including the wrists of its backpack’s helping hands—which themselves held more axes.
The thing was soaked in weapons.
A single antler burst unevenly through its pale white hair, and the antler, somehow, curling like a hand, held yet another axe. Below that, below it, below the hair, oh, Annaface’s heart pounded against her steel breastplate.
It was almost human.
Albino-red eyes stared out from behind white bangs. Human eyes, utterly human eyes, set in a monster’s face. White fur framed a feminine shape almost human, almost human but for the suggestion of a snout trying to break free from its skull, ending in a padded black nose that was nearly canine but just human enough to look wrong. The mouth was crowded with teeth. Overflowing, cramped. Unable to close properly, too full of teeth.
It was talking.
“Well? Are you just going to stand there?”
A human voice, a human woman’s voice, buried beneath the sharp gravel of a beast’s snarl.
Annaface’s eyes pulled away from the mutant’s body, to the corpses of her family, her brothers and sisters, already cooling in the sealed armor of their coffins. Their weapons lie scattered across the tunnel floor, not a single one bloodied with a successful strike.
“At least draw your sword,” the mutant huffed.
Everyone else was dead. As effortlessly as they had slaughtered the village of Dappir, they had, in turn, been exterminated. What did it mean? What lesson came from this? What was the point of any of this?
“C’mon,” the beast said. “I’m not gonna kill someone unarmed. I’m not like you.”
Everything Annaface had endured—all of it—for the sake of killing some fish, and then dying here, alone, in a dark tunnel. It had all been for absolutely nothing. The last stare Squire Rosalee had given her behind the blue glow of her murmur’s mask had been wasted on this. Her entire life had been wasted for nothing.
“I don’t… care?” Annaface found herself saying. “I don’t care,” she affirmed, consciously, this time. “I don’t care!” She walked over to the rough rock wall, pressed her back into it, slid down, sat, just sat, sat down and waited for it. “Go ahead.”
So that was that. That was the entirety of her life. She now beheld its endpoint. What a meaningless, useless life Annaface had led. What a joke. An incredible joke. She hoped there was someone to laugh at it. She’d spent her entire life just telling this joke. Someone, someone had to appreciate its punchline.
“I don’t get it,” the beast said. “What is this? What are you doing?”
“Giving up,” Annaface said. “I think that’s what this is. I think this is giving up.”
“I’m not taking a prisoner,” the beast growled. “Don’t expect mercy. You didn’t have any for Dappir. Stand up. Draw your weapon.”
Annaface looked up through the darkness at the beast’s bright, red eyes. “No. Why?”
“Why?” the beast asked. “What—what do you mean, why?”
“Why do I have to draw my weapon? You killed everyone else just, just that easily. I am—I was but the least of their squires. I won’t beat you. I see no cause to pretend. Go on. Kill me.”
“I—what?” the beast huffed. Its forepaw, more a grasping hand than a paw, scraped at the rocky ground. “I’m not going to kill someone who isn’t even fighting back. Come on! Draw your sword!”
“Fine? Fine. Fine!” Annaface stood back up with a frustrated clang of her armor. She grabbed at her sword and tugged it, and it caught in the sheath, and she had to stop and use both hands to wiggle it out. It came out too fast, and she fumbled it, and almost dropped it. A lifetime of training let her recover. She was now holding her sword. “Is that more pleasing to your conscience? Or must you prolong this more?”
The beast kept staring at her. Its wings fluttered and folded against its lower back. Canine ears folded back along a human’s head. “This is—this is weird. This is really weird. You’re making it weird.”
“You’re—I’m weird?” Annaface shouted. Her voice echoed deep into the red darkness around them. “Have you seen your body? I’m weird because why—I’m not playing along with how you want me to die?”
The beast took a step back—a single step, with a single backpaw—and blinked. “Uh.”
“I’m sorry, I did not know it was rude. Here. I will be more considerate!” Annaface swung her sword—not at the beast, not even at anything, but she made a vigorous show of swinging it anyway. “Look, I’m using my sword now! Is that good enough? Kill me!”
“Uh—no?” the beast asked, stepping back again, this time with a backpaw and then a forepaw and then all of them in a stumbling retreat. The axe it held in its bifurcated foot dragged with a screech on the stone. “This is—this is really weird, I don’t like this, what are you doing?”
Annaface tossed her sword at the ground. It bounced once, and she saw the tip break off and go flying into darkness. She stomped back to the wall, where she had been politely waiting for death, sat back down, and resumed waiting.
She was already disarmed now. She unhooked the latches of her armet and pulled it off her head. Cold cavern air poured onto her sweat-soaked face and now she could breathe again. Better armor hadn’t protected her kin. She could die slightly comfortable, at least. Sitting down, helmet off, what was there to do now? Take an inventory of her life? Unceasing training and discipline in pursuit of a higher cause that she had neither renounced nor was proud to die for. A life characterized by ambivalence. Asses her situation? Held at the mercy of a monster who had told her it had no mercy for her, waiting for the dumb, stupid, wild beast to get on with her murder.
The environment? The smell of salt and blood and death, but the passage behind them carried a cool, mineral breeze that wasn’t unpleasant. The glowstone on her belt cast a gentle light across the dusty, ancient cave walls, and while there wasn’t much to look at, for last views, it could be worse? It could have been better. Anything could have been better. What a waste of a life this was.
The beast spoke. “You’re a Templar.”
“I am a Squire of the Putus Templar,” Annaface said with rehearsed and unfelt pride. “A warrior of the Sons and Daughters of Man.”
“You killed everyone in Dappir.”
“Yes,” Annaface agreed.
“I can’t let you live.”
She looked back at the beast. Was it so stupid it took this long for it to gather its own thoughts? Could it simply not—not function, not at all, if things didn’t align exactly as it thought it should? Was it this dumb? “I have provided you ample opportunity to slaughter me, beast.”
“Softbeast.”
“What?”
“M—my name?” the beast said. “It’s Softbeast.”
Did mutants really have names like that? Annaface boggled at what part of this monster could be considered soft. Its fur? Beneath the cloak-like hem of its zetachrome lune the thick fur did seem… soft? Soft? Maybe its feathers? Were feathers soft? But the tooth-crowded mouth? The points of its antler-hand? The stinger-hand? The massive burrowing claw-hands? Was it irony? Did monsters understand irony?
“Suir Softbeast,” the beast said. “That’s my name.”
“Okay,” Annaface said.
The beast—Suir Softbeast–continued to stare at Annaface.
“What?” Annaface asked.
“What’s your name?”
“Either kill me or leave me alone,” Annaface said.
Suir growled—no, it was a laugh, wasn’t it? Was that a laugh? “That’s a funny name, Either.”
“Annaface Probelle.”
“Ah. I’m Suir Softbeast.”
“You’ve said.”
“Ah. Okay.”
The beast’s vibroswords turned off with two little clicks and the air was that much more silent now. Annaface took another look up at the thing. It had turned broadside to her, weapons—the four axes and two swords in its hands—lowered, although the axe in its antler-hand, the axe it dragged along the floor, the axe held in the arch of its stinger, those retained their violent suggestion.
“I’ve never met a Templar who just, did this,” the mutant said, carefully stepping out from the ring of corpses it had created out of Annaface’s family. “I’ve seen them get scared and run away, sometimes. Mostly they fight until I kill them.”
“You’re very experienced at killing us,” Annaface congratulated the mutant. “I’m sorry I’m not living up to your expectations.”
“I don’t—it’s not like I like killing people,” the monster with—onetwothreefourfixsixseveneightnine—no, counting the wristblades, twelve—twelve bloodstained weapons said. The antlers and the stinger—fourteen? Fourteen bloodstained weapons. “But—but if I let you go you’ll kill more people, won’t you?”
Annaface was not an esper, she was a Daughter of Man, her blood undeviated and untainted, and yet in an instant she imagined she knew what the power of precognition was like. She saw a single direction where her life continued beyond this moment, a single option, a single choice that did not end with her cold and dead in this tunnel like everyone else. “I probably won’t,” Annaface said.
“Oh,” the mutant said. “Why—why not?”
She looked into the beast’s red eyes, those confused, too-human eyes set in that hideous almost-human face, atop its utterly inhuman body. Could she lie her way out of this? Would this even be a lie? “I don’t—” Annaface started, and her voice caught in her throat. “You cannot imagine the sacrifices we are called on to make for our cause. The sacrifices I have made for it already. Worth it, because the mutants outside are monsters, each and every one a threat to us. Dappir was. Dappir was mostly fish. It was fish. They were so proud at killing fish. All of it, for the threat of talking fish. Everything we were put through. Because there were fish that talk. That life—I cannot allow it to be mine any longer. I refuse to suffer under its aegis.”
“Where would you go, then?”
“If you don’t kill me, as you clearly intend to do? I don’t know. There’s nowhere, is there? I can’t go back. I won’t go back. There’s no place for me among the mutant. There is this—this cave passage. This is the entirety of my options. I suppose I remain here, forever. I become the hermit queen of this stinking passage, with the rotting corpses of my kin.”
The beast settled on its hind-haunches, sitting like a dog with its entire human body swaying lightly where a hound’s head should be. Annaface had not said, would not yet say, that if she had known things like this Suir Softbeast had indeed existed out here, if they had come out to fight this beast from the beginning, her resolve would not be suffering right now. If the village had been beasts like this, she would have worn the blood on her sword with pride. She would have accepted the weight on her shoulders as a necessary burden.
But they had killed farmers and fish. They had marched for that instead.
Annaface had no idea how to resolve these feelings. She did not imagine she would live long enough to.
The beast was talking again.
“I can’t—I can’t just, let a Templar wander around, you understand?” the beast said. “Anyone you kill—any more towns you destroy—that would be my fault, if I could have stopped you, yes? But if you can be a good person—then it’s my fault if I kill you, and I stop all the good you could have done. Yes? It’s a, a, a situation, for sure!”
 “Uhuh,” Annaface agreed dumbly.
“So there is only really one choice, then, yes,” the beast said, standing again. Annaface felt her body tense up in preparation for the coming blow. “You’re going to have to come with me. If you will be evil, I can’t let you go. If you can be good, I can’t kill you. So you’ll have to travel with me for now, until I can figure out what to do about you.”
Annaface needed a moment to even follow this caravan of thought. “So I’m to be your prisoner after all.”
“It’s—that’s a very mean word for it. I’d like to think of it more as—be my travelling companion, for a while.”
“It is that, beast, or death?”
“I really don’t want to have to kill you. Do—do you really want to die?”
Annaface braced herself on the rock wall and forced herself to stand up, yet again. “No. I don’t know. Not yet, at least.”
[In 1014AR, Suir Softbeast convinced Annaface Probelle, Templar Squire, to join her.]
-- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- --
All in all, a successful mission! A tragedy a real shame about Dappir, they welcome people with multiple arms there and Suir definitely had multiple arms! More hands than arms but they never gave her any trouble about that! But the Putus Templar? Defeated. And their loot? Suir was already piling that into the Orb of the Dramatic Explorer, her hoversled. Two carbide swords, one folded carbide, and the big head honcho guy had a fullerite sword on him! Nice and smooth matte black, very classy, worth plenty of water. Great, she was far from her stash and oh man did she need new energy cells after that rust disaster.
“You’re looting them,” Annaface said.
Oh, her new travelling companion was talking. Suir looked up from her business of stripping one of the Templar’s knives from their belt. “Oh, yeah,” Suir said. “Weapons are always worth something to someone.”
“I thought—with how you spoke—killing us would be its own reward.”
Suir thought, for just a moment. “Well. I still need to drink.”
“Mm,” Annaface hummed.
Suir looked at her travelling companion, properly, for the first time, now that she was a companion and not an enemy combatant. She was short—Suir was very tall, but this Annaface was decidedly short. With her helmet off, well yeah there was sure no mistaking her as Templar stock. The classic human face, it came in so many variations out in Qud, but the Templar flavor always followed a very reliable recipe. Especially that jaw!
Annaface’s hair, held up in a tight top-bun to pad out the helmet she’d taken off, was a faded blonde. A suggestion of a color that wasn’t confident enough to really make itself known unless compared against Suir’s own unpigmented white hair. Her eyes, blue, maybe, but these also bordered on gray, and they had dark rings around them where exhaustion tattooed the skin.
Her skin, white, pale, not the albino white that Suir had but a “the-Salt-Sun-doesn’t-visit-here-often” kind of white. Faint impressions of blue veins were visible beneath her thin skin.
Her nose, somewhat scrunched, somewhat crooked, somewhat tilted, widening at the bottom. It all lead down to a pair of lips which the bottom set absolutely dominated, puffed out and pursed even when resting. Beneath that was a jaw that went on for more than usual, compared to the average, and went forward a good lot too. It all gave Annaface a face that grew heavier the further down you looked, as if gravity affected her overmuch.
Suir wasn’t one to talk about looking weird, of course! She’d seen it all. If it hadn’t been for that Annaface’s face screamed “I’m the Putus Templar” at you, Suir might have thought her pretty! But as it stood, well yeah, there was no mistaking it. The Templar wore their bloody heritage in their bones.
Other than the face it was all armor, the classic Putus Templar squire set. Plates of steel strapped over an undersuit of linked chain, with a tabard with that rhombus on the front. The way Annaface stood hunched over, shoulders always raised, back always curving, head always having to look up just to look straight, yeah that was a Templar for sure.
So yep. Suir was going to have trouble passing her off as just another True Kin. Hopefully travelling with Suir would be enough! And if it wasn’t, well! “Do you want any of the armor?” she asked. “Yours is made from steel, right? I think there’s some fullerite and carbide bits with them?”
“You are asking me if I want to loot the corpses of my family.” Annaface said.
“… yes?”
“No,” Annaface said, “I do not.”
“Oh. Okay.” Suir turned back down to it. The Knight Commander was definitely implanted, and while Suir wasn’t an expert tinkerer, and definitely not a True Kin (could you imagine! Suir Truebeast!) but those were carbide handbones in him. Had to be. She slipped a hand (lower right) into her belt (front waist) to retrieve her vibroknife.
“What are you doing?” Annaface asked, suddenly standing much closer.
“Oh, I’m getting the implants,” Suir said. “I know this merchant from the Fuming God—”
“Please don’t butcher my family while I watch?”
Suir paused, the blur of her vibroknife inches from the Templar’s cooling flesh. Ah. This—this was her family, wasn’t it, Suir thought? She looked up at Annaface, whose face was held in a firm emotionless mask the kind of which you only put on when you had way too many emotions. Ah. Suir was—yes, if she—this would be very rude, wouldn’t it?
“Would you like to wait around the corner?” Suir offered.
Annaface’s mask cracked, but Suir couldn’t figure out what emotion this was she was looking at now. “Monster—you’re—you’re just going to treat them like an animal to butcher? Is that—”
Right, right, right. Suir turned off the vibroknife and pushed herself back up to her full height. “No, you’re right, I’m sorry, that’s rude isn’t it? Would you like to uhm, to bury them? We can make uh, tombstones, and uh, no I don’t actually have anything we can use to make tombstones actually. Oh, well, the vibroknife, we could, uh, carve little… headstones…”
Annaface was staring at some point above Suir’s head—she experimentally moved her tail, just a few inches to the right, and the eyes followed it. Yes. Right. Sometimes, Suir thought, remembered, sometimes people were uncomfortable about her thick, chitinous tail, all translucent and pink and also how it ended in a hand with poisoned finger-claws. Yes. She could—she could lower that down so it wasn’t poised to strike, yes. Let that. Rest on the floor.
For some reason Annaface didn’t seem to calm down, even with the tail out of the way.
“Is that the way you mutants behave? The moment one of your own falls you fall upon it and claim whatever is useful from it? Its possessions? Its flesh? Harvest its blood?”
“Well, biodynamic cells are—”
“Disgusting!”
“Yeah kind of,” Suir agreed, but Annaface was already storming off, armor echoing, down into the dark tunnel of rock. “Oh—hey! Hey are you—ah if we’re leaving we should be leaving together. No, it’s okay, hold on!”
Suir took a quick stock. Her hoversled, packed, containers closed, yes good. Her weapons, all hanging on her complex body-harness, yes fine. Ponds-Bane, her blue-yellow floating glowstone? Yes. Still hovering over her shoulder. “Annaface, wait up!”
It wasn’t hard to catch up, at least. Annaface just had two legs, and she walked with a genetic lurch that slowed her some, while Suir had four legs, and the front legs had three hands between them, and that was saying nothing about her wings or her spring-loaded bounding boots, and so in just a few seconds she had galloped right up alongside her new companion.
But Annaface looked pissed at her. That is, Annaface wasn’t even looking at Suir at all, but she sure looked pissed. There wasn’t anything Suir could say that could fix this, was there? It really was pretty rude to try to harvest implants out of—goodness that could have been Annaface’s father, or uncle, or anything, couldn’t it? With the Templar that could have been both!
And sure, she had just participated in an act of genocide, but if she was willing to try a different life, well, you can’t get someone to treat others with respect if you’re not willing to respect them, right? That sounded smart, that sounded like a smart thought to Suir. She’d really gone and made mess of this already!
Better to let one of the girls handle this.
Suir’s upper arms, they had both been blessed with burrowing claws. The middle and ring fingers, and the thumbs, were shaped as great, beak-like blades. And if she folded those fingers together, the beaks met flush and tight, and now that she was out of danger, her pinkie and pointer fingers, fuzzy and ear-shaped, were free to flick back up, and now that she was out of danger, the bright, red eyes on the back of her hands were free to open, and now that she wasn’t holding weapons, she could relax the throats that ran all through her arms and opened up into the palms.
“Hey,” Margar, her right hand’s face, said, the thumb-claw clattering like a beak to help her talk. “I’m sorry about Suir. She spends a lot of time undergr—”
Annaface jumped away, slamming with a heavy armored crunch into the granite wall. “What is that!”
Suir looked behind her, while Margar, and Estat, her upper left hand-face, took the other directions. Where was there a danger?
“Your—hands!” Annaface was shouting. “Your hands are talking!”
“Oh,” Margar said, bringing Suir’s upper right arm back into a comfortable, serpentine curve so she could face Annaface. “Oh, sorry. We didn’t introduce ourselves yet—”
“Your hands are talking,” Annaface said, again, her voice higher, more strained, and more breathless.
“Yes,” Estat agreed.
“Your hands are talking,” Annaface hissed. “What even are you?”
“I’m—Suir Softbeast?” Suir offered.
“Yes,” Margar agreed, nodding at the wrist.
“You are,” Estat assured.
“I’m Margar,” Margar said.
“I’m Estat,” Estat said, Suir’s arm dipping so Estat could make an exaggerated bow.
“We’re Suir’s hands,” Margar explained.
“They’re my upper-right and upper-left hand-faces,” Suir agreed.
A look of confused revulsion had settled permanently onto Annaface’s face.
“We wanted to apologize,” Margar said. “For trying to butcher your family. Suir spends a lot of time underground, alone—”
“Except for us,” Estat interrupted.
“Except for us, yes. She can be out of touch sometimes. It was wrong of us to treat your family like meat.”
“Even if they were Putus Templar,” Estat said, “that’s no excuse.”
“Yes,” Margar said. “If we’re going to be travelling together, it’s important to be considerate of one another.”
Annaface pressed her face into her hands. “Its hands are talking,” she mumbled to herself.
“Is it, is it too much?” Suir asked. “I know even some mutants think it’s a bit weird.”
“Yes. Yes, it is too much,” Annaface said.
“Okay. Sorry. Sorry, girls, sorry,” Suir said, unfolding her hands, closing her hand-eyes, spreading her fingers out so they ceased to be beaks and ears and became fingers once more. “Sorry. I know I—I know I’m a bit monstrous even for Qud.”
“Well I’m glad you’re aware,” Annaface said, daring to look again. “Where are we going—where are you taking me?”
“Well. It’s probably mhm yep best if we get above ground again. There’s a uh settlement in 18th Decagon Otrir, that’s the nearest place now that Dappir’s gone. I have some things to unload, and uh, well. I can show you a nice little village that isn’t all that scary? Mostly, mostly normal folk there. You said you wouldn’t know what to do if you aren’t with the Templar, so we can, we can start figuring out where you fit in?”
“Are there any talking fish?”
“The town tinker is a madpole?”
“Of course it is.”
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Cook from a Recipe








  Nearest place, apparently, did not mean within a day’s walking distance. The beast had led Annaface out into the thick heart of the jungle, and after tiring hours of marching, where it became very clear the mutant’s walking gait was faster than Annaface at a sprint, her captor decided that they should rest until the morning.
They had now settled along one of the countless little off-shoot rivers of the River Svy. The stream was shallow but wide, its water clear but for the sparkle of salt suspended in its rushing mass. It carried itself along with a gentle, blind stubbornness that pushed heedlessly around the occasional boulder or over-eager tree that had made its home in the middle of its route.
It was Hindsun now, and the evening light was a blur of orange-green beneath the dizzying layers of jungle canopy. The air was fresh, and wet, and as the day cooled the wetness wasn’t unpleasant. The mutant had parked its hoversled between the house-sized roots of an ancient mango tree and was now doing—doing something.
“What are you doing?” Annaface asked. She was sitting perched on one of the mango roots, knees pulled in against her armored chest, staring down at the monster.
“Making dinner,” the beast said happily.
So it was. The beast had extracted a camp stove and a minifridge from its hoversled, a few pots and pans in varying sizes, a weapon rack that bristled with cooking implements, and a long tray of jars that looked like they were filled with dirt. Annaface could only imagine what the monster ate. It was unwrapping some hunk of unidentifiable meat now. Some bizarre cannibalistic ritual, certainly. Annaface scooted to face the stream, instead, and dug in her little pack for the bear jerky rations she still had.
“Don’t spoil your appetite with that!” the monster said.
“I’m not eating what you’re making,” Annaface said, already chewing.
“Oh. Why not? I got enough. I got more than enough.”
It wasn’t enough it was taking her prisoner, was it? “How can I trust anything you make?”
“Oh! I’m actually a good cook!” the monster said. “Now, I know there’s plenty of people who claim to that, and, well, I suppose it isn’t like I have some kind of special badge I can show you to prove it, but when dinner’s ready you’ll be like, Wow, Suir! You sure can cook!”
“What kind of meat is that? Human?” Annaface asked.
“Uh? That’s boar.”
“And the jars of dirt?”
The monster’s red eyes flashed down at her supplies, and then up at Annaface, and back down, and back up again. “That’s. That? Those are spices?”
“It looks like dirt.”
“Which one!”
Ugh. Annaface scooted herself to the root’s edge, and, carefully, dropped off. She landed far less gracefully than she had wanted, caught herself anyway, and stood back up. She was more tired than she had thought.
The beast, even sitting, even lying down on its lower belly like an animal, the mutant’s head was about as tall as Annaface’s chest. It was a massive thing. Terrifying.
“That,” Annaface said, pointing. There was clearly a jar of dirt in that jar there, in the “spice” rack. “That’s dirt.”
“This?”
“Next to it.”
“This!”
“Yes!”
The beast lifted the jar out of the rack and twisted the metal seal off. From several paces away Annaface’s nose burnt and itched with an overpowering smell. “This isn’t dirt. This is dawnglider scales. I mean, they’re ground and roasted, so they, but no, see, it’s very loose, it looks more like sand if anything but it’s scales.”
“You eat scales.”
“Well, not just on their own! It adds an aromatic spiciness to—”
“And what are those?” Annaface pointed at a jar of black, shriveled human fingers.
The monster looked up at her, its tooth-crowded, squished little animal mouth half-open. “What… do you think they are?”
“… fingers—”
“Dreadroot. That’s—that’s just dreadroot. Oh my goodness have you never seen dreadroot what do they feed you back there?”
Annaface threw her eyes around the makeshift kitchen looking for the inevitable proof of the monster’s monstrosity. There. It had a little stand of glass phials. That. “That,” Annaface said. “That’s blood.”
“In this one?” the beast pointed with a massive burrowing claw. Annaface tried to not imagine the face that was hiding in the hand just waiting to LOOK at her again.
“In that one.”
“That’s—yes. That’s blood. It’s—blood’s normal, that’s normal! You eat meat! Why wouldn’t you use some of the—some creatures’ blood has—look I promise you—”
“And even then,” Annaface said, crossing her arms, “were the ingredients reasonable, how should I trust you?”
The beast stammered, its ears folding against its head like a chastised puppy. The antler, the tall, twisting, far-too-articulate hand-crown of antler—hantler—curled down and held the beast’s back in some perverse reflex of self-comfort. “I’m not going to poison you,” the beast said, quietly. “If I was going to kill you it would be in a fair fight. I don’t—I don’t want to kill you. I’d never—I’d never taint food with poison like that.”
“I mean you,” Annaface said, gesturing at the entirety of this thing. The disarmingly human torso with its uncomfortable number of arms, the tall furry ears, the pretty human face polluted by a bestial mouth crowded with teeth, the way that one foreleg split into two paws at the wrist, the tail, the wings, the faces on the hands, this, all of it, Annaface gestured at the beast. “You’re—disgusting!”
“Oh!” The beast stood up suddenly, and in a moment it was so alarmingly tall that Annaface stumbled backwards into the root pillar behind her. “Oh,” the beast said, looking at itself in sudden, deserved shame. “You’re right! Here I was touching food without washing up at all first! I am—I am so so sorry! You are right, you are right, I’m so sorry! It’s been a long day for both of us I know that’s no excuse!”
“No,” Annaface tried to say, no, that was not what she had meant at all.
The beast, this simpleminded thing, ignored her. “Well, we’re lucky we stopped near a little stream, I think it’s too shallow for much madpole action. I let my hunger get ahead of my sense, dumb, sorry. Let’s take it easy and wash up, first, the water here is usually not so salty that you come out feeling gross.”
With a scramble of legs and wings the beast was off to the river’s edge. Annaface looked away from whatever bizarre ablution rituals something with so many hands, some of which could speak, had for itself. She busied herself with the beast’s cooking ingredients. She unscrewed this jar and that, and took cautious sniffs, but each one only made her more hungry.
Was this starapple jam?
Spine fruit jam, in this one?
And this paste—what even was this smell? It reminded Annaface of flowers, but it smelt edible. How could she smell flowers and feel her stomach groan in desire? How did that work? Could you eat flowers?
This smelled incomparably better than the warrior’s porridge she was used to for dinner. Uncooked, just smelling the contents of these jars, suggested flavors more satisfying than any victory roast. How could Annaface even reconcile this? Did this beast eat better than they did? Of course, of course, that was part of it, wasn’t it? That the mutant hoarded what should belong to the Sons and Daughters?
But, was the mutant really hoarding it, if it intended to share all this with her? Asking nothing in return but—but what? That she not slaughter any more villages of noncombatants? Ah, but they weren’t noncombatants, they squatted on land that was theirs, using up their resources—but what if the beast was right and she could be welcomed somewhere else? But should she accept the welcome of freakish beasts with talking hands? Who were treating her kinder than her family ever had?
It was too much. The reality of the day and of the thoughts Annaface was allowing herself to think were all too much. She cautioned a glance at the beast. It was squatted at the waterside, still cleaning itself, bent over, facing away. Annaface could flee. She could escape it, and—to where?
Not back home. Never back home. No matter what she found out here she couldn’t go back, now that she was free of it. Anywhere else—the towns of mutants, the bizarre, hostile world she’d spent her entire life preparing to conquer—there was nothing. There was nowhere. 
The beast returned and set itself back to cooking. Annaface remained apart, huddled up beneath a great claw of a mango root, one wary eye watching the beast in the chance it did add something horrible to the meal; one weary eye drooping closed repeatedly, despite her training. It was fine. That life was over now, wasn’t it? She didn’t need to be on alert, did she? What was the worst that could happen? She would be killed? She’d die and not have to be bothered by anything anymore?
Realizing she didn’t care about it, about any of it, Annaface surrendered to the first good sleep she’d had in a long while.
She woke up to dinner.
-- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- --
“It’s a good filling meal,” Suir said proudly. “Slugsnout hunter-schnitzel! I got the crustloaf-crumbs from a farm in the Rainbow Wood, so you know it’s quality, even if it’s just the meat’s jacket. The gravy’s made with the boar’s fat and goat’s butter as the base. That’s sliced rosepuff caps in the gravy. No human parts at all! I picked something with very minor digestive effects, since, well, you’re a True Kin, and maybe having your body sprout spines or something would be really upsetting, so the most this will do is just, you know, mostly just make you feel good and full after an, uh, after a very big day!”
It made Suir’s hearts swell and want to burst! Annaface wasn’t accusing her of poisoning her, wasn’t even staring at all the weird parts of her body, wasn’t even hesitating to eat.
“Is the taste okay! I don’t know what kind of flavors you’re—”
“I’ve barely swallowed my first bite,” Annaface said. She looked up from her plate, hunched over the twist of root she was using as a table, and stared at Suir with her dark-ringed eyes. But it was a stare that was more like a ‘you’re interrupting my dinner’ and not the ‘you’re a crazy monster wow’ kind of stares she’d been giving before, so! Progress!
“Right, of course,” Suir said.
“But this is… good. It isn’t what I had expected from something like you.”
That almost sounded like a compliment! Suir was gonna take it! “Thanks!”
It didn’t seem like any more conversation was on its way, so Suir decided it was best to just focus on dinner and tuck in. It was pretty decent! Not her best gravy mix, to be honest. She was out of the mazebeard glands which really let it pop off. She could go dragon hunting, but she had this new Templar to socialize, so, well, it was fine, maybe they’d resupply a bit in 18th Decagon Otrir and—
“It doesn’t make any sense,” Annaface was saying.
“What? What doesn’t make sense?”
“This food. Food you prepared on a traveling kit in the middle of the jungle exceeds anything we had back at the monastery. Not just the daily porridges, the feast day meals. I’ve never had—I’ve never had food like this? It’s almost too much.”
“Ah, oh, okay!” Suir said. “I thought that might be maybe an issue too! We can ease you into the world of flavors slowly! By this time next year you’ll be chowing down on complex curries like a champ!”
“No,” Annaface said, and punctuated it by stabbing her fork into the root. “No. I don’t, I don’t understand it. You’re basically some—over-mutated wild monster. You should be eating raw hearts and skulls. Is this what they meant? That the mutants have all the resources, is that why we never ate like—but I watched you, you didn’t use some, some, some magical mystery ingredient from another dimension. Why can you make food like this and back home we had to survive on porridge half the—”
“Cooking is an act of love,” Suir found herself interrupting. Which was rude, so she had to really make it worth it! “Uh, more than that, it’s an act of civilization. Every single town throughout Qud has their own signature dish. Something that means something to them as people, as a culture. What you cook and how you cook it says a lot about who you are as a civilized person, and it says a lot about what kind of love you have in you.”
“What?” Annaface was giving Suir another brand new kind of stare she hadn’t seen out of her before yet. No clue what this one meant!
“Well, everything lives at the expense of everything else, right? Uhm, sure, some plants work on the idea that you’re going to eat them, and that’s how they reproduce, but uh, in, for most things, eating is a destructive act? You have to destroy something so you can keep surviving. And you can either, uh, you can take it for granted, or you can put your love and effort into it, put your history and your culture into it, and it transforms it from an act of destruction into an act of, uh. Yeah. If you’re a wild animal you just, eat your flesh raw or roasted, sure. But cooking is a conscious, deliberate act that turns something’s death into… into an expression of everything you represent…?”
Annaface’s stare had slowly shifted into another one that Suir couldn’t read for the life of her. Maybe, just maybe, spending most of her time wandering around alone was not actually super healthy when it came to having to interact with people again huh? Suir could hear the thought in Margar’s voice, even though her right hand was silently holding a fork. No one asked you, Margar!
“Does that make sense?” Suir asked.
“Our cooking is utilitarian and self-assured in its simplicity,” Annaface said. “A conscious, deliberate act to turn death into…”
Suir waited for the rest of the thought to come, but it didn’t. Annaface returned to eating, and so Suir did, too. When they finished, Suir took the plates and rinsed them out in the stream, then scrubbed them with a dram of freshwater. Jeweled dusk had set in by now, and the sticky wet heat shifted to a dull wet cold. Darkness stood up from the ground and took its place between the trees. Suir built a small campfire to deal with both of those problems.
“I have bedrolls,” Suir said, upper-torso lost deep in the hoversled. “In here, somewhere, at least.”
“Are we just sleeping out here in the jungle?” Annaface asked.
“Yeah. I’ll get the fire going good enough the smoke will keep any little biting bugs away while we sleep. Keep us warm! It’s not so bad!”
“It’s exposed. The jungle’s dangerous, everyone knows that.”
“Qud’s dangerous! Fortunately for you, I’m one of the most dangerous things in it!”
“More dangerous than a leering stalker?”
“Hm! I’m pretty sure I could take one! Anyway I haven’t seen any out in the—”
“More dangerous than a chrome pyramid?”
“Haha! Oh man if a chrome pyramid shows up while we’re sleeping that’s like, that’s like, well that’s just bad luck then isn’t it?”
“So you aren’t the most dangerous thing in Qud,” Annaface said.
“Well, if the beetle moon decided to come crash down from the sky I couldn’t do anything about that either, and I think the smart thing to do is not worry about stuff you can’t do nothing about! If something wants us dead that badly then, well, boy I just kinda hope we did something to deserve it beforehand!”
“Do I deserve it?”
Suir popped her head out of the disorganized mess of the hoversled. “Deserve what?”
“To be killed by something more powerful than me. That I couldn’t do anything to fight off.”
Suir chewed on her lip a long moment. “Well. I think that’s a choice you still get to make, isn’t it? I’m rooting for ya.”
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  18th Decagon Otrir was, in no way, any sort of decagon.
Ancient remains of some inscrutable material may have once held that sort of shape, but the blind and mindless trampling of time had seen fit to leave the present with only three walls of filthy, graffitied white that stood in hard, artificial angles to contrast with the wild twists of brown and green around it. If they had once been walls, they no longer served that purpose. The jungle grew without concern for whatever barrier they were trying to mark.
The town was a simple scattering of brinestalk huts, sprouting from the earth wherever they found room to grow in the dim green light of the jungle. Annaface hadn’t even seen them at first; or, rather, hadn’t been able to differentiate them from the jungle proper, not until the beast had led her right up to them. Now she could see the signs of primitive life. An air well in the town center. Smoke rising from the tall, stalk-weaved chimneys of each little squat hut. A stray dog, wandering town with the self-assurance of domestication.
“Good morning Faayl!” Suir called out.
The dog stopped in its tracks and looked up, ears perking and tail wagging. “Oh! Hello Suir!”
Of course the dog could talk. Why shouldn’t the dog be a person? It was a mangy looking thing with thick green fur that was so thickly matted in places that it looked like quills. No, no those were most certainly just actual quills growing out of the thing’s shoulders and back.
It was trotting over now, quills bouncing along its back. Annaface couldn’t help but think, ‘It’s naked.’ This was a person, apparently, a talking dog that was a person, and despite its own personhood it was completely and unashamedly naked.
Annaface had given Suir her tabard to stow in the hoversled. It was a reasonable decision—showing up to a town of mutants bearing the Holy Rhombus could really only progress in one very predictable direction. Like this, the bare metal of her armor exposed to the salty air, Annaface might as well just be… another mutant? A harmless True Kin at least?
“Faayl, this is Annaface,” Suir said.
The dog had reached them, and was sitting down on its hindquarters, like a dog. With its face, which was an entire actual dog’s face, it spoke perfectly clearly, and said, “Hello Annaface! It is pleasant to meet you. May the peace of Yphotraclam be upon you, and may your naps be restful!”
“Yphotraclam?” Annaface asked, certain she was butchering the name along the edges of her teeth.
Suir let out a sharp, ragged hiss as the dog’s tail set into a furious wag.
“Yphotraclam,” the talking dog said with its talking mouth, “is a legendary leech of great merit! Once, our people spent our days procreating and contemplating the nature of juking, when Yphotraclam came and showed us a better way. Now we understand the majesty of naps! Woe unto those who would abuse the name of the sacred leech! Tell me, do you enjoy napping?”
Annaface stared at Suir, whose mutant, furred face tried to shape itself into the universal expression meaning ‘You brought this upon yourself.’
Annaface looked back at the dog. “Naps are… fine?”
The dog closed its eyes and nodded as if this were very serious business. “Napping is more than just the act of sleeping during the day! To nap is to say that one takes life at a leisurely pace, but a leisurely pace born not of laziness but of self-assurance with one’s place in the greater world! It is to say, I am unconcerned, the world shall exist when I awake, and will greet me joyfully when I do. All I must do can be put on hold. A nap is to say, I take the peace of myself and enjoin it with the will of the world, and create moments of silence where nothing need be said!”
The dog paused, and it felt like Annaface was expected to say something. What response could she give to this insane pseudo-philosophy that wouldn’t offend this talking dog? If she upset it, would it bite her? What kind of insane world was really out here? Had she been too fast in abandoning the Holy Rhombus when mutant dogs babbling about naps was what existed outside the monastery? Was somewhere like this to become her new home? Would some future-Annaface come to find this not at all insane? Would that mean the one she was, now, would be dead?
“She’s still a novice in the way of napping,” Suir said, “but I’ve taken her under my wing—haha! I have wings!—so you don’t have to worry.”
The dog stood up and barked. Was that a word or just a bark? “Delightful to hear! Suir, our dear champion, water-sister and friend, please make yourself at home. Live and drink!”
 
This, this is what passed for civilization outside of the monastery fortress, Annaface thought. Here, it was hard to judge the passing of the sun by anything more than through what angles the occasional spear of light penetrated the canopy for a moment before fading back into a dark green haze. No wonder they venerated naps as their religion, in this place where the current of time, or even the change of day to night, was impossible to track.
This was her alternative to the monastery? It was distressingly primitive, and the people sloped about here and there with no urgency or purpose to their actions. A sniggering snapjaw wearing rags had set itself up on the roof of one of the huts, and was sneezing into some kind of flute. Naphtaali scraped in the dirt to no discernible end. A laser chaingun turret, painted in faded warden-blue and set atop a rotting stump the size of a boulder, beeped and spun in merry, mindless widdershins. 
The beast that was her captor was negotiating trade with a glowcrow. A respectably sized hut made of brinestalk, with gaps in its braided walls large enough to serve as second, third, fourth, and fifth doors, claimed to be the town’s tradepost. The inside of the hut smelled like wet, soggy plants and gunpowder and some third thing Annaface was sure was bird excrement.
And so she was waiting outside while the beast traded what it had taken off her family’s corpses. The trees that closed around them in a suffocating green-brown press also grew everywhere beneath the ground, and offered countless roots to choose between as a seat. Annaface had taken the largest one she’d found within sight of the trader’s door(s), and sat.
At least it was a quiet, nap-obsessed town. No mutants were talking to her. She didn’t have to come up with some excuse as to who she was. She’d need to do that eventually, wouldn’t she? She’d spent so long despising her life, hadn’t she? But no time considering an alternative life. Why hadn’t she? Why hadn’t she even daydreamed of a life outside of the monastery?
She had known no other meaningful context to daydream with, of course. Now she was being supplied a new context, and she had no idea what to think of it. The pace of this town, in the dim green darkness that suggested an evening eternal, filled her with a quiet panic. That was the feeling, wasn’t it?
In the monastery-fortress, they were awake before the salt sun rose, to the great pounding of the old bronze bell. A perfunctory breakfast, assuming their performance was good. Her armor was on and she was training by first light. Marching, shield forms, wrestling, sparring. Wake up and fight, the impulse of life and death must be woven into the muscles without thought.
Lunch, then, perfunctory.
She’d enough aptitude that she’d been permitted into the tinker’s shed, and joined in with the daily maintenance of their more important gear. Seeing to the charges of spare batteries. Laying the solar batteries in the sunlight; strapping the fidget batteries around her wrists. The precarious triggers of EMP grenades, stasis grenades, sleep gas grenades. The delicate workings of the neuronal clamps of the gentling masks.
The gentling masks. A thought Annaface had often been threatened by, and suddenly lacked the discipline to fend off, at last, finally cut through her defenses. It came to her, and she could not stop the shape of the idea from forming.
Had she maintained the gentling mask that had become Rosalee’s murmur’s mask?
 Every knight and squire her captor had killed could stay dead in the tomb of the earth’s arteries. The innocents in Dappir Annaface could take or leave. Her own life, regimented and structured until it was no longer hers, a sacrifice she’d made for no gain, but a sacrifice bearable. But that thought, and that thought alone: had Annaface played some part in what became of Rosalee?
Actual, real, earnest emotion struck Annaface like a rhinox injected with blaze. The breath left her chest. As far as her armor permitted her, she leaned over, head between her knees. Here was pain at last. Here was pain, at least. Here was something. An emotion had made it through, coherent and clear and without any ambiguity.
It was pain, and an old one, the oldest one, the first one, and it was finally done being resisted, and now, free and wild, it ran rampant, its claws in Annaface’s heart, its grip constricting her lungs, its weight pressing down on her guts.
She wanted to die. She was going to die. This felt like dying.
“Oh, love, why the tears?”
Annaface stood up, armor rattling. Her hand went to her sword in automated response, and it was drawn before she had turned. No one. No sniggering snapjaw runt sneaking up behind her. No lazy dog napping in the roots of the tree there. They were at the edge of the village, the last houses of brinestalk and mud at either side of her, and ahead, the endless maze of the jungle’s innumerable pillars.
“Who’s there?” Annaface demanded.
“I am right here, love, and you can put the trimmer away, I’m a perfectly sensible length.”
On the tree. On the tree Annaface had been sitting beneath. Jilted lover vines were spilling down along the length of the tree-trunk, wrapped around it in perpetual embrace, writhing, rustling against one another, talking to her. Talking to her.
A net of thorny vines was talking to her.
Her sword stayed in her hand. “I didn’t—I didn’t see you there.”
“I’m not going to grab you dear, it’d be quite rude,” the vines said. “So you can put the trimmer away. Just about as rude, I dare think, and we’re a polite town now aren’t we?”
Annaface’s sword slid back into its sheath, although she wasn’t aware of the decision that lead to it. “Did I—did I sit on you or something, or—”
“No, dear, but you were crying, and that’s a cause enough for concern isn’t it?”
“I wasn’t crying,” Annaface said, wiping the tears off her face with the back of her gauntlet.
“Ah, mistaken, then, I’m sure,” the jilted love said in a rustling of thorns on bark. “You mammals do have your peculiarities. New to Otrir I think, yes?”
“We’re just here to resupply I think,” Annaface said.
“Ah, we, there’s a we in this. Who’s the rest of the we, my dear?”
“It’s—” Had she already forgotten the name? “Suir Softbeast, she’s—"
The jilted lover constricted around its tree, thorns digging in quite deep, and the entire tree seemed to almost shudder, a faint suggestion here at the base but carried on to exaggeration in the branches hundreds of feet overhead. “Oh!” the jilted lover cried. “Oh, is she back in town?”
“Yes?” Annaface asked. “Do you know her?”
“Oh of course dear, who wouldn’t? A regular old folk-hero isn’t she? Famous I dare say.”
“Uh—yes, sure,” Annaface said.
“Oh, so are you her newest little companion pal!” the jilted lover said. “Oh, what fun for you then, what fun. Walking around all over Qud on your—what are they called—feet? Yes, marching along on your feet, going from one place, to another place, every day! What a novelty, isn’t it? Oh, I admit some envy, I’d love to experience that sort of perverse decadence just once… to see something, in the distance, and say, ah, I shall walk to it. Ah, what a nice word, too, walk.”
The plant was clearly insane. “I can go see if Suir Softbeast is done trading, maybe she’d like to talk to you?” It was the only choice. A necessary sacrifice.
“Oh, do hurry dear yes.”
Annaface did not need to be told to hurry. She jogged the short distance to the glowcrow’s hut, and did her best to not hear the jilted lover say, “Oh, yes, and running, too, how chic!”
 -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- --
Caw-Caaaaaaw-CAW-caw-CAAAAW was a shrewd, hard trader yeah, Suir had to admit. It made sense she’d set up in 18th Decagon Otrir, because everyone here was so laid back, well, someone had to have that killer mercantile instinct or else the entire place’d be taken advantage of for sure. All the same, Suir’d gotten a good deal on most of it! New batteries, she’d been out, and worse than that, she’d been out of parts to repair her old ones after they’d gotten all rusted in the qudzu-symbiote swamp ruin a week ago. Her VISAGE, her tri-hologram, her ontological, her interpolater, all off the menu! Barely enough had survived to power her weapons! Not a problem anymore though! It would last her until she could get at the antimatters in her nearest stash.
Suir was packing everything up into the Orb of the Dramatic Explorer when Annaface came running up to the trade-hut, face wet with sweat. “Uh, ah, there’s a, there’s a—”
Suir felt both of her hearts clench in anticipation. In a single jump she was out of the hut and into the warm jungle air, her hands unhooking axes from the harness all over her lower body. “An attack? Where? Who?”
“What—no! No! No no no,” Annaface said, stepping away and almost tripping on a tree root. “There’s a jilted lover that wants to talk to you?”
“Oh! Oh!” Well that wasn’t a problem at all! Those axes could all go back onto her harness then. “Is it old Ruderloroot? It’s been a while since I talked to xem.”
“It—it was a jilted lover on a tree and it was obsessed with walking?”
“Yeah that’s xem! I finished trading, so no time like the now! Where is xe set up these days?”
“On—on a tree. It’s a vine on a tree.”
“Hah! That sounds like xem.”
Ruderloroot was totally still clinging to that big tree xe liked! Not really a surprise, Suir thought, but still great to see. With the Orb of the Dramatic Explorer quietly hovering behind and Annaface stepping awkwardly over the roots next to her, Suir picked her way over to the jilted lover’s tree.
Sure enough there xe was, still wrapped all along the trunk of it!
“Hi, Ruderloroot,” Suir called out. “Annaface said you were missing me, haha!”
“Oh, Suir Softbeast,” Ruderloroot said, flittering its thorns together to speak. “It’s been ages or days! How are you doing, my dear?”
“I’m doing! Walking here and there, as one does,” Suir said.
“Ah! As one does. Walking. As. One. Does. Fantastic, Suir. Simply sensational work.”
Annaface leaned in slightly and whispered, “Does it just like you because you have a lot of feet?”
“Oh, no,” Suir said. “Ruderloroot—”
“I’ll have you know,” Ruderloroot said, not even at all concerned that Suir and Annaface had been trying to whisper to one another privately, “that Suir Softbeast is the legendary hero who slayed Tebnirca the frenetic Skuttler, the awful eyeless king crab who reprogrammed our favorite robot.”
“Ah, well,” Suir said.
“And,” Ruderloroot said, “she killed Acodotti the one-clawed Lord, the awful eyeless king crab who ate the young of one of our very own here in 18th Decagon Otrir!”
“I mean—”
“And Suir Softbeast, my good friend, is the very same who slayed the miserable Hapsimil, the eyeless king crab who ruined our festival of Ut yara Ux!”
“Ah, damn,” Suir said. “Xe’s going to go through the whole list.”
“The whole list?” Annaface asked. “How many eyeless king crabs did you kill?”
“And,” Ruderloroot continued, “she decapitated, decapitated I say…”
“Well there was this sultan cult,” Suir said. “Mostly made up of crabs. This real pretty building, I guess it was real pretty back in the time of the Eaters but it was still real pretty, half-sunk into the water and the crabs just would not stop coming! Just when we thought we’d killed ‘em and gotten clear a whole bunch more came around the corner and then more around the corner behind them! It was just crabs forever!”
“We?” Annaface asked.
“Buwofu-gawufoo,” Suir said. “A… snapjaw friend of mine. I met her here actually! We’d been together for years by the time we ran into all those crabs. We were searching for a lost sultan relic, and, well… crabs! Instead we… we got a lot of crabs.”
Ruderloroot was still reciting the long, long list of legendary crab menaces Suir had killed that day. It was clear xe wasn’t going to stop until xe got through the entire list, and it would be rude to just leave, especially when someone was talking about how much they appreciated you, so Suir settled her body down into the soft dirt and crossed her forelimbs comfortably. She pat the earth next to her for Annaface to sit, but she didn’t.
“I guess those crabs weren’t well liked…” Annaface said. “Is that the difference between Dappir and that? Everyone already hated those crabs?”
Oh. Suir felt that one in both of her hearts. “We didn’t—we didn’t actually go there to kill anyone! We didn’t know there was anyone in the ruins at all? It was so far out of the way, far, far north up in the mountains. We had to climb, and at one point I had to actually dig right through some rock just to even find it! So you wouldn’t have expected anyone to be up there? And when we got there, it looked like there was no one at all! It was only once we got near the center the crabs seemed to… to notice.”
“Which made it acceptable,” Annaface said, “for you to kill them all.”
“No. I, I see what point you’re trying to, to make, I think, I guess, but, no, it wasn’t like I went there planning on killing a civilization of crab cultists.”
“You say that, and the plant up there is still reciting the names of your victims, isn’t it?”
“We sort of got stuck. We got really stuck. I thought, well, we can just fight our way out, but more crabs just kept coming! Somehow we ended up down beneath, in the depths of the ruin itself? It was just… crabs. An endless stream of crabs! I remember this one moment, I had to run all the way down this long, long hallway just to get some breathing room, and I ran into more crabs. By the time I’d killed them, I turned around and the ones chasing me caught up… and now I was trapped, so I had to fight my way out through them!”
“And that was… fun?”
“Fun?”
“The way you’re speaking, it sounds like you enjoyed it.”
“It was…” Suir tried to think of a way to explain it, and it was hard, with Ruderloroot still listing the names of every crab she’d killed that day. “It’s such a silly thing to say. We went to a ruin, and an endless swarm of giant crabs came at us, and we spent an entire day fighting for our lives. It’s almost silly, isn’t it? It sounds so silly to just say it like that. Haha, oh no, endless crabs. It’s been about two years now? It sounds like a joke. An endless swarm of crabs, that we fought for an entire day, maybe more! It, it has to be funny? It was such a silly thing.”
“Silly is the word you’re going to settle on to describe it then?”
“No,” Suir huffed, and some growl was coming out in her voice too, didn’t mean it to be there but there it was. “I mean it’s, it’s that it sounds so silly when I say it but—but it, it wasn’t, it was that—Buwofu-gawufoo and I got separated almost right away. The—almost the entire time—I was just fighting to reach her. She was strong, and she was a snapjaw and you think oh, little guys, but she was strong, okay? She had this massive two-handed Eater sword taller than she was and she swung it around like nothing. I kept, I kept trying to get to her, so we could fight our way out, together, and leave, and go home.”
Annaface sat down, now, or at least kneeled, and rested her arms on her knees, but kept herself otherwise off the dirt. Ruderloroot was still reciting the glorious deeds of the day.
“It, I fought for hours trying to get back to her. It was like a river of crabs, each the size of me, and that many things in one place it’s like they’re their own liquid. I kept trying to get to her and I couldn’t.”
Suir didn’t say anything. Annaface didn’t say anything, either. Ruderloroot was still listing the names of the crabs Suir had killed.
Finally Suir said it. “She had burgeoning powers, the ability to make plants grow out of nothing, out of, spores and dust. And I always told her to not do it, because it summoned feral lah as often as anything, and, and, I don’t know. I guess she was already so much in danger she used it anyway. I remember the entire ruin shaking with the explosion of all those tumbling pods.”
“Oh.”
“It took me half an hour to fight my way to where the explosion had been. I almost died twice, three times? I went through all my salve injectors in this one corridor, it was really tight I remember, and I felt the tumbling pods’ explosions risk the ceiling collapse, and I, I kept trying to fight through and there were just so many crabs. By the time I got out I saw—there were crab parts everywhere, and I couldn’t even, I couldn’t even find anything left of Buwofu-gawufoo? Not like, not a body to bury, not even her sword. She must have been right at the center of all of them, exploding.”
“Oh,” Annaface said, and her voice was softer, but it didn’t sound especially sympathetic either. “Maybe she just escaped and you got separated?” Annaface didn’t sound like she believed it either.
“No. No, she’s dead,” Suir said. “To an endless swarm of crabs. Her entire life, and it just—it just ends like that. Ends on some silly misadventure.”
“I suppose even you know what it feels like,” Annaface said.
“Loss?”
“To be powerless. To see something hurt those you care about and be unable to stop them.”
Suir gripped the earth tight with her forepaws. “I can’t, I won’t, I can’t apologize for killing everyone else in that tunnel. You slaughtered Dappir. They never hurt anyone.”
“No,” Annaface said. “Not them. Yes, them, but, no. Not them.”
“Oh. What? Someone else? I don’t understand.”
Annaface didn’t say anything, and Suir didn’t know what she was supposed to say to that, so she didn’t say anything, either. Together they sat and let Ruderloroot finish reciting Suir’s list of victims.
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  “So what is it that we do?” Annaface asked.
The beast was cooking breakfast. They were still in the jungle, 18th Decagon Otrir was two days behind them, and they had fallen into a simple routine. Wake up, make breakfast, eat. Walk for a while. Wander this way or that, some. Gather some ingredients from the wild. Fight off a boar or quillipede. Rest. Make lunch, eat. Walk some more. Have several failed, awkward attempts at conversation. Walk some more. Rest. Make, and eat, dinner. Attempt to talk some more, fail, and then sleep.
They had found a quiet pond yesterday, unblemished by madpole and dirt alike, and Annaface had gotten to clean herself properly at least? That had been nice? Suir had stood guard some distance away, so she had not needed to suffer the indignity of the beast seeing her that vulnerable. At the very least, she felt clean now? The sweat and blood from the tunnel had been washed out. The salt had left her hair feeling stiff, but tied back into the bun, she did not notice it.
But this was the beginning of the third day, and Annaface was finding it a repetitious discipline far more empty and unsatisfying than anything at the monastery.
The beast was too busy preparing breakfast to even look at her. Its left hand looked at her with its bizarre hand-face-eyes, and with its burrowing-claws like a beak, it asked, “What do you mean?”
“What is our goal? Our intention? Our purpose?”
“We’re going to the Bramble Pass I think,” the left hand said. “To—”
“I mean—not our next destination, but what is it you do? What is it that we do, now that I am enjoined to you as your ward?”
“I don’t know what she means,” the left hand said.
“I’m not sure either!” the beast herself said.
“You hunted us after we destroyed Dappir. Are you a Templar hunter? The story of you trying to find a sultan relic—are we treasure hunters? We are going from village to village—are we merchants? You cannot let me go free for fear of what I might do, and I cannot leave you for fear of—fear of—I know nothing and no one. But what are we doing?”
“Oh!” the beast, and both of its hands, said, all at once. “Well,” it said, with its primary head, “I’m not sure right now. Mostly, I want you to see some settlements out in Qud, because, well, like you said, you don’t know anyone or anything but the Templar life! So maybe I can show you some nicer things, and—”
“Beyond that. Beyond and besides that, what are you?” Annaface took a long breath, and tried to make it easy for the beast to follow. This itself was difficult, as Annaface was not sure of her own thoughts beyond a growing restless panic. “In the monastery, we spent every moment being honed for a single purpose. My life was regimented, and predictable, and even if I was not aware it was for the purposes of killing talking fish I thought it had some great final goal that I lived in service of.”
“Genocide,” the beast said, not looking away from breakfast.
“I’ve doffed the Rhombus. I don’t want to kill people,” Annaface said, firmly. Her feelings on it changed by the minute, but in this minute, she meant the words wholly. The people of 18th Decagon Otrir, lazy savages they might have been, Annaface could not find anything to condemn them over. She knew she was supposed to hate them for doing nothing but lazying around sleeping all day, but why? Because she had been told? She did feel a contempt for them, but was it just jealousy? That they were free to live at an easy pace and she had been deprived that? Was it anger at her own life directed at them? She was angry. She was assuredly very angry.
Its direction or cause was an astral tabby she could not catch.
She shook her head free of the thoughts. They were not the real problem. “I cannot replace my old life with one without any direction or meaning. I cannot replace purpose with unsurety. I cannot deify naps. If I am to find myself anew in this world it cannot be accomplished without finding a purpose? Is. Does that even make sense?”
The beast sat up on its haunches, turning the heat off the campstove with one of its forepaws. It looked at Annaface, with its human eyes, set red in its human face, surrounded by inhuman muzzle, inhuman ears, inhuman antler. “This,” it said, gently, and earnestly. “This is what our purpose is. Look at today!”
Annaface deigned to do so. They were in the jungle, still, but it was nowhere as dense as it had been at 18th Decagon Otrir. The green canopy gave way at places to the cerulean, gasps of the unearthly color revealed in the fractal gaps of leaves. Birds wheeled and shrieked in all directions, and the air was thick with the smell of salty earth, of overripe fruits, of beasts and water and who knew what else.
Was Annaface meant to find some beauty in it?
In the abstract she could have. In reality, she was alone here, with a monster that had slaughtered her family, and deserving or not, it was clearly keeping her alive only on the promise that she would behave how it wanted her to. In reality, she was in the deep jungles of Qud. Every distant sound suggested some danger yet to reveal itself.
“What about it?” she said.
“It’s a gentle morning. The Salt Sun isn’t going at it too hot yet. We have breakfast! I fried dreadroot and lah dough patties with bits of slugsnout snout and sliced bop cheek! Crunchy on the outside, fatty and chewy on the inside! I maaaaade… a jam medley to go with it, it’s really just spine fruit jam, star apple jam, and congealed hulk honey, it’s nothing super special but it should be a calming—”
“It’s just food,” Annaface said. She leaned to the side, to look around the beast at the food it had made. Yes, those thick, crispy balls of fried dough did look incredibly appetizing the way the oil glistened along their surface, and the smell of fatty meat subjected to the oil’s sizzle was mouth-watering, but, “and even if it’s good food, there needs to be more of a purpose to life than eating.”
“Well, I’m not a grazing hedonist,” the beast started to say.
The left hand interrupted. “I wouldn’t mind being one!”
“Yes, hush,” the beast said. “I’m not a grazing hedonist, but what if, for right now, we take things as they are? We’re having a pleasant walk through the jungle, eating pleasant food, having… having pleasant conversation—”
“The conversation has been very poor,” Annaface said.
“Yes. Yeah. It has, I’m, I’m very bad at it I’m sorry. I only ever really have the girls to talk to most of the time, these days.”
Annaface raised her hands to complain, but held her words. If she went off on some tirade about how bizarre and freakish the beast was—which would be a warranted rant, and entirely correct—it would only make her as bad at conversation as it was.
She sat down on a log, instead, and fell right through as the rotting trunk gave way beneath her butt. For a moment Annaface was falling, and less than that long later she came to a stop, armored torso and legs folded up together, trapped ass-first in rotten wood.
“Ow,” she said, although she wasn’t hurt.
“Haha! Oh dear, oh no, are you okay?”
“I’m fine,” Annaface said, although she wasn’t fine either. With a bit of wriggling she broke her way free, and clattered loose in a pile of her armor and sponge-soft tree-rot. “It is my fault for not being sure of my seating before taking it.”
“Would you uhm, like breakfast?” the beast said.
“Please.”
 
There was at least one thing to be said for the beast’s philosophy, Annaface reflected, as she bit into the last of her fried doughballs, dipped in jams. It was good food. On a purely physical level, Annaface was having pleasant experiences lately. When her appetite allowed it to her. With every hour, thoughts would come and assail the bulwark of her mood, and her appetite was often the first casualty.
She’d done nothing to help Squire Rosalee. She’d killed innocents at Dappir. Her entire life had been in service to something she had never truly believed in—or was no longer believing in—or was convincing herself she didn’t believe in to keep herself alive. Everything she had known was ended, and nothing fulcrete had replaced it, and so she was adrift in unsure anticipation of something nameless and shapeless.
These thoughts assaulted her with one single goal: to render Squire Annaface Probelle helpless and wretchedly defeated. But had she not trained her entire life in discipline? Was that discipline not hers to wield, even removed from the context it had been forged for? Wasn’t it? It was, right? She was still herself, right? Who even was that, in the end? Oh, she was losing, she realized, she was losing the fight this time.
She couldn’t cry in front of the beast. She couldn’t show weakness in front of the beast.
“Thank you for the breakfast,” she said, instead.
“Are you crying?” the beast asked.
“No!” She wasn’t.
“It’s just, uhm, you look like you’re—”
Annaface stood up, and stomped her boot to make a point of it. “Yes, I’m crying. My entire life is over. Even if it weren’t, I could not dare go back to it. You have me as your prisoner, and you offer no direction for me other than the obligation of my following you. Are you surprised?” Annaface sat back down, right there on the damp dirt beneath her. She pulled one steel gauntlet off, then the other, and tossed them on the ground. “I don’t know who I am. I don’t know who you are. I have nothing. I never had anything. I don’t know how to have anything or what anything I want! Why wouldn’t I be crying?”
She lost the battle. Annaface lost the battle at last, and with the loss of her discipline she was sure she’d never regain it. A steel sword, broken, cannot be simply welded back together. The place where it broke would remain forever as a point of weakness. It would break there again, over and over. It was a useless thing, fit only for being melted down and reclaimed entirely.
The beast made its move, now that Annaface was in her moment of weakness, as she knew, as she had feared. The beast was so fast Annaface could not react, could only process afterwards that it had reached across the distance separating them and seized her in four arms.
The rigid carapace of her steel armor protected her from the worst of it, but Annaface’s head was bare, and it was pressed into the smooth hard-soft blue-white zetachrome of the beast’s shoulder. Two of its arms were around her waist, and the others around her shoulders, pressing the weight of her pauldrons against the muscle of her arms.
“What are you doing?” Annaface asked, after several long seconds.
“I’m. Hugging. You? You’re crying.”
“I don’t need to be hugged.”
It was one of the hands that spoke, the voice coming from behind Annaface’s head. “Physical contact in mammals, especially in moments of duress, causes the hormone oxytocin to be released, which has a soothing effect.”
The absolute absurdity of it all caused the rioting feelings in Annaface to stop and stare in sympathetic confusion. “Oxytocin.”
“It’s—it’s a hormone,” the beast said, apologetically.
“I read that in a book,” the right hand said.
“I don’t feel soothed,” Annaface said. “I feel surprised.”
“Surprised is better than crying! It’s like with the hiccups!” the left hand said. Because the beast was still hugging her, the left hand was now inches away from Annaface’s face. She could look at it right in the eyes, the eyes set into the sides of the hand, and she could see down its throat, which was a hole in the thing’s actual palm that flexed and breathed as it talked with its fingers like a beak. 
“I need you to let me go now,” Annaface said.
“Okay,” the beast said, and did so. It shuffled away to give Annaface some room, but the warm jungle air felt less comfortable than the embrace of the thing that had murdered her family.
Annaface let herself slump forward as far as the compression of the steel cuirass around her chest and against her stomach allowed her to. She looked up at the ridiculous creature that held her prisoner, and asked, "So what’s the deal with the hands?"
The two hands rose up alongside the beast’s main head, her arms acting like elbowed-snakes. “Well, uhm, I’m a chimera,” the beast said.
“It’s a subtype of mutant,” the right hand said.
“Which gets way more weird than usual,” the left hand said.
The beast and the right hand both glared at the left hand. It only straightened its tall, canine finger-ears up taller and took no shame in itself.
“Well, uh, one day, I got a face on my hand. Th-this one, Margar.”
“Hi,” the hand said.
“So you weren’t born like this? This is something that happened to you?”
“Years ago, but, uhm, yes! Estat followed shortly after.”
What must that have been like? To have entire new living things grow on you without your consent? Annaface held up a hand and mimicked the shape of the beasts’ face-hands. Fingers pressed together, thumb underneath to form a jaw. Pointer and pinky upraised like ears. Without the eyes, without the burrowing claws, the effect wasn’t nearly as extreme, but she held it there, and imagined.
What if eyes opened on the back of her hand one day and it started talking?
She shuddered.
She’d cut her hand off immediately.
“Does it. Did it. Does it hurt to be like you are?” Annaface asked. She made her own hand flap its thumb-jaw to get a feel for it and decided she really did not like it.
“Oh! No, not at all?” the beast said. “This is just me. I mean, it doesn’t hurt? Not any more than it would hurt to be like you are.”
“Like I am? What’s wrong with how I am?”
“I didn’t mean that it—it was just a—well, your spine is very, uhm, crooked!”
Annaface couldn’t deny that. Where her own back’s blood-fated curvature kept her at a constant lurch, shoulders slightly uneven, Suir’s own back was straight, and her shoulders square, even if she had four of the things. “Regardless,” she said, “it’s terrifying to imagine other living things suddenly appearing on me like that. With my having no say in it.”
“It isn’t that bad!” Suir said. “They keep me company.”
“What happens to them when their eyes are closed? When the ears are down and your hands are just—hands?”
“Well! Well. They don’t actually have entire brains inside them,” Suir said.
“Wow, rude,” the left hand said. “Don’t need ‘em, don’t have such a big body to deal with.”
“I’ve talked about it a lot with a friend of mine, actually,” Suir said, ignoring the hand. “She’s, uhm, she’s a very powerful psychic, and she said it isn’t that the hands have, uhm, well, I actually disagree with her. She says the hands don’t have any psychic presence separate from me… that they’re, that their personalities and all that, they’re just me sort of, playing out a role.”
Wait. “Wait. What?”
Suir waved her lower, faceless hands desperately. “It isn’t like that though! They are their own people! Maybe it’s that they think with my own brain, too?”
“I doubt it,” the left hand said. “There’s not enough up there to fit three of us!”
The right hand clacked its beak together. “You’re insulting yourself, you know. We are all part of the same package.”
“And I’m the best part,” the left hand agreed.
Suir kept talking, trying to speak over her own hands. “And even if their personalities and what they’re saying is just, me, making them say that, I don’t feel like I’m really in control of them? Even if it’s a, a self-reinforced psychosis or whatever she wants to call it, it’s what I experience. They’re Margar and Estat.”
 “As bizarre as that all is, that doesn’t answer my question. What happens to them when you’re using them as hands?”
Suir thought a moment, her little black beast nose scrunching up in a ridiculous show of concentration. “Uhm, it’s like, uhm, you have to explain it yourselves.”
“We’re a potentiality suspended, aware but inert,” Margar said.
“You know when you’re walking and you’ve been walking for a while and you aren’t really paying attention to anything, including yourself, but you’re still managing to walk? It’s like that,” Estat said. “Then you see a glowmoth and you’re like, oh, right, I’m me again, time to make decisions! It’s like that when one of these bumbleheads says something dumb, then I have to pay attention and make fun of them.”
Annaface looked down at her own hands again. “I can’t imagine it.”
“Well, I can’t imagine what it’s like to be implanted? That’s a—”
“A lie,” Estat said. “You’re implanted.”
Annaface looked back up at Suir. “You’re implanted? How? You should be incompatible. You don’t mean your helping hands, do you? You’re just wearing those.”
“No, not, not the helping hands.” Suir looked uncomfortable, as far as a massive beast like her could show human emotion. Her mouth curled in a grimace, although it looked like a snarl with all the teeth stuffed in there. “It’s not here or there.”
“No, it is decidedly here,” Annaface said. “I know nothing about you. If I’m your—travelling companion—I should get to know these things. Shouldn’t I?”
Suir’s ears, the tall, dog-like ears sticking out of her human head, folded back and away. She wasn’t making eye contact now, like a guilty dog. “When I first came to Qud, it was through the Moghra'yi. It was so much salt, forever, I thought I’d die? I finally found a village, though! A big thing in the middle of the salt dunes. Everyone there had wings, it was a welcome sight to see people at least somewhat like me? I stayed with them for a while. Uhm, they kept having, tremors, earthquakes, little ones, and this hole opened up, and, well, I volunteered to see what was down there, and, well.”
“Well?”
“There was this, robot.” Suir was still staring firmly at the ground. “Some floating… thing. A hideous specimen. I’m not sure what it did to me? But it, it did it to me. It did it to me.”
“Did what?”
“Y-you can kind of see it on my arms and legs? The—it’s densest on my—l—look, I can just, I can just show you it would be easier.”
“Then show me.”
Annaface expected the impossible of Suir opening up one of her legs and revealing synthetic muscle. She was not expecting Suir to slip the straps of her helping hands off and lay them, gently, on the ground. She was not expecting Suir to start undoing the neon-violet buttons of her shimmering longcoat. 
Was it something installed in her torso then? Suir turned so she was facing Annaface sideways, so her more human torso was facing Annaface from the back. With all four sets of hands, she pulled the jacket down.
It was almost perverse, the beast stripping in front of her, Annaface felt. She felt very uncomfortable. She wished Suir had asked her if this was okay, first. She realized she had demanded Suir show her and then felt more uncomfortable.
Suir kept her back to Annaface, though. Pulled down, it revealed a back covered in thick, white fur, the same as the rest of her body. What was she showing her, other than the musculature of her quartet of shoulders? No, wait, there.
A network of shining, metallic veins, pulsing blue beneath the fur and skin. A luminescent lattice threading itself throughout the mutant’s body. Now that Annaface knew what she was looking for she found it mirrored throughout the beast’s entire body. What she had taken for the subdermal glimpse of veins on its oversized lower limbs were actually extensions of the network. Even on her nude lower body, where the fur was thickest, the faint glow was no longer imagined but confirmed and sourced. The transparency of her chitin tail—was that what those shapes within were?
Did chrome artifice fill the entirety of Suir’s body?
“What is that,” Annaface said.
“I don’t know,” Suir said, pulling the chrome of her jacket up around her shoulders again. “It held me down, cut me open, and did this to me. I’m thankful it closed me back up afterwards. It’s made me much more agile, I think? I was already always very fast! Very nimble. Whatever this was made it so much more? We, you, you’ve only seen me fight uh, uh, once, sorry. Uhm. I was always fast before this thing did it to me, but now I can, uhm, well, it’s not that I can dodge bullets, but I can sort of dodge bullets.”
“I’ve never heard of anything of the sort,” Annaface said. “Is it something you… regret?”
Suir didn’t answer right away. “I don’t know. When you say you’d be terrified of having something change in you, with you having no say in it. Maybe I feel something like that, with this. Even if it has been very beneficial!”
“I don’t know what to say to this.”
“Me neither! You don’t have any implants, I guess?”
“I do not. I was only a squire. I was more suited for fetching drinks and being yelled at than receiving the relics of the flesh.”
“Well, we can find some! And then you can try them out? Maybe that can be something fun. What would you want? A gun rack? A teleporter? Giant hands?”
Annaface shook her head. “I haven’t thought about that sort of thing,” she lied. “Something else bothers me. Your jacket.”
“My jacket?”
“Is that zetachrome?”
“Oh! Yes. It’s very—it’s very showy, isn’t it? I don’t think, I think a more stylish person would look very fancy in it, but it feels very—it feels very overdone on me, I guess. But it’s very good. For when I can’t dodge something? I can usually dodge most things, though. I used to actually prefer elastyne but—”
“The rest of you is naked.”
She was. The human half of Suir Softbeast was clothed in shimmering silver-blue, with alterations made to sleeve all four arms. The trailing hem in dazzling neon violet rested along the shoulders of her lower body, and that was, as one would say, it. A network of leather straps cutting through the white fur granted points for the beast’s uncountable axes and swords to dangle when not in use, but she was otherwise nude.
Well, and the bizarre arch-shaped springing boots on the hindfeet, but the rest? As naked as that dog in Otrir had been. Now that Annaface was making a point of looking at the beast’s body, it was hard to not think about it. Only the modesty of the thick fur and the tail covered—covered—what under the Spindle did Suir even have back there?
“Ah,” Suir said, looking back across her own body. “It’s, it’s hard to find clothing in the right shape. I know some taur-types who will wear, wear like, a blanket, or something, barding, across their backs, but I have the wings, too, see? And that makes it, makes it a bit hard, since they’re down there with the rest of it all. And, well, even in Qud, most things are made for the standard body plan, and well, it isn’t like I can fit pants on my back half. Hah! But, you know there’s, there’s plenty of, there’s… it makes you uncomfortable doesn’t it.”
 “You’re… naked,” Annaface said, again, for the situation warranting the statement had not changed. “The part of you that isn’t human, at least.”
“I think all of me is technically human,” Suir said, joining Annaface in staring at her lower half. “Like, I’ve pet people who aren’t mutated humans. You have snapjaws, dromads, and mopango, and slyths, but I’m technically human.”
“Then you are a naked human. This is considered… acceptable? In the greater parts of Qud?”
“This is only bothering you now? I mean, it’s been—”
“I haven’t been looking much. You are a mutant freak,” Annaface said. The words came out with the pride of one whose genes were unsullied and undeviated and they immediately felt like salted mud in her mouth. “It’s just, it’s not that, it’s that. How, how can you, and the mutants in Otrir, how can you all just be so without shame or—disgust for—I mean if I had a body that was—”
“I don’t know much about you,” Suir said, and she was looking at Annaface now, her red eyes looking very directly and purposefully at Annaface, and it felt like Annaface was the one who was naked now. “But uh, it sounds, it sounds like you didn’t really have a good time of it, right? But, but uh, uhm. I don’t think you’re lying when you say you didn’t like it? But you keep saying things like that, too. So uh. Is. It must be hard, being incapable of reconciling the dissonance of your upbringing with the reality you see. You’re realizing a lot of what you founded your entire identity on is wrong, but to let go of it is to risk letting go of your entire self. So, you’re falling back to your disgust with mutants as a way to reassure yourself against the dizzying possibilities of different ways of being that you’re tempted with. Because if you allow us something like casual nudity here, then it means every strict rule you suffered under was, was never really necessary in the first place. It means you suffered for no reason at all.”
Annaface had indeed seen Suir fight, once, and it has lasted scarce heartbeats. The accuracy of the beast’s blows, severing a limb with each strike and cleaving with a half-dozen limbs in perfect coordination, all fell far short of the accuracy of this new attack. This wound felt mortal. The raw, throbbing, exposed flesh of her heart, pierced. “Are you actually psychic too?”
“Margar came up with that bit for me.”
“I didn’t hear her speak.”
“I can, I can hear them think, too, when they want me to. She’s kind of the smart one of us?”
“They really are different people,” Annaface wondered.
“I definitely don’t think I’m smart enough to come up with all that on my own!” Suir said brightly.
“Can I just.” Annaface dug her armored fingers into her armored knees. She was really about to ask this? “Can I just talk to Margar, then?”
Suir’s upper-right-arm raised up, snake-like. Fingers merged into a beak and fingers flicked up to serve as ears, and eyes blinked away the weariness of hand-being. “Hello,” Margar said.
“Hi,” Annaface said. She was talking to a talking hand. She could still not free herself of the understanding that this was, inherently, ridiculous. “You are a talking hand.”
“I’m unsure on what to think about you,” Margar said. “You don’t like to talk to us much. When you do talk, it’s about how upset you are with your life in the Putus Templar. But, when you’re confronted with anything that’s different than what you’d see in the monastery, you get disgusted too. So… the only thing I can really think is, you’re lost and suffering? You’ve said as much. I can pity that. But you are still filled with dangerous ideas. You make us guess! And our guesses can be right sometimes. But we don’t want to have to? With your history, with where you came from, guessing can be… this could be dangerous?”
“As you say, talking hand,” Annaface said. “I demanded to know you if I am to travel with you. You should be granted the same courtesy then?”
“It’s the basis of friendship!” Margar said.
“Friendship.” Annaface felt herself falling into reflection, into memories, a private and personal nightmare, and she desperately wanted to stay awake and away from them. This was her life now, then? Meals, walking, and conversation? The meals were fine. The walking was aimless, so far, and the conversation lifeless. She could improve upon the last of them now, couldn’t she? If it was to be her life? Shouldn’t she? “I only ever had one friend before.”
“In the Putus?” Margar asked. Suir, the rest of Suir, watched, listening patiently, head tilted like a dog, her little bestial muzzle neutral and unjudging. The left hand, Estat, rested inactive in Suir’s front-lap.
“Yes, in the Putus,” Annaface said. If the beast wanted to summarize the Sons and Daughters of Man like that then so be it. “She was another squire. Squire Rosalee. She was the only person I ever risked the courtesy of knowing me.”
Suir’s face tightened. “Was,” she, the main beast, the beast-prime, with the human face, asked, haltingly, “did we, kill her?”
What an abominable thought that must be for Suir to suffer with. Annaface didn’t answer yet. She let the idea simmer within the beast. If Annaface had to suffer talking about this, then Suir had to, too. That was only fair. Let her think she killed Annaface’s only friend. Let Suir think she was forcing Annaface to befriend her only friend’s murderer. The faint folding of the beast’s ears, and of Margar’s too. It felt good to see someone else suffer.
It felt bad, too.
“I killed her,” Annaface said. “Rosalee was—we dallied too much on one another. We were to be honed into weapons. Instead we shared our feelings. We were to be young ivories at danger of sprouting beneath another’s feet should the other slowed. Instead we shared comradery not yet earned. In me she found an excuse for lethargy and a pace unsuited for our station. We—no. No, I will, I will not make excuses for them. We were friends, and we enjoyed that, and so we neglected our duties just somewhat. Somewhat was enough for Rosalee to be counted among the least of the squires. I made up for it in other ways, but Rosalee was not enough for them. Because we shared feelings. Because we gave each other the courtesy of knowing one another. Because we foolishly dared to slow down enough to be people with one another, instead of implements of the crusade.”
“Oh, Annaface. I’m so sorry,” Suir said.
“What’d they do to her?” a new voice said. It was Estat, the upper-left-hand-face now joining the conversation. Suir and Margar both glared at her and she continued nullphased. “What? We’re all curious.”
Annaface tried to explain the custom of the festival. The fate of the murmur. The uniform, the murmur’s mask with its arterial clamps that cannot be removed once worn, the whine of the hurdy-gurdy, the jeers, the violence. She shook her head. “You know the things we do to the mutant. In their eyes Rosalee became the mutant. You can imagine.”
Margar spoke, interrupting whatever Estat was about to say. “You didn’t kill her, Annaface. The Templar did. You’re as much a victim as she is in this.”
“No,” Annaface said, firmly, pressing the fullerite aegis of her will against the leak of her heart. “If it were not for me, she would have focused on becoming a Knight Templar proper. She, she suspected she was to be punished for her slacking. She bid me escape with her. I couldn’t. I could not abandon my life, my purpose, and her courage to flee died in my refusal. And so my refusal caused her to die. In this way I am responsible. I killed her.”
Estat spoke, trilling, “It’s still not your faaault! The Templar are jerks, screw those guys.”
Annaface could only huff in reluctant agreement.
“Did you love her?” Suir asked.
“Family is a complex network in the monastery.”
“Oh. I mean, I mean more, it sounds like, you, it sounded like you loved her.”
“I do not follow.”
“Like—were in love with her. You know, like… love?”
“She—she was—we were both—women cannot—is your understanding of biology so poor that—”
“No! Oh. Uh. No. Uh. Did—you—Annaface, you know that—uhm—girls can—be in love with one another, right?”
Annaface did not know this. Was this another one of the mutant’s perversions? Another attraction in their carnival of free-wheeling sin and excess? To be placed alongside such other disgusting acts of heresy she had seen in the past few days, like enjoyable meals, considerate conversation, and napping?
Was it really just as simple as that? The same way Suir had taken common ingredients and turned them into delicious food, rather than bland pastes and unsalted roast? As simply as the idea “food can be enjoyable” had entered Annaface’s ontology, was this new thought to join it so easily? Girls can be in love with one another.
“I don’t understand,” Annaface lied.
“Oh!” Suir shuffled, crossing her oversized, monstrous forelegs over one another. “Uhm, so, you know how a boy and a girl—”
“Yes.”
“Well, that, but for a girl and a girl?”
“Unbelievable,” Annaface said. Not that the idea itself was impossible to accept, but that it could be so easy as to just say that. That everything Annaface had felt in the monastery with Rosalee could be described in such terms, and had never been. That out here, among the naked mutants taking naps as they pleased, consorting with the talking fish, that out here, that such a thing was a concept not even to be questioned as odd. Unbelievable. They could have escaped and had that. It had been out here waiting for them without judgement. Annaface had turned it down. Unbelievable.
“It’s mostly normal really,” Suir said. “I mean, I’m gay?”
A sharp concern called on Annaface’s training, and she stiffened within to match the rigidity of her armor, and her thoughts cut all excess and focused on the clear situation before her. Alone, in the jungle, with a beast three times her size, possibly four times her weight, her captor had now just declared a perverse sexual interest in other women.
Suir could see Annaface draw up in defense, and she tightened, too, and the effect was dramatically expanded across the extra planes of her body. “What?”
“Are you going to…” Annaface asked, and left the rest unsaid.
“What? Am—wait—no! By Polyxerram, no! What! No!”
“It’s just—you did—you were very quick to place your arms on my body just earlier—”
“That was a hug! Oh! No, uh, no. I am not going to—no!”
“Okay.”
Suir heaved a sigh with what seemed like two sets of lungs. “Okay. Wow. Yeah. Okay.”
“The next conversation we have?” Annaface asked. “Can it be on more pleasant topics?”
“Absolutely. Yes. Guaranteed.”
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  It was a new day and a new day of adventure! Suir was still taking Annaface to the Brambled Pass, because if her new ward needed to see an example of good, friendly mutant life, then the Brambled Pass was the way to go. Unfortunately, they had a bit of jungle to go until they were at the flower fields, and the Brambled Pass was cut into the far end of the desert canyons bordering the Moghra’yi itself. Kind of a long walk!
Still, Annaface probably needed some time to sort things out for herself. The conversation yesterday had been very rough for sure. Suir had been making food with lah petals lately to try and shore up Annaface’s mental defenses, because wow it seemed like she was spending every silent moment in constant combat with her own head.
It was a silent moment, now, too. Suir was in the lead, the Orb of the Dramatic Explorer overhead, Annaface trudging silently behind. She hadn’t been wearing her helmet lately, and it bounced and jangled alongside her sword where it hung from her belt. No one had said anything in at least an hour or two, and while that was normal and enjoyable in hard-won and long-lasting friendships, in something as delicate as this, it made Suir worried.
It was a relief when Annaface finally said, “I smell roasted boar.”
“I do too,” Suir said, realizing she had. Of the countless, countless scents of the jungle, roast boar was one of the regular flavors that filled the air, on the breeze this way or that, picking up notes of tree bark and earth and reaching the nose a confused mess of sensation. “Oh, actually very strongly.” No, this roast boar smell was unsullied, fresh, and heavy with the smoke of its own flames.
“Is there another village near here?” Annaface asked. Her grey eyes darted like dragonflies in her skull, searching for danger.
“Oh, oh we’re near Reshephbaaah,” Suir realized. “A goatfolk village.”
“Are we stopping there too? I was taught goatfolk are mindless, bloodthirsty savages that kill and eat one another in cannibalistic rites. They are among the most violent and unredeemable of the mutant. I suppose you are going to tell me they are all actually very kind, considerate, and friendly.”
“Hah! I’m, I’m friendly with the goatfolk, but uh, they can be a bit, a bit much, yeah. No we’re probably going to keep walking on.”
They did that very thing—walking on—for several more steps, and several more steps only, before the first of the goatfolk distinguished themselves from among the trees ahead. Tall, muscular, his frogskin braid covering nothing of his muscular body, faintly dyed rustwell brown with old blood. He saw Suir at the same moment, his ears flicking and his back straightening.
“Suir Softbeaaaaaahhhst! Live and drink!” the goatfolk called out.
“Ah well,” Suir muttered, coming to a stop. Margar and Estat flicked to life, glancing in opposite directions. Estat could see Annaface draw her sword and step in close to Suir, practically hiding behind her folded wing.
“Do we fight or flee?” Annaface asked.
“Well, neither, I’m friendly with them,” Suir said. “Live and drink, Rabaaaah! See, I know his name even.”
“You did naaaaht come to Ut yara Ux!” Rabaaaah called out. “Aaaaahfter Naara Starbreaker invited you! We missed you at the feast!”
“Oh shoot, you know how hard it is for me to keep track of time!” Suir laughed! “I was probably at strata-50 lost in some vantabloom.”
Rabaaaah picked his way easily across the network of overgrown roots, rocks, and fallen logs that crenellated the jungle floor. “Haha! Feasting on something much more fierce! And what is this! You haaaahve a new companion!”
Annaface bumped into Suir’s hindbody trying to stay out of sight of Rabaaaah. Suir couldn’t blame her, really, goatfolk tended to be a bit rough and rowdy for sure!
“Oh yeah, picked her up just a bit ago. We’re heading to the Brambled Pass.”
Rabaaaah stopped a dozen paces away, perched atop a modestly sized rock that nonetheless made him just taller than Suir. Goats. They had to do it didn’t they? “A long trip yet. Come feast with us tonight! You will need the energy in the coming days.”
“Nope! I’m good thanks!” Suir said, a bit more firmly. “Tell Naara Starbreaker I said uh, hi, I guess, but we really have to get going!”
This was a bit difficult, as Rabaaaah was standing directly in the way they wanted to go, and going around him would be a bit awkward wouldn’t it? That sort of, ah, yes, you want to talk to me, but here I am just going to, yeah, walk around you anyway. Yeesh. To make things even more awkward, other goatfolk in the village seemed to have heard the conversation, because now Suir could see others approach from the north, goats in the shape of men appearing in ones and twos from the trees.
And her.
“What are we telling me?” Naara Starbreaker, Goatfolk Qlippoth and Shaman of Clan Yr called out from among the group.
The qlippoth was easily recognizable among the gaggle of lookie-loos, because she was, well, her. Naara Starbreaker stood about as tall as Suir did, which was a Sizable Height indeed. She also less stood and more floated, superimposed over the earth as if collaged upon it. Unlike the other goats, colored in various grays and browns and dyed and stained and decorated as they liked, Naara Starbreaker was cut from an adiyy’s dream, a goat-shape wrought in pure monochrome and poorly defined at the edges where reality’s grip on her fumbled.
She was still very pretty, in her terrifying way, Suir thought. The thick, tall neck, the horns that curved around in dizzying spirals that the eyes slid off, the broad shoulders, the hands big enough to break a beetlebum with a lazy squeeze. It complemented well her wide hips and full thighs and her heavy, shamelessly bare chest.
Aaaaaaand Suir was staring. “Ah! I uh, sorry I missed you at Ut yara Ux!” she called out. “You know how bad I am at keeping track of time!”
“She’s naked,” Annaface whispered.
“That’s goatfolk for ya,” Estat whispered back to her.
“She’s massive,” Annaface said, more loudly, “and there’s many of them.”
“Yeah but they’re friends,” Estat reassured. “Of a sort!”
Space rippled and a wetless water’s refraction poured out from Naara. It passed over Suir with an atmospheric pressure, and Annaface yelped as it touched her. In the ripple’s wake, Suir felt incredibly naked. Right. Right. Naara was telepathic. Naara was extremely telepathic. The gray-black goatish haze came sharper into focus as Suir felt the qlippoth’s hidden eye caress her hidden thoughts.
“Oh I don’t like that,” Annaface whimpered.
“Not always a fan of that,” Suir agreed.
“Graaah! You are lying, Suir,” Naara bleated. The goats around her stirred in agitation. Oh boy! “You did not intend to come to our festival.”
“I’m not—” Suir started to say. How do you argue with a powerful telepath? How much of her thoughts could Naara actually read and how much was it just reading her feelings? No clue. “You, you know I don’t do well in big parties for very long. I—”
“And you walk with a Putus Templar now!”
“Suir?” Annaface said, her voice tight and strained.
“Not a big deal,” Suir said, hopefully not lying. “We’ve been water-bonded for years.” But Naara had always been… Naara.
Naara did not walk forward, but she approached anyway, the space between her and Suir compressing and carrying the haze of her physical body closer. “If I were less kind,” she said, her voice no longer voiced, but an echo ringing from the center of Suir’s head, and probably Annaface’s too, “I would accuse you of ruining our festivaaaaahl of Ut yara Ux.”
“I didn’t—I didn’t know it was that important that—I mean,” Suir stumbled.
Margar rose up into presence to salvage things. Estat, meanwhile, conspired with Suir’s lower hands to fasten the strap and altered eyepiece of a VISAGE around her hand-eyes. Just in case. Not terribly likely? But. Still. “Naara Starbreaker, we apologize,” Margar said. “You know—with your great psychic might, of course—we receive so many invitations for Ut yara Ux—and as shy as Suir is, of course she got overwhelmed and chose no-one. But that’s no excuse for spurning the invitation of our dear water-sister. How can we make it up to you?”
Naara’s approaching presence softened, and the pressure of space’s compression softened, like a spring slowly releasing, rather than snapping. Suir took this as a good sign? “Come be our guest for today, then,” Naara said, and it was in a tone that was not the sort that you really haggled with. “Bring your new Templar Pet! We will gorge on the flesh of beasts by moonlight together.”
“Well that—that sounds just lovely,” Suir agreed, forcing a smile onto her face. “We’re going to love that, won’t we Annaface?”
“With absolute sincerity,” Annaface said. With Estat, Suir could see her already pale face looked significantly paler.
“It’ll be fine,” Estat whispered. “We’re water-bonded, they’re not going to hurt us!”
“I am concerned that you are water-bonded with that at all,” Annaface whispered back. “But all the same my life is in your hands as it has been since the start of this.”
“Lucky for you I am one of her hands,” Estat reassured. “No problem!”
-- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- --
Of the two, Annaface decidedly preferred 18th Decagon Otrir to Reshephbaaah.
Jungle vines had been taken from their home in the canopies and braided so they stood on their own power, arranged into huts themselves arranged in a ring around a great bonfire. While here the ground was pounded down into easy dirt paths, and the larger trees had been cleared out, leaving Reshephbaaah very orderly in structure, there was nothing such about its inhabitants.
Mostly nude, the goatfolk savages strutted about with a barely contained violence. At any moment Annaface was certain one of them would rear up and crash their horn-crowned skull into her and kill her. They braayed and bleated and carried on with all the constraint and measure of a beast granted two legs; that is, none.
Annaface stayed as close to Suir as she could, the queerness of that not lost on her. This was the same beast that had slaughtered her entire expedition and had only just barely spared her, and now she was sheltering in her shadow for safety. To be fair, Annaface had no doubt Suir could kill the entire village without trouble. If it came to it.
If Annaface would survive such a fight herself, if Suir could protect as well as she could kill, was another question she did not want to put thought into.
The leader of the goatfolk, this Naara, was some sort of living nightmare. Once again she felt a confused rage inside. Naara was like a walking shadow, a grayscale dream, a Thing. Regardless of how long she stared, she could not understand what it even was. It had forced its way into Annaface’s mind and stolen her thoughts from her. Could it read her thoughts still? Did it know her fear? Her hatred?
If they had marched on Reshephbaaah instead of Dappir, Annaface would have returned to the monastery wholly convinced that their cause was just, that her training had been for a purpose, that even Rosalee’s death had been justified. There were things like this in the world.
And yet the thing like this was not trying to kill her. The thing like this was standing, a hypnagogic delirium, before a massive, roasted two-headed boar, and offering her a hunk of meat. It was offering her food.
Annaface didn’t know what to think anymore, and she decided to not think anymore.
Suir was popular, it seemed. The goatfolk gathered around them and showed as much respect to Suir as they showed Naara. Suir, somehow bashful, somehow shy despite her massive physical presence, did her best to keep up. The goats demanded this story or that of this adventure or that, and as they settled in to feast, so Annaface learned more about her companion.
The time she and Naara had killed a goatfolk shaman from another dimension, who had been dominating the minds of village after village of goatfolk.
The time she and Naara had stopped a cult of chaingun turrent tinkers from barring all access to the jungle with an army of chrome-barreled deathspitters.
The time Suir had killed a Barathrumite arconaut’s shade oil clone before he could collapse half of Qud with hand-e-nukes.
The time Suir had climbed the Tomb of the Eaters, and seen the graves of the sultans, and all of Qud stretched below her.
The time Suir had killed a Putus Templar warparty.
Or the other time Suir had killed a Putus Templar warparty.
Or the other, other time Suir had killed a Putus Templar warparty.
The time Suir and Naara and some others had killed chrome pyramids at the Moon Stair.
The goatfolk seemed to especially love the violence in her stories, relished the details of the chase and the kill and making Suir retell it all in greater detail—and Naara would expound when Suir’s account was lacking in blood-soaked specifics. The focus meant Annaface had very little context beyond the killing. There was a lot of killing.
If half of these stories were true, Suir was more frightening than Annaface had even been thinking. She had actually killed chrome pyramids. Pyramids, many, plural. Annaface had been joking, when she had suggested it to Suir. Suir hadn’t said it was impossible to kill one, right?—only that it would have been bad luck to run into one. Was there anything in Qud Suir couldn’t simply end? Could the entire Putus Templar crusade fall upon her at once and count it as their last day before being removed from history all together?
What was Suir? How did someone become something like this?
At the very least, she had her answer as to what Suir did.
She wandered Qud and killed.
 
“Okay, look, you have to play it up for the crowd,” Estat explained.
It was Hindsun, and the goats, swollen with meat and cider, had all fallen asleep. Not in their huts, which seemed to be left unused for this purpose, but all around the ground, sleeping comfortably on the naked earth without any concern like beasts. Only Suir and Annaface were awake at the moment. The bonfire in the middle of the village was smoldering with an intense but flameless heat.
The roasted boar had been pretty good.
“Like, we said it when we were telling the story. I was part of a team for the Moon Stair,” Suir said. “Uhm, me, Tiyu-Yutep, Savithvyr Dyathvri, ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ and its partners, Igwashim, Naara, ooo-ho-OOO-EEE-ah, and Buwofu-gawufoo, we were all together on that one. We, we did a lot of adventures together. Not always all of us at once, but, you know. It, you know, it gets lonely, even if you’re used to being alone, and it’s easier to do things with friends.”
“To wander around Qud, and kill things, with friends,” Annaface suggested.
“No! It, sometimes we killed people. Violence is, it’s, it’s inescapable sometimes but it’s always, I always make sure I’m doing it for a good purpose. It’s not, it’s not senseless bloodshed for blood’s sake.”
“What happened to the rest of them? Are they all—uh.”
“No! No, they, they mostly settled down. Tiyu-Yutep and ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ both started their own settlements. Savithvyr Dyathvri and ooo-ho-OOO-EEE-ah are traveling merchants, together. Who knows where Igwashim went. Buwofu-gawufoo is, uh, well. Well you know that story. Naara is here mostly. I guess I’m the only one that hasn’t settled down yet?”
“Ah.” It was all Annaface could think to say.
Suir had had the kindness to find some cushions in her hoversled, and had given one to Annaface to sit on. Suir herself was sitting on two, one for her lower body’s chest and one for her… hips? Is that how it worked? At any rate, the two of them were a bit removed from the bonfire and the lazy stretches of sleeping goats, sitting a few feet apart in some light grass.
The pillow Annaface was using had a scene crocheted into it, in exacting miniature detail, depicting how, waist deep in a pool of salt, Sultan Polyxerram had cemented her friendship with cats by marrying Nafpor. Sultan Polxyerram was, according to the pillow, also a cat. They hadn’t anything nearly as endowed with artistry in the monastery. Suir had pulled this from a pile of junk, a forgotten thing to toss on the dirt for Annaface to use. What even was her life?
 “The boar was good,” Annaface said. “It reminds me of our feast day meals. Squires normally aren’t allowed to eat the good cuts.”
“Oh, yes! It’s nothing fancy around here, but there’s a raw satisfaction in simply roasting an entire beast and having at it, I suppose, yes!”
“So what does that say? About their civilization? What do they turn death into?”
“Revelry, I suppose,” Suir said. “Libations to whatever gods they worship?”
Margar, lifting herself into existence, added, “Admixture of hedonistic indulgence and the sacred divine, enjoining the base with the sublime without barrier or need for inspection.”
Annaface stared at Suir’s hand a long moment. “I don’t know what that means.”
“Me neither,” Estat said. “They like to go nuts, party, drink, eat, hunt, fuck. It doesn’t need to be more complicated than that.”
“That’s what I was saying, yes,” Margar grumbled, however a face built around a hand could grumble.
“Savagery,” Annaface said. “It’s like 18th Decagon Otrir. They care for nothing but the satisfaction of their immediate wants?”
“It isn’t like that,” Suir said.
“And if it is like that does it matter?” Estat asked. “We have our immediate wants for a reason.”
“There’s more to their lives than just that,” Suir said.
Estat rolled her head—or, Suir rolled her wrist, so Estat could affect the gesture? “I’m sure, yeah, but this is what they celebrate. Along with whatever dark god-things spawn qlippoth like Naara Starbreaker. Not everything has to be complicated. Why should things have to be super complicated?”
“Because we can do better,” Annaface said. “Because we can and should aspire to be more than our most base drives.”
Suir nodded carefully. “Well, yeah, but it isn’t like they only exist to fulfill their base drives—”
“And if they did it wouldn’t matter,” Estat argued. “What greater goal do you want to live for, Anna?”
The purgation of the mutant, the cleansing of these salt-soaked lands, the restoration of the glory of the sultanate under the aegis of the Holy Rhombus, Annaface thought, reflexively. No. Even if these savages were little more than animals in behavior that didn’t make them deserving of extinction, did it? And even if it did, what right did Annaface actually have to mete it out? What power did Annaface have to perform it?
Suir could do it. Apparently, there was nothing in Qud Suir Softbeast could not exterminate had she the mind for it. Annaface didn’t have that power. It seemed unlikely any but the greatest of the Sons and Daughters of Man had anything approaching that power. What would it be like to look at anything and know you could kill it?
“I wish I had run away with Rosalee when she’d offered,” Annaface said. “But that’s a regret. Regrets can’t become goals. I don’t know. What do you live for?”
“I don’t, I don’t think I think about it that deeply,” Suir said. “I like to explore. I like to help people? Protect people? I’d like to think my goal right now is helping you find a new goal. How’s that?”
“Then my goal is to find a new goal, too,” Annaface said. “You, working together with your friends, were able to destroy chrome pyramids? I’m sure we can accomplish at least this together. Right?”
“Right!”
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  Before coming to Reshephbaaah, they had been walking for days. Other than the occasional boar attack and that one encounter with a barkbiter which Suir had decapitated, and other than the stops for cooking and eating (which, granted, took hours of the day, because there was no need to rush that sort of thing), they had done nothing but walk.
It was no surprise Annaface, as exhausted body and mind as she must be, and full of boar and cider, had passed out.
Suir parked the Orb of the Dramatic Explorer on the village ground, resting between Annaface and the rest of the goats. Just in case they woke up before she did? It seemed polite. Because Suir? She was not able to just nap. She had feasted, a good bit yeah sure, but she wasn’t really tired? She didn’t get tired like everyone else. Two hearts really helped with that. Being suddenly responsible for a new person, right after losing Dappir, yeah that was also kind of a twist. And now she was in Reshephbaaah, where she really hadn’t wanted to be at all, but here she was anyway. Sleep wasn’t happening.
Annaface was asleep, the goatfolk were asleep, and so Suir found herself stepping quietly over to Naara’s hut. It was the nicest of the bunch, double-layered with vine-thatch and girded with witchwood bark sheets arranged like resin-scented fish-scales. Naara was tall, about as tall as Suir, and it was a relief to not have to duck when stepping through a doorway for once.
Her tail-hand closed the door behind her, and now here she was, in the big, rounded room that Naara called home. Countless trophies hung off the walls, glinting in the dim cinderlight of a fire napping gently by the center of the hut. Carbide, fullerite, crysteel, in blades and axes and knives and helmets; rifles carbine, eigen, and light-rail arranged on the wall fan-like behind Naara’s throne, an inertia-laden thing made of scarred chrome, plucked from the cap of a pyramid’s corpse.
Cushioned with the pelts of beasts, and occupied by the monochrome phantasm that was Naara herself. Reclining, head resting on the weight of her ever-spiraling horns, gray eyes in a gray face staring, her black lips smiling over gray-white teeth. Aggressively naked, beard long and combed and cleaned, resting between her breasts in sultry complement.
“Suir.” Her thick voice was like asphalt, and in this case, carried with it the same shock of normality on ingestion.
It had not been Suir’s decision to enter the hut, just now. “That’s a mean trick.”
“You spurned my invitation for months. You show up by accident. You can hardly be pried away from your new pet. How fair is that?”
Suir crossed her arms, all four of them, and her helping hands mimicked the action to form a sextuplet of disapproval. “Mind-controlling me into coming into your hut is pretty rude anyway.”
“How else can I gain your company? We are water-sisters. We are friends. We have shed blood together. You treat me like this. Shameful.”
Suir felt the confidence of her crossed arms sag. Her ears were doing the thing, weren’t they, where they kind of just sink down the sides of her head? “Okay. Yes. I’ve, we’ve avoided you, a little tiny bit. You’re very intense. You know how I am. And you know how you are. As in, the kind of person who will mind control me into coming into their hut.”
“You avoid me because I would dominate you to gain a visit of you. I would dominate you to gain a visit of you because you avoid me. We gyre about one another like the plagues of old. Gnaaaah! We are not strangers. Come. Sit!”
It was not a command, neither mental nor social, but a genuine offer, formed in the only shape Naara was able to produce. Her hand indicated a long cushion at the foot of her chromium throne, long enough to fit Suir’s entire bulk comfortably. Was it really Naara’s fault she had to project such power, as important as she was to the goatfolk society? Was it her fault it bled into everything else she did?
It wasn’t a thing Suir could answer, forgive, or condemn. It was what made Naara herself. “I did miss you.” A few steps destroyed the space between them, and Suir settled her lower body down on the cushion.
Naara bleated happily and stood. “Grh. I do not mind this new life, Softbeast, but I miss the company a’times.” She walked—or the distance between her and the edge of the hut diminished—to a brinestalk chest, and selected a waterskin and a heavy, sap-dripping mass of witchwood bark from it. With another few steps—or another contraction of proportion, Suir’s eyes and mind struggled to cohere exactly how Naara moved, dreamlike she was—Naara returned.
Not to her throne, but to the floor, next to Suir, sitting on the dirt, legs crossed. She unsealed the wax of the waterskin.
“Despite it all, Suir Softbeast, your thirst is mine, and my water is yours.”
No, Suir decided, this was not mind control. She had felt those things before, sometimes from Naara herself, a few times from an apple farmer’s daughter, once from a recipe with congealed love that she had utterly botched. The short skip of her hearts at those words was a feeling that bypassed any domination. Of everyone from the old crew, why did it have to be Naara that stirred her like this? Couldn’t she be attracted to something less disastrous?
They had shared water before, anyway. Suir gave in, and shared it again.
Lips still wet, Naara looked at the cinders of the firepit. “For absent water-kin?” she asked.
Suir nodded.
“Water-sister Savithvyr Dyathvri,” Naara intoned, letting a dram fall into the fire. It burst and sizzled. “Water-sister ooo-ho-OOO-EEE-ah. May they profit together.” Another burst of water, another sizzle of vapor in the warm, enclosed air. “Water-sister Igwashim. If she still lives, may her hoard grow.” A slower, more contemplative pour, but the dram burned as fiercely as any other. “Our water-sister Tiyu-Yutep, although she and I have parted ways, we remain bound. May Saiha prosper.” Another sizzle, another dot of red glow lost with the water. “Our water-kin ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ, may our dimension remain kind to you.” Another dram consumed in effigy.
Naara paused. Her dark eyes looked to Suir for the last one.
“Buwofu-gawufoo,” Suir said. “I’m sorry.”
Naara turned the waterskin over, emptied the remaining contents in a downpour that burst and steamed and filled the hut with smoke.
Suir sighed. The hot air tasted like ash and burned in her nose.
“Her death is not your fault,” Naara said.
“Of everything we’d all been through, a sultan cult of crabs. Just looking for treasure. It—”
“Enough of that,” Naara said, firmly, with a voice that had no experience with disobedience.
“But—”
“You do nothing by dwelling on it. What does it produce? Kill more crabs in her honor. Feast on them. Now that is something.”
“She wouldn’t have—”
“Then plant something in her honor. Laugh in her honor. Bray your pain to the stars. This hurt you craft your world around. Would she knew she wounded you like this! She would tell you the same. Witchbark. Eat. Heal. Death is but a little thing.”
Naara snapped the bark in two and pressed a mass of it into Suir’s many hands. This was a good batch, really, her fingers were already stuck together with resin. A smell so strong Suir could see it, reddish-brown and deeply textured, filled the air.
Suir complied. The bark was brittle, the sap like honeyed syrup. She could feel the confusion threaten to take her, and she relented, allowed it in, permitted the uhchumahumm to fill her with a momentary delirium. She forgot Hachumwhuchum’s name, could not remember who the erchacalawhuwum next to her was. Space slid and danced kaleidoscope just for her.
Then sharpened, suddenly, axe-edge clarity, and Suir returned to herself. Naara was still drooling slightly, indulging in the confusion. Only now did the phantasmic blurring of her shape resolve into something more mundane. A dark grey goat, broad, powerful, beautiful, but completely mortal. Suir let herself stare, this time, feeling only a little bit of shame in it.
Naara had a frame both overflowing with feminine curves and overwrought muscle. They held together in complement and Suir could not stop staring. Her heavy, soft breasts, covered in thick whorls of fur, fell from a massively ripped chest. The welcoming curves of her hips also served as anchors for legs that could fucking kick through a molting basilisk’s shell. Suir’s seen her do that. It was hot.
 The air shifted just slightly as Naara returned to her senses, as she mantled her ego again, and she receded just so from reality’s grasp and returned to her glory, dreamlike, inscrutable, a glass storm of psychic terror held in the suggestion of a goat. Still beautiful.
“Share a secret with me, water-sister,” Naara said.
“I’ve heard there’s more dissent in the ranks of the Wardens,” Suir said. “The Quetzal Caucus has inspired other factions to form. It’s going to get messy out there if they can’t stay unified enough.”
“Grnh! Good time for raiding. The apostates in tarry Hamrod are overdue for retribution. To think they spit on the name of procreating and hunting and gathering!”
“Share a secret with me, water-sister,” Suir said.
“Rainbaaah, a water-brother of mine, has discovered the location of Azure Shirapal, lost twenty-six strata below the earth, two parasangs north of Bethesda Susa.”
“How did he manage to find that!?”
“Quantum jitters! Graaaah, you remember how it was with Tiyu-Yutep!”
Suir winced. “I do. I still have my ontological anchor handy out of habit.”
Naara nodded, bleating a little laugh. She looked at Suir, unspeaking, so Suir looked at her, and without words or thought they held this activity together in quiet communion. The air was still tinted by the waves of vapor from the extinguished fire. Hot, moist, breathing. The sounds of the jungle outside were muted. Then Naara hesitated, just for a moment, and it was weird, because Suir had seen her be cautious, seen her be reserved, but had never seen her hesitate like this.
“I would,” Naara said, “ask you to join me, water-sister.”
Suir felt her whole body twitch. “Ah. Uh. Where?”
“Here. Anywhere. It has been four years since the whole of us were together at once! Graaah, I grow lonely. There are none among the goatfolk my equal. There are few in Qud my equal. Tiyu-Yutep and ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ have their towns to worry over! Savithvyr Dyathvri and ooo-ho-OOO-EEE-ah have their caravan! Igwashim may have left Qud or died or found satisfaction with her hoard, I can find no word of her. Buwofu-gawufoo is dead. I rule here! All too busy, or too gone. Grh. Except you. You wander. Stop wandering. Come. Be here with me.”
“ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ asked me to be its warden, a few months back, itself,” Suir said.
Naara sat up, leaned forward, lips curling. “And?” The one word was a curse that held more distress and anger in it than a single word should reasonably be allowed to contain. It bulged, bloated with emotion, desperate to break.
“I said no, to it. I was not ready to settle down like that. I don’t think I am, even still.”
Naara sat back down, heavily. Suir could feel the vibrations in the earth through the cushion her body was mounted upon. “I do not ask you to be yurtwarden. I ask you to join me. To be mine.”
Suir opened her mouth to speak, but Naara interrupted.
“Not as I own the Timeworn Emerald of Teggamish, as a prize. Graaah! Like Buwofu-gawufoo was yours. As you were hers. I have been inside your mind, Suir Softbeast. You cannot forge a lie that will prosper against me! You desire this.”
It was really unfair one person in this situation got to read the other person’s mind, and it didn’t have the decency to go in reverse, Suir thought. Although, it wasn’t as if there was anything subtle or hidden with Naara, was there? No, no that was the problem, that was the real big problem, Naara was not hiding any feelings at all. She was being entirely open about this and Suir was not at all ready to deal with this. She had a Templar to rehabilitate!
“Then say after,” Naara said, answering Suir’s own thoughts. “You craft this Templar as you like, then you join me. You wander enough, you will find something you cannot kill. You will find your bad luck. A waste of your life!”
“I can’t commit to something like that, I, I have no idea if I would even be able to keep it, I mean—”
“Then,” Naara said, her massive, thick, muscled hand grabbing Suir’s lower right hand, squeezing. The qlippoth leaned in, close, her head bowed so her eyes could be near Suir’s without risk of muzzle impacting muzzle. She smelled of the memories of roasted boar, ash, resin, sweat, death, wine. “Come back, now and then. Wander if you must. But be mine.”
It was hard to come up with a counterargument if she was reading her thoughts, Suir thought, and so she let Margar do it for her, since that sometimes worked when it came to psychics. And so Suir stared at the dark void of Naara’s eyes, like vantastained pools, while Margar thought in private, until the words came to Suir’s mouth by proxy.
“You’re very violent,” Suir found herself saying.
“You are also very violent. It is one of the things I find I like of you! Of all of the old group, you knew it. The joy of the chase. The joy of the blood. Yes, we are violent creatures, aren’t we? Do we not belong together?”
“Our—it’s funny actually because Annaface and I have been talking about this kind of thing,” Suir said, smiling, laughing, and trying to pull away slightly, only to find that Naara’s grip remained very strong, her fingers gripping at just the right leverage to keep Suir from rising off her cushion, “but, but well it’s that, I think our violences are for different ends? It’s a very different kind of violence we both do.”
“You disapprove of me? But you will not condemn me. Poor conviction, graaaah! A poor excuse. Give me this. You will consider. Go. Take your pet to visit the Brambled Pass, to visit Saiha. Find the caravan if you must, too. But return here. To me. Then answer.”
“You’re—very serious about this!”
“Do you remember how you found me?”
Yes, of course. Suir was the one who had first met Naara, deep in the jungle, in a goatfolk haunt. Memories of a village, watched over by Naara, a haze of recollection containing only gentle violence. Suir had, somehow, gotten Naara to talk to her, to stop fighting. She had seemed so confused at the time, childlike and lost.
“I was a dream, Softbeast. Wrought into being by my own thoughts, but no more than memory. Gnah, I contained only the past. It was through you my dream moved into the future. Now with the others gone I find myself in the echoes of repetition again! You gave me motion and life once. I crave your motion once more.”
There was absolutely a good reason to not do this, Suir thought. There was certainly a good reason to not do this. The goatfolk lived loud, boisterous lives. Of all of Nafpor’s Daughters, Naara Starbreaker was basically a villain, had returned to her old ways, still lived on blood and plunder, still made the jungle dangerous for everyone not a goat. Was she any better than the Templar? No, seriously, was she? Suir was having a very hard time thinking an answer to that because Naara had just begun unbuttoning Suir’s jacket.
“Uh, ah,” Suir said.
“I am not a villain,” Naara said, her voice grinding like a fullerite maul on stone. “Tell me to stop and I will. I will not raaaaahvish you.”
“Ah,” Suir said. Naara was halfway down, now. Her jacket was open, the white fur of her chest becoming visible. “Ah, uh,” Suir helpfully expounded. “I just. Uh.”
What Suir paid the most attention to turned out to be the thick braids of muscles in Naara’s arms, flexing, as she abandoned the slow approach, gripped both edges of Suir’s jacket, and ripped, in one motion, tearing it open and exposing Suir’s upper body. “The rest of the old team! They have abandoned violence. You still know it. I still know it. Can any of them understand you? Offer you a home as I can? Look at what you attract. Your new pet is awash in the blood of genocide. Deny me, Softbeast.”
Damnit. Damnit, Suir thought, damnit. This is why she didn’t come to the festival of Ut yara Ux. This is why she hadn’t been to Reshephbaaah in months. Naara was a drug Suir knew was dangerous and, when faced with it? She couldn’t think of a single actual reason to not indulge. “Damnit,” Suir said. “I mean. I mean maybe you can ravish me just a little bit.”
A moment later, Suir was on her back, her entire back, both pairs of wrists in Naara’s grip, pinned to the floor, the goatfolk’s breasts pressing down against hers, Naara’s face inches away, lips grazing, her body trapped beneath the warm, wet heat of the qlippoth. With a sharp gasp, Suir moaned, and said, “Ow, I’m lying on my helping hands, ow, I have to take those off first ouch.”
“Ah! Where are they—do they strap on here?”
“The, the straps around my shoulders—no, the other ones, yeah, I have to—no wait okay let me get the pack off first then I can take the jacket off?”
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  Suir was naked, now. Her zetachrome lune, her harness of weapons, even her bounding boots, were scattered about the floor of Naara’s hut. Despite her conversation with Annaface about how it wasn’t really that big a deal, it suddenly felt like a pretty big deal. It was probably also that Naara was sitting on her.
With Suir on both her backs, Naara had clamed Suir’s lower chest as her seat, her thighs pinning Suir’s forelegs against her upper hips. It was funny, Suir was always supposed to be, you know, the strongperson of the group, the heavy muscle, but she was pretty sure Naara had her actually pinned. Now, it was a toss-up if Tiyu-Yutep or Naara was the more powerful psychic, but they both made up for it in other ways, and Naara complemented her psychic might with physical might, so—
“Gnaah,” Naara said, tightening her grip on all four of Suir’s wrists. “This is what you are thinking of.”
“Haha!” Suir laughed. “I’m a little nervous?”
The grayscale weight of Naara that consumed all but Suir’s peripheral vision glared at her. “Grh. No one since Buwofu-gawufoo. Pathetic.”
“Hey! Hey can you not read my mind for a minute?” Ah, yeah, Naara actually was a bit stronger, at least, with the leverage of being on top, and with Suir only trying resist at her forearms, and if she tried to roll yeah she could easily toss her off but—
“Softbeast.”
“What?”
“I am going to raaaahvish you now.”
“Oh jeez.”
Naara dragged all four of Suir’s arms up, over her head, and combined their wrists with the wrist of her hantler. The qlippoth’s weight became focused in the tension of a single pillar planted on Suir’s panoply of wrists and supporting the ceiling of Naara’s sculpted shoulder. This left Naara an entire hand free, which she used to grab Suir’s chest.
“Ah,” Suir commented insightfully.
“It is not all fur here,” Naara said. A more meaningful comment, and super embarrassing too. Not much help that she was now squeezing—
“Ow,” Suir said.
“Ow,” Naara repeated, taunting. She was leaning over Suir entirely, face against hers, eyes becoming just about the only thing there was to look at. “I have seen your arms cut from your body. This,” and Naara’s fingers compressed Suir’s breast firmly, “brings ow to your lips.”
“I mean, haha,” Suir said, trying to retreat further from the looming everything of Naara and finding the floor very firmly refusing her escape. “I mean if you’re ravishing me I should, you know, isn’t it like, oh, oh no, please, great qlippoth, don’t devour my flesh? Is that how it is?”
“I will gorge,” Naara said. For a moment Suir thought she actually might this was Naara here, but her muzzle forced its way under Suir’s chin and it was mostly, mostly just the goat’s lips she felt, and the tongue, and yes, some teeth, but the threatening pressure biting into the pulse of her neck, yeah okay this was, this was doing it, Suir had to say.
Suir felt her back arch, not her upper one but her lower one, and that one was mostly just muscle and limb and chrome-artifice, and it was entirely on accident that she bucked Naara right off her and tossed her into the remains of the firepit.
“Aah!” Suir coughed, rolling onto her stomach. “Aah! Sorry!”
The fire was out, of course, so Naara wasn’t hurt, but the mood was, and she sat up, slapping the ash off her ashen coat. “Not sorry enough.”
“Like, like it has been actual years, so like, I guess I’m—”
Suir had never felt psychic powers beyond what the rare meal granted her, and that was usually something that felt attached, borrowed, a temporary thing. No clue what it was like to have it innately. It was some kind of weird mystery? Some things just stayed mysteries in life. She understood it enough, at least, to know that her body was now under Naara’s control, and she was watching, rather distantly, through eyes that had once been hers.
Suir’s body quietly rolled back onto the floor. Her arms returned to their position over her head.
It was like a dream, like a witchwood bark delirium. She was aware of her actions in the aftereffects only, like reading a summary. A dissociative stronger than anything she’d cooked with dream smoke.
And then she was back, and sensation was back in her, and it was too late, because Naara had already taken the disorientation of returning control to sit down on Suir’s chest. The upper chest, this time. The thick, whorly black fur of Naara’s body ran in a sharp plane upwards along Suir’s vision, broken by the bowing weights of her breasts, and matched in symmetry by the dark dots of her eyes, and the twisting masses of her horns. The world outside of her blurred with the fragmenting edges of the dream of her body.
“Hi,” Suir said. “You keep doing that.”
“You are shy. You need me to take the lead.”
“Well,”
“Often I find I must take charge! Gnaah, mind it I do not.” With a heavy pomf Naara shifted off Suir’s chest so that her knees pinioned her arms to the floor, and made Suir’s face her seat. Her snub-muzzle was now trapped entirely in a cage formed of Naara’s thighs and the flesh between them. “I do not need to dominate your mind again, yes?”
No. No, Naara didn’t, Suir knew what to do here. This wasn’t—it wasn’t like—look, it was incredibly hot, was the problem, and hot was fun, hot was fine, but there had been so much going on lately and this was all happening so absolutely suddenly and—OUCH.
Something incredibly sharp had jabbed Suir in the ribs. Hot, red, throbbing pain drummed vibrated echoed up her upper chest and she felt the wetness of blood stick to her fur.
“Did you just stab me?”
“You are not cooperating, Suir,” Naara chided.
“So you stabbed me?”
“Do you not like it?”
Fuck. Fucking. FUCK, Suir thought. The wound was already regenerating closed, the pain was already gone, it was already passed, already forgotten, already vanished, just a lingering red-blue hallucination of sensation and the pounding of Suir’s heart as she remained trapped beneath Naara’s thighs.
“You stabbed me,” Suir pouted.
“I caaaahn do it again,” Naara offered.
Naara didn’t need to be psychic, didn’t need to be fucking psychic to see how Suir’s entire fucking body twitched and pressed up in delirious need at the suggestion. Suir could regenerate. Suir could regenerate obscenely well. She had lost limbs so often it had stopped being anything but an inconvenience to her. She had been split open, felt her organs touch the cold floor of the deep strata, and fought on, and survived, and those memories stayed the strongest and most vivid in her mind against all others, Suir had long since gone beyond pain being something to be afraid of had long since befriended it grown familiar and enjoined it to herself as a partner and Naara knew this and this is why she really didn’t want to come here.
“I, I shouldn’t, we shouldn’t,” Suir stammered, reason overriding arousal and she felt her entire body start to shut down and grow cold and unexcited because shame was taking over and shame was a yempuris phi of an emotion and it left no room for anything but itself. “It’s fucked up that—OUCH!”
Naara had pressed a knife into Suir’s side again, between the ribs, deep, this time, and left it in, and Suir could feel her body clench around the invading metal over and over and felt herself spill red around it like some perverse unending orgasm of pain what was wrong with her why did she enjoy this—
“Either push me off you, or get me off,” Naara said, and she lowered her hips and this close the hallucinatory fugue that was Naara’s body resolved into a very clear and coherent shape and and and.
“That was a terrible line, you’re ruining the mood,” Suir said, and Naara took this as an invitation and just pressed herself down onto Suir’s mouth, which was FINE it was hot it was whatever she was done pretending she didn’t want this that she didn’t love this that she hadn’t been fearing this the most about coming here because she knew she would not be able to resist it if Naara made a move like this.
Fuck, Suir thought. Fuck. This was fucked. She thought that, with a small part of her mind, and she felt Margar’s mind join in agreement, somewhat bothered, and felt Estat laughing at both of them, and for the most part while those were the thoughts in the back of Suir’s head the thoughts in the forefront were busy and distracting eating Naara out and moaning in a perverse broken-minded enjoyment that Naara had pulled the knife out and had pressed it in through another gap in her ribs and she could feel it nestle in her organs and fuck and fuck and fuck.
Suir surrendered. Suir surrendered utterly to the sheer hedonism of it and the only reason she didn’t wake the entire village was because Naara barely left any room for air between her mouth and her body and Naara, being Naara, didn’t let this end until she was satisfied.
And only when Naara was satisfied did Suir get to breathe properly, breathe without a knife in one of her lungs, breathe without goat and blood in her mouth, get a chance to actually finish regenerating and the absence of pain flooded Suir with confused chemicals. It felt like she had held a month-long orgasm in pain. Even where it healed it was sore. Her jaw hurt. She tasted blood and the memory of a memory of Naara’s body.
“Fuck,” Suir finally said, in summary.
“Hah! So we did. Are you sated yet?”
“All you did was stab me,” Suir growled.
“Hah! Do you want me to gut you then?” Naara leaned over Suir’s lower body, the knife—a crysteel thing, jewel-encrusted, Suir saw now—the knife trailing teasingly along the thick, broad keel of Suir’s lower, animal chest.
“No,” Suir said, more firmly, using one of her massive frontlegs to push Naara way. “No. No, this is fucked up. I shouldn’t be like this. I shouldn’t be like this.”
Naara moved away only slightly, only politely. The dreamhaze of her face was a blur of predatory shapes. “What do you gain from denying yourself! Build a gun and tell it it may not shoot? Build a house and bid it shelter no one. This is what you are, Suir. Tell me you will find another who knows it!”
Suir rolled over halfways, onto her side, which was enough to prop her human-half upright. “No,” she said, and more firmly, at herself mostly, “this is fucked up. This, no, I’m done the mood’s done it’s done this feels wrong.”
Naara took a deep, long, heavy breath, like one does before swimming, held it, held it longer, and exhaled, slowly. She tossed the knife away, near to where it belonged. “I am not a villain, Suir Softbeast. I will not ravish you. I do not know why you deny yourself from yourself. Alas! I can feel your thoughts. You are afraid to enjoy yourself.”
“I’m afraid to lose myself,” Suir said. Her massive forepaws gripped the dirt beneath her like the world was about to start tilting and she was at risk of sliding off. She felt like it. It felt like it. The world was spinning, wasn’t it? “I can be more than that.”
“Than what!”
“I can hear ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ still calling me it. Bloodshed hedonist. I can—I can be more than that.”
“You are,” Naara said, seriously now, and not teasing, but still with that sultry, dominating tone, and help her it still made Suir’s stomachs feel floaty. “But it is also a part of you. Who do you prove it to otherwise!”
Suir shook her head and leaned forward enough the layers of her white hair fell across her face and hid her from view. Margar rose up on her own volition to speak for them. “Naara—it’s complicated, you understand. Suir doesn’t mean this personally.”
“You make it complicated. Gnaah! But it is who you are. Not the bloodshed hedonism—but that too! But the complication. Suir Softbeast is never content to let things be as they are. She must fight herself. You have been alone too long since Buwofu-gawufoo died. It has not treated you well.”
Margar dipped her head along Suir’s wrist in a gentle act of deference. “I don’t mean to be rude, Naara—you are one of our dearest water-kin—but I’m not sure if being with you would, as you say, treat Suir well either.”
“Hmph! And shall I let you wander the deepest strata indulging in bloodshed there? Do you think it does not count if none in the salt sun touched lands can see it! I am powerful, Margar. I am powerful, Suir. I can see into your thoughts. You wander lost and hope to meet your end. Is my company as bad as a search for that! Do not insult me with the thought, gnaaah. Do not insult yourself with it. Come. I will clean you. We will hunt, and feast. I will win you yet.”





  
    Chapter End Notes

    this was going to be like, more of a sex scene than it is, but we have like, two big thoughts on sex scenes, maybe three
a: they're honestly kind of boring. we're mostly ace except for bloodshed hedonism and power dynamics irl, and writing several paragraphs of stage directions of tongues and genitals and stuff is honestly just like so dully boring i think we've managed to write like 3 actual entire sex scenes in fiction in our life
b: especially in a written work, sex is fine, but it works best when it's characterizing, just like any fight scene. everything should serve as many purposes as it should
c: honestly i just havent been horny enough to actually write a prolonged scene of suir getting gutted for fun sorry


  


      

  











The Goatfolk Bully kills the Naphtaali Forager!
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  There was motion, and Annaface awoke with a sudden alarm. She was alone, and there were mutants stirring, talking, walking around her, massive things with horns like hammers and swords merged into one. Her sword—it was still on her hip, she had fallen asleep in her armor, had been falling asleep in her armor every night, her body was so sore from it but she didn’t regret it now as she stood and leveled her steel longsword between her and the dozens of goatfolk.
Why was she here? Suir had brought her here. Right. They had feasted and she must have passed out. She had been so tired. Suir was—over there, with the monstrous ghost-thing? Suir was fastening her weapon harness around her body. The monstrous black goat remained nude, but now held a mace that was made of black marble and trailed frost from its humming crest.
She wasn’t in danger. She had fallen asleep among the most dangerous, wild, and bestial of the mutants, and had not been raped, eaten, or enslaved. Was that only because of her connection to Suir? Or did the goatfolk’s savagery extend only to their uncivilized manner of living? She lowered her sword, but kept it unsheathed.
Despite everything she seemed to be safe. The goatfolk largely ignored her as they tromped around the village. There was something like purpose to the goatfolks’ actions? They seemed in preparation for something?
She approached Suir, even if it meant approaching the black goat as well. “It is Jeweled Dusk,” Annaface said. “Why is everyone… busying around?”
“Oh! Uh, haha, good morning sleepy head!” Suir said. “It’s night, now, so it’s time to, you know, uh, hunt.”
“And then feast,” the ghost-goat said.
“Didn’t we just feast?” Annaface asked.
“Gnaaaah!” the ghost-goat laughed. “Appetizers! The hunt becomes the main course. We go into the jungle and find prey!”
“It’s fun,” Suir said! “Have you ever gone hunting before?”
Annaface hesitated. “I have assisted with the capture of beasts for food before. I have never been on one of the, the great celebratory hunts. Is this what we are doing?”
Suir nodded! Her hantler’s wobbling weight made the whole motion more dramatic and exaggerated than it would have been on a normal person. “If you’re okay with that! I thought, well, you know, okay, well, we’re here already, and it’d be rude to leave, and you’re trying to find your place in Qud, and, well, maybe a bunch of new perspectives might help?”
Running through the jungle at night with an army of goatfolk savages, chasing wild boar and bear and gorging on their flesh. Hadn’t they eaten enough already? But what was it Margar and Estat had said, about the goatfolk’s goals? Annaface had never truly indulged in any excess in her life. Was, was this time to start now? Would this be fun? If Suir was already set on doing it did she have a choice? “It is getting very dark,” Annaface said. “I’m not sure—”
“I have a spare pair of night-vision goggles in the Orb of the Dramatic Explorer I never bothered to sell off,” Suir said. “I have a pair of night-sight interpolators I usually wear, when Ponds-Bane isn’t enough, so, if you don’t mind the jungle being even more green! You can wear those!”
“How—what am I to be doing in the hunt?”
“Ah, uh, well, we roam around and chase some beasts! You can stay with Naara and I, we won’t let you get into too much trouble!”
“Gh,” the ghost-goat laughed. “Stay behind us, little one. You will find no danger in Qud greater than us.”
If this was going to happen, had been decided entirely without her input and was occurring anyway, Annaface decided she may as well enjoy it. She was practiced with not having a say in things, wasn’t she?
 
Everything was green. Annaface could have seen perfectly fine, without concern, as well as if it were day, but for everything being green. During the day the jungle, painted as it was in two colors only, was enough of a maze. Removing the brown and replacing it with more green made it nearly impossible to manage. She would have been better served stumbling through the dark, following the goatfolk torches or the floating glowstone that kept a constant orbit around Suir’s hantler.
“This is miserable,” Annaface said. “It’s so green.”
“Haha, yeah,” Suir said, apologetically. Her companion was wearing a pair of goggles as well, but she wore them on Margar’s hand-face, which looked this-way and that for her. Apparently they shared vision? She still could only begin to make sense of what it was like to be Suir.
Annaface risked a look at the ghost-goat. It actually looked more reasonable, like this, interpreted through the goggles’ mindless sight. Monochrome in green instead of gray, now, but the lines of her shape was more defined. So aggressively naked.
The other goats, at least, seemed to have dressed up more for the occasion. Several were wearing suits of actual armor, steel and carbide alike, while others had fit themselves into elastyne or plastifer. Annaface felt almost guilty having judged them earlier—well, of course they wouldn’t wear their armor when not on an expedition, it wasn’t like she had worn it all the time either.
Hadn’t, before this. Now she hadn’t changed out of her armor in a while, had been sleeping in it most nights. Not that she had anything else to wear but the armor and the padding beneath it. What did she want, then? To settle down for a week and dress more casually, to live more casually? To let her defenses lower? To not live by the sound of bells and the schedule of hours for the first time in her life? Where would she settle for that? 18th Decagon Otrir? Here?
It was a genuine question. Was this goat village so terrible? It was also a genuine question. She had no basis for comparison. It was exhausting, and now they were roaming through the jungle in a loose formation, hunting, apparently. She really just wanted to sleep. She really just wanted to sleep for a few long days. Honestly, if she was truly free of order, of discipline, of a regimented life, if they were in a town that held one of Suir’s friends, could they just rest here?
There was a shout. One of the goats in the lead of the pack, beyond Annaface’s ability to see between the green bloom of torches staining the nightvision and the quality of the nightvision itself and the occlusion of the trees? The other goats ran into action. Suir and the black goat kept walking at a leisurely pace.
“Oh, sounds like they got something!” Suir said.
“Naphtaali,” the ghost-goat said. “Grh, the slaughter begins! Suir? Pet?”
“Oh, uh, no thanks,” Suir said. “Not much in killing them is there? It’s sort of an unfair fight if I get involved.”
“So be it!” The strange way the goat-thing moved by compressing space accelerated suddenly, and it slipped through a tunnel of distortion and was now among the rest of the goatfolk. They were fighting now, it seemed, stomping and charging and a few firing rifles and one throwing explosives. Annaface couldn’t even see their quarry.
“What are they hunting?” Annaface asked.
“Naphtaali. They’re, uh, small, people, I guess,” Suir said. Now it was just the two of them at the back of the pack, in the jungle dark. “I’m sad I never got to really talk with any, but they’re very, hostile? They’ve always just attacked me on sight. They kind of, they kind of attack everyone on sight? They aren’t, aren’t much of a danger, though, so I try to not, you know… just, just kill all of them.”
“The goats attack them on sight as well?” Annaface asked.
“Oh, yeah. Oh they both hate one another. It’s basically a war. It’s been going on longer than we’ve been alive for sure.”
“But you do not get involved? You don’t stop them from killing each other?”
“It’s,” Suir made gestures with all four of her hands flesh and her two in chrome and failed to grab the thought she was seeking. “I’m not the sultan of Qud. I can’t stop every conflict out here? There are villages that are hostile to one another for the dumbest reasons but it’s, it’s important to them? It’s not dumb to them? I don’t even know why they, they do this. The goatfolk and naphtaali. Why they hate one another. I’ve asked Naara to explain it but you, uh, she grew up in this? It’s normal to her. This is their normal.”
“Oh,” Annaface said. The goats had gone almost entirely out of view now. “The way you. I.” No other words were coming. She slid the nightvision goggles off her head, leaving rings of sweat where they had contacted flesh. The jungle was dark, and she was isolated in a pocket of yellow-blue light alongside Suir. Distant flashes of torchfire suggested the conflict continuing deeper in the darkness ahead.
“What is it?” Suir asked.
“I had hoped, I guess, I had hoped it was different. This isn’t very different. People killing one another because that’s how things are supposed to be. Mutants are monsters, unclean things that must be killed. I don’t know if I ever really believed it if the idea fell apart the first time I engaged with it. I was brought up hearing nothing but that, though, that was the entire basis of my life. Now I’ve escaped it, but. But, but. How? How is this different? Naphtaali must all be killed, and we accept that?”
“Oh,” Suir said. Her antler drooped, wilting like a dying bush. “No, yeah, I, no, I get you. It’s. It’s a war. Goatfolk are more dangerous but if you were wandering here on your own the naphtaali would also definitely be trying to kill you I think. And now we’re in, kind of in the middle of a war? I wanted to, I didn’t want to stop by here? I wanted to show you peaceful places? But Naara and I have, have a long history, and I have, obligations? I can’t just disappear on her without it causing huge problems eventually. Naara and I are—we’re, not to be self-important, we’re legendary, political people. What we do isn’t just… for us. Our actions and our relationships are… they’re… they’re this whole thing.”
The jungle shook with another series of loud explosions, followed by a cascade of rifle-fire. Low bushes and fallen branches snapped under heavy hooves.
“This isn’t very fun.”
“No! It isn’t. I’m sorry. We should still catch up with them.”
Annaface didn’t question the reasoning behind it. She slid the night vision goggles back down over her eyes, blinked several painful times, and nodded. Suir set forward at her usual gait, which was conducted by three grasping paws and two bounding boots, and Annaface jogged along just to keep up.
They quickly passed by the scene of first engagement. Annaface could see the naphtaali corpses, filtered in green and made to look less than real by result. They were people shaped, dressed in the jungle itself, all wearing wooden masks—masks? If they were meant to look like faces Annaface couldn’t see it. They were small, though, and the goats had been very thorough in making them dead.
They caught up to the goats fairly quickly. There hadn’t been many naphtaali, and the battle hadn’t taken very long. A dozen and half again goatfolk were braying and stretching and jumping off the trunks of trees in celebration. The ghost-goat was more reserved in her victory. She was again floating alongside Suir and Annaface. Annaface hadn’t seen her move.
“No chrome idol this time,” the ghost-goat said. “Grn. They grow bolder of late!”
Suir crossed her arms and nodded. “Mhm yep. Real jerks. Nice work.”
“Is this the feast?” Annaface asked. “I don’t really want to eat them.”
“No, they’re not really good eating,” Suir said.
“Hardly any meat!” the ghost-goat agreed. “We hunt on!”
They hunted on.
 A massive firesnout, almost as tall as Annaface, had ambushed them. At the first snort of flame Annaface had ripped the night vision goggles off to keep from going blind. The goats had charged in without any sense of order or self-preservation. One goat had gotten burned, and another had a chunk gored out of their leg, but they had made short work of the prey. The goats had fastened the firesnout to a long sapling with corded vines. Annaface hadn’t joined in, but she couldn’t deny at least some bit of excitement in watching? Maybe?
“Firesnout’s good meat,” Suir said. “They’re already sort of cooked, in a way, they have this nice kinda, kinda charry crispness when you roast them.”
It was enough for the hunt to be over, thankfully. Annaface was tired. She had napped through most of the day, a luxury she’d never been afforded before, and the indulgence had not been sufficient. She was tired. They’d taken a leisurely pace but they had not truly rested once since the tunnels she’d met Suir in. Although the goats spread throughout the jungle to flush out any other hiding beasts, they were heading back towards Reshephbaaah.
Twice the torch-goats at the front found some creature or another—a feral dog the first time; a honeyskunk the second time, judging by the burning green cloud that stripped the trees bare—and twice the goats had swarmed for the kill with the same ferocity as when they had enacted their war against their rivals.
Close enough for Annaface to smell the village’s bonfire the lead goats seemed to find another prey. They brayed the alarm, and the charge began once more. Annaface lost sight of the crowd in seconds as they dodged around trees. The prey, this time, was shouting as it fled.
“Argent-Bel, shield-Father! Protect this Stiltseeker!”
That was a human. That was a human the goats were hunting.
“Suir,” Annaface said.
“Yeah,” Suir said. “That’s, that sounds like some human or something.”
“Suir, that’s a person.”
“I know. I mean, the naphtaali are people too?”
A gunshot broke through the air and Annaface flinched. “Suir.”
“What can I do?”
The ghost-goat had yet to join the chase. It floated some distance ahead of them. “Is this not your water-kin?”
“I, I don’t control her?” Suir stammered.
“They are about to kill a presumably innocent traveler and you are not going to try to stop it? I am confused as to the morality that caused you to hunt me and my family down after Dappir.”
“I—fuck,” Suir said. “Naara! Hey!”
The ghost-goat turned, pivoting on a single hoof that did not reach the jungle’s floor. “Grh?”
“Hey can you guys let that one go?”
“What is this? It is merely some lost pilgrim. We spare them death by the dawngliders.”
The sounds of the hunt were already growing further distant. There was another gunshot, further away, more quiet. The night air felt fragile, as if one more shot would break everything. Annaface could feel her heart pounding in her chest, in the numb tingle of her hands, in her tired feet, against the straps of the night vision goggles. They were going to be too late, weren’t they?
“Yes, I, fuck,” Suir said, gesturing with all four of her hands, and the one on her front leg, and the ones on her head and stinger, too. Her helping hands joined in, maximizing the helplessness of her pleading. “I’m trying to make a point to Annaface that it’s kind of bad to just go around killing people?”
The ghost-goat stared, unmoving, a moment, before bleating in laughter. “All life kills life, Softbeast! You know this dearly.”
“I—damnit okay yes but—look I’ll owe you?”
For some reason, that was enough. The ghost-goat’s voice throbbed unwelcome in Annaface’s head, and, she was sure, in the head of everything in the damn parasang. “Call off this hunt. Let him tell all at the Stilt of our might. Let them all hear the might of Clan Yr and of Naara Starbreaker’s brood.”





  
    Chapter End Notes

    You can befriend very hostile factions in Qud, and befriending them doesn't mean they aren't hostile to other factions. You can often get the exact scene Suir mentions--watching two allied factions kill one another, and all you can really do is stand there and loot who dies.
One of our favorite parts about fanfiction is it can be used to explore concepts that appear in another media, in another context. Especially in video game fanfiction, taking game mechanics and going through the actual consequences to them is really fun. Qud is a game with a very progressive bent, but your main method of interacting with the world, and the way the world interacts with itself, is violence. Even if you use mind-control and quantum manipulation to befriend everyone, you can't force everyone to be friends, and I think that's fascinating. Can you excise violence from the world? Should you?


  


      

  











May you gorge upon the flesh of beasts by starlight








   The firesnout smelled beyond description. Suir had taken over the preparation this time, and had done—something?—to it before and during its roast. Annaface hadn’t spent much time watching. She had stayed back, at the edge of the village, with the Orb of the Dramatic Explorer, rolling a thermal grenade around in her bare hands like a worrystone.
The goatfolk were in full celebration. The bonfire had been built into a tower to rival some Eater ruin, an edifice of log, fire, and black smoke that sought the sky Spindle-like. They were enjoying themselves, at least. Annaface was not. Suir was not, either, but she had distracted herself for a while with cooking, at least.
Annaface had dug into Suir’s hoversled and bit collection to distract herself in turn. Three thermal grenades and a sleep gas grenade were the products of her stress. It was all she had learned to craft from scrap-scratch at the monastery, but her ability to produce them was surely one of the things that had kept the murmur’s mask off her temples. It was reassuring to bring them into the world again. What fragile things, she thought, made through so much effort and knowledge, and kept alive and safe for a single, final purpose. To be used, just once, and then to be lost forever.
Suir returned from the bonfire with a clay plate and several thick slices of sizzling meat. The beast settled onto its mass of legs and its lower body side-ways, and placed the food between them.
“Eat up I guess,” Suir said.
“I’m not hungry.”
“Oh no me neither,” Suir agreed. “Bad form to let meat go to waste, though. That firesnout died for it, yeah?”
“They were going to kill a human for simply walking in the jungle?” Annaface asked.
Suir wiped the sweat—did something with so much fur sweat, or was it just the ash from the bonfire she was cleaning?—off her brow. “Walking the jungle is dangerous.”
“How are they any different from the Putus Templar?”
Suir shook her head. Margar rose into existence alongside her. “Scope,” Margar said. “For one thing. The Putus Templar present an organized threat. The goatfolk aren’t unified. The different tribes sometimes fight. And they will kill, but they will not exterminate, salt the fields, enslave the survivors and strip them of their will. The goatfolk are a localized danger, like a grumpy slumberling or a feral lah grove. The Putus Templar are an existential threat.”
“That’s an excuse,” Annaface said. “These people are violent. Inherently violent. This is their culture. They celebrate it? They are monstrous.”
It seemed some instinct brought Suir’s stinger-hand-topped tail curling over her back and Annaface flinched. Suir didn’t seem to notice as she responded. “They were worse! Before Naara they were more violent. They would sack entire villages. Naara’s traveled with us, she’s seen greater Qud, she has friends and allies everywhere now too. She’s the start of change. Change is never fast. But they are changing. Naara’s not like the, not like some of the shamans that were around before. Before she came to power it was worse. It’s better.”
In combat, and this was surely combat now, one was to see the weakness the opponent was not covering, and strike at it without hesitation. “Better on a relative scale. They are still murderers.”
“They spared the pilgrim?”
“Only because you were there.”
“You should know to be careful in the jungle. Travelling alone is dumb! Even if it wasn’t the goats it’d be the naphtaali or a barkbiter a chitinous puma. Walking alone, at night, that’s dangerous. Of course you can get killed!”
“So it was Dappir’s fault for being populated by mutants?”
Ponds-Bane, Suir’s glowstone, colored the shock on her white face in blue-yellow. “You don’t really believe that.”
Annaface bit her lower lip, and held it, trembling. “No. No, I don’t, and that is why I’m upset. Because that traveler should not have been attacked either. You tracked us down and killed us all? You should kill all of them as well.”
 Estat came to life, joining Margar and Suir at face-level. “I think Annaface is winning this one, guys! I’m taking her side so I can win, okay?”
“Thank you, Estat,” Annaface said, feeling only slightly insulted that Suir’s talking hand was making a joke of this, and feeling only slightly uncomfortable that she was treating this talking hand like a person instead of a mockery.
Suir shook her head. “No. No. No, I can’t just go around killing everyone and everything I think is evil or that I don’t like. That’s, I don’t have the right to decide that. I’m not some sultan rolling dice to decide who to destroy from the homes of goatfolk or naphtaali.”
“But you are strong enough to!”
“That’s why I really shouldn’t get to decide who lives and who dies! I can be wrong!”
“But you are not wrong on the Templar? They you are free to kill wherever you find them?”
“You killed—slaughtered Dappir first! You massacred an entire village! Yes! I was right to retaliate then!”
“And the death of one pilgrim is not warranting such a response! I am sorry they did not teach me this complex form of dark calculus in the monastery, I cannot follow your numbering!”
“Gnaah! It is like old times?” The ghost-goat was here, floating before them. It must have appeared at the same moment it spoke, Annaface would have noticed it earlier. Its gray shadow blocked the light and heat of the bonfire and drew its shade low across both of them. She realized how cold the night was. “We do not have ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ here. It will be sad it was absent for this ruckus!”
The qlippoth terrified Annaface, she realized. Should that be so much of a surprise? She was terrified of this thing. Whatever psychic presence it had, reality could not resolve it correctly, and its shape blurred dreamlike at the peripheries. It was a thing of violence and power. It disgusted her, not because it was the mutant, but because of the merits by which it presented itself. Annaface said, “You are a monster,” to it, and it was only in the cold night air after the words left her did she consider the possibility of consequences.
Distortion vibrated out from the ghost-goat and passed across Annaface body and mind. A foreign mind was inside hers for a moment, the sanctity of her thoughts disregarded. She was used to not having privacy, but even here, in her own head, this deep? Annaface wasn’t actually sure that was a new feeling either. Had any of her thoughts ever been hers?
Suir at least seemed to tremble just as much as she did at the invasion.
“I have saved you the need for summary,” the ghost-goat said, sitting down and joining them without need for invitation. “Suir’s pet, you do not have the sight. A boar has friends. Graaah, it has dreams as well. You only wish we do not kill humans because you are one! A boar would say the same to us of their own! All life kills life. This is how things are. Go and trample no flower, swat at no stinging insect. Take no meat into you, no plant that does not offer itself. Flee every predator, carry no weapon. Challenge me then.”
Annaface felt rebuked. It was, like the loss of privacy, a familiar feeling exaggerated by its new contexts. Was she debating ethics with a psychic goat shaman? Nothing in her life before had prepared her for this. “I don’t want to argue it.” She wanted to sleep.
“I’ll, argue it?” Suir said. Her hantler was folded down and gripping her back, and her four arms were crossed against her zetachrome lune, and her face was looking away slightly, but her eyes were still fixed unflinchingly on the ghost-goat. “A decade ago I could understand it, but we’ve been through so much all together. We’ve made friends all over Qud, like, all of us! You’re still just attacking people who go walking through the jungle.”
“I am hunting.” The ghost-goat lifted some waterskin and drank from it. Annaface could smell the bitter sting of strongly fermented cider.
“Death should serve a purpose. The boar, that’s food, that’s dinner that’s a feast for everyone. The traveler, that was, there was no point in that.”
“Softbeast, I understand you. Gnah, better than any of the old team who live yet. You do not understand me well. You do not know what I know. This! This paltry dream!” The ghost-goat waved as if to dismiss all of Qud. “I am made of a greater slumber! Their deaths are small things. I honor my friends in Qud. I miss our time together. I wish it more. Yet, I have greater obligations besides. There is a dream yet to be reached, for my people. I must shepherd them along. The Amaranth calls for blood a’times.”
“I don’t understand you when you talk about this kind of thing.”
“You do not! Attainment is long. The loss of the prism to the wardens’ hands postpones it. Fine and well! I mind it not at all! It is more time we can enjoy here yet. But know I hunt for more than flesh. The occasional person will die for it. The Issachaarite tribe kills pilgrims only for water and wealth. I kill for greater purposes. These deaths! They are not wasted.”
Suir looked at Annaface, tooth-crowded mouth held slightly agape, like a puppy afraid of rebuke, looking for guidance. It disturbed Annaface in three consecutive strikes. In the first, Suir, her powerful guide on whom she was utterly reliant and at the mercy of, seemed helpless, at a loss, and was turning to Annaface for help. Did she want Annaface to tell her what to say? To tell her what to think?
In the second, it reminded her of the looks the Newfathers’ charges gave him, desperate for approval, desperate to not do wrong. Suir’s human face, framed in mutant freakishness, Annaface felt a flush of revulsion and disdain for this beast in front of her.
In the third, guilt, for Suir had done little to earn that sort of revulsion.
The ghost-goat went on. “I know your fears, Softbeast. I am not Mamon. I will not turn the Svy red. Those from the villages of our friends are welcome here always. Only tarry Hamrod and the cursed naphtaali do we show no mercy to. Yet the occasional friendless traveler will, nameless, die in Qud’s jungles. This is how it has always been. Gnaaah! You agree with me.”
Suir sighed, ears sagging. “And, and I would agree, but, but with Annaface here—”
“With me what?” Annaface found herself saying. “You’re worried if you do not show me a pacifist world I will relapse and kill every mutant I see? I am willing to understand the world is more complicated. Above all else, I am tired. I am tired, Suir. I can’t—I can’t do this anymore. Can I sleep?”
“Sleep sounds fair. Naara?”
“Your pet can sleep. You I have not seen in too long. You left us for Ut yara Ux. You will join us tonight.”
Suir stood up, stretching onto all four legs. Annaface still couldn’t help but see the beast for the bizarre thing it was, body repeated twice, the second time in exaggeration, forelimbs hunched over, grasping at the earth with overlong fingers, one hand mirrored at the wrist. Wings held softly against a dog’s barrel. Scorpion’s stinger with hand clenching and unclenching. Harness dangling with weapons as if they were music-chimes.
This thing was her only friend, and its friends included a monstrous goat of unreality that needed blood sacrifices.
“Yeah, go,” Annaface said. “Is there somewhere I can sleep away from the noise without risking a quillipede rolling over on me?”






      

  











The shrine depicts a significant event from the life of the ancient sultan Polyxerram I



    Chapter Notes

      
        See the end of the chapter for  notes
      






  They were moving on again.
Annaface had not slept well, still, but she didn’t want to linger in Reshephbaaah. Neither did Suir, it seemed, as it was Suir who had made the excuses in the morning for their leaving. Now they were on the march again. The salt sun’s light came through the canopy in spotlights tinted green, illuminating swarms of buzzing insects. They had hardly walked more than two hours and Annaface was already flagging. With each step her steel boots felt heavier. Was it possible they would reach some critical point, become denser than neutron? Would she be crushed under the weight of a thousand suns, starting from the bottom up?
“I’m tired,” Annaface said. She stopped and leaned against a witchwood tree. Her hair was still tied back in an old bun, and sweat was running down her face. She felt gross, above all. She felt gross. “I feel tired and gross.”
“It’s been almost a week since we set out!” Suir agreed. The beast did not seem in the slightest bit winded, but she divided her labors between five feet. “Yesterday wasn’t, wasn’t much of a rest, was it?”
Was Suir serious? “No. It wasn’t.”
“It wasn’t the kind of, village? That I wanted you to get to see.”
“I could not imagine it was, no.”
“There are goatfolk villages that aren’t so violent? And. And, uh, like I said, Naara’s actually made a lot of the, the more violent goatfolk calm down. It’s, the jungle’s less dangerous?”
Annaface managed to nod her head in agreement that she had heard Suir talking.
Suir hesitated, lifting one of her forelegs up, the wrist-split hands holding each-other in bestial self-comfort. “You’re, uh, are you mad at me?”
Of all the things in Qud that could have liberated her from the Holy Rhombus and brought her into its authority why had it been this beast? “I am tired, Suir. I have spent my entire life doing, and now that life is over, and I am still marching, every day. I want to rest.”
“Oh! I, I thought you were, you were upset at not, not having enough direction? Structure?”
Annaface let herself fall backwards into the tree, sliding down it and coming to a rest sitting on the jungle floor. “I don’t know! I don’t know! I have not had time to think! I have not had context to think with! I am tired.”
“Weary,” Margar suggested, surprising both Annaface and Suir. The talking hand’s burrowing-claw-beak clacked on regardless. “She’s weary, and worn-down. It’s a mental exhaustion.”
“Right,” Suir said, nodding, red eyes widening in attention. “Right! I’ve just been schlepping her about without any say-so and, wow, I’m, I’ve been very bad at this. Uhm. What would. You want to do then, Annaface?”
 “I want to sit here. I want to just sit here. I want to not wear my armor, and hold my sword, and be afraid something will come out of the bushes and kill me. I want to not have to dream that I’m back in the monastery about to be punished for having abandoned my purpose. I want to not be dragged on Beetle Moon hunts where goat-mutants murder tiny people-mutants and chase lost travelers! I want to not be arguing with horrible monsters that look like a hallucination about what sort of murder is okay! I want to not feel hot, and sweaty, and I want to sleep for a month!”
Suir and Margar were staring at her and Annaface didn’t care. Let them all stare at her. She was tired. She was done. Thoughts kept bubbling up inside of her, complaints, horrors, reflections, and she shut them down. Quiet, quiet, all of you, all of everything, quiet. She was done, and that included herself. She was done with it all.
“Well. Uhm. Okay. If we go just a bit further, I think Ivory Sheazokesh should be nearby, and there’s a clean lake there with no madpoles at all. We can, we can settle in there? You can fix feeling hot and sweaty, and I can make us some food, and we can just… we can just stay there until you’re ready to go somewhere else. Is that okay?”
“Yes. That’s fine. If. If we’re meant, if I’m not your prisoner, then, yes. Yes. I’d. I’d like very much to have some say in where I go from now on.”
“Yes! Absolutely. I’m! Yes absolutely I’m sorry I was not giving you a choice in it! Uhm. Is Ivory Sheazokesh okay then?”
“Yes.”
 
Annaface was not ready for it. Ivory Sheazokesh was beautiful.
Unlike the ruin 18th Decagon Otrir had been built in, Ivory Sheazokesh had not been destroyed by the jungle. It had been ornamented by it, improved by it, enjoined to it. The lifeless chrome and living jungle were unified like implanted flesh.
There was a great chrome wall four times Annaface’s own height, round in perfect circular proportion, encompassing half the entire parasang. Trees had found their place upon its top like battlements, and their roots ran in complex artistry down the chromium husk and into the earth below. Green-stained with plant-weeping, the metal still shone bright in the Salt Sun.
Within the clearing at the middle was a lake, the water utterly clear, a shimmering mirror of the cerulean sky framed green with reflected treetops. It held within it a liquid sun of its own, and its light redoubled on the chrome-and-root walls that enframed it. The whole place was glowing. The heat was warm but wet. The air smelled salty but clean.
Within the wall, the distant noise of the jungle faded. It was like being inside while remaining outside. It was being in the heat of the sun while being removed from the sun.
“I don’t know what it was, in the time of the Eaters,” Suir said, “but it’s very pleasant in our time too, isn’t it?”
“It’s… yes,” Annaface agreed. “No one lives here?”
“Too close to goat settlements, really,” Suir said. She was parking the Orb of the Dramatic Explorer on the edge of the lake. The hoversled came to rest in the soft, grainy dirt with a wet crunch. “There’s a shrine to Polyxerram if you go up along the edge a bit, though.”
Annaface squinted to see. The lake, the ruin, was so big she could scarcely make out any details on the other side of the lake. The trees that topped the wall there blurred into a singular mass. Along the eastern shore of the lake she could see something, though, some marble statue standing imperial and alone at the water’s edge. “Is this the same sultan from the pillows you have?”
“Yes! Polyxerram, Wife of Nafpor, is my favorite sultan. It’s, uh, actually we aren’t a sultan cult, okay, I want to make that first part entirely clear? Because sultan cults are usually all kinds of crazy obsessed?”
Annaface had only heard of sultan cults as one of the many shapes the mutant took, all equally hideous and worth destroying. Suir’s story about the crabs didn’t change that much. “I don’t know anything about sultan cults anyway.”
“Okay! But Polyxerram was a sultan from the first era! She was a cat, probably, probably not metaphorically we think? Uhm, but everything we have of her suggests she was, well, she became the Sultan of Qud when, at the age of 12, she challenged the previous sultan over the rights of pariahs. She went on to liberate cities and… I, I like her legends. My, the axe I used in my tail-hand was actually hers. The Salt-Spangledyca Baetylbane.”
This was something important to Suir? Important enough to share? Annaface had sat herself down at the edge of the lake. The waters were so still and clear she could see the grainy, sand-like dirt below, the little stray rocks, yes, but she could also see, in a double-image mirage, herself, staring into her own gaze. She looked more exhausted than she’d realized. She wore a mask of black around both eyes. “Ah. We have venerated ancestors in the monastery,” Annaface said. “They are preserved as wraith-holograms. Their personalities are encoded digitally forever. So that we may never escape the burden of tradition.”
“Oh,” Suir said, a hindfoot lifting and setting against the floor in some bestial gesture of embarrassment. “It’s, different in this I suppose. Uhm, anyway, my point is uh, if you want some time alone, I can go spend some time at the shrine. Last time you rinsed off you wanted some privacy? If you want to uh, the water’s salty, still, but it’s honestly never very that much salty here? So if you wanted to take a long bath, I could… I could be over there. Close enough I can come if something’s wrong, but…”
“Oh. Yes. I, I would like that. People don’t come here? Right? Yes. It’s, it’s been. I would.”
Like some antelope, Suir pronked into the air, landing facing the other way. “Hah! Okay! I’ll be up there then. You take your time, okay?”
Suir loped along the water’s edge, whiddershins, and in minutes she was a small shape on the eastern shore, alongside the inscrutable statue. A few birds trilled calls in the trees behind her, a few small bugs hovered over the shore of the lake, but Annaface was alone, alone enough, alone enough for the first time in a while. Had she ever the privilege of being alone before?
Annaface unfastened her belt and placed it and her sheathed sword next to her. She would keep it on hand at any rate. She unhooked her water canteen from the belt and checked it. Maybe 30 drams? It would hold her for now, if nothing else. She screwed it back tight. Enough water to barter with would be a future problem.
Meticulously, she unfastened and loosened the straps of her vambraces, pauldrons, cuirass; she peeled her torso free of the steel and placed it gently on the wet loam beside her. She felt so much smaller, now, like this. The greaves unstrapped, the boots removed.
The thick padding of her undershirt and pants came off without comparative ceremony. She felt exposed, uncomfortably exposed, and sat on the edge of the lake and pulled her knees up against her chest to ward off the sight of any passing creature. She had to relax. This? This was the most privacy she may have had in her entire life. She untied her sweat and salt-stained hair and let the bun fall into tangled mats across her face.
She could see herself in the lake’s reflection. Without her warrior’s bun she looked so… so tired? So frail? The strength of her great jaw seemed now more of a drooping concession to gravity. Her lips were bitten and bloody. Had she been chewing on them? This whole time? She’d never been aware? She brushed a white-gold strand out of her face.
The water looked so nice.
She put a toe in.
Warm. Not too hot, but warm, almost as warm as her own body. It felt clean.
Inching in, crawling like some beast for fear of someone seeing her, she found the lake held a gentle incline. It was a good distance before, kneeling, the water was around her collarbone. The sunlight-gleaming mirror embraced her and warmed her and she felt exhaustion bleed out of herself into the lake. She was polluting it with exhaustion, had to have been, but it remained mirror-clean and pure. It wasn’t fresh-water, was it?
Gah! No! She took a tiny sip and the bite of salt was waiting for her tongue. Yet, it was a gentler bite than she might have experienced in the Svy and its tributaries. It didn’t feel gross. It didn’t feel like she was pickling her body in brine.
She dipped her head under.
Oh, she could hold herself under here forever couldn’t she?
Not to kill herself, but because it felt this good. Oh, she envied the talking fish. Working with her fingers alone she sought to untangle the knots of her hair. Maybe Suir had a comb or a brush she could borrow? She would need it. Maybe she could doff the sword alongside the Rhombus and become something entirely gentle. Did Qud have room for it? Some of Suir’s friends had formed a merchant caravan, others had settled their own villages. Could she become a merchant? What did a merchant even do?
Annaface came up for air. She expected something nightmarish to be waiting for her, a giant leech, maybe, a Templar squad happening by at the wrong time. The jungle was quiet and as still as the water around her. Suir was still off on the eastern shore, showing some worship to a statue of a cat. Things were… okay?
Were things actually safe and okay?
Maybe she could ask Suir to teach her something about cooking, when she was done. It was one thing to wish to be able to look at anything and know: I can kill that. But to look at disparate ingredients and know: I can cook that? It was like tinkering. Oh, could she take up as a tinkerer somewhere? Would that be satisfying? She only knew how to make a few grenades. Would it be too complex? What did tinkerers even maintain, other than weapons and implants and holy Wraith-Knights?
She maintained her body, at least, now. She stood up and let the water roll off her skin and dry nearly instantly in the double-sun-blessed mirror she stood in. There was salt in it yet but she felt clean. Annaface walked back to the shore, still brushing the knots out of her hair with her fingers. She’d need to ask for a comb.
It was only when she had gotten back to the shore, had sat down and took a sip from her canteen, that is when violence found her again, and everything exploded.
 
-------------
 
“I know you wouldn’t have really cared about me,” Suir said to Polyxerram. The sleek marble-carved figure had been worn by time but her little cat face was still smiling. A twin-tailed robe was rendered in stone, flapping in a preserved, imaginary wind behind her. The Salt-Spangledyca Baetylbane, the legendary ancient relic axe with which she subjugated baetyls who predicted falsely, was represented on her hip.
Suir held the actual axe in her lower hands. She had no idea what material it was made from. Unreasonably thousands of years old, it looked as if it was blown from glass and hardened into a glazed, opaque severity that its thousands of years had done nothing to diminish. There were a dozen versions of the myth where Polyxerram fought to subjugate baetyls, but the version carved into her resting place in the Tomb of Eaters, the version that so few eyes other than Suir’s had ever seen, it had become her favorite.
Remember the Battle of Ybard Spire, where, atop her star blimp, Polyxerram wielded her axe and struck down the Prognostic Network in the name of freedom. Remember, afterward, how pariahs and cats sung in joy for days and days.
The context had been lost, muddied, mutated. Tiyu-Yutep theorized the baetyls had once filled the sky instead of the depths of the earth; that they had declared a fate unkind and unmoving for pariahs and it had been Polyxerram who had cast them down. As Polyxerram had, again and again, fought for the sake of the pariah. Tiyu-Yutep interpreted pariah, here, to mean any without kith or kin to rely on, any who had been abandoned or subjugated. Suir liked that interpretation the most.
 Savithvyr Dyathvri always disagreed with it. She didn’t believe the baetyls fell until Resheph did battle with his brothers. But Savithvyr Dyathvri also believed the strange, sad beasts the mopangos looked after in the Tomb were the Argent Fathers, and then Tiyu-Yutep would tell her that wasn’t very likely because the Argent Fathers surely represented much greater machine-concepts and could have never been such relatively small creatures, and then ooo-ho-OOO-EEE-ah would laugh at them for caring at all about something that had happened so long ago, and ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ would laugh too and tell them how this sultan in its dimension had done this and was obviously a much better example.
“You really do miss them all,” Margar said. Suir hadn’t even noticed her activating.
“I guess,” Suir said. “I, I like my time alone, you know that.”
“No you don’t,” Estat said, deciding she was in on this now too! “You get really weird when you’re alone.”
“I don’t want to talk about it like that,” Suir said. “I just wanted to, to give Annaface some space. She’s been through a lot and is going through a lot. And I don’t know how to help her.”
“You’re helping her in lieu of helping yourself at all,” Margar said. “Not that we shouldn’t keep helping her! But you’ve been neglecting yourself for a long time, now.”
“Oh, yes,” Estat said. “She should move in with Naara. That will be great for her. She’d love that.”
“Spending all her time wandering around in the deep strata finding things to kill isn’t good either,” Margar insisted. Suir’s hands were now facing one another, beaks nearly touching. Suir was just watching it now. “Annaface is doing the hard work of examining what she wants out of life and Suir is finding excuses to not.”
“I won’t argue against that,” Estat said. “I just don’t think there is a good solution. Look, me, I’d be happy being a grazing hedonist. I’m not joking about that. But I’m sort of limited to a single hand of this whole thing, you know? My vote doesn’t count as much. And what does Suir like to do?”
“Can you stop arguing?” Suir asked.
“She,” Estat said, making the answer a no, “likes to fight. And sure she can cook and tinker and explore and make friends but what gets her all excited is a big new weird terrifying thing to rough up.”
Margar jerked back. “What! What point are you making? You were just saying she shouldn’t spend all her time underground.”
“I’m making no point,” Estat said. “It is my privilege as a talking hand to not have to have very big opinions. I am here to have a fun time. Not a morally consistent one. You’re the idiot arguing with a talking hand.”
“You are a talking hand!” Margar said, beak-fingers crashing together. “If you don’t have anything useful to add, don’t add it!”
“I am as entitled to speak as anyone else,” Estat said.
Suir tried to regain control of her hands. To force the faces to expand back into discrete fingers. She couldn’t. Was it physical? Was it mental? Were they resisting her or was she not allowing herself to? “I didn’t want to have a big thing right now,” Suir said. “Can we, I can have, I can think about memories and be sad about them without it needing a solution? Can I have that?”
Estat and Margar looked at Suir. “That’s fine. I’m sorry,” Margar said.
“Pfft,” Estat said, blowing a tongueless raspberry. “That’s what I think about all that.”
Her hand-faces didn’t return to being hands, but they were quiet, and they joined her in silent meditation before the shrine. Suir was sure she could catch glimpses of their thoughts, like out of the corner of her eye but for her mind instead. Margar was worried about Suir. Estat was bored and wanted to keep arguing for the fun of it.
Estat and ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ used to argue constantly, even when Suir was asleep. They would find some utterly pointless thing to get themselves worked up over, and, neither of them actually caring about the position they were arbitrarily defending, debated as if the fate of Qud would be determined by it.
“That was fun,” Estat agreed. It didn’t feel like when Naara invaded her thoughts, it felt fine when it was Estat. “We’re going to the Brambled Pass so we’ll be able to natter at it anyway.”
“We’ve taken a big responsibility on with Annaface,” Margar said. “We, in all honesty, should be working harder at making a new friend. You’re responsible for her now.”
Suir looked at the impassive eyes of Polyxerram and sighed. “You know? I wish I was a talking hand. Nothing ever really ends up your fault if you’re just like, you know, a part of Suir Softbeast. I’m the one who takes the blame for it all in the end.”
“Well, you’re the one making the decisions,” Estat said. “Don’t look at me I’m not making any.”
“I can take control if you want,” Margar said. “But I don’t think you want me to.”
Suir was reacting to an explosion before she realized it was happening. Implicit body-thought had her scale the statue and leap off it, wings unfurled, twisting into flight, axes and swords drawn, wristblades flicked out, VISAGE on Estat and interpolating visor on Margar. She was only aware of the situation, only caught up to the speed of her own actions, as she angled her wings and let her significant weight send her diving down towards the south edge of the lake.
Her unconscious mind collected the information from six sets of eyes and three concurrent identities faster than any of them could understand. In a glance, as she swooped in, she understood the situation. Annaface, on the shore, injured, bleeding, dirt dispersal patterns and fragments of a sower’s seed suggesting an obvious cause. Further along, goatfolk sower, sack bulging with more seeds. Two more goatfolk, one with an Issacharrite rifle (painted) and steel armor, one with a carbide battle axe and fullerite boots.
Beyond the chrome wall, through a gap widened by the roots, the interpolating sights on Margar’s eyes resolved the images of several more goatfolk, arranged in a hunting pattern, a shaman among them.
Within three seconds, Suir had scaled the statue of Polyxerram, caught the air, dove across the lake, and had, now, landed between the goatfolk and Annaface, weapons (upper-right hand, serrated ceremonial vibrokopesh; upper-left hand, serrated ceremonial vibrokopesh; lower right hand, serrated sharp masterwork crysteel battle axe; lower right wrist, flaming freezing carbide wristblade, biodynamic cell 6 drams; lower left hand, serrated sharp masterwork crysteel battle axe; lower left wrist, flaming freezing folded carbide wristblade, biodynamic cell 8 drams; right robo hand, serrated masterwork fullerite battle axe; right robo arm, folded carbide wristblade; left robo hand, serrated masterwork fullerite battle axe; left robo arm, folded carbide wristblade; left hand-foot, flaming electrified freezing folded carbide battle axe, chem cell full; head-twig, nulling masterwork fullerite battle axe, chem cell full; tail-hand, The Salt-Spangledyca Baetylbane) drawn.
Conscious thought caught up to Suir.
“Idiots! It’s me!”
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Your thirst is mine, and my water is yours



    Chapter Notes

      
        See the end of the chapter for  notes
      






  “Who?” the goatfolk sower asked, another sower’s seed raised. More goatfolk stepped through the root-arch-gap in the chrome wall, spreading out and wielding what weapons they had.
“Suir Softbeast. Water-sister to Naara Starbreaker. I’m, I’m one of Nafpor’s Daughters.”
The goatfolk shaman stepped into the lead and bleated, spittle running down his beard. “I spit on the name Naara Starbreaker. We are Clan Ibex. She does naaaaaaht rule us yet!”
Estat swiveled to look at Annaface. She was alive, very much alive, and trying to right herself. She was naked, and the sower’s seed had hit her good. Her left leg, the calf especially. Bleeding. Lacerations and puncture wounds up her left thigh, her abdomen, minor cuts on her chest. The VISAGE summarized her condition as 9/25. Not ideal.
“Suir, help!” she whined. She had rolled onto her knees, her hands grasping for her sword, knocked across the dirt by the explosion. Trained instinct attempting to override pain and panic, failing.
Suir growled at the goatfolk. “I don’t care. I’m a friend to the goatfolk.”
The shaman stopped and thought a moment, and decided on “You are. She isn’t. You were not here when we saw her. Blood has been drawn.”
“You don’t want to do this,” Suir said. “You—you know who I am, right?”
“You will stop me?” the shaman asked, his eyes glinting manic. “I am Naaabaaraa, Goatfolk Shaman of Clan Ibex. Cut me down! The goatfolk will look poorly on it, gnaaaha!”
“I can kill the rest of you,” Suir said. “Look, I, I’m not here to fight—”
The goatfolk sower pitched his arm back to throw.
Through Estat, Suir could see Annaface notice it as well. “Suir!” she shouted.
Fuck, Suir thought.
Well.
Fuck.
Okay.
-- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- --
Annaface could scarcely follow it.
Suir lunged into the ranks of the goat folk, bounding off a single hindfoot, sweeping a single vibrosword, her wings flaring. She covered a dozen paces instantly and at the end of the motion the goatfolk’s body fell, headless, to the earth, his head flying over Suir’s shoulder.
The goatfolk turned to face Suir.
She jumped back, wings flaring, escaping their crowd and as soon as she was on the ground she charged right back in, and another goatfolk died on impact, separated into pieces of pieces. Now she was surrounded again, and now the goats were raising their weapons, were preparing their first attacks, and Suir was striking with four arms at once, her tail flicking at a different goat, neck twisting and hantler and axe delivering two successive blows in a single contained moment, and rearing up on her hindlegs, the axe held in her forepaw heaved off the earth and crackled burning frost behind it. The surviving goats were striking, were attacking, and Suir juked around one, wristblades in his chest for leverage, and as it fell to the ground her vibrosword swiped through the air and flesh without consideration for the difference in density.
It had taken maybe five seconds? They were all already dead. Suir had not been touched.
The goatfolk shaman had fallen on his ass in disbelief. Disbelief was a good reaction, Annaface thought. A very reasonable reaction.
The pain returned, now that the danger seemed passed.
She had been taught to endure pain. To accept it, to deny its hold over her. Nothing could deny that she felt wounded in a hundred and more places all along her leg. She could not pretend away the thick wet feeling of her blood coating her leg like an elastyne sleeve. Her body was trembling. This was bad.
Suir rolled her over. Annaface didn’t even care that she was naked, that she was being seen like this, but she cared enough to notice she didn’t care, and that was the strange thing of it. Was this dying? It burned, she hoped it was dying so the pain would stop. Even if she healed, her leg would be ruined, she’d be limping for the rest of her life, what if that was just the rest of her life? What if the leg came off?  
She felt a new sharp pain in her side, and then a soothing sensation filling her body. The pain was submerged, the pulse of blood leaving her stopped. The panic and fear remained, but it suddenly felt unsourced and unneeded.
She dared a look at herself.
There were no wounds. Blood was already drying on pristine, uninjured leg.
“Huh,” Suir said, rolling something about in a lower hand. “I always forget tonics work better on True Kin.”
-- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- --
Okay, not the worst. Suir had salve injectors to spare, the Brambled Pass farmed dreadroot. Annaface was clearly shaken up which yeah, who wouldn’t be? After a double-check with the VISAGE to make sure she was fine, Suir and her hands looked away. If Annaface really had a Thing about nudity she didn’t want to make this day even worse for her.
The goatfolk shaman had stood back up in the meanwhile, but he wasn’t attacking just yet. That was a good sign! “Super rude,” Suir told him.
The shaman braayed something that didn’t manage to really have any words in it.
“My feelings exactly. You knew better. Go home.”
“Kill him.” It was Annaface, her voice still shaky and uneasy but very convinced in what it was saying. “Suir, kill him.”
“I think he learned his lesson. You learned your lesson, right?” Suir asked, gesturing with one of her vibrokopeshes.
“Suir, kill him,” Annaface said. Suir expected it to be like, a panicky freak-out kind of shout, but no, this felt, this felt really different.
She risked a look behind her. Annaface was sitting knees-against-her-chest and arms around her knees for privacy’s sake, and she was just completely streaked in blood, but her face was—calm, calm wasn’t the right word. Her face was decided. Her gray eyes were staring past Suir at the goatfolk and she was completely Decided.
“The battle’s already—”
“If you hadn’t been here he would have killed me,” Annaface said. “For nothing. For no reason.”
“But the fight’s over, he isn’t a threat to—”
“Just because he isn’t a threat to you doesn’t mean he isn’t a threat to other people! If you let him go free he’ll kill more people! They’ll have their hunts and justify it however they like and people will die. You’re strong. You aren’t threatened by them. But other people are. You have the power to stop this. And you stop it by making sure he cannot do this to people.”
This—that, that seemed like a good point, but. Suir shook her head. “No, see, it’s… but…”
“You won’t be there every time a goatperson tries to kill someone in the jungle. If you let him live, someone else will die, and it will be your fault. You could have stopped it. Or do you only get revenge after the massacre?”
“I—well—I—fuck. Fuck! Goatfolk are probably gonna be indifferent to me in a hot second then.”
-- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- --
Suir killed him. She made the execution seem effortless. A lazy stroke of her left arm, and the shaman’s head was separated. A half-dozen goatfolk corpses now leaked blood down into the waters of Ivory Sheazokesh, turning the lake brackish and red at the shoreline. The quiet sounds of the jungle continued outside the walls of the ruin. Within, it was quiet, calm, and peaceful again.
Annaface’s heart was throbbing in her chest but she felt calm. No, that was a mistaken emotion. She felt empty. She felt completely drained, ah, that was it. She was still covered in blood. She leaned her legs over into the water and slapped and smudged at them until she was clean.
She was still naked. She crawled back to her armor—no, no good, broken, damaged. The straps split. If she had leather, she could replace it. The chestpiece cracked. If she had a forge, she could reheat it, hammer some of it back into shape. If she had a workshop, she could weld the holes back up shut. As it was, now, though, damaged. Unusable in the immediate. The pants? They were fine. The shirt? One sleeve shredded and filled with tiny thorns, but the rest of it, the rest of it was fine. She ripped the thorn-filled sleeve off and pulled it on over her head.
Pants, too. Okay, she was no longer naked. Small steps. Her sword? Over there. It seemed fine. Her water canteen? That would have been it, the shredded green scraps cast about on the shoreline, yes? Okay. A sword, steel. No armor. No water. Her boots? There, and with the soles blown out. No boots. Okay.
Annaface wasn’t ready to collapse and start crying, just yet, but she was very close.
She looked over to Suir.
The beast had strung up the goats by their hooves, on the lower roots, with some rope or vine. The bodies, some headless, some missing limbs, swayed gently in the wet, salty breeze coming across the lake. Suir was taking their skin off with a vibroknife. Already the furthest one seemed disassembled.
What was she doing.
“What are you doing?” Annaface asked.
Suir stopped and looked over. Her face bore an almost animal-like confusion. “Huh? Oh. Oh, uh, I’m butchering them, yeah. They worked real hard to grow all this meat, we shouldn’t let it go to waste at least right? I can get a lot of meals out of this.”
It had been a week at best since she’d first met Suir. It had been a week at best since she’d last seen this behavior, enacted on the corpses of her family. “You just do this, don’t you? You just auto-butcher everything you come across? This is—this is automatic for you?”
Suir blinked. Her face was so inhuman, such a grotesque parody with its truncated muzzle and too-many teeth, but her eyes were human, and Annaface could read the language in them at least. There was something almost childlike, satisfied, automatic in the process of butchering and Annaface had interrupted it and there was something resembling thought trying to take place in Suir’s head, Annface could see it, but it was fighting against something deeply ingrained and automatic.
“Is,” Suir asked, hesitantly, “is that bad?”
“You were talking to them a moment ago,” Annaface said. “We spent the night in a town of these people. You’re turning them into food?”
“Well, yeah?” Suir said, her childlike confusion winning out.
“Aren’t they—people?”
“Uh?” Suir deactivated her vibroknife and fidgeted with it in her hands. “You told me to kill their shaman even? I thought—”
“Evil people but still people?” Annaface said. “You’re just—you’re going—have you fed me people?”
“Oh? Uh. Let me think—uh—uh—no. No, if you don’t want to be fed anyone who can talk, uh, I can, I can try to—”
Annaface sat back down without entirely intending to. “It’s like with my family, too. You just immediately went to butcher them and take what you could from them.”
Suir raised up somewhat—a subtle motion exaggerated by how much body there was of her—and growled, just slightly. “Hey! Your people slaughtered Dappir first—”
Margar interrupted. She was holding the vibroknife at the time, too, and she just spat it out and formed into a face. “That isn’t what she means, Suir.”
“What does she mean then!”
What did she even mean, Annaface wondered? “How can you just do that? How can you take someone you were speaking to, even an enemy, and just, just immediately begin carving them up? I killed innocent people in Dappir and it disgusted me so deeply I renounced everything my life had been. I—how do I even explain this to you? Are you just that much of a beast? I don’t want to think the doctrine we learned was right, but look at you! The mutant kills and eats its allies and doesn’t even think it’s wrong?”
“They! They were trying to kill you!”
“So bury them! Mourn them! You seemed so conflicted back in the goatfolk village but look at how much you—you already butchered one down to the bone? How—how do you—how do you not feel disgusted at this? At eating people? At killing people?”
“You! You told me to kill them! They, they were trying to—you were just arguing for—”
Annaface punched the ground. It hurt. “I don’t care if I’m consistent or not! I don’t have that to prove! You! You have to show me that you’re better than the Putus Templar! That anyone out here is! That was the entire point of you deigning to let me live. To show me there was a better ideology! You are butchering people we were feasting with a day ago! Where is the functional difference?”
“I—I’m taking it and making it not a waste! I’m appreciating their lives, thanking them, making it worth it. I’m civilizing my act of uncivility! It’s the only thing I can do to make it worthwhile! So their lives aren’t wasted, they can feed us for a month! It’s all I know! It’s all I can do to apologize to them for killing them is to make their deaths not wasted!”
There was an insane logic to it, Annaface conceded. She just shook her head and sighed. She was so weary.
“It’s—if I just let them to rot it’d be more wasteful,” Suir kept going. “At least I can turn their deaths into something artful and meaningful. I can—I can make up for it. Eating is an act of love. I can—I can make up for killing them by—by appreciating—”
“You don’t have much to make up for,” Annaface said. “They were trying to kill me. They deserved to die.”
“No,” Suir said. “I can’t, I can’t think like that.”
“They’re murderers. They wander the woods and kill people. They deserve to die. I guess I shouldn’t care what you do with their bodies. I am just, I am very worn—”
“No! I can’t think like that!” Suir slapped her split-wristed paws on the earth with a heavy thud and her wings fluffed up and her voice broke into a growl as she shouted it.
“Why not?”
“Because I—I like it?” Suir settled herself down to the ground, lowering her bestial body into the sand gently, as if it were wounded. Her human upper-half followed the emotion in a more human way; arms crossing, shoulders raised, head down.
“You like what?”
“Killing. I like killing. I tried to learn cooking, tinkering, everything, nothing can replace it. Killing is the only thing that makes sense to me. I love killing. So I try to take it and—and make sure I’m only killing people who really have it coming. I try to run away from anything that can’t fight fairly against me. Because I—I love to do it. I love how good I am at it. I love—I love, love how no one can stop me from killing them.”
Suir said it as if it was a great revelation, some secret she was holding from Annaface. It seemed obvious enough. “If I had the power to kill anything, I’d use it,” Annaface said. “Because not everyone can just run away from things weaker than them. It isn’t like I could have ran away from those goatfolk. It isn’t like Dappir managed to run away from us when we came at them in their homes. I don’t understand why you’re afraid of your power. You talk like you want a more peaceful world—then why don’t you use your power to get it? Go to the goatfolk and tell them to stop being such savages or you kill them all. You can do that, can’t you? Isn’t that a better way of civilizing your violence?”
“I don’t have the right, I don’t have the right.” Suir shook her head back and forth, the weight of her hantler giving it an exaggerated, unbalanced tempo. “If I think like that, if I let myself think like that, I, what, I conquer Qud? I kill everyone who doesn’t agree with me? Obey me? I can do so, so so much violence. And I love to do it. And that’s why I really need to be careful about doing it ever.”
“By letting dangerous people live, so they can kill more.”
“I’m not some great sultan. It isn’t my place. I can’t trust myself to be so right. Can you? Do you really think you could know best on who deserves to live and die?”
Of course, Annaface was about to say, and she realized this was a lie before the words reached her lips. She paused, and looked out at the lake instead. The Sons and Daughters of Man were convinced they knew where violence was acceptable. She had spent most of her life agreeing with them. She thought they were wrong, now, didn’t she? But she would, had she the power, go to all the goatfolk villages and crush these savages and force them into civility. Was it any different from the beliefs of the crusade?
Had her thoughts changed at all?
Or had she simply turned their angles, invented different justifications, and called it new?
This wasn’t rhetorical. Annaface had no idea. The freedom to think at all was new. She was an amateur at this.
Suir was talking, again. “I was raised as a marauder, you know?”
“I do not?” Annaface asked.
“We made our living through violence. We raided our neighbors and took what was theirs. We didn’t work the earth. We hunted, but we hunted people too. We earned our water in blood. It was normal to me. The weak are prey that you hunt. That, that was how I grew up, seeing the world. Take from the weak whatever you like. And I’m always so afraid I still feel like that. That I still think like that.”
“I, I understand,” Annaface said.
“It’s why I spared you. I was afraid you were like me. But you’re already so conscientious and thoughtful, and I’m afraid I’m not like you enough. If you hadn’t been there, I wouldn’t have minded about the pilgrim Naara was hunting. I’d have just said, ah, well, death happens in Qud, oh well. It, you get that a lot. You get into situations where two factions you’re friendly with are killing one another, and you just have to go… well… I can’t stop this. You watch them kill one another and loot the corpse of the loser. But you wanted me to stop it.”
“No,” Annaface said, and she was still looking out at the water, but now because she didn’t want to look Suir in the eyes as she said this. “I, I really am not any better. I just said if I had your power I’d enslave all the goatfolk, wouldn’t I? I don’t know what to do. I’m not. I’m so tired, Suir.”
“I wish Buwofu-gawufoo was here? She was really good at this. She had a way of making everything seem so simple, and not in, not in a way where it was like she didn’t understand, but where like you thought you were overstanding it. That things were a lot more simple than you wanted to think they were. It wasn’t until I met her that I, I mean, I just, I just killed snapjaws by the dozens until I met her and it was like, oh… oh, here’s one that’s friendly? That’s smart, and charming? Can they all just be like this if I give them the chance? I miss her.”
Annaface dared to peek at Suir, face still turned to the lake. The chimera was crying, softly, unashamedly, as if it were the same as a momentary sneeze. For a moment Annaface felt proud at this, that she wasn’t crying but Suir was. Because crying was showing a weakness. Because showing a weakness was dangerous. Because, what, because she was holding it together better than the mutant? Because she was ashamed of crying, but Suir wasn’t? Was this how her thoughts worked? Could she even control them? “Did you love her?” Annaface found herself asking.
“We were together for years,” Suir said. She had said that before, back in 18th Decagon Otrir, but Annaface suddenly understood the meaning now.
“Oh.” And her first feeling at that was revulsion, disgust. The idea of two women being in love for years, two mutants, one not even a human mutant? Lurid imaginations of the two of them flashed unwelcome and unrequested in Annaface’s head. Disgusting.
It took her several moments to catch up to her own thoughts, to tell herself, Annaface, you are likely, yourself, also: gay.
And it wasn’t that she couldn’t see something about Suir that could be called attractive, too.
But that lead her thoughts to do the only obvious thing: accuse Annaface of being disgusting too.
“My armor is ruined,” Annaface said, instead. “Can we fix it?”
“Oh! Uh. I probably have the materials but not the tools.” Suir stood up, shaking the memories off her fur, and came over to look at the situation. “Yes. Yes, I can fix this with the right. Tools. That I don’t have. Oh jeez. I don’t have any spare armor in the Orb of the Dramatic Traveler? Uh. Ah. Annaface, this isn’t very good.”
“No, it is not,” she agreed.
“Is your sword okay?”
“For what good fighting unarmored will do for me in the heart of the jungle.”
“Okay. Okay. Let me think.”
“Suir?”
“Aha?”
“My canteen was destroyed too.”
Suir froze. Her eyes grew wider. Her snub-snout hung open, uneven, crowded teeth visible behind black lips. “Oh. Oh. Oh no.”
Annaface chose instead to not think about this situation. She turned herself entirely to face the lake, and sat staring off across it instead.
“… it’s just,” Suir was saying, “it’s just, if you, if you do turn evil. If. If you do try to, to conquer all of Qud, and I have to stop you—it’s just. It’s just.”
“Mm.”
“You—you were a Putus Templar squire a week ago. You—yes, of course I trust you now, but. But. I mean. I mean, if, if things do change, and. I.”
“I know. It’s fine,” Annaface said. It wasn’t. “I still have my sword, I can, I can trade that in for water somewhere I’m sure.” She wasn’t.
“It’s not, it’s not fine. It’s not, it’s not fair I’ve basically abducted you and have been dragging you around Qud and not giving you a choice in it. It’s not fair I’ve put you in a dangerous situation and haven’t even—I, I can’t be responsible for you if I’m not being responsible for you. I can’t say I’m trying to help you find a new life if I don’t even trust you. I’ve been terrible. Annaface, I’m sorry.”
Suir came up along Annaface’s side and sat down. She was massive this close, even sitting. Three, maybe four feet taller? To say nothing of the entire rest of her mutant body that just kept going behind her. Instinctively, Annaface wriggled an inch away.
“I’m not a great person. I’m a pretty bad one. I’m basically a beast. But I want to at least be a soft beast. I can’t claim to be… showing you a better world, if I’m not willing to be a good example.”
Annaface made a little “uh-uh” from the bottom of her stomach. She was trying to instead not think of how complicated surviving the next few days would be.
“And I was reluctant, because, well, what if you turned evil and went back to wanting to kill all the mutants or something? But that was me being, not giving you a fair chance at all. That’s me setting you up to fail. That’s me just seeing you as an enemy? If I’m not willing to trust you as an equal how can you ever find a better way to live.” Suir’s sextet of hands was rustling under the cyan shimmer of her zetachrome lune. She unfastened a canteen from her belt. “Annaface. Your thirst is mine, and my water is yours.”
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  This did nothing for the fact that Annaface’s boots had their leather shredded, or that her armor was unwearable. Suir remained one of the most dangerous things in Qud, but a hungry barkbiter coming around a tree, a single abandoned chaingun turret—all any of them needed was to catch them by surprise, for just a moment.
 That night, they stayed close together at Ivory Sheazokesh, on the opposite shore from where the goatfolk massacre had occurred. The place was beautiful even in Jeweled Dusk; the water collected the reflections of distant stars and mimicked them in glittering counterexample, and as the light died out, the definition of the water and the shore failed, and there was a second night sky, set into the ground.
Annaface appreciated none of it, and slept with both eyes open, a hand on her sword, and also didn’t actually sleep at all. When morning came Suir presented her with a pair of sandals made from leather (Annaface didn’t want to know the origin) and grass weave so she could, at least, walk.
“The real question is where we’re going next,” Suir said, once breakfast—a perfunctory jerky this time—was finished. “Tarry Hamrod is the nearest village, but I don’t… get along so well with them.”
“Is that the one the goatfolk are feuding with?” Annaface asked. “That they fight with?”
Suir bit her lower lip and avoided eye-contact. “They are kinda jerks? They’re not really friendly to espers and they’re kinda, kinda not cool with uh, they’re sorta prudes.”
“It’s fine. I shouldn’t expect everyone out here to be—to be one great family of friends. Of course wherever there’s people there’s conflict. That’s why you didn’t want me to see Resphehbaaaaaaaaaah? There are villages you do want me to see, right?”
“Hey! 18th Decagon Otrir was nice!”
“It was… fine. I could have honestly done with spending more time there learning the secret art of naps. I’m still tired. I’m so tired, Suir.”
“Yeah. Yeah, which is why we’re probably going to hit up one of our stashes instead. We got them all over Qud, and, well, they’re all usually super safe, because you can’t get to them unless you can walk through walls like I can! And most things can’t!”
“I cannot walk through walls, Suir.”
“It’s cool there’s a tonic for that. I’m thinking we hit up my nearest cache and just… what if we just sleep? For a few days? Do nothing at all but eat some good food and do no walking at all and just sleep? I mean. If you’re okay with that! I’m trying to involve you in the plan-making from now on! And it seems like you—”
“Yes. Yes, I would love to sleep. I would love it.” Annaface yawned, a big one, and it came with a full-body stretch she could not resist. In the monastery should would have been punished for showing such carefree tiredness. She felt her body brace for a correction that would never come. “How far.”
“Uhhhh about four parasangs north-west, in some jungle ruins, six strata underground.”
Six strata underground? That sounded dangerous? But the jungle’s surface was already dangerous? They were already attacked here where it was supposed to be safe? “I’m too tired to think. I can—I’m exhausted. I feel slow. Everything feels slow. If something came up and tried to kill me right now I’d just sort of stare at it and let it happen because I’m so tired I don’t think I’d remember how to run.”
“Well yeah! You’ve had a rough time of it! You can ride me no big deal.”
Suir said it as if it was truly no big deal. She was rolling up the bedrolls now, four arms in flesh and two in chrome making it an easy task. “Ride you.”
“On my back. Buwofu-gawufoo used to do that sometimes. You’re bigger than her, but no problem. I’m strong and I’m real fast when I don’t gotta slow down for someone.”
Annaface was tired. The thoughts felt like wet wax glooping about in her brain. “Ride you. Like an animal.”
Suir paused and looked up from the hoversled, her tooth-crowded mouth open in—in—in some kind of emotion, surely. It was hard enough reading her mutated expressions when Annaface wasn’t seconds from passing out. “Is it too weird?”
“I don’t even care,” Annaface said. “Get me somewhere I can sleep please.”
 
Annaface had never, until now, had the chance to appreciate what “fast” meant to Suir Softbeast. It was already difficult keeping up with her when walking together. Suir had four legs, and five paws between them, and wings too, and she was tall and long and even just her walking stride made Annaface hustle.
She’d seen Suir in a charge, in a lunge in combat, but those were always short distances with a violent stop. She was now, for the first time, experiencing Suir sprinting. Running, prolonged, and doing it on her back.
The jungle made no sense at this speed. Annaface couldn’t resolve individual trees, the jungle had become a kaleidoscope of brown and green. Sometimes they passed near enough to a trunk Annaface could feel the impact of the wind. If they ran into a tree they’d die, Annaface kept worrying, they were going fast enough crashing into something would be fatal.
She could feel Suir’s muscles—was this maybe the second time she’d actually touched her at all? And now she was riding her, sitting on her lower body’s shoulders? Suir was nothing but muscle. Wearing only her padding Annaface could feel the complex blades of Suir’s shoulders beneath her, feel several feet of muscle tense and contract and explode as she threw herself across the ground.
Gripping around Suir’s body for support, Annaface’s arms between Suir’s two pairs of natural arms? She could feel the mass of her chest expand and exhale with steady breathing. She could feel the layers of muscle beneath smooth zetachrome weave, stacked like the strata of the earth.
She could feel the vibrations as Suir pounced on the jungle, grabbed fallen logs and threw herself forward along them, as her foreclaws dug into the earth and launched them forward, as her wings flapped and adjusted for balance, Annaface could feel everything. It was like she could feel every inch of Suir’s body translated in stuttering shocks of impact, rolling up her body and into her chest.
And it felt good.
Annaface was too tired and, she worried, too delirious to process this correctly, because all of this felt good. This shouldn’t feel good. The bouncing and shifting and the feeling of this mutant’s freakish body beneath her shouldn’t feel exciting. She was delirious, Annaface insisted to herself. She was so delirious, of course she couldn’t trust any of her thoughts. This felt so good and she didn’t want it to stop only because she was tired and delirious.
Don’t forget Suir killed your entire expeditionary party. Don’t forget she murdered your cousins and uncles. Her gross, bestial weight, clawing about like some kind of animal, you should be disgusted by her, terrified of her, she’s a monster, Annaface, a mutant, a murdering beast barely smarter than an animal. Oh, thinking that made it feel better, she was clearly so delirious!
 
The jungle ended, paused, rather, for just a moment, in a clearing defined by several gutted buildings. They were little more than chrome shells, tarnished a filthy green-blue and streaked with no end of filth. Trees grew in their emptiness and beasts had trod paths leading to the largest holes in their walls.
“You still doing okay back there?” Margar asked. Annaface was half awake in truth, and the inherent absurdity of a talking hand looking at her in the eyes and checking up on her didn’t even—it didn’t—was it absurd at all?
“I’m delirious I think,” Annaface said. “I think I’m past my limit and I’m delirious. I haven’t slept right in days now.”
“Well, we’ll get you to safety soon!” Margar said.
Estat was busy with the interpolating night-sights, and following that lead they went into one of the buildings. The air was clouded with wet, and the plants had grown to excess in here. Suir took them down a staircase and the air grew cool and wet and dark. Suir’s glowstone lit everything in pale blue-yellow. The hoversled followed behind.
It was dangerous now especially, Annaface thought, deep underground, but she must have fallen asleep, because Suir had said her stash was on strata 6 and now Suir was saying, “Okay, we’re here!”
“I must have fallen asleep,” Annaface said. “Where are we?”
Underground, from the looks of it. This was an underground fungus forest, or Annaface was more delirious than she was trying to convince herself of. The floor of this vast, uneven chamber was covered in spongy blue… what was it even called? Layers and layers of mushroom roots had transformed the ground into a pliant carpet that Annaface was glad she wasn’t personally walking on. Massive mushrooms loomed at the edges of the glowstone’s light. The air smelt funky.
“My stash is just through this wall,” Suir said, slapping Margar against the solid stone. Did that hurt, Annaface wondered? To be slapped around like that as a hand? A hand-face?
“How do we—I—get through?”
“Shade oil injectors! I’ll give you one, you pop out of phase, I pop out of phase, you grab my tail, and follow me through the wall! Easy as that!” Suir tried to turn her head to look at Annaface but sitting on her back like this it just meant Suir’s bestial ears smacked Annface in the face.
“Ah! Your ears—bleh. Is this safe?”
“Well… you can’t end your phase inside the wall, or else you’ll, uh, die.”
Annaface was no longer tired, nor delirious. She was sharp-awake, her body tense and ready. She slipped off Suir’s back with only a slight stumble. The ground beneath her squished softly but she had greater concerns than how gross that was. “And how do I make sure I do not end my phase inside the wall and die?”
“Well, you just keep walking until you’re in the clear!” Suir turned around and faced Annaface full-on now. She was smiling as encouragingly as she could, but this still meant there were a lot of teeth showing and Annaface couldn’t help but think, was this really safe? Could she really trust this mutant on something like this? Walking through walls was normal for her. Could she even understand what this was like for a normal person?
“How do I even—change—phase states?”
“Oh, it’s uh. Huh. It’s like a muscle, I guess. It’s like a muscle but for reality, you just… sort of stop clinging to it and relax the muscle and… there you go!”
“And when I’m walking through the wall—through solid stone—how do I breathe? How do I even see where I’m going?”
“Don’t worry, the stone won’t be in the same phase-state as you! And you’ll be holding onto my tail so you don’t get lost! We got in and out this way all the time, even the Daughters of Nafpor that couldn’t naturally phase! Not one of us ever died so no worries!”
“And how—how--,” Annaface tapped her sandaled feet on the mycelium (oh, that was the word!) carpeting, “how do I not fall through the floor if I’m out of phase with it?”
“Oh! Uhm. Well. You just don’t, generally.”
“And—do you have enough to get me back out or what if I get stuck in there what if there isn’t enough air in there—"
Suir’s hands, the ones that held Margar and Estat, reached out and, gently, very gently, took Annaface by the shoulders. Gently was still performed with the potential strength in Suir’s freakish body, and Annaface only now realized she was shaking terribly by the fact that most of the motion was being absorbed by Suir’s grip.
Suir leaned down, her hantler keeping out of the way. Her bright red eyes, her red human eyes with their human cheeks and the explosion of a half-finished muzzle and crowded teeth and black-velvet nose and animal ears framed in a human’s hair, this, this bizarre disgusting monster, leaned in and said, softly, “Hey! It’s gonna be okay. I won’t let anything bad happen okay?”
“I got blown up by goats yesterday on your watch,” Annaface said, and it came out with a laugh for some reason.
“Okay, you did get blown up by goats yesterday,” Suir agreed. “But this wall isn’t a newly sapient being, and it doesn’t have any grenades, so I think you’re fine!”
Annaface was laughing again. She really was delirious. “I think I am terrified. I can sleep, once we’re through? It’s safe?”
Suir nodded. Annaface winced as Suir’s hantler bobbed dangerously close to her head. “We can—I can wait until you go out of phase, and then I can go out of phase, and then I can pick you up and carry you through, and you can close your eyes and you don’t even have to do a thing? How’s that sound?”
“Terrifying,” Annaface said. “It’s asking a lot of trust out of you. Give me the injector.”
It took Suir either three hours or a very long minute to find a shade oil injector in her hoversled. She gave Annaface the little murky tube and smiled. “It’ll be fine. Just inject yourself, find that… that reality muscle, and let go and stay relaxed. Close your eyes and I’ll do the rest!”
If she were to die, Annaface thought, there would be worse ways. Torn apart and eaten by goatfolk. Caught and punished for desertion. Dismembered by a dozen axes. Coming into existence inside a wall and ceasing, instantly—would it even hurt?
Annaface pressed the needle into her skin, a bit too deep, squeezed her teeth through the pain, and pressed down. It felt like cold oil, like grease, was sliding up her veins and through her body. It felt disgusting. More distressingly, she felt the muscle Suir was talking about. It was more like a sense, a sense of gravity, a sense of direction. It was like if you could… decide to ignore gravity? But. Sideways?
“I can—I can feel it?” Annaface said. “I’m going to close my eyes and do this.”
Annaface closed her eyes.
She let go.
It—it felt like nothing special at all. She was expecting the air to change, for the quiet echoes of the cavern to become muted, for the temperature to shift. It felt entirely normal, except for that everything she could feel outside her body was—was just simply—she—there weren’t words for this?
She felt Suir pick her up, suddenly and with way too many arms, holding her against her chest and she felt—was that the wall? Were they going through? She could feel something like a dark shadow passing over them and she kept her eyes shut so tightly and—
“Yeah okay that was it!”
Annaface opened her eyes. Suir was already gently placing her back down on her feet.
“… this is your stash?”
What had she been expecting? A ramshackle camp? Maybe a tent? Piles of things? Animal filth? Little more than a beast’s den in the wilderness?
The vaulted ceiling was carved from the rock into shapes tall and smooth. Electric sconces were hidden in cutaways up there, and light came down as if it were from the salt sun, soft and golden and warm. Great pillars, carved with spiraling designs, supported it along the walls. The walls themselves were cut, recessed, exactingly rectangular, making room for colored mosaics set between every pillar. The floor was tiled in sky-blue and jungle-green.
Here and there in place of a mosaic was a doorway, some heavy wooden thing, each—not that Annaface was an expert here—but each looking as if it was carved from a single cut of wood.
The air was fresh, floral. Annaface felt herself phase back in, and the air felt just that little bit nicer on her skin.
This wasn’t a stash. This was the vestibule of some cathedral or palace.
“What,” Annaface said. “Was this some eater palace once?”
“Oh, no, this was all us,” Suir said, walking down the hall like she owned the place. “I have burrowing claws, I get bored sometimes, I get carried away a bit. I carved it all out! Buwofu-gawufoo did the mosaics. Igwashim sourced a lot of the other materials we used! Uhh Savithvyr did the electrics.”
Annaface stopped to look at one of the mosaics. A snapjaw? A snapjaw did this? In ten-thousand colored pebbles set into the wall a snapjaw had captured the image of the spindle rising above the green and yellow musa, the fading orange of the hindsun’s sky framing the sapphire spire in—those were actual sapphires in the mosaic. The spindle was depicted with actual gems. Hundreds of actual gems.
Annaface stepped away gently. “How long did this—take you?”
“This is just one of our stashes!” Suir said. “We have a few of these scattered around Qud! We all adventured together for about a decade, so… there was a lot of time for stuff like this. With everyone mostly retired they stopped using them so… it’s mostly just me in here these days…”
“And the—the air? How is it this clean?”
“That’s Savithvyr again. She set up ventilation systems! Little bugs can get in I guess, but nothing else really. They’re about as safe as you can get! We even got some gardens to keep the air fresh enough!”
“What about if I need to—is there a place to—”
“We have a room with working plumbing, no worries there. Very modern!”
Suir opened one of the doors and lead Annaface through. A short hallway lead to a small domed room, its walls and ceiling painted in dark blue and flecked with a field of imaginary stars. Walking into the room felt like floating. A heavy dresser, a small sitting table, a stool and a—that had to be a chair for Suir, it was massive and looked more like a hammock to rest her body in than anything else—and a bed, a real bed, an actual bed, a massive round thing set along the curve of the wall with blankets made of nothing Annaface could even begin to guess at.
“This was Buwofu-gawufoo and I’s room in this one! You can go ahead and sleep here as long as you want. I’m going to restock, replace some stuff, maybe make a lunch!”
A sharp thought of what debauched, disgusting acts took place in this bed filled Annaface with worry before exhaustion won out. It’d been so long since she’d slept in a real bed. A week? A week. She walked over to it wordlessly and let herself fall face first into it.
She sank in. She had been wrong. Annaface had never slept in a real bed until this exact moment.
 
There was no sun in here to separate night from day. There was no change in the temperature to suggest how long it had been. There were no dreams to even confuse the passage of time with. Annaface woke up undeterminably later. Her body was sore and hollow but felt Good. She was thirsty, had to pee, and felt like if she slept another minute she’d go insane. She was Awake.
And… she was safe. She was six strata underground, in a secret palace hidden behind the walls of the earth, home to one of the most dangerous people in Qud. She was awake, and as she stared at the night sky ceiling, she realized no bells would be clanging and demanding she wake up. No punishments were coming for sleeping in. No combat drills were on her schedule. No crazed goatfolk hunts, no lurking barkbiters.
Never in her life had she ever felt safe, Annaface realized, until she had finally now felt safe. She was—she was safe—safely in the company of a giant mutant that admitted it loved the act of murder, the same monster that had killed a near-dozen members of her family and her fellow Templars, who was dragging her along on the concern that she might need killing too.
And that—and that—that still felt safe.
She was safe. She was safe from the Sons and Daughters of Man. Whatever came next she could get through it, would get through it, would be free to get through it. Whatever came next she could figure out who Annaface was, what she felt—it was over, it was over, everything was finally utterly fucking over and she had gotten out she had gotten out she was safe she was safe she was safe.
She was crying she was full-scale sobbing gripping the bedsheets which smelt like beast and was still covered in traces of Suir’s white fur and she was full-scale sobbing and no one could punish her for it no one could judge her for it she didn’t have to kill every mutant in the world or be judged worthless and die. She was SAFE.
She’d never gotten to really cry like this in her life, had she? She’d never gotten to let her guard down to not be judged ever had she? She was safe. She sat up in the bed and pulled the blanket around her and rode it out until her breathing was steady and until she couldn’t even make herself cry more if she tried to force it.
It had taken either ten minutes or an hour.
Annaface managed to stand again. Her body felt exhausted. Not from just the walking but from the, the life, the entire fucking life she’d had to live until this very moment. She kept a hand on the wall and used it to stay steady. She opened the door and stepped back out into the hallway.
Sunlight—an electric approximation of it—continued to shimmer down in gentle shafts from above. Suir wasn’t in the hall, but Annaface could smell cooking, coming from… that way, probably, down near the end of the hall. She mostly needed to pee, but Suir could tell her where that was.
Space bulged slightly in front of Annaface and an oversized ferret stepped into reality there, walking on two feet like a person. A burgundy-gold cloak fluttered about its shoulders with an imperial languidness. Half its face was hidden behind a golden sun-mask. It was holding a little round device with a button in one paw.
The other paw held an axe, a bizarre thing of ceramic and gemstones.
Annaface and the ferret stared at one another a long, quiet moment.
“Bell’s chime, y’ain’t a daughter,” the ferret said.
“What—who are—” Annaface started.
“More’a question f’you, stranger,” the ferret said, leveling its axe. “Ain’t a place here for lookie-loos.”
“Uhm, I’m just—” no no no now what stupid thing was happening in her life, “Uhm—Suir!”
“… y’got not near ‘nuff limbs for Suir.”
“Suir! There’s a—I think it’s a cryptferret! Suir!”
A far door opened into the hallway and Suir bounded out. “What’s—oh. Oh!”
The cryptferret teleported several feet backwards, flinging its cloak around it dramatically—“Oh hi Suir.”
“Ig—Igwashim!? You’re alive?”
“Seems it! Smells like dinner yah? Gimme a bite’a it and introduce me to y’friend.”
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  They had a dining room. A real one, a proper feast-hall like in the monastery. Almost like in the monastery. Somehow the monastery’s feast-hall was a contradictory shrine to soul-nulling austerity and self-congratulation. The dining hall, like the rest of the Daughters of Nafpor cathedral that Suir was insisting was one of their stashes, was decorated with mosaics. Here they were stone-rendered meals, overflowing tables of plates and trays and platters of—of—of food that Annaface still lacked context to identify. The walls sported recipes alongside each mural, but Annaface didn’t recognize most of the ingredients to even pretend to guess what most of the dishes would taste like.
Whatever it was meant to be, it all looked delicious. 
What was on the table looked pretty good too. A chilled soup topped with a constant haze of frosted air; little knishes whose open-topped fillings was some sort of sweet-paste arranged like flower-petals; meatballs (?) fried in breadcrumbs and served with a spicy/savory sauce over noodles of indeterminate composition.
“The Susa Soup! Now that’s a flavor long untasted, by rights.”
And also the crypt ferret was eating with them.
She was—Igwashim, right? She was one of the Daughters of Nafpor? The one who had—what was it—disappeared? Annaface grimaced internally at herself. She had not committed to memory all the details of all of Suir’s old friends. She hadn’t thought she’d need to. Did that make her a bad friend?
“Igwashim,” Suir said. She was eating with her lower hands, so Margar and Estat could be alert and in on this conversation. “Where have you been?”
“Aye, around, yeah,” Igwashim said, sipping at the frosty soup. Ice formed on her whiskers and bowed them low. “Sunderlies lately.”
Suir almost choked on her soup. Estat took over the talking while she pounded on her chest with Margar—while Margar pounded on Suir’s chest?? “The Sunderlies! Excuse my language Igwashim, but what the fuck.”
“S’work there,” Igwashim said.
Suir had recovered, but Margar was the next to speak. “You didn’t tell any of us where you were going! You just disappeared on us!”
“Mm,” Igwashim agreed. “Who’s the Templar?”
“I’m Annaface Probelle,” Annaface said. “Suir and I are… travelling together?” Why did she make it sound like a question? That made it sound weak. If you show weakness before the mutant they will take every advantage over you. Back straight—straight as it can go, at least—and eyes on the mutant. “I am a former Squire of the Sons and Daughters of Man.”
“Right on,” Igwashim said. “Thought you’d be with Buwofu-Gawufoo.”
Suir focused on the knish she was eating. Estat answered. “She’s dead.”
“Ah, shame that,” Igwashim said. There was no pity in her voice. “What got her?”
“Sultan cult,” Estat said. There was no amusement in her voice.
“Sounds right.” Igwashim poked at one of the knishes. “Lah petals?”
Suir finally made a move to speak. Annaface wasn’t an esper, her mind wasn’t twisted with foresight, but she felt, in that moment, she knew Suir was going to answer, to allow the conversation to drift towards food instead. Annaface interrupted. “Weren’t you all friends?”
Igwashim looked up and made proper eye contact with Annaface for the first time since they sat down. Her eyes were utterly inhuman. Black, bestial, predatory things set in a gray-and-grey weasel’s face. Whatever emotion Igwashim felt translated not at all into her expression, into her body language. Alien, utterly alien, even beyond what the goatfolk had been. Annaface felt a shiver roll along the twisting curve of her spine. “What of it?”
Suir wasn’t saying anything. She was looking at Annaface, and Annaface felt—she felt—what did she feel? Mostly, mostly, mostly she wanted to be proven wrong. The mutant didn’t care about the deaths of its fellows, and saw only more resources to claim in their absence. Be wrong. Be wrong. “Buwofu-Gawufoo was your friend. She was Suir’s—what’s the word for it?”
“Girlfriend,” Estat offered.
“Lover,” Margar said.
“Whatever the word,” Annaface said. “You can at least,” at least what, Annaface? At least what could this mutant animal do? “At least show something like sympathy for the loss of your shared friend.”
“Annaface,” Suir started, with the tone of a reproach that Suir just couldn’t commit to.
“Mm nah,” Igwashim said. “Dead’s dead. Crypt ferret I’m, yeah? Born in death surrounded by death. Old Eaters made a spectacle of it, big crazy hullabaloo, sad and cry-tears for thousands of years. Me and my kin grew like worms up innit yeah, and you learn death come nice and easy. Conservators and grave robbers and corpse-starers they’ll all kill this-or-that. Eater I’m not. Cry a thousand years no thank you.”
“And—just like that?” Annaface pressed. This was ruining dinner, she thought, and the fear of the lictor of squires coming round on her for a beating made the muscles in her back clench, but she was free of that. She was free to speak, and she was going to use that power. “If someone you know is dead, you just—you feel nothing?”
“Ah it’s sad,” Igwashim said, “sure not happy not happy about it. But dead’s dead. Not a big deal.”
Annface thought of Rosalee and attempted, experimentally, to apply the simple philosophy of dead’s dead to her. The idea slid off like slime on lacquer. “Abhorrent. Have you never lost someone you cared for?”
“Brother died when we were sprogs,” Igwashim said. Her voice was on the other side of inhuman, and raspy-hissy, and it carried no emotion Annaface could recognize. “Shot dead yeah. There he was alive and then sure as the bell there he was but dead. Sniffed him yep gone. Took his hoard.”
“You really feel nothing,” Annaface said in wonder. Stop, she begged, stop proving the Templar doctrine right, Qud. Please. Please stop justifying the things she was fighting so hard to be free of.
“Bit of a berating here eh?” Igwashim said, and her back arched a little and there was definitely spice in her voice now, matched by ghostly flames from an especially spicy knish. “I felt it for sure. Pain though why you keep that? You ever get shot friend, some kinda pain?”
“I was exploded by a goatfolk seed-bomb yesterday.”
“Aha aha, look fine now?”
“Suir healed me.”
“Feel the pain still then?”
No. Annaface felt no pain—nothing, for the first time in her life she felt no pain at all. No lingering aches and exhaustion from extended training sessions, from beatings. There was a dull throb in her back that was her inheritance, but that registered with her the same as gravity: an inevitability long since accepted as background static. “No,” she started to answer, and Igwashim pounced on the opening with a clattering jaw.
“Haha yes well then there you are right-o and on. You tell me Buwofu-Gawufoo died well that hurt a moment but she’s dead as any Sultan ah? Well then bounce-along and trounce-good, that’s that. Dead today dead in 5,000 years, nothing changes there! Move past and heal!”
There was logic, Annaface hated to admit, there was logic in this ridiculous creature. This tube of a mammal, wearing some glittering wine-red cloak, with some ridiculous gold sun-mask strapped across half its face, sideways, this absurd talking ferret was lecturing Annaface on death and making meaningful points.
But she was not exhausted, not afraid, and unlike with Naara where Annaface let the mutant win, Annaface was ready. Her mind was awake and on fire and she was auroral. “And are you sure Suir’s healed yet?”
“I can—” Suir tried to interject. “I can, I can talk for myself I can it’s okay, it’s, I know—”
“You have a very animalistic view on death, and I can understand and respect its utility,” Annaface said, talking over Suir, “but it is not universally shared. Losing someone you. That you. Love. Hurts. It hurts, and the pain does not seem to ever truly stop. You can be polite for your friend Suir that you haven’t seen in years when she’s in pain, can’t you? You can show that sort of personhood for your friend?”
Igwashim broke eye-contact. She rolled a silver fork around in the pasta, threading a ball of the stuff and pushing it into her mouth. She chewed, she swallowed, she said, “Fair’nuff. Not in me to build a tomb though. Don’t know how to? Sorry Suir.”
Suir waited long enough to be sure no one was going to talk over her. “It’s—fine. I know how you see things, Igwashim. It was two years ago. I don’t need sympathy. But—Annaface—uhm. Thank you? I think? Thank you.”
They returned to eating in peace for just a moment before Igwashim sat up, suddenly. “It was,” she said. “It was lah petals, in the knish. By the bys. I ate it and found out for my own self. It was lah petals. So no worries about that. Not mucha lah where I’m at in the Sunderlies.”
Estat, who was putting on a show of being bored—as far as a hand with a face on it can make a show of being bored—was invested again. “And what are you doing in the fucking Sunderlies, Igwashim. You teleported out on all of us years ago. We thought you were dead. You couldn’t even tell us you were going?”
“Mm, solved most of Qud right didn’t we? Us Daughters? Fixed a lotta problems. Not mucha fighting left. Not mucha treasure left. Hoard gotta grow yet. Mercenaries busy out there, so busy am I, and grow does my hoard. Glint and shine well and good it does. Not mucha Sultan artifacts out that far, but I’m wearing the cast-off of three sultans right now and that’s good enough for any ferret.”
Annaface was behind on eating. She was still on the knishes, hadn’t made it to the pasta and meatballs. She felt like she had done a good enough job. She had—what had she done? Defended Suir? Proven her superiority over the base and callous mutant? Made herself feel good by being able to finally win an argument?
Fuck, she thought, as she bit into one of the knishes. This was spicy. This was very spicy. She coughed, and sputters of flame flickered out of her mouth. She felt her heart rise in panic just a moment. Yes. Yes, food, prepared properly, could do that. She knew it. It was a border case. It wasn’t necessarily mutating yourself. It was just—it was—she had never experienced it before. Suir had said she had been picking very neutral foods to feed her. This was going to happen at some point, wasn’t it?
Suir and Igwashim were still talking to one another about mercenary work. Annaface chewed on her lip. Little heat distortions and puffs of ephemeral flame flickered from her mouth and tickled her nose. Okay. Okay, she had mutated, temporarily, and it was… fine?
It was fine. She was fine, Annaface decided. She let an experimental puff of flame free itself from her mouth. It didn’t even hurt. It wasn’t a talking face on her hand, or anything insane like that. And did it even matter if she wasn’t pure anymore? Did she really care about the dogma of a people she’d escaped? Escaped, truly, escaped, the people who had tormented her, who had killed Rosalee?
… yes? Fuck, Annface thought with an amount of concern. Yes. It did. It bothered her. She was still proud of her pure blood. Even if she didn’t need to use it to condemn the mutant, her blood was pure and undeviated. And now here she was, puffing little gasps of fire out of her mouth, like a freak.
It was neat. She couldn’t deny that aspect of it. Being able to breathe fire was neat.
But the reality of it was almost enough to spoil her from her appetite.
Almost? she asked herself.
… just almost, came the answer, as she bit into a meatball.
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  It was disorienting not having the passage of the sun to tell time by. Suir reassured Annaface that there was a Barathrum clock she could always reference, but the function of the device was alien to her. It bore the name Barathrum, of course she’d never encountered it in the monastery. Technology created by mutant paws was, by its very nature, perverse and forbidden. Technology created by one of their oldest enemies? She didn’t have a word for it.
To Annaface it was mostly just a confusing disc with little arms that pointed in all directions set into it. It was, what? Big-arm-up and small-arm-down-right time? What was she supposed to do with that? The way Suir and the bizarre crypt-ferret glanced at it and nodded as if to say, “ah, yes, that makes sense” was frustrating. She tried to not let it show and failed terribly.
They were in the stash part of the stash now, where the Daughters of Nafpor kept their treasures. It was another room at the far end of the entranceway. In harsh comparison to the rest of the hidden cave it was completely undecorated and entirely utilitarian and an utter and complete mess. Open chests and layers of shelves did little to contain the explosion of disorganized Everything that consumed the room from wall to floor to ceiling.
Annaface felt a shock of distress. Had she left the armory in this state she wouldn’t have been punished, she’d be exiled at best. Further, the complete uselessness of the organization here was causing a new type of panic in her she’d never experienced before and could hardly rationalize enough to understand. Everything was just tossed about everywhere. How could you use that? How could you rest looking at this?
It was the decadent laziness of 18th Decagon Otrir or Reshephbaaah on an intolerable scale. It was disorder in its greatest and most primal form. It made Annaface deeply uncomfortable.
“Whole reason I came along ons by anyway,” Igwashim was saying. “Them phase-harmonic linear cannons Savith and Tiyu tinkered up for the Moon Stair business yeah. We left ‘em here a’thinks?”
“Four of them should still be here,” Suir said, “unless someone else’s been by in the meanwhile.”
Annaface hesitated at the entrance. “How? How can you just leave it all like this?”
“Well, I know where everything is,” Suir said simply. “What do you need a phase-harmonic linear cannon for?”
Igwashim was already rooting through the piles with the sort of mindless hyperfocus only an animal could have, now on all fours and crawling across stacks of weapons, armor, batteries, and overflowing piles of materials indecipherable. “Same reason we needed ‘em the first times for sure. Chrome pyramids.”
“In the Sunderlies?”
“Aye yah some lord got a field of two of them and it’s a bit of a problem. Paid very nice to make the problem not be a problem you know how it is. Ah by the Artapateresque floor cushion, forgot how big the stash here was. Spare hoversled in here somewhere? Wanna carry some more stuff back t’ the hoard. Oh I forgot we had these I want one of these. And oh, this glowsphere!”
“The linear cannons are on the far wall with the rest of the heavy weapons. The hoversleds, uhm, there should be two left. No, Savithvyr grabbed another last year. One left.”
“One’s a’plenty as is needed,” Igwashim said, scurrying off to claim her treasures.
“… so this is another one of your, group,” Annaface said, quietly, now that she was mostly alone with Suir. She hadn’t actually gotten a single second alone with her since Igwashim had showed up, and Suir had been just as flabbergasted as Annaface the entire time. “She certainly has a way of… of, bypassing. Social. She. She just goes, doesn’t she? No effort to even introduce herself properly. She is here and now she is… doing.”
“She sure does,” Estat said. Estat was here, although “here” was two feet above Annaface’s head, because it was times like this where Annaface got a proper reminder of how absolutely massive Suir Softbeast was. Annaface felt small and fragile next to this—this hulking many-armed monster and the thought stuck in her head and was very distracting.
“So the ghost-monster runs a village and occasionally murders travelers. You—are busy redeeming me,” Annaface said. “Igwashim… does what, then? Fights for whoever will give her treasures?”
“I… I guess?” Suir stammered. “She disappeared years ago.”
Margar offered some commentary. “Igwashim has a very different ontology to any of us. We found her in the Tomb, and by happenstance befriended her. She’s always came and went as she liked.”
“So,” Annaface said. “Also not a role model you want me to emulate in my rehabilitation from a Templar Squire.”
“I’m not saying you have to give up violence?” Suir asked. For such a massive beast she fell into little fits of distress easily, Annaface was noticing? The way her massive, grasping forepaws pranced in an awkward shuffle, the way her hantler folded down against her back. “Violence, is, it is a part of life. It’s what you do with that violence, and why you use it—”
“To earn treasure, yes,” Annaface agreed. She felt rude saying it, the words felt spiteful and inappropriate. She knew it was upsetting Suir to challenge her on this. That felt good? It felt good to be rude? To her only friend? Who had murdered her entire team? And stolen her away? And was trying to help her find a new life and without whom she’d be lost? “We haven’t meaningfully discussed anything yet. We need to discuss what our plans are. What your plans are, for me. What my plans are, for me. What our plans are for us.”
“Yes,” Suir agreed firmly. “We’ve just been dragging you around without a real thought, and yes, I’ve, I’ve apologized for that and I’ll keep doing it. We can—when—when Igwashim goes and runs off without another word for years again we can talk about it then.”
The impulse was to continue to be shitty to Suir, Annaface realized, and she nearly acted on it before thinking. Now that she had recognized it, acknowledged it, she still wanted to act on it. She wanted to fight and argue. It would feel so good. This was a weakness, finally a real and true weakness she’d discovered in this oversized mutant. She could probably make Suir cry if she pressed it, couldn’t she? “That bothers you, doesn’t it? That she’s just here by accident when we are? To pick up some weapons? Without a concern for even saying hello or goodbye?”
“Of course,” Suir said. She might have said more, but Igwashim was already returning with a hoversled. A massive man-portable canon was the centerpiece of a pile of absolute nonsense that filled the hoversled to its limit. Annaface could make out several waterskins, a pair of helping hands, various daggers, precious gems, and three chests stuffed with who-knew-what.
“Aha, well full up ons am I, and so out to be going now,” Igwashim said, her chittering voice suggestion no emotion at the idea of having seen a friend for the first time in years, and departing for who knew how long. “Want to come with? There’s good treasure to be a had, and fighting plenty for the kill.”
“No,” Suir said, “I’m, I’m sort of doing a thing here. And I don’t really want to leave Qud behind like that?”
“As it be,” Igwashim said. She had ferreted something out from beneath her cloak, some small, smooth sphere with a button on it. “If you’n live’n next time, we’ll drink again.” Igwashim pushed it, and in an instant she and the hoversled were gone.
Suir was stammering out a live and drink to empty air before she seemed to fully process that Igwashim was already gone. The beast took a few steps forward with its long, rasping forepaws, its massive backhooves clomping on the stone floor, and then, like a frustrated animal, snorted, growled, and slapped the ground. “Fuck! Damnit Igwashim. Damnit. Okay. No. I’m—fine. I’m fine.”
It was scary. Unarmed, Suir could kill Annaface just by sitting on her somewhat roughly. Her forepaws—all three of them, including the left foreleg which split into two giant hands—they were as big as Annaface’s entire chest when spread out. Her hooves could probably just crush her skull open. A monster like this having a tantrum was a terrifying thought. “You’re not fine,” Annaface said. “You’re upset. I am to believe the world you wish to show me—that you wish me to embrace—would be one where we are allowed to be upset at times?”
“Of—I mean—no. I am fine. I really am.” Suir turned around—a dramatic showing for something as big as Suir was—to face Annaface. Her expression was hard to read. Her eyes were disturbingly human, but the face around it was the scrunched, deformed shape of some hound. “I’m annoyed. I’m frustrated. But I’m fine enough! I don’t really expect anything else out of Igwashim by now.”
Annaface felt—she felt? What did she feel? She couldn’t apprehend the definition of her emotions. She knew—she knew, however—she was not actually alone in this situation. And yes, that, there, there she felt like this was—this was—this was absurd. This was absolutely fucking absurd what she was about to do. This was ridiculous. “Margar,” Annaface said, addressing Suir’s upper right hand, “is Suir actually fine?”
Suir’s upper right hand, whose middle fingers and thumb formed a beak and whose pointer and pinkie formed fluffy ears and the back of the hand which had eyes, Suir’s hand looked at Suir, and said, “Not especially fine, but it’s one of those ‘not-especially-fine’ situations where there’s very little to be done for it.”
Annaface was furious, on some level, at how normal this felt to her already. Her friend was upset, but refused to admit it, and so she asked her friend’s hand to help. And this—this absolute absurdity—this was normal. This was already normal. It was so normal Annaface felt it increasingly difficult to manufacture disgust at the idea. But that it was so normal was, itself, upsetting. Some lingering trace of an old Annaface surely lingered within her, pure and proud, and this easy familiarity with the mutant distressed her. How could this already be normal to her? How could her talking hands not disgust her to the point of vomiting?
It was a complex tangle of feelings and Annaface didn’t wish to confront it at all right now.
“I’m going to help you organize this,” Annaface declared.
“What? The—the stash?” Suir asked. “It’s—sort of organized—”
“It is an unacceptable mess. We are civilized? Out here we do not live like the wild animal, like the Sons and Daughters of Man insist? We are people. We can organize our things. We have no where we need to be? We can straighten this out.”
“What? I don’t—” Suir stammered.
Estat interrupted, “She’s distracting you with something, dummy. To get your mind off Igwashim.”
“Oh! Oh. Yes! Okay.”
“I’ve done this task before, at the monastery. We kept strict order of our armory. Most of—some of this I recognize. We can create a working system. You can tell me stories about a lot of your treasures? As we sort it? That sounds—fun? We can keep busy. This works? I think this works. I am new to this. I am new to being a person, Suir. I am new to speaking without being struck. This works? This is reasonable?”
“Yes! Yes, this absolutely works. Let’s start with all of this stuff here.”
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  It was the recontextualization of something familiar. Something that had been comforting in a miserable context, now being enjoyed in better circumstances. Ordering Suir’s stash was like ordering the armory, but without anyone shouting at her for putting something in the wrong spot, or for moving too slowly, or for making eye-contact in the wrong way. Annaface was having fun. She was having actual fun and enjoying herself and she wasn’t even “having fun” in the sense that she was doing a good job and didn’t fear reprimand. She wasn’t “having fun” in the sense that she was taking satisfaction in doing a task well.
She was enjoying herself.
“You’re going to have to identify this one for me,” Annaface said, pulling another mysterious artifact out of the pile. It was some series of tubes, augmented by several large… things. Electrical devices of no determinate function filled out the bulk of its core. It looked like some sort of great weapon, but Annaface couldn’t even guess how you were supposed to hold it.
Suir was just laughing. The chimera had long since plopped her lower body on the ground, long, long, long, muscular legs sprawled out to the side. Her human body was now overtaken with giggles. She slapped her smaller hands on the shimmering purple-turquoise of her zetachrome lune. “Oh no! Oh no! I forgot that was still here! Oh no!”
“Is this dangerous?” Annaface asked. Suir was laughing, but maybe it was? She tried to make sense of it without breaking it. If it was a gun, which tube did it fire from?
“That’s a folding chair,” Suir managed. “That’s a suspensor-fitted, morphogenetic, displacing folding chair.”
Annaface put it down, gently, and discovered that, yes, it did indeed have hinges on which it was eager to unfold along. The tubes split open wide like legs and the artifact came to a rest in a vaguely seat-like shape. “This is a chair,” Annaface asked.
“A suspensor-fitted, morpho—”
“Why?”
“I think ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ had Tiyu-Yutep make it in a drunken dare. So we were in 18th Decagon Otrir, and Buwofu-Gawufoo sits on it and it triggers the displacement and the morphogenetic effects, and so she teleports halfway across the parasang, and I don’t know how but Tiyu-Yutep modified the morphogenetics so instead of stunning all other snapjaws it displaces them too, so now there’s snapwjaws up in the trees and snawpjaws on the roofs and snawpjaws just teleporting everywhere, and so of course the entirety of 18th Decagon Otrir’s snapjaws love it, and then some other snapwjaws found out about this ‘incredible game’ we had and they wanted it, and it almost turned into a war so we had to hide it. Oh, I didn’t know it still existed!”
“What happens if I sat on it?” Annaface asked, cautiously.
“Oh, don’t, it might teleport you out of our stash and into some cavern or something.”
“I don’t know how to organize this. We don’t have a section dedicated to nonsense yet.”
“We’re absolutely going to need one.”
“How big of a section?”
Suir thought a moment, and then, making eye contact with Annaface, said, “Large. Significant. We, us, the daughters, we were—are?—people of the occasional regrettable whimsy.”
Annaface could hardly imagine it. That sort of carefree life? A life just spent with friends, doing… things? Doing things with friends? The sheer and utter luxury the mutants lived with. Was that what she was experiencing now too? Would, one day, she look back and laugh at the night she and Suir spent organizing a lifetime of bizarre artifacts and mementos? Was Annaface experiencing one of those moments right now?
She could hardly think of a single memory in her life she could smile back on. Some with pride, but a pride she was now resenting, a pride at being better than the mutant, a pride at her own suffering and sacrifice. Some pleasant memories with Rosalee, but the burn of knowing where time would take the subject of those memories, the end that awaited her fellow squire, her death tainted every single happy moment they had managed to squeeze out in the margins of life together and it was all bitter, it was all painful, all a hurtful recollection. Her life had been terrible, and Annaface turned away from her memories to avoid confronting that fact.
Was this going to be her first unambiguously happy memory?
It was a terrifying thought. Better to not focus on that either.
“Well,” Annaface said, turning back to the wall. “We have cleared out a path to one of the weapon racks. These are—swords? They seem mostly in order already.”
“Oh! Yeah! Your sword got damaged, right? You should take one or two of those.”
Annaface hesitated, and then obliged. The blades, all standing upright in a wide wooden frame, were identical and alien. There were a uniform black, blacker than any metal she had known before, and curved in aggressive elegance. She lifted one out from the frame. Bizarre thing—Suir had two herself, didn’t she? “This is a vibrosword?”
“Counterweighted serrated ceremonial vibrokhopesh,” Suir said. “Ancient Eater weapon.”
Annaface paused. Now, holding it, she could see the gold calligraphic glyphs inscribed along the hilt. There was an easy balance to the sword, holding it out from her body. It extended naturally along the curve of her arm and elbow in a perfect, organic arc. It weighted the same as her old steel long sword, but holding it in sixte guard—it felt like nothing. It felt like her arm had merely gained several sharp feet. Its balance and sentiment du fer were beyond perfection. Retroactively, every sword Annaface had ever held now felt, in comparison, like the sloppy work of a child attempting to create a sword from the overheard idea of one alone.
Annaface looked back at Suir, embarrassed at how wide her eyes had grown and how little she could do to hide it. “You have eight of these here. You are wearing two. How—”
Suir sighed. “Saad Amus, the Sky-Bear.”
The name caught something in Annaface’s memory. That was an ancient name, one whose context she could not recall but whose shape she was certain she had experienced before. “I’m not certain who that is? It is familiar?”
“A sultan. Maybe. Sort of. Time gets, time gets really weird the further back you go. You know how long 5,000 years is? The old sultanate it, well, Savithvyr and Tiyu-Yutep would argue about this a lot, there’s, there’s a lot of lost history and we, we’ve been around a lot! We know about as much as anyone might! I’ve talked to Barathrum himself, and Pax Klanq, and everyone—can I even call them… everyone?—in Chavvah—and all sorts of—of smart people. And there’s still a lot we don’t know. Uhm. Saad Amus was a sultan of Qud, but not one of the five sultans, and, and there must have been other rulers between those five, or maybe he predated—”
Estat cut in with, “You’re rambling.”
“Right. Uhm. Saad Amus was, we think, the sultan who was responsible for when the Coven imprisoned Ptoh, and that was a big deal, so they cloned him just in case they needed him, and there’s uh. Annaface there’s a lot of clones of him in the underground. And I spend a lot of time in the deep underground. And the clones are always so ready to just… kill? Anyone? And. Oh I’ve. I’ve killed a lot, I mean like… a lot of clones of Saad Amus.”
 “You have defeated clones of one of the ancient sultans in combat.”
“Repeatedly. Yes. And they always have one of these swords. And also there was that village of seekers of the sightless way, and they all had thralls who were all clones of Saad Amus, and they also all had these swords, so of course when we had to fight them we ended up with even more. And so… and after a while, they just started piling up. So now all of the Daughters of Nafpor have like… it sort of became our signature weapon after a point. We ended up with so many we don’t have any need for them all. So. You can, you need a new weapon, you can take one! Take two if you like! They don’t use batteries so they last forever.”
 Annaface returned her attention to the ceremonial vibrokopesh. She had never held as fine a weapon. She did not imagine anyone in the crusade had ever held so fine a weapon. Suir and her friends had so many they were in storage. They had spares. Suir was telling Annface to take two if she wanted. “Thank… you? I would say I have never seen this weapon’s equal, but you have two strapped to your battle harness. You have a rack of them here on the wall.”
Suir shrugged. “You’ll want armor too. Should be a few suits of flawless crysteel shardmail in there somewhere.”
“Naturally,” Annaface said, shaking her head. “I cannot even process this sheer amount of wealth. You do realize how wealthy you are?”
“Well it’s shared, I mean, everyone’s kind of moved on no one comes to these stashes much anymore but technically—”
“Among the Sons and Daughters of Man, we do not value raw wealth in the way the mutant does. We do not value finery and frippery and displays of ostentatious excess. But there are things in here of power that would make the greatest Templar armory seem barren. Suir. Who are you? Who in the world were you people? I’ve met two others of you now and I cannot understand it.”
Suir shrugged again. “I mean. Is that, is that what you want to do? Do you want to sit around and listen to me like. Talk. About myself?”
“… yes, actually. I’m with you? I’m your companion? I know nothing about you other than a few tales of glory and adventure. I do not know you. I don’t know anything about you, Suir, and I’m supposed to let you help me figure out, what, my life?”
“Hah!” Estat said. “You got her to stop speaking so seriously that means she’s being really serious.”
Suir and Margar both glared at Estat. It was an absurd scene. Suir, sitting on the stone floor of this armory, her animal ears folded back as she glared and growled at her hand. While her other hand also stared at it, ears (fingers) folded back as far as they could go (impressively far). It was enough Annaface couldn’t feel offended. This was absurd. Her life had become absurdity.
“That’s rude,” Margar said.
“What? I think it’s a good thing!” Estat said. “Annaface is always so formal and she, she talks like, you know. Like that.”
“How do I talk?” Annaface asked.
“Very seriously and exacting,” Estat said. “Like you’re picking your words from a box very carefully.”
But Annaface’s life had become absurdity enough that this absurdity’s absurdity was passed and now she was feeling something of embarrassment. “I am—I do—I don’t—I am to be exacting with my speech. Squires who speak carelessly are—I don’t know how else to—”
“Leave her alone,” Margar said.
“We’re all getting distracted,” Suir said, diplomatically. “Uhm. But. Yes. We can take a break and we can. Uhm. I guess I can tell you how we formed? Sort of?”
“I would like that,” Annaface said. “I don’t, I don’t think it’s appropriate to consider myself, what, another one of your—of your not-sultan-cult? But I am travelling with you. I am meeting your old friends. I am using your signature swords? I have no greater context to Qud beyond mutants that need to be purged. Give me—give me anything, any context. I have nothing.”
“No, yes, that’s fine,” Suir said, nodding. “Okay! I think that can be helpful. Is this—is this what you want is this right and okay?”
“Yes, please. Let’s do that. Let’s take a break and you tell me something about. Just, anything?”
“Okay!” Suir said, smiling. The crowded teeth filling the mutant’s scrunched half-muzzle of a face wasn’t even disturbing Annaface by now.
“You told me how you came to Qud—through the great salt desert? You never did tell me why? Can we start there? I know why I am here—I know why I’ve left the Templar. Not that it was voluntary. Not that I regret leaving it. More that I regret not leaving it earlier with—nevermind. Why did you leave your—where did you even live?” Annaface asked, sitting down on the suspensor-fitted, morphogenetic, displacing folding chair and immediately teleporting out of the room.
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  Annaface’s heart seized with trained panic. She had been teleported. She fumbled for a weapon—she was still holding the serrated ceremonial vibrokhopesh. That was good! She was—she was sitting in Suir’s bed again. Well! There were far worse places she could have teleported, she thought.
She felt a flush of shame and anger redden her cheeks at that idea and it took her several seconds to realize why. But no, that was insane, she wasn’t attracted to Suir, that was insane. The only woman she’d ever been attracted to—not that she had even been aware of it?—had been Squire Rosalee, with hair like faded grass, her brow heavy with thought, her face long and contemplative and mournful.
Why would she be attracted to Suir, anyway, with her disgusting monster’s face, that mouth overstuffed with teeth, the weird animal ears and her long pretty hair and how the black of her nose fixed a single point against the expanse of white, complemented by the piercing red of her eyes—no, no, no.
Absolutely not.
Vague dream-memories of riding Suir to this place, of the inexpressible power held in that monstrous body made of muscles stacked on muscles, bubbled up to the surface too. No, Annaface thought, we aren’t thinking about these things.
Why not, came the pointed rejoinder?
Because we just teleported by accident and who knows if Suir even knows where we are?
A very good point.
Annaface hopped off the bed and called out. “Suir? I’m in the bedroom again?”
From her left, from the wall, Suir’s face oozed soundlessly through carved and painted rock, nose-first, followed by cheeks and eyes and ears and hantler. “Hi! Yes! I saw! I still have the interpolating—well Margar still has the—are you okay?”
“I am—fine,” Annaface said, speaking to Suir’s head and only her head, phasing through the wall as if it were a sheet of water.
“Yeah! Sorry! You sat on the chair and we got teleported.”
“I noticed. It teleported you too?”
Suir nodded, and her head dipped in and out of the wall. “Well, it teleports all things of the same species in the area!”
“… we’re the same species,” Annaface said, dully, staring at the white, furred, muzzled, dog-eared, hand-antler-crowned face sticking out of the fucking wall. “We’re the same species.”
“As far as the old technology of the Eater’s is concerned? We’re both humans, Annaface.”
Suir and Annaface were the same fucking species. She knew that, intellectually, theoretically, fine. Practically? How. How. How. How. Suir had eight limbs (not counting the wings and tail), ten hands, wings and a tail, and, oh, was still standing in the middle of the wall like it was a hologram. “Can you please come out of the wall.”
“Yep!” Here Suir came, all of her, all of her excessive bulk and mass, her rows of limbs, arms after arms after legs after legs after wings after tail, all bristling with hands. She disgorged from the wall and her body consumed the majority of the room and somehow Annaface ended up back on the bed to avoid being trampled.
“I have seen Wraith-Knights walk through walls before,” Annaface said. “You can just. Do that. We are the same species and you can just do that.”
“Hah, sorry! Phasing is just so normal to me. Everyone in my family could do it. Not much in the way of walls out there, though.”
Annaface adjusted herself on the bed, crossing her legs and propping one of the feather-stuffed pillows behind her for support. She needed support right now. She needed more support than a pillow could give, but she’d settle for what was in reach. She would not imagine gripping Suir’s body like she was the pillow or how supportive that would feel. That was not something she was going to think about. The same species. “You were going to tell me about that. About where you came from.”
“Right! I was. Do you really wanna just, hear about that? I don’t want to just, you know, talk on and on and on and bore you?”
The sight of this monster, this as-good-as-ten-foot-tall thing (a fellow human!), with its panoply of limbs all ending in massive clawed paws, the hideous predator’s face stuffed into a human frame, the sight of all of Suir looking bashful and self-conscious—what was this feeling? Was it reassuring that even something so beastly could be so human? Was it comforting that even something as powerful as Suir had moments of self doubt?
It was kind of cute?
Annaface started talking quickly. “I know almost nothing about you after over a week of traveling with you. You killed everyone I ever knew, abducted me, and then fed me some of the best food I’ve ever had, brought me to your friend’s village where they murder innocent travelers, I watched you butcher people you might have feasted with—I know nothing about you! You are the only person I can rely on out here, the only person I know, and I know nothing about you. Yes. Yes, Suir, you need to talk on and on. You know what of my life there is to know. It’s your turn.”
“Hah, yeah…” Suir’s lower hands were busy removing the interpolating night-sights from Margar’s dormant face. “So. Uh. It was how I came to Qud?”
“And from where, and why, and, anything. Is there even a part of my life you don’t know by now?”
“I only really know a few things about your life—”
“There was very little about my life to know. The monastery wasn’t really interested in… in creating unique experiences. It was a forge, to stamp weapons for the crusade. I haven’t even seen a ‘normal’ life that isn’t that, yet, but I’ve seen enough to know that my life was wrong. You need to show me other ways of life. That’s what the goal was this whole time, right? Start. Do it.”
“Okay! Uh. Okay. Okay. I was uh, I was born far south and west of Qud. My people were uh, chimeric phasic marauders. We made our living uh, raiding small communities, trade caravans, uh, anything vulnerable. We’d just, walk out of the walls of this canyon pass or through the trees and attack and take what we needed and run off.”
“Charming.”
“I’m not proud of it! But to our family, it was how it had to be. We didn’t have any land we could farm. We didn’t have any allies or friends we could rely on. We had to survive, so we were predators. Lots of things are predators. There’s no shame in that, it’s nature.”
“And you still believe that?”
“No. Yes. I don’t know. But I heard about Qud, about, about this place where you could just dig treasure out of the sand, where a single trip into a rust well would leave you rich forever. I, I want to say I left because I hated living as a predator, but it wasn’t really that. I mean, yes, I, I was gentler than the rest of my family? But. I mean I guess that’s why I left. Was kicked out.”
Annaface considered for a moment what the rest of Suir’s family must have been like if Suir, this monstrous murderous machine of a person, was the gentlest of them all.
“I let some of our targets run away once? They couldn’t stop us, they couldn’t fight back! It felt, it just felt rude? To kill someone who couldn’t put up a real fight? So they called me Softbeast. But I liked it! I wanted to be a soft beast. But! Qud! Anyway! I got into a fight with my sister Iur and because I was young, and dumb, I ran away to Qud. I guess I was sort of banished? For questioning the wisdom of our elders on if it’s okay to uh, to really just kill everyone we meet. So I left. Across the salt desert. It was, oh it was really bad. It was really rough. But—well, I came across some Issachari tribesmen? They helped me out when I was dry and uh, dying.”
“I’ve heard of them. They are a tribe of bandits?”
“Well. Yes. But, I suppose like recognized like, as the saying is. They helped me. They helped me back to health. I went in that cave to try and repay them and ended up uh, grafted, and, well. I still, I still did help them! I went on some little, little adventures for them. I recovered a sacred artifact for them, and I uh. I closed a door?”
“You closed a door.”
“It, I think it was some kind of ritual for them, and when I did it they were like, wow, Suir! You sure are one of us now! And that was nice. Uhm. They are nice people? They’re more settled than the other Issacharites. They still did some raiding, but, well, that was normal to me, you know? That was just how life worked. A part of me was just, ah, well, okay, it really is like that everywhere!”
Annaface looked away, at the painting of the night sky on the domed ceiling. “You’re making a very poor case, Suir. Is everyone really just like the Templar? They just pick different sorts of people to kill?”
“No! No no no! We’re—this is still the beginning of my story, you know? This is still Suir fourteen years ago, I was, I was like, barely twenty years old at that point, I was still figuring things out!”
Barely twenty, fourteen years ago? How old was Suir? Annaface hadn’t even considered it. She was a mutant, an animal, a beast, why would you apply the age of a human to it? It kept happening. Annaface kept catching thoughts that the Sons and Daughters of Man had implanted in her. They felt natural. They felt like her thoughts. They were her thoughts.
“Anyway,” Suir continued, “uhm, I went to the Six Day Stilt for a bit. I met Tiyu-Yutep there, actually! That’s I guess when the Daughters of Nafpor kind of started.”
“Wait,” Annaface said. “You’ve said her name before, I remember it from the stories you were telling to the goats. But you said a lot of names. Who is she? Was she?”
“Oh! Uh. Tiyu-Yutep, Legendary Sphinx Pilgrim and pariah to her people. They’re a kind of mutated human! But their bodies are mostly just a big cat, like, like imagine a chitinous puma without the chitin, but with a human’s face, but also wings! That’s her! Powerful psychic, really good at tinkering. She was in the Stilt trying to uh, haha, buy artifacts from pilgrims and begging them not to throw them in the well.”
“The well?” Suir kept saying things as if they should make sense. How much was there to this world Annaface didn’t know? How much did she have to learn to even start interacting with it on fair ground?
“Oh, the Mechanimists have this well they throw artifacts down.”
“What? Why?”
“They—do not believe they are worthy of their make. Release yourself from the burden that chrome bears on your sickly flesh! Haha! Uh. They think it’s, that all technology comes from their uh, god, I guess, and they aren’t deserving of it, so they sacrifice it in a well?”
“… that’s stupid.”
“Well—”
“That’s stupid. They throw—what do they throw down there?”
“Oh, anything? Uh. Guns, grenades—”
“How has the well not exploded!?”
“—artifacts, whatever they have.”
“That is stupid. That is the most—why? Why are the mutants like that? Do they think—how can technology come from a god? How, how do they explain tinkerers, where, where do they think the—what? Are they really just dumb animals?”
“Haha! Uhm. Well. Yeah, that’s what Tiyu-Yutep was saying, too! So I think you and her would agree with that. She’s a mutant, too, though, so… so, not all mutants think like that!”
“No! No, of course, of course not all mutants—but even I know of the Mechanimists. I did not know they threw technology into a well. How can they be that stupid? Unless it’s a trick. They harvest the technology from the well, collect it—trick the dumber mutants into giving it up in sacrifice, but really, they’re just handing it over for free? You could set up nets in the well and have a passage to just collect it, and then you could hoard powerful technology easily while keeping it out of the hands of everyone else…”
“Wow. You and Tiyu-Yutep would get along very well. Uh, so we met there! Tiyu-Yutep was uh, trying to get in with a group called the Barathrumites—”
“I’m familiar with them. We burned the elder Barathrum in effigy during certain feasts.”
“Right. Yes. The, the templar sure do hate those bears. So uh. Anyway, we collect some things for uh, not for the Barathrumites yet, uh, this was for a guy named uh, Argyle, Argyve, uh, something like that, in Joppa. But I help Tiyu-Yutep across the deserts, and it’s like, wow, I made a friend! But I’m bad at keeping friends, so we split up after that! So. Uhm. Well, that was. It happened.”
“So what did you do? You reached Qud. You were in a position like mine. No friends, no connections, no context… so what did you do? Where does a person go from there? How do you stop being lost?”
“Ahaaa, uh.” Suir’s four organic arms crossed, and her large, grasping forelegs crossed, too, and she looked bashful, as bashful as a beast made of murder could seem. The same species. “I went to other villages. I helped out with problems. I uh. I killed? Things. I went into caves and gathered up what artifacts I could find, and killed things, and sold them, and kept some.”
“You lived exactly as you had among your family.”
“It’s… it’s hard. When violence is all you know it’s so hard to escape it.”
Annaface paused. She wondered what she’d be doing with her life if she and Suir had parted ways, and she had been left alone to find her way in Qud. She would never go back, at least. Now that she was free she could never give that freedom up. But would she still hate the mutant? That was the thing—she still did, already, now. There were so many reasons to look down on these people who seemed to live like ignorant animals. How long would it take before she started her own crusade, with her own justifications? “I… yes. Yes. I think I can relate to that. Yes.”
“And I didn’t have anyone really around to, to help me think things through, especially. And Qud is violent. I fell back into old habits.”
“I see.”
“Then I found 18th Decagon Otrir. And Buwofu-Gawufoo found me. It was, you have to imagine it! Months I’m wandering Qud, finding neat artifacts, selling them to this little village or that, slaughtering snawpjaw forts and raiding goatfolk villages, and of course I would, the snapjaws and goatfolk all attacked me first! And then in the jungle I find this little settlement where snapjaws and goatfolk and all kinds are just… just living together. And napping, mostly. And I had this moment of, of, of, I went, oh. Oh no. These were all just people. The snapjaw raiders, the goatfolk raiders, they were just people like me. And here are some who found another way to live. They don’t have to kill to survive. They take it easy. They nap all day. I met a snapjaw that wasn’t trying to kill me and she just comes up and laughs and says, ‘Bite you?’ and then laughs some more and that was that.”
“I see.”
“So. So I had a complete mental breakdown that lasted maybe two months. Buwofu-Gawufoo, Legendary Snapjaw Firesnarler and pariah to her people, she just. She somehow ended up taking care of me? She was a snapjaw, and you think, well, they’re pretty simple animal people, but she was so smart. She had this way of looking at the world and it was all so simple to her, but not in the way where she was dumb, but in the way where you felt dumb for thinking it was complicated. I can’t, I can’t even begin to describe her.”
“It’s—you don’t have to.”
“We ended up adventuring together after that, and I started to see everything I was killing as, you know, people. Like I had back at home, but now it was real. I made friends with the snapjaws, started to make friends with the goatfolk, but it’s hard, they are violent people. But it’s worth it. It was worth it. Uhm. Anyway I met up with Tiyu-Yutep and it was like, oh, hey, crazy running into you again!”
“Wait—what were you and Buwofu-Gawufoo doing together before that? What does adventuring together mean? You can’t just say things. I don’t know what they mean.”
“Oh uh. Well, I had a snapjaw as my companion, and even if she was a pariah she was loved by snapjaws, if that makes sense. You can, you can earn things back. So being her friend made it easy to be friends with them, and I learned how hard it is for snapjaws? So uh. We tried to help them! Help them find safe places to hunt. Help them uh. There was this pig farm they’d been raiding, because, well, they needed the meat! But uh, oh it was a lot of work but we worked out a deal to trade bead bracelets for pig flesh and that was a real victory! The first victory I’d won without killing someone! It felt great.”
“That does sound… satisfying? Is that the sort of thing I’d like to be doing?”
“I have no idea, really. I didn’t know peacemaking was even a thing until Buwofu-Gawufoo.”
“… same, I guess.”
Suir nodded. “So we met up with Tiyu-Yutep, who had one more task to get in good with the Barathrumites, and that was Golgotha. And oh! Oh it sucked. I’ve never smelt anything as bad. My legs, I caught ironshank, and it wasn’t even so bad really, because I’m already so fast that having my legs covered in iron just made me sturdier really, but, well that healed by accident, uh, anyway, not important, so, we make friends with the bears.”
“The Barathrumites. I cannot even say the exact reason my people hate them. He just, he was a counterexample to the tenets of our orthodoxy.”
“They aren’t—they aren’t the best people, I’ll be honest, but no one is? They sent us mostly to get rid of us and were surprised when Tiyu-Yutep and us show up successful and alive, and then they have to take her seriously, and we’re taken in as her like, companions, I guess. We do some things for them—not, not always the nicest things, but Tiyu-Yutep, she and Buwofu-Gawufoo got along really well, agreed on a lot of things, so we do it as nice as we can!”
“So you hurt people, but you tried to be nice about it.”
“Violence is inescapable. It’s about what you use that violence for. There are times when it’s okay to kill someone, when it’s gotta be done, when you can’t, can’t come to peace with someone. Life… dies. That’s natural. It’ll happen. But we, even then, we always made sure it was, it was when there was nothing else to be done.”
“Okay. That’s, as far as philosophies go I can accept that. The mutant is not a wild, ravaging beast, set only on murder.”
“We aren’t!”
“You aren’t.”
“I’m not. Uhm. We met Savithvyr Dyathvri and ooo-ho-OOO-EEE-ah then—”
“Who. I’m sorry, these are so many names, and in languages I can’t even understand.”
“Savithvyr Dyathvri, Legendary Fuming God-Child and pariah to her people. A true kin from Yawningmoon. She was here to recover lost artifacts. And uh, ooo-ho-OOO-EEE-ah, Legendary Quartz Baboon and pariah to her people. Savithvyr’s uh, girlfriend.”
Annaface felt her thought shift like gears rusted and unwilling. “A true kin, who was in a sexual relationship with a baboon.”
“A quartz baboon. Their fur is like, mineralized? It reflects things.”
“A true kin, having sex with a baboon,” Annaface insisted. There were limits to acceptability.
“I mean, ooo-ho-OOO-EEE-ah can talk! She’s smart. Fun, easygoing. Good at poetry?”
And now Annaface was distracted from the perversity of someone fucking a filthy monkey. “Good at poetry? What do you mean?”
“Yeah, uh, it’s when you rhyme—”
“I know what poetry is. A baboon that is good at poetry. How? How can a monkey—oh I don’t care. But isn’t it perverse? Isn’t it disgusting, to have sex with an animal?”
Suir chewed on her lip with her beastly teeth as she thought. “If it can talk, and think, and is a person just like you, I don’t think it’s that gross?”
“Disgusting!” Annaface drew herself up with indignant rage. No, yes, the mutant really was disgusting. Maybe the Sons and Daughters of Man went about things in the wrong way, but there really were carnivals of perversion out here that needed to be stopped. “It’s unnatural!”
Estat, jumping into existence like a snake at the end of Suir’s arm, was suddenly involved in this. “Aha, aha, is that what the Putus say about girls kissing girls too?”
Annaface stammered.
“Yeah I thought I bet as much! It’s super gross and not natural at all and needs to be stopped because it’s wrong and icky. Did you forget you’re gay. Bi. Demi? I don’t know. I’m not gonna decide how you self-identify but like, you are definitely into girls. Which isn’t natural at all ew gross.”
Furious. Almost blind with rage, Annaface struggled to connect a coherent thought to defeat this—this—this defense of—of—
“It’s about where you draw a line,” Estat was still saying. “If you say it’s not natural for girls to kiss, sure. But then why? Is it not natural for people of different species to kiss? Because they’re too different? But then what about humans of different cultures? Truekin and mutants? Skin color? Hair color? Can’t kiss someone if those don’t match up? Can you really only kiss someone you’re closely related to? C’mon Annaface I know you’re smarter than this.”
That, that especially, that Suir’s talking fucking hand was taunting Annaface and telling her she was smarter than this, the utter offensive absurdity of that was enough to collapse Annaface’s thoughts. Girls can kiss girls. It’s only wrong because the Templar want to control it? Why can’t she, Annaface, kiss, say, a talking dog? Or a mutant human? The difference between a mutated, talking animal and a mutated, talking human? Both were degenerate perversions of nature compared to a true kin.
Should Annaface not kiss a mutated human then?
She’d probably kiss Suir.
What the fuck why did she think that. Gross. Fucking weird. Why did that make it hotter?
Oh no. Was it hotter because it felt disgusting? What the fuck did that even mean.
Annaface couldn’t deal with that right now. What the fuck. Moving on. “Fine. I’ll allow it. You met Savithvyr and her girlfriend, a talking baboon whose name I’ll never say right. Who were they?”
“Artifact hunters. Savithvyr was supposed to be, uh, well, some kind of a priest, or mystic, I suppose, but she turned against the idea and came to Qud to find the uh, truth, of, whatever. Scientist? More a scientist now. Uhm, anyway, Tiyu-Yutep and her bonded over tinkering, and history, and lots of other stuff, and Buwofu-Gawufoo and ooo-ho-OOO-EEE-ah bonded over art, and we kinda all bonded over being pariahs. And, for long while, that was uh, us. The Daughters of Nafpor.”
“Your sultan cult,” Annaface said, wanting it to sound more teasing than accusatory.
“Polyxerram I spent her entire reign fighting for the rights of pariahs! It was a good enough… a good enough myth to collect under.”
“Okay, so you’re all united now. What did you do? That’s what I don’t get. What do you… do? What do I do? What do people do?”
Suir clapped Margar and Estat together excitedly. “Ah! Well what didn’t we do! We went around the villages, helping out with this or that! Finding lost relics, rescuing people who got lost, hunting bandits or monsters, reprogramming rogue robots. Exploring ruins, collecting books, learning… things? Trading? Honestly good amounts of just trading stuff. Adventuring. We made the first of our stashes back then, uh, not this one, a much smaller one, but it was very cozy. We spent months just working on that and getting what we needed to build it.”
“And you can just do that. Just wander around and people give you… give you adventures? People just give you problems to solve?”
“Yep!”
“Why? I mean, why, you, philosophically? Why is that what you all settled on doing? That’s where I’m stuck. I don’t know what I want to be doing. How did you decide on that? How do you know what you want to do with your life?”
Suir had this look in her face. In her too-human face was a too-animal look of confusion, of dumb confusion. The look of an animal failing to understand that a door can close or open. “It… it’s what we did. It’s what there was to do. We were all young, and adventure was… thrilling? We were making friends, and becoming well known, and finding exciting artifacts… it was fun?”
“Fun. Okay. It was fun. You didn’t want to just settle down in Otrir?”
“No! I still can’t settle down. Is that… okay? You talk like you’re disappointed.”
“I have no frame of reference, Suir. I don’t—I don’t know what I’d do if I had the freedom for it. Do I have the freedom for it?”
“Yes! Absolutely yes. What would you like to do?”
“I don’t know yet. I don’t have the context. What about the rest? Aren’t there more of your cult? You didn’t say how you met Igwashim or that goat monster yet.”
“Ah. Yes. After a year or two of us all together, uh, well, uh. Was this—this was before Bethesda Susa, I think? Yes. Uhm. Well, then one day, uh, Tiyu-Yutep, uh, me, and Buwofu-Gawufoo were out in the flower fields, and then uh, ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ was there.”
“You’ve mentioned that one a lot too. Who is that?”
“It’s…” Suir looked down at Margar and Estat, neither of who looked able to help her. “I don’t know how to describe it.”
“The Brambled Fae, Legendary What and pariah to her people?” Annaface prompted. The pattern was at least obvious by now.
“ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ,” Suir corrected, saying the name with that strange intonation that felt just slightly askew. “Extradimensional Esper Stalker. It arrived with a bunch of, of psychic thralls, I guess, drawn to uh, to Tiyu-Yutep’s psychic glimmer. That happens, sometimes, beings come in from other dimensions to eat your, mind, if your mind is big enough?”
This was utterly alien to Annaface, so naturally she said “Of course, everyone knows that. What even is it? You say ‘it’ instead of ‘her,’ I can only imagine what sort of… thing we’re talking about.”
“It’s, it’s from another dimension?” Suir chewed on her lip. “It’s not, like us? We’ve been friends for a decade and I still don’t really understand what it is.”
Estat looked excited, as far as a face made out of fingers could. “Oh oh I can do it! I can do the line! Can I do the line?”
“Do the line,” Suir sighed.
“The breathbeard and the unimax. The monster and the sultan. The plague and the cure. A fairytale wrought in flame and chrome. ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ.”
“… right. Uhm. So it showed up, and we all get ready to fight, we’re used to this by now. Once or twice a month someone would show up trying to eat Tiyu-Yutep’s mind. And right before we start fighting it, it just, it’s just suddenly friendly.”
“It had a change of heart?”
“No, it. It talked to us. It told us there was a timeline where we were all friends, and we spent years adventuring together, and it… uhm. It reversed time back to the point where we met, so it could do it all over again.”
Annaface had been complaining a lot about lacking context. This? The fuck was this. “It reversed time. What?”
“Yes. It uhm, it uh, can, do that, apparently?”
“Are you sure this powerful psychic being didn’t just concoct a story to beguile you? By fucking with your perceptions? The esper can do that. We are warned of it from birth. Around the esper, trust not your memories, your vision, your thoughts—trust only in your purpose, your sword, and the Holy Rhombus.”
“No. See, yes, we were worried about that at first, but. No, it really can uh. How did it describe it. Margar?”
Margar offered the explanation. “It says it freezes a moment in time and stores it away for later, and if it wants to, it can erase all causality after that and return to that point.”
Oh, Annaface wasn’t as far out of this as she thought! “I’ve heard of precognition.”
“No,” Suir disagreed. “It’s, it’s different. Tiyu-Yutep is precognitive and it goes a few minutes forward. ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ can do this no matter how much time has passed and uh, it can, uh. Save. Different? Points in time? And bounce between them?”
“Oh yes,” Estat agreed. “Remember Bey Lah?”
“What is Beh Lah?” Annaface asked.
“Oh,” Suir said, sadly. “It, it was this village, where the hindren come from. We found it, all of us, one day, and there was, was a bit of a mystery going on. There was an exile, and a stolen treasure, and, uhm, well, it didn’t end well. The village was destroyed by raiders. Do you remember what ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ said?”
Margar nodded at Suir’s wrist. “It said, ‘Bey Lah can’t be saved in every spacetime braid.’ It said it had messed with time over and over again so we could save it, but it was impossible in this iteration of Qud.”
This was so far beyond Annaface’s context it was gibberish. “What.”
“Yeah,” Suir agreed helplessly. “But, well, ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ just sort of showed up one day and said we’d been friends for a decade in another timeline, so… so, here it was, coming back to play with us again. So that, that happened!”
“That sounds singularly terrifying.”
“Yes! A little bit. But so, then we had ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ. Uhm. I met Naara in the deep jungle, and, and she was mostly just a ghost, a, this, a memory of a goat’s psychic, uh, essence. Somehow I befriended her and she became uh, more, sane. And she was just, completely lost for a purpose back then, so she joined us! So, uh, that happened. Then uh. Uhm. Uh, okay, Bethesda Susa, uh, Rainbow Woods, uh, what was…”
Annaface leaned back into her pillow. “I know you’re trying to summarize a decade of your life in a single conversation. I’m sorry.”
“It’s okay! Uhm. But quite a lot did happen. Igwashim was the last to join us. Uh, we met her in the Tomb of the Eaters, when we were uh. Trying to access Brightsheol.”
“There is not going to be a short explanation for that, is there?”
“No. Uhm. You know the Spindle?”
“… yes, Suir, I know the Spindle.”
“So there’s an angel at the top of it, and we were helping the Barathrumites contact it, so we can talk to the interstellar Coven and have the injunction lifted so we could join them all up in space, where there’s uh, supposed to be an interstellar civilization of aliens that we used to belong to.”
“… okay. What?”
“But. Uhm. We did some of that, but… well. Nothing’s, nothing’s come of it yet? What did ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ say about it?”
Margar answered. “Something about this spacetime braid being incomplete. Very helpfully unclear. It really likes to be cryptic.”
“Which,” Estat added, “is why it got along great with a sphinx like Tiyu-Yutep.”
“Anyway!” Suir said. “Igwashim was one of the crypt ferrets there. We ended up befriending her sort of by accident. She liked all of our very fancy gear, so, well, she came along with us. That, that was how we all met at least. That’s, that’s leaving out so much. I’m sorry, it’s, it’s very hard? This is fourteen years of so many things happening.”
“It’s okay,” Annaface said. “I don’t think my answers lie in your past. It sounded like you all… did things. Went out and did things. I’m not going to discover my place in the world just sitting here listening to things that happened. Another day or two to rest? And then we can. We can do things? We can find things and do them? Adventure?”
“Of course!”
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  “This is a village,” Annaface asked.
“This is a village!” Margar, Suir’s talking hand, was saying. Even still even now Annaface struggled with the idea of it. She saw Suir holding her fingers together like a beak and her pinkie and pointer up like fluffy ear-fingers and. And. The worst part is Annaface believed it. She bought into it. Margar was talking and it was clearly just Suir clacking her fingers together, the freak mutant she was, and on no level could Annaface bring herself to treat Margar as if she weren’t Margar. That was an entire other person.
But this… village… “This is a garden where the plants can talk.”
Harrapar was a village slightly northwest from Suir’s stash (underground manor), and on the surface. At Annface’s insistence, they were “taking it slow” and not being in a rush to get anywhere in particular. Harrapar was nearby, and it was a peaceful enough place, and so Suir had brought Annaface there.
Plants.
It was a village of plants.
Can you even call that a village?
The jungle ended here, like a sheer wall, like a cliff-face. All behind them it stretched, an eye-burning maze of green and brown. And here, outside, for it truly felt like they had stepped outside, felt like they had been inside this entire time, here they were outside. As far as Annaface could see, the world was tall hills and fields of flowers, sparkling against the dark grass like rainbow-flavored stars. In the great distance a blur of green treetops was dominated by a greater smear of sharp, red angles set like a dam against the cerulean sky. The wind came unimpeded and almost cool across her face and the high salt-sun was bright overhead. Far too bright, after so long in the jungle and in the underground.
They were in a “village,” and Annaface could tell it was a village because there were roads (which lead in meaningless spirals to nowhere) and buildings (a handful of wooden huts overgrown with writhing, living vine). Flowers in all their forms grew without any sort of cultivation, everywhere, scattered, untamed. Vines and roots basked in the salt sun.
And talked.
An aloe volta, an untidy mess of gold-yellow succulent-stalks, electricity popping and dancing between its spines, was talking to them. Greeting them. Its name was apparently Phidolfosewort. It was the mayor.
“You are the—mayor?” Annaface asked.
“Elected twelve years ago,” Phidolfosewort the aloe volta answered. Its voice was an electric buzz, a hum that words could be hallucinated within. “The previous mayor was a tumbling pod, but, well, you can only put off being true to yourself for so long, haha!”
“Of course,” Annaface said. She had no idea. 
“Annaface is a new friend of mine!” Suir said.
“Ah, I can tell, I can tell,” the aloe volta mayor said. “I can see the Daughter of Nafpor look about her!”
It took every dram of hard discipline in Annaface to keep from asking how the plant could see her. And was that how she came across? A Daughter of Nafpor? Not at all a Daughter of Man? Suir had lent her a suit of flawless crysteel shardmail. It was a rubberized suit, on which were fixed heavy hexagonal plates of chthonic carbon greener than the jungle. Suir had modified it to be lighter, more maneuverable, which Annaface appreciated. It was engraved with images of Polyxerram I, depicted as a cat wielding an axe in her mouth and striking down something that sort of looked like a baetyl. Annaface had boots and a helmet to match, although the heat saw the helmet hanging off a strap on her belt. Oh, Suir had also given her a new belt.
A serrated ceremonial vibrokhopesh hung from the belt and a flawless crysteel shield was strapped to her back. In hardened leather sheaths built into the belt, she had several salve injectors, a sphynx salt injector, and a shade oil injector. But for implants, she was better equipped than any knight commander she’d ever seen.
It all felt alien and wrong on her. Suir had said she’d grow into it. It felt like trading one costume for another, but Annaface was the height of the Spindle away from understanding what would feel like herself.
Suir’s hand—Margar, specifically—pat Annaface on the back. Even under the layers of armor she felt her skin flinch at the contact. That was a person. That was an entire person Suir was using to pat Annaface on the back. How was that comforting.
“How have things been in town?” Suir asked.
“Ah, it’s been rough, Suir, truly,” the electrified succulent said, wriggling its stalks in what Annaface imagined must be some display of distress. “You remember the Blue Shamish, of course.”
“That’s the ruin just north-west of here,” Suir said.
“Yes. And you remember the quantum rippler that has been there as far as the Eaters can remember, holding open a space-time vortex!”
“For sure! Very dangerous.”
“Most dangerous. A cherub has emerged from it.”
Suir’s animal ears folded down back against her human head. She pawed the ground slightly, with one of her forepaws, which was a hand the size of Annaface’s chest. It was hard to not stare at it? “Oof, that’s a rough one! I told you about the time I was deep in a ruin and a cherub came out of a vortex behind me? I didn’t even know what it was, but I knew enough to phase through the wall and run for it, haha!”
“Well, we’re a bit more rooted,” Phidolfosewort said. “It is a flower cherub, you see. Gorgeous does not begin to describe it. Its aroma is the perfected maximum potentiality of scent. Its symmetry and colors exceed reason. The light bends around it in submission. Hmph! The flowers of the village are distraught, I’ll tell you that much.”
Suir nodded. “Ah, sounds rough, sounds rough.”
“You have no idea. The complaints. The daily, incessant complaints. Well, I’d almost enjoy the flowers being made to learn a little humility, but there is the other issue of it’s not letting our trade caravan leave. Oh us it doesn’t mind, but it sees our cart-gnus and it just starts turning them into ash! Those are expensive! We keep thinking surely Saiha will notice we haven’t shown up with our shipment of lover’s blossom and come rescue us, but it’s been weeks. It’s the damned Brambled Pass again, this used to be a rare commodity, our greatest seller, and now it’s redundant. No offense to your water-kith, Softbeast.”
Suir took a step back and put all six hands—two of which were people named Margar and Estat, and two which were chrome artifice wearing gloves—on her sizable hips. “Well! That sounds like a noble adventure, eh? Do you want to go be a hero for a bit, Annaface?”
What? Them? Here? Now? Annaface felt the blood leave her face. Immediately she was in the monastery, cleaning the floors, ignoring the conversation of her betters happening around her, another day, another empty repeated day, and then they were looking at her and talking to her. Are you prepared to earn your place in this world, squire? Are you ready to strike back at the mutant? To kill and die? “We’re—I’m—a blade is always ready to be drawn,” she managed.
“Oh, hey, I mean, if it’s too big a thing I can do it myself, no pressure,” Suir said, gently, softly. “Cherubim are pretty scary. I don’t wanna like, thrust you into violence!”
“No, it’s,” Annaface said, and breathing was especially hard as the rubber and crysteel squeezed tighter around her chest. But she was a Daughter of Man. She was a blade drawn and ready. Was. She had been. Now, now she was, now Annaface was what? What was she? What did Annaface do? Here. Here was a chance. Here was a chance to do something good. To help people in need, even if the people were plants. Was that good? It was the good thing to do, wasn’t it? Did she actually care? If she tried hard enough, could she make herself care? Did Annaface want to be the sort of person who cared about the lives of talking plants? Couldn’t her thought follow action? Do this now, and compassion will grow in you? You will not see them as perverse mutants to be put to the sword if you fight for them. Right? “I’ll do what I can to keep up.”
 
Absolute terror.
The last time Annaface had felt like this was when Suir had stepped through the strata wall and dismembered her extended family in the course of a few seconds. On a detached, philosophical level, it was a useful experience, this, Annaface thought. There was an instinctual reaction to something so incredibly dangerous that was deeply woven into one’s genetic code.
Was that what the Sons and Daughters of Man rallied around? The fear of the danger something unfamiliar and bizarre presented? Had she, on her first proper adventure, already found the keycard to unlock the door that had defined her life? Had she already come to an understanding as to why her people held the mutant in revulsion? Was it just some primitive fear response enshrined and worshipped? It felt right. That felt like the answer. What a victory she’d already won!
Good, because the flower cherub was far beyond Annaface’s ability to gain victory over.
Blue Shamish was a collapse of an Eater ruin, certainly late era, mostly fulcrete with only the slightest hint of chrome siding decorating the sinking walls. The flowers carpeted everything, even some of the buildings, where roots and vines grew into gaps and tears in the ancient masonry. It might have been a small village, or a series of storage sheds, or a collection of workshops, but now they were little more than a height variation in the infinity of flowers that danced lightly beneath the salt sun.
Except at the center, in the exposed half of a building’s shell, stood two pillars of gold, and between them, like a fractal kaleidoscope of a spiderweb, flashed an impossibility. A space-time vortex, trapped within a brace of quantum ripplers. It was a danger, one of the thousands, she had been warned of in the monastery. She never thought she’d be approaching one on purpose.
Directly in front of it… stood? Rooted? What did flowers do?
The flower cherub.
Nearly ten feet tall.
Its stem and leaves were silver, if silver contained the hallucination of every color suggested as an imprint at the back of the eye. Its leaves were framed in absolute symmetry of perfection, a latticework of embellishments filigreed in shining gallium. The flower itself?
A hundred thousand petals of a color Annaface could not name glittered wet in the high salt sun. It was adjacent to cerulean, sideways from green, and left an afterimage of burnt maroon of all things. It was both daring and delicate and commanding and coy.
The light of the salt sun extended straight down onto the flower cherub like a spear, like a second Spindle, translucent and throbbing with heat. The salt sun itself was transfixed with the thing, subordinate to it, submissive to it.
Annaface and Suir were hiding behind a collapsed wall overgrown with vines. For Annaface, hiding was an easy affair. For Suir, she had pressed her lower body tight to the dirt, and crossed her forelimbs beneath her, and was stretching her upper body out along the bridge of her many arms as carefully as she could. Her hantler was folded down against her back to keep it out of view as she peeked at their enemy.
“So that’s a star cherub,” Suir said. “Light manipulation. It could be worse but that’s still rough. Glitter dust can refract its attacks, and I can phase out to get near it, but that’s still rough. Fortunately,” Suir gestured at the Orb of the Dramatic Explorer, her hoversled, which was presently not hovering behind them, “we stocked up on all kinds of good stuff before we left. I uh! I have a few ways I can take this out but I want to hear your opinions too!”
“My opinions?” Annaface whispered, ducking back entirely behind the wall. Her crysteel coronet was on, now. Suir had fitted it with filters and a visor, and so Suir could, at least, not see the panicked blood rushing to Annaface’s pale cheeks. “My combat experience is largely limited to killing innocent civilians, Suir.”
“Right, aha, sorry,” Suir said, her stunted muzzle curling in a little show of teeth. “So. I have a tri-hologram bracelet, I think I can tinker you up one too. Toss some glitter dust grenades, and that’s a lot of advantage on our side for starters.”
Despite death in beautiful, glorious perfection a few hundred steps away, Annaface could not progress past the thought. “You can tinker tri-hologram bracelets?”
“Yeah! I’m not the best tinkerer around but I mean, I’m pretty good! We’ll uh, need to get a bit further away before I can do it safely but it’s a flower, it’s not going anywhere. I think. Do flower cherubim walk? I never actually ran into one before. Okay, another unknown! That’s okay!”
“We can prepare and come back,” Annaface said. Being asked her opinion instead of being given an order was really throwing her off balance. “That expands our options significantly, doesn’t it? Do you have any recipes that can help us?”
“Well! I’m not the best chef in Qud by a long shot, but I have more than my share! Uhm. A lot. A lot of a lot. I don’t, uhm. Okay I’m not really sure offhand what would be helpful here. Applied cooking techniques was always more ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ’s thing.”
“It’s not going to just teleport ontop of us and kill us?” Annaface asked. Her heart was pounding so hard she could hear it echo thricefold in the comforting embrace of her helmet. “We have time to think. We have time to think. What can harm it? What are they weak to?”
“It’s a cherub. It’s not weak to much,” Suir said. She was smiling? That was definitely a smile now. “They also uh, they reflect bullets and stuff. Not really a problem for me since I’m usually all about the, you know, the axe and sword business. And the wristblades. But it’s another thing to consider.”
“And it has… light manipulation? So it can lase us?”
“At basically infinite range and perfect accuracy. So it’s really important we don’t get its attention before we’re ready for it.”
“Fuck,” Annaface huffed. “Fuck. That’s bad.”
“Hey! Hey no!” Suir rolled onto her side like an oversized, overlimbed dog in a zetachrome coat. “It’s okay! I can one-hundred percent handle this no problem! But it’s not our adventure if I don’t let you get involved! I promise I won’t let it hurt you and I definitely promise if it comes to it, I can just walk up to the thing and cut it to pieces. I’ve done it before!”
“So I won’t get us killed,” Annaface said. There was, in that, some small relief. What did her training say? Very little about something of this scale. This was beyond her training. What would her elders have done? A Wraith-Knight might have been useful here, but they certainly didn’t have that. The hologram bracelets then?
“Do ontological anchors help? Does that make us immune to the light beams?”
“I’m not sure. I don’t think so. I’m pretty sure they don’t,” Suir said.
Annaface’s memory tore through every moment of training she had been put through. How would she do this? How would she save the day? How would she not die? An inhuman esper with light manipulation. Reflects ranged attacks. A cherub, so dangerous in melee as well. Their assets? With Suir stocked up on bits and having access to her hoversled, potentially anything she could imagine. That didn’t make it easier, that made it more complicated.
What about the environment? It was on a slight hill. There were walls that would likely block its attacks, including on the other side of it. Annaface risked another peek over the wall. Yes, if they went around behind it there would be a blind spot. What then? The quantum ripplers and the space-time vortex were behind it, it wasn’t like they could even sneak up on it safely.
“I have a limited pool of ideas,” Annaface admitted. “Among the Sons and Daughters, we trust in the supremacy of our implants—of which I have none!—and the dogma of our ontological anchors—which won’t help? I keep thinking what the knight commanders might suggest. Throw grenades and attack, most likely. Maybe teleport in.”
“Grenades aren’t a bad idea,” Suir agreed. “Any grenades you’d think to try in particular?”
Annaface didn’t want to return to the monastery but she forced her mind back there anyway. It was all the experience she had to rely on. She held a part of herself, a younger self, captive and demanded from her the value of their shared education. “Incendiary? It’s a flower. Would defoliation grenades work? Not normality grenades, of course.”
“Well, it might stop it from teleporting if it can teleport!”
“Yes,” Annaface said, “but it’s next to a quantum rippler.”
“Aha?”
“Normality effects interact destructively with quantum ripplers,” Annaface said. “It is a rare edge-case but one that we were warned sufficiently about. Expose a quantum rippler to normality gas and you will crush everything around it under the… weight of… do you have a grenade launcher. Can you tinker a grenade launcher and a normality gas grenade?”
Suir’s little muzzle slowly spread into a tooth-crowded grin. Her red eyes lit up and all her paws squeezed at the dirt in excitement.
 
Annaface was shaking. The entire walk back—and it was only a parasang away, so it was not that long of a walk, but the entire walk back Annaface was shaking. Her heart was pounding and her head was faint and she was holding on to the edge of Suir’s wing just to keep steady. Her helmet was off and her sweat was shockingly cold in the hot wind.
“I mean, I could have just phased up to it and chopped it into pieces,” Suir was saying. Proudly. She had not stopped looking at Annaface and smiling, with all of her teeth, with her pointy triangle ears sticking straight up. “But that? That was how we’d do stuff back when the Daughters of Nafpor were all together. That was a Savithvyr Dyathvri kinda solution. That was a Tiyu-Yutep kinda play. It didn’t even know. Annaface it didn’t even know. One second it was up there sitting pretty shooting at whatever it liked and then it just didn’t exist. We took out half of Blue Shamish with that.”
“You are—pleased with it?” Annaface asked. What did she want? The praise of an elder for devising a battle plan that worked? The joy of victory of a hero saving a town? What was she seeking with that question?
“That was so much fun. It was just like, chonk, fwoosh, fwiss, THOOOM,” and Suir was gesturing with all of her limbs and the hand on her tail too making all the sound effects and nearly prancing like an excited animal. Annaface had to let go of her wing because she was bouncing. Look at those massive legs and forelimbs flex and toss about her incredible weight without the slightest effort. What a weapon Suir was. What a horrifying, nightmarish monster.
It had killed her family, people she’d been related to in blood several times over, and nearly killed her. It had kidnapped her and dragged her around Qud and it was prancing like a baby gnu at the destruction they had just caused. This oversized, half-human, monstrous, murderous death-obsessed mutant freak.
“So I did, I did good?” Annaface insisted.
“Yes! That was incredible!” Suir turned and scooped Annaface up with her panoply of limbs and Annaface was in the AIR she was being held against Suir’s body with all of her arms and her face was pressed into the liquid-sheen of Suir’s zetachrome lune and she could smell the alien animal perversion of the human form this close and Annaface could feel among the hard muscles the soft, oversized press of Suir’s breasts under there and she could feel her hot breath along the side of her face and Annaface was certain the moment Suir put her back down she wouldn’t be able to walk.
She was right. The moment Suir put her back down she had to sit down, immediately, and look at the ground. Had anyone, ever, praised her before like that? Had anyone praised her ever? Disgusting perverted thoughts were bubbling up into the rearmost corners of Annaface’s mind and she was too giddy and relieved and freaked the fuck out to even fight them right now.
“Sorry! Didn’t meant to just, you know, grab you, uh, sorry! I can get a bit touchy! Excited!”
“No,” Annaface said. Suir had killed them. She had killed everyone Annaface had ever known, or separated her from them if not. Abducted her. Stolen her. There were no elders around to stop her or punish her anymore. She could say anything. “You can do that if you like. T-touch me, I mean. That’s. It’s fine.”
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A mote of gentle light darts about
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  Phidolfosewort, the aloe volta mayor of a village of talking plants, had rewarded them with a bug. A hand-sized beetle whose elytra opened to reveal a golden light, and who was now floating nearby Annaface in what Suir assured her was a display of great affection.
Annaface had no idea how to process that a firefly was now symbiotically bonded to her. She wasn’t even sure what it meant that it was symbiotically bonded. But it was a light source, and while inferior to Ponds-Bane, the blue-yellow floating glowsphere that hovered around Suir in the red light of the hindsun, it was a floating light that was Annaface’s. Apparently.
Not even something she had borrowed from Suir, or was using from the monastery’s arsenal. It was hers? It was her firefly.
With their cart-gnus turned to ash by the cherub, Phidolfosewort had convinced Annaface to take their shipment of lover’s blossoms to Saiha. Annaface, specifically, had been convinced, as Suir was letting Annaface take the lead in their adventures now. It seemed a reasonable task? This was how Suir had ingratiated herself to Qud. It was how the Daughters of Nafpor had all found their places in the world. Why couldn’t Annaface find hers in the same way?
And Saiha was founded by Tiyu-Yutep, another Daughter, another of Suir’s water-sisters. They were going to end up there eventually, anyway, weren’t they? Annaface might as well. They might as well just go there anyhow. It couldn’t be worse than Reshephbaaah.
It was getting late, though.
They had taken lunch in Harrapar, a meal made mostly of honey that had left Annaface’s stomach feeling uncomfortably healthy. They’d walked, avoiding feral lah and rogue gun turrets. Suir had thrown together a little something for dinner—a thin but very savory soup? If it had any metabolic effects Annaface couldn’t tell—and they had just finished eating that.
Suir was busying herself with her hoversled, and Annaface was…
That was a great question.
Annaface was sitting. There were plenty of trees in this part of the flower fields, and in the fading light of the hindsun a thousand shadows and a thousand cutting rays of light gave the prismatic meadows an unreal texture. Maybe it was simply Annaface that felt unreal.
They could have stayed in Harrapar, she knew, but she had wanted, she herself had wanted to keep moving. It was a village of talking plants. She couldn’t relate to that. More, she was restless, and still giddy, and still freaked out, and overwhelmed, with their—HER—victory over the cherub.
That was a lie.
Annaface was only thinking of how she had told Suir she could touch her.
It was becoming impossible to deny she was attracted to Suir.
Absolute degeneracy. She stole another look at her captor. Her long bestial body. Her massive forelegs gripping the salted earth. The way her white fluff blended into white feathers along her sides. The faint pulse of blood and chrome in the translucent white chitin of her tail. The human body, sitting, riding this obscene depraved thing.
Suir disgusted her. Why was that exciting?
Suir was a rampant disaster. She just did things. There was none of the austere severity, the responsibility, the sense of I Know Everything that everyone above the rank of squire held in their hearts. She was a mess of a person, the same as Annaface was, despite Suir’s experience and her obvious and undeniable power and capacity for complete destruction.
What could Annaface even do with that? What could she do about that?
 As Suir busied herself in her hoversled, she, sometimes, talked to her hands. Or her hands talked to her. With two extra hands and a pair of helping-hands it didn’t slow Suir down at all. That was another complication, wasn’t it? Estat and Margar were fine, but Annaface didn’t know them as well. They were attached to Suir. If she and Suir, if they ever, if they if.
What did you even do with someone you were attracted to.
Annaface knew the mechanics of reproduction.
She knew the rituals of arranged marriage within the monastery.
What did one do with someone you liked? What did you do when their hands were also different people? Did she even love Suir or was this something different? They didn’t prepare her for this. This might just be a terrible idea. She should just stop thinking about it.
“You seem very stressed!”
It was a tiny voice, an insect’s buzz that etched itself in the shape of words.
The firefly was making lazy orbits around Annaface’s head and talking to her. No.
No no no. Of course the insect could talk. What had Annaface said to Suir? The terror of a living thing suddenly appearing on her without her say? The mayor had just given this to her. It was talking. Fuck it. Whatever.
“I’ve had a very difficult life,” Annaface said.
“Mm, seems rough then!” the firefly hummed.
“You can talk,” Annaface said, when it passed by her face next.
“So can you!” the firefly congratulated.
“I’m Annaface Probelle.”
“Melanelatia! Excited to be with you boss!”
“So what is your… situation?”
Melanelatia landed on Annaface’s knee. Its little beetle face had large, round eyes and a pair of delicate antenna that swept out from them like eyelashes. It wasn’t ugly. “Well! I’m a firefly? I guess we’re together now aren’t we!”
“And what does that mean?”
“Well, we’re linked now! Until I’m dead at least. Not a lot you can do after that.”
“No, that—what does that mean, linked?”
“We’re attuned now aren’t we! You’re my battery! I’m your light! I draw my sweet sweet nourishment from your bioelectric field and light your way for you! I’m registered to your brain waves! Can’t survive on anyone else’s now. That’s life for ya! Isn’t it just so?”
Is this how Suir felt? To suddenly find herself linked with another living thing?
Annaface thought it would feel so much worse. It was surprising.
“Nice to meet you then? I’m not sure how much I can explain of my situation,” Annaface said. “It’s… complicated.”
“Do as you like in this world that’s my motto! What do you like in this world?”
Annaface let her head hang between her knees. The firefly took up circling her head again. “I don’t know. It’s complicated.”
“Wow! Sounds rough then. Well, I’m here to help! If there’s anything I can shine a light on, haha! I can do that! Now I’ll be honest with you Annaface Probelle that’s about all I can do, but there’s no shame in knowing your limitations.”
Annaface laughed. This was absurd. What would the elders say if they saw her symbiotically linked with a firefly? It didn’t matter. They were dead or parasangs and parasangs and parasangs away. No one was in control of her anymore and ever again. “Okay. It is nice to meet you, Melanelatia. Uhm. I suppose endeavor to not get yourself blown up. I’ve been involved in at least two explosions in the past week.”
“Gosh. Hey! Buddy let me tell you: you should also try not to get blown up! I think there’s a lot of things people can’t survive and dying is most of them.”
“Oh? Are there things that aren’t dying that people can’t survive?”
“Hm okay. Okay. Follow me here. Let’s say you were sapient gas.”
“I’m sure that’s possible.”
“Then you run into another cloud of gas. And then you merge together. Where’s the original you? No clue! You’re all mixed up ins. And then? A wind comes by. You get blown across the meadow. Now where are you?”
“Across the meadow.”
“Then someone breathes you in! But just some of you!”
“It’s that philosophical question, then. When does water from the River Yonth become water from Opal’s Duskwaters? If you bottle water from each and mix them, where is that water from?”
“From your waterskins, I reckon.”
Annaface pushed a few strands of hair out of her face and wondered how long fireflies lived. “I’m going to see what Suir is up to,” she said, standing.
“Yep mhm!” Melanelatia agreed.
Suir was tinkering in her hoversled, it seemed. She looked up at Annaface as she walked over. Margar and Estat, in proper face-forms, continued to watch Suir’s other hands as they worked. No, no matter how strange things got for Annaface, having three faces that could look in different directions—she was not at that point yet. “Hi Annaface!” Suir said.
“Hi, Suir. This is Melanelatia.”
“Oh! Did you name your firefly? Nice to meet you, Melanelatia.”
Melanelatia buzzed somewhere above Annaface’s head. “Nice to meet you Suir yep aha!”
“Oh!”  Suir’s eyes widened, and Estat turned at the wrist to stare too. “She talks! I suppose you won’t be lonely anymore, haha!”
Annaface wasn’t sure how much comfort a beetle the size of her palm could give her, but a little over a month ago she couldn’t have imagined she’d be travelling with a giant mutant that murdered Templar knights for fun. “What are you working on?”
“Oh! Just some idle tinkering! Grenades mostly.”
“Do… may I watch? I know some light tinkering. I used to work in the tinker’s shed sometimes. I think I enjoyed it? I’d like to learn more? I don’t know what I enjoy.”
“Sure! Come, sit! We’re water-sisters, you don’t have to be formal about it!”
Annaface sat down next to Suir, who turned back to her work. This meant Suir’s head was now a head and a half higher than Annaface. Massive. What a massive thing. How suddenly the almost-human part of her gave way to raw, naked beast. Annaface was having trouble breathing again. What did she even want out of Suir? What did she even want her to do to her?
Annaface had no idea what people did with one another.
She couldn’t ask Suir about that. She couldn’t tell Suir anything about this. That was insane. That was depraved.
“You know,” Estat was saying, Suir’s thumb clattering as she talked, “I always wished Ponds-Bane could talk. There’s only three of us in this mess, and I’d love for there to be more weirdoes around. Do you know how it got the name Ponds-Bane? Suir beat a croc to death with it in the salt marshes. That was before it could float.”
Melanelatia buzzed a circle around Ponds-Bane as the glowsphere came by on a close orbit. “Hmm! Yep it’s a pretty color that’s for sure. I’m sad it can’t talk too! I’d date it.”
“Oh, well, in that case,” Estat said, twisting around the other way to keep her eyes on the firefly, “in that case. We can use a nano-neural animator or a spray-a-brain on it if you like.”
“I’m not sure if those work on glowspheres,” Margar said.
“Okay but imagine if we got our floating lightsource and Annaface’s floating lightsource to date. Margar. It would be hilarious. You can’t take this from me. I need this.”
“I do not control how spray-a-brains work!”
Estat shook her head—Suir twisted her wrist back and forth?—very seriously. “No, but Tiyu-Yutep is one of the best tinkerers in Qud, Barathrumites included. She can do this. She’s gotta be able to do it. Margar, imagine it. Imagine if our lightsources were dating. That’d be so cute.”
Suir looked up from her tinkering, at her hands. “Hi, uh, do, do I get a say in any of this?”
“Of course not,” Estat said.
Melanelatia risked a longer orbit that put her passing through Estat and Suir’s faces. “Hey aha uhm hi do I get a say in it? Because I would love it if your very pretty glowsphere was a person I was dating. Look at that color. That glow! That’s a catch right there.”
This was absurd. This was utterly absurd, Annaface thought. A year ago she was spending her evenings reciting the liturgies. A year ago a dozen twice-uncles watched her every move, punished her every misstep. Tonight, here, hindsun gave way to jeweled dusk, as the constellation of flowers now matched in measure the constellations of the velvet sky above, Annaface sat in the open with a living weapon whose talking hands were trying to set her symbiotically bonded firefly on a date with a glowsphere.
She could have had this years earlier if she and Rosalee had ran away together.
It would have been hard. They might have been killed. In the escape, in Qud proper, at any time, they could have died horribly and in pain and terror. Annaface had almost been killed even with Suir to protect her. But she and Rosalee could have had nights like this. Instead of having whispered conversations that lasted a minute and feeling giddy at getting away with it they could have been sitting under the flood of stars and chatting about nothing without any worry of punishment. If she had agreed to run they might have made it. They could have both had it. She stayed, and Rosalee was gone, and it had been for nothing, because Annaface had run anyway.
It wasn’t conscious that Annaface was hugging Suir’s side, but the necessity of it was undeniable. She wasn’t going to cry. Rosalee was an old pain, a pain that she was never allowed to cry over because if she had showed sympathy for her then the punishments would come to her so swiftly there’d be no surviving it. She couldn’t cry over Rosalee when it was her fault. The wound was too central, she couldn’t pick at it or her everything would collapse.
But Suir’s fur was so soft, and the muscles beneath were so thick and stable, and it felt so good to just cling to that. To feel the oven-like heat coming from her body. No one was going to punish her for this. She could be weak and that was enough. She could enjoy, indulge, exist. Did Suir mind? Did she even notice?
Without even feeling tired, Annaface fell asleep.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    i don't see why your symbiotic firefly shouldn't be allowed to talk, or why you shouldn't be allowed to make your glowsphere sapient, tbh, ngl
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  There’s this moment, Suir thought. It was that precise exact moment when you realize you’ve been somewhere before, when you recognize the area and stop being lost. When the sight of the scattering of trees and the infinite meadow of flowers and the way the mountains framed themselves in the far distance, when you see it all and you stop and you say, ah! I remember this!
 And when you’ve been in Qud as long as Suir had been, and done so much, there was very few places she didn’t recognize these days. That flower-speckled hill, gentle on one side but with sheer and exposed earth glittering with salt on the other, and the little ruin of a shrine sheltered in its shadow. A statue to Resheph, bending to heal the ferrous leg of some figure implied beyond the stonework. A scattering of rusted iron fencing marking a space around it where the flowers were stomped down by pilgrim boots.
She’d been here before.
“Ah shoot,” Estat said. “Bad luck.”
Suir could hear Annaface’s heartbeat jump into a panic. “What? Where’s the enemy?”
Estat bent low to whisper. “Worse, an old friend.”
“Well, it’d be rude to just… walk past,” Suir said. “Sorry, I know a lot of people in Qud, it’s just a bit awkward.”
Annaface didn’t seem at all relaxed. Her hand was still on the hilt of her vibrokhopesh. “Is it going to be like the goat-monster?” she whispered. “Are all of your friends casual murderers or something?”
“Not… casual murderers,” Suir said. “I mean not like. Not like that. Let’s go say hi.”
 There was no avoiding this one! Was there avoiding anyone? They’d tried to avoid Naara and they’d stumbled right into her village! Of all the luck to pass by the ONE goatfolk village in the jungle Naara had lived in! And now Suir had led them right to Numekas’ place. Was she doing this on purpose? Was it just habit in her hooves that paws that made her go these ways? This was punishment, clearly. This was punishment for Estat joking about using a spray-a-brain on their glowsphere. This was punishment.  
“Who even lives here?” Annaface asked, jogging to keep up. Was Suir walking that fast? It was so hard to walk slow. “If they’re not home right now—”
“She’s right there,” Suir said. “Hello! Numekas!”
A length of iron fence wriggled and bent as if to look at them, and it made a horrid metal squeal the entire time it did it. No, no, no, it was worse than she had remembered. “Oh!” Numekas said, and her voice was a tinny bright too bright metal scratching wailing whining. Oh it was so bad. Suir felt herself slow down. That’s how you walk slow. You get injured. Oh she had too many ears for this. She could hear it through her own head and through Margar’s ears and Estat’s ears and she could hear every squeal of the metal three times at the same time. “Is that Suir Softbeast I see!” Oh her ears were going to start bleeding her eyes were already watering.
“Haha, it is!”
“Suir,” Annaface’s voice was a flavor of worry Suir hadn’t heard before. “Suir the fence.”
“Yep,” Suir sighed. She forced her absolute best smile. “Annaface this is our friend Numekas, the Newly Sentient Wrought Iron Fence.” The next time they saw ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ Suir was going to have to, to like, to do something to pay it back for this.
-- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- --
Annaface was aware of the concept of newly sentient beings, of course. She had never met one. If she had met one in the past she would have been obliged to kill it. Probably? Right? By what standard were they even degenerate? They weren’t deviated from human stock. They weren’t deviated from anything. Were they simply an affront to the natural order? Wait, how were they actually different from robots? She couldn’t even understand the prejudices that she was feeling.
Oh, oh it was moving. The wrought iron fence was walking.
It consisted of two main posts, two cross-bars connecting them, and three rails set within the cross-bars. It was spiked at the top, a dark black rust, and slightly dirty. Swinging itself like a gate, it took one step forward, jammed its post in the ground, and, rooted, swung its back half all the way around to become its forward half, and like that, it wobbled over to greet them.
“By the Coiled Lamb, it’s been some time,” Numekas said, and her voice was the sound of metal scratching against metal and squealing. “I’m glad to see you among the living, my friend.”
“Oh this is perverse,” Annaface whispered to herself. No, there were limits. There were limits. She could treat Suir as a person. She could treat a crypt-ferret as a person, alien as it was. This was a fence. This was a fence. This was a fence. She didn’t need the reasoning behind it. A talking fence.
“You have a new companion, as well! Live and drink, friend, and be welcome in the embrace of the Lamb.” Where was the voice coming from? It was like the entire thing contracted and scraped against itself to make noise.
This was a Sultan-cultist fence. Annaface felt slightly dizzy, as if she was dehydrated. She had to examine why she was offended by this. She could not be like the monsters in the monastery. She was better than. Better than. She could be better than.
If that meant taking a talking wrought iron fence seriously then. Then. Then she could do it.
“L-Live and drink,” Annaface stammered.
Over her shoulder, Annaface heard Melanelatia buzz out a “Live and drink,” reminding her that she, herself, Annaface, was somewhat Strange.
She traveled with a freakish chimera, wanted to kiss girls, and was bound to a talking firefly. She was weird. She was weird, too. She was also, herself, a freak. She couldn’t hold on to a dogma that would condemn her as harshly as it would this talking iron fence she was sorry but an iron fence?
“How,” Annaface found herself asking something possibly very rude, and, instead, asked, “so, how do you and Suir know one another?”
Above her Annaface could see Suir’s face shrink in a little scowl. Was that a bad question too? Was it just that the talking iron fence was painful to listen to? It was answering anyway. The iron fence was talking to her. Screaming. It spoke in unmoderated metallic screams only. “Ah, that’s a very funny story, my friend. You see, for some five-hundred years I and my sisters stood in quiet contemplation of the glory of the Coiled Lamb, in this very spot.”
“Sisters,” Annaface said. The rest of the fence, they weren’t—
“Unthinking, of course, for we were made with the surety of purpose. A person may spend their entire life seeking to reach the peace of mind we were made with! Only ten years ago, a little flicker of time, Suir and her friends came by, to pay respect to the Ghost-in-Cerulean. Inspired by divine purpose, their leader, the transcendent beast ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ, recognizing our devotion and holiness, granted, to me, myself. That is, it gave me myself. Yanked was I from the nothingness and into the world of thought! At first I wailed at it! Robbed was I of my clarity and divine emptiness!”
The entire time the talking fence talked it did so in a horrid, sharp screeching of metal straining against itself. There were surely limits, Annaface thought, and she could see even Suir recoiling at the noise. Margar and Estat were hands only, likely hiding as best they could from the din. Why did it talk like this? Why did it talk so much?
“But I realized what great burden had been granted to me,” the talking fence was still squealing. “I would forgo my place in the holier state, and serve in truth as what I had always been made to do: act as a liminal point between the divine and the mundane. The transitory marker, the mediator. I am the gate. Come! I invite you both to sit with me a while, and meditate on the Above.”
Estat leapt into life, serpentlike, taking shape atop the sudden curve of Suir’s arm. Even Suir seemed surprised by it. “Oh, my dear friend!” Estat said. “We would love nothing more than to sit with you in the silence of the divine and meditate quietly on the nature of transcendence!”
-- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- --
Estat saved the day! Suir knew there was a reason she kept her around! Haha, not like she would ever like, cut Estat off. Suir had been messed up a few times in her life, like, really messed up, like missing her hind-legs guts-dragging-on-the-floor messed up, like, more than once actually decapitated messed up, and she’d always grown herself back no problem. But there was always the fear that her chimeric genes would maybe… not regrow Estat properly? Would Estat just be trapped inside her with no face to speak through anymore?
Terrifying.
Maybe she could grow a new Estat along with her arm, though, or maybe Estat would manifest somewhere else. Suir’s sister Iur had a face on her right breast, although Iur just treated that as another one of her own faces, and it never differentiated into a different person. Suir wondered why Margar and Estat had become people like that. Had they maybe always been inside her, just waiting for a way to express themselves? Had that been why the faces had grown in the first place? A desperate escape into life?
Is that how it had felt when ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ had brought Numekas to life as a joke?
Suir was pretty bad at meditation, she decided. She opened her eyes and looked about her.
They were in the shadow of the hill, in the shadow of the statue of the last sultan, sitting on cushions Suir had taken from the Orb of the Dramatic Explorer. Annaface was across from her, helmet and gloves off, kneeling, eyes closed, and looking to be having just about as good a time as Suir was having.
Which was to say: pretty bad! Meditating sucked. The worst part is Suir used to be so good at it. She’d just stop and stop thinking and just feel her body and feel her wounds close up but that was all because she was, that was, that was back when she was much more beast than soft. No. No, that was a lie.
It’s because the thrill of bloodshed was soothing to her. Because, bleeding from a dozen wounds, covered in the blood of enemies, then Suir could stop thinking. Then she was free. Then she could meditate, reach a zero-mind self, because she was an action. She was Killing. And when Killing paused, she was simply paused herself, waiting, waiting for Killing to continue, to continue to be Killing.
Suir remembered tearing the goatfolk apart back in Ivory Sheazokesh and felt a shudder thrill through her hindquarters. Sitting here doing nothing wasn’t meditative. This sucked.
Yes, Estat was thinking, but if we stop meditating, Numekas will start talking again, and we might not survive it.
Which was another fair point.
Suir brushed a length of hair out of her face and decided she could just enjoy the scenery? The flower fields were beautiful. It was a beauty that hid danger, danger everywhere, but that was how it was beautiful, wasn’t it? In the distance Suir could see the heavy rocky plateaus that cut the flower fields in half, and she wondered how much death was between her and those walls. Tumbling pods exploding creatures and sending their slurry into the wet earth. Gun turrets firing at everything that walked around the wrong tree, spraying blood and meat and life in gouts behind them. Chitinous pumas leaping out from behind witchwood trees, biting and tearing and tasting a creature’s end in their mouth.
She was thinking about killing a lot.
She hadn’t been doing a lot of killing, lately.
Before Annaface, Suir had been… Suir had just been spending her time in the deep stratas, wandering around killing things, hadn’t she? She’d spent nearly a month doing that, a month of constant death and blood, shortly before Dappir had gotten destroyed. That was right. She had just come up for air for the first time in a month and was going to Dappir to trade, to resupply, and it turned out it was gone.
And all this had started. She’d collected Annaface. She’d grown so used to the killing she was only just now realizing she was missing it, wasn’t she? Was Naara right? Could she really ever have a life that didn’t involve death? Annaface was already trying so hard over there, trying to be a new person, a better person, and Suir had been given that chance a dozen times over and in the end she still chose violence, didn’t she?
“Hey, I’m really bad at meditating, I think,” Suir announced, out loud.
“Thank you,” Annaface said, opening her eyes and sighing. “I did not want to say it, but this—this is not helping me. Being alone with my thoughts is not helping me.”
Oh damnit Numekas was talking bad move bad move oh no her ears. “That,” she screeched, rooted in her normal place among the rest of the fence, “is because you are both holding on to your thoughts. To your ego. I know a recipe for some excellent humble pie, if you would like.”
“No,” Suir said. “I’m not—no.”
“It was a joke!” Numekas squealed. “But you cling to the illusion of your self. To the troubles of this world. You are meat. You are life, and action, and motion. I know, to sit still is contrary to your true self. That is why it is work. It is hard. It is worth it all. Take your emotion and envision it as a thing before you. Your anxiety, your fear, your doubts. It is a thing of you, but it is not you. A result of your experiences and chemicals. Your You, your Self, it experiences these things. It is the dirt that clings to you. Slime-stained, lush, acid-covered. Yet there is a You that these things attach to. Take your thoughts, and wash them away. You will find a self made of nothingness at your core. The true peace of quiet.”
Yeah, Suir thought, that was never going to happen, especially when Numekas’ voice was a shrill wail of metal yearning to split in half. “I know, I’m sorry, Numekas, I just don’t have that sort of mind, I don’t think.”
“I was raised to constant vigilance,” Annaface said. “Letting go is about as alien an idea as a talking fe—it’s not part of my, of my. A thing?”
Melanelatia buzzed in low, and offered, “Ontological framework?”
“Yes,” Annaface agreed. “Thank you.”
Suir felt something inside her, for just a moment. To see Annaface have something that was, even if distantly, a part of her, volunteer information to her, help her out, it reminded her so much of Estat and Margar and it, it, well, okay, Suir didn’t have a word for it.
Joy in seeing someone share in a comfort you have been mostly alone in knowing, Margar’s thoughts suggested.
Yes, that, Suir thought, thank you. And pride that even though Annaface was obviously uhm, sorta, struggling with taking a talking fence seriously (Suir understood! even for her it was weird too!), she had already warmed up to her firefly like, Annaface wasn’t even freaked out about it at all, it was like Annaface was just like, already into it? As if it were her new normal? She was making such progress?
Suir wasn’t. Wasn’t making any progress at all really.
“I feel you are both very wounded,” Numekas said in a miserable white scream of metal. “Healing is a slow process. But you must first know your wounds for them to heal. Would either of you like to talk about what is troubling you?”
“No!” Suir and Annaface said, immediately, at the same time, and in exactly as hurried and forceful a tone as the other. Suir looked at Annaface a moment. She could see the stress and panic in Annaface’s soft little blue-gray eyes falter, and together they started laughing.
-- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- --
It was hindsun, and Numekas’ shrine was half a parasang behind them now.
“A wrought iron fence priest,” Annaface said, finally. “Why.”
“Why did she become a priest, you mean? I think because she came to uh, sapience under a statue of Resheph and realized she’d been there for so long it must uh, have, have had a point, so uh…”
“No,” Annaface said. “No, why did—how did? Why did ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ bring a length of iron fence to life?”
“Oooh,” Suir said. “Uhm. It thought it would be funny.”
“It was pretty funny at the time,” Estat insisted. “You had to be there.”
“Estat?” Annaface asked.
“Ah, yeah?”
“If you bring the floating glowsphere to life and it ends up screaming constantly too, I’m not going to be your friend anymore.”
“Hah! So we’re friends now?” Estat asked. “Okay! Deal. Fine.”
Melanelatia darted about, her wings adding an urgency to her words. “No! No! Bring it to life. I’m ready to be a husband!”
“Don’t worry! I only agreed that we won’t be friends if Ponds-Bane screams all the time. I never said I won’t bring it to life.”
Suir interrupted, “I really should get a say if my glowsphere is sapient or not?”
“No you shouldn’t,” Estat said.
“Numekas is… doing well for herself, at any rate,” Margar said. “I think people come from a good bit away to learn meditation from her.”
“Her voice,” Annaface said. “I have a headache.”
“Oh by the Polyxerramesque stool yes,” Suir agreed. “We have six ears, Annaface, it hurts so much, can you even imagine?”
“Hah! No, no I can’t. Do you… did you want to talk about what’s bothering you? About why you couldn’t meditate?”
“Oh! Uhm. It’s not much. Same as I said last time. It’s just. Violence is just. Inside me. It’s a part of me and I want it and I want to experience it so much. And I know it’s wrong to just go around killing things! So it’s. It’s a constant. Fight? With who you are.”
Annaface’s sigh was closer to a moan. “Yes. That is exactly how it is, yes. A fight with who you are. Who even am I if I’m fighting myself? When my thoughts are ‘that talking fence is a perversion and should be destroyed’ and I go ‘no, I don’t want to think that,’ then who is the one thinking the first part? Who is thinking they don’t want to think that? Where even am I when I disagree with myself?”
“I’m not. I’m not really sure.”
“… your thoughts and experiences… it’s a thing of you but not you. It’s lush acid slime coating you,” Annaface said. “No, without the fence squealing at me maybe I do understand it. There’s a me underneath everything and I have to clean everything off first. I just, I don’t understand how. Or what will even be left of me without it all.”
“Oh oh,” Melanelatia was buzzing and flashing in the red light of the hindsun excitedly. “Got a thought about that one boss! A metaphor! I’m real proud of it, so I’m going to say it. You’re all like a light rail on a turret! You want to do something other than kill but it’s all you can do! So you gotta get taken down and disassembled into bits! And then put back together into something new! But maybe you don’t got enough bits to make the thing you wanted from just the light rail. So you gotta find some more bits, and it’s scary because this new thing, well, it’s got the same bits from the light rail but it’s not all the same bits and it’s a new shape! Is it even you? Is there ever even a you to begin with? I think that’s the ego death thing!”
“… that is very… insightful?” Annface asked. “Where did you get a thought like that?”
“Well unlike some people around here, turns out I’m good at the whole meditation thing.”
“You’re a talking firefly,” Annaface said, her voice a firm middleground between amazement and frustration. “Thank you very much.”
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  It was miraculous they had gotten through the flower fields with so little incident. A few angry boars? One irritable tortoise? There had been a nest of chaingun turrets but they were pariahs to their people and Suir and them were already friends, it had been nice, they had hung out for a bit and caught up and Suir had tinkered up some extra slugs for them. Annaface hadn’t even been terribly weirded out by it!
But the flower fields ended, and the ground became hard, rocky, cracked. The earth broke upwards, dirt split to make way for rock walls and dark stone scrambles. Saiha was nearby, and they had almost reached it without anything happening.
But Annaface was struggling with the rock scramble. It was like climbing a mountain if the mountain was lying on its side. Boulders the size of ray cats and boulders the size of slumberlings and maybe an actual slumbering here and there too, with no order or reason, a puzzle for the feet. You couldn’t just walk straight, here, you had to climb up this rock, take a moment to think, and then jump to that rock. Climb down this way so you could climb back up that way. Squeeze through this gap. Climb onto this boulder. Climb onto that one. Jump again. All under the glare of the high salt sun, and goodness, you know, Suir’s regeneration mutation had overtaken the downsides of her albinism enough for day-to-day but wow. Wow she was even herself feeling that sun.
They had sat down atop a mostly flat rock to take a break and that’s when the cannibals happened.
“Are those humans?” Annaface asked.
“Ooh those are cannibals,” Suir said. “Which I mean yeah they’re. I think they’re humans.”
There was about a dozen of them, that lucky kind of dozen where you get a few extras thrown in for free. They were human, Suir reminded herself, even if their skin looked like jellified bones traced with black lines of clogged veins. Even if their faces favored their mouths in proportions, wide and grinning and toothful. Their eyes had an animal innocence Suir was never sure what to do with. They held clubs, and they were real tools, not just sticks. Suir could see even at a glance two of them were engraved and one was painted. They had, they had some kind of society? Maybe?
They were naked, of course, and they weren’t friendly.
They had crawled out from the gaps in the rocks and were spreading out across the scramble and there, and over there too, new ones were still wriggling through cuts in the earth.
Annaface was standing at Suir’s side now, shield readied and her vibrokhopesh purring. “These. These. They are not good people, right? I’m not going to find out they are a friendly community of people who call themselves cannibals as a joke. These—these disgusting savages are okay to be—to be disgusted by, yes?”
“I—uh—well! No I think they do want to eat us.”
“So we kill them?”
“Normally I’d just, you know, run past them. They’re really not that dangerous.”
“And leave them to eat other travelers who aren’t as fast or as powerful as you, yes.”
“I don’t—I mean! Should I? Should I just kill everything that hurts anyone ever? That’s, that’s so many things I’d be killing!”
“I am not sure I can see the ethical dilemma in defending ourselves, Suir.”
“I know, I just. I. I’m just. If there’s people like you among the Templar, then what if there’s another Annaface here? And I, I, I could be fucking it up and I could kill them and I’d never know. They’d never know!”
Annaface sighed into her filtered mask. “That is—fuck. That’s a fair point. Shall we ask them? Hello! Cannibals! Who wants to renounce a life of violence and predation and come be friends with us?”
“Meat,” one of the cannibals said, hopping to a closer rock.
Annaface raised her shield. “Oh that one sounds friendly! Suir, I’m better armed than I was before, but I was a squire. I cannot fight twenty of these things myself.”
“I know. I know. I was just.”
Suir was afraid.
The goatfolk, well, she hadn’t known those ones personally, directly, but she’d known goatfolk for so long. They were people, to her. She hardly fought goatfolk at all anymore, not since she and Naara had become water-sisters. Killing them had been—and she had been doing her best not to think about this—yes it had been nice! But. But. Not since the Templar. And then Annaface had surrendered? And. But. But these were.
These were cannibals.
No one would miss them.
“Oh dear,” Margar said. “We’re about to lose her.”
“Annaface!” Estat shouted. “Just uhm. Keep that shield up, honey, I think we’re about to get this.”
For the past month? Had it been a month? Longer? Suir had been questioning everything. For longer than that. For much longer than that. Annaface had simply been the focusing lens of what had been troubling her for so long. What was there to her life other than violence? What should there be? But there was no ambiguity here! They had weapons! They wanted to kill them! They wanted to fight! There was no Annaface hiding among them. Suir wasn’t going to kill a Buwofu-Gawufoo and only later find a village full of friendly smiles and regret all the blood on her axes. This wasn’t a sultan cult of crabs, they weren’t isolated and trapped, no one was going to die if she let herself go. She wasn’t going to come to and not even find a body left of Annaface to bury because she’d been too busy having fun.
Suir couldn’t find a single excuse.
Annaface was right. They were attacking travelers. If it hadn’t been Suir someone might actually get killed by them. Someone peacefully going to Saiha could die. Eaten! Suir wasn’t just, like, validated in doing this she was justified this would be justice this would be a good ethical action. If you try to kill someone you’re inviting them to try to kill you! That was the most basic animal ethics that all life was founded on! Life killed life! If you killed someone you could not complain if they killed you instead!
She was trying so hard and there was not a single reason to not do this.
She should do it.
She had to do it.
She was going to do it.
They were crawling closer, clubs ready, they wanted to fight, which meant they were ready to die, they agreed, they consented, they consented, they wanted it, they wanted it, they wanted her, they craved it, they consented, they knew they wanted it too they wanted it they wanted it they wanted it they wanted it they wanted her.
Suir was free.
Right hindleg. Rear back, push, jump.  Wings flare, six extra paces, swoop. Vibrokhopesh. Cut. There was the flesh separated. There was the bone shearing. There were the organs becoming disordered. A life ended. Land, right forepaw. Rotate, reposition. New prey. Charge.
The terror in his face. They had no idea. They never could expect it. The terror in his face.
Polyxerram I’s axe in his face. It split down the center and the brain was cleaved utterly, the center of his self sundered. How quickly a living thing became inert matter, how it submitted to gravity without a hint of disobedience. Eager. Yearning. Death waited inside them desperate to come out. It craved her. It called to her. It loved her. It needed her. More.
Two steps forward. New prey. Right vibrokhopesh, lower left axe, stinger. Left arm at the elbow. Right leg at the knee. Fingerclaw in the heart, pumping venom directly into the source of life. The throb of it dying at her touch. Perfect. Perfect. Perfect.
An attack from the left. Glacial. Left forepaw grip. Left hindhoof push. Rotated around the axis of the foreleg. Right vibrokhopesh, right axe, right axe, right wrist blade, right wrist blade. Upper left shoulder, left elbow, left wrist, lung, kidney. Head on the rock as it fell a moment later. Instantly dead. Fast transformations. Slow transformations. Rapture.
Prey. Jump, land, charge, flurry. Right vibrokhopesh, left vibrokhopesh, right axe, left axe, right axe, left axe, left forepaw axe, antler axe, antler, stinger axe, stinger, wristblade, wristblade, wristblade, wristblade. A stain in the suggestion of a person smeared on the rock.
Beautiful. It caught the attention for a long moment. The absolute perfection of the violence. A living, thinking thing rendered into art, a reinterpretation of existence utterly absolutely without any resistance. Nothing could resist it. Nothing could resist. She could do whatever she wanted to them and they could never stop her. Her blood was pounding hot and needful and their blood was still and drying. Oh.
There were so many more to kill.
-- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- --
The first time, Annaface’s family.
The second time, the goatfolk in Ivory Sheazokesh.
This was the third time Annaface got to see Suir fight something other than a roaming boar or agitated reptile. Annaface did not have chance to use her new sword, to test the strength of her shield on cannibal club. Suir killed everything. Suir killed everything.
She ran freely along the broken earth and bodies exploded behind her.
Suir danced, as laden with limbs as she was, as heavy and heaving and bestial her form, she danced. She juked and twirled and grabbed a partner into her arms and swept them into the air and spun with them and let go and they left her as disarticulated pieces trailing blood in shining ribbons.
Her mouth was wide, not a smile, not a human expression, a rampant beast’s bloodlust on her face. Her eyes open, delirious. Two cannibals took a swing at her and Suir shifted her massive body with inhuman precision, reflex enacting an exact trigonometry of limb. The clubs grazed past her forehip and rearhip and the same move that let her dodge had brought all of her weapons around her and the cannibal’s bodies fell into the rock scramble.
Annaface, when she had seen Suir like this the first time, had done the only reasonable thing. She had given up. She had given herself over to death. The cannibals were still trying to fight. Even an animal should know when to listen to fear. These—these hideous parodies of humanity, what even were they? Could humans fall so low that they would be less than a beast?
Annaface was proud of being a True Daughter if it meant she wasn’t anything like these attempts at humanity. When Suir had murdered her family it had been… hard. Complex. It was a thing best not thought about in any detail. They were her family. They had built her life on suffering. Suir had killed people she’d known her whole life, and had freed her from them. That slaughter was too complex to examine even still.
With the goatfolk she had been injured, bleeding, shocked, and terrified. She had demanded Suir take the last one’s head as a necessity. She had been too recently exploded to have further thoughts on it, and then Suir had begun preparing them for meals, and that had been its own entire thing.
This? This massacre? She didn’t have to feel bad about this, Annaface told herself. Disgusting things. Monsters in human shape, crawling naked and chewing on the flesh of their betters? Qud was better without them. It was for the best that they died powerless and impotent in Suir’s bloodlust.
It was exactly what a good, devout Daughter of Man would think. She wasn’t that anymore. She couldn’t think like that. But then what? Clean her Self of all her experiences and what mind was left? What opinions did she have once she divested herself of opinion? Did she have to invent them here, now, tinker them mid-combat?
Should Annaface value all life, even life that was trying to eat her? Was violence never okay, even when it was being used on you first? They hadn’t trained her to think. She didn’t even know how to start thinking about this.
It didn’t matter. She was too late. There was only one cannibal left. Red described Suir’s path along the rock scramble. Blood slid hydrophobic off Suir’s zetachrome lune and matted in wild patterns in her fur and feathers. One massive paw after another, grabbing the stones beneath her like they were her prey, Suir advanced on the last cannibal.
It—she?—took several scrambling steps back.
It could show fear. It did have feelings. The cannibal was enough of a person to know to be afraid of this. Was it even fair to spare the last one, Annaface thought? What would even come of it? Let a lone cannibal live, to starve among the hills? Would they take her along and rehabilitate her like had happened with Annaface? Was this comparable? Was Annaface watching her first encounter with Suir from the outside? Or was Suir just killing the last of a group of mutant, freakish bandit cannibals who had planned on eating them?
Suir grabbed the earth and stalked two more long, reaching steps towards the cannibal.
The cannibal, moving like a crab missing half its legs, crawled backwards, up this boulder and across that one. Her eyes were black and unbelieving and she was holding Suir’s eyes in constant stare. Yes, she was definitely terrified. There was enough of a person in there to feel fear.
“Run, or attack,” Suir huffed. “Do something. What can you do? How are you going to die?”
Annaface remembered, vividly, the dark, humid cold of the cave, the smell of her family’s blood, and Suir’s manic, monstrous face staring at her. Well? Are you just going to stand there? At least draw your sword.
Suir’s steps were long and smooth, her whole body pressed low to the ground, slinking, dragging. “Please. Please. Do it. Do it. I want you to do it.”
The cannibal shrieked, and it was too human. The noise was too human. It was the sound of a scared woman, and Annaface found that she didn’t need to invent entirely new thoughts on the situation. This wasn’t okay. She wasn’t sure why but she knew this wasn’t okay. She tried to tell Suir to stop but she was a dozen rock-hops away and the cannibal’s club was already swinging.
It hit Suir’s chest with a dull thud. The cannibal brought it up and swung again, and it hit Suir in the face now, and the cannibal swung again, sideways, and hit Suir across the jaw. The cannibal swung again, and Suir snapped forward, grabbing the cannibal’s arm in her mouth. The axe in her hantler came down at the same moment and split off the cannibal’s entire shoulder like a piece of firewood.
Annaface knew this was wrong, somewhere, but where was this wrong? The cannibals were attacking. They wanted to eat them. What was wrong with killing them? Why did this feel so wrong? Was it just empathy? Was she just imagining Suir dismembering her back in the tunnels and fearing her own death? But was it wrong to see yourself in everyone? But was it right to see yourself in cannibals trying to eat you?
The cannibal was still alive, or its body was, curled on the rock and shuddering and rasping, breathing and coughing blood. Suir, body held with a weightless grace, stayed where she was, and watched the cannibal die. That. That. That’s where this was wrong, Annaface realized.
It had been her fellow squires’ and knights' pride in what they had done in Dappir. They had killed non-combatants, but if they saw the world as only having enough room for either the mutant or the True Kin then there was at least a justification, a pretext for the necessity of the slaughter. It became wrong in that they had been proud of it. They had celebrated it. Suir was enjoying this. If Annaface had to invent a philosophy on the spot it was going to be that.
There was a difference in defending yourself with violence and indulging in it.
Even if the targets were the same, the emotions carried with you as you killed them, that mattered. That had to matter. There was no ontology where that distinction wasn’t worth making. She had been too late. Not for the cannibals’ sake, fuck the cannibals, but for Suir’s.
“Suir,” Annaface said. She pulled her crysteel coronet off and freed her mouth from the muffler of its filters. “Suir.”
“Yeah,” Suir said. She was still perched over her last kill, eyes fixed on the spot where the shoulder had been cleaved free, exposing raw bone and muscle. Gloating over her kill. A very specific memory attempted to place itself before Annaface’s eyes and she shut it down, refused it, denied it. She was not in Dappir.
“That—it’s—it’s over.” Was that all Annaface had to say? Shut your mouth unless something important needs to come out of it, squire.
“Yeah,” Suir agreed. “I’m, no, I’m good.” Like the sight of the corpse was asphalt, Suir slowly pulled her eyes free of it. Her body, trembling now, unfolded and straightened out. “Are you all right? Did any of them get a hit on you?”
“No, you. You killed them all. Suir, this, this was a bit…” Why are you talking to me before you know what you want to say, squire? Shut up, Annaface thought, why now, why was she thinking that now? Because the consequence for saying the wrong thing here might be just as fatal as it was in the monastery? Was Suir even in control of herself right now? Would she kill her? “Are you—are you okay? Are you,” how could she even word this? “Are you you right now?”
“Haha,” Suir said. She was panting, openmouthed, tongue lolling like a dog. “Yeah, no, I’m me, it’s okay. It, it was just a bit since I got to really go all out. Not much of a threat, but, well, still can’t let cannibals eat people traveling to my water-sister’s village.”
“Hey boss,” Melanelatia hummed. “Pretty good she’s on our side I think.”
 “Suir,” Annaface stammered. Suir wasn’t going to cut off her head for expressing her feelings. This wasn’t the monastery. “Suir, that, that was terrifying. You were terrifying.”
“I’m… I’m very good at killing. I know. But like! I’m, I’m not going to hurt you, yeah, you know? We’re water-sisters. I, I made that decision. I would never hurt you. You don’t have to be afraid of me. Are you afraid of me?”
“Yes!” Annaface said. Scattered around them were uncountable and unsorted body parts and great smears of blood and, and, “you, you stopped being a person. That wasn’t—I, I know you’ve said you enjoy killing but. Suir that. You’re a kind person? You’ve been so kind to me. How can you be both?”
“Both?” Suir was putting her weapons away. Apparently she wasn’t going to auto-butcher human corpses at least. “Both of, what?”
“So kind and so monstrous. How is the person who spends an hour making me a dinner that won’t mutate me too much but still tastes so good be the, the same person who just, I, you, you were playing with them! You were playing with them as you killed them! You were taunting that last one the same way you taunted me. That’s why you wanted me to draw my sword? You wanted to play with me before you killed me?”
Suir had stopped sheathing her weapons. The trembling excitement had shifted to a tense, guarded quiet. “I. I’ve. Okay. I.” That was all the useful things Suir seemed to have to say. The salt sun pounded on them and the air was filling with the hot smell of blood and worse. Suir just stood there. “I don’t know what you want me to say, Annaface.”
“I don’t disagree that they needed to die. I told you to kill them. Only, you have so much obvious power. You had complete control over their lives and deaths.” Annaface pulled off one of her crysteel gauntlets and wiped her eyes clear. “You shouldn’t. Enjoy it.”
“I don’t know what you want me to say, Annaface,” Suir said, again. This time her voice was flat, tired, and annoyed. “I wish I could say, oh, that’s a fourth person that takes over my body when that happens. It’s not, it’s me, it’s still just me. Margar and Estat just sort of get drowned out when I get like that, because it’s, it’s the most me. If that last cannibal had thrown away her club and started talking to me I would have, I would have. I would have spared her. I, I know I would have. I obviously didn’t kill you when you did that.”
“If,” Annaface started, and hesitated. “If I had drawn my sword, crying, shaking, and terrified, and instead of swinging it at the air, if I had tried to hit you. If I had done like you had wanted. If I had beat you ineffectually with my sword while you stood there not even moving, just to ensure that I knew I was powerless and about to die. Would you have enjoyed it when you killed me? Would you have stood over me and watched me die for fun?”
 The battle-joy was fully gone from Suir’s face. Her red eyes were tired now. “I don’t, I don’t know what you want me to say, Annaface. We’ve, we’ve talked about all this already. You know this about me. You know who I am. I gave you the chance, and I know you’re a good person, I know you’re—”
“It’s not about me! It’s about you. This isn’t good for you.”
“I don’t know what you want me to say! You were the one who said I should kill them? And I can’t just change like that! I can’t not be me! If you wash everything off of me that’s me. I’m not a pariah, I’m a bloodshedding hedonist. My whole family was. I learned and changed and that’s why I’m a pariah, and that’s, that’s why you’re alive! I can rein it in when I have to! But I can’t. Not. Be me. Not in the end. You couldn’t not be you, either. It’s why you, you couldn’t go back to the Templar, isn’t it? You couldn’t, couldn’t not love Rosalee, and I can’t not love… this.”
Annaface felt her pale face flush red. She wanted to yell at Suir about that. That was too pointed a rejoinder. Annaface was trying to be a better person. If she was going to berate Suir about giving in to what would feel good she had to hold herself to the same standard. She could be better than. “If we had marched against you, and not Dappir, Suir, I would have felt like even Rosalee had died for a good cause, because there were monsters out there we were fighting. But we did not. We went to Dappir. If they had celebrated killing you I would have never again thought a belief contrary to the dogma of the Holy Rhombus. I, I hated what they had done to Rosalee and what I had been through but I would have justified it just as I had my whole life. I would have kept being that person. I was not always this me. It was random dumb luck that gave me the chance and I took it. I made the hard choice to change and throw away what I used to be.”
“I don’t know what you want me to say, Annaface.”
“… I don’t know either.”
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  Saiha.
Tiyu-Yutep’s village in the hills.
From what Suir had said, this had been one of the leaders of the Daughters of Nafpor. This had been one of the more civilized members of their not-sultan-cult. She would be, Annaface hoped, a firm counterexample to people like Igwashim, Naara, and Suir herself. Someone sane. There had to be someone sane and reasonable in Qud. Someone who wasn’t a dog who worshiped the concept of naps, someone who wasn’t a talking succulent. Someone who wasn’t a bloodshedding hedonist. Someone normal.
So the ring of norm core mk IIIs was a good sign.
At the top of the hill they were climbing, and it was not a small hill by any measure, Annaface could see a dozen of the things reaching up into the purple light of jeweled dusk. Heavy crystal pillars, asphalt-black, humming noiselessly with the reassurance of normality. The faint impression of orderly crystal predictability carried on beyond the norm cores themselves, hexagonal shadows layered on the air.
“That is a lot of norm cores,” Annaface said. Walking uphill most of the day had taken the breath out of her, but the words had mostly made it out intact and recognizable.
“In 1009 AR, Tiyu-Yutep founded Saiha with a norm core mk III in each hand. She has quantum jitters. Uh, you know, where she just sometimes… accidentally tears a hole in space time?” Suir was not even winded at the climb. “Normality sort of turns off the space time vortexes before they cause problems. And a lot of espers live here. Discourages the esper hunters? They show up sometimes to ego hunt someone, and, uh, woops, turns out you can’t use your psychic powers in the village of espers.”
“I find it,” Annaface said, pacing her words so she didn’t exhaust herself just by talking because the dirt just kept going up with every step, “I find it funny. In the monastery we took, took great comfort in enforced normality. Here, a village of mutants. And they saturate their village with normality.”
“Quantum jitters is, uh, it’s honestly pretty serious. You have the ontological anchor I made?”
“Yes.”
“Okay! Uh. Even still, you should keep that on. It was like, super funny the first time Tiyu-Yutep sent us all to the Palladium Reef on accident and it was uh. Really not funny after the tenth.”
“Cannot imagine it,” Annaface said.
Melanelatia said, “You probably had to be there. In the Palladium Reef. Which, oh boy. Yeah keep that anchor activated because I don’t want to go to the P-Reef? The P is short of Palladium.”
“The Preef,” Estat said. “We’re pretty important in Qud, how long do you think it’d take to get everyone calling the Palladium Reef the Preef?”
“I don’t know why we’d want to,” Margar said.
“The evolution of language from its meaningful origin into idiomatic acceptance of orphaned etymology is frankly just super hilarious to me,” Estat said. “It’s like—it’s like with—okay I can’t think of any other examples right now but I’ll be sure to tell you all when I do.”
“Sounds great,” Annaface huffed. So much talking. She wasn’t going to make it up the hill at the rate she was spending her breath and the precious moisture of her body in sweat.
For a village, the road to it was fairly unkind. It was a winding dirt trail that crossed back and forth on its way up the hill, and while it was turning to night, Melanelatia’s soft glow was enough to see by. Hard travel had ensured the path’s footing was very stable, but what a miserable climb. It went up, incessantly, proudly. Annaface was in excellent shape, she had never had a choice in the matter, and this climb had still exhausted her. She wondered if that was part of the village’s defense.
A few more steps and Annaface pulled herself over the edge of the hill. She could feel herself enter the norm core’s field, and the reassurance of normality was an unsettlingly pleasant nostalgia for her.
Nothing else here was familiar. 
This had clearly been a ruin, at some point, something created by the Eaters but long since altered from their designs. Directly before them were farm fields, a generous stretch of dreadroot and yuckwheat. Clockwise, a starapple orchard. Counter-clockwise, a banana orchard. Further along the ring of the hill Annaface could see more crops, a ring stretching into incoherent darkness. The earth here was hard and unkind, but the mutants obviously had done something to master it and make it work for them.
Further in, chrome ruins surely once stood naked and bare on the hilltop. A trio of towers, perhaps, cast in metal, stretching to the sky. Decapitated, now, each boasting only a few stories before age or some unseen calamity had removed the rest of their height. Trees grew from their open tops, spreading their leaves to the sky and completing the towers.
Colored glowspheres were strung between the branches in spiderweb, and between the towers themselves. The purple of jeweled dusk was here evicted in favor of a soft rainbow haze. At the towers’ base several smaller houses huddled as if for warmth beneath the glow. They were square-ish things, made of cut stone and, even from the distance, Annaface could see every brick was engraved with something. Whatever people lived here did not spare effort for ornamentation.
The mutant lives in their own filth, ignorant to the history they consume. How little Annaface had needed to see of the world to discover everything she’d ever been taught was a lie.
Suir came over the hill and stood next to Annaface. Her white face was lit blue-yellow in the orbiting light of Ponds-Bane and she was smiling. “Well, here we are. Now we can deliver those lover’s blossoms for Phidolfosewort, you can meet Tiyu-Yutep… we can uh, take it easy! I was originally, you know, going to go to Brambled Pass since it’s way bigger, but Saiha’s a good stop. Especially with uh. Well two days ago sure was—uh. Well. Tiyu-Yutep’s good people it’s good we’re here.”
Annaface waved her hand through the air, breaking up the half-imagined lattice of black hexagons that filled her eyes. “She’s normal enough, I imagine. One does not have a choice considering the decorations.”
“Oh,” Melanelatia said! “Oh. Imagine if when she gets away from the norm cores she’s actually totally crazy! That would be a fun twist!”
“No,” Suir said, “it isn’t like that at all.”
Estat said, “Not like you’d know. You’ve been avoiding Saiha as much as you have everyone else lately. What if Tiyu-Yutep developed a normality addiction? That’s a thing that exists.”
“I’m here now,” Suir growled. “Why don’t we go say hi?”
It was late, and the village seemed asleep. No one was around to greet or challenge them as they approached. It was a strange feeling, Annaface considered. She had only been to a few mutant villages. In 18th Decagon Otrir, a talking dog had greeted them within moments. They had been lead to Reshephbaaaah under escort. The flowers in Harrapar hadn’t shut up. In Dappir, she had come at night, and no one had been awake to greet them. They had stood a long moment, intruders in the empty streets, the village’s death in their hands, to be placed upon it at their leisure.
It wasn’t like that here. They weren’t here to kill anyone. Just because it was quiet, just because they were sneaking in during jeweled dusk, it wasn’t going to end up like Dappir. Annaface wanted to fall a bit behind Suir, let Suir precede her, but after the cannibal massacre it was somewhat harder to find comfort in the beast. The cannibals surely had their reasons for doing as they did. Even her own people had their justifications. Was violence ever acceptable? If it was inevitable, shouldn’t it be taken as a tragedy? Why did everyone seem to enjoy it? Who made a pastime of murder? Was she singular in that she did not crave the death of an enemy, any enemy?
Maybe the problem was with Annaface. But the Annaface of old had been eager for the death of the mutant, hadn’t she? She hadn’t been reluctant, at least. It was only when Dappir revealed itself to be talking fucking fish and humans with a few extra arms, and her family had slaughtered them with pride that her ideology and the actions of those who had ingrained it into her failed to align. If they had gone to fight Suir from the beginning the dissonance would have never occurred. She would have been proud in the slaughter of the mutant. Annaface had changed. She had decided to be disgusted with slaughter when presented with evidence to do so. So why couldn’t other people?
“This is Tiyu-Yutep’s house!”
Reality reasserted itself. Despite the hexagonal pareidolia that filled the village, it felt like Annaface had been out of phase with existence until Suir had spoken. Right. They were in Saiha. Tiyu-Yutep’s house was, apparently, one of the three great chrome buildings at the town center.
Its burnt chrome reflected an oilspill of colors from the glowspheres strung in the tall distance. There was a door here, marble in contrast to the metal surrounding it. On it was engraved an image of Polyxerram I, depicted as a cat who wore the stars as her dress. She was embracing with abstract wings a crowd of pariahs.
The image split open as the doors swung outwards. The engraved image of Polyxerram I gave way to… the actual Polyxerram I? Was the first Sultan of Qud still alive? She was a cat, but large, greater than a chitinous puma. Her fur was a soft sandy color, flecked with darker motes of ash-dust. She had a human face, and despite it being a human face on the body of an entire puma Annaface felt no revulsion from the joining. She was… beautiful? In contrast to the face of a Daughter of Man, hers was perfectly symmetrical, smooth and round and delicate, like the beetle moon given flesh and life. Her skin was a few shades darker than her fur, the color of rich soil; her black eyes shimmered like baetyls; her lips were flushed red with life, and her teeth were like pearls set in coral. Her hair was long and onyx-black and braided into a dozen tails decorated with gold and gemstones. She was nude but for uncountable bracelets and rings set with a rainbow of gems.
She had wings folded along her back, and Annaface swore she could see the flicker of stars on each feather. The air around her sang soft susurrations of praise. Was she hallucinating that? No, there was music, and she wore it like a robe. Was that a psychic mutation? But the normality field? How? Was this divinity?
“Suir Softbeast! Vertihart said they saw you coming over the hill and I did not believe it. I haven’t had word of you in months! Is everything okay?”
“Live and drink, Tiyu-Yutep! We have the uh. Uh. Lover’s. Blossom. Shipment? From Harrapar?”
Right, of course this wasn’t Polyxerram I, this was just Tiyu-Yutep. Had Annaface even met any actual humans since Suir had killed her family? There had been a few Naphtaali in Otrir? But their humanity was questionable even outside of the standards of the Holy Rhombus. The… cannibals? Was this the first real human face she’d seen for so long?
“From Harra—normally they just—well, I’m sure there’s a story why you’re bringing it yourself, and with a new, friend? A new Daughter? Have you been recruiting?”
It had really just been herself and Suir this entire time, and Suir was hardly something you would look at and think “human.” This was an actual, entire human face! Attached to a large cat’s body. The joining was so in balance that it didn’t feel wrong, however, did it? Annaface didn’t feel the same revulsion she felt when she looked at Suir.
“Oh, haha, this is uh, Annaface Probelle. She’s my water-sister. I uh. Rescued her from some templar, a little bit ago? I guess? You could say?”
Annaface looked at Suir, who was shuffling her massive forelimbs like some awkward puppy. A bashful, embarrassed smile on her face full of too many teeth. When she wasn’t murdering her enemies and being little more than a wild blood-drenched monster that fed on nothing but the fear of those powerless to stop her? Annaface had always thought Suir would look pretty, hadn’t she, if she hadn’t been polluted by that hideous little snout?
But Annaface couldn’t look at it and think hideous anymore.
It was just.
It was just Annaface feeling revolted for being attracted to her?
Was that what that feeling was? How long had that been what the feeling was!?
She’d been away from home for little over a month and that had been all it took.
What a fragile ontology she’d suffered under, for so long. What a pointless fucking suffering her entire life had been.
“You both uh,” Tiyu-Yutep was saying, “you both look like you’re going through it, huh? Okay. Come inside. We’ll get you some food ready.”
Tiyu-Yutep lead them inside, and Annaface could finally see where the music was coming from. Every feather on Tiyu-Yutep’s wings bore a mouth, a tiny fungal mouth complete with glittering teeth and wiggling tongue. Her wings were infested with mumblemouth fungus, but they had been cultivated into an orderly raiment that complimented the patterning of her feathers. Annaface had seen mumblemouth infections before. She had seen a squire’s arm removed for bearing its taint before, when the cure proved too scarce. Those mouths had chattered nonsense. These were singing. How had she tamed it?
The inside of the chrome tower was spacious, round, the worth of a dozen rooms, with a tall ceiling supported by newly polished braces. A tree grew from the center, extending into a hole cut and cleared in the ceiling and likely through the ceiling above that. Electric lights were spaced evenly throughout the ceiling, contained in the amber of glass domes which gave the air the mood of an eternal hindsun.
Other than the dirt that the tree’s significant roots bore into, the floor was made from tiles. They were glazed and painted, every single step an image of a white esh, a dawnglider, a quillipede, an interdictor. The inner walls, rather than bare chrome, were heavy slabs of sandstone, painted over with a single panoramic scene encompassing all of Qud. Near the door, they stood as if deep in the salt marshes, and following the curve of the wall it gave way to the flower fields and then the jungle, and then to unfamiliar sights that could only be the rainbow wood, the palladium reef, and places Annaface couldn’t even guess the name of.
A half-wall near the tree enclosed a saloon filled with cushions and low mensas. Tiyu-Yutep lead them there. The Orb of the Dramatic Explorer followed them in. Suir set it to rest just outside the saloon, stepped right over the wall, and threw herself down on the pillows.
Annaface could agree with that. The crysteel of her armor clattering, she clambered over the wall and let herself fall forward into the fluff. Instinct forced her hands to catch herself before she landed, but it wouldn’t have mattered. These pillows were soft. Every cushion, every pillow Annaface had ever experienced before in her life was now ruined in comparison. The mutant lived like this. The Sons and Daughters of Man lived hard, miserable lives and were proud of it. She could have had this. It kept happening. She kept finding reasons to regret her entire life. She wished it would fucking stop already.
 “I hope it’s not, uh, too much of a bother,” she could hear Suir call out. “Us coming out of nowhere in the middle of the night—”
“Your thirst is mine, Suir Softbeast!” Tiyu-Yutep was shouting back, from somewhere further in the room. “The words are not just words! If you are thirsty I suffer too! I wish you would trust us more with it. You have had us worrying for so long now.”
“I know. I’m sorry.”
Annaface was in the home of a mutant, and she could pass out right here, face-down in the pillows. She didn’t even know this person and it didn’t matter. She was so tired she could just sleep here. How quickly the training that had been beaten into her fell off the moment it ceased to be applied. The thought was enough to unsettle her out of sleep. It really had been all for nothing.
Sitting up now. On the far side of the room, where the painted wall placed her beneath the shade of the musa groves and near the Spindle itself, Tiyu-Yutep was busying herself with some kind of heavy chrome oven. There was someone else there? Who was—when had they—calm. Suir was her water-sister, and Tiyu-Yutep was her water-sister. There wasn’t a threat.
 Annaface could see it now, on the far wall, a long staircase in wrought iron, leading up to a door set in the ceiling. It was open. They had surely come from there. Tiyu-Yutep had mentioned another person had seen them coming. It was just that. Or they had been behind—were those bookshelves? A small library of bookshelves huddled amongst itself over that way, by the chartreuse smear that was the palladium reef’s representation on the inner wall.
Or over there, in what was—a bookbinder’s workshop?—by the rainbow woods. Several desks and shelves and a faint smell of glue, and stacks of paper and books. She was in someone’s home, Annaface thought. The monastery did not really provide the concept of “home” in its shared dorms and ancestral panopticon. Annaface wondered if she’d ever have a home. What would she even put in it? What do you do with a home? Other than Suir’s, had she ever truly been in someone else’s home before?
Yes, came the answer, in Dappir. A brinestalk hut whose door had done little to stop her boot. Talking glowfish in a small pond inside, who had done little to stop her sword. That had been someone’s home. She had been in it, and had destroyed it. Had destroyed them.
It was that specific memory Annaface recalled, because it was the more palatable one. Those had been fish. Talking fish, but fish. She kept out of her mind the other hut, the one she had followed Knight Commander Elidolf Gaspard into. She kept out of her mind the humans, the actual fellow humans inside, who had screamed and tried to run and how Annaface had shoved her sword into the stomach of one of them. She kept out of her mind how it hadn’t even killed them right away, like she thought it should, but how they had fallen over crying and gasping and how they were still alive and so completely human and she had done that to them. But they had multiple arms, and Annaface didn’t, and wasn’t that enough? That had to be enough. It hadn’t been enough. Even on the march back Annaface had brought up her protests to the Knight Commander, as meek as they had been. Even then. Even then Annaface knew it was wrong.
Suir had stood over that dying cannibal and drank in the sight like it was purest water. Elidolf Gaspard had congratulated her and stood over her smiling with a hand on her shoulder and told her to be proud of the blood she had earned on her sword, before the mutant was even dead. Held her there and stood there and watched with her and made her watch and it took so long to die and why did it take someone so long to die?
How could people be like this?
How could someone be so good and so monstrous?
How could she be good when she’d done something so monstrous?
“Soup’s on!” It was an unfamiliar voice, darker, huskier, heavier, closer to Suir’s but without any of the predatory sharpness. That was Tiyu-Yutep’s friend. Like Suir, it had the upper body of a human, but its lower half was the entire body of a separate beast. In this case, their lower body was that of a deer, with long, delicate legs supporting a gently rounded barrel. The above was human, although the face had the same hint of a muzzle like Suir’s had, the lips split from the black nose in the suggestion of its mixed ancestry. Tall ears, taller than even Suir’s, rotated freely atop its head. Its human hair it wore down and loose across its shoulders, a brown several shades darker than its skin.
It had antlers, but unlike with Suir the antlers did not resolve into a single hand, and were inanimate. The sight of them held in rigidity, not emoting, not grasping, like she had become so used to seeing Suir’s antlers doing, was unnerving. Annaface had grown used to the weird?
They were pretty, as well, even if Annaface couldn’t decide if it was even a boy or a girl. It was too sharp to be a woman? Too soft for a man? Too alien to be clear. A loose robe covered its human body. It was wearing a dark bracelet on one wrist, an ontological anchor of its own. Annaface tried to not focus on the irony of a mutant wearing something bearing the symbol of the Holy Rhombus.
It was also holding two bowls of soup?
“Oh,” Annaface said, dully. In the monastery she would have been punished for the sluggishness of that response. Shut up, she wasn’t there anymore. “Uh. Thank you?”
“It’s just mah lah soup, sweethart, don’t thank me yet.”
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  “You don’t have to keep wearing all that armor, friend, my village is pretty safe!”
Until Tiyu-Yutep spoke, Annaface’s world had consisted of soup. It had the familiar flavor of lah, something Suir had been cooking into nearly half of their meals for its mentally girding effects. It had been helping, Annaface thought, and it helped, here, as well, either by metabolically applied cooking effects or, at this point, the association of the taste of lah with the feeling of calm. The soup had the lightest of flavors outside of the faint botanic meatiness of the lah, and was bland compared to what Suir had cooked back in her stash, when she had full access to a kitchen. It was pleasant to eat something simple after a long day. Nostalgic.
But now she was being spoken to. Tiyu-Yutep and her companion sprawled comfortably on the cushions across the mesa, watching them, and Annaface’s appetite died at the attention.
“Right, my armor,” Annaface said. “No, this is… fine.”
Tiyu-Yutep smiled sadly. It was bizarre to see an entire normal human face emoting after so much time spent with Suir’s snub-muzzle, and stranger things besides. “Crysteel is heavy, friend. It can’t be comfortable…”
What did she want her to say? “I don’t have anything else to wear.”
That was the wrong answer. Tiyu-Yutep closed her eyes and breathed a ray of impatience at Suir. “Suir, she obviously got the armor from one of our holds, you couldn’t spare her something casual too?”
“Oh! Uh. Oh. That would have been, yeah that woulda been smart,” Suir said.
“I thought at least Margar would think of that,” Tiyu-Yutep said.
“Oh,” Margar said, slipping into being. “That, that’s actually a very fair condemnation. That is earned.”
Tiyu-Yutep did not relent. “The normality field quiets my telepathy but I don’t need it to read the situation. You said you rescued her from the Templar. From her face, she was obviously Templar herself. Old enough to be a squire at the least. You’ve been dragging her around Qud and haven’t even given her something to wear outside of battle gear?”
“Haha!” Estat laughed. “When you put it like that it sure makes us look bad. Good thing I’m innocent of all charges as I never even take responsibility for myself! So I can’t be charged with not being responsible with someone else.”
Melanelatia said, “Are we shifting the blame? I just joined, so I’d like to skip out on whatever’s being passed around thanks! I’m just a patsy!”
Tiyu-Yutep held up a giant, fluffy paw. “It doesn’t matter. Condemn the rhinox and the wall stays broken. Vertihart, can you take Suir’s friend upstairs and see if we have something that’d fit? I’m not having my guest sit around dressed for war when our opponent is your mah lah soup.”
“Oh, no,” Annaface said. “No, I don’t want to—”
Tiyu-Yutep only had to look at Annaface to interrupt her. Her eyes were gentle, but there was an authority behind them powerful and unfamiliar to any sort Annaface had experienced before. “As the mayor of Saiha and the founder of the Daughters of Nafpor, I am not allowing one of our own to sit crunched up in a suit made from the earth’s core all night. That’s rude. That’s absolutely rude hospitality on my part. I will not permit you to cause me to become rude, and I am certainly not allowing you to remain uncomfortable in my presence.”
Her elders had spoken with the surety of obedience because of the violence implied as its alternative. It was a violence born out of seeming necessity, for was the mutant not numerous and perverse, and was their struggle not truly dire? To question an order could lead to death. To break from dogma could mean the end of mankind. Tiyu-Yutep’s authority was different. Her words carried no room for disagreement, but it was a surety predicated on the compassion of her commands. The only violence implied in disobedience was the violence Annaface was committing against herself by not listening.
The armor had grown incredibly uncomfortable after a week of travel.
 “I—I wouldn’t mind something less heavy,” she said.
“There’s the spirit, friend,” Vertihart said.
With long steps Vertihart lead Annaface away from Suir and up the clanking iron staircase. The tree on the bottom floor indeed pierced the ceiling and dominated the second story as well. The walls here were sandstone bricks as well, but undecorated. There was no need for it. Machinery unimaginable filled the hollow of the room. A soft, electric hum tickled the ears not unpleasantly. Annaface did not recognize any of it. Computers, there, at least. The tinker’s workshop at the monastery had been primitive compared to this. Was this the technology of the Eaters revived? Was that a fucking baetyl hooked up to those machines over there?
“Following a stranger somewhere secluded,” Melanelatia buzzed. “Pretty chancy!”
“It’s fine,” Annaface said. “I’m sorry, is that a baetyl?”
“Shh,” Vertihart said, giggling, “don’t tell the Mechanimists! I’m joking but no really don’t tell the Mechanimists.”
The stairs continued upwards, and Vertihart lead on. The third floor was open to the sky, ostensibly, but the tree branched into a verduous ceiling above, and a seeming thousand glowstones dangled from its branches in a rainbow suggestion of stars. Sandstone blocks divided the space into a ring of rooms facing inwards to the tree, doorways covered by sheets of glittering beaded strings.
“Look up,” Melanelatia said. “Look at all those pretty lights! Climb up the tree so I can go play with them?”
“I am doing no more climbing in my life,” Annaface said.
“Get Suir to throw you up there later then.”
 Vertihart lead Annaface to one of the rooms, through the clattering curtain of semiprecious stones. This appeared to be a bedroom, if the bed was anything to guess by.
The bed was huge. Nooks were built into the stone wall around it to create bookshelves that framed the bed, and soft, heavy chairs shaped like bears of all things sat in an inanimate sleep by its side. Annaface thought back to Suir’s room in their stash, with its huge bed, star-painted ceiling—did everyone just live like that? Did the Templar deny themselves everything and then condemn the mutant for stealing it? Why hadn’t they just—just—what the fuck?
“So dear,” Vertihart was saying. They had opened a closet large enough to walk into and were rummaging through the options. “What’s your color?”
“My—color,” Annaface stammered. The reality of being in a stranger’s bedroom hit her. She felt like an invader caught in the act. “I don’t—”
“The green goes nice with the blonde hair, but I think you might want a break from it? Have a favorite color? Least favorite color? Anything we should avoid?”
“I’m not, I don’t,” this made no sense. “Avoid a color?”
“I can only guess what you’ve been through. I don’t want to give you something that puts your mind in a bad spot. How about this?”
Vertihart had returned with a robe. It was a soft ochre, and decorated with gold and red printed patterns that created the suggestion, if not the actual shape, of flowers crawling along its length. It was soft. Annaface didn’t know clothing could come this soft.
“I’ll let you change at your own pace. There’s a basin in the closet with some clean water, a bit of ablution before new clothes is good for luck. Be just outside, dear,” Vertihart said.
“Uhm, I—okay!?” This was bizarre. Ever since she had left the monastery things had been bizarre. Weird was normal now. What use was there in fighting any of it? Annaface began the process of taking off her armor.
She had gotten as far as her upper body when Vertihart, somewhere out of view beyond the doorway, asked, “So, you okay?”
“It—it is a significant quantity of armor to remove, I’m sorry.”
“No, kid, I mean with Suir. We’ve been worried about her stability for a while now. If she’s done anything to hurt you, you can tell us. You’re safe here. I know she’s scary, but my Tiyu-Yutep is more than her equal.”
The suggestion that something was equal to Suir in capacity for violence was numbing. Maybe a chrome pyramid. Tiyu-Yutep had been one of the original Daughters of Nafpor, however. She’d survived everything Suir had in their shared adventures. It didn’t matter—Annaface didn’t need to be rescued from her. “She’s not scary,” Annaface lied. “If you’re talking about how she gets around violence, it’s sad. She would have a different life, I think, if she had any idea how to live it.”
“… not just the violence, but fair enough. So what’s your story? I hear Suir rescued you from the Putus Templar?”
“That is a factual statement.”
“A factual statement. Mm. A factual statement. There is a lot unsaid in an answer like that.”
“I lack sufficient brevity to summarize the information.”
“You lack the brevity. Okay. I don’t mind a long story?”
This was uncomfortable, Annaface thought, almost naked, now, divested of her armor, her weapons on the ground, a stranger blocking her only exit, and her lineage as a Daughter of Man public knowledge in this house. Uncomfortable was insufficient—this was dangerous. Did these mutants hold a grudge against the Putus Templar? It would be understandable. Would they extend that grudge to Annaface herself? It wouldn’t be surprising. “I believe answering incautiously is not to my—to my benefit right now.”
“Kid, there is one single situation where you have to be afraid, and that’s if you’re a Templar spy tricking Suir into thinking you’re her friend so you can go back to doing genocide someday. And if that’s the situation, well, I’m still not going to break hospitality by just killing you, okay? You’re safe. You’re in one of the safest places in Qud.”
Despite having the lower body of an entire deer Vertihart was one of the first people to be nice to Annaface in her entire life. If it was a ploy, it was working, apparently, and the words came spilling out of her as she worked herself free from the weight of the crysteel boots.
“Suir murdered my entire party and spared me because she wanted to toy with me before killing me and I didn’t play along correctly and that was enough to confuse her bloodlust and bring her back to reason. She decided she could not kill me, and she could not let me go free for fear of the harm I might cause. So she took me with her. We have been together for—I don’t know. A month. Two months.”
Vertihart didn’t answer right away. Was that a concern? They weren’t going to kill her, Annaface decided. They could have at any point. Imprison her? Trial her, torture her? Let the mutants prove themselves as cruel as the crusade. Couldn’t there be nice people in the world? Isn’t it what she had been hoping in coming to this place?
Where was the wash basin? In the walk-in closet? The air in here was soft with the lingering smell of perfumed resins long since burnt; a hot, warm chamber lit only by Melanelatia’s glow. A dozen and again robes hung on delicate metal hook-frames from metal poles set along the closet’s length. The sheer wealth of even one of these robes! Did these all belong to Vertihart, then? Was she borrowing their clothes? Some were printed with complex scenes of Polyxerram I, or of the Spindle, or more patterns suggesting flowers. 
Was Vertihart a man or a woman? Was she going to be wearing a man’s clothes? She wasn’t sure how she felt about that. Nothing about these robes seemed at all gendered, but there was the lingering fear of dressing incorrectly. Fuck Elidolf, he was too dead to punish her for anything. She didn’t have any other options at the moment anyway.
The wash basin was in the far end of the closet. The absolute joy of cleaning herself—of getting days of sweat and exhaustion off her body, of having access to enough fresh water to wash with! Numekas came to Annaface’s mind. What would she be once she washed everything away? For the moment, clean, and that sufficed.
Refreshed, Annaface returned to the bedroom and the robe she’d been lent.  “Are you still there?” she called out.
“Yeah,” Vertihart said. They hadn’t seemed to have moved from outside the doorway. “Everything okay?”
“You have been quiet.”
“… a lot of thoughts. So you are a Templar?”
“Former,” Annaface said, firmly. “We—I don’t—I cannot believe in the dogma anymore.”
“Aren’t all you Templar kinda, uh. How do I say it being polite. Related?”
“Yes. The purity of our blood is… exceptional pain is taken to ensure it remains undiluted. Why.”
“It’s just. So you’ve been forced to travel around with the person who killed a bunch of your family?”
“Yes.”
“… that’s fucked up, kid. Even for a Templar that’s a rough one.”
“Former. Former Templar.”
“Right! Right. Just. Normally I don’t have much sympathy for the Templar but ayvah, that’s a hard one.”
How did the robe close? It was layered, and pleated, and Annaface could not get the thing to sit comfortably around her body. Well, it wasn’t tailored for her? She’d have to make do as best as she could. “You should consider having more sympathy for the Templar.”
“… for the genocidal fascist slavers.”
“You cannot possibly imagine what our lives are like.”
“Okay! That’s fair, that’s fair.”
“I could be punished for sitting wrong. If I ever opened my mouth, if my words were not exactly tinkered to satisfy everyone at all times, I would be punished. If I sat wrong I would be punished. If I walked wrong I would be punished. My—they killed my—the fear of the mutant and its corruption defines everything in the fortress-monastery. Even the greatest Knight Commander of the Holy Temple spends every day thinking about how frightening the mutant is. It is a life lived under a constant imagined siege and any deviation is treated as if it will bring the end of the fucking world.”
“Nevermind,” Vertihart said. “Nope. I can imagine exactly what your life is like.”
“Is that so?” Annaface asked.
“Do you know about Bey Lah?”
“I think Suir mentioned it once?” Annaface said. The robe was giving her problems. She’d never even worn anything like this before. The fabric was so sleek and smooth on her naked skin underneath it was almost overstimulating but the real problem was where the fuck did she tie it? Up here, beneath her chest? By her stomach?
Melanelatia buzzed in low. “I think if you fold it there, and then tie it like there, I think that’s the best ticket.”
“Thank you,” Annaface said. Yes, it sat just right, now. It clung to her figure somewhat, and accentuated everything about her lineage, the twisted hunch-forward of her back and the uneven slope of her shoulders. At least under armor it wasn’t as obvious. The marks of her being a Templar would be blazed to the world dressed like this. She was at the mercy of the hospitality of the mutant. At least it was a very pretty robe. If she was going to be killed in it? There were worse things one could be forced to wear at their execution.
Her armor was just all scattered across the floor, now, and her shield and sword, too. What did she do with it? She shoved them up against the outer wall of the room. It was not neat, but she had so little energy left in her. Her calves were burning.
Her hair was still wet, but at least now it was wet with fresh water, and she used her fingers to brush and straighten it out. It was longer now, she realized, outside of its bun, and reached past her shoulders. She’d need to cut it soon. One thing at a time.
Annaface stepped out of the bedroom.
Vertihart was standing just outside, still, leaning their weight on the wall. Their eyebrows raised, and they nodded, and pursed their black cervine lips. “Not a bad look. Well, you look like you’ve slept like shit your entire life and have a head full of way too many thoughts, but, well, I think you cleaned up fine on the easy parts.”
“So are you going to kill me for being a Templar?” Annaface asked. “Having been.”
Vertihart’s dark eyes looked about a moment, their ear flickering, their hoof pawing the tiles. “So Bey Lah was an isolated little place in the flower fields, once upon a time. A very tight knit community of people like me. For generations and generations we lived our lives on one big idea: fear. The outside world? Scary. If you go Outside you can’t come back. If something’s from the Outside you scare it away or kill it. If an idea or behavior isn’t something ol’ great-great-great grand-doe did? Well, that’s an Outside thing and off with that and you too while we’re at it. Generation after generation of scared deer living in a single parasang. Born, be afraid, grow up, be afraid, breed with one of the faces you’d seen your whole life, while being afraid, and then you die. Usually afraid. If you’re not afraid, don’t worry, the big thing we eat grows from dreadroot, so you’ll get frightened about five times a day and that’s just good for your health that’s what that is. And if you get used to the dreadroot humming, not a problem, everyone else around you is scared shitless it’ll rub off on you one way or another.”
The confusion of why Vertihart was relating this to her quickly left Annaface’s mind. “Ah. You are—you are also from a. From a. Regimented. Structured world of fear.”
“Mmhmm. Things weren’t going to last like that forever, of course. One day Tiyu-Yutep and her friends show up, and, well. Well. That’s a story for another time, how about? The short version is in 1005 AR the hindren of Bey Lah saw an image on the horizon that looked like a longblade bathed in crimson. It was the Daughters of Nafpor, and after they came and left, Bey Lah did not exist. So! From one person raised in fear to another, from a person water-bonded to the one responsible for the deaths of most their family to another: fucking sucks kid. So long as you aren’t about the whole genocide thing anymore, think we can be good friends.”
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  Vertihart was taking Annaface to change, and that was neat. New clothes probably would do good for her! It wasn’t like Suir hadn’t thought about it, it’s just, there wasn’t a lot of clothes in the stash anyway, and Annaface had sorted through some of them, and she hadn’t asked to take them, and it wasn’t like Suir was going to make her dress differently.
Maybe, Margar thought, Annaface couldn’t dress differently without being told to, because she’s spent her life following orders?
Which was fair, Suir thought, and it was probably good Tiyu-Yutep was here to help with all this because Suir was realizing she was probably in over her head.
Speaking of! Fun to see Tiyu-Yutep again! She looked great! Glad to see she and Vertihart were still together! Wait. Right. The normality field. The interlacing crystal lattice hallucination overlaid over everything. Suir was already used to ignoring it. Right. Was—yeah, one of the golden bangles around Tiyu-Yutep’s foreankles was a heavily modified ontological anchor. Yeah Suir remembered that one. Right. Tiyu-Yutep probably couldn’t read her thoughts. She couldn’t just. Think at her, these days, and let that count for conversation.
Ugh, it was so much easier when she didn’t have to think of what to say around Tiyu-Yutep. It was weird how Naara always made it uncomfortable but when Tiyu-Yutep did it, it was fine? Okay, Suir, you’re just sitting here in front of an old friend and not saying anything!
“Uhm,” Suir started.
“Suir, what the fuck,” Tiyu-Yutep said. She slapped a big cushiony paw on a big cushiony pillow and it made the impact of the statement softer and sillier than probably intended? Yeah, her face looked a bit mad, this seemed serious. “You disappear for half a year and show up dragging around a Putus Templar? She looks scared out of her mind. What have you been doing with her?”
“Oooh,” Estat said. “She took Annaface away so she could yell at us. Yeah, that’s classic Tiyu-Yutep. Always with the scheming. Haha, get it? You’re a, you’re a master tinker, the uh. Schematics? Get it? Haaa I’ll just see myself out.” Suir felt the burrowing claws and feathered finger-ears that comprised Estat unfold into a neutral rest against her will.
“Just—stop, just stop with the puppet show and talk to me?” Tiyu-Yutep pleaded. “What have you been doing?”
Suir felt her hantler curl around her back and squeeze at her comfortingly. “Uhm,” she said. “Do you remember Dappir?”
“That was—one of the jungle villages? A moment.” Tiyu-Yutep closed her eyes and stretched her wings out like some kind of parasol, enveloping her head. Suir could hear the shift in the mumblemouth’s song even from outside. In 1008AR, in service to the Council of Dappir, you closed the Yayuhimesque Door in Suazod Burrow. In 1006AR, Buwofu-Gawufoo won an eating competition in Dappir, and madpoles everywhere frenzied. In 989AR, Yayuhim the Strata-Delver gave up a life of digging through ruins and settled in Dappir. In 1014AR, the Putus Templar razed the village of Dappir.
Tiyu-Yutep’s wings snapped closed. Her face was much more… quiet, now. “We lost Dappir?”
“We lost… all of Dappir,” Suir said. “I, when I got there it wasn’t even a village anymore. They burned everything. I sniffed around a while but I’m, I’m not good at that without her around anymore. I don’t think anyone survived.”
Tiyu-Yutep closed her eyes and let her breath out in a shaky little stream. “Okay. So. The Templar you have with you?”
“The uh. Only. Survivor of the team that massacred Dappir.”
Tiyu-Yutep nodded. “How?”
“How what?”
“A team of Putus Templar destroy Dappir. You manage to hunt them down and kill them. You leave one alive. That isn’t like you. Why?”
That isn’t like you, Suir thought. Tiyu-Yutep was always sure fire, words and guns either. Did she need to say it like that? “She… surrendered. Or. She, she just threw her sword away and told me to kill her.”
Tiyu-Yutep stood up, wordlessly, noiselessly but for the directionless singing of her mumblewings. She hopped over the low wall of the saloon and busied herself with a nearby cabinet. It was still strange to see it, Tiyu-Yutep reared up onto her hind legs, using her inelegant paws and mouth to manage things. She was one of the most powerful psychics Suir had ever known. Going without that power was like… like if Suir didn’t use her lower hands for stuff?
Sure, Estat thought, but your lower hands don’t draw in things from beyond this dimension looking to eat your brains? So pretty understandable she’d want to keep herself locked down as much as possible.
Okay, Suir thought, but this was silly. Tiyu-Yutep had two small drinking bowls stacked up and clenched in her little human teeth, and a carafe of wine tucked into the nook of one of her wings. She clambered over the low wall, back down into the cushions, and let the bowls drop onto the table between them.
“I need wine for this one,” she said. “I can already forsee it. Can you pour for me?”
See, Suir had so many hands this was easy. Her lower hands arranged the drinking bowls before them, and her upper hands took the wine from Tiyu-Yutep’s wing. Upper hands steadying it, lower hands lifting the bowls, she poured out a dram for each of them.
“Thank you. Live and drink, water-sister. Wine-sister, in this moment. So. Tell me?”
As best as she could, Suir told her. How she’d found Annaface. How Annaface had refused to fight back and how it’d left Suir with no choice but to bring her along. How they’d decided to show her a life outside of the Templar, a better life? They’d visited Otrir and intended to go to the Brambled Pass but got caught up along with Naara. They’d gone hunting and found a Mechanimist pilgrim and how Annaface had begged for them to be spared. They’d had a feast (again) and they’d argued with Naara over violence. And the attack in Ivory Sheazokesh, and the whole thing that had happened between Suir and Annaface just because she was going to save their meat for later? And how they’d gone to the nearby stash, and how Igwashim—
“Igwashim is alive?” Tiyu-Yutep interrupted.
“Oh yeah,” Suir said. “Apparently working as a mercenary in the Sunderlies now.”
“The fucking Sunderlies!? Unbelievable, Ig,” Tiyu-Yutep swore. “No wonder my songs couldn’t find rumors of her.”
“Right!?” Suir agreed. “I mean, I want to say I can’t believe she’d just run off on us like that, but I mean, it is Igwashim?”
“The absolute heartlessness of someone who leaves their water-kin without a word of explanation. Leaves us to wonder what damage they are causing, or if they are already dead. Yes. Imagine. Imagine being that inconsiderate.”
 “… ah,” Suir said. “Uhm. Can I finish the rest of the story before you start that?”
“Of course.”
… and so Suir kept on, about how they’d gone to Harrapar, and seen Numekas, and the cannibal attack, and how Annaface had been upset not really at the violence but that Suir seemed to sorta, you know, like it, which she did, and then they were here.
By the time the story was over, and it wasn’t like Suir could track time that well, but it felt like at least half an hour had passed, and on one level she was worried Annaface wasn’t back yet, but on the other level she had drank a few drams of wine, and her metabolism was powerful and her body was huge so she wasn’t that affected by it, but it was enough to fill her meat with a slight warmth and besides this was Tiyu-Yutep, so like, it was fine to relax?
Tiyu-Yutep didn’t seem that relaxed even after several bowls, but when did she ever? Cats always had such elegant disdain and aggressive, uh, aggressive, what’s the word? Margar didn’t know what Suir was going for with this either, no. Just. Just, like how cats were always so relaxed they made a point of it? But Tiyu-Yutep always seemed tense. It made sense. Suir had lived with her for years and even still she couldn’t really fully imagine what it was like to be in constant fear of sending everything around you Somewhere Else, or Someone from Somewhere Else coming to eat your mind. Like, yeah that was rough to live through but imagine being the cause of it? Feeling responsible for it?
“For clarity,” Tiyu-Yutep said. “So you have, in your wardship, a Templar Squire, who has come to realize the horrors of their insane dogma, and is trying to find a life without needless violence.”
“… yes,” Suir said. “Yes. I think that’s mostly. Mostly what’s been going on with me.”
“You think the best way for her to find a life without needless violence is to travel with Suir Softbeast, Legendary Marauder and Bloodshedding Hedonist?”
“That’s not fair,” Suir said. “I was—I was taking her to the Brambled Pass. I took her here! I don’t, I don’t know what to do with a person! I’m doing my best! You can’t, you can’t just sit here and talk to me like I’m a dumb puppy who did something wrong and oh duh of course I should have just done the smart thing and: what? What? What do you want me to do?”
Tiyu-Yutep was focused on her drinking bowl, currently empty, which, with a giant paw, she was rolling back and forth across the wooden tabletop with a satisfyingly deep trundling noise. “I don’t know. I’m not perfect, Suir, Herododicus’ carvings never went to my head. I’m angry. I’m upset. Buwofu-Gawufoo died and you disappeared on us too. Naara and I have argued a dozen times about the directions we want to take Qud, and Polyxerram I help me we have the power and influence to take Qud in directions, and if we can’t agree on it what happens to everyone caught in the middle? ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ, I, I don’t even know where to start with it. Now you show up dragging along a Templar prisoner—”
“We’re friends. She isn’t my prisoner.”
“—and I am feeling... I’m sure there’s a word for it. I am sure there is a single word to summarize my feelings. If I spend a month in the workshop I could tinker it up. Do you know what it is like to be in charge, Suir? To have to be the leader?”
 “You know I don’t?”
“Saiha is small, but half of Qud’s glimmer shelters in its shadow. They’ve collected under me.” Tiyu-Yutep slapped her paw on the bowl, catching it with a loud thock. “We’re ostensibly a democracy, but if I decided it, not out of loyalty and fear but out of love and respect, they would do. The psychic might of Qud is mine to direct, has come to me asking to be directed. The other great forces in Qud: the goatfolk whose villages are unifying beneath Naara Starbreaker; the Brambled Pass which controls the gates of trade and has united snapjaw, unshelled reptile, equine, and a dozen others; the Billowing Caravan, which controls half the trade itself? They are my water-kin, all of them. Any petty feud between us, disagreement, any agreement, can change the lives of tens of thousands of people.”
Suir just nodded. That all seemed right.
“My relationship with the Mechanimists has never been great but it’s getting shakier. I can’t compromise my beliefs and they not theirs. Beetle Moon above at least Savithvyr and the dromad caravans are friends. Naara’s war with the Naphtaali continues. Tarry Hamrod is growing more hostile and the Putus Templar continue their insane crusade. Glow-Wrights are becoming more frequent. The Barathrumites are still working on solutions but it has been a decade since we’ve made progress and ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ keeps saying it’s pointless to try. Saiha prospers but at the cost of our collective glimmer beginning to shine through all our defenses and more than one rukh has shown up this year hunting us. The Wardens are fracturing. The Freehold and Ezra are stable for whatever that’s worth?”
Suir was beginning to feel that all of this was about more than just Suir not visiting often enough. “Uhm. You sound kind of really overwhelmed by all this?”
Tiyu-Yutep looked up at Suir with a face that said “duh,” and then a mouth that said “Yes! Of course! And when the people I used to rely on disappear without a word… more than ever I need my water-kin. The other Daughters. When you and Igwashim wander off I feel even more—abandoned? Forced to deal with all this myself? When Naara and ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ stop cooperating with me it, it becomes impossible. We used to be a team.”
“You don’t have to deal with it?” Suir tried? “You don’t rule all of Qud. None of us should rule all of Qud. You have Saiha? It—it sounds like you have a lot going on just with your village. We’ve, uh. Look I’m bad at talking you know that but uh. We’ve been to the top of the Tomb. The Sultanate’s gone. It’s good that it’s gone.”
“We are the Sultan of Qud,” Tiyu-Yutep said. Her forelegs crossed, her tail flicking back and forth. “It doesn’t matter what we set out to do. Our actions have consequences, and at the apex of power we sit at, the consequences are outsized and beyond our control. Even if I do nothing but focus on the governance of Saiha, the way Saiha interacts with Qud changes the destiny of Qud. We are too big. We cannot be so stupidly ignorant to think good intentions is enough. You remember Bey Lah.”
“That wasn’t our fault,” Suir said, and found herself almost standing on her forelegs at this. “That, that, that, that wasn’t even us! Some other people came in—”
“—other people who found Bey Lah because the famous Daughters of Nafpor had been there and cast a doom on the entire village because we could not leave alone anything we found. We went there to help and we got hundreds killed. That was before Saiha held half of Qud’s psychics, before the Brambled Pass gathered thousands in its halls, before Naara had united most of the jungle beneath her, that was when our, excuse the language, fuckups still had a limited scale.”
“So give up the power! Let someone else rule Saiha? You can, you can just—”
“Oooh be a hermit!” Estat said. Apparently she was back in the conversation. “We can all be cool scary powerful legendary hermits living in a little hermit fortress. The new generation of heroes will come looking for our wisdom, we’ll test them, there’ll be some weird training we can put them through as a joke, that’s a classic in like, every novel. We’ll give them a sword, heroes love swords.”
Tiyu-Yutep cast a menacing stare at Estat. They had never gotten along very well, and it didn’t help that Tiyu-Yutep didn’t think Estat or Margar were real people, but were just Suir getting lost pretending to be different people with her hands. Not that Tiyu-Yutep was ever rude about it! It’s not like she thought Suir was faking it, she thought Suir was just doing this unconsciously which, really, what was the difference at that point anyway? But it, you know, it made it hard for them to get along. “We have created of ourselves a rhinox strapped with hand-e-nukes. You cannot create that and let go of the leash because it scares you.”
“Sure,” Estat said, “so it’s better to just hold on to the leash and steer it around and decide what it fucks up?”
“Better to hold the leash and take responsibility for what it destroys,” Tiyu-Yutep said.
“Shouldn’t have let the rhinox have a hand-e-nuke it sounds like,” Estat said, nodding seriously on Suir’s wrist. “So you got yourself a lot of power and now it scares you. Okay! That’s cool. Better you’re scared of it than getting off on it, props there, doing good so far. You can just be like, Suir, I feel scared and overwhelmed and abandoned without, you know, yelling at us about it. I’m Tiyu-Yutep, I’m so responsible and reasonable I’m going to just get drunk and corner Suir so I can yell at her without feeling bad or having to be vulnerable! I dunno is that really how you should be steering your rhinox?”
The rage in Tiyu-Yutep’s eyes was honestly pretty scary. Suir had seen Tiyu-Yutep kill plenty of people with her mind and the face she was making right now was basically the same face.
The problem, Estat was thinking, and very smugly, was that Tiyu-Yutep couldn’t say anything now without proving Estat right. Everyone always thinks Suir Softbeast is kind of a slow dumb beast, and they always forget the ol’ left hook she’s got on her! Estat, Estat’s the left hook. Margar’s cool too but let’s be fair Estat was the real star. The knock-out punch!
Sure enough, Tiyu-Yutep’s anger faded and gave way to this kind of real dark sadness. “We used to work together as a team. More than ever we need that unity and we have never been so disunited. Before Annaface, where have you been the past few months?”
Estat didn’t have an answer for that. Suir felt her arm move back down to the table, her fingers unfolding. Ah. So this one was all on her then? Thanks. “Uhm. Mostly in the deep strata. Exploring.”
“… wandering the dark and killing.”
“… yes.”
“Stay with us for a while. It will be good for both of you. It will be good for me.”
“I mean, yeah, we, we were gonna—”
“I am telling you to join me, water-sister,” Tiyu-Yutep said, and her voice was sharpened by her ego into a blade outside of Suir’s abilities to avoid. “No wandering off to satisfy some bloodlust in a week when you get bored. No disappearing in the middle of the night like last time.”
Oh. Could Suir actually turn Tiyu-Yutep down, formally, like, an actual for serious water-request to join her in Saiha? The kind that she could only leave when Tiyu-Yutep let her?
“Naara asked me uh, the same favor,” Suir said. “I, I had tried to say no? But. Uhm. When they were going to hunt that Mechanimist and sacrifice them and Annaface was all, you know, that’s how the Templar would act, and, uh, I got Naara to not kill the pilgrim by offering her a favor, and, uh, just before we left, she, oh boy. Told me that for the favor that when I was done with my Templar project I was to come back to Reshephbaaah to uh, be with her. Like. With her.”
Tiyu-Yutep’s face went through several emotions, and Suir could only follow half of them. “Is that what you want?”
The normality field which cast everything under the lattice-shadow of geometry deprived Suir’s vibrokhopeshes of their power source. Without it, they could not vibrate at the frequency of what they sought to penetrate, and using them on something especially hard in a normality field was like trying to break open an emperor crab with a wet tree branch. It was exactly that sort of difficulty Suir felt in trying to cut her way towards a real answer. “I don’t know.”
“If Naara comes looking for you, I’ll let you go. I’ll let you decide to go, if it’s what you want. For now, stay here in Saiha. Let something of the Daughters be reunited for at least a time. Please.”
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  “You ever see a feral lah?” Vertihart asked.
Annaface nodded. “Several, in the flower fields. Suir shot their tumbling pods from a distance and destroyed the flowers with them.”
“So what I’m getting is we’re doing a feral lah strategy with you. The rough part of rehabilitation—you know, getting you to see mutants as something other than monsters? Well you’ve done the kindness of handling that part yourself. Now it’s the big question of what next? Tiyu-Yutep thinks we throw enough answers at you you’ll find one that explodes just right, takes root.”
“This is why I am a farmer today.” Annaface had spent the night three strata down, in a room swaddled by the tight squeeze of the earth. It had not been spacious by any measure but Melanelatia’s own diminutive scale, but it had a bed, and a dresser, and privacy, which were still novelties after a life in the fortress-monastery. Vertihart had woken her up in the morning, and had supplied breakfast, a pair of overalls, a burnoose, heavy leather boots, a vinereaper, and a basket.
Now, they were outside, atop the great hill Saiha lounged upon, near the edge, with the hills of Qud scattered in shades of slate and salt all below her. Behind, the mountains loomed; and in the far distance, the blinding glare of the Moghra'yi; the red maze of canyons; the kaleidoscope sparkle of the flower fields; the incestuous tangle of the green jungle and the shine of chrome yet unclaimed by the earth; the distant azure infinity of the Spindle, dividing the horizon in two. The vantage was beautiful.
The overalls were uncomfortable. Not on account of the material, which was a dense but soft cloth; on account of the design, with its open back and naked shoulders leaving much of Annaface’s body exposed. The burnoose covered what the overalls didn’t, but the mutant’s casual acceptance of half-nudity or full-nudity was still… it was a challenge. It was a challenge.
Vertihart’s lower half was still as naked as Suir’s always was. It was odd that the raw nudity of it had upset her at first, but now it—no, no, it was too tangled a thought to straighten. Was it hot that all these beasts were walking around with their bodies uncovered? Upsetting? Frustrating? Disgusting? All, all at once, every emotion leading to the next in a dizzying gyre?
The upperhalf of the hindren was, at least, still covered. They wore a vest made of a dizzying fractal of earth-tone fibers woven through one another in a suggestion of the earth’s strata cut in half and exposed and imprinted in ordered disorder. It shined with oversized brass buttons down the middle of the chest for effect.
An eigenrifle hung on a low belt by their front-hips, but this was Qud. Annaface still had her vibrokhopesh in its sheath clipped to her overalls. If violence was an inevitability, who would go outside without preparation for it?
Vertihart’s fur-speckled shoulders were naked, and their vest was tight, and with the waxing salt sun casting a neutral light across them, Annaface had been sure, now, she’d be able to discern their gender. They were almost naked, by the fucking Rhombus, it shouldn’t be that hard, but she’d apparently trained herself to not look for Suir’s exposed parts and the resistance remained here, too, and she could not, with all her willpower, bring herself for a glance undercarriage to satisfy her curiosity.
Vertihart’s brown hair was gathered up in a neat bun behind their head, and the shape of their face was all the more easy to study, and Annaface still couldn’t fix it to the binary. Fur lined their countenance, but was that just an aspect of their kind regardless? They had antlers, but was that a determiner? They seemed pretty, but was it with a masculine boyishness or a feminine sharpness? Annaface was sure if she knew their gender their features would resolve into coherency and make sense.
The watervine fields stood before them in neat and orderly rows, knights arranged on parade awaiting inspection. Channels of brackish salt-water reflected the cerulean haze of the waxing sun. Annaface had other things to focus on but she could not let this go. Was this rude? But wasn’t it rude to not make it clear what you were? Did the mutant need to be so fucking difficult?
“I—uhm—before we start,” Annaface started. Her mind returned to every halting conversation she had with a superior in the monastery, the terror of how one wrong word fought with the terror of speaking too slowly. “I am—I am new to. This. Qud. Mutants. Civilization. I—you yourself said you were raised in a xenophobic enclave.”
“Oh was I ever, sweethart. Never thought I’d see myself mirrored in the Templar but take your time. I’ve been there, I won’t bite.”
“It isn’t even very important, or it is very important and—it’s just, I don’t know how to—” Fuck it, you just have to ask. “I’m sorry, and it is rude to ask, but I am not used to mutants. Are you a man or a woman?”
Vertihart’s deer-nose scrunched in a little sniff of air, and their dark eyes shot down to stare at Annaface, and oh no she’d really fucked up. But that was a smile on those alien lips, the ears held up in levity, was Vertihart laughing? “Hahaha! Nice catch. Good eye. No, I am not.”
This was not a yes or no question. “What? You are not what?”
“I am not a man or a woman.”
What? “What?”
“I’m hartind. My people, we had—I suppose still have it if hindren like me hold to it—we have a third gender. Not a he, not a she, a they.”
The biology of mutants was never going to cease to hold young ivories to sprout under her in surprise, was it? “I didn’t know that was possible.” How did that work? What did that even look like? The curiosity burned inside her but Annaface still couldn’t dare risk a peek. What would that even look like?
“Okay, I can see where you’re going with this. I’m not psychic, I mean, doesn’t matter, we’re in the thickest normality field Qud’s ever seen,” and Vertihart waved their vinereaper through the pareidolia of geometry that hung in the air, “I’m not reading your mind so don’t freak out. But I know what you’re jumping to. It’s not about what I have ‘tween my legs. Unrelated.”
What? Did the mutant just make shit up now? Rejecting the dogma she was raised in, did it really mean she had to accept actual nonsense? “I don’t think I understand.”
“Mm. Okay. Well, we’re supposed to be working the fields but we’re working the fields to help you figure stuff out, and if I’m the first person off the binary you’ve seen guess it’s on my antlers to play ambassador. All right. Well. Think about back Home. You have different roles for men, women? Rules?”
“To an extent. Our fortress-monastery was remote. I had… there was an awareness we did things somewhat differently in respect to our reduced manpower. I was a squire. I could have been a knight. It was still expected I would spend a… sizable portion of my time producing more children, however, and during that time I would be… tinkering, I suppose.”
“Oh yes. Every pure Son and Daughter a bullet in the magazine to fire at the mutant. Heard of it. Sounds fun. Extremely fulfilling. I bet you were excited for that?”
“… no? No. No. It disgusted me. The idea of—I had an assigned breeding partner, and a quota of children I was to reach. Those children were earmarked for others—the scribesbody genetic kept a very strictly controlled genetic tree.”
“Ayvah, I’m sorry kid. You have to go through it a lot?”
“Go through—my blood was unproven. I had not yet bathed in the blood of the reclaimed. In our fortress-monastery that was the point of… graduation. Dappir was—Dappir was to be—oh fuck if I had gone back that would have been the start of it. Oh. Oh. I hadn’t—I wasn’t—it was just so expected a thing that I didn’t even think—oh fuck.” Annaface sat down, all at once, and the rocky dirt here was not a comforting seat. “I put it out of my head for so long. I had put so much out of my head. Inevitabilities. I had met him, of course, but we were kept separate, That’s How It’s Done. Of course I knew when I got back—of course I knew but I—if Suir hadn’t killed everyone and dragged me along I’d be going back to that. It was normal. That was normal, I didn’t want it but it was so normal and now that that’s not my normal and I am outside the rhombus I can look into the shape and see oh fuck.”
She had just narrowly escaped it. She had spent so long not thinking about it. It was death, it was a distant death. Everyone was prescribed to die but one didn’t spend every day thinking about the inevitability of it. Breeding-marriage, child-quota, that was an inevitable death that had been waiting for her and she had never considered herself immortal and thus immune to it and only in this new world did she realize that it wasn’t an inevitability. This weight that was off her shoulders, this was discovering that you could be, at choice, immortal. That the dread inevitability you did not think about was simply optional was utterly optional you could just opt out and not have to do it no big fucking deal what the fuck.
Vertihart had settled down next to her. “Yeaaah that’s the feeling, kid. Sorry to say it this is gonna happen a few more times at least. You get outside for the first time, and all these… these things that seemed a normal part of life? Well you realize they were normal there. They’re not an inherent part of existing. Not actually. Turns out you can do all sortsa whatever, live however you want, there’s very little people can do to stop you.”
“It’s like—it’s like—” Annaface was crying? Shameful. “It’s like finding out—like just realizing I don’t have to die is what I’m thinking. It’s like going you’re whole life knowing you have to die and then just suddenly realizing you don’t have to die.”
“… so there’s my point,” Vertihart said. “Your culture says a woman does this and this. Spends her life breeding I guess? Not mandatory. Gender’s a thing people make up. It’s rules, strictures, ideas. My culture, well we had at least a space for a third option built-in. Outside Bey Lah though? There’s no end of it. Met a lot of people who invented their own gender, their own rules for what they were supposed to do with their body. I still cleave to hartind, but that’s nostalgia and comfort. There’s no Bey Lah to give that word context anymore. It’s what I carry in me I guess. Make sense. Makes sense?”
Annaface was a squire, she was educated, she was being prepared for knighthood. She knew the basics of biology. There remained a flaw in this argument. “But—but you and all these people still have—how can I even say it—reproductive organs. Rules and ideas aside, there remains an inherent biology. You have a biology.”
“Sure do. Most of us.”
“Okay.” Okay. “Then people are still male or female, aren’t they? Rules for gender aside, there is a biological—”
“Sure I have a dick,” Vertihart said, shamelessly, and Annaface felt blood rush to her cheeks at the brazenness of it all. “I also have hooves and four legs. Tiyu-Yutep doesn’t have hands. Suir has seven hands. Suir’s a chimera, she can’t manifest mental mutations no matter what happens. You’re a True Kin! You can install all kinds of weird cybernetics and do all kinds of crazy things to your body. I knew a True Kin once had their legs replaced with motorized treads. Wanna get into biology there’s a lot of ways we’re all wildly different from one another. Why do we fixate on reproductive organs as the one true defining feature of a person?”
It was an excellent question. It would have been an absurd question, a meaningless nonsense question months ago, but Annaface had been forced out of the comfort of her dogma and there was no frames of reference any more. Everything had been destroyed. “Fine. Why not, at this point. Gender is your actions and not your body. In a world of mutants it might as well just be that. A world of a thousand genders, determined not by your reproductive organs but how many legs you have or how many eyes you have or if you breathe fire or not.”
“Hah. You sound unconvinced. It’s fine. It took me a long time to come around to it myself no worries.”
“It is disorienting. There is no structure to this ideology of whatever do anything. Am I even a woman then? If I am not fulfilling my role as a Daughter of Man? What even am I?”
Vertihart shrugged. “S’up to you. I can tell you how I processed all that… stuff? I can tell ya. You wanna know how Bey Lah died.”
A distraction would be good. An example of someone from familiar circumstances would be useful. Yes. “Yes. Your village? You said the Daughters of Nafpor were responsible?”
“Hah. Well, for a long time I held this poor girl Meyehind responsible. She was a boy, I guess, at first. You know, born with the full boy package and all. The reproductive organs. Everyone went, well, that’s a boy! Now, as hindren, sometimes you say, well, hey. This role, it’s wrong. You’re all treating me male, but that just isn’t right. That’s what happened with me. It was pretty obvious, well, that’s not a boy, that’s hartind. Meyehind… Meyehind goes, I’m a woman. Well, no honey, you were born male. It doesn’t work like that. A male can’t become female, that doesn’t make sense. A male, that can turn out to be hartind, sure. Male being female? That’s nonsense, that’s not how Things Are Done in Bey Lah.”
“So harthind is—is a rejection of your… sex? An opt-out role?”
“Well. Yes-no. It has its own rules and ideas. It’s not just a ‘no,’ it’s a ‘this-instead.’”
“And you did this because… you did not like being a man?”
Vertihart laughed. “It’s because I wasn’t a man. I’m not. Again, kid, it didn’t matter what I had on my undercarriage. The role of ‘hindren man’ did not fit me. And our culture, well, we had a thing for it. Perfectly normal for us.”
“I… okay.”
“So. Anyway I’m about the same age as Meyehind and Meyehind is just here tromping about going… I’m female! And we’re all like… no, no, you aren’t. It doesn’t work like that. Meyehind insists. Meyehind and her sisters insist that Meyehind’s a girl. It becomes a big thing. Bey Lah is a single parasang, no one’s allowed to leave, we all know one another, there’s no out of this, everyone knows about this, it’s everyone’s problem. We are a people ruled by fear of anything that isn’t How It’s Done and, oh here’s a big Not How It's Done just running around the village. And me, I hate Meyehind. Trying so hard to be special. I do things right as hartind and Meyehind just stands there and goes, no, I’m special, I’m more special than all of you. That’s what it felt like back then.”
“Why did Meyehind do it? Do it like that? Why wouldn’t she just be hartind too then?”
Vertihart made a weird little deer huff through her nose. “Don’t know honestly. We didn’t get along, you can imagine, never got to ask. Guess hartind suited her just as well as hindren man did: didn’t. Finally they leave, Meyehind and her sisters, Eskhind, Liihart. They’re out, they’re gone. I’m feeling great. Good riddance. Then Hindriarch Keh announces, kindrish, our treasure, it’s been stolen. When I say treasure I know some people think it’s some silly little tribal thing, like, oh, a bracelet, a very nice bracelet. No I’m talking Eater technology bracelet. I’m talking, Tiyu-Yutep ranks this fucking thing as ‘one of Qud’s three great treasures’ special. It’s been stolen, and stolen by Meyehind’s sister Eskhind as revenge for everything.”
“That… that is some revenge.”
“And they’re gone! You can’t come back once you leave Bey Lah, that’s the rule. Leave? Exiled. No one can go looking for them, because even if you find them and get kindrish you can’t bring the damn thing back because now you’re exiled too! And I was a scout, I was raring to go hunt them down but if I did I couldn’t come back, and I’m a good hindren, and good hindren don’t leave, so I can’t do nothing about it.”
“Why? Why can you not come back once you leave?’
“Ah.” Vertihart smiled, this serene, bitter smile. “Well, you see. That’s How It’s Done.”
“Oh. Yes. I understand.”
“Knew you would. So we open the borders. Grand-Doe opens the borders and calls for kendren—outsiders—to come fix this for us. Who shows up? Daughters of Nafpor. The whole gaggle of them. We didn’t know it but they were already famous, they are at the height of their power. They are fresh out of the Tomb, they’re dripping in Eater artifacts that haven’t seen the salt sun in a millennia. These are basically Eaters reborn showing up to our little fucking hidden farming village where you don’t see any new faces your whole life.”
“It sounds… dramatic.”
“We fight off snapjaws and the occasional drifter, and these things show up on our borders? Tiyu-Yutep, and you’ve seen her in casual wear you haven’t seen her dressed up and burning like the salt sun. She has this Eater mask and—oh honeyspit you haven’t seen her outside of the normality fields yet. Oh wait until you see her outside of the normality fields. She custom built this normality field to suppress all psychic powers because, oh wait until you see her outside of the normality fields. I’m not psychic and her glimmer is blinding.”
“I’m not sure I could handle it.”
“No, and neither could I back then. And Suir Softbeast, this huge fluffy monster draped in weapons, like, more weapons than a person should be using at once. Buwofu-Gawufoo, this snapjaw, and I’ve had to fight off snapjaws and they aren’t much of a danger, but this snapjaw with a sword bigger than herself made of naked circuitry and with this confidence that says, hey, no, this snapjaw, this one single snapjaw, this one can kill the whole village if it wanted, be happy it don’t. Savithvyr Dyathvri, who I was pretty sure was a robot at first, just a whole robot. The quartz baboon whose name, I’m sorry, I’m never getting it right, in this big fucking hat dragging around this big fucking gun. Naara Starbreaker, who, well, that’s a ghost, that’s just a fucking ghost, I’m sorry Naara honey you’re just a ghost.”
“I’ve met Naara,” Annaface interrupted. “She is terrifying. She was like—like looking at a dream. Like something I was imagining.”
“Exactly! Exactly. Igwashim—”
“I’ve met her too!”
“Yes, scrabbling around sniffing everything, teleporting over here and there, wearing this, this grinning sultan-face on the side of her head? And ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ, which. Well, yeah.”
“Suir has mentioned that one. I still don’t know what—it?—is?”
“The breathbeard and the unimax. Bethsaida and Rephesh. Glotrot and honey. A fairytale wrought in flame and chrome. ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ.”
“Suir’s hand described it like that. That doesn’t—”
Vertihart’s voice was strained and wary. “Kid, I can’t describe the thing to you. It is a fairy story from another dimension pressed into physical shapes. These are all legendary heroes and they show up in our little quiet farming town, because Meyehind couldn’t handle not being special. We had vinereapers and bows. A few rifles purchased from the rare trader. Boarskin leather. They have zetachrome, nanoweave, Eater artifacts made from who-knows. These things are here in our village because Meyehind had to be special. So they go out, they find Eskhind, and Meyehind and Liihart, they bring them back, they say that Eskhind is being framed. And they’re gonna investigate. They decide this. Any one of them could have killed everyone in the village, they decide this and what choice do we have but listen?”
Annaface nodded.
“I’m a scout. I’m one of the few hindren that can get away with stepping a little bit out of the borders to keep out threats. I’ve put my life to defending Bey Lah. Kesehind is busy protecting Hindriarch Keh, Warden Neelahind is busy doing basically nothing despite being warden because she and Eskhind used to be friends. So I decide I’m going to keep an eye on all these dangerous kendren. I’m scared but someone’s gotta do it.”
“Oh. Oh. How did—that go?”
“… they take over a little hut to discuss things. Fine, I can listen from the outside. So I.” Vertihart paused, taking in slow, deep breaths. The wind here swept across all of Qud and carried all its varied flavors within it; the bitter stings of salts and filth, the soft powder of flowers, the life and rot of the jungle, the painful tang of rust. Finally Vertihart collected themself. “I hear ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ explain it has been ‘manipulating time’ to try and solve the case, and there are, quoting here, because I’ll never forget it: ‘There are no good outcomes. Sometimes, Bey Lah just doesn’t get to have a happy ending. We’re in a rare time-space braid where Bey Lah was built with only sad endings. It’s our duty to pick which sad ending we want to give them.’”
“What the fuck,” Annaface said. “What does that mean?”
“It means they accused Kesehind, with evidence of traces of violence, of stealing kindrish. Warden Neelahind exiles him, our strongest fighter. Then she, our other strongest fighter, joins Eskhind and her sisters in exile, because apparently she’s in love with Eskhind, because everything about that family was fucked. They all had to be special. I can’t be hartind, I have to be a girl. I can’t kiss a boy, I just have to kiss a girl and it has to be our warden. Uh. You understand, this is hyperbole, I’m talking with the anger I had then. I don’t think these things anymore. This is what Past-Vertihart was thinking, you get that?”
“I get that. I understand what it is to have held… different views, in the past.”
“Yeah. I just wanna make that clear. It’s fine when girls want to kiss. It’s fine to be whatever gender you want. Old Vertihart didn’t think that. I’m just giving you the full experience of how it was for me back then.”
“Old Annaface wanted to purge the world of mutants. I do not, now.”
“Yeah. Exactly, you get it. Anyway. Living gods showed up to our village, Annaface, decided it was for them to decide our fate, did so, and left. Left us without our defenders. To say the climate of the village was tumultuous would understate it. We were always afraid of the outside. Now we were terrified over it. Panicked over it. The outside had things like that in it? And Grand-Doe invited them in?”
“I have—I have had the same thoughts about Suir, when I had first met her. We had attacked Dappir, a small town populated largely with fish. There were—there were a few humans, yes. They had four arms? I spent my life being told the mutants were terrifying beyond imagination, monsters all, and we wasted our time murdering a harmless village. I was disgusted with it, with everything I had to go through, to be, for the sake of—of that. Of killing fish and humans whose sin was having extra arms. And then Suir appeared and I thought, oh. There. There is the real mutant. If we had been hunting Suir I wouldn’t—I would have never questioned the wisdom of the Holy Rhombus. Of course everything I had suffered through had been for a purpose. There were things like that outside.”
“Exactly.” Vertihart nodded. Their off-hand fiddled with a frayed weave of their basket, worrying at the edges and unwinding it. “There were things like that outside. The Grand-Doe can do no wrong, but she had brought them here, and now our best defenders were gone. Our faith in her had never shaken before, our obedience to the Hindriarch hadn’t been questioned in generations. She was always right. But this? Could we trust her after this?”
Annaface nodded. “Familiar thoughts, held at different angles. Yes.”
“Mmhm. Then some fucking asshole kendren show up and we all freak out and try to kill them and they fire back. Some. Nobodies. Don’t know who. Doesn’t matter who. Fear defined our community. In fear we lashed out. In fear it ended. Bey Lah burned. Hindren died. Hindriarch Keh died. The rest of us fled. Had to, Bey Lah was on the map now, the fucking Daughters of Nafpor had been there.”
They had done no farming yet, and the waxing salt sun was growing high. This felt necessary, though, Annaface thought. In a lot of ways, this felt necessary. If nothing else, Vertihart of the past had ample reason to blame the Daughters of Nafpor for destroying their entire life. How did they end up living with Tiyu-Yutep? The parallels between Vertihart’s life and Annaface’s were growing uncomfortable. A slightly earlier Annaface would have recoiled in disgust at sharing commonalities with a mutant who refused to be either man or woman. But Vertihart had made peace? They were living with Tiyu-Yutep? They had found a way to live outside of Bey Lah. “How—how did you end up with Tiyu-Yutep then? How did—”
“Oh oh we’ll get to it. I’m apparently just giving you my life story now, hope you don’t mind. So imagine it, I’m fleeing Bey Lah. Half of everyone I know died in front of me. Can you imagine that. I bet you can imagine that one too.”
“I can imagine it.”
“Yeah I bet you know what that one’s like. So I’m fleeing Bey Lah and I’m thinking, fuck Meyehind. Fuck Eskhind. They had to be special. Had to be a girl, had to kiss a girl. And everything we had for generations and generations is gone because of it. I think, I ever find out where they are, I’ll kill them. I have an Issacahar rifle, I’m a good shot, I’ll kill ‘em. Don’t find them. So I’m alone and all of Qud is before me. Where do I go? There are other villages, but I don’t belong to them. Scary. Frightening. No clue. I’m a pariah now, by sheer virtue of it. You meet other pariahs when you are one, you huddle up close to the fire for safety. Bey Lah’s gone. The fear dies with it, has to or you just die of fear out here. I realize some things.”
“Which things?”
“Everyone out here is doing something different. I meet people who aren’t he or she or they, I meet people who aren’t man or woman, they’re neuter or neither or emendel or amali alnotine. They’re fine people and they aren’t doing it to be special, they’re doing it to be themselves. I learn you don’t blame people for living a life that didn’t hurt someone, you blame the society that destroyed itself trying to stop them. You know?”
What could Annaface even say to that? She had only been a pariah to her people maybe, how long had it been? Two months? She had no idea what day it was anymore. How long had it taken Vertihart to become who they were now?
“I decide,” Vertihart continued, “I decide the real blame is the Daughters of Nafpor. They showed up and broke everything. Now I give you, it needed to be broken. Not like that. We didn’t deserve that. I was always a good shot, I became a better one. I got better gear. Do you know what Qud is?”
That was an odd question? Qud was on display before them, beyond the distant ranges of the hills, in open sight. Its greens and chromes and reds and murky-blues. Annaface indicated its entirety with a weak wave. “This feels like a trick question.”
“It isn’t. Most of Qud is underground, now. It wasn’t, before. This, all this, it was a great… everything. It’s sunken in now as rust-caves and covered over with the earth. Only the very top is sticking out these days. There’s thousands of years of history buried under us. They built over the dead and then got built over themselves. You poke your head down you find it. Technology is everywhere just waiting to be recovered. I found some. Got some good weapons. Decided I was good enough to hunt the Daughters of Nafpor.”
Annaface stared. Vertihart said it so casually, and now they were free of the worst part of their story they were no longer worrying their basket. Their posture was smooth, almost languid, casual, relaxed, enjoying the salt sun and the cool breeze and the briney smell of the watervines and the joy of getting to talk. “You decided to kill the Daughters of Nafpor,” Annaface asked, for clarity.
“Saiha already existed then. Well, then, it was just Tiyu-Yutep’s private retreat, it was just her. It wasn’t Saiha, it was just ‘the place where Tiyu-Yutep goes to be alone.’ I find out about it, I hunt her down. Hard to not see her, sunshine in a body given wings and eyes. This solar angel that ruined my life. I set up. Scope on her. I can pull the trigger, maybe I’m lucky, I down her in one shot, heartshot, kill her. She’s just out there between the towers, I’m over, I think I was over back there, there was, I don’t know. A boulder, a tree, I was set up. I hold my sight on her. I’m there, I’m about to kill her.”
“You obviously failed.”
“I didn’t even get to pull the trigger. I just see myself killing her and say, well, what good is that? Why, because I’m angry? I pack up my rifle, I walk over, I talk to her. I just, I come up to her and I say, hey. You’re the reason my home’s gone. The reason my family’s dead. I really want to kill you, even though I know it won’t change the past. I tell her I had a bead on her, and I was just about to do it when I realized it wouldn’t get me anything. You know what she says?”
“What?”
Vertihart put on their best Tiyu-Yutep impression. “Oh, it wouldn’t have mattered if you had fired, it wouldn’t be enough to kill me anyway.” They laughed humorlessly and slapped a hand on their folded deer foreleg. “Not to taunt me, you understand. It was something else. She said it with this gravity, this sorta… burden. This whole time I thought these shining sultans that showed up to our village and left ruins behind them, that it wasn’t even worth remembering to them. I thought she’d say, what’s Bey Lah? I don’t remember that. No, she’d never forgotten it. She knew how powerful she was. It terrified her. I could have shot her and it wouldn’t have been enough to kill her, and that terrified her. Wherever she went, Qud changed, and that’s why she’d been spending so much time playing at hermit. But she had to power to change things for the good, and if she didn’t use it, well, that was the same as letting bad people have their way. It was a riddle she couldn’t solve.”
“I have—I have felt the same with Suir. That, that riddle. We have argued about it? Suir tells me she is not a sultan, and it is not her place to act like one. We argue about it. She has to power to decide who lives and who dies. How do you know who deserves to live or die? I have—I have killed innocent people. She could have killed me. But I think I can—I can still do good things? I can make up for it? And she worries everyone she kills now might be another Annaface or Buwofu-Gawufoo, and they might be, but what if they are just—evil? I don’t know.”
“Nope. I don’t think anyone alive’s got the answer for it. Fear anyone who claims to have it. My Tiyu-Yutep, she’s a sphinx, she’s from a people who are supposed to ask the riddles. She isn’t used to having to answer one. I don’t think there’s an answer. I think you just sort of do, and hope for the best. And you fuck up, and you do try to do better. Eventually you die. Eventually the earth reaches up and swallows everything. I think right now? We got us some watervine to harvest. Ever harvest watervine? Actually pretty fun. Get your reaper I’ll show you how to do it.”





  
    Chapter End Notes

    deprogramming is weird. some things can take a lifetime to disentangle and break free of. sometimes, just being outside of the context means entire chunks of your old ontology disappear overnight without the reinforcing factor there to keep them present. i worry sometimes narratively annaface is doing "too well", but i have the dual motivations of not necessarily wanting to write an exceptionally shitty character, and the personal experience of knowing sometimes it... it really is that easy for some things. a month later you go "wait, i really thought like that for so long? that's dumb, that's obviously stupid"
but all the same we're at the uh, arc where annaface gets to finally figure her shit out and develop real opinions. she's finally encountering people who have Relatable Experiences and she can start piecing together what she wants to use as her Self.
part of the way the story is structured is each daughter of nafpor is like a challenge encounter for annaface. suir is the destructive incident that undoes her previous life, but can offer no real solutions. naara is the first challenge that demands she develop a new ontology, but she can't pull one together so early. naara's like the dark souls boss you have to lose to the first time. igwashim is the easier boss you finally pull a win against. tiyu-yutep is when you figure out how to really play. with suir water-recruited for a while, we'll be spending a bit of time in saiha, so annaface can grind up some metaphorical levels.
it's not much spoilers to say that this is obviously following a pattern, and savithvyr is the next arc, with the brambled fae being the finale of this.
for having spent most of our life writing, we've rarely FULLY completed our projects. some parts of us have an aversion to finishing things, really, i think. but for some reason this qud fanfiction we have planned and scaffolded and outlined with entire chapters written way in advance and i'm personally feeling pretty good about this.


  


      

  











It's a luminous toadstool coated in hoarfrost



    Chapter Notes

      
        See the end of the chapter for  notes
      






  Two days ago, Annaface had been a tailor. She had spent the day apprenticed to a talking raycat who called himself Polyxerram the Five-Thousand and Fifth, or Fifth for short. He had his shop three strata down, down the chrome towers that rooted themselves in the hill’s core, and through several twisty-windy worm-passages of glowsphere-lit rock that opened suddenly into a chamber walled with textiles.
Annaface had done some stitch-work in the monastery, but it had only been busy-work to occupy sinful hands and mend tears. Fifth had explained, lying atop his own workcounter, liquid, an arm and tail dangling low to the floor, and with shining eyes heavily lidded, the importance of fashion, its history, its current trends, color-theory, the quality of fabrics, how to tell genuine from imitation, and much more. Annaface had retained very little of it beyond the pocketed vest she had helped sew and had been given as payment.
Yesterday, Annaface had been a baker. In one of the brick houses on the hilltop, a perfectly normal-shaped human named Mumoshwuroq ran a modestly sized bakery. He had been a tall, thin man, with a perfectly straight back and even shoulders, very friendly, and very excited about yeast. There had also been a brooding rosepuff that commanded an entire corner of the building, whose mycelium-tendrils had spread across the walls and floor and emerged at points in mobile little nodules of fungal-flesh so it could work dough or tend to the yeast. It was named Creocepscap. Mushrooms could have names and be people too, apparently. Why not.
She had done baking before as well, although the techniques here were more refined and involved the help of a giant mushroom who spoke by vibrating its powdery gills. Annaface had been so normal about it. She hadn’t been creeped out at all. She’d done such a good job at being normal she’d retained very little of what she’d actually learned of baking, but still.
Today, Annaface was apparently playing at doctor.
Yyruu Ishriqat-Once-Again was one of the village’s physics and her mentor for the day, thanks to Tiyu-Yutep’s ‘let’s-socialize-Annaface’ scheme. Annaface had hardly spoken to Tiyu-Yutep since the first day, and had hardly seen Suir outside of them sharing dinner each night, but it had been… helpful? This whole try-a-new-thing-every-day… thing? It was helping. Annaface wanted to believe that this was helping.
And so today, Vertihart had brought her to the hospital. One stratum down, the earth yielded to a great emptiness that fungus had rushed to fill. Tall as trees, blue spotted shagspook mushrooms crowded together in the hollow and drizzled a gentle azure powder like falling leaves. Roads of smooth pebbles cut avenues through the lush mycelium-flooring, creating paths beneath the shadows of the great fungus caps. In places the mushrooms had been cleared or harvested, and buildings of stone or mushroom flesh sat secluded in quiet gardens, lit by glowspheres of rainbow colors hanging from tall caps on sleeves of spiderweb. In other clearings, benches dominated and humans unmarked by any visible mutation sat and chatted with one another. In still other clearings, resting instruments like harps and hammered dulcimers suggested music yet unheard. The air was cool, sweet, wet, slightly sniffly.
A literal lake of fresh water and a giant water weep dominated the center of the cavern. The soft flickers of the weep’s spongy lobes sent steady waves rolling up along the well-maintained shoreline. The dark water sparkled with the catch of distant glowsphere light.
Here, as everywhere in Saiha, the normality field persisted in quiet pareidolia.
Annaface had never seen anything like this. Dappir Annaface had seen little of as it had burned and her memories closed ranks against her attempt at recalling the village’s appearance. 18th Decagon Otrir had been stick-huts sheltered in the lee of a collapsed wall. Reshephbaaaah had been more huts, arranged around a bonfire. The Daughters of Nafpor’s stash, that had come close, but it had nothing of the scale Saiha did. This was civilization, true mutant civilization, quiet, peaceful, gentle.
The hospital itself was actually in one of the chrome towers. A fourth of its wall had been torn down and left open to the fungal forest. The entirety of this floor was given over to the practice of medicine, but its many chambers were empty of patients, and only Yyruu Ishriqat-Once-Again was on duty.
For the moment, they sat together in the reception chamber, on padded ergo chairs.
“Vertihart explained my situation to you,” Annaface said.
“Mm! They did,” Yyruu Ishriqat-Once-Again said.
“Then I will ask your forgiveness for my upbringing having sheltered me in ignorance; I know I am going to ask something possibly very rude.”
Yyruu laughed. “Is it about the mushrooms?”
“Yes,” Annaface said. “Why the mushrooms? You are a physic, I’m sure you could—cure that?”
Yyruu Ishriqat-Once-Again was, like most of the people Annaface had seen in Saiha, a human. An actual human. Saiha was full of normal-looking humans. They had come into Fifth’s shop (sorry, Atelier), and they had come into Mumoshwuroq’s bakery, she could see them walk the town from her vantage in the hospital, and they were all, for the most part, human. They were human to the point of shocking Annaface at how symmetrical their faces were, how tall their posture, how even their shoulders, how flush with color their cheeks, how bright their eyes, how easy their gait.
They looked, Annaface thought, more human than she herself did.
And then there was Yyruu Ishriqat-Once-Again. She was a very round woman, with large hips, large thighs, large breasts, completely naked, entirely naked, entirely and absolutely naked, on every objective level she was incredibly attractive and she was completely naked and her entire body was overgrown with fungus.
Ice-blue glowcrust threaded veins along her skin, from finger-tip to shoulder to face to toe. It looked almost like delicate crags of snow, rising out of her flesh in scattered disorder. On her shoulders, and down her arms, it bloomed into little mountains of hoarshrooms that shifted her silhouette from the strictly human to the other. Luminescent stalks rose up along the sides of her breasts like a half-corset and covered nothing. Hoarshroom caps extended the width of her hips and thighs significantly in fungal decoration. In place of hair she wore a rimey crest of ice-dappled mushrooms. White frost clung to what of her skin was not infected, a chilly fog followed her body like a holographic burnoose, and she glowed, truly glowed, in a steady cyan haze.
None of it did anything to cover her body meaningfully. Annaface could see everything. This was a nightmare. Was this disgusting? It was disgusting, right? This was a physic and she was covered in fungus. That was disgusting! Why was it making Annaface’s heart race like this? Was she just… into monsters? Was that a thing? Was there something wrong with her? At least she was in a hospital. What treatment existed for what was wrong with her? Brain removal? Probably brain removal.
“The mushrooms,” Yyruu Ishriqat-Once-Again said, “are hoarshrooms.”
“Yes, I, I can recognize that much,” Annaface agreed.
“You’re True Kin, so salve injectors cooperate with your system more readily… but for mutants, eating a hoarshroom is just as good. Eating them stimulates the body’s natural healing response and energizes it for a short time. These are my Emergency Supplies. If someone catches a bad injury, I am my own walking medical kit.”
Eating them. Eating the mushrooms that grew off her body. Was that bile in Annaface’s throat or was it thickening with nervousness because the idea was appealing and she kind of really wanted to do that? What the fuck. She was here to learn how to do medicine. “It doesn’t hurt?”
“Harvesting them? Not at all. Having them grow on me? It was itchy a long time ago but this just feels like my own skin by now.”
Melanelatia was making a quiet orbit around Annaface’s head. Annaface was already so used to her she was forgetting she was symbiotically bonded to a sapient firefly, and it was only when Melanelatia had something to say Annaface remembered, and Melanelatia just had to say “I think she’s onto something, boss! Look at how much she’s glowing. It’s like someone took a glowsphere and made it a person, hint hint. Ask her to infect you, you’d be a lot prettier if you were glowing too!”
“I am not interested in being infected with fungus,” Annaface said.
“But then we could be glow-buddies!”
“I don’t need to glow if I have you.”
“I’m linked to your brain-waves, I know you think Dr. Mushroom is really attractive! That means humans think the same way, if someone’s glowing that’s like ten free points. Glow buddies!”
“I don’t think she’s—it—I’m not—” No, Annaface could not sit here and argue with a talking bug. “I’m sorry, Melanelatia speaks her mind a lot.”
“And sometimes I speak Annaface’s mind! We’re connected! Pals for life.”
Yyruu Ishriqat-Once-Again waved off the whole thing with a mist-trailing hand. “No, that’s about the other half of it. You’re a friend to insects, I’m a friend to fungi. There’s a community in being part of something like this, isn’t there? You’re no longer yourself alone. You’re a system, an interlinked system. For you, it’s a firefly that gives you your light. You give her sustenance. It’s the same with me. The glowcrust gives me light, keeps me from the cold, protects me, helps me heal the injured. I give it a place to live and grow and thrive. If you’re really looking for the why, it’s that. I remain a part of something without having to give myself up.”
“Oh,” Annaface said. “Melanelatia was sort of a—I mean she—a village mayor gave her to me as a reward for helping them out. I didn’t put that much thought into it.”
Melanelatia said, “Nuh-uh, nope, you put a lot of thought into it. I am literally sustained by your thoughts! And your thoughts are you feel super great not being alone anymore and knowing you always have a buddy to watch your back and also light up your back.”
Yyruu Ishriqat-Once-Again agreed. “When I first contracted glowcrust, it wasn’t intentional either, believe me. A lot of life is taking accidents and turning them around for ourselves. Well, it has to be, doesn’t it? No one can control all of reality. There’s so much outside our hands that we’re always having to react. A person gets real good at reacting, that’s a person who’s got control.”
Annaface nodded noncommittally. “I’ve not had the luxury of free thought long enough to devise my own philosophy for life. That is—that is certainly a useful outlook? I guess?”
“Oh,” Yyruu Ishriqat-Once-Again said, sharply. “Oh I just got why Vertihart paired you up with me. I’m not the only apothecary-physic in Saiha, you know, we’re not a city but we’ve got a decent population nestled in all these little caves of ours. There’s two others that work here and that deer put you on with me. You were in it. You were in that sort of thing, too, that makes sense. Vertihart you think you’re so clever you big talking deer you.”
“I am missing a context I think,” Annaface said.
“Well, we’ve both spent time as part of an ego-destroying community, you and I,” Yyruu Ishriqat-Once-Again said. “Do you know anything of the Seekers of the Sightless Way?”
Esper mutant, threat high, engage normality protocols and strike quickly. “Very little.”
“I know somewhat of the Putus Templar. It is a proud identity, but a limited identity. There is a shallow pool of memes to define yourself with, the same as your genes. In that way, I suppose you establish a sort of… communal self? No deviation from the norm?”
“Effectively.”
“Among the Seekers there is only the communal. There is no Self. The idea of a Self is a falsehood, a prison. The very idea of an I is antithesis to the right way of being. There is the aggregate mind, and the darkness at its center, and we are its thousand limbs manifest. There… is. You are not a character in the story, you are the story. There is no you to be.”
“I cannot even begin to understand,” Annaface admitted.
“Oh, it’s an entirely different ontology, absolutely. It’s the death of the ego. The loss of the self to something greater.”
“I can begin to understand,” Annaface admitted. “I don’t even recognize who I was while I served under the Rhombus. I feel like I was just born two months ago.”
“Well, there you have that then. I had gladly given my Self up to the Elder. I was not an I. Then I ran into Tiyu-Yutep and instead of killing me she started talking to me, and, well, having to speak and form responses, that was enough to shake me out of it. Tiyu-Yutep was good at it too, I’ll give her that credit. Words are bricks that build around you a prison of semiotics, but it turns out I’ll take a cozy home over the vast open everything. I have myself a little garden, a pet ray cat. Good food. Friends. It turns out I like the lie of the self. Sometimes the signifier is enough.”
“I’m still discovering what self I want to have. I have never had anything before. I don’t know how to have something.”
“I’m to understand that’s why you’re doing this apprenticeship roulette. Well, c’mon, I’ll take you in the back and show you the tools. If nothing else I can teach you to build salve injectors, a few honey-yuckwheat recipes. All the good classics. Knowledge you can take with you.”
Yyruu Ishriqat-Once-Again did as she had said. A few hours later, Annaface had learned how to reduce dreadroot tubers into a medical form that was safe to inject into the human body, and had learned a recipe for couscous to help combat disease and fungal infection while still tasting… decent. Annaface had done such a good job not being distracted by how nude Yyruu Ishriqat-Once-Again was, or how close the freezing tickle of her body had gotten to Annaface’s skin as they had worked together, Annaface had been so absolutely normal and reasonable and not distracted by it.
Annaface had also gotten to see the regeneration tank, brought here all the way from Bethesda Susa, and Yyruu Ishriqat-Once-Again had entertained Annaface with several stories of its use. Most recently, one of their villagers had encountered a decarbonizer in a deep strata and had wandered back into town with their severed arms wrapped around their neck like a scarf. After the arms had been regenerated, they had taken the spares and made dinner out of them, just to see what their own flesh tasted like. Yyruu Ishriqat-Once-Again had tried some. Apparently very pleasant.
“Everyone loves gross medical stories,” Yyruu Ishriqat-Once-Again said. “The actual skill, the real hands-on skill, that comes with time and practice, I can’t give that to you in a day. Unless someone in the village volunteers to hurt themself, I don’t have much I can show you. You can get the idea, though. I guess you’re going to decide where you want to apprentice yourself long-term? Is it something like that?”
“I do not even know if I’m staying in Saiha. I’m traveling with Suir Softbeast, and we might go to the Brambled Pass?”
“Ooh, big city. Too busy for me. Never met it personally, but the way Tiyu-Yutep talks about ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ reminds me a little too much of the Seekers, too. Of course, there’s the other issue. Saiha is the safest place for espers to gather in Qud. Probably the only real safe place.”
“Why is that? I would have thought the normality field would be… the opposite.”
 “Hah! The normality field. Tiyu-Yutep put all her resources into the normality field. She extracted what might be the only fully functional baetyl in Qud to help run the normality field. It doesn’t just restrict some effects, it gives you push-back on every mental power. Outside all of, this, I could explode a person’s mind in a second, and I can control how long a second is, too. In here I’m pretty much just a normal human. Nothing special about me but the fungus. Everything weird about our minds and egos, that gets tamped down nice and flat. Utterly normalized.”
“Suir explained that Tiyu-Yutep creates space-time vortexes by accident. Is that why? To keep accidents from happening?”
“Oh, sure, that’s part of it!” Yyruu Ishriqat-Once-Again leaned against the smooth chrome wall behind her, crossing her arms. How was it not cold? The metal walls were cold. But, all of Yyruu Ishriqat-Once-Again was cold. Snow fell in small flakes from the slightest of her movements. She was still naked and very attractive and Annaface wasn’t staring at all. “I have a blinking tic. When I get agitated or excited I start teleporting around without control. Not very helpful for a medical professional. The normality field locks that down.”
“That sounds honestly terrifying.”
“You get used to it! But it’s more, when your mental powers are big enough, bright enough, you attract attention.” Yyruu Ishriqat-Once-Again’s voice softened, dulled. It was a familiar tone, the kind Annaface felt herself slip into when having to think too hard about the past. “There’s more to the world than our little pocket of jungle. There’s more to it than this planet. There’s more to it than this dimension. It’s… it’s so big. It’s so big. It’s easy to lose your ego in it when you get a sense of its scale. And there are watchers, Annaface. You start to shine bright enough you can’t ever hide again. You can’t pull the covers up over your head and pretend they aren’t there, they see you. You’re never alone again. They see you, and they want you. And they’ll come for you.”
Annaface had no answer for this. Melanelatia helpfully provided one for her. “Oh wow! That sounds super extra bright. I hope I can get bright enough the universe can see me someday!”
“Esper hunters from the Seekers of the Sightless Way hunt the egos of psychics big and small. If you get bright enough, things start coming in from other dimensions to find you too. When I was younger, I was the prey. I sheared myself of my Self and I became the predator. Tiyu-Yutep helped me break free and find a me again, and then I was the prey once more. Here our glimmer is muted. In Saiha, we’re quiet, we’re dull, we’re dark. I can lie down at night and not have to fear eyes like stars watching me, hungering after me. It’s why most of us are here. We never imagined such a thing could be. There’s certainly nowhere else in Qud that can give us that safety.”
“And,” Annaface said, “I guess even if they do find you, you’re in this… psychic dead-zone? So their powers can’t work?”
“Exactly that. We get them still, sometimes, lurking at our borders, waiting to catch someone on their way out. Or trying to make attacks on our normality fence. Sometimes they come in anyway, and, yes, sometimes they’re strong enough they can just push through the normality field and use their powers all the same. Of course, then, Shamhat turns the normality field off and the poor sucker is stuck in the middle of a village of espers who all have a lot of trauma over being hunted. Doesn’t end well for them.”
 “Shamhat?”
“Oh, oh. She’s one of the founders of Saiha, like, the actual villageship of Saiha proper. Technically she’s on the council? She’s lives in the thin world in Tiyu-Yutep’s workshop? She modulates the normality field’s… angles? I’m not that much of a tinker, I’m not going to pretend I know how it works exactly.”
 This entire everything was alien to Annaface. It was not the first time she’d had that thought since leaving the fortress-monastery. That was a good thing? To be exposed to so many differences? There was nothing familiar for her old way of thinking to find stable footing on.
Imagine being hunted your entire life. It wasn’t that unfamiliar, was it? The fear of the mutant outside was the only constant in the world. The mutant would destroy them. Deviation was of the mutant, would invite it in. Deviation in genetics, deviation in behavior, in custom, in action, in role, in obedience, that was of The Mutant, and to become of the mutant was to destroy the legacy of the Eaters, to destroy your heritage, your world.
No, none of this was that unfamiliar. Annaface knew what it was like to have eyes watching your every action. Annaface knew what it was like to lose your sense of self in a mindless, greater Thing. Annaface knew what it felt like to never feel safe, to be both predator and prey.
There was no one she couldn’t relate to on some level out here.
How absolutely stupid everything she’d been taught as a child had been. The mutant wasn’t alien. It wasn’t even not human. Humanity was something she could extend to a talking bug, a talking fence, a talking cat obsessed with fashion, a mushroom, a monster. It felt ridiculous at times, it felt impossible to take a talking mushroom seriously, but these were all still people. Isn’t that what she had felt in Dappir? It wasn’t just that they had killed talking fish, but that the talking fish had been harmless. The talking fish had been gentle, idle villagers. What was wrong with her elders that they couldn’t even see that?
Everything she’d been taught had been so stupid.
It was the only thing she still knew. What conclusion could she draw from that? What new self would she make in the death of the old? At least everyone else seemed to have been able to become someone new. Vertihart had done it. Yyruu Ishriqat-Once-Again had done it. She could do it too.
No, and that was wrong. She did have at least one conclusion, one she had even tried to hold up against Naara in the idea’s infancy, before it knew how to find its legs, before it knew how to survive scrutiny. Everyone was a person. Every lowly beast was a person. Every all-powerful esper or indestructible death-chimera was just a person. It was a conclusion, but it was a conclusion that begged more conclusions. It was not an actionable conclusion. It could serve, at least, as a foundation where the Rhombus had failed.
Everyone was a person. Okay. What then?
“You don’t wear clothes,” Annaface said, suddenly.
“Oh. No, agitates the fungus too much.”
“That makes sense.” How was she going to survive the rest of the shift here?





  
    Chapter End Notes

    only in one playthrough did tiyu-yutep end up founding saiha on top of a fungal forest, but it was my favorite iteration of things and so it's the one that gets to be canon. it's merged with a ruins i had founded a version of it in that had three big towers that extended down several strata, which was great, since it's so rare to see features carry between strata
what's the qud equivalent of a cold shower? i think annaface needs one. maybe a dip in some convalessence? maybe a tasty, rime-encrusted hoarshroom? no, that will just make things worse for her
anyway, you'll notice all of saiha is lit by glowspheres. in the average playthrough, you'll end up finding a lot of them, and they're good, cheap fodder. i think tiyu-yutep was so charmed by them, and their ability to function freely without needing to connect to an electricity grid, that she just went around buying them all back up and filling her village with them. in years past, we used to lit our room exclusively with fairy lights, and circumstances haven't aligned for that where we are right now, but we want to get back to it eventually.
it's a very fairy-tale mood sort of place, which is funny, because the actual living fairy tale runs the other settlement that they haven't gotten to yet.


  


      

  











Metabolizing



    Chapter Notes

      forewarning this one gets a little bit sexual with some not entirely healthy fantasies but if you're in this far you're ready to see annaface struggle with her sexuality so like hey have at it







  Today Annaface had played at being a chef.
Chef I-rookas wasn’t even an esper. He had been a psychic thrall of a Seeker of the Sightless Way that Tiyu-Yutep has rescued years ago. What an odd collection Saiha was. Enemies that Tiyu-Yutep had befriended. Slaves Tiyu-Yutep had rescued. Villains Tiyu-Yutep had given refuge to. Normal people, and normal people with psychic powers, who came seeking shelter and community. Talking cats, who appreciated that Tiyu-Yutep looked like their idol, Polyxerram I. It was what she had hoped she’d find, or rather, what she had needed to find, when Suir had first stolen her away from the corpses of her extended family and promised her there was another sort of life out there.
Today, Annaface had finally crossed another taboo. With Chef I-rookas’ help, she had cooked food that had significant metabolic effects. Suir had been careful to not feed her anything that would alter her body. The most she’d done was given her fiery breath, made her feel more sturdy or more slippery, things she could ignore and forget about pretty fast. Things that felt like moods that had inhabited her. Passive things, reactive things, externalized things.
Cooking could do a lot more.
The process of cooking with intent had been difficult for her to handle, on a purely functional level. The act of cooking itself, with the goal of creating bizarre mutative effects, veered somewhat past chemistry and into a mutant domain alien to her.
Tinkering made sense to her. Each individual part of a thing contributed a predictable function. Individually no parts of an artifact were “meant” to work together. There could hardly be defined a “thermal grenade” as a discrete thing, could there? It was not a thermal grenade, whole and inviolable; it was its shell, its primer, fuse, detonator, fuel. These things reacted to one another and were maintained in careful balance. When one threw a thermal grenade one did not throw a single thing, one threw an assemblage of carefully balanced parts whose reactions would result, usually, in a predictable explosion. It made sense.
Cooking, I-rookas had insisted, worked the same way, but the final result was not a simple collection of parts forced into cooperation but a true synthesis of ingredients and ideals. Maybe that was where the disconnect was? Maybe that the cause of the effects were invisible, imaginary—why did spine fruit create spines? What was the mechanism by which it functioned? She couldn’t see it on a blueprint, couldn’t plan the circuit out on a breadboard. Maybe that was why it had been so hard for her to follow along? She had never been much of an liquids handler.
Maybe it was because that their aimed-for goal was to alter Annaface’s body and mind to be more like the mutant, and a lifetime of indoctrination had fought against it with bitter disgust. Maybe some part of Old Annaface had refused to allow it to make sense in some final act of rebellion? Of loyalty?
Vertihart, this morning, had suggested it as an idea. A possibility. To experience what the Putus Templar condemned as the greatest of degeneracies. To become, for a short time, mutated. Annaface had agreed. She wasn’t going to change herself, to put distance between her old self and the new self she was desperate to find, to create, if she allowed anchors of her old ontology to tether her. She couldn’t change if she wasn’t willing to change.
She could have quills. She could be adorned like the effigies they burned of the Elder Barathrum. She could take onto herself aspects of the mutant just as Squire Rosalee had been forced to take on their aspects in shoddy craft-arts, in garbage-capes and trash-accessory. She had condemned Rosalee to become the mutant and to die as one. She should at least see it through with herself, at least once.
Chef I-rookas and Annaface had settled on a dish made for its effects more than its taste, although it had been delicious anyway. Latkes as the base, with a complex algae sauce (seriously!) that was both spicy and smokey, served with cheese-stuffed, despined fractus stalks. The process of cooking Annaface found stressful on top of everything else. Too many time limits, too many urgent points where the recipe could be destroyed by a matter of seconds too long here, or a pinch too much of this or that.
The result, though! The results.
They had gone down below to strata 7, where the normality field gave way to a barricade of automated turrets and anomaly extinguisher robots, and out into the dark caverns with only Melanelatia’s light to guide them, and Annaface and I-rookas had eaten.
It had been hours and Annaface was still looking at the results. Looking, because Vertihart had lent her a tall, if somewhat foggy, mirror for her little cavern room. By firefly light, Annaface had done nothing for the past—how many hours had it been now?—but stare at herself and what she had become.
Deep in the caverns she had set fire with her mind. Free of the normality field (and how disorienting it had been to suddenly see unimpeded by geometric tessellations layered over everything, and how strange to be back to that!) Annaface had used psychic powers. The terrible deviancy of the esper, she had felt it like a new organ, a potentiality, a thing inside of her, and with just a bit of pressure and desire she had set rocks aflame.
She couldn’t do that now, not in her room, not swaddled in the orthogonal reassurance of the normality field, but the rest of it?
Naked in front of the mirror, Annaface finally looked as weird as she had come to feel since traveling with Suir. It was like every tiny hair on her body, like every place a hair could have grown, had grown, had hardened and grew out into thick quills. It ran down her back especially, dense and rattling and sharp. The effect was lessened on her chest, but even naked she felt half-clothed like this. They grew freely from her upper chest like a mantle, long enough to almost cover her breasts. She wasn’t like Suir or Yyruu Ishriqat, her body was slim and, while muscled, she leaned firmly on the lean side. Her chest was small enough the spines nearly covered everything from above.
Nudity was—nudity was another taboo, wasn’t it? Tiyu-Yutep, Vertihart, and Suir walked around almost entirely naked themselves. Back home you weren’t to let any but your breeder-husband see your body, and so it was for men in reverse, but even that had exceptions for physicians, and the rules were laxer for members of your own sex. So why? It was a sign of… civilization? It showed you had the consciousness to cover your body and not walk around nude like a beast.
But Annaface didn’t feel less intelligent. She certainly wasn’t less of a person for looking like this. If she hunched over just a bit more, there, the spines covered everything. The expanse of her stomach had smaller, rounder, softer quills still decorating it, especially on the sides, all the way down to her hips. The spines gave way to the soft tuft of her pubic hair so naturally it looked like it was meant to be like this. Was that even naked, if she was like that? You couldn’t see her nipples from this angle! If she, no, if she scrunched more like this you couldn’t make out much between her legs either, not if she, yeah if she put her thighs together more closely, stood at this angle. Yeah she was barely even naked now was she?
How fucking weird.
Yyruu Ishriqat-Once-Again went around even more exposed than this every day and people took her seriously as a physician. Was there any meaning to any of the taboos she had lived her life under? Like, at fucking all? The way the quills layered down her back and chest trapped heat in, too, she was as warm as she had been in her burnoose.
Could she get away with just walking around like this all the time? It was a thrilling idea. To be so exposed and so blatant with her freakish body looking like this? She’d begun to feel so strange about her own body after coming to Saiha. With each symmetrical face she saw she worried more someone would look at her once-proud, now merely jutting, jaw, or the thickness of her lips, or the twist of her spine, and condemn her for what she was.
She had become the mutant in silent contrast, the asymmetry of her inbred purity marking her as the freak. She was the monster, she was the deviation, the abhorrent thing.
It was bizarre to feel like how she imagined the mutant must always feel. Self-aware of the flaws of your body, terrified of the violence that your flesh had been cast into the shape of. More frequently she was wishing she could shed her body all together and take on a new shape that wasn’t so deeply blood-stained.
And now she had. For the rest of the night at least, she was a mutant.
None of this said anything about her hands.
From the elbows down she had grown keratin scales that turned the slim lines of her forearms into widening, oversized monstrous paws capped with giant fingers and claws so thick she could hardly fit one in her mouth (she had tried, out of curiosity). How disgusting, she thought. She touched the skin with one of her claws and it was so dense and reinforced she could hardly feel it. They were the same size, maybe, as Suir’s burrowing claws, but Suir was huge. On Suir the claws, Margar and Estat, they were proportionate to the rest of her body, they hardly seemed large on the scale of the beast, but on Annaface, on tiny human Annaface these were some, these were, these were some big meaty things you know?
She looked in the mirror again. What a freak, she thought, and it was with a disgusted affection. She really did like monsters, didn’t she? Was that a thing? Was it just that she had spent so long being told to worship the pure unaltered human body that any deviation from it was exciting? Is that why she couldn’t stop thinking about Suir like that even though she kept trying very hard to not think about her like that? Is that why she had thought Tiyu-Yutep so pretty for being a human head on an animal’s body? Is that why the rampant infection of Yyruu Ishriqat-Once-Again had, had, had, had been hot to her?
Or was it that she had been told for so long to be disgusted at the mutant that she couldn’t help but affix an obsession to their bodies? Was this healthy? Was this even fair? Was it fucked up that Annaface thought Suir was hotter because she had the lower body of a giant hound with forepaws like oversized hands and rearpaws with too-many-hooves and wings and arms and a pair of antlers that folded into a hand? Suir couldn’t help that her body was fucked up like that! But Suir didn’t think her body was fucked up?
Fuck, then, what even was attraction? Why was Annaface even into women instead of men? Was it just that a man could get her pregnant and that terrified her? Disgusted her? If she removed that from the consideration could she be into a man? Or was it that she associated men with people like Knight-Commander Elidolf Gaspard who was her uncle three-times over and whose eye had seen fit to punish her for a dozen little failures and had forced her to change how she spoke and walked and thought and breathed? Would it have been different if more women had been in charge?
Was Annaface even a woman? If a woman was defined as someone who gave birth and she never absolutely never wanted the horror of that was she a woman? A woman didn’t want to fuck monster women. If gender was an idea and a role and she wasn’t filling that role was she even a woman? Did she even want to be a woman? Was she like Vertihart? Was she going to be hartind or a they? Was she just thinking that so it was less weird she wanted to kiss girls? But no, the more she thought of it the more the idea of being a woman was uncomfortable, wasn’t it? Fuck, what did she do with that thought?
Was it fucked up she thought these giant claws were hot? Suir couldn’t control having giant claws. But a True Kin couldn’t control having “normal” human hands? If it felt weird to be into someone for some weird quirk of their body, but then, could she find anyone attractive if they hadn’t customized their entire body like clay?
These weren’t questions people got to have in the fortress-monastery! These weren’t feelings there had ever been space to explore! Annaface didn’t even know what people did with one another outside of the raw physical mechanics of reproduction. What could two women even do? What did she want, deep down, to do with Suir? To have Suir do to her? To do to her? Because she wanted to do… things? With Suir? Right? Did she?
Why? Because she was the most monstrous freak of them all and that was exciting? Because she just thought the lean-but-massive carriage of her hound’s body, the oversized-grab of her forepaws, the panoply of arms and her thick, soft fur and her red eyes, it was just all attractive? Because Suir had been kind to her? Was it thrilling that Suir had murdered a bunch of Annaface’s family? She had never even fully processed that as a thing that had happened. She thought about it constantly but she never addressed the thought that Suir had slaughtered her family in front of her. Was that part of what made Suir hot? Was she into the fact that Suir had killed people she’d known her whole life? Was she into that it upset her? Scared her? Had freed her?
Was it that Suir had the power to destroy Annaface with the slightest effort and instead she was taking great care to listen to what Annaface felt and thought and believed and even when they argued she didn’t shout Annaface down but sometimes even seemed to look up to Annaface and listen to her ideas and opinions? That she was the first person beyond Rosalee to treat Annaface as a person?
Was it just all of that all at once?
Melanelatia was asleep, thankfully, resting on the corner of Annaface’s bed, elytra covering the soft glow of her abdomen and keeping the room dim. Never being alone felt… it was difficult, it was very difficult, Annaface had no idea how Suir managed it. Weren’t there times when you wanted to be alone? She had never been alone in her entire life herself. Could she ever be again? Would she ever be alone, even once, ever?
Could she ever be alone with Suir with all their various ride-alongs?
And what did she want to do with Suir if they were alone?
Was it just that they were safe now actually truly safe for the first time in forever? Was it that Annaface was in a new bizarre crazy body and that was thrilling and exciting for reasons she couldn’t understand? Was it that she had spent so long trying so hard not to look at Suir sexually and now she was finally failing? Was it that she had privacy for the first time ever in her life?
In the mirror, Annaface watched as her massive burrowing claw slid up along the naked path of her stomach, watched as the giant claws spread and grabbed the small mass of her breast and squeezed and her breath caught in her mouth. The other burrowing claw made an opposite trail down, and a single blunt-capped claw-edge pressed up between her legs, and Annaface gasped. Okay. Okay. She could think of at least a few things she wanted to do with Suir.
One burrowing claw found its way higher, to her throat, and how frail her throat felt in her own grip. What little pressure these claws needed to apply beneath the jaw before she felt herself unable to take another breath. That was hot? That was working for her. Why was that working for her? What the fuck was wrong with her?
Her life had been gestated in violence as its primordial soup. Was it any surprise she would return to it when fulfilling her most primal needs? But was that bad? Should she stop? Should she not? But then what did she want? Was it bad that she wanted it? This is what she was into apparently. But Suir was into bloodshed and wasn’t that something that needed to be stopped?
But, but, and but, and if, and the arguments and pressure and the gyre of it was too much. Her entire life had been too much. Was that part of these feelings? That she had hated her entire life and the idea of it being destroyed was still such a relief, such a freedom that if she was torn apart then she wouldn’t have to fear the future or the past or feel pain anymore, and that’s why the burrowing claws were still grinding a firm, flat blade between her legs, still crushing her frail little throat in its grasp? Is that why this was hot? So was this bad? Should she stop?
But it felt good?
Couldn’t something be allowed to feel good once ever? If something felt good for fucking once ever couldn’t she just enjoy it?
Annaface was thinking about being in the cave again, on the way out from Dappir, and Suir, discarding her family’s bodies as individual pieces across the shale, advancing on her, eyes lit red, forepaws grasping—was this hot? Was this upsetting? Was that why it was hot? The images were still coming, Suir was still coming, shoving Annaface onto the ground with a forepaw that enveloped her body, her burrowing claw around Annaface’s throat, the other tearing her clothes off, forcing its way between her legs still bathed in the blood of her family okay no no no this felt bad.
The smoothly-scraped stone of the sleeping chamber’s ceiling suggested the broad tool that created its hollow boundaries. The dim light of Melanelatia’s photocytes was shaped in shadows by her elytra. Annaface felt the burrowing claws leave contact with her body and their heavy weights come to a firm inertia on either side of her hips.
The idea of Suir shoving her to the ground and destroying her was equally thrilling and terrifying and the two feelings fed into one another hungrily. She could hardly breathe. It felt like her heart was pounding dilute air through her tingling body. What a horrible fantasy. Was this the struggle Suir felt in her bloodlust? Did she feel this conflict once, and long since moved beyond it? If Annaface indulged in it, in the fantasy of Suir conquering her, claiming her, ruining her, destroying her, would the disgust eventually leave her and would she be reduced to some masochistic freak with no self control in time?
But the fantasy remained in her head. Suir, bending low over her, growling, her power and control over Annaface’s life complete and absolute, Annaface but meat a toy a thing to be used by her, no no that was fucked up what a horrible fantasy. She couldn’t. What a horrible fantasy.
More horrible that she knew she was going to return to it in a few moments.
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Today Annaface was playing at tinker with Tiyu-Yutep herself.
The second floor of Tiyu-Yutep’s tower was a tinker’s workshop. It felt an inadequate label. A dozen of the workshops back in the fortress-monastery could have fit into this place. While their technology had not been at all lacking, the artifacts Tiyu-Yutep had on casual display, in stages of half-completion and disassembly, suggested the great scions of the Eaters had truly fallen as far as common dirt-grubbing snapjaws.
She had a baetyl, a working, fully-functional baetyl, as the centerpiece of the room. Mirrored space in the form of a sphere dominated the room, with only the heavy mounting and cables suggesting it was a machine and not some flaw in reality. Was it alive? Weren’t baetyls sapient? Could this thing talk?
“How?” Annaface asked.
“Oh, that’s a long story.”
Tiyu-Yutep was dressed for tinkering in a pocketed vest whose pockets were oriented… sideways? Upwards? Tiyu-Yutep walked on all fours, and the vest had been sewn so everything wouldn’t just fall out the front of her pockets if she leaned forward slightly. She had a toolbelt, too, and a pair of helping hands, long chrome robot arms that Annaface had grown so used to seeing Suir wear that seeing a set on Tiyu-Yutep was like seeing Suir’s arms cut off and grafted on Tiyu-Yutep’s back.
Her hair, long and braided with jewel-encrusted gold cuffs, was now fully packed at the back of her head in a bun. It forced into view the sharp angles of her cheeks, the hard cut of her eyebrows, and made her seem so much more serious. Her face was painted, her lips a dark purple and the outlines of her eyes ringed in shadows. People in Saiha seemed to do that sometimes? It looked… nice? Silly?
She shone like the sun, Vertihart had said, outside the normality fields. They were deep in the normality fields and Tiyu-Yutep seemed impressive enough already. Suir was a massive loping beast with faces on her claws and covered in hands. Naara had been a dream printed poorly onto reality. Igwashim had been… a creature, certainly. Annaface worried what the rest of the Daughters were like. Would normal mutants even seem strange to her after being exposed to them all?
She was zoning out. Annaface forced herself back to the present. “I was made to perform basic tasks in the tinker’s workshop,” Annaface said. “It was one of the few assignments I enjoyed earnestly. The greater secrets of technology, they were never trusted to me, but. But I feel as if I were to be living a normal life in Qud, a tinker would not be beyond my… I would, it. I would like it. I think I would like being a tinker.”
Tiyu-Yutep smiled. “I love tinkering. I’m a powerful psychic, and it’s only brought me trouble. Seekers, extradimensional hunters, quantum-jitters, ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ… tinkering? That’s honest. Predictable, reliable, even the weirder bits, there’s a logic to them. It’s comforting. Grounding, in that way where it gets you out of your own head. The riddles it presents have no metaphorical answers, it’s all very foamcrete. And it’s something you can pass on to others. I can’t teach you to sunder minds or manipulate light, but in five minutes I can teach you the basics of using a pair of leyline puppeteers.”
“Yes! Yes,” Annaface said, nodding. “I know how to make a few grenades, clean and maintain implants and guns, the basics of electrical systems. I watched Suir tinker a few grenades, as well? She says she’s a good tinkerer, but, I suppose we just have not had time to set down and do that together. I suppose I, I also haven’t asked her. I don’t know.”
“Suir is… she’s an odd situation.”
Annaface had to bite her lip to keep from laughing. This giant cat whose wings (because of course she had wings) were covered in softly-singing mumblemouth fungus and who had a human face, was saying that Suir Softbeast, the giant fluffy dog-deer-monster, was an odd situation. Did the mutant not know irony, or was their normal still so far from Annaface’s that only she saw the humor in this? Would she come to a day where this, all of this, was so completely mundane? “I’m not sure how you mean.”
Tiyu-Yutep stretched out a wing, and the chrome rod-arm of the helping-hand gestured along with it. A flutter of fungal melodies followed the motion. “The normality field was my greatest work, but I didn’t do it alone. Savithvyr Dyathvri was foundational for most of the programming. It isn’t my strong point! And with the actual field itself, its regulators and amplifiers? Suir Softbeast.”
“… Suir?”
Tiyu-Yutep sat, catlike, nearly as tall as Annaface like this. The rubber-gloved helping-hand started to count fingers. Annaface did her best to not smile at how silly it looked. “Pax Klanq, I’d rank as first among tinkers in Qud. There’s certainly no question there. Then, Barathrum the Old. A thousand years of experience will do that. With absolutely no ego, in third, Tiyu-Yutep. I’m speaking of Qud, locally, not world-wide, so, don’t think I’m that conceited. In fourth I’d volunteer Savithvyr Dyathvri. Fifth place would go to Suir Softbeast. Every other tinker in Qud falls below her.”
It wasn’t terribly surprising, Annaface supposed. Who of the Daughters of Nafpor wasn’t frighteningly singular? “She… did offer to make me a tri-hologram bracelet…”
“It’s frustrating, honestly. She’s so stuck on this idea of herself as a beast she’s sublimated all of her intelligence into the personality she’s assigned her right hand. I’m psychic, Annaface, I may be the most powerful psychic in Qud not subsumed to the Elder Cant. There’s one presence in Suir Softbeast. Whatever is happening with Estat and Margar is psychological. Ultimately it’s all Suir. Suir is… Suir is one of the most brilliant, intelligent, insightful people I’ve ever met. Even among the other Barathrumites, Suir could eclipse them all if she let herself.”
That, however, that was terribly surprising. Suir was one of the most intelligent people around? She was, Suir was—Suir was good-hearted, but also a beast. She was a self-professed beast. Margar was… smart! Yes. Margar didn’t talk often enough for Annaface to get the impression that she, Suir’s literal talking right hand, was one of the smartest people in Qud?
“I can see it on your face, you agree. It doesn’t come off like that at all. She escapes it. She runs from it! I’ve spoken to her a lot while you’ve been doing our little show-Annaface-village-life scheme. She’s told me the whole of your adventures, so, I have an unfair advantage in knowing what you’ve seen. I know how you’ve seen Suir fight.”
A scattercast of blood-drenched memories flickered in the corners of Annaface’s vision. “I’ve seen her fight.”
“You haven’t seen how she used to fight. She’s declining, Annaface. A decade ago, Suir didn’t enter combat by charging in and slapping things with weapons until they died. She phased between walls throwing grenades, firing a half-dozen specialty-made weapons, using all sorts of tricks… she wasn’t dangerous because she was the physically strongest of us, she was the scariest because she was smart. I’m certain Suir could have beaten any of us in combat not because of her muscles but because she was that smart.”
Annaface had no idea how to take any of this information. What was she meant to do with it? “I’m… I’m sorry she isn’t… killing efficiently as she could be?”
Tiyu-Yutep shook her head. “No! No, no, I don’t mean like that. I mean ever since Buwofu-Gawufoo died especially she’s been, been playing up this multiple system angle as a way to get rid of herself. She’s been sublimating her intelligence into the personality assigned to her hand, and leaving herself an… animal. I’m sure it’s comforting for her to be reduced to something so simple but it’s not good. I hardly recognize her lately. She’s killing herself by degrees.”
An older Annaface would have stood here and nodded dumbly as someone in a position of authority lectured her. Annaface was too far gone to revert. “I don’t see what this has to do with me. I’m sorry Suir is a different person because something bad happened with her—this is what you should be saying to her.”
“I have been. I’ve been arguing with her over and over the past few days. Annaface, no, the problem is.” Tiyu-Yutep paused, and steadied her breathing. “She took you prisoner without a thought and dragged you about Qud without a plan. With all you’ve been through, that isn’t what’s best for you. The Brambled Pass,” and Tiyu-Yutep coughed something like a laugh, “being around that thing isn’t good for you either. Saiha is. I did not mean to have this conversation just yet but here we stand at it anyway, and so I will say it. No matter what Suir decides, I would like you to stay here with us.”
There was a mix of emotions flowing through Annaface’s body like a tonic overdose reaction. There was a place, a village, a place she was already growing to appreciate, that wanted her. A mutant village wanted her presence, despite her having had a hand in the slaughter of another. The impossible idea of it from two months ago was already a reality. A home was offering itself to her.
Tiyu-Yutep was telling Annaface to leave Suir Softbeast. Was that for the best? She was a monster barely keeping her bloodlust in check. She was living a directionless life, was little more than a child or an animal and despite Annaface being younger and less experienced than her Annaface was already becoming the voice of reason in their duo. Not counting Margar. Maybe more of a quintet.
Suir kept getting Annaface into dangerous situations where the only answer was Suir murdering everyone. If she stayed in Saiha could she live a life of relative peace? Learning tinkering from one of the greatest tinkers in Qud, apparently? Spending her days in the gentle blue of the fungus forest?
“I think Suir needs me,” Annaface discovered herself saying.
“Before you she was simply wandering the deep strata and killing,” Tiyu-Yutep agreed. “But you are not her therapy-pet. You are not here just to replace Buwofu-Gawufoo for her. You are your own person, with your own life. You have to live it for yourself.”
“My life’s kind of broken,” Annaface said, keeping steady eye-contact with one of the most powerful, dangerous people in Qud. She’d had a lot of practice with Suir, apparently. Imagine doing this with one of the Knight-Commanders? Who even had Annaface become in such a short time? “I hated everything about my life. The only part I didn’t hate, they killed. Everyone here has suffered, suffered this or that, but they’ve all… everyone here has made peace? They’ve all recovered? Everyone here seems to be doing so well. I’m not, still. And Suir isn’t, either. That’s why I think I would prefer to stay with her.”
The dark painted lines of Tiyu-Yutep’s lips thinned as she sucked them in. Her dark eyes stared deep at Annaface’s, as if trying to pierce the normality field and into her mind. “That is exactly why you shouldn’t be alone with her. You are both broken, hurt people. You need the stability of Saiha. We cast only right angles, and that is a firm foundation.”
“No. I can’t relate to everyone here, no matter how much we have in common. They are all done healing. I think if I lived here without Suir, I’d come to resent everyone for already being… being done. Being done and finished with their pain.”
“That’s a terrible—”
“She’s in love with Suir!” Melanelatia helpfully suggested from above.
Tiyu-Yutep and Annaface both stared, at one another, and Melanelatia, at this.
“I am not a sultan nor tyrant,” Tiyu-Yutep finally said. “But Suir’s decline started before Buwofu-Gawufoo’s death. Suir herself blames herself for getting Buwofu-Gawufoo killed, being with her isn’t safe.”
“You blame yourself for getting Bey Lah killed, but you’ve a hindren with you,” Annaface said. Was it a good argument? Was it correct and equivalent? What mattered, here, Annaface felt, was that it was evocative. It was powerful. It was strong enough a blow to stop Tiyu-Yutep where she was and that was victory enough. Tiyu-Yutep recoiled at the strike.
With Naara, Annaface had hardly managed her side of the conversation. With Igwashim, she had berated the crypt ferret into something like an apology. Here? Here she had shut Tiyu-Yutep down, stood her ground and decided for herself her life. Was that not already progress? Was this not already healing? Clearly being with Suir hadn’t been for the worst.
Tiyu-Yutep seemed to come to the same conclusion.
“I make no demands of you. I offer you everything we have, as a fellow Daughter of Nafpor, pariah to pariah. Your life is yours, friend, to choose as you will. A new day can only be reached through darkness. At least allow us to supply you with some light to carry you through it. I’ll teach you what I can of tinkering—repairing, disassembling, reverse-engineering. If your life and the life of my water-sister are braided, I’ll strengthen you both with it.”
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    these chapters have been pretty hard because some of the more pivotal stuff is happening here and i'm worried we're gonna fuck it UP so we've been doing a lot of revisions and honestly just rewriting chapters repeatedly
we don't necessarily recommend annaface's conclusion of "it's better to be broken around broken people than around healthy people" as a solution to your personal traumas, but if you're this far into this fic like pretty sure you are capable of not only suspension of disbelief but also making your own decisions and not assuming everything every character says is something we are personally saying ourselves but is just, you know. the character talking
until we get to the brambled fae, which will technically be all 100% us, but annaface needs several more levels before she can take on the story's final boss
anyway the bit about Suir being smart is actually true. on the most canon run of Suir, she was actually a very rounded character, attribute-wise. i say rounded, she had Tinker III. she literally had Tinker III. for all the bestial violence she embodies now, during the actual "gameplay" of her life she was a very cautious, very intelligent fighter who only after becoming basically invincible really got deep into the bloodlust "i can stand in front of you and skip every turn and you can't hit me and i can hit you once and you die" yuujiro hanma bullshit
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  In a fungal clearing, beneath the rainbow scatter of dangling glowspheres, in a gazebo painted with scenes of Polyxerram I casting down a baeytl with a thousand jointed-segments, in the cold, wet air that flirted with the distant smells of incense and rot, beneath the right-angle illusion of the normality field long since learned to be ignored, they were having lunch.
Annaface had no name for the food. She had exhausted her understanding of food long ago. It came in so many shapes, served in breads (as its plate), served in breads (as its filling), served in breads (as a sandwich), served in breads (dipped, absorbed, and eaten), served in breads (as a taco), served in breads (she was sure there was more she was forgetting), and that only counted the bread-based dishes she’d had.
She’d stopped trying to remember the difference between tajine and maraq and casserole. Maybe someday she’d convince Suir to share what she knew about cooking. Especially the recipes that did interesting things to her body? Maybe she could get Suir to teach her tinkering. There was a lot of maybes in the future.
It was daunting. It was intimidating. Annaface’s future had been a single blade thrusting forward towards a goal she had cared little for, and now the blade was shattered, the world was open to her, and she had experienced a good deal of options in the past week she’d spent in Saiha. It was so much. It was too much.
She was overwhelmed.
This was the first time she’d gotten to spend any real amount of time with Suir in a week.
Not alone, of course, because of course it wouldn’t be alone. Of course Tiyu-Yutep and Vertihart were also here, taking lunch with them. It was… fine. Annaface wasn’t ready to confront her feelings about Suir just yet anyway. She had no idea what her feelings for Suir really were, if they were healthy, if they should be indulged, if they were safe, if this was dumb, what to even do, fuck fuck fuck.
“Thank you, for today, Suir,” Tiyu-Yutep was saying. “Shamhat’s said the normality field is point-oh-oh-one degrees straighter after the tinkering you did with the modulators this afternoon.”
“Haha,” Suir said. Annaface was already experienced at reading it. The way Suir’s ears drooped just slightly down the side of her head. The way the two halves of her antlers flexed together in desire to form a clenched hand. The little raise of her lower right hand to cover her stomach, as if hiding a vulnerability. Humility, embarrassment. A need to reject the praise as not being earned. A need to not have earned it. “It wasn’t anything special? I’m sure you could have figured it out too!”
“You sell yourself short,” Tiyu-Yutep said. “Strike your ego with Igwashim’s axe, let it form into a gem of fixed value. You are an expert tinker.”
“Haha! I don’t really think that. I mean, I can do the things. I can, like, the recipes I know I can do them! That doesn’t make me… that’s not expertise, that’s just, you know. Doing the things I learned. I’m terrible when it comes to thinking up new things. Like. I mean, you made the field! Shamhat runs it! I just… you know, I just, it was like seeing a thing that was just a bit off. I guess sometimes you need new eyes on a problem?”
Suir was feeding herself with her lower hands. The girls were both alert and awake on the end of her burrowing claws. “It’s like that game with the glyph tiles,” Margar said. “Where you use them to make words on the board? If you get stuck it’s best to close your eyes and when you look again, there’s a new answer!”
“Ah,” Estat said, “we haven’t played that in years. Do you still have it?”
“Oh, that’s been a while,” Tiyu-Yutep agreed. “Oh but that was fun. Should we get it out?”
Vertihart looked like they were eating slime. “Ah, no. No, please, I hate that game. You use words to talk, they got made so people can trade ideas around. You don’t play at building them on their own. Just wrong. It’s like backwards poetry.”
All these people had such a history, Annaface thought. She felt so much a stranger to them all.
“All the same,” Tiyu-Yutep said. “It’s a relief. When I was young, when I felt eyes watching me, I stepped behind a fence, lowered my brim over my eyes, and made a friend of darkness. When my powers awoke I felt new eyes on me, and I didn’t know what new forms of darkness I could befriend. I feared there were none. In Saiha’s shadow we’ve found the answer. No matter how frightful the psychic ocean beyond, the troubles of Qud, at least here there’s peace. There’s moments like this.”
“Yeah we get it,” Estat said, her little thumb-beak clattering. “You’re trying to sweet-talk Suir into staying with you on a permanent basis. Saiha’s great, stay in Saiha, come work for us.”
Vertihart, Tiyu-Yutep, Margar, Suir, and Annaface all stared at Estat.
“What? I’m not wrong,” Suir’s talking hand said, pivoting about on her wrist so her little red knuckle-eyes could challenge everyone’s gaze. “It’s where this conversation goes. You know it I know it. I bet Melanelatia knows it!”
The firefly reassured, “I don’t know nothing! I was paying no attention at all. What am I missing? Vibes got real rancid. Some rank girshling fang kinda vibes right now.”
Even after all this time—or had Annaface not just thought about how little a history she had with these people?—but even after all this time, it was bizarre to watch Suir’s hands argue with one another. Margar was now arguing with Estat. “Can you stop? You don’t have to turn everything into a confrontation.”
Suir watched on helplessly.
“Can she stop?” Estat asked. “I’m not even going to say staying in Saiha’s a bad idea, but Tiyu-Yutep always thinks she’s so smart about it. Just say it. Say hey Suir, I think you should move in to Saiha permanently.”
Tiyu-Yutep’s perfectly normal human face wore naked frustration at the idea of arguing with Suir’s hands. No experience needed to read that expression. “Do you want to stay in Saiha?” she asked.
“Sounds boring to be honest,” Estat said.
“It’s not the worst idea,” Margar said. “Strata-delving hasn’t been good for Suir. Annaface needs a stable place to be. We could do so much worse than Saiha.”
“I don’t want to have this conversation right now.” It was Suir saying that one.
Estat said, "Too bad! Tiyu-Yutep’s working her way up to it on some dumb long spiral borer of a stairway. She wants to have this conversation, and you know how Tiyu-Yutep gets when she’s made a little objective in her journal. She can’t rest until it’s ticked off.”
Vertihart put their food down, right back onto their plate, and started arguing too. “Acting like this isn’t doing much of good about it either.”
“Everyone shut up.”
That was Annaface talking?
She only realized it at the same time everyone else did, on a delay, as five faces stared at her. Well. She had their attention. What was she going to do with it then? She wanted to get in the middle of this that badly, so what was the plan, Annaface? Some of the most powerful people in Qud were arguing right in front of you. What do you say next?
“I thought you were all supposed to be friends. You’ve traveled together for years, you have been through so much in blood and water, and this is how you act when you’re reunited? The most powerful people in Qud? Is there this much animosity between you all? Are you children?”
Wow, Annaface, Annaface thought to herself. She was unchained. Was this who she was when she was finally free of the fear of reprimand from a superior for speaking out of line? Was this the new Annaface? Was this something to be proud of? Embarrassed? Was this a terrible idea to say all this?
But no one was challenging her.
They looked shamed by her words.
Well, Vertihart looked like they agreed with Annaface about this. “What I’m saying,” they said, gesturing across the table at her. “Thought this was supposed to be lunch.”
“When do people at our level ever get to just have lunch,” Tiyu-Yutep said, sadly, dreamily. “There’s always too much to consider that we can eat with the carefree joy of the old days.”
“It’s just,” Suir began, her tooth-crowded lips pouting, actually pouting! “Everyone wants me to be with them. Naara wants me to be… with her. ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ wants me as its warden.”
“Wait,” Tiyu-Yutep interrupted. “Doesn’t it already have wardens?”
Vertihart shifted their weight where they sat on their long deer body. “None the Fellowship of Wardens recognize. They don’t attend the moots. It’s just… the rest of its…”
“Partners,” Suir suggested.
“Assemblage,” Tiyu-Yutep said, as if the word was so much salt in her mouth.
Vertihart nodded. “To say nothing of its relations with the Quetzal Caucus.”
“It was a dumb idea,” Estat said. “Limit protection to democratic towns only! Wow that’s so smart. You know what that gets? That gets you Dappir. Nice job Q Girl!”
“Dappir was part of the Quetzal Caucus,” Vertihart said. “Been a democracy since—”
“Yeah and it was under a Quetzal Warden Dappir got got,” Estat said. “Because they’re a splinter faction with half the resources. Because now the Fellowship’s split into a half-dozen factions, and they spend all their time arguing with themselves and they can’t commit to resisting the Templar.”
Vertihart said, “We aren’t that splintered. There’s cooperation between a few of the groups.”
“I’m not taking the bait,” Tiyu-Yutep said. “You just want to argue with me about the Barathrumites again.”
“I am laying out bait for that,” Estat agreed. “If ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ was here it’d take the bait.”
 “I was talking,” Suir said, softly. It reminded Annaface of a child. She was being bullied out by her own hands. “Can I keep talking?”
“Fine,” Estat agreed.
“… so everyone wants me to stay with them. Even Savithyvr’s offered to have me come with the Billowing Caravan. I guess only Igwashim hasn’t asked me to come along with her. I feel like a lot of the times it’s because people just want me and want what I can do. I know I’m really strong and dangerous and I guess I can be smart too. So like, I get it. And we’re all friends! I get it. But I feel like ever since we stopped adventuring together everyone’s just been fighting over who gets me. After Buwofu-Gawufoo died especially everyone’s just been fighting over who gets me like I’m her inheritance you all want.”
“Wow,” Melanelatia said. “Sounds tough.”
“Is,” Annaface said, “that why you’ve spent so much time uh, just wandering the deep strata and fighting things?”
“I don’t know,” Suir said. “I’m tired of having to know things. I’m not a sultan. I’m a dumb raider who wandered around killing stuff until I met someone who got me something better. I got her killed. Now I don’t know what I am. I’m tired of having to know all these big smart things. I’m tired of having infinite power. I’m tired of being one of the most important people in Qud. I’m just a person. I don’t know what I’m doing.”
Tiyu-Yutep’s reproach was softened, a rubbergum punch. “You sell yourself short. The Malady of the Mimic—we all feel less than what we are. We’ve seen what goes into the creation of the artifact, and so we denigrate the magic it performs. Not because I want to make use of you, Suir, but because you are my friend and you are suffering, I want you to be here with us. I want you somewhere with people who aren’t trying to use you. Among people who are worried about you.”
Estat rolled her… head? On Suir’s wrist. “Well damn that’s not a bad pitch. But you’re always really good with words, so if you’re saying it I’m going to just assume there’s an agenda in there I’m not noticing and distrust it anyway thanks!”
Tiyu-Yutep brought a big, round, fluffy paw to her face and fumed into it. It looked only somewhat ridiculous to Annaface. “Can you stop arguing with me through your hands and just talk to me?”
“We are talking to you,” Estat said. “I keep saying it I’m not just some part of Suir she doesn’t want to think as herself I’m right here buddy.”
“If,” Annaface said, finding herself near to standing, “you both fight like this when you are together, how can you say being with you is what’s best for Suir?”
“Hah!” Estat shot forward like a snake, and Suir’s entire body jerked forward with the motion. Suir looked surprised. “Oh she got you! She’s like ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ she’s got the bants. Harvest the spine fruit off this girl she bites back!”
Everyone settled down, and no one spoke for a good while. Slowly the pounding blood gave way to gentler currents, and everyone was able to focus on their food again. It didn’t taste as good now.
-- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- --
They didn’t used to fight like this. They used to all get along. Even when they argued it was fun arguing. It was arguing over history, it was arguing over the best way to defeat a sultan cult, it was arguing over what to have for dinner, it was arguing over nothing because it was fun to just chat and chatter and be like birds in their own dumb way.
The Daughters had broken. They’d all gone their own ways and everyone but Suir and Buwofu-Gawufoo and Igwashim had settled down. They’d been settled down for years and nothing had ever been the same since. Everything had just broken? It was totally broken. It sucked. They were fighting. Tiyu-Yutep was one of Suir’s first actual friends and they were just fighting every time they talked now.
Suir wanted to cry. She wanted to just actually cry. What was the point of crying?
It was the most pointless little gesture.
It asked for mercy, maybe?
As a social animal, crying expressed both contrition and surrender. Crying was the means by which a person opted out of a difficult situation and begged for a change to the situation. That, at least, was what Margar was thinking.
Crying meant powerlessness. That’s what Suir was thinking. It was what prey did as she stood over it and delighted in the delay before she killed it.
Super healthy, Estat thought. You’re doing great, really moving away from being a bloodshedding hedonist. Buwofu-Gawufoo would be so proud of how far you’ve come.
That! That was too far. That was way too far. Suir spread Estat’s face apart, split her into component fingers and burrowing claws and clenched her tight into a fist and squeezed until Estat’s thoughts couldn’t filter through into her anymore. No. That was over the line. Game over, you had to take a time out. Absolutely not.
“What did happen to us?” Suir asked. Tiyu-Yutep looked up at her, and Suir couldn’t figure out what she was thinking. Tiyu-Yutep had such dark, expressive eyes but Suir learned a long time ago you couldn’t really trust them. Her face was trained, half the time it only spoke when Tiyu-Yutep wanted it to. You couldn’t trust her at all.
Was that Estat thinking again? The thoughts were getting muddled. The ownership of her thoughts were getting muddled. That hadn’t happened in a while. The barrier between Estat and Suir and Margar had been firm for so long. There was a panic that came with it. If Tiyu-Yutep really was right and Estat and Margar were just… just, just these roles Suir was playing and their thoughts were really hers and if those barriers broke down and she was just all three of them at once, if it actually happened would she survive? Could she survive being a slurry of three people? Fuck.
“We grew apart,” Tiyu-Yutep finally said. She wasn’t meeting Suir’s eyes.
“I mean why did we? Why couldn’t we just stay together? How did it happen? We were all so close. Now you don’t even get along with Naara or ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ? When did it even happen?”
“The climber, at first, I guess,” Tiyu-Yutep said. She looked up, at the constellation of glowspheres that ringed the gazebo and the distorted colors they cast the ceiling mural of Polyxerram I in.  “We didn’t have what we needed to build it. Savithvyr’s caravan was meant to fix that. Saiha happened almost by accident as we waited. The Brambled Pass… it was always working on that project. Naara I can’t even speak of. I don’t know if I ever really knew her. We settled in for the long, hard work, and that was enough, I suppose. We lost momentum. There are machines that rely on their motion, their function, to maintain their shape. When they stop their parts can sag and lurch and collapse. Entropy. There’s none it spares.”
“ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ says we’re in an incomplete timeline. That we just can’t… win.”
“Pigshit,” Tiyu-Yutep said.
Suir felt her left upper arm go numb as Estat forced, forced herself back into shape. “Wow, Tiyu-Yutep cursed! That’s a rare one.” It was almost a relief to see Estat differentiate from Suir herself so forcefully. She really wasn’t just playing at being Estat, was she? She had no control over that mouth, that was for sure.
“The scale we were working on exceeded anything we were prepared for,” Tiyu-Yutep said. “To say nothing of the Templar attacks we suffered the last two times at Omonporch, and then Asphodel complaining about us ‘stinking the place up.’ We got stuck. The Barathrumites are still working. We are all still working on solutions. I don’t need to hear ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ’s ramblings about time being broken. It’s refusing to help us, of course we’re not making progress.”
“Speaking so poorly of your own water-sib, wow,” Estat said.
“It’s a highly-entropic being. There’s little surprise it takes delight in the entropy we’ve become mired in. We do not have to stay sundered. I’m not, I swear Suir I am not trying to pressure you—but we do not have to let our story just end with us scattered to the corners of Qud. I—I miss you?” There, there was genuine emotion in Tiyu-Yutep’s practiced eyes. She looked like she was trying to not cry too. “I miss my friends.”
“Then let’s just… be friends? Do friend things. For a little while? Without any games. Without trying to, to trick me into, trying to trick me to make me feel good about being in Saiha and just let’s have an okay time sometimes. We can just do it! Like. Uhm. This. We’re having lunch? And that’s okay. Isn’t this enough?”
“This—this is good,” Tiyu-Yutep agreed, carefully. “This can be fine. Vertihart’s releasing a new book?”
“Oh! What’s this one?”
Vertihart rubbed a hand on their antler. “Blood-Stained Mind Machines that Unify Your Biomatter. Kind of an allegory. There’s a sorta sadness to all the history we’re just sitting on. You’ve done the lower strata, you know what it’s like down there. There’s a sorta melancholy in how broke the world really went and got. While back I ran into this dynamic turret tinker that was covered in blood. I think, how long has this thing been pacing back and forth? A thousand years? Then I shoot it and that’s it. There’s a lot in there, in that thought. Had to get those thoughts out of me somehow.”
“That… sounds healthier than just going back down into the strata and fighting more of them,” Suir had to agree. “I’d like to read it.”





  
    Chapter End Notes

    i think the moment you really grow up is the moment you realize all the people in charge are still just children like everyone else, and are full of insecurities and all the big decisions they make aren't really super well informed by anything more than their collected traumas, and when you realize that that's when you're an adult and oh man
oh man it sure is scary!
sure wish i had a solution to offer for it, but that seems to be how life just is.
anyway i agree with vertihart, everyone thinks being ~good at writing~ makes you good at word puzzle games but honestly it's made us garbage at it. we're used to words being things you take as you need from your memory, you don't have to fight to FIND them like a puzzle out of component atoms! it's impossible.
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  Maybe two weeks?
It was maybe two weeks now.
Saiha didn’t feel like home to Annaface, but it was feeling familiar. Very few places in her life had ever had the opportunity to become familiar to her. None of them had ever been permitted to carry pleasant memories. Saiha did. She continued to cycle out her apprenticeship to the various experts Saiha boasted.
Vertihart had taught her the basics of bookbinding, of printing, even something of writing. Writing Annaface felt would be beyond her. She had too many thoughts, how could she ever possibly organize them into something other people could read? The process of binding the books, though, the smell of the glue and the hot paper fresh from the computer’s steaming ink-printer, there was a sort of… no, see, that was the problem. Annaface wasn’t good enough with words to describe it. It was satisfying, though.
She’d repeated a few apprenticeships, as well. She’d been stuck with Yyruu Ishriqat-Once-Again, and she’d done even worse a job not staring at her naked body. It was hard. Without the fungus she would have been very pretty, but the glowcrust gave her this bizarre quality that was almost obsession-inducing. She’d learned how to cure fungal infections, though! One of the villagers had gotten a nasty case of ficklegill and they hadn’t wanted it, so Yyruu had walked Annaface through the steps of preparing a solution of gel and slime. Why had it been gel and slime? The gel was just desalinated slime. And they were adding briny slime back into that? How did that even work? Wasn’t that just half-desalinated slime?
Then the patient had to eat an entire seedsprout worm corpse—or as much as they could stomach of the fifty pounds of dead, green sponge. Disgusting. Annaface considered there were ample reasons for leaving a fungal infection on the skin, to be honest.
She’d gotten to spend more time with Suir, as well.
Nothing had happened. They did not revisit their argument about the cannibals, about violence, about anything. She hadn’t brought up the confusing slush of emotions she had for the monster who’d murdered her family and saved her life. Mostly they sat in the fungus gardens and had lunch. Suir sometimes told Annaface of her less-violent adventures. It had been nice. They had simply existed.
Even Tiyu-Yutep had been better behaved after the lunch incident a week ago. She’d taught Annaface some more of tinkering, not just individual recipes but the entire theory behind the basics. Most of it Annaface had already intuited, and Tiyu-Yutep had provided the final exegesis necessary for unconscious understanding to become conscious knowledge. It clicked. Annaface was a genuine tinker, now, in her own modest way.
She’d been given a meal made with bananas, a pack of artifacts, and Suir as an escort, and sent outside the normality field to experience psychometry. Again the power of the mutant had been hers, and at a touch the faint birthing-memories of chem cells, solar cells, a variety of grenades, revolvers, rifles, the knowledge had fogged her brain in a sticky musa haze. She had almost passed out from it, and had to sleep the rest of the day. She had dreamed of screws and metal shells assembling the entire time.
For all that could be said of it, this had been pleasant. The little underground cell she was living out of didn’t feel like home, but…
… it didn’t not feel like it either?
-- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- --
Margar had a word for it. The dragonflies. That jittery restlessness. It was back. Suir could feel it, Margar was right. They had been stationary for two weeks now. It was getting to be too much. It was great to see Tiyu-Yutep again, and even Vertihart, but there was this tension, this, this really bad tension between them still and Suir wasn’t sure what it was but it was there still.
Of course there was. There was so much left to do.
Naara was consolidating the entire jungle under her. She still pursued the Amaranthine Dream. Whatever that even was. Even Tiyu-Yutep wasn’t sure. Transcending mortality, transcending reality, waking from reality as if it was a dream, something, something. It called for blood and what looked like insanity besides. How many sacrifices did it call for? How long would the goatfolk hold off raiding villages? What was there to be done about the goatfolk that still, even still, raided villages anyway? Could there be peace? Was war coming? Would Naara side with them, or with the rest of her people?
ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ basically controlled the gates of Qud at this point. Everything went through the Brambled Pass. Everything gathered there. And Tiyu-Yutep? She didn’t trust it. Had she ever? Suir could swear she remembered a time they were friends, they were water-sibs, they had gotten along great once. The thing is, Suir couldn’t even entirely blame Tiyu-Yutep. The rest of them were from here, from this dimension, from this perspective. ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ was a… a thing from another dimension. Suir trusted it wasn’t malicious? But it wasn’t human. Was its idea for the future of Qud one they could even agree on?
Tarry Hamrod was a village of mutants who despised the more-mutated and whose power was consolidating. It was growing into a small city, it was growing into a mutant-run Putus Templar apparently? The Daughters of Nafpor had defeated a dozen threats like this in the past, when they had all been together. They were not all together now. Would this be the one that finally got past them?
Girsh sightings were on the rise, the cultists were gathering in mutagenic congregations of increasing… increasing weirdness, vanta was blooming above ground, the gyre was returning and progress on the climber was ever still stalled and nothing Suir had heard in her time here suggested it was otherwise.
They were on the tallest tower today, looking out at the entirety of Qud. The green ocean of the jungle, how many of those parasangs had Suir been to? How many of those glimmering ruins had she explored with her friends? How much of Qud had they, in essence, conquered? Before them was a familiar sight.
Tiyu-Yutep was being serious again, this high salt sun. Her face was her serious face. Her wings’ song had settled into a quiet dirge. The past week Suir had been helping with tinkering tasks, mostly. An extra pair of hands, an extra set (or three) of eyes. They had fixed some of the hydraulic systems. Repaired a few solar arrays. They had drank cider and chatted of the old times and enjoyed themselves in a shadow of what they had once had.
But today Tiyu-Yutep had her serious face on.
She’d wasted an entire week softening Suir up before continuing, Estat was thinking. She had spent an entire week giving Suir a normal one before springing some new task on her. What was it? Destroy all of tarry Hamrod herself? Go talk Naara into cooperation again? She could have just said it from the get-go and not wasted all this time.
Had the time been wasted, Suir thought? Was it bad she didn’t just throw tasks at Suir without treating her like a friend? Was it really being manipulative if she like, you know, acted like a friend? Was it really acting? When had Suir gotten so paranoid about Tiyu-Yutep? Was that just Estat?
“You want to ask something out of us,” Estat said. Suir didn’t even realize Estat was live and acting. Suir didn’t even look at her. She was still just sitting with Tiyu-Yutep on the edge of the tower looking out across Qud. If Estat wanted to have it out fine. Suir wasn’t gonna.
“Of course I do,” Tiyu-Yutep sighed. “Is it cruelty? We used to do adventures together. We used to work together.”
“Because,” Estat said, “you keep talking about how you want to help Suir heal. You just want to use her like a big fat rhinox-skull maul.”
“I don’t know when we became enemies, Estat. I wish we hadn’t. I certainly didn’t try to get us to this point. Can I just ask it?”
“Oh, of course,” Estat said. “I can’t promise you anything but that.”
“We have responsibilities to Qud. We haven’t become hermits. We have this power? It comes with a responsibility. Even refusing to use our power is a choice. You can agree on that much? Estat?”
“Sure. Why not. I’ll accept it so you can get to the next point.”
“Annaface knows where at least one Putus Templar fortress is.”
Oh, Suir thought. Oh. Oh. The idea hadn’t even come to her. How had she never even thought about that once? Of course Annaface knew where the Putus Templar were. They had never found any of their strongholds. The Templar appeared as war parties across Qud, and the Daughters fought them, but it was a defensive war. They had destroyed so many, but they had never been able to strike back. Where? Where would they attack? They didn’t know! Never found a single one!
How many Templar were there? How much had they depleted their forces in these years of conflict? Were the Templar near-spent? Were they rallying? They had never known. They had only guesses, and good smart guesses were still only ever guesses.
Suir had to speak. She couldn’t let this one be all Estat. “I can’t make Annaface tell me where the rest of her family is so I can go kill them all. You can’t make me do that.”
“They are strong enough they still stymy our efforts at the Spindle. Pax Klanq’s given up on Q Girl’s climber since the last failure! They’re strong enough they can still raze villages. Who knows how many slaves suffer under their gentling back home? Suir, we have an actual chance to make a change. We’ve been in a stalemate for years. We can make something of a progress. If we give it up we become responsible for every death we could have prevented. Do we wait for another Dappir to happen? Do we only react?”
“I can’t force Annaface to tell me where the rest of her family is so we can kill them.”
“They aren’t innocents, Suir. You remember what they did to Grit Gate.”
“No one died there! We beat them back?”
“Neek. Aloysius. Shem -1.”
“They’re alive,” Suir insisted.
“Mafeo. Sparafucile. Iseppa.”
“They’re alive!” Suir insisted.
“Because ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ undid the timelines where we failed and they died. Suir, did it ever tell you why it made sure we won at Grit Gate, so unambiguously? Not even a single piece of furniture damaged?”
“Oh? Uh? Is there a special reason? It just sort of does that sometimes?” It was true! Back when they all would adventure together sometimes they’d make a big mistake and ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ would just laugh and say it was rough going. Sometimes, though? Sometimes it had stopped them just before entering a place, or just before talking to a person, and sometimes it would just announce it in the middle of dinner: it had eaten a timeline.  
And yeah sometimes it was a simple thing. Hey, we get ambushed a bit up ahead, wouldn’t it be funny if we ambush them instead? Or, hey, a Seeker threw a space-time vortex on us and we got so separated it was just easier to twist time around so that it hadn’t happened. It usually wasn’t terribly different from when Tiyu-Yutep used precognitive powers?
But sometimes it was different. Like, oh remember when they had been planning on first visiting Pax Klanq, in what was, for most of them, their first trip into the Rainbow Wood? ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ had stopped them at the border, and in one moment its primary body was walking along and having a good time, and then a moment later it looked so tired. It had stopped walking and looked so beaten down and frustrated, and everyone else had stopped too because of that, and it had told them that they had died. Several times, and not just some of them but all of them, repeatedly, absolutely desperately horrible deaths over and over, and they would need to approach this differently.
Suir had done an incredible job of never thinking about that or unpacking the horror of it.
Tiyu-Yutep seemed far away, now, and it was that far-away sort of look people got when there was a hurt in them that was still going way after it had happened. It was one of the reasons Suir didn’t think very hard about the whole timeline-thing. It meant ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ could have undone Buwofu-Gawufoo's death. That it still could?
But that would mean… everything dying, wouldn’t it? It destroyed time, right? Yes, Margar confirmed, it was always very explicit about that part. So that would mean Suir and everyone else would… that those thems would be dead? That’s what Tiyu-Yutep had always argued with it about? That it wasn’t looking into the future, it was killing the future and starting over? Or something like that? There was always a fight when it happened?
No, you know, there was a reason, Suir was sure, there was a real good reason she made sure to not think about this kind of stuff. The power of life and death she held in her axes and swords was enough to crush her hearts under the weight of a thousand dead Sultans. She couldn’t ask reality be undone at her whim. That was worse. That was way worse, right?
Was it?
Fuck, you know, this is why she didn’t think about this kind of thing.
It, Margar was thinking, was also partly self-destructive. You avoided ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ when Buwofu-Gawufoo died for as long as you could to make sure it couldn’t reset time so easily. You ensured that when it found out, it would have needed to undo months of time to fix it. Not even Margar was entirely sure why Suir had done it like that.
Well, Suir thought, it wasn’t self-destructive. She had gotten Buwofu-Gawufoo killed. She’d gotten so carried away with the fun of fighting crabs she’d just let her fucking girlfriend die, what right did Suir have to go to the local highly entropic dimension-breaking space-entity and go, hey, oops, got my girlfriend killed, could you destroy this entire reality and reset time to a point back when I hadn’t gotten her killed and them come and find that other version of me and tell her she’s going to get her girlfriend killed so they can laugh about it and they could just go on to get her killed some other way because I’m just that fucked up of a person it was going to happen no matter what?
Just go up to it and be, oh, hey, I made a terrible mistake that cost me the person I cared about most in the entire world. I deserve a do-over. I deserve to not face consequences for my actions. Bring Buwofu-Gawufoo back to life without her consent, and have her stay with me even though I killed her. But undo the part where I killed her, even though I’ll be the same person that got her killed and she shouldn’t be with me she isn’t safe around me I got her fucking killed. Just trick her and all of reality so I can get her killed and still keep her like I deserve her.
… well, Estat was thinking, it was far, far too late to do anything about that now. It’s not like it offered to reset the timeline when you did end up talking to it anyway, so, you know, not really a problem, you can stop beating yourself up over it. If you want to get beaten up you know Naara would love to do that to you some more, and, Estat was thinking, Suir could deny that all she wanted but they shared a body and Estat could feel the sudden excitement in Suir’s blood at the idea of Naara ravaging her again.
Suir was wishing, very strongly, that Estat would shut up.
Suir could never imagine what it was like to not have these voices in her head. She had been alone, once, a long time ago, but even then the stirrings of what were to be Margar and Estat had flickered about in her mind, formless and nameless but eager to be distinct. What was going on in Tiyu-Yutep’s single, lonely mind? Who did she yell at and have yell at her? Was it just… herself?
They sat in silence. Tiyu-Yutep, Suir, and Estat, and the warm breeze that journeyed the whole stretch of Qud to join them. Estat was the one to finally speak. “So, and you all know I love being contrary, but I can’t think of a good, you know, contrary. How long has it been since Suir got to kill someone that really deserved it? Uh, Dappir, I guess. That was the Templar! Point made. I’m for it. Let’s kill the Templar.”
“This isn’t what Annaface needs,” Suir insisted.
Tiyu-Yutep finally spoke. Her voice was quiet and steady and filled with salted nostalgia. “The tinker who builds it wants to give it away. The person who receives it doesn’t want it. Once used, it is gone forever, but it leaves with company arm-in-arm. What is it.”
It had been a long time since Tiyu-Yutep dropped an actual riddle on them. She was, you know, a pariah, and part of being like that meant not being like that. “A grenade,” Suir guessed.
“Bullet,” Estat guessed.
It seemed to be good enough for Tiyu-Yutep. “We don’t want these responsibilities, Suir. By the lucky astronomer I’d be delighted to spend my years a farmer so Vertihart could spend their days writing and that would be it. If I slack, the Seekers come for every mind in Saiha. If I—”
“We’ve heard this before,” Estat interrupted. “The whole sad speech.”
Suir snapped. “I don’t like that Tiyu-Yutep and I aren’t as good friends as we used to be and how you keep making it worse like this.”
Estat didn’t respond. Her hand felt strangely empty, rather, like it was Suir’s fingers holding the shape in parody of Estat. She let them fall neutrally. Estat was hiding deep now. Well. Fine! That was fine. It was a serious rebuke! Estat should have to feel bad about it. There were consequences. Damnit, that was the thing of it wasn’t it? There were really consequences to everything. You couldn’t just undo them.
Things used to be better than this, didn’t they? When Buwofu-Gawufoo was still alive, when they were all together, when everything was really simple? Things were never that simple, Suir could feel Margar think. That relaxed attitude to their adventures lead to Bey Lah being destroyed. That relaxed attitude to their adventures lead to Buwofu-Gawufoo being buried in crabs. It was never simple. They had simply insisted it had been simple until the consequences had been too great to ignore anymore. Was that still Margar thinking? Was that Estat? Were they working together on this? Were they even wrong?
“I’ll,” Suir said, “talk to Annaface about it.”
 
There was no delicate way to ask the person you had abducted for permission to kill their entire family. This felt like a terrible idea but like, did Suir want to be like Tiyu-Yutep? Holding on to a Big Important Thing and waiting for the right moment to ambush someone with it? Treating friendships like a combat scenario to plan around? Hah! Like Suir even knew how to treat friendships. Once Buwofu-Gawufoo died her friendships had fallen apart. It’d all been a giant mess.
Was this one about to fall apart?
Honestly if it did that might really be it. If Suir fucked things up with Annaface that might be more than she could take. She had always wanted to see if the strata ended if she went deep enough.
They were together at the shore of the underground lake on stratum 1. The giant water weep’s wiggling lobes set the lake to a gentle lapping at the spongy shore. The air was cold and the smell of fresh water in such a quantity was such a weird treasure. Who knew fresh water had a smell? It reached the soul so deeply, like water was always meant to be fresh. Something had gone wrong with the world. Things were always going so wrong with the world. Shouldn’t they try to fix what they could?
“I have to ask something really bad of you,” Suir said.
“… okay,” Annaface said.
Today, Annaface looked less like a Templar than ever. Her hair she’d let down, and it’d grown in the time since they’d met, and now it framed her face in a silver-gold mane that covered some of the asymmetry of her shoulders. The face was still the same, maybe, but the sneer of Templar superiority was long gone on her pouting lips and the weight of her jaw carried none of the threat its implication once had.
She was wearing soft cotton robes, patterned with stitched dreadroot-stalk patterns in a rosey pastel. Other than the vibrokhopesh and injectors on her belt Annaface had become such a civil creature! It suited her. It suited her so much better than armor and bloodstains. Suir was about to just go and ruin all of this huh.
“Tiyu-Yutep wants to know where your fortress is.”
“… oh,” Annaface said. She drew her legs up closer, knees to her chest, and stared out at the water weep. “It’s time for that then.”
“She—”
“She has you ask me. That’s—that’s disgusting. She couldn’t just ask me herself. She’s having you argue for it by proxy.”
“I know it’s a lot to ask,” Suir said. “It’s—it’s asking for permission to kill the rest of your family.”
“It isn’t even the primary fortress. We’re an isolated out-shoot. As a squire I was unsuited to know the greater tactical situation but I’m fairly certain we hardly have contact with the. The main. Suir I don’t even know what the main fortress is called. The Holy Temple? I don’t know. I don’t know where that is. I think it’s what’s left of an Eater arcology. I think.”
“It’s okay. It’s—Tiyu-Yutep thinks—”
“I don’t care what she thinks. I like her, she has been very kind to me, but she is very transparently a leader. She has obligations she must attend to. I like you, Suir. You’re like me. You’re adrift. You’re trying to be a good person and you don’t know what that means. You’re hurt and broken and unlike everyone else here you aren’t figured out. I cannot relate to the comfort everyone here has found. They have experienced their traumas and come out of them largely resolved. Kind as they are they are alien to me. Not because of their genetics but because of—what do you think, Suir?”
That was a hard question. Fair! This was a hard topic. This was probably the hardest topic they could do. “I don’t think what I think matters as much as what you think. I mean, I can think of a lot of good reasons why we should, you know, take the war to them? But. But they’re your people. I’m, I’m, I’m so much bigger and more powerful than you? You’re still my, uhm, I have, it’s. Okay I’m not good at words! You know that. I think it’s great I’m bad at words here! I don’t want to make you feel like you have to say it. I don’t want to try to convince you.”
“A very convincing argument.”
“It’s not meant to be! If I even, even if I just said it was a good idea I might be convincing you! And that’s not fair! I killed your, your family? I abducted you? You, we, we haven’t talked about it but you were right? If you had tried to hit me with your sword in the tunnel I would have. I would have killed you Annaface. I shouldn’t have a say in you. I shouldn’t be in control here. I’m a bloodshedding hedonist. I’m a monster. I shouldn’t get to make decisions. Not in like, some self-deprecating pity-me kind of way but like, I actually really really don’t trust myself to, just. Purely. Objective level. Not here. Not about you. You need to be in charge. I have no right to be.”
Annaface didn’t answer right away. Suir could feel Annaface looking at her, but Suir kept her eyes on the giant water weep. Imagine if she looked at Annaface and that was enough to intimidate her? This was so fucked up a question to ask.
But it couldn’t not be asked? They couldn’t not fight this war? If they never struck back the Templar would just replenish their strength over the years and more people would die? How many more times could they defend Grit Gate and Omonporch? Could they defend all the villages and cities and all of Qud always forever?  
Annaface tried to speak, her voice thick and crackling. “I wish you hadn’t needed to kill everyone to save me from them. That they did not all have to die to learn better. I have no hope we can show up to the fortress-monastery and simply inform them there is a better way. Is slaughter the only way these things can end? Do we do to my home what we did to Dappir? Do we march on them and get blood on our blades and say, well, it was fine because we’re better-than? Are we better enough than them to decide they have to all die?”
That was the question Suir always struggled with. With the Templar it seemed pretty easy. Yeah! Yeah the Templar just absolutely wanted to kill or enslave all the mutants. Easy! But like. Goatfolk? Naphtaali? Issacharites? Suir could probably kill mostly everyone who was doing violence to other groups. If Suir took it real seriously, like actually seriously, she could probably kill mostly everything in Qud. Where did she draw the line? Did she kill every predator? It, it, it was sort of a false-equivalency (thanks for the phrase, Margar) but when you had the actual power to kill basically everything, it was an actual important question.
Suir probably couldn’t slaughter that one village in the Moon Stair full of the chrome pyramids, not alone, but like. Like. Was there anything she couldn’t take otherwise? The Brambled Pass, probably. Saiha? Maybe Naara. The other Daughters were at her level. Very little else was.
“I think I’m too powerful to decide that,” Suir said. “I, I’ve said this before. I’m too powerful to be allowed to decide who lives and who dies.”
“And if I do encourage this—why do we stop there? The goatfolk are killing travelers in the jungle? Their war against the Naphtaali? How many do we allow them to kill before we make them stop? Why should we stop at just my fortress-monastery?”
“That—that is exactly what I’m stuck on,” Suir agreed.
“Oh, ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ isn’t here,” Estat said, “can I do an argument on its behalf? I’ll be part of ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ for this one, no shut up let me do it.” Suir was fighting for control of her hand back and Estat was not letting up. “Hey you know how Otho had us go slaughter a Mechanimist temple to steal their baetyl? Maybe the Barathrumites are too violent and we need to stop them too! Let’s take them out before more innocent Mechanimists are killed!”
Margar clenched herself into a fist. “I thought we were done having that argument years ago!”
“What point are you even trying to make?” Suir nearly shouted.
“Nothing, I’m being a problem,” Estat said. “But it’s a good kind of problem, because this is a serious topic and you know, if Annaface is trying to consider all the sides of it, kind of an important side to consider! You’re welcome.”
“Mm.” Annaface drew deeper into herself. Her firefly landed on her head and pulsed soft light across her hair. “But I can’t just do nothing. I was one of them. I know how they think, and they think of a violence I don’t want to reach Saiha. I still struggle to not think like they taught me to think. Do I turn the genocide they built into me back on them? Is that all I can do? If we had… such a surfeit of power that our victory was absolutely assured, could we force diplomacy? There are other squires who grew up in fear and cleave to their violence because of that fear. There are knights there who don’t understand that places like Saiha would welcome them if they dared to let them. The person I was is gone. The old Annaface is dead and gone, and if I could change, why can’t they? All of them could become new people and find new ways, even if their present selves couldn’t imagine it. Is that too optimistic? Can we save them from themselves?”
“I don’t know. I don’t know. How many Templar are there? How much force do we need to make them surrender?”
“… in total, in my fortress-monastery, some… I don’t know, forty or fifty knights, maybe. With a third of them? A fourth? Implanted? Add some twenty squires. Several Wraith-Knights still functioning. One temple mecha. Several infiltrators. Up to twenty of those knights may be deployed in various locations to observe the mutant, protect interests, retrieve artifacts. Some of the knights too old or infirm to be on active deployment. Small civilian population supporting it.”
Okay. Okay, that was something of a scary number. Fifty knights. Fifty Templar Knights at once. Okay, even Suir wasn’t confident about that number. With Tiyu-Yutep and Vertihart? Hm. Okay. If they had full control over the area, maybe. If they could force their numbers into smaller groups, yeah. They’d need some real control, though. Tiyu-Yutep’s forcefields would only go so far? Grenades? Portable walls too, maybe 3D cobblers… they might have to break out the timecubes. And that was just to kill them all. To beat them into surrender? To minimize Templar casualties? To break their spirit like Suir had with Annaface so they could, could find the good ones and spare them?
“If we… if we get all the Daughters of Nafpor together, we could do those numbers, no problem? But enough to, to force them to surrender? And then reform them? I’m not even sure. They’ll fight to the end, most of them? Won’t they? They always seem to?”
Annaface laughed, mouth muffled by her knees. “Honestly maybe only a few of them might ever not be… be… Even in some fantastical imagining of the battle, where we take them all alive, how many could we even convince to change their ways? Two? Ten? But what if it’s most of them? But what if it’s none of them? What if the ones we kill are the ones who would have changed? How can we know? How can we do it right?”
Estat shoved herself back into the conversation. Suir was still mad at her, and she tried to force her out, but Estat insisted. “If only we had infinite do-overs on the situation.”
Annaface laughed again, a gross, coughing laugh.
“No,” Estat said. “We literally have infinite do-overs on the situation. That’s the joke.”
“I’m not comfortable with—” Suir had started.
“We are water-bonded with a cosmic nightmare that controls time. We have ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ make a checkpoint before the battle. It doesn’t matter if it takes us a hundred goes, it can just urberry-pick us the best timeline. It can run a dozen timelines out a month in advance just to make sure the survivors are serious about reforming and keep the timeline that looks most promising.”
Annaface looked up from the protective cage of her legs. Her gray eyes were wet and wide and terrified at the idea of hope. “Can it really do that? I thought even in, in Bey Lah it couldn’t—”
“If there’s a happy ending,” Estat said, “ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ can get us there.”
Suir’s hearts were pounding. “I mean. I mean. I mean technically, but—”
“See?” Estat said. “Easy. Bam.”
“I don’t like it,” Suir said. “It feels wrong to think we can just, decide for all of reality how it should work? It feels so much worse? Tiyu-Yutep always had good arguments against—”
“Well,” Estat said, “I trust ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ more than I trust Tiyu-Yutep. It and I are still friends. We’re going to the Brambled Pass still aren’t we? And oh, look, we get ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ and Tiyu-Yutep to work together on something? Wow, we solve Tiyu-Yutep’s big ginger-bulb of a problem she’s got in her butt. Suddenly we’re all working together again! Just like the old days! Bam I’m brilliant no need to thank me.”
Suir tried to protest more but Annaface looked so desperately serious now. “If ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ agrees, I’ll tell you the location of my fortress-monastery. So long as it agrees to—to give us the timeline where we save as many of my… family who are willing to try another way.”
You’re asking something you don’t understand, Suir wanted to say. How could she explain? How could she explain why she didn’t want time reset even when Buwofu-Gawufoo died? Or that she didn’t want it reset because she’d died? The, the, the flippancy to life and death having the ability to undo it gave you?
And Tiyu-Yutep was sure there was something wrong with its powers. Tiyu-Yutep was convinced there was a price being paid they couldn’t understand when ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ ate time. They couldn’t stop it from using those powers but the longer they’d adventured together the more they’d discouraged it from using them. It wasn’t just the cost, really, it was, it was, how do you express it?
How do you deal with knowing there was a timeline where things went slightly wrong, so that timeline, you and everyone in it, were destroyed, and time was reset, and you’re on your fifth do-over? How do you deal with knowing your current you could be reset if this thing wanted it? Friend that it was, it was still terrifying.
Sure, Estat argued, and telepathy is weird and invasive and precognition is basically the same thing on a small scale and who’s to say when you got teleported you didn’t die and a new you was born where the teleportation lands? Who cares if the process of making sausage was kinda gross when it tasted good? Lots of things were messy and freaky if you thought about it too long! When had ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ actually ever done anything to make everyone mistrust it other than be a freaky monster from another dimension?
It didn’t matter.
Suir had already decided: she wasn’t going to convince Annaface about anything in this. Anything about the slaughter of Annaface’s entire extended family had to be Annaface’s idea. Anything else, anything else would be Suir forcing her into it one way or another. “I said you can be in charge of our adventures. If you want to go to the Brambled Pass and convince ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ to help you, it’s… it’s your adventure. I’ll take you wherever you want. Set the pace. I’ll get you there.”
“Then get me there. I don’t want people to have to die if we can just… not have them die.”
That was exactly the thing that felt so wrong to Suir, but instead she said, “Okay.”
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    I've been struggling with this chapter for a long time because it's foundational to like, everything that comes after it
the conflict of annaface having to face violence and decide where she stands with it, we're coming to the like, the crux of the fanfic. this isn't the climax we're still going through savithvyr before we get to the brambled pass (spoilers) but we are now on course for what the ultimate moral/ethical conflict of the story will be
just before finishing the last editing pass on this, we played call to arms again. sparafucile and mafeo died. for a moment there was the temptation of just reloading the checkpoint and Doing Better. of avoiding all the consequences for your failures. you could have done better. you could have been a better person. when you can turn back time at will, it's fine. you don't have to have ever been a good person. you can just undo it, as much as you want. what a terrible temptation.
suir is probably correct in her fear of what it will do to her if she becomes the sort of person who plays life like it's on roleplay mode. we'll get more into that when we get to the brambled fae's section. i know, i know, undertale touched on the topic of timeline erasure and stuff too! i promise you we've been writing weird meta shit for decades at this point this isn't going to feel tacked on or dumb if you got this far in the story trust us it isn't going to get obnoxious whatever faith you have in us so far please just extend it
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  They would go to the Brambled Pass. They had waited another week, and it had been a good week, a week of simple pleasures and quiet living. The Billowing Caravan was due in Saiha, and it was headed to the Brambled Pass next, and so what better way to travel there than in the company the other Daughters of Nafpor? If they did it like this, Annaface would get to meet them all. That was probably worth something?
Despite the reason they were leaving being so… ugly, the last week had been pleasant. She’d learned a lot more, of tinkering, of medical care, she’d even gotten a little bit better at sewing. She’d had fun. They’d played that game with the glyphs where you tried to make words and it had been fun. She’d watched a concert in the fungus garden and she’d been taught how to play a few chords on the harp.
Suir had tried to teach her some cooking, but she (Suir) had gotten so flustered at trying to explain the process and thoughts behind something that had long since become implicit, reflexive knowledge that Margar had to take over most of the lesson, and they had ruined the dish in their frantic distraction, and it had felt great because it meant even Suir could mess things up. It meant Annaface could mess things up and not be punished for it. They had accomplished nothing and it had been fine.
She’d had a normal life. This was apparently how people in Saiha lived their every day normal life, and to Annaface every day of it was a festival. Was it good they were going to leave before she got used to it? She hadn’t been able to even begin to unpack the idea of it.
Annaface had said nothing to Suir about her conflicted attraction. It was something much better left unsaid, certainly, relegated to fantasies in bed while half-asleep and the drifting thoughts of hypnogagia could be blamed for how perverse her imagination got when thinking about Suir’s massive body and Annaface’s joining in incoherent disaster.
Travelling with Savithvyr Dyathvri meant they wouldn’t be travelling alone, would have no time alone, and that was fantastic, as it meant Annaface would have no reason to ever confront her feelings of attraction for this horrible bloodsoaked monster.
Anyway.
Tiyu-Yutep had been unhappy with Annaface’s stipulation that she would not reveal the location of the monastery until the Brambled Fae—uh, ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ agreed to give them a favorable timeline selection. Suir had apparently made her to agree that it was Annaface’s choice, though, and they couldn’t force it out of her.
There had been something of a tension between Annaface and Tiyu-Yutep the last week, but it had been a quiet thing. Certainly still warmer relations than Annaface had ever enjoyed with her elders in the fortress-monastery. No, it couldn’t even be compared. The fear that the sphinx would lash at her lingered but that never happened. It was disorienting. Life had become so disoriented.
Saiha had been good, though. Stabilizing. Normal. The first time Annaface had experienced normal in a way that had felt normal. The entirety of the life behind her was already feeling like a hallucination, a fever’s nightmare, and oh, oh the terror of having been awake for so short a time in her life? The sickening wrenching pull in her stomach when she thought at how much of her life had been taken from her?
Not to last.
Today they were leaving.
The Billowing Caravan was arriving.
It was something of an event for the village. They were gathered at strata 7. Here the chrome towers that pierced the layers of Saiha ended, as did the normality field. Here the vast cavern hall was deep red and undecorated with the joyful artistry of life that filled the rest of the town. Here rings of gun turrets and reprogrammed robots stood watch at the darkness around them, on constant vigil for any threats that tried to enter from below.
They—Annaface, Suir, Tiyu-Yutep and Vertihart, were gathered at the edge of the normality field, marked by a low wall with a matching trench. There had been, Tiyu-Yutep explained, the occasional attack, between Seekers and once by a Templar war party, to say nothing of the wandering bandit or beast. Behind them, closer to the chrome towers, where they sat bare and naked in the harsh floodlights of the strata 7 defensive zone, there gathered many of the village’s merchants, with wares brought down in anticipation of trade. Small stalls, with blanket-ceilings and cushioned pillows and fragrant teas, were being established.
Certainly something of an event!
Annaface was wearing her best set of cloth robes, another set that was hers and belonged to her (a gift from Fifth and his atelier), and how strange it was to own several sets of civilian clothing. This one was a soft brown and painted with a scene of Polyxerram I’s rescue from the hands of bandits by an army of cats.
“They will stay to trade for a day,” Tiyu-Yutep was saying, although she had already explained this. “I would wish my water-sisters would stay longer, but everyone is so busy. They’ll leave in the morning by the underground paths towards the Brambled Pass.”
“This is Savithvyr Dyathvri and the… quartz baboon?” Annaface asked. “The True Kin and her… girlfriend?”
“Mm,” Vertihart said. “Good folk. Of all the Daughters they’re good folk. You’ll be in good hands.”
“So,” Annaface said, “not like Naara then.”
Tiyu-Yutep choked back a laugh. “No. Oh, Sun and Star, no. They are among the normal of us.”
“Am I among the normal?” Suir asked. “Y-You don’t have to answer that. That’s a joke, I know I’m a bit, uhm, look, it’s fine. Uhm. I think I can hear them?”
There was definitely a noise coming from the far darkness. It was unnerving. Annaface was used to the tight spaces of the fortress-monastery. Open darkness in the underground was, as a rule, dangerous. A steady impression of a sound, rather than a sound itself. Marching? Something was approaching.
“It’s actually been a while since I’ve seen them,” Suir said. “Kind of exciting.”
“I’m glad you are doing something other than strata delving,” Tiyu-Yutep said diplomatically.
Just beyond the low wall, just beyond the impression of the normality field, some ten feet in the air, space folded in on itself, twisted sideways, and then ejected a god.
“Oh! Hi Savithvyr,” Suir said, waving the hand on her tail. “Sup!”
That?
That?
That was Savithvyr Dyathvri? That was one of the normal ones?
A galgal. An ancient interpretation of an angel, the divine. A god. In the same way Annaface had mistaken Tiyu-Yutep for the Sultan Polyxerram I herself, could still mistake her for it, could still mistake the sphinx with her beautiful, severe face and endless braids of dark hair and golden jewelry and wings that sang for a sultan?
In the same way Naara never stopped seeming some demon from a dream poorly incised onto reality? In the same way Suir still even still despite it all even still seemed a monstrous bizarre mutant full of oversized hulking strength and barely-contained violence?
The Daughters of Nafpor all were like this, huh?
Savithvyr Dyathvri floated above them, seated in an oversized throne of chrome and burnt ruby whose shape suggested the flying buttresses of an ancient arcology cathedral. Burning rings of metal orbited her, separated her from the rest of the world with a spinning violence. Halo-like, they spun and rotated in a gyroscope and killed the air around her in deadly threat, as if even a breeze dared not approach the divine uncut.
Her face—was that a face? There wasn’t a face. Her face was an empty hollowing, scooped away, framed in chrome, and filled with crimson light cast in such intensity it seemed solid. It was solid enough to wear a mask across the eyes, a true Eater mask, one that seemed companion to the mask Igwashim had worn but somehow… greater. Its glimmering of jewels suggested the entirety of the cosmos had been trapped and brought to obedient stasis on the countenance.
Savithvyr wore a zetachrome lune like Suir’s, but this one was jewel-encrusted with images of Polyxerram I in austere entombment. The long coat was open enough to reveal machinery where her chest should be, an open frame of red metal bracing a spinning set of gyroscopes whose motions matched the shell of blades that hovered around her.
She sat with her elbows on the great rests of her cathedra, her left arm raised as if to suggest she might lean her cheek on it, but for her cheek’s apparent immateriality. A third arm of plastifer and chrome mirrored the repose of her right arm. She wore gloves of—of—what were those? The patterns carved into the liquid metal of their surface were not made of coherent geometries. Annaface’s entire understanding of physics failed at the suggestion of the embellishments of her gloves. Her fingers were too-many-jointed, too long, and she had too many of them.
She wore, of all things, a large conical snail shell on her belt, stained red and black with soot. A rifle made from a joining of carved wood and metal-glass scaffolding, only barely recognizable as a rifle and not some ridiculous wizard staff, rested against her thigh and shoulder. Her shoes were pointed, with curving tips, organic and maybe living and shifting through a gentle rainbow of colors.
There was not a spot where Annaface could see flesh. Was there any flesh in her left?
“Suir Softbeast! Not a face I thought I’d be seeing again.”
Savithvyr’s throne lowered to the ground, gravity tamed and discarded as an unnecessary concern. The spinning chiral rings slowed their buzzing orbits, and, politely, rotated their bladed edges away from everyone, taking position around her as a series of chrome halos.
“Forgive me for not coming closer,” Savithvyr said. Her voice was soft, and perfectly human, despite it all. “I never really trust that normality field to play nice with everything I have in me these days.”
“It is safe,” Tiyu-Yutep said. “I think. You aren’t using zero-point energy collectors for anything? Suspensors? Negative-weight inversion devices?”
“… forgive me for not coming closer. Why don’t you come out of the field?”
“Do you want to fight an army of Seekers?” Tiyu-Yutep said.
“Haven’t even had lunch yet!” Savithvyr laughed. Her red-light face took a form more human, beautiful and high-cheeked and smiling. “The rest of them will be here in a minute. Me? I got impatient. What a payoff for it! Suir Softbeast. You really came back.”
“Hah,” Suir said, grinning with her tooth-crowded face. “No, I’m not even the big news. I saw Igwashim.”
“What? Where?”
“She came by to one of our stashes to get some things. Apparently she’s working out of the Sunderlies now.”
“The fucking Sunderlies! Really Ig,” Savithvyr cursed.
Tiyu-Yutep laughed. “Yes! I said the same thing.”
“Well!” Savithvyr slapped a hand on her knee. Neither sounded entirely organic. “That’s one mystery in life killed. Would they all go down so easy. Tiyu-Yutep! Vertihart. You can get excited, I brought more of that honey wine from Ekapur.”
Vertihart scratched a forehoof at the stony earth. “Ah. You tempt me.”
“I tempt, I tempt,” Savithvyr laughed. Her eyes—the holographic impression of her eyes, beautiful and crimson behind the star-field of her mask, settled on Annaface. “And you’re new!”
“I’m Annaface Probelle,” Annaface said. “I am—I am travelling with Suir.”
Suir reached out and put a big paw (Estat) on Annaface’s shoulder. “Yeah! Actually hoping we could travel with you to the Brambled Pass. There’s uh, there’s been a lot of stuff.”
“Oh hey! Company for the road.”
“You’re a—True Kin,” Annaface found herself asking. “All of this, all of what you are, and have—this is cybernetics?”
“Mmhm,” Savithvyr said. “I know, I know. There’s not a lot of us out there, are there? We don’t all look this intense, don’t worry.”
Verithart snorted. “Most True Kin don’t fly around wearing the Kesil Face, no, little bit of a rarity.”
“Forgive me for being well dressed! Where’s your Earth Face?” Savithvyr asked, a long finger inclining towards Tiyu-Yutep.
“As if I need the extra glimmer,” Tiyu-Yutep said. The mumblemouths on her wings whimpered a groan of sympathy. “Or the pretension of being a Sultan! My ego’s large enough, Savvy.”
Annaface tried to get back into the conversation. “It’s just—I am also a True Kin. Unimplanted. I had heard stories of the majesty of the old Eaters, but I hadn’t—I’m sorry. I’m still becoming used to being in the company of… people like this?” Annaface gestured helplessly at the Sultans she was in the company of.
Savithvyr clapped her hands (all three of them) together. Her holographic face lit up (literally it lit up) with delight. “Oh! My friend, the Billowing Caravan has ample cybernetics and our own portable becoming nook. If you’ve the water, we’ve the chrome.”
Suir said, “Oh, uh, actually yeah! Did you want to get… implanted?”
It was such a sudden question. “It… is the… I mean, the idea—” Annaface couldn’t find the right words for the question. She hadn’t earned implants yet. How could she ask for them?
Suir’s freakish animal face was smiling (it was always smiling, she was made of teeth). “I get ya! Hey! Savithvyr can we get a Daughter Discount on this? Annaface is uh, yeah I guess she’s a Daughter now.”
“Suir, you’re not just sweet talking me for a good deal, are you?”
“She’s my water-sister. I rescued her from the Putus Templar.”
“Oh. Oh! Oh! Fun! When everything gets here we’ll get you chromed up then, no worries friend.”
Get her chromed up? Wait? What? Really? What? Okay. What?





  
    Chapter End Notes

    it will never meaningfully come up, but Savithvyr has the Kesil Face, Igwashim has the Shemesh Face, Tiyu-Yutep has the Earth Face, Naara has the Levant Face, Suir has the Olive Face, and The Brambled Fae has the Null Face. they got passed the security system by having someone on every level open the sarcophagi simultaneously, with the Brambled Fae removing timelines where they fucked it up. you can't actually do that in-game in the sense that you can't have 6 player characters open the reliquaries on different floors in the same turn and loot them in the same tick, because the game isn't actually mutiplayer, so like... I'm going to say it's possible because that's fun
if you notice they ALL have the extra floating nearby slot, too. suir has both the orb of the dramatic explorer and ponds-bane. savithvyr has chiral rings. how did they ALL enter brightsheol? the brambled fae, i guess. it probably just jammed all the fucking timelines together, why not?
anyway Savithvyr is here! she was the first character i ever played caves of qud as. i haven't played a true kin in a long while so i haven't actually gotten to mess around with a cathedra + chiral rings build, but it's the build i want to do the most.
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  The rest of the Billowing Caravan had arrived. Robots, robots Annaface couldn’t identify, heavily modified, marching along great piston-legs, bristling with rifle-turrets and each carrying cargo on their backs like snails. As if ants and snails had been enjoined in chrome and brought into obedience, and expanded to a size somewhere between gnu and great saltback.
There were mutants among the Caravan. One a dromad, a tall man-camel dressed in heavily beaded clothing and with dark paint around their eyes, who used a crysteel halberd as a walking stick. A small group of snapjaws, of all things, lead by what could generously be called a snapjaw. It had two heads, and four legs, and four arms, and walked on all eight limbs like a scurrying centipede, and was dressed in garish, mismatched, bright cloths wrapped into a semblance of clothing. There was a plant, one of the talking kind, some sort of climbing ivy in a pot. It was carried around in the arms of another hindren, this one clearly feminine, a slight, dainty creature in long dragging silks who did not speak and seemed content to be the plant-merchant’s conveyance. The ivy’s long tresses were wrapped around the hindren in a way that suggested either jealous possessiveness or a child clinging to its mother. There was also a robot, not a convoy-robot but a hulking drill-bot with the impression of a gentleman’s suit spray-painted onto its metal body and its drill-hands replaced with inappropriately small rubber claws.
ooo-ho-OOO-EEE-ah was here, too, the penultimate member of the Daughters of Nafpor Annaface was to meet, it seemed. She was indeed a baboon, a nearly-human thing with limbs elongated so the arms could tread the ground. Her fur was mineralized, truly crystalized, white but white in the way a sheet of micah was white, in that it caught the light given to it and suggested it back in a soft rainbow that flashed up and down the length of her rattling fur.
She wore a flexivest but her bottom half was naked, and the fur did not cover the bright red cushiony expanse of her butt. Of course, she was a baboon, but what… indecency. What audacity? At least Suir and Tiyu-Yutep and Vertihart had modest bodies? She just walked around like this?
She wore mirrorshades that reflected the gaze of everyone she looked at, and a wide-brimmed hat made of straw. A wide brimmed hat. Should the baboon tilt her gaze in the right way, the hat was all Annaface could see of the baboon. What was the point of it?
The baboon wore a mechanical exoskeleton over her flexivest, a mirror-body of hydraulics bristling with unknowable mechanical doo-dads. This was apparently Savithvyr’s girlfriend. Annaface had once been disgusted at the idea. She was still unsure of it. Her face was elongated, even more than Suir’s was, bright pink-red, and with long, sharp, orderly teeth. Hm. Annaface could maybe see the appeal.
The fuck was wrong with her.
Annaface was out of place. At the border of the normality field, which Tiyu-Yutep couldn’t leave and Savithvyr Dyathvri couldn’t enter, Suir and Vertihart and the baboon had also gathered and chatted about old days fondly. Further in, the other Billowing Caravan merchants and the locals of Saiha dickered over fabrics, weapons, artifacts, books, liquids, scrap, secrets, food, anything, everything. There was no place for her in this. 
Not because she was a Pure Daughter of Man, but because she wasn’t a merchant, and she wasn’t an old friend. This was fine, though. This was fine, really. Everything was so busy at the moment she was happy to have some time to sit things out, and play talking-games with Melanelatia (currently: worst thing to be forcibly transformed into). 
“Hand-e-nuke,” Melanelatia said. “You’re gonna explode! You need to explode! It’s all you can do now. You can either do nothing the rest of your life or explode.”
“That is an unfortunate fate,” Annaface agreed. “Spring turret grenade, however.”
“How’s that worse! You get to just sit around shooting—”
“Is it you? When the grenade explodes, and the spring turret unfolds, are you a caterpillar emerging into a glowmoth? Or are you dying, and what is inside you being released? Would you know? Could you trust the you that is now, that you are the same as the you that was? Have you died, and a new you has taken up place in your skin?”
“Ooh. That whole continuity of identity thing! Real tough one aha mhm.”
“And once you’re deployed, that’s it. You spend your life waiting to be expressed, and when you are, it’s once, only once ever, and that is the finality of your life.”
“Wow! Pretty heavy. Pretty big feels. Okay! How about this one boss: jilted lover. You want to entangle yourself around another, but you can’t do it without hurting them!”
“These are becoming increasingly less subtle metaphors, aren’t they?”
“Everything’s a metaphor, boss! That’s the basics of semiotics I think!”
“I don’t even know that word.”
“The system of signs! All words have no inherent meaning and just signify meaning! Conversations happen with two layers of interpretation! Is communication even possible when both sides have to interpret inaccurate symbols? And those poor words caught in the middle! Pretty tough to be a word if you ask me!”
“Where did all this come from?”
“I’ve been reading while you sleep. I get bored!”
“Fair enough. What about being a book, then? You have already within you everything you could ever want to say. You can only hope someone will open you up and read you and understand correctly. If they misunderstand, you can do nothing to correct them.”
“That’s semiotics for sure! Maybe the symbiosis is going both ways and you’re getting my smarts! Legendary symbiotic firefly. Plus one intelligence.”
“Plus one what?”
“If intelligence were a number! Maybe I’m so smart now you get an extra intelligence.”
“Quantify a unit of intelligence for me.”
“I’m not smart enough to do that! I’m just plus one! I’m your plus one.”
“So one intelligence.”
“One whole intelligence.”
Annaface heard her name from the little sit-down the Daughters of Nafpor were having. She looked up, reflexively, to find all of them looking back at her. She waved at them?
“Come on over!” Suir said.
“I was having fun over here,” Annaface said quietly, just to herself and Melanelatia. “We always turn towards the serious?” There was no keeping four sultans waiting for her. Heaving herself up onto her feet, Annaface walked the short distance over.
They had set up cushioned pillows, and were having some sort of… coffee? Between them. Coffee-kin. Annaface sat down on one of the free pillows and tried to ignore the weight of so many powerful beings looking at her expectantly. Savithvyr had not left her throne. Faint glimpses suggested heavy mechanical tubing and joints extending from the chair’s back and into Savithvyr’s. Could she not leave it?
Take a deep breath, Annaface. She did, then asked, “What is at issue?”
Suir drummed her paws (Margar and Estat) on her forelegs, which she held crossed before her and which were as long as Annaface was tall. “Well I gave Savithvyr and ooo-ho the run-down on uh, on everything we’ve been through. Theeeey want to meet you proper? It’s nothing bad!”
Annaface looked at the holographic visage of the Eater sultan and the mirrored glasses of her baboon lover that were to be her new judges. “Hello.”
Savithvyr’s voice was, despite the holograph that comprised her face, cheerful and harmless. “So, I think I’m all caught up on Suir’s version of your life. Very rough! I’ve met my share of reformed Templar. Glad to see you’re doing as well as you are. I’m glad to see we have a new Daughter of Nafpor after all this time. Weee~eee have a bit of a welcoming gift for you!”
The baboon reached across the space, robotic frame mirroring its long (long (LONG)) arm. She had several small wedges of plastic in her hand? This was for Annaface? She took them. These were—“Cybernetic credits? These are an irreplaceable treasure. I cannot just accept—”
“No no,” Savithvyr said, waving one of her hands. “We don’t trade for water among the Daughters. And after I Became, I didn’t much need all these extras. I don’t even know many other True Kin to share them with. Now Suir comes back with a True Kin with her, and I finally got someone to unload the stash onto!”
Annaface fanned the cards out in her hand. They were all 3¢ cards. This was a wealth beyond any individual knight in her fortress monastery could boast of. This is what it meant to be kith and kin with gods and sultans?
Suir was leaning over Annaface just slightly. Months ago that would have been terrifying. Now her looming presence was reassuring. “We don’t want to pressure you into getting implanted if you don’t want to! But it’s an option you can explore now?”
“I don’t even know what I would want,” Annaface said honestly.
“Machine gun arms,” Melanelatia said. “Rocket launcher breasts.”
“What should I want?” Annaface asked. “How do I decide it? My body has been mine for so long.”
“Laser beam tongue,” Estat suggested. “Deployable Homunculus Gestation Pod.”
“It’s just—what? Deployable what?”
Savithvyr, the only True Kin Annaface had ever met that she wasn’t in some way fucking related to, at least had more helpful things to say. “Nearly every implant is reversible, and the Becoming Nooks don’t hurt like you’d think. There’s no harm in trying something out for a while, getting bored of it, putting on a new leg… the Eaters of Old would switch out parts like party dresses. Mm, the ones that could. People imagine the reign of the Eaters to have lasted up until Resheph cast down the Sultanate, but I have evidence the Becoming Nooks didn’t recognize most people as Aristocrat even by the reign of Muhim III. Most Eater masks from that era stopped taking the form of cybernetics and became wearable.”
“And your theory about the hair,” Tiyu-Yutep said tiredly.
“The hair,” Savithvyr said, leaning forward in her actual ruby throne. “At a certain point Eater artifacts are made from corpse-hair. Eaters once had frankly incredible locks, and later Eaters couldn’t grow them anymore—so they snatched the weaves of the dead and wore them on their breast instead. The Injunction hit during the reign of Polyxerram I, so—”
“Conjecture,” Tiyu-Yutep interrupted. “The iconography of the Sultan Faces suggest as far into Atarpater’s reign the Eater culture based around the Spindle controlled the solar system.”
“Wished they had control of the solar system,” Savithvyr Dyathvri countered.
“It’s perfectly reasonable to assume the star-blimps could reach a few planets out by then, without having access to the greater galaxy,” Tiyu-Yutep said.
“Then why did Polyxerram I go to war against the baetyls? What do you think that represents? Who do you think the pariahs she was fighting for really represented?”
“You, Savithvyr, are the one who thinks the baetyls were still in the sky until Resheph.”
“Exactly, friend. She couldn’t get them all because of the Injunction. Be~sides! It isn’t much of an Injunction if the Eaters were free to roam about as they pleased, is it? When you lock someone up, you don’t lock them up in the city they’re confined to, it’s usually in a cell. Here, you’re in jail now, please don’t leave the surrounding six parasangs. That’s your jail. Well I guess if you threw someone in the Rainbow Woods the whole place could count as a jail but you aren’t getting out alive for a different reason!”
“Saiha doesn’t have jail cells,” Tiyu-Yutep said. “Honestly, what an outmoded punishment system.”
“ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ brags about not having jail cells either,” Savithvyr said. “You always seem to have a problem with that when it does it.”
Suir cleared her throat, but it came out more as a growl that Annaface could feel vibrating deep inside the mutant’s lower body. “Uhm. The. The cybernetics?”
Savithvyr clapped her hands together. The arm in plastifer mimicked the motion and struck empty air. “The cybernetics! It’s really a shame, mutants trade them around like expensive daggers. Symbols of water-wealth, proxies for a hundred drams. No one really uses them out here. Oh, I have so many. Annaface you will have your pick. Come, browse with me, it is simply selecting a few things to wear for a while. It’s just you wear them inside you. You lose a lot less blood than you’d think.”
 
The robots-of-burden unfolded on hinges into open-air houses of storage-boxes and hanging-racks, revealing the majority of their bulk to be storage. This particular one was full of cybernetics, sorted by body part and license tier. The selection was overwhelming. How could it not be? Annaface had gone from cybernetics being a distant possibility to, to, to, to just. Here. Have at them. Take what you want. You’re a Daughter of Nafpor now, and we control Qud, and have resources in their infinities.
At the moment, Annaface was distracted by a rack of faces, plastic and rubbery, thin and inlaid with circuitry, whose straps were meat-colored and seemed to reach only as far as the temples. Of course. They would be installed into the skin. They didn’t strap on, they were implanted.
“They’re faces,” Annaface said.
“Pretty spooky faces!” Melanelatia agreed.
“Inactivated faces,” Savithvyr said. “They go under the skin. Beautiful visages, they make you more… aaaattractive? Generically attractive. Attractive on the metric of the Eaters.”
“I see.”
“Now, custom visages, you set the face. It makes you especially attractive to a certain type. If you want to appeal to snapjaws, give yourself a snapjaw face.” Beneath the eye-shade of the Kesil Face, Savithvyr’s holographic visage reshaped, extended, grew teeth, became a snapjaw’s hyena-snout in teleprojected crimson. “One-and-done, unfortunately, you have to pick when you install them. No worries, you can uninstall it safely. Destroys the implant, but your face just reverts.”
“What about your face?” Annaface asked. “It—I’m sorry? It looks like you don’t… have one under there?”
It really didn’t. Up close it was much more obvious. Cybernetics framed and described Savithvyr’s skull in chrome and circuit tracery. Her skull was taller, somehow, too, conical, sweeping back to the suggestion of a point several inches higher than a regular person’s. Was that some implant, or was that the natural shape of the skull beneath?
The face itself was empty. It was as if someone had reached in and scooped it clean and clear, a large divot from the forehead down to the jaw. Metal framed the hollowing, and holographic red flooded the gap. The Kesil Face of Polyxerram I obscured the upper. Below, behind the projected light, was there even teeth left? Was that skull, Annaface could see hints of behind the red, or more chrome framing? Was anything of her entire head original but the brain?
“Oh,” Savithvyr said, her holographic snapjaw face splitting into a tooth-spilled smile. “I don’t have a face anymore. It’s long digested. I suppose, in a way… my face is now some watervine along the River Svy? Normally, the holographic visage just accentuates your natural face with adjustable flair. Creating new cybernetics remains tricky, but modifying old ones… it gives me a bit of a look, doesn’t it! Very mem~orable. That’s important in the mercantile business. I could have just regrown it with an ubernostrum, but, ehh, doesn’t it make me look cool?”
 Annaface looked back at the row of faces.
It was tempting.
It was deeply tempting.
Her violent lineage Annaface wore in her bones and muscle. She was marked, utterly, as Templar stock, and the crusade followed her. She wore herself a mask stained in figurative blood. Everyone in Saiha recognized her as Templar. They had been accommodating, accepting, forgiving, and they had done so with Tiyu-Yutep, Sultan of Qud’s urgings. Elsewhere? What history of violence would her face recall in the minds of others, out there?
Would her welcome somewhere else be spoiled by it?
“You’re overthinking it,” Savithvyr said. Her face was the eyeless hole of a leech, now, the Sultan Face clipping through the holographics artfully. “Our lineage, our inheritance, such that it is, is a culture where people swapped faces for fun. Forget the single-genomed violence your people instilled in you, this is your actual culture! Have you ever seen someone going around wearing someone else’s face? Like an actual meat-face? That’s an ancient Eater custom reproduced in the modern. Skinning creatures and wearing their faces is the latest generation of it. You’re blessed with access to the atavism. Enjoyit.”
“It isn’t very efficient, is it?” Annaface asked. “There’s certainly implants of greater utility I could install in my face…”
“Well, an optical multi-scanner lets you see everything about everything. It’s quite the power trip. It’s like installing a personal daemon in your eyes that shares infinite knowledge with you.”
“That is tempting. My concern is—my face marks me as a Daughter of Man. Everyone in Saiha accepted me openly. Can I be sure of that elsewhere? But if I had a different face—”
“So get a different face. I already have my face installed, this one’s not coming out. I don’t need these. These are surplus. There’s a waterskin of other True Kin in Qud at best, they aren’t in high demand. Waste one for fun!”
Would Suir be insulted, Annaface wondered, if she came out of the becoming nook with a hound’s face to match hers? That felt like the sort of imitation that would be deeply insulting. Would it be much of personal growth to just imitate Suir’s face?
“What are these?” Annaface asked, moving to another section of the shed. Here metal treads wrapping linked gears dominated the floor space.
“Motorized treads.”
“I understand that. How do—”
“You get your legs taken off and those put on. Warning with these, permanent. It’s like my chair. Once it’s installed, it’s a part of you forever and ever.”
“Why did you decide to… sit? Forever and ever?” The audacity of the question, Annaface reflected. Imagine if she had, months ago, asked an elder why they had what implant. Imagine asking anyone anything, ever? Sometimes it still hit her. Sometimes it still struck her in the gut, and left her confused, disoriented, and surprised to find herself who she already was.
“I had this chair burning a hole in my stash for a long time. A long long time. I decided I was going to do it eventually, so I might as well do it now. There was a sort of dark romance to it, if you can understand? I was doing something permanent to my body. There was this moment where I could have turned back, stepped away from the becoming nook, and stayed as I was. There was a moment where I couldn’t turn back, not never again, and what was done to me was permanent. In the doorway of a moment something can happen you can never take back. I’ve lived it and I can’t articulate it. ooo-ho-OOO-EEE-ah could probably call up the right words for it.”
“I think I can understand. The idea of having my legs—cut off? Does it cut them off?”
“Oh it cuts them off.”
“Cut off, and replaced with this chrome, forever? There’s a…”
Melanelatia filled in the rest. “Call of the Void, boss. Everyone has the voice deep down that tells them to do something bad. But you get to do something bad and it makes you even cooler! Hey how do you pee with a tank attached to your butt?”
“I—I am tempted, you understand? But I don’t know where the temptation comes from.”
“Don’t start big. Start small. What looks fun?”
“Rather I should consider efficiency, shouldn’t I? I’ve been… I’ve been a burden on Suir, in dangerous situations. I can fight. I know I can, but the last time I tried it was to…” The vividness of Dappir’s slaughter had diminished not at all in Annaface’s memory and its return to the forefront of her consciousness was sudden and unpleasant. “I can’t hide behind her forever.”
“Utility, efficiency, less fun, but workable. Okay, Annaface. Let’s talk builds.”
 
The becoming nook. Cherished relics of the Eaters so precious her people traded their location as secrets worth more than any amount of water. It was likely her first assignment would be to a becoming nook, to stand guard and watch over it for a number of months. Savithvyr Dyathvri has one built into a chrome pack-beast and carried it with her. It was the size of a small hut, but where Repheshbaaaawhatever had their huts in brinestalk and mud, this was smooth unblemished chrome. It stood on six pillars of hydraulic metal and had a square face on one side for navigation. A walking becoming nook.
The surgery bay, a closet of blinding light, hid in its lambency a bed in the shape of an undeviated human waiting to receive her body. Above it, the hint of a thousand surgical arms bristled in patience. Annaface clung tightly to the implants she’d selected with Savithvyr’s help.
“This is an honor even among the knights,” Annaface said. “There should be ceremony, it should be an event, I’m just… doing it.”
“No, it shouldn’t,” Savithvyr reassured from the ruby throne she was cybernetically bound to. She hovered 2 feet off the ground behind Annaface, resting her holographic cheek on a duplet of right arms. “The Templar are so far distanced from how the Eaters were they’re their own thing. It’s a culture that raised you, I’m sure, so it has its hooks in you. And I know. I know. It’s so hard when you leave your culture and find all of it unwelcome. You have to invent new rituals. You have to invent new everything. Everything you do feels empty and pointless. My advice, hey: embrace that part of it. That casual whateverness of it. Make that a culture of itself. You’re told your first time getting implanted should be a huge deal! It doesn’t gotta be. Honestly, people will tell you your first time with a lot of things has to be special. Why romanticize and remember the scary first times? Leave space in yourself for the ones you’re confident about later. Honor the planted seed, but celebrate the harvest, ooo-ho-OOO-EEE-ah would say.”
“Right. Those are all very helpful words. Do I just simply, just simply then give it the implants, and then. I lie in there? And it cuts me open? And puts them inside my body?”
“You will be shocked at how little it will hurt compared to most things.”
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
“It’s going to want something. You have to convince her to not do this.”
Ugh. As soon as Savithvyr Dyathvri and Annaface had left, Tiyu-Yutep had started on it. Told you so, Estat was thinking, gloriously, proudly, obnoxiously. Shut up. Tiyu, stop proving Estat right. ooo-ho-OOO-EEE-ah, at least, was on Suir’s side.
“It is as the poet Ahgden Nishwroomir once said,” ooo-ho-OOO-EEE-ah argued from beneath her hat. “I planted a tree in a garden new/I watered it and fended off the gnu./But with time my feet called on me to roam/and in my absence unseen it must have grown./But what if a girshling finds it and gnaws?/On leaf, on fruit, on root, on pulpy cores?/Or a villain may take it for their shade/and rest cursed limbs in my hard-grown glade?/So fast to home I sped/fearing to find it dead./It had gained but two spans of height, carried no blight, shaded no wight, and only in imagination faced plight.”
“Which means?” Tiyu-Yutep said, impatiently. Understandable, Suir thought, she’d kinda left her home to get away from people who talked in riddles?
“You haven’t left Saiha in years, have you?” ooo-ho-OOO-EEE-ah asked. “When was the last time you talked to ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ? You’re inventing evil for it to do because you can’t see it.”
Vertihart’s ears did that Thing that they did when they were angry and doing a good job hiding it, except, you know, for the thing their ears did. “Not much of a stretch of the imagination to assign bad-will to it. We’re not saying it’s trying to enslave Qud. Just saying if you ask it to run a thousand timelines for you, there’ll be a cost. Maybe one we can’t pay. Maybe one we can’t even know. Ayvah, you’re all too familiar with it. You’re too casual with it. If Ptoh wore a friendly face you’d tell us to ignore the danger.”
ooo-ho-OOO-EEE-ah kept herself real chill under that gigantic hat of hers, and she sounded, like always, half-asleep. “ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ says we’re in a stuck timeline. Tiyu-Yutep’s done it to herself. You have the norm cores, you don’t need a bed of asphalt, friend. There’s no harm in talking to it, at least. Last time we were here you complained you were isolated from all the other powers of Qud. Now you’re discouraging cooperation with one of those powers. Don’t pour lava on the ground then complain your shoes melted.”
Uggggh, Suir thought. They used to talk about fun things when they were all together. Now it was always this. The future of Qud. Arguing at how their relationships were falling apart. There was a reason, no, see, right here, there was a reason, and it was a good one, that Suir kept going down to strata 50 and below and just wandering around. When they were all out adventuring and doing stuff together it had been great.
Without something to unite behind, some, some like, obstacle to beat? They’d fallen apart. “But like,” Suir said, “if we can find like, where a Templar fortress is? You’d be with us in fighting it, right? All of you? Like. Like we used to? Team up and do actual good things?”
Tiyu-Yutep’s tail was flicking back and forth. “I am doing good things in Saiha. But yes. I am the one insisting we need to strike at them. We’ve sat around for years while they regain strength and attack us at their leisure.”
“Oh,” ooo-ho-OOO-EEE-ah said, waving a long-fingered hand from beneath her hat, “I’m never not along to kill more Templar. Fuck those guys.”
“I think we can all agree on that,” Vertihart said. “If Annaface can manage to redeem some, well, everyone should have a second chance. Especially people who never had a chance to be different before. Breaking time open so we can pick the happy ending out of it all? I really don’t understand how the rest of you aren’t unnerved by that.”
“Oh I am,” ooo-ho-OOO-EEE-ah said. “But if ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ wants to do it, it’ll do it. Madpoles frenzy, mimics mimic, ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ eats time.”
“Hey,” Estat interrupted. “You all waited for Annaface to leave to start this dumb argument, and Annaface is coming back, so you all might wanna shut up for a minute.”
Annaface was returning. She was walking a bit unsteadily, a hand resting on the armrest of Savithvyr’s chair as she floated alongside her. She looked unharmed! She looked only somewhat different.
Savithvyr waved with both right arms from her chair. “Hey Suir! Your girl has expensive tastes! That’s about fifteen years’ worth of credit wedges spent on this.”
Annaface moved to speak, but Savithvyr interrupted her.
“You’re not apologizing for that one. I finally got to use the Kesil Face scam! She put it on just long enough to trick the becoming nook into thinking she was sultan-grade. Free license points. Can you even believe it. Anyway, presenting the new and Became Annaface Probelle!”
They had reached the edge of the normality lattice, and Annaface stepped forward, really awkwardly and Suir wasn’t sure if she was just shy that everyone was staring at her or still woozy from surgery. Part of Suir wanted to stand up and, and help her, but oh imagine her giant self rushing over and just crowding Annaface out and scaring her? “That wasn’t—nearly as painful as I had thought.”
She looked different in ways, that was for sure. Her face was the same, but around her gray eyes nodes of implanted graphene suggested something had changed. So did her eyes themselves, when they caught the light, and there was a flash of violet eyeshine. Margar clocked it as an optical multiscanner implant. Further along her head, parts of her now-shoulder-length hair had been shaved off, along the temples and above and around the ears, to make room for chrome. It swept out behind her natural ears, enfolding and expanded their silhouette in excess. Shining, ridge-lined scoops. It gave the impression of bat-ears grafted just behind her natural ones? It was cute! Margar thought it was the collection dishes of a penetrating radar. Man! Annaface could probably uh, sure see a lot now huh?
Was that—oh, that was definitely an extra arm behind Annaface’s back. Grafted mirror arm, the same as Savithvyr’s? It was like a skeleton’s arm in plastifer and chrome. While Suir’s extra arms were underneath her first, Annaface’s new bonus seemed to emerge from the same shoulder joint and moved in echo of the original.
Oh, her hands, too? On the back of Annaface’s organic hands obvious chrome had taken root, worked its way in and enjoined itself into the tendons. Pale skin flashed with some unknown potential. Micromanipulator array, Margar’s thoughts confirmed.
But that looked about it! Everything else was just normal Annaface? Under the robe there was the hint, behind the jaw, around the neck, that there was… something else going on? But Suir couldn’t really tell?
Annaface looked at the gathered Daughters like she’d never seen them before. She looked at the low wall that divided the normality field from the rest of Qud like she’d never seen a wall before. She looked at the dirt like it was something new. “I cannot—I cannot articulate what I am seeing. Everything can be reduced to a value. Everything can be expressed numerically. Suir, I can see how fast you are. You really can just dodge bullets, can’t you?”
This was wild. Unseen above the salt sun had hardly moved and Annaface had Become. How did she feel? How should Suir feel? Oh she hadn’t been a very good friend to her had she? If she couldn’t even guess what Annaface was thinking? But she’d been so happy getting to experience a real settlement for the first time in her life. Should she have gone with her for the surgery? But would she just be in the way? Suir, why were you freaking out about all this right now?
Because Annaface had been in your charge, Margar thought, and now she was becoming her own person without you, and you’re suddenly afraid she might leave you. You’ve become dependent on her in ways you haven’t examined, and now you’re frightened of losing her. Damn, Suir thought. Was that a thing? No time for that. This was Annaface’s moment.
“How does it feel?” Suir asked.
“I cannot even begin to describe. I feel as myself. I feel more as myself than ever. I—look, watch.” Annaface lifted her hands, and from the two organic ones, from the back of her hands, they, well, they exploded and split open and a dozen dozen dozen long spiderleg fingers snapped and unfolded into the air, and now her hands had a hundred fingers. She flexed them and they clattered as they went. “With the cooking effects, with the burrowing claws, it took me time to get used to them. This feels like me.”
Tiyu-Yutep was smiling. Even Estat had to concede it was a genuine one. “You’ve entered a world I can’t even understand. It’s a positive experience, I hope?”
“In time I am sure I will feel it as one. The enormity of what has happened to me has yet to settle in. It—it feels like—everything of this already feels so normal? I feel less like I have gained new parts of myself but that I have regained parts of myself. I can see through walls. It’s not, it’s not seeing but I’m aware of what’s behind walls now? I—I feel like I’ve been blind my entire life. I’m actually seeing things now. It’s—it’s nearly obscene. I can see everyone’s vitals. It isn’t seeing everyone naked but it’s—it's even more than that!? I don’t know, I don’t know!” Annaface clenched her hands over and over and the mirror-fingers of her micromanipulators copied the motion. Her plastifer hand, that did it, too. It made her frantic motions way more obvious.
“You’re doing great, Annaface!” Suir said. “You’ve done great.”
“She lacks experience,” Savithvyr said, her face reforming itself into an antelope’s. “But in all ways physical, Annaface is now as much bullshit nonsense as the rest of the Daughters. Some of her new tricks I wouldn’t suggest we try out here. There’s the normality field—which is lame—and there are innocents—which is inconvenient. Also, friend, you should try to eat something. The becoming nook takes very little blood comparatively but you have lost blood.”
“I would also like to sit down,” Annaface said.
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    honestly this chapter took so hecking long because i couldn't figure out what annaface would want from implants or how she'd respond to it. but hey, she has the rest of her life to figure out how she feels about it. that's the funny thing about some life-altering surgeries, you expect your entire life to just, switch, change, like you're playing a new game on a new console, but the human creature adapts so fast to changes in the status quo.
there's a post going around tumblr about how settings where cybernetics make you less human is dumb because humans are intended to be cyborgs and i agree. humans extend their proprioception into our tools so innately. put a human in a car and they feel the entire car as their body, they don't register their hands on the wheels they just Move The Car. i imagine suddenly having a bunch of cybernetic implants would feel disorienting, at first, like driving a car, and in a week it'd be like not even a big deal at all
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  And that was that! It was over they were gone. It’d been the longest Suir had sat still in, like, forever, but they were out of Saiha. She had tried to get Tiyu-Yutep to come along, but Tiyu made a lot of excuses about how Saiha needed her (even though, Estat kept thinking, it was a democracy and it could probably run fine without her) and how it was dangerous for her to leave the normality field (which, Estat agreed, was honestly pretty true, do you remember how annoying it was fighting off Seeker death squads every 3 parasangs back then?).
Which was fine. It was the most she’d seen of Tiyu-Yutep since Buwofu-Gawufoo had died. It was maybe the most she’d seen of her since they all settled down and split up? The time there seemed to have done Annaface a lot of good. She seemed more confident, more resolved, just, just overall a better person because of all of it.
It wasn’t like Suir had done anything to help her get to that point other than get her to Saiha.
For every complaint Suir could have about Tiyu-Yutep, she was a good person and she worked real hard to do well by the people she took responsibility for. What had Suir done for Annaface but put her in harm’s way and drag her around Qud and murder her family and almost murdered her and only didn’t murder her because she didn’t play along as prey well enough that it had shaken Suir out of her bloodlust?
Did she have any right even being Annaface’s friend anymore? Had she ever? Saiha had been sobering. Suir had been just fucking it up constantly hadn’t she? Of course she had. She’d gotten Buwofu-Gawufoo killed why should she ever be responsible for another person after that?
The Billowing Caravan had carved out the Underground Road through Qud’s endless layer-cake of caverns and buried cityscapes. On this, their first night out from Saiha, they were stopped at one of the many rest stations they had built.
Two-dozen underground caravanserais they had established throughout Qud, each a miniature settlement to itself, and Suir knew basically none of them. Even when Buwofu-Gawufoo had been alive, Savithvyr had set these things up faster than they could come up with reasons to visit them. Who knew what went on in them! It wasn’t Suir!
This caravanserai was carved into the red shale and white fulcrete of some underground ruin. A radial structure with countless rooms around a central courtyard, overseen by a small community of goatfolk who claimed faction with neither Naara nor goatfolk at large. Billowing Caravan Goatfolk.
No surprise a bit of a noisy party was happening out in the caravanserai courtyard, but Annaface and Suir had taken a room far removed from everything. In ancient Eater times this may have been a workshop, or a reception center, or a dining room. Countless years had rendered it smooth and recent hands had reworked it into simple utility. There were two beds—one a normal bed for human people, and one a giant stretch of canvas and shallow padding, which was about as good as Suir could hope for outside of custom made beds, really. Ponds-Bane and Melanelatia provided a soft yellow glow to the room.
Cozy, in a way.
Suir was set up on her bed, and a short distance away there was Annaface sitting on hers. Between them they had a little folding table, and on that, dinner (boar meat, cubed, cooked with starapple syrup until caramelized, served with noodles, Suir’s creation; as a side, one of ooo-ho-OOO-EEE-ah’s 10-vegetable salads, their flavors unified with an acidic blanching).  
“It’s weird, isn’t it?” Suir tried. “It’s been a while since it was just the two of us, like, at night!”
“It feels less… lonely,” Annaface said, her eyes on her dinner. “I really enjoyed having my own room? I had never, in my life, had a place to sleep that was just mine before. I miss it, now. But… but there was this… loneliness in it? Sleeping on my own?”
Melanelatia buzzed angrily. “Uhm! I am right here. I was right there the entire time!”
“You don’t count,” Annaface said. “You’re my plus one.”
“Well! Seems fair aha yep.”
“It’s… nice to have time with you, again, though. I enjoyed Saiha! I enjoyed being busy. I feel like I’ve learned so much? I feel as if I’ve learned more in my time there than I had in my entire life before there! But it was also so much. It was… intense. I don’t mind the break from it. This, us? Traveling Qud? I suppose that became a sort of normality as well? It’s odd to return to it. It’s nostalgic? Does any of that make sense?”
“Mm,” Suir agreed between bites. “I’m sorry so much of our adventures so far was just… just, me dragging you around Qud?”
“You let me decide after the stash. I picked the routes. I picked Saiha. I’m still deciding our destination, here.”
“Yeah,” Suir said. “It’s, it’s kinda how it was with me and Buwofu-Gawufoo back in the day. After the Daughters all went our separate ways, she was the one who picked most of our adventures? There’s, there’s a lot of nostalgia here for me. It’s uh. I don’t know. I’m sorry. I feel like I’ve forgotten how to speak? We used to sit around the campfire and talk, right? At night?”
“Suir,” Annaface said, and now she was looking up from her food. Annaface looked so different now, too. Her face framed in the scooped bat-ears of her radar’s half-dishes? Her eyes glimmering with a hidden light, ringed by implanted ocelli? There was a confidence in her face Suir wasn’t used to. “We had lunch every day in Saiha. We spoke just fine then. It isn’t like we haven’t been seeing one another.”
“No! Yeah. Of course. It’s.” What was it? Other than all the things? “I just. Tiyu-Yutep, like, wow. She can be intense. I spent, I spent so long in the strata being kind of a monster, you know? And sometimes I end up meeting people like Tiyu who are just super responsible and it’s like, oh, wow. And, and I didn’t even talk to her about you that much but like, it’s.”
“Suir,” Annaface said, a little more firmly. “If you have something you’re dancing around saying, you can just say it. We’ve known one another for—a time, at least. Long enough. We’re water-sisters. You’re cantering about a topic. I know you that well, at least, to know that.”
“I’m kind of a monster?” Suir was saying. When Estat or Margar talked it was like watching her body say things without deciding to, just, just seeing her body do the things, and now from her main head her actual self’s-head it was feeling like that? Not a great sign! “I don’t think I’ve been a good influence for you. I mean, I, I didn’t help you nearly as much as Tiyu-Yutep did in socializing you, in, in giving you an idea of life outside of the Templar? I didn’t help you become yourself like Savithvyr did this morning? All I can do is—is take you places and kill stuff for you. I don’t know. I—I killed your family, Annaface, and abducted you? I’m a monster, honestly, and, and being around Tiyu-Yutep and Vertihart who are just, just, so responsible, and smart, and you really should be around other people than me?”
Wow. That all just came tumbling out of Suir’s mouth and Estat and Margar were just nowhere inside of her right now to help her with this. Perched up on her bed, Suir tried to retract the oversize mass of her body and disappear. Wow.
Annaface was—smiling? “Tiyu-Yutep told me the same thing. That you were a dangerous, roaming monster increasingly destabilizing mentally. I told her I thought you needed me. She told me I’m not your therapy-pet. That I am not here to replace Buwofu-Gawufoo. That you shouldn’t be my responsibility to fix. That I would be better served staying in Saiha.”
“Ah,” Suir said. Yes. That made sense. No matter how mean Tiyu-Yutep could be about it, that was because the truth was mean sometimes. Yeah. That all made sense. Suir had just said it, hadn’t she, a second ago? That Annaface was already a replacement Buwofu-Gawufoo? Yeah. Ouch. Okay. Yes. Tiyu-Yutep, and it sucked how often she was, but Tiyu-Yutep was right.
“I obviously did not stay in Saiha,” Annaface said, leaning over the folding table slightly. “Everyone there has their lives figured out. Everyone there is… finished. I’m just figuring things out? I do not know if I can ever figure things out. You’re like that. You’re also unresolved. Around people like Tiyu-Yutep or Vertihart, and I am deeply thankful for all they have done for me! But around them what can I be other than their project to fix? It was like being with the Elders again. Kinder, gentler, wonderful Elders I wish I could have had as a child, but it is not like that with you. You can kill me, you can kill all of Qud I am certain, but all the same, the power here between us is… fair. It’s even. Not because I am as strong as you, but because you… because you don’t see me as something to fix. Because you know I need to be fixed but you don’t dictate to me what that means. You don’t tell me what I have to do to become better. You just… help me. We just… we just help each other? Without demanding? And I prefer that. I prefer that a lot more. I prefer that to being with people better than me, who have ideas about what I need to do.”
Oh. That was quite a lot, Suir thought? No clue how to even start thinking about that! “I still killed your family. I—”
“I regret they had to die for me to be free,” Annaface said, firmly. There was a pressure in her eyes that drew Suir’s until they were staring at one another, and Suir felt too, too, too unable to look away? In this new Became Annaface there was so much confidence. “I regret a lot. I don’t regret meeting you.”
Suir felt like her hearts had been filled with a basilisk’s stony venom. Now she was recuperated. They were beating again. Oh, she could breathe again. “I’m—I’m glad for that, I think. I know I can mess things up a lot. I’m just sort of a big dumb beast most of the time.”
“You are much smarter than you give yourself credit for. Tiyu-Yutep said that, and I do agree with her on it. You need to stop talking yourself down. I understand it. Being responsible is frightening. It is easier to be a squire who simply obeys, it is easier to be a beast who simply does. But we are better than that. We are better than what we fear ourselves to be. I think, if nothing else, I learned that much in Saiha.”
Oh. It was unfair, Suir thought. It was like how Buwofu-Gawufoo made everything seem so simple when she had talked. It was unfair that she really was just seeing Annaface as a replacement, wasn’t she? Was she? Could she ever have a friend again without seeing a ghost-wraith of Buwofu-Gawufoo layered over them holographically? Every pleasant lunch with Tiyu-Yutep the past few weeks had done nothing like this one conversation with Annaface had.
“You’re—crying,” Annaface said. “Are you okay?”
“I don’t know,” Suir admitted. She hadn’t realized she was crying? Her hantler was folded down along her back, the points gripping her back firmly. Her arms were crossed tight. Oh, she was crying. She was like, really actually crying?
Annaface stood and stepped around the folding table to Suir’s bed. There wasn’t much room for Annaface on it, like, even a big bed could only do so much for Suir’s obscene length. Still, Annaface found space alongside Suir’s forehips, and sat there, and—
“You’re hugging me,” Suir said.
“Physical contact in mammals,” Annaface said, face pressed into Suir’s side, “especially in moments of duress, causes the hormone oxytocin to be released, which has a soothing effect.”
That was—was she really using her own words—that cheeky—Suir had to be careful to not hurt Annaface as she started laughing. No, no Buwofu-Gawufoo never had this sort of sharp scampery to her that Annaface was showing. Had Annaface ever had the bants before? Since when did Annaface have bants? No, Suir really didn’t just see her as a replacement for Buwofu-Gawufoo, couldn’t, not now.
She reached down with her four arms and grabbed Annaface in a firm hug. Had to yank her up the bed a bit to pull it off but she did it! Annaface didn’t even recoil or anything. How much had Saiha changed her? Was Suir just jealous because she wanted to be the good influence on her and had no idea how to be it? Didn’t matter, shut up, didn’t matter, this was good, things were good, let things be fucking good just let them have a good moment together before things got stupid again.
“Uhm,” Annaface said, patting Suir’s back. “I told you before Saiha you could touch me if you wanted,” and her voice sounded a bit strange as she said it, “but I am having trouble breathing. You are crushing me.”
“Oh! Shoot! Okay!” Suir eased up and let Annaface sorta spill out of her arms and back onto the bed next to her. “Sorry. Sorry! Despite it all you’re, you’re still pretty small. Sorry.”
Annaface brushed a length of hair out of her face, back behind her chrome bat-ears. With a face overfavored by gravity, she smiled with a weightless levity. “Suir Softbeast, you are 160 centimeters tall at the taur-shoulders alone. My new eyes give me your weight as a literal ton. There is nothing that does not scale small in comparison to you.”
“Okay, but I’m very soft!”
“Yes,” Annaface said, breaking eye-contact. “Yes, you are very soft.”
“Now kiss,” Melanelatia demanded from her halo circuit of Annaface’s head. “Make out sloppy style.”
Annaface’s three arms all took a swipe at Melanelatia, who dodged it, probably because, like, if Suir understood correctly, the firefly was connected to Annaface’s brainwaves and could see it coming? “Inappropriate. Do not be rude.”
“Aww!” Melanelatia complained, buzzing to a higher orbit.
They sat there in the newly-awkward silence. The distant sound of goat partying filtered through the maze of the caravanserai and into the room, a gentle-pressure throbbing of hoofstomps and energetic music.
“So, right, dinner,” Annaface said, slipping off the bed and plopping back down on her own. “We have time until the Brambled Pass? Can you keep trying to teach me how to cook? I do not want to be passive in this world. If there are things I can learn, I… I want to learn them.”
“Sure,” Suir said, returning to her own food. “It’s, I’m really not that great at teaching, but with Margar we can probably uh, actually do it without causing a problem like last time in Saiha.”
“Teaching is a skill you can learn while you teach me cooking,” Annaface offered.
 They ate, and although they had traveled very little comparatively, the weight of how much had happened today was enough. Suir didn’t really want to go out and join the party, and Annaface, well, she didn’t think Annaface even liked the idea of parties in general? So this was probably just the rest of the night?
“I had my options,” Annaface said, as she helped Suir pack the dishes back into the Orb of the Dramatic Explorer. “Of implants, I mean.”
“Yes! We haven’t even talked about that. What was it like? Did it hurt?”
“I don’t… remember?” Annaface said, her pace slowing. “It seemed to happen in an instant. I don’t remember the process of it. I don’t think I fell asleep? I feel like it all should hurt. Or itch, at least. I can feel—I have things on my face, don’t I?”
“Yes! You have little. Little uh. You know salthoppers?”
“Yes.”
“You know those little fake eyes on their foreheads?”
“Are those fake eyes?”
Margar and Melanelatia both interrupted one another. “They’re called ocelli—”
Suir watched her hand and Annaface’s firefly stare at one another a long moment. Margar ceded the conversation by spreading her face back into Suir’s fingers, so Melanelatia went on, “They’re called ocelli! They’re not fake eyes they still take in light! But it’s like a yes-no sort of light. Is there light there? Sure! Nope! About that much light.”
“It looks,” Suir said, “like your eyes have little… glass? Little glass or crystal… dots. Freckles. Around them.”
“Mm,” Annaface said. “And my ears—I’m getting used to the feeling of something inflexible set into my skull against them. I can hear—no, I suppose this is something beyond hearing. I can practically see through the walls. I can feel the shape of the people beyond them. It’s not enough that I can tell what some materials are made from, but… but, well, it is enough I know the hindren and the plant merchant are in the room next to us?”
“Wow! So it’s basically like interpolators that are just always in your face. That seems really neat! Why uh, what did. I mean, I imagine it’s like, it’s like a big thing! To pick your implants? Why did you take what you took?”
Annaface smiled, that was a smile, right? It was an inscrutable smile. “The encounter with the goats… Suir, if you had not been there they would have simply exploded me. With the penetrating radar, I can’t be surprised anymore. With the optical multiscanner, I don’t need to have things explained to me anymore. Artifacts, people, mineral compositions of rocks, I can just see everything. I don’t have to be lead around or… or taught? I had thought, sincerely, to change my face, you know?”
“Ah! Why? Your face is fine. It’s your Anna face.”
“Hah! Haha. No. No it’s, it’s a Templar face. It is a face that others would see as the face of… of. I’m very fortunate everyone in Saiha was so accepting. I want to escape the ancient, pure, undeviated, bloody lineage of this face. I just couldn’t decide how. If I reshaped my face like a hound’s, is that, is that insulting to you? Flattering? If I took a pariah’s face, what, what would even be a pariah’s face? If I hid who I was, I don’t. I don’t know. I still wish this wasn’t my face. In the mutant, I’ve found… I spent so long being told to worship this idea of a face. To hate faces like, like yours, faces that are obscene and disgusting and I can’t! I’ve hated nearly everyone with this face, with my face! I’d rather remove my face entirely. It, it, it, this, this is how upset I am getting thinking about my face! I can’t get a different one before my ideas on it are settled!”
Little Annaface was just entirely vibrating now, and standing up and near to pacing. Oof! Ouch. Yes. Suir could, could she understand? Maybe she could empathize? Yes. “That seems really rough! So you, uh, you went with something more useful for your face instead.”
“Yes. Yes. I took something that would allow me to define myself, define this face, to. I don’t know. Do I have to explain it? I can’t explain it.”
“You don’t have to do anything you don’t want,” Suir said.
Melanelatia said, “Do as you like in this world, that’s my motto!”
“Besides that,” Annaface said, waving her arm and her mirrored arm in dramatic dismissal, “the mirrored arm. The micromanipulator array. I learned enough of tinkering in Saiha I can make most basic types of grenades now. Most grenade effects are amplified when combined. Twice the sleep grenades produces twice the—I am True Kin. I don’t have mutations I can rely on?”
“Yeah! Back in the day, Savithvyr was really big into gas grenades. Lots of poison grenades especially! She had some kinda liver implant and I think a face implant? Or it was just a really fancy gas mask? She would just cover everything in poison and sleep gas and just sorta walk into it and start stabbing with her supped-up knives!”
“I don’t want to commit violence, but I understand it is a part of this world. When it… when it comes to me, I don’t want to be forced to sit still and make you kill everything. Your.” Annaface looked away, further away, at the ground, away from Suir, as if, with her new, empowered eyes, there was a greater danger in making eye contact. “Violence does things to you. And it scares me. And next time we’re attacked, I can fight, on my terms, and you won’t have to… be like last time.”
“Okay. That’s—that is very fair. I have a certain… relationship with violence, yes.”
“That, that is why I have the other implants I have. The ones inside me.” Annaface’s hands, all three of them, strayed to her chest, lingering on the fabric of her robe delicately. “High fidelity matter recompositer. Teleportation. I haven’t even tried it yet. If I am in a dangerous situation, with my penetrating radar, I can… I can decide to not be in a dangerous situation.”
“Makes sense! You really put some thought into this!”
“And when that is inescapable, my legs hold the components to a stasis entangler.”
“… a what?”
Annaface pulled up the hem of her robe. And like, Suir was about to look away! In their early days of wandering around together yeah Annaface had made it clear she was super uncomfortable being seen naked! But like, no Annaface was definitely showing Suir something and it was that from Annaface’s ankles up to her calves there was red metal tracery and the backs of her legs were described now not in naked flesh but in the faint glimmer of mirrored glass. Her legs had been cut into a grid of squares and crystalized in the becoming nook.
“What… is that? It’s very pretty?”
“I choose one person. Everyone but me and that other person are placed in stasis for a portion of a minute. This I can do every few minutes now.”
“I! I didn’t know that was a thing! So it’s like a stasis grenade that just, just uh. Wow. Okay that’s scary!”
“If it’s needed, if we are about to be drawn into some sort of violence, we can just… walk away. I can stop everyone, completely, and I can get on your back, and we can ride away. I don’t know if that’s better or not, Suir. The goatfolk that attacked me would have attacked and killed anyone. It’s… it was good that you killed them? It was good the cannibals did not live to hurt anyone else? But it was not good for you. And what if—and what if there was someone in them who was like me? Someone being carried into violence with no sense of escape? Someone who can’t not hurt others because it’s their only option? Because to disobey, to go against it, means, means you die? And you aren’t brave enough to disobey? Not even—not even that, you aren’t—you can’t even think that it’s wrong to kill other people because that’s how things are? How do you learn to not hurt other people when it’s all you’ve known?”
“That’s… that’s a lot of. I don’t. I don’t have answers to this.”
“I don’t either. We don’t need answers yet. Everything I’ve taken into myself, everything I’ve Become, is to avoid needing an answer to that yet. I’ve enshrined cowardice into my body.”
“Annaface… it, it isn’t, it’s not, it’s not cowardice to not want to kill people?”
“It is cowardice to be presented with a roaming band of killers and be unsure if they deserve to die or not. It is selfish. But it’s—it’s all I can do right now. You and Tiyu-Yutep and everyone, everyone, all of you have had years to be resolved! To come up with answers to this! To figure out your place in the world! And even then some of you are still struggling? So why do I have to have an answer for it all right now?”
Annaface was almost shouting now, shouting in the way you would to a dangerous wild animal to spook it off. No, no, Margar was whispering, this isn’t just about the goatfolk or the cannibals. This is about the Templar. You know, Estat was thinking, the ones Annaface was being asked to serve up to the Daughters to kill? The people who, you know, despite being, well, uh, you know. The Templar? Were still her family? You had asked Annaface to give you the location of where she was born, so that you could murder everyone she’d ever known. That is what this was about, Margar finished.
Suir settled low and put a hand (Margar) on Annaface’s shoulder, and looked her in the eyes, no, held her with her eyes, made it so she couldn’t look away because now Suir was forcing a very sincere eye-contact and wow Annaface’s eyes were like, weirdly reflective and purple now, wild! But no like. Like. “Annaface,” Suir said, and Annaface was looking at Suir with these new eyes that were still Annaface’s usual eyes and filled with that sorta lost panic, and no see this really wasn’t the same as with Buwofu-Gawufoo because it was always Suir who needed this and now it was Suir’s turn to do it and she could do something for Annface! “You’re all right. It’s okay! If you need to, we can just… slip away? Disappear. Like, from here, from all of this. We can leave. We don’t have to do anything with the Templar. We can go somewhere and hide out. Or go somewhere else and, and. You don’t—”
Annaface put a hand (single, flesh, but now chrome on the back) on Suir’s (Margar still), and took a breath, and kept Suir’s eyes in hers, but her already twisted, hunched shoulders were sinking deeper like she was trying to hide in herself like a turtle. “No. Because I can’t. I can’t. We—they won’t stop at Dappir. I want, I really want to believe the Brambled Fae thing can let us have a billion chances to do this without hurting anyone, but. Life isn’t. Like that. Is it? Sometimes people have to die. And you just. Just have to choose which ones you want to be responsible for the. Deaths. Of.” Annaface looked on the edge of crying, on the edge of falling and falling apart.
Suir drew her lips back long and thin, and she didn’t have any answer for that at all. What did Suir know about anything?
“I’m okay,” Annaface said, and breathing more steadily she suddenly looked like she meant it. Like saying it had forced her to be okay? “You all had 15 years wandering around Qud to figure things out, but you didn’t do that by hiding and doing nothing. You made mistakes. You made mistakes that cost lives. If you hadn’t made those mistakes, I’m sure other, different lives would have been lost. This is… this is life, isn’t it? It’s cruel.”
“It’s cruel,” Suir agreed.
Annaface stepped back, and so Suir let her go. She was holding onto the lines of her robe like they were handles for her lungs, but she was getting herself in order really fast! Very impressive, really. “… there’s another implant I got. It’s technically in the back, it’s, it’s installed in the back, but it’s extensive. This one wasn’t as—I allowed myself some amount of selfishness in deciding my body. That’s fine, isn’t it?”
“Of course,” Suir agreed.
“It makes me more—not more agile directly, but it, if you can quantify one’s ability to avoid harm, it increases that. I’m not sure how. I did not pick it for that. It is. Suir. Suir are we friends?”
That was a question! Suir sat there like an idiot for several moments. “Yes? Is—is that a trick? I hope we’re friends?”
Annaface was looking away again, as if to make eye contact with Suir would be deadly. Was she embarrassed about something? This felt like embarrassment, Margar was reporting. “Everyone around me is. Weird. Suir. You are all weird. You have two hands on your front leg there. You have faces on your giant claws. Your tail has a hand. Tiyu-Yutep has a pretty woman’s face on a cat’s furry body with wings. Igwashim was a ferret. Naara was a ghost-goat. You are all everything the Templar told me to be disgusted with, and I feel—it is not a revulsion but it is a fascination? Something—it’s—we are friends, yes?”
“Yes! Of course. Of course we’re friends. It’s okay! I know I’m kind of a monster, haha! I know you grew up being told people like me—”
Annaface made eye-contact again, and no, no it was Suir who was being overpowered by it, by this new, strange expression in Annaface’s implanted eyes. It was a gaze that held on Suir and languished on the teeth crowding out of her muzzle, that fixated on the way her split antler folded into a hand atop her head, eyes that glanced down at the enormity of Suir’s body and flicked back up with an expression on her gravity-bowed face that suggested hunger? “I do not know if it is because I have come to hate the unmodified human body because of the pride with which my fellows held it to, or, or if there is just something wrong with me, but all the various, various, the, it, the, the fucking weird things your mutant bodies do! I like it!”
… was. That. It? “Oh! That’s. That’s okay? I like my body too! I couldn’t honestly imagine only having two legs? I like that so many people around me have all kinds of different things going on!”
“Yes,” Annaface said, nodding in an agreement that suggested she was understating it all. “When I tried more complex cooking effects and grew burrowing claws and quills I felt—it was. Jealousy, maybe. It. I wanted to indulge, Suir. I wanted to be weird. I wanted to look at least somewhat fucked up.”
“Okay! Uhm. So what did you—”
Annaface pulled her robe off, just, just pulled it off entirely, and like, you know, Suir really didn’t think much of nudity, she’d seen like, all of her friends naked and not like in a sexual way? It just wasn’t a big deal! They didn’t even make clothes that fit Suir herself! But it was a big deal to Annaface, had always been, Annaface always needed to bathe like, entirely out of sight, had to even stop to make water out of sight, it was clearly a big deal to her!
So for like. Like, and Suir, things went normal speed to Suir she was pretty sure, but her reactions were really good, and for like, a very long half of a half of a second Suir felt like she should look away, and then she couldn’t, because “Oh wow Annaface what!”
Annaface was standing naked before Suir on a level that was normally reserved for mutilated corpses. From the neck down, with stark geometic definition, her skin ceased to be skin and became—became not. Only the slightest play of light along it suggested there was still skin there. Exposed and bare were the raw, red muscles and veins of Annaface’s shoulders. Her clavicle’s white saw light it was never meant to see living.
Her breasts were now small rings of yellowed fat and delicate red of capillaries, capped in the dense red of her nipples. Between her breasts there was chrome, boxy and thick and enjoined with her muscle and bone as if it was always meant to be there. In tubes it ran up and snaked beneath her collar bone and disappeared there, and below they outlined the red and white of her exposed ribcage, framing it, slipping beneath it. At the center of her sternum the chrome fixated around a small reinforced cask that was gilded like some holy reliquary built into Annaface’s living flesh.
The muscles themselves were faintly translucent, so as to expose the ghost-shell of ribs, the dense, vital mass of organs behind the pattern of muscles at her belly. If Suir stared just hard enough she could almost make out Annaface’s lungs themselves, and the faint throbbing image of her heart at her very core.
In places the skin was opaque and flesh again, in artful, symmetrical geometries, rising up from her hips and in orderly, long patches at her sides. The edges of her pelvic bone were visible beneath the glass skin, but at the thighs the effect ended in trails of transparent squares of decreasing size, with only the knees being exposed again in visceral, raw, nude detail. But, well, halfway down her legs the mirrored squares of her stasis implant took over, casting her in glittering crystal boots anyway.
Between her legs it was, yeah that was all flesh, and uh, blonde hair, Suir was going to be polite and not look that’s not, not what Annaface was showing anyway. The effect also stopped halfway down her arms, just before the elbows, and Suir could see the sliding texture of Annaface’s muscles and the faint shape of the bone beneath.
Annface turned around, and there the back was mostly transparent too! She could see a second chrome scapula set into her right providing support for her plastifer arm. Her uh, her butt was all skin, and a geometric pattern of normal flesh ran in two parallel stripes halfway up the back. From here Suir could see, could see where Annaface’s spine curved over, where the vertebrae, where the spine literally curved left-and-right-and-back again, where it shunted Annaface’s posture always forward and down.
It wasn’t like, like all of Annaface was transparent, but like. Yeah uh. Under her robes this was. Uh.
“So?” Annaface said, facing Suir again. Suir could see every single vulnerable tremble in Annaface’s body as she fought to keep herself from covering up, to not wither under someone else’s view, and if she was so uncomfortable being seen naked before, to be seen this naked oh wow this was, okay yeah Suir got why Annaface was asking if they were friends this was uh, this was probably pretty huge for her!
“I uh,” Suir stammered, and this was hard, this was difficult, and for very bad reasons, because, because, because, because,
Because Annaface looked like a person mid-murder. Because her gore was exposed. Because the things Suir loved to see in a body as it came apart she could see in Annaface intact and this was, this was an entirely new experience, and, and yes, yes, Suir was a bloodshedding hedonist, she was a freak and a monster who really enjoyed killing people and Annaface was, like, okay, see, this, she had seen all her friends naked but this was a different kind of naked and this was a naked that was hard for Suir to look at and not have the immediate reaction be sexual because, look, because she was fucked up and a monster and a horrible bloodshedding hedonist but like, she could see everything without even having to take Annaface apart?
“Is it too, weird?” Annaface asked, crossing her arms and oh no no she was fucking it up!
“It’s. Very. Pretty,” Suir said, swallowing an unexpected amount of saliva that was thickening up her throat. “Uhm. Not. Pretty! I mean. It looks. It’s very. Uhm. No it’s. No it’s, it’s pretty. I never actually saw transparent skin installed before! It’s uh. Oh wow you can see—everything almost!”
“I,” Annaface was looking up at Suir and now yeah she was, Annaface was clearly feeling the consequences of being seen, “I wanted to look. Fucked up. Like mutants get to. I wanted to look weird in a way that was unique to True Kin. I wanted to be… kind of… a monster too?”
“Okay. Yes,” Suir agreed, “but like, in a very… good and normal—I mean not normal but—I mean in—it’s very attractive,” Suir settled on. “It shows so, it’s, I’m sorry do you want me to stop looking?”
“No,” Annaface said, even though everything else about her body said yes, and like, there was so much more body language to look at it was kind of overwhelming, “no, I, I did this because I want it to be seen, I think. The, I really enjoy the way the recompositer sits there, taking up the entire front of my chest? If you look at my knees you can see the stasis entangler running some lines up into my thighs? It… it feels… this doesn’t feel human. This feels weird. I like that? I’m not sure why?”
“I like it too,” Suir agreed, and she knew why, and it was because it was like she was tearing Annaface apart with her eyes constantly and not even hurting her to do it, and she could never fucking tell Annaface that ever. “If you feel good with it I think it’s a fun choice! I—I like how it looks.” You should stop saying that, Suir, you kidnapped this person and murdered her family and she’s trusting you to give her like, feedback on her body? And now you’re making it weird by suddenly like, sexualizing it? “You look—you look incredible, I really like it,” Suir kept saying, stop saying it, you’re making it weird, “it’s definitely weird but in a hot way,” WHY DID YOU SAY THAT PART she was already freaked out at the idea of you taking advantage of her back then!
“Good,” Annaface said, shakily, and still hunched over, although, like, now Suir could see where the deformities of her body forced her to stay hunched over this was very much Annaface clearly trying to hide her body and being incapable of it? How could she hide anything like this Suir could see the blood pulse in a thousand delicate spiderwebs threaded through her completely nude meat. “Do you want to uhm. Do you. Would you want to.” Annaface swallowed heavily, and Suir could see the action in the exposed muscle at the throat. For a moment Suir imagined tearing her throat open and she didn’t, didn’t even need to hurt her to do that it was already done what the fuck no no no Suir couldn’t be normal about this fuck fuck fuck fuck fuck. “Do you want to—uhm. Do you think we should go to sleep? We’ll be traveling a lot tomorrow.”
“Ah! Yeah. That sounds smart!”
“Yes. Yes that is. Smart.”
-- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- --
Annaface was not sleeping. She was lying there in the bed, in the dark, with just Melanelatia’s soft, subdued glow near her head, and staring at the ceiling and thinking, how do you ask someone to do sex with you, how do two women actually do sex, isn’t it disgusting how you want to do sex with something that disgusting, isn’t it utterly wrong the things you want her to do to you, how do you even ask someone these things, she let Suir see her naked and entirely naked at that and did Suir actually like it she said that it was pretty but what did that mean what did Suir even like when it came to another woman and Annaface was going to be fucked tomorrow and not in the way that she wanted but in the sense that she was getting no sleep whatsoever and they were travelling tomorrow and it was going to be miserable and she could hear Suir snoring over there and Annaface was just holding her teeth tightly clenched in her jaw and trying to not scream.
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  The Underground Road was fascinating to Annaface. It was fascinating enough she could, with the gift of discipline which was all she thought was worth keeping from home, almost forget about how frustrated she was. Was frustration the word for it? What a luxury, honestly, she thought, that her greatest concern at the moment was failing to… to what? Seduce Suir last night? To ‘make out sloppy style,’ whatever that even meant?
It wasn’t that she didn’t have greater concerns, really. She had done such a good job not thinking about home, not having horrible nightmares every night about home, not imagining the Rhombus, not thinking of the feeling of how a person’s body provided such a bizarre, moving weight against her sword as she killed innocent people, how everyone who had raised her had raised her like livestock to be tested and weighted before it could prove itself human, not thinking about how some lingering sense in her told her family should be a place of comfort and safety and acceptance and how she had experienced only its opposite and where had the idea that she should be entitled to otherwise even come from then?
Now it was on Annaface to decide, truly, if they all lived or died, because if the Daughters of Nafpor marched on the Sons and Daughters of Man without a concrete plan to somehow capture everyone with no casualties then everyone she had known her entire life would be dead, and how did one square away those feelings when even the simple shape of a Rhombus was so complex to her now?
They were awful genocidal monsters and she knew every single one of their names, and in her time as a squire had been obliged to know their preferences, had opportunity to experience their occasional kindnesses, had eavesdropped on their friendships, their vulnerabilities, their humanity. They were people yet. Their being mindless death robots would ease it, but every single one of them was a person like her, like Suir. How could people be so evil?
… maybe it was that Annaface had too many concerns, and focusing on the thing with Suir was at least, you know, not utterly fucking miserable to think about. Yeah. The thing with Suir was at least a new kind of stress. A pleasant stress. A harmless frustration.
At any rate, the Underground Road was enough to distract her at times.
While it was formed largely of wide, unadorned tunnels, occasionally graffitied with markers explaining where one was, sometimes it did this. Sometimes the tunnels burst into great caverns, and the sights of the underground reminded one that Qud was not simply jungled earth.
On the left wall the tunnel continued as it had for the past four hours of walking. Blue paint informed her this was “Route N” and that another caravanserai was some distance further ahead. On the right, the tunnel wall was gone, and empty, echoing space burst open in seeming infinity.
Here the layercake of the world collapsed in the millenia of baking, suggesting the enormity of the loss of the Eaters. A thousand towers in chrome and marble glittered into the far darkness, scattered and stacked and intertwined in a complexity not built by hand but by geological forces of decay. Thousands of disparate years’ construction now mazed itself in perverse intimacy beyond the reach of Annaface’s eyes. The air was cold, empty, flavorless.
The majesty of the time of the Eaters must have been inexpressible, if these were the corpses their buildings made. Her penetrating radar sent echoes into the void and they dispersed too far to return. Her optical multiscanner garbled a thousand lines of information trying to summarize the quality of the chrome, the marble, the density, the weight. It was too much for her to take in. It was literally too much for it to process.
The road was elevated by the loss of the ground around it, and a sharp cliff threatened the edges of Annaface’s feet as she stood just slightly too close. She couldn’t see the bottom of the pit, but for the hints of chrome gleaming dully far, far further down than she could survive should she fall.
The sound of their bootsteps, of the heavy mechanical pistons of the robotic saltback-proxies, that had seemed so loud in the tight corridor, now found too much room to spread out into, and everything was quiet. Annaface couldn’t bring herself away from the sight. How much did this cavern take of the world? A parasang? Two? A hundred? The darkness of it forced her mind to imagine she looked now on all of Qud, half-buried and abandoned.
Everyone else was just still going. No one even made more than a half-turn of their head to look at this. Here were the corpses of several cities held in a bubble of the earth, here they could see the ruins of everything her people had hoped to someday reclaim and reembody, and to them it was just another bit of scenery on a road they traveled.
“It’s pretty, isn’t it?”
“Ah!” Annaface nearly jumped, and fatally. ooo-ho-OOO-EEE-ah was next to her, this long-limbed, stretched half-human-thing with fur made of shivering micah flakes, with a skeleton of pistons and hydraulics mirroring her strange body, and a hat so large she had to stand at a few paces from Annaface to keep from bumping. Now on the road, a massive canon in chrome sat clipped along the exoskeleton’s back in quiet promise of danger. Annaface’s eyes identified it as a nanon jacked phase canon, ->16, 4d12 omniphase. A bracelet, a little twist of gravehair around the baboons’ wrist, her eyes identified as an Eater artifact granting electrical generation. She blinked the information out of her view. “These ruins, what are they?”
“If you asked any strata-delver, they’d tell you simply: underground ruins. They’re expansive ones, too. There’s likely loot still tucked away in its hidey-holes, forgotten by the hands that dropped it and long since turned to dust. If you asked any Mechanimist, this is the Grave of Gods. Here sits one of the greatest of old holy sites, chrome immeasurable, its endless chambers still teeming with simple-minded machine-gods. There’s sects of them out there now and no doubt, following around automated can-crushers and singing hymns to their holy routines. Benjamin Humun, Baetyl Boy, legendary scrap shoveler, is out there with its devotees even now. If you ask a member of the Billowing Caravan, it’s a sight that means we’re near to our next stop!”
“Ah,” Annaface said insightfully.
ooo-ho-OOO-EEE-ah turned her head and looked up, had to look up from her lowered, baboon posture, to look Annaface in the eyes. And to see her at all beyond the oversized brim of her hat. Mirrorshades reflected Annaface in her dulled green hues, set in the bright, smiling pink of ooo-ho-OOO-EEE-ah’s monkey face. “Now, if you asked Savithvyr Dyathvri or myself? These are three generations of ruins. Once they were layered pleasantly atop one another, but metamorphic pressure of the sliding planes of the worldplates has seen fit they join each other in tectonic wedlock. Ekappur, from the fifth-era, a great scavenger arcology whose economy was the harvesting of the greater Eater technologies of the Nine Nonagons of Qamrimish, a third-era city. Itself the inheritor of the foundations of the first era city Dailitum, Winter Eremiteholme, which Polyxerram I razed and destroyed the homes of baetyls and hermits, and which was renamed Polyxerramsgrad in her holy wake. We believe in this case hermit was a metaphor to refer to those who refused to take a side in the conflict of her time, and thus supported the ruling hegemony in their insouciance. Wintry eremites. Cold-hearted, yes?”
ooo-ho-OOO-EEE-ah smiled. The baboon’s teeth were so long, like scimitars in bone set in her face, as she talked. How could something so monstrously close to human and so horribly not human be this articulate? Because the Templar were wrong, Annaface, she told herself, firmly. Was she going to have those kinds of thoughts bubble up for the rest of her life? The absurdity of a baboon explaining history to her! Shouldn’t this all be normal to her now? Annaface didn’t know what to say.
“I make no guesses at the Templar, but I thought your revanchism would lead you to know your history.” Her tone wasn’t insulting, but it wasn’t… not needling either.
“The mutant has taken everything from us, including our history, and our place in that history. When you grow up for generations being told that, is it any wonder the only solution you can think of is violence?”
“Oho!” The uncanny near-human shapes of ooo-ho-OOO-EEE-ah’s limbs did a long-limbed clap. The hydraulics hissed at the action, and the clap itself dispersed noiselessly into the infinite space of the cavern. “That’s the bitch of it, isn’t it? The sopping wet old dog of it. It would be fantastic if our enemies were evil. People have long loved to paint their enemies as ‘evil’. Everyone acts on rationalizations. Everyone has a reason that makes sense to them. That’s why it’s so hard to convince people to change. You’ve done it, though. I suppose Suir didn’t leave you much of a choice, but you’ve done it. You’ve come to new rationalizations. How do you find them?”
Why were all of the Daughters like this? “I don’t know what you mean. Not with your words, with this, with all of this. What is your true aim with these questions?”
The baboon’s pink lips pursed in an expression that was just inhuman enough that Annaface couldn’t understand it. “Curiosity,” ooo-ho-OOO-EEE-ah said, and she turned her mirrors back to the ruins before them. “Personal, academic, whatever. Suir’s told us of you but I’ve not gotten to know you. It’s a unique position. Near-unique. There are other Templar pariahs out there, of course. A handful, stray scatterings about the junglesides. Most I’ve met are Mechanimists, though. They’ve replaced one dogma with another. The others, where hate for the mutant should be they have hate for the True Sons and Daughters. You don’t seem hateful, though. You don’t seem dogmatic. Suir tells us you’re exceedingly kind-hearted. Warm. Conflicted in your compassion even to those trying to kill you.”
“I don’t feel like I deserve those words. I am decidedly undecided about everything. I’m not, I’m not kind-hearted. I certainly think there are people who need to die. I just don’t think I can decide who that does. I don’t know anyone who can decide it. I’m not even sure if there are people who need to die. I don’t know. I don’t know anything.”
“Undecided is good. Undecided is best. Once you’ve made up your mind it’s set and hard to change. I was trying to murder Savithvyr when I met her, did you know?”
“I did not. I do not know anything of you.”
“Suir hasn’t told you about me! Suir! Ah, they’ve gone along too far now. I’ll toss a rock at her later. No, I ran into Savithvyr here. There. Right there. That tower. You can see it, still, now. I was throwing rocks at her, at the time. She was good at dodging! Do you know why I was trying to kill her?”
Why would an animal do anything? “I don’t know.”
“Because she was there.”
“If I had answered, that would… likely have been my answer.”
“Just so. She was there. How dare she? She asked me a question, as I found another rock to toss. Why. I asked her a question back. Why not. Everything dies, did you know that? The Eaters’ civilization died. Old robots all wind down in the end. On this scale, what does thirty, fifty years earlier matter? I saw her, and I wanted to throw rocks at her. What value is there in self-denial? Look at it!” The baboon spread her long, long arms wide, wider than the brim of her absurd hat. “Civilization has created so much of itself and it all ends anyway! Why not bean someone upside the head with a fucking rock! It’s funny!”
“You are not in the habit of beaning people in the head with rocks now, I imagine. You’ve come to a new rationalization?”
“Just so,” ooo-ho-OOO-EEE-ah agreed. “Ask me how I find them, my new rationalizations. It’ll make a perfect symmetry in the conversation. C’mon.”
“How do you find your new rationalizations?”
“Just so. Exactly the same. If there’s no reason not to bean someone in the head with a rock, there’s no reason to bean someone in the head with a rock.”
“I… I don’t understand. What’s the lesson?”
ooo-ho-OOO-EEE-ah smacked the brim of her hat back and wooped. Was that laughing? “There’s no lesson! In the years we’ve been together I’ve eaten the poetry of thousands of years. Contexts and metaphors change, the symbolism of this-and-that drifts. It’s all the same thing. No one’s ever had a solution to anything. I’ve learned so much and I don’t think there’s anything to learn, at all, ever. I like your undecided philosophy. It’s morphic. It’s fluid. It’s a philosophy that says you can bean someone upside the head with a rock, and maybe you won’t, also. We’ll see how the night treats us, keep a rock close by at hand, who knows. It’s a good philosophy. I don’t recommend changing it, honestly.”
Moments passed by, and the caravan was now flicking lights further along the road’s darkness. “Does every Daughter of Nafpor meet their partner in a murder attempt? Vertihart and Tiyu-Yutep were the same.”
“Well, not Suir and Buwofu-Gawufoo. Sad, that. We even met ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ the same way. It was here to kill us, and then it wasn’t! We met Igwashim the same. Violence! What a thing, hey? Isn’t that how you and Suir first met.”
“Violence,” Annaface agreed. “We’re being left behind.”
ooo-ho-OOO-EEE-ah flicked on a lantern set into her exoskeleton, the pale light joining Melanelatia’s on the edge of the cliff. It seemed no amount of light reached beyond it, so great and dark was the wreck of the world beyond them. “Yeah but this is a road we walk every month. Everything around here I haven’t killed with a phase canon has learned to stay away from me.” The baboon set after the caravan anyway, in a slow, four-limbed strutting. Her exoskeleton carried her forward with hydraulic hissing and a rattling of her crystalized fur.
It was bizarre. This wasn’t even necessarily a mutated human, but the deviation from the human form was still aggressive in its perversion here. Legs slightly too short, and arms far too long, to support an easy four-limbed walk. Her butt was bright, bright pink, and still utterly naked. It looked like a wound, swollen, injured. Annaface hurried to keep alongside ooo-ho-OOO-EEE-ah and avoid looking at it. “But you’re Savithvyr’s partner? Romantically now?”
“As the poet said, and rightly too, the ring is on my hand, and the wreath is on my brow./O, I am happy now.”
“How did you go from killing one another with rocks to that?”
“She asked my why. I asked her why not. She said the statements were of equal value, and it turns out, most games end at the zero-sum. She gave me two water-cooled chainpistols, and I knew then it was love. Do you know how much poetry there is about love? There’s a need to make it transcendental. Humans especially want to justify their instincts in the divine. As the poet said, and rightly too: Is life just a game where we make up the rules/while we’re searching for something to say?/Or are we just simply spiraling coils/of self-replicating DNA? Most people don’t like the implications of that last bit. I think it’s freeing. If you feel something, why not? Why deny yourself it? Do as you like in this world is my philosophy.”
Annaface felt a near static shock above her head in the buzz of Melanelatia’s wings and flashing light. “THAT’S MY PHILOSOPHY TOO!”
“There you go then,” ooo-ho-OOO-EEE-ah agreed.
“She gave you two guns, and that was love.”
“Love poetry, it’s incredible. Do you know how many poems have the speaker fall in love at first sight? A poet sees a pretty girl on a bridge and never sees her again and she gets a hundred poems dedicated to her. Is his feeling not love anyway? Let me ask you, have you ever gotten angry over something inconsequential?”
“I’m… certain to have, I’m sure. For the sake of argument.”
“Well, it doesn’t matter if you’re pissed off for a big reason or because someone misplaced your tweezers. Anger’s still anger. Hungry is still hungry. Even if it’s over a dumb reason it’s still a feeling, and I think we only have a handful of feelings to feel. If spontaneous, sudden love at being given two chainpistols isn’t real, then how is there so much love poetry about seeing someone on a bridge and never seeing them again? Love’s love, I see no difference.”
Was it really that simple? “Was it like that with Suir and Buwofu-Gawufoo? Love at first sight.”
“Oh I don’t know. Way before I met them. They were always together, inseparable, until they were separated.”
“What does it feel like? Love?”
ooo-ho-OOO-EEE-ah laughed, a hooting whose sound the distant grave of cities devoured hungrily into silence. “The moment people invented writing they started trying to describe what love feels like. What does being angry feel like? If you think you’re feeling it you’re feeling it. No one writes poetry questioning if they’re hungry. Oh, when we get to the Brambled Pass you have to try this döner place. I’m hungry now. Do you have the hots for Suir then?”
Annaface stumbled, which was dangerous, considering the drop into eternity two feet to her right. “I—ah, no I, uh.” Her mouth made noises on its own.
“She shows up and kills everyone and whisks you away. That’s a classic romance. She’s hot, too, I can’t blame you for that. Huge. How’s that going for you?”
“I don’t even—I don’t know what I—”
“I told them to make out sloppy style,” Melanelatia tattled, “and they didn’t even do it!”
ooo-ho-OOO-EEE-ah laughed. “There’s really almost no poetry about trying to figure out if you’re hungry or not. You into her or nah?”
“… yes,” Annaface admitted.
“How’s that working out?”
“I… have no idea what to do about it? Things like that are different among the Templar ranks. Especially in my fortress-monastery. Our numbers were depleted. Breeding was controlled even more tightly than in older generations.”
“With how knightly they are you’d think you’d have all kinds of old love poems. I can intercede for you if you want. That’s a classic. The young maiden gets the wiser, more experienced woman to pass messages to the hot knight. Only sometimes ends with everyone dead. Well, everything ends with everyone dead eventually. There’s a lai from the first era I’m into. The maid has a robot that helps her in that one, and smuggles her out inside her chassis. Some of it is a metaphor for the Injunction, we think, but what media isn’t influenced by its clime. I can be the intercessor for you though, no worries.”
Annaface moved to say no, but stopped herself. Last night was a disaster. If that was the measure of her bravery it was never going to be enough. “What would you do? If I asked for your help?”
“Go up to Suir and tell her you think she’s hot.”
“Just like that?”
“For thousands and thousands of years people have hemmed and hawed over love, and love’s never changed because of it. It’s just a thing. You can spend six hours wondering what to eat when you’re hungry, but eventually you’ll starve. Grab a bite to eat.”
That was absurd. Annaface was talking to an animal, she had to remind herself. Despite how articulate it was, this was an animal. What could an animal know about the complex feelings of the human mind? It clearly confused the raw instinct for copulation with love. Except she’d been with Savithvyr for years, hadn’t she? Was this the Templar inside her talking again? The inability to trust her own thoughts and ideas made this so much worse. “I don’t want Suir to, to know that, that I said—”
“I’ll do it smooth-like. She won’t know it was your idea.”
“… okay?” Annaface sighed. “Okay. Sure. I am hungry and I need to eat. Yes. That suffices. Thank you?”
“Just be careful,” the baboon said, lowering her mirrorshades and giving Annaface a flash of her gold eyes, “as the poet said, and rightly too: You said what should we do?/I said we can do anything we want to/but we gotta be careful because/love is a dog from hell.”
-- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- --
Walking with crowds was so weeeeird, Suir was thinking. She was so much faster than everyone here. With Annaface it was different, it was like with Buwofu-Gawufoo, having to slow down for someone small. These big stomping machines they had, they were slow, and everyone meandered at such a pace, and Suir was itching to run.
Lingering thoughts of the bizarre thing Annaface had done to her body was a problem too, because, because it was like she was torn apart constantly now and how did she deal with that? What a fucked up problem. What a fucked up person to be. Suir had never truly put much distance between herself and her family, had she? The bloodlust of the marauder was in her on a genetic level.
Scatters of conversation were around Suir, but it was airy gossip about this-village-or-that. Suir had forgotten how to talk to people. Even back in the day it was Buwofu-Gawufoo who did most of the talking. Or Estat. Mostly Estat. Estat never shut up back then. Did Estat want to talk to anyone around them right now?
No, Estat had tried to talk to the merchants in this caravan before and they were boring. Dangerously boring. That wasn’t fair, some of them were weird, she was exaggerating. That 8-limbed snapjaw, that one was a little freak they were great the one time Estat had gotten to talk to them before! But like. Ehh. You know? That’s what Estat was feeling right now. Ehhhh.
ooo-ho-OOO-EEE-ah came loping up alongside Suir. Hey, there was someone to talk to.
“How goes it?” Suir asked.
“Was chatting with Annaface,” ooo-ho-OOO-EEE-ah said. From where Suir was, riding atop her own massive body, ooo-ho-OOO-EEE-ah was a short little thing that, from this angle, yeah she was mostly hat. It was basically just talking to an oversized hat.
“Ah. Getting along?”
“I think she’s into you,” ooo-ho-OOO-EEE-ah said.
“Into me?”
“You should jump her bones. I think she’d be down.”
“What!?”
“Shrexual congress.”
“But—”
“Bonezone.”





  
    Chapter End Notes

    true story about savithvyr and ooo-ho meeting like that, i proselytized this quartz baboon that was causing me problems and gave her two water cooled chainpistols and it really was love at first sight.
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  Bonezone. ooo-ho-OOO-EEE-ah was always something of a, what was a word for it? Instigator, Margar suggested. Scoundrel, but in the fun way, Estat offered. Yeah. Sure. That. Suir couldn’t think of Annaface like, you know, that. She was someone who had been totally reliant on Suir until like, just recently? It would be taking advantage of her? And while Annaface was kindhearted and smart and brave it wasn’t like Suir had, like, you know, thought of her sexually.
Until Annaface had revealed half of her meat was translucent and now every time Suir looked at her she was not just undressing her with her eyes but gutting her too. No. See? That was a bad instinct. Suir couldn’t even be trusted around sex anymore. She’d let Naara stab her in the lungs and she’s gotten off on it? Annaface was too gentle a creature for Suir. ooo-ho-OOO-EEE-ah was just fucking with them.
“You all right, Suir?” Annaface asked.
Suir felt herself slide back into the real, as if she had been several steps out of phase. Ah. The knife was in her hand (lower right). She had been holding it against the hoarshroom cap for… how long had that been. At least half a minute, not moving. If she wasn’t careful she’d fall into her thoughts and do it all over again.
“Right,” Suir said, catching up to herself. “I was… explaining mushrooms. Right.”
They were at the next caravanserai of the Underground Road. It was a pleasant enough spot! The main of it was centered around one of those little shrines you find sometimes wandering the underneath, with a statue of some Argent Father in cerulean and gold standing over a little pond of freshwater slapping about with glowing fish. Some flowers scenting the air around it. Twisty caves had provided a dozen little rooms for them to pick from, and Annaface had selected one furthest from everything else.
Apparently her penetrating radar let her see into the rooms around them, and she found it distracting to just… constantly be aware of people moving around, everywhere always? Made sense enough! So they were set up in a square of rough-carved rock, with just Ponds-Bane and Melanelatia for light, and Suir was trying to teach Annaface about cooking.
Annaface had taken off her armor, and no judgement there, even flexiweaved crysteel was uncomfortable and Annaface had been sleeping in her armor so much on the road before Saiha and now she’d gotten to sleep without armor all the time and why would she go back?
Ignore that her cloth robe was open enough Suir could see where Annaface’s neck turned see-through and the pulsing of her blood in exposed vessels no no no no no not looking at that the FUCK is wrong with you Suir stop being a bloodshedding hedonist. You were teaching Annaface. About. COOKING.
“Mushrooms,” Annaface said, gently.
“Mushrooms,” Suir said. “Mushrooms! So you can cut mushrooms a bunch of ways. It depends on what you’re doing with them. Sometimes I just… use the whole cap? And you take the stem off like this… and flip it over… and then you can pile stuff on it!”
“… pile stuff on it,” Annaface said.
“… yes. Uhm. Cheese is. Fun to put on it.”
Annaface brushed some of her hair out of her face. She was wearing it down, had been wearing it down for a while, and it had really kept growing since she’d met her. The way the long, faded blonde softened the harder contours of Annaface’s elongated jaw and brought out the color in her pouting, wan lips was, it was definitely a look. Okay, see, at least that thought wasn’t tied to violence. Bonezone. What the fuck, ooo-ho-OOO-EEE-ah.
 She was smiling, though, Annaface was. “You really have never had to teach anything to anyone before.”
“No,” Suir said. “I have no idea what I’m doing.”
“I don’t think I ever know what I’m doing either,” Annaface said. “It’s reassuring. Everyone out here has so much confidence in who they are and what they’re about. Everyone is resolved. I’m glad I’m not the only person in Qud who isn’t sure about what they’re doing.”
“Yeah. But we can. Learn? Together. So. Uh. Right. Mushrooms can. Create several. Effects. Sometimes they cause other effects to trigger when you eat more mushrooms. So you can… you can make a meal that lets you… eat… a different mushroom… and it will trigger the metabolic effect of… like, say… freezing things with your mind. Or… phasing out of reality. Or beguiling someone.”
“Beguiling,” Annaface said, lingering on the word.
“Yeah. If you cook with the concentrate from love injectors, themselves made with lover’s blossom, it can stimulate a temporary mental mutation similar to beguiling!”
“Beguiling.”
“Yes!”
“I don’t know what that means, Suir.”
“Oh! You uh, you make someone fall in love with you.”
“When you eat the mushroom?”
“Yes.”
Annaface stared at Suir with eyes that caught the light and cast it back in a violet tapetum and which surely saw more information now than Suir could even understand. Maybe if she was wearing her VISAGE it would be close? VISAGE and under the effects of psychometry, that was probably what Annaface was feeling all the time now? And interpolating night sights. So that was at least two faces’ worth of technology to match Annaface’s experience now! “You are suggesting to me you can make a meal whose effects are: I eat a mushroom, and I make someone fall in love with me. Because they saw me eat a mushroom.”
“… yes.”
“Suir.”
“… yes?”
“That sounds made up.”
“It’s true! It’s a real thing though!”
“You can cook a mushroom and a flower so that eating more mushrooms makes people love me.”
“Yes!”
“Ooo-hee-hoo-haha said—”
“ooo-ho-OOO-EEE-ah.”
“—said love was just another feeling, like being hungry. She said she thought there’s only a few emotions at all. I suppose why shouldn’t love be conjurable with a mushroom. Is love really such a simple thing? That a mushroom can create it?”
Margar was here, now, Suir’s arm curling up serpentine to support the clatter of the burrowing-clawed beak she spoke with. “It’s more an intense infatuation, with this cooking effect. The affected becomes obsessed with the source and seeks to obey them. For a time? A little while. ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ used it to befriend that madpole once, remember? Then it performed the water ritual with it, and then we didn’t have any fish problems for a while. That was nice.”
“So it doesn’t really make you fall in love,” Annaface said. “Unless love feels like obsession? And… a need to obey someone?”
Suir swallowed heavily. “Ah! Uhm. It can be like that! But it’s. If it’s good love it’s in a fun way.”
“Obsessively obeying someone sounds disappointingly familiar,” Annaface said. She wasn’t smiling now. “Is that what it felt like with Buwofu-Gawufoo? Some kind of… obsession? Obedience?”
Ah. Ah this was, okay, this was cutting into bone now, this conversation. It was okay. Suir could regenerate really fast, right? “I… trusted her, so I went with what she said a lot. Because she was clever! And I knew she would always make the right choice? And she knew I was always there to back her up on everything. So it was, it was pretty even. Even in inequal ways? It’s a kind of thing where, where. Uhm. I mean. Okay no see it’s like, we completed what the other was missing, more.”
“Ah.”
“I mean.” You can’t TALK about this kind of thing with Annaface, she was, she was, what? Was she innocent? Why couldn’t Suir talk about it? “I mean, uhm, that was, how we worked socially. Sexually like yeah like. Obedience could be. Fun? Uhm. It’s, it’s because you’re, uh, Margar help me explain it.”
Suir watched as her left arm, instead, rose up in hand-puppetry to join them. Estat said, despite Suir trying to stop her, “I know we were going to teach you about cooking, Annaface, but instead let’s have a seminar on sadomasochism.”
“Okay,” Annaface said, meeting Estat eye for eye.
“Okay,” Estat said.
“Please no,” Suir said.
“Hush. So what’s important is recontextualization! You take something that would normally be unpleasant, and you change the context, and because the context is different the thing itself is different! Like getting slapped in the face! I don’t mean it's like getting slapped in the face, I mean, for example, getting slapped in the face can be made hot in a romantic context!”
“Margar please stop her,” Suir said.
“No!” Melanelatia shouted. “Let her cook!”
 “I was trying to cook!” Suir barked!
 “Hush,” Estat said. “You have to think of it like intense sensation. Sex is all about intense sensations. So when it’s in a sexual context, being slapped can be fun. It’s an expression of power exchange and trust and so what you’d take as an owie becomes an oh-yay.”
Suir tried to grab Estat with her lower hands, but Estat twisted her neck-arm out of the way, fighting back and clattering her beak the entire time. “So even though Bowufo-Gawufoo was like, small enough to fit under Suir when she stood up, she’d tie Suir down with like, actual rope, and kind of grab her—OUCH!”
Yes, it hurt, it hurt Suir too, but it hurt Estat more, she thought, as she clenched her teeth tighter on her upper-left-hand-face. Estat slapped back at Suir with the burrowing-claws she used as a beak, and Margar was shouting something that wasn’t really helpful at all, and at least Annaface was laughing at all of this because Suir? She was fucking mortified.
“I won’t be silenced any longer!” Estat was cackling in something between a laugh and a squeal. “Suir was Buwofu-Gawufoo’s bitch—”  
Suir finally got her lower arms’ fingers INTO Estat’s face and pulled her apart, separated the burrowing claws so they didn’t form a beak, pressed the feathery ear-fingers back down, and squeezed the whole thing flat and still. “Stop! Just. Stop.”
Annaface was still laughing. “I’m glad Melanelatia didn’t get control over any parts of my body. So biting your own hand there—did the context make that pain feel good too?”
“Aaargh!” Suir growled, tossing all her arms down. “I just wanted to teach you how to cook things!”
“It’s fine,” Annaface said, taking a deep breath and clearing her giggles away. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to, to uh. To bring up the departed. I know there’s a pain there.”
“There’s a pain there,” Suir agreed. “But there’s… a lot that wasn’t pain, you know? And if I let the pain make me never think of her again, I’m, I’m just deciding to forget some of the best things of my life? And I’m not doing that. Even if it hurts, I want to think about her.”
“And is that what love feels like? Is that the recontextualization? The pain you feel when you think about the person you lost… even the pain can be fond, because you’re thinking about her.”
“Ah. Oh. Oh. That’s very—smart, yes. Yes, I think that’s really well put. Is that how it feels when you think about…” Suir didn’t want to say the name, for some reason. How many Templar had Suir killed? Imagine if Rosalee’s death had been Suir’s responsibility. It had been luck. It had only been the slightest luck that Suir hadn’t murdered the person Annaface loved. If Rosalee hadn’t, hadn’t been offed in some unspoken Templar thing or another, what if she had come along with Annaface, and Suir had killed her? There was no way Suir could say her name. She as good as murdered her herself, hadn’t she? It was just chance that Rosalee hadn’t been there and Suir hadn’t torn her body apart while Annaface watched.
“No, the pain doesn’t feel fond when I think of her,” Annaface said. She was pulling her legs up to her chest now, and making herself smaller than she already was. “But we didn’t have many good times. We couldn’t even shelter in one another from what we were put through. If I had ran away with her, she would be alive. I can’t—I can’t think about her. I killed her.”
“You didn’t.”
“She—she came to me and asked to run away with me. I told her no. I was too afraid to even think of it, Suir. I told her no. That this was our place, and that the outside was of the mutant, and it was not a place for us. I told her she had to accept that this—the fortress-monastery, our outpost, that it was our fate. It was our life, and it was all our life would ever be. I hated to say it and I said it to hurt myself but I—It broke her. It broke her. There, there is a festival. The worst of the squires don costume and become the mutant and become the target of abuse as punishment. She—I said no to her, and so she gave up, and stopped trying at all. And they demanded she—she play out this part, play along with her own humiliation, and she—I had betrayed her. She. She had no reason left to care. She would not play out her part. She—she cursed at our Elders, Suir. They bid her entertain and she—she said may you bathe in salt to our Elders. She knew she was alone then and she—she nearly. I’m sure she knew what she was doing. I think she wanted them to kill her. I abandoned her and she wanted to die and she did.”
Suir, carefully, moved the folding table out from between them, still with the knife and the half-cut mushroom, and sidled her body, even more carefully because she was so, so much bigger than Annaface, closer. With two hands (lower left, upper left (Estat)), she pulled Annaface against the thick muscle and soft fluff of her fronthips and Annaface leaned into them. Suir could feel the wet of Annaface’s tears soak deep through her fur. Melanelatia settled onto Annaface’s head and pat her with a single stick of a leg, for what good it did.
“I can’t—I can’t—I can’t even feel bad,” Annaface sobbed. “I killed people in Dappir. How many other people who had—had people they loved—did I kill? Did I kill someone’s Rosalee? Did I kill someone’s Buwofu-Gawufoo?”
“You can’t be blamed for that,” Suir said.
“Yes,” Annaface said, and Suir felt all three of Annaface’s hands clench her fur and tug it and it hurt just a little bit, but because of the context it was a pain she was willing to offer if Annaface needed to cause it. “I should be. How many of the goatfolk did you kill have Rosalees waiting at home for them? They were murderers like I am and I had a Rosalee still. Why wouldn’t they? How many of the True Sons and Daughters back home are like me? Who can’t see anything but this life and don’t know how to leave it? Are hiding Rosalees from one another? And I have to—to figure out a way to stop them or rescue them or just, just kill them all. I can’t take this. I’m still a coward. I can’t do it. I can’t do it. It’s too much.”
She was so small, Suir thought. Buwofoo-Gawufoo had been small, too, and while Annaface was taller by an amount, it wasn’t, ultimately, that much. “We can leave. We can abandon the caravan. I can take you somewhere—”
“I can’t run anymore,” Annaface said. She said it with resolve, and the sobbing stopped when she said it, but her hands still tugged at Suir’s fur. “Running away with Rosalee wasn’t running away, it was doing something. I ran away by staying. I need—I need to be stronger. Can I—Suir, I’m so scared. I need your help. Like you were saying just before—I need you to complete what I’m missing so I can do this.”
“Your thirst is mine, Annaface. I—I took responsibility for you. I won’t give it up. Whatever you need.”
“Okay. Okay.” Her breathing was steadying already, the crying defeated. She was strong, really, Suir thought.
Stronger than Suir was, at least. “You know, I, I said it before, I told you, I ran away from, or, I guess, I was exiled, because I didn’t want to kill as much as my family did. And. And even then I kept killing. It wasn’t until Buwofu-Gawufoo I stopped, and even then I kept, I liked, I like killing, and I kept killing. And I’m, I’m kind of a bad person. I’m a monster. And you’re trying so hard to be a good person. And I don’t think I can ever be a good person. But I’ll help you be a good person.”
“Thank you,” Annaface said, her words spoken into Suir’s foreleg-shoulders. “I love you.”
With how quiet the words were, and how hard Annaface’s Anna face was pressed into Suir’s side, Suir thought, maybe, maybe she wasn’t supposed to hear that last part. It was probably best not to act like she could hear it, right? If Annaface meant it as an unheard whisper, then, then it was probably best to let it lie and not say anything?
Wasn’t gonna stop Estat! “But Suir didn’t even get to the part where she eats the mushroom!”
 Suir wondered, a moment, if Annaface had deployed her stasis field, because everything in the room stopped. Her breathing, her heartsbeats, the sound of Annaface’s body, the air, everything just, just sort of held really still a long moment. But then Annaface sat back, and looked up, looked Suir in the eyes, and Suir still couldn’t feel like she could move, but Annaface looked right up at Suir, and said, “I think you need to bite her harder.”
“Joke’s on you I’m into it,” Estat said, as Suir closed her mouth around Estat’s ear-fingers.
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  Silk in innumerable threads defined reality here. Moisture collected in galaxies of waterdrops in this universe of spider’s web. The cavern was held in an eternalized jeweled dusk. From the distant, glimmering ceiling, far and far above, the water occasionally grew heavy, gathering on dangling strands, and dripped into waiting catch basins down, down, down by where Annaface and the rest of the caravan was gathered.
Strata 16, Sithysyth, Legendary Greater Voider and Virtuoso Weaver’s Water Farm and Trade Emporium.
Their current stop on the Underground Road.
Annaface kept thinking she had become inured to the oddities of the mutant in her time with Suir, and constantly they confounded that sense of comfort. Spiders the size of dogs, spiders the size of people, spiders larger than people, they sat in webs woven to resemble market tents and bazaar stalls. Trade goods they displayed arranged on the walls of their silk booths, and the merchants of the Billowing Caravan had come to haggle.
Everything was spiderweb. The distant ceiling, the walls. The floor was littered in stray strands of it, and her steps collected a trail of sticky debris that traveled with her. This seemed an accepted fact among the Billowing Caravan merchants. That 8-limbed snapjaw dragged three body-lengths of silk behind them as they bartered with spiders over goods that Annaface hoped, truly hoped, were not things stripped from the spiders’ meals. Where else could spiders get access to so many things?
Chairs (covered in spiderwebs), clothing (covered in spiderwebs), weapons (spiderwebbed), artifacts of indeterminate use (false, her eyes now stripped the truth from even the most irreverent seeming hunks of metal and returned their natures to her in exceeding detail: scouring gel, motorized sponge, laser scale, modular instrument, orbsinger…)(covered in spiderwebs).
Annaface was still disoriented by how natural her new senses felt to her, how little disorientation they gave her. Of course glancing at anything should have it surrender its nature to her. That spider, there? Another greater voider. ♥90/90 ◆6 ○13. The spiderweb? Three layers thick, and behind that, marl, and behind that, a small, empty space of rock with no entrance or exit, filled with the bones of animals (hopefully just animals). A voider lair.
There were voider lairs everywhere behind the walls here.
 It was unsettling.
“You should get a souvenir from spider town,” Melanelatia was saying. “You don’t own anything really!”
“It was not my place to own things,” Annaface said. “I don’t know how to desire… junk.”
“It’s not junk! Look! Go over there! Come on please!”
Annaface obliged. She approached one of the web-tents, a thick twisting tree of silver that was planted wide in the ground and woven thick up to the ceiling. A voider the size of Annaface clung upsidedown on it, surrounded by bric-a-brac.
“What even is that!” Melanelatia asked! She dove in close so her light illuminated one of the things stuck to the web. Annaface clenched her hands at the fear of her firefly getting caught.
“A wrist calc.” Annaface said the words as the information came to her. “It adds to the compute power of the local lattice.”
“It has buttons! They look really soft. Like nice soft buttons.”
“The buttons do look soft,” Annaface agreed. “It would increase the efficiency of my matter recompositer and the range of my penetrating radar. It is not without… use? It might be useful.”
“Okay but it looks like it lights up!”
“It does.”
“You should get it so you can glow more! Then Suir would be into you! That’s why she wasn’t into you the other night, you aren’t glowing enough!”
“I don’t think—”
“You don’t! That’s why you’re lucky you have me!”
Annaface sighed. “I think insects live simpler lives than people.”
“I’m a person too! We’re just smarter, you know? You come up with all these big things to think about when it’s all pretty easy. If something seems like the thing you should do, it probably means you should do it. Get really bright so you can mack on someone cute. Drink water. Easy. Bam. Done. I’m a true philosopher now, boss, my name will be remembered for millennia. Millenium Melanelatia. Everyone will have to forget about Artapater to make room for me, and that’s okay!”
Was there flaw in that logic? Annaface found herself wandering the spiders’ emporium aimlessly, letting her eyes steal knowledge of the things on display. Droid scrambler. Plastic tree. Prayer rod. Sewing machine. Wrist fan. Tattoo gun. Savithvyr Dyathvri.
Remaining behind with the resting machines-of burden, she was singular and terrifying as always. In jeweled zetachrome, reclining in a floating chair of ruby, the orbital discs of her chiral rings, for the moment, politely stilled and presenting no threat in being near her. Her hollow, scooped face was now projecting in crimson light a spider’s visage. She rested her chin on her mirrored right hands. Annaface’s enhanced eyes still couldn’t identify her gloves. In the light they seemed to be made of liquid, either gold or pewter, and the patterns cut into them still confounded her processor’s attempt at describing their geometries. The best guess it could make was “extradimesional.”
“Having fun shopping, Annaface?” Saivthvyr asked.
“I’m not accustomed to shopping,” Annaface said. “You and Suir and Tiyu-Yutep have been exceedingly generous to me. I want for very little.” The words still came to her like this, even now. Reassure the Elders that they are exceeding in their kindness. Reassure them that you are not a drain on resources. Be polite. With those she didn’t know well, and despite it all she didn’t know Savithvyr Dyathvri well, she had little to fall back on but how she had lived the majority of her life.
Savithvyr, at least, for the first True Kin Annaface had met that she wasn’t related to? She seemed… easy-going. “Mm! Well there’s a difference of wanting something and would-be-liking something. Who doesn’t like to buy themselves a treat now and then?”
“I am—”
“—not familiar with treats, yes, sorry. Ignore the Issachari’s advice, tell me, how much water do you have? Oh, doesn’t matter. Here.”
Savithvyr picked something out of a pocket and reached beyond the chiral blades to hand it to Annaface. Three gems, peridot green, smooth and polished in Annaface’s hand now. “Gems?”
“Our wealth is embarrassing, Annaface. In my chair’s storage cubby I have enough tinkering bits to make… oh, let’s say, fifty laser rifles. Each one worth around 750 drams. I can barter that up to a thousand each. That’s my emergency funds. That’s my ‘I ran out of precious gems’ back-up funds. That’s my ‘forgot my trade goods at home’ funds. Honestly I try to not do that anymore. I accidentally flooded the market with laser rifles. Not all of them ended up in friendly hands.”
“What do I do with gems?”
“Trade them. You fi~ind something cute that you’d like, and you make it yours.”
Annaface stared at Savithvyr, at the octuplet of eyes and the Sultan’s face that glimmered behind the spider’s exaggerated projection. Did she have real eyes in there anywhere? Behind the hologram and the mask, it was impossible to tell. “I… I suppose there are more things I can find utility in.”
Savithvyr’s eyes, wherever they were hidden, were rolling, Annaface could tell. “You need to have fun more. Why not buy something silly? The spider emporium’s an economic power center these days. Lots of fun stuff usually. Enjoy something frivolous. Ours are frivolous lives, aren’t they? Why not embrace it?”
“I do not think my life can afford frivolity, no matter the laser rifles I could spend on it,” Annaface said. “I have—you understand why I am going to the Brambled Pass? What Tiyu-Yutep wants out of me? I, I haven’t told you myself but I’m sure Suir…”
“The Templar outpost. Yeah. That’s your family, I guess? Seems heavy.”
“It is heavy,” Annaface agreed. “My only hope is this—” how did they always manage to pronounce it “ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ can give me. How did Estat put it. A billion do-overs. Manipulating the timelines until I can find some solution that doesn’t require me to, to commit my family to absolute slaughter. Because if I do not… stop them, then I am submitting Qud to slaughter. It’s. It is on me. I understand Tiyu-Yutep, how she feels that she has this, this burden of responsibility. I don’t think she and I get along but. But. But I understand that feeling, now, I think. More with every day I feel it. And to have this on my mind and. I don’t think I can want toys right now.”
Savithvyr made a noise between blowing a raspberry and speaker static feedback. “I love Tiyu-Yutep, I want that clear before I say anything else, yeah? I don’t want to say all this and then you think I secretly hate her. She’s one of my best friends. She’s my water-sister. We were sweet on one another, until our lives went different directions and she built a wall that keeps me out of her city.”
“Mm.”
“She’s a big dummy. For how smart she is, she’s a dummy. Suir’s told me alllllllllll about it, love. Tiyu wants you to give up your outpost’s location so we can go and destroy it. Tiyu feels like she’s stuck, and she’s angry that she’s stuck, and she’s making it your problem.”
“My family—my warparty—I assisted in the massacre of an entire village. We are rebuilding our strength. We, I still even think of myself as part of them don’t I? We. If I cannot think of something—then it will become my fault. And if ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ can’t provide me a bloodless solution, I am going to have to decide who lives and who dies. I am going to have hundreds more deaths to call my own. I’m. I’ll, I have to kill hundreds of people or else hundreds more die, and, and—”
“Eh. Ehhh.” Savithvyr made a little ehhh wave with her left hand to cut Annaface off. It was enough of a rebuke, even if unintentional, that Annaface was able to compose herself. She was good enough at that. It was easy to hold your emotions in when you spent your life being punished for showing any at all. “Annaface,” Savithvyr was saying, “you’ve found yourself overburdened by half-again. Suir’s told me about your entire story, pretty much! I get that you’re young, inexperienced. Fresh out of the Templar, really. I don’t want to be Tiyu-Yutep, be overbearing, explain what you should do with your life. You spent, what, a month in Saiha? I’m sure she gave it to you. I’ll offer you advice if you want it, though, friend, as someone who’s been, if you want.”
“At this point, every Daughter of Nafpor I’ve met has given me their take on—on life, I suppose. On how I should live mine, or at least, by what rules they live theirs. Complete my collection, please.”
“Hahaha! Oh, I like you really. Do you know what we did, all of us? What we used to do when we were all together?”
“You wandered Qud and went on adventures. Killing things and. Being heroes.”
“Yeah. We’ve killed a lot of Templar between us all. And they still exist. We’ve fought—what have we even done. There was that chaingun turret tinker cult that was trying to build a wall of chainguns around the jungle. Honestly a big problem. We stopped that. Oh, Mamon Souldrinker! That was before we met Naara. Killed him. Got that nasty prism away from him. Naara acts like she doesn’t care but she really wants that thing, hah. She’s fun though. No but—there was that—was there—hey! ooo-ho!”
Annaface looked around. It took a minute, and several more ape-like shouts, before ooo-ho-OOO-EEE-ah came bounding over from the general buzz of the bazaar’s crowd. She was in her giant hat, like always. “By blow of silvered whistle call I my dear hound/faster than thorn of thistle her way home she’s found.”
“Yes you’re a good puppy, but weren’t there two goatfolk shamans? Who was the other one?”
“Mamon Souldrinker,” the baboon said.
“No, no the other one. The one that had that cult, and was trying to take over the jungle.”
“Naara?”
“No, the. The evil one.”
“Naara.”
“The other evil one!”
“Mammon Souldrinker.”
“No! The extradimensional one!”
“From the Dimension of ♀?”
“That one!”
“I don’t keep the names of the dead,” ooo-ho said with an elongated shrug. “As the poet said: and his name was still yet sounding/though I piled high unmarked stones,/and his spirit’s ever hounding/with silent crying of his bones.”
“But you remembered Mamon’s name! Oh, whatever. We killed her, didn’t we? To stop her from taking over the goatfolk?”
“Far as I remember. What about it?”
“And there was the uh. That Barathrumite.”
“There’s at least one of those.”
“The shade oil clone. The evil one.”
“Pafopio.”
“Pafopio! He was a shade oil clone, right?”
“The shade oil clone was, at least.”
“Right. He was trying to plant hand-e-nukes in strata 5. He wanted to collapse all of Qud. He would have done it, too, if we hadn’t stopped him.”
Annaface nodded. “I have heard some of these stories in brief, in Naara’s village?”
“My point,” Savithvyr said, “my point. We’ve done a lot. We’ve defeated plenty of evil. Plenty of problems. We took them, and put them into the earth. We’ve had our errors. Do you know about Bey Lah, Annaface?”
“Vertihart told me. You indirectly got everyone there killed.”
“That’s. That’s definitely how Vertihart feels about it, yes. There was that fungus lord, too. Several unwanted casualties in that fight. I think on the whole, the Daughters of Nafpor have done great things for Qud. For, what has it been? Nearly fifteen years? We’ve done great things for Qud. Do you know what is happening in Qud, now, Annaface? Do you know about tarry Hamrod?”
“I think I’ve heard the name before? Is that a village?”
“Village of mutants. Now, they’re all disgusted by other mutants. Too weird, they think, too scary. They hound out anyone who’s not normal enough. Too many arms? A girl kisses a girl, or someone who isn’t human? Not in Hamrod. They eat this stew that gives them normality breath. We’re respectable mutants in tarry Hamrod, very normal, and it’s the rest of Qud being weird that gives us all a bad name. Tarry Hamrod has decided that maybe the Templar isn’t wrong. Maybe there are people out there that do deserve to be exterminated.”
“Oh,” Annaface said. What was she supposed to say to that? What could she say to that? “I… I do not think the True Sons and Daughters of Man would… grant them an exemption.”
“Absolutely not. But your old people haven’t attacked them yet, not in a hundred years, and so they’ve taken that as proof. Remember what I said? About how I accidentally flooded the market with laser rifles? Theyyyyyy’ve bought a lot of them. They’ve bought a lot of the dangerous things we’ve been selling, us Daughters, over the years, as it turns out. A lot of it ended up in tarry Hamrod in the end. Tarry Hamrod now has something of a small, very well-equipped army of mutant fundamentalists who think… well, if all the other mutants stopped being so weird, then they’d stop giving the rest of the normal mutants a bad name. So they went to war against the snapjaws, and the goatfolk, and everyone thought that was fine. Those people are violent. Hmm, but in recent years they’ve been getting aggressive to other mutant villages. Uh-oh. Who could have expected!”
“I. I see.” There was a point to this all, Annaface was sure.
“And if you ignore that? We say that’s not our business? There’s new rumors of this warlord in the southern hills. The mysterious Smokefox, oooooo~! They’re collecting all these snapjaws into this big castle, and now we have snapjaws in masks and cloaks running around with axes throwing sleeping gas grenades everywhere. Another new problem for Qud! It seems to keep happening. There’s always a new problem…”
“You’re heading to a point, I can tell,” Annaface said.
“I’m there! No matter how much we fix? It will always turn. Violence will always keep going. After a certain point you have to bow out. After a certain point you realize you’re stuck in it.”
“I… I am not sure I—”
“You’ve convinced yourself you’re stuck in it, Annaface, friend. You decide either all the mutants die, or all the Templar die. And it’s true. You do have that choice ahead of you. And once you make it, there will be another, and another and another and another. ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ would say you get trapped in your own narrative. Well, I bowed out. No more stories for me, thanks. You have that option, you know.”
Annaface remembered Suir telling her they could just leave. Sneak out, disappear, and become—what, hermits? “So I do nothing, and let people die.”
“Annaface. You were about to start crying at the thought of the decision ahead of you. It really might be too much. Why do you have to save the world?”
It was a temptation. It was an incredible temptation. Annaface imagined herself and Suir (and Melanelatia and Estat and Margar) living on the side of some hill, or nestled in the loam of some marsh, quietly farming and living an incredibly uneventful life. Was that what she would prefer? “… so in the face of ‘too much,’ I should give up?”
Savithvyr drummed her fingertips on the arm of her throne. “I’m a historian, really, you know? I have studied history as deep as we could dig it. History is full of martyrs who died to make the world a good place. Look at it! Look at the whole world right now. Did they succeed? I’m saying you don’t have to throw your life away. Tiyu-Yutep thinks she has to, and she’s taken on a burden she can’t handle. She’s skinnier every time I see her, more stressed, more… snappy. More controlling. More less the person I loved thirteen years ago. And with the power she has over Qud? Do you think she’ll, in that state, always make the best decisions for all of Qud?”
“But. Should the Sons and Daughters of Man be left to make the decision of Qud’s future?”
Savithvyr shrugged. “If you feel you must? Do your Templar thing and be done. Don’t get dragged into this forever. Us Daughters, we did this for a decade and a half. Qud is still a mess. Don’t ever get so arrogant you think the world can be fixed, and that you are the one who has to do it. Resheph abdicated. Abram dissolved his kingdom. The most anyone’s ever bought is half a generation of relative prosperity. Often at the expense of someone. Oh, nearly always at the expense of at least someone.”
“Does. Should I. But.” She felt so out of her range, again, Annaface did. Again, she was speaking to someone with a decade or two of age over her, a decade or two of experience over her. What was Annaface even arguing? What did she even believe? Wouldn’t it be fucking nice to just fuck off and live on a farm? Why did she think she was the equal of Resheph? Why was it on her to save the world? She was confused and scared and frightened and her life had been fucking horrible, and she still wasn’t even done dealing with what had happened to her in the past, hadn’t even begun to confront any of it, and now she was supposed to fight against the future forever too?
But if you have the power to stop something evil, shouldn’t you? If they had spared those cannibals, Suir’s bloodlust aside, if they had spared those cannibals, what about the next traveler they may have eaten? Or the goatfolk who were just blowing up strangers? Or the countless people that Naara said died nameless in Qud’s jungles every day?
It was frustrating. Every time Annaface felt she had an idea for it the idea felt wrong. What did she even believe? Was all life actually precious? Should those cannibals have been spared, so that the Annafaces among them be able to redeem themselves? Should they be spared even if their chance at redemption cost the lives of innocents first?
How the fuck was she supposed to know!?
There were tears in her eyes, but they were as much from frustration as anything else.
“It is something I’ve discussed with Suir. She—you all—have the power to change Qud however you like. Violence, random, meaningless violence still seems everywhere. I can’t pretend I’m qualified to know who should—be killed? But people are being killed every day. With Hamrod, with Templar, with the Whateverfox—if you can stop it, somehow, shouldn’t you?”
“As the poet said,” ooo-ho-OOO-EEE-ah quoted, “‘all that is very well, answered Candide, but let us cultivate our garden.’”
Annaface wished she had a garden. “What would you have me do? You have the experience over me, both of you. What would you do, if you were me? With your experience, in my situation?”
Savithvyr and ooo-ho shared a look, a look that Annaface had only ever yet shared with Rosalee. The ability to communicate in a glance, to predict what someone else was thinking, to predict a conversation in silence through familiarity. She didn’t have that with Suir yet. Would she even ever have this again? Did she even have it with Rosalee or had she just imagined it?
So much of her life Annaface was forgetting. The memories were closing themselves off, and she was allowing it. Lock every recollection behind a chrome door, seal it for the ages. Her past was shaped like blades and she couldn’t touch it anymore. Maybe giving up would be best. Maybe giving up was the only thing she could survive.
ooo-ho answered first, with a long-fingered flick up on her hat brim, and a pull-down on her mirrorshades. “I think I already gave my answer. Tend to your garden. I’ve been doing it and it’s fantastic. Hardly have to throw a rock at all anymore, except for when I feel like it. As the poet said, there’s only you to answer you, forever.”
“If,” Savithvyr said, slowly, and far more seriously, “I was you. In your position, but with my experience? I would say that history grows anemic without the infusion of the blood of martyrs. I would resent complacency, and I would be tired of listening to the words of people older than me. If the crushing wheel of history could be slowed just a moment by my corpse? Mm. I thi~ink I’d toss myself in. But that’s just me!”
It was a horrible answer. It wasn’t a marsh farm with Suir Softbeast, living out quiet nights beneath the Beetle Moon. It wasn’t what Annaface felt she wanted. It wasn’t an answer, it didn’t answer what was right and who it was right to kill or why. The best she could be offered was ‘struggle’ as an imperative command with no expectation of success. She hated it. Annaface hated it. She fucking hated it. She hated all of this.
“I am going to be so tired, by the end of it all, aren’t I?” Annaface asked.
“Ah!” ooo-ho-OOO-EEE-ah said, clapping her hands together! “But think of how well you’ll have earned a rest, at the end of your life!”





  
    Chapter End Notes

    i'm not necessarily doing the 12th grade english class thing of "oh, each daughter represents a 7 deadly sin!" because like. that's 12th grade english level and i have a masters degree (that i'm using to write sapphic video game fanfiction, usually around midnight, while listening to old jrock. i have no pride.)
but if the daughters do correspond to the classic catholic sins, then savithvyr is sloth, in the classical sense of rejection of responsibility, of struggle, of the Work. can she be blamed for it, after 15 years? as an exceedingly queer person in the modern era, it's exhausting, having fought for so long, having felt the world was making positive progress towards accepting being Weird. it's exhausting seeing it slide backwards, seeing everything we fought for over decades and decades being dismantled, being crushed. to see countries like the USA start enacting heinous legislation against queer people again. to see anti-trans rhetoric just kind of completely win in the UK.
to say nothing of that the rich continue to exploit everyone for everything. to say nothing of the constant violence and genocide which happens, not freshly but incessantly, has been happening, has never NOT been happening, ever, forever, always.
how long do you have to fight before you can pass the struggle on to the next generation? when the crushing wheel of history comes, is it better to step off the road and tend your garden, and eke out what you can in this life? is it better to throw yourself beneath it and become a speedbump that will hardly shake the wheel's suspension?
i don't envy annaface her choice. i don't envy any of us any of this.
i can promise you only one thing: in the next chapter, annaface and suir ARE going to kiss. so there's always that, at least.
anyway, tarry hamrod is a "joke" about how queer spaces kind of love to turn on one another for being too weird, or being queer wrong, or even using the word "queer." the templar are trying to exterminate us, but we will happily kill one another for having the wrong number of limbs before they even get to us.
the smokefox is a reference to my current playthrough, which is basically me doing a redwall marlfox cosplay. marlfoxes are so fucking cool. b. jacques' utterly immature social politics in redwall and my frustration with it is what inspired me to first take my writing actually seriously in life, and so it holds an oddly special place in my heart.
works cited: ooo-ho's poem about the dog returning is my own. ooo-ho's making fun of savithvyr for calling her like a dog who returns on command. i have most of this fanfic planned out, and have had it so for a while--by tentative plans, there will be one chapter dedicated to their weird relationship, and it's still on the docket so far, it hasn't been cut yet! so that'll be fun.
ooo-ho's poem about the names of the dead i did also, meant to evoke Edgar A+ Poe again, in an honestly pretty rough trochaic octameter. why is 8 always the scariest number? octameter is scary. october is scary. it's the scariest fucking number. meter is always hard for me, because i have trouble actually hearing stresses on words. i have a masters degree, i went to school for this, i can still barely hear it. ah, we do what we can in this world, don't we? anyway, ooo-ho isn't actually superstitious about speaking the names of the dead, she's just being an asshole. she's great like that. i'd marry her too
the candide reference is a candide reference.
the last reference is, because it's FUNNY to me, lyrics from a .hack//SIGN song (the world). that line has always stuck with me, although i can't say if my interpretation of it is what was really intended in the song? i've given it as advice to people a lot in my life, along with the line "you'll do as you like in this world." semiotics and post-structuralism have given us the gift of interpreting things as we like, and finding meaning in them. no one can take that from us anymore.
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  “… and I still couldn’t decide on something I wanted to buy. Can you understand it? I can’t understand it. Every day I heard how the mutant had taken everything from us, but it was the Elders who forbade us from owning things. I’m sure it was some message about resource scarcity or something stupid about how we hadn’t earned it yet. But I don’t know how to want things. I thought if nothing else I could get something for you? But it’s hard to find a gift for someone who could own anything they wanted? Buying things is new to me.”
Annaface was going on about justifying her decision but Suir was mostly just distracted. She couldn’t stop flicking the switch on the back of the knickknack, forcing it to snap into a repeated motion. “What even is it!”
“I’m not really sure,” Annaface said. “My implant tells me it is an ‘Action-Capable Eater Memorial Mannikin. Not suitable for children under the age of 3. May contain small parts, do not place in mouth.’ That’s as much as it gives me? Savithvyr told me to indulge in frivolity and… and it seemed like your kind of… frivolous?”
This was absolutely Suir’s kind of frivolous. It was a trinket formed of colored plastics, likely cast from several molds, and enjoined in the shape of an Eater hero wielding an axe. Although only nine inches tall, what details remained of its long-faded features suggested they were some sort of knight. A tab on the back conveyed mechanical impulse to the right arm, and caused the axe to rise up and snap back down in a jerking, clicking emulation of life’s violence.
It was just fantastic.
“Look at them though! They swing their little axe! You flick the switch and the axe goes! It’s probably hollow on the inside? I bet there’s little gears and a spring, and when you push down it compresses the spring and when it releases it makes the axe go—CHOP! Haha! Look at them go! Do you think it was some kinda ritual piece? Maybe a grave effigy of some hero?”
“Despite being the heirs to the Eaters, I don’t think I can tell you anything about them. I can, I can try, but it’s. Everything I would say is couched in terms of how the mutant has taken the world from us. It’s. I’d rather not, not, not think about that right now. You’ve been to the Spindle, haven’t you? The Tomb of the Eaters? Were there things like that in there?”
Suir put the little Action-Capable Eater Memorial Mannikin down on the folding table between their beds. They were in another caravanserai, this one in strata 3, built alongside an underground river. At 20 feet wide it rushed along with enough speed to make the whole air wet and salty, but the sound? The sound was great. It was pretty soothing. All the individual rooms were carved from rock and set along the bank of the river, with doors at the front and the river at the open, wall-less back of the room.
The river had no other side—it was just hard, wet, water-worn rock, glittering with constantly refreshed moisture. So, you know, no worries about something coming in through the open back wall. Unless something came down the river? But Suir had seen the chaingun turrets sitting upstream and downstream. Not really a problem.
Pretty darn cozy, Suir thought, very nice, very classy. A little cramped, but Suir was big. She’d had to set up her bedroll on the floor, because the bed that came with the room was too small for her. So it went! It went like that a lot really.
“Ah, the uh, the tomb,” Suir said, thinking. “The tomb was… the tomb was wild, Annaface. There were entire communities, an entire ecosystem built around the dead there. It was like it’s own little private world, with its own thing going on for it? And there was this bell, and whenever it rang, we got teleported back to a crypt, because, uh, so like, there’s the Mark of Death, and you put it on a corpse, and the bell rings and it teleports the bodies back, so like, I guess uh, in case the bodies get up and start. Start walking around. I don’t know why it worked like that really. I’m sure Savithvyr or Tiyu knows! But uh. Lots of little trinkets buried with the dead! Definitely little Guys, but not sure I saw a Guy with action features!”
“I can’t imagine it,” Annaface said. She sighed, and looked away, at the stream that shared their company. “There are a lot of… merchants with the caravan, aren’t there? I don’t imagine they are all Daughters of Nafpor?”
“Oh? No. No, uh, Savithvyr knows them! I hardly do! They’re all people she picked up over the years! This all started mostly with her trying to get supplies for the climber that Pax Klanq was going to build for us, but then it turned into this whole merchant empire, and…”
“I haven’t… haven’t had it in me to speak to them much. They’re all very peculiar. That hindren, who carries the… ivy? Around?”
“Oh, yeah! I think her name’s Sanfehhind? And the plant is uh. Hilltzmavine? I think that was it. I think they’re from the Consortium. The Billowing Caravan is kind of a joint project? Sort of a unity-through-prosperity. I think that’s the phrase they kept using back then. Do they even still use that line? Haven’t heard that in a while?”
“My penetrating radar is not perfect, you understand? But it suggests they are. Ahem.” Annaface’s face had more color in it than it normally did, visible even in the multi-colored glow of Ponds-Bane and Melanelatia.
“Ahem?” Suir asked.
“Engaged with one another,” Annaface said.
Melanelatia hovered, her light pulsing. “Like. They’re fucking?”
Annaface cleared her throat. “Two rooms down from us.”
“Huh,” Suir said. “You know, I didn’t know plants could do that. I didn’t know plants could want to do that?”
“The acoustics of the river garble the… images, I’m receiving,” Annaface said. “It’s easy enough to ignore. I also didn’t know plants could do that.”
“Well?” Melanelatia said. “What are they doing though? How does a plant do it!?”
“I don’t know!” Annaface said. “I can. Perceive them in bed together. The ivy is wrapped around the hindren more than even usual? And. There are. Motions. The plant’s clay pot seems. Ahem. Involved.”
“Motions!” Melanelatia said. “Sloppy motions!? Nasty grinding!?”
Suir felt Estat jerk to life with excitement. “Okay!” Estat said. “But you can’t set us up like that and not deliver. Give us the real play-by-play, don’t leave us hanging!”
“I don’t want to spy on them. Is. Is sex something people want privacy for? I assume so? But? The Templar say the mutant fornicates in the streets, in orgies of strangers. I haven’t seen that yet. I’m assuming that was a lie? That even mutants have a sense of—a sense of shame?”
Estat clacked her beak together. “I don’t think sex is something you need to be ashamed about! But I haven’t seen any, like, orgies of strangers just in the streets. Have we seen that? Where are those, we’re missing out. Suir why aren’t we in a thirty-mutant orgy pile sometimes?”
Annaface was still staring out at the stream, she hadn’t made eye contact with Suir at all since this topic started. “I certainly hope the mutant has somewhat more of a sense of propriety than wild animals rutting in the fields.”
“Okay but why,” Estat pressed. “Why, fundamentally, does sex have to be hidden and private? It’s just another body-thing. Like, the goatfolk fuck! No shame there! They’re having a great time.”
Annaface’s answer was immediate. “They also murder travelers in the jungle.”
“Sure,” Estat said, “There’s no perfect society.”
Annaface looked at Estat, made eye-contact, and, you know, on a level, Suir could see out of Estat’s eyes, it wasn’t like it wasn’t still her hand and her eyes? And Annaface had this Angryface on now and Suir had to reassure herself Annaface was, you know, just arguing with Estat and not angry at her, which was honestly something that happened a lot. The arguing with Estat part. People did that a lot. “You’re a talking hand,” Annaface said. “What do you even know about sex?”
“Hahaha,” Estat laughed. “I mean. I mean. You don’t know where my beak’s been!”
“Ugh,” Annaface huffed. “I don’t think every value I gained in the fortress-monastery was without some. Some. Value I guess that’s why values are called value they have value sure it doesn’t matter. I wouldn’t want to, I wouldn’t want to be observed while I was. Doing. That sort of thing.”
“Bad luck boss,” Melanelatia buzzed. “I am here for literally ever, unless you wanna murder me. I’ll be a dead little husk on the ground, and I won’t exist at all anymore, and then you can be alone again. Sorry!”
“No, I, I can understand,” Suir said. “It’s something that makes you really vulnerable. You’ve, uh, you’ve always not wanted to be observed while vulnerable. Hah, I don’t, uh, I don’t think you can do sex without being observed though. Unless you blindfold your partner? I mean, that’s a thing! People do that, that’s fun.”
“You would know then,” Annaface said, looking back out at the underground stream.
Huh. That sounded like it was trying to be an insult? It sounded, what? Angry? Margar, Suir thought, help? Well, Margar thought, it sounded bitter. Maybe faintly jealous. It would be reasonable to assume Annaface would be frustrated at not having any sexual experience, at the conflict between her upbringing demanding she not and her self demanding she do?
Also she wants to fuck us, Estat thought. Suir specifically, but you know, we keep it loose.
No, Margar though, that was, and here Estat interrupted, no, like, Annaface has repeatedly told us Suir can touch her whenever she wants, and has been a lot more comfortable being pressed up against Suir, and ooo-ho is a rake and a scoundrel but she isn’t the kind to lie for a joke, Annaface is just jealous because she isn’t getting under Suir’s tail. Duh. Obvious. Did, Estat thought, did neither of you realize this until now? Estat figured this out ages ago. She thought everyone was just being tactful about it. Like, Estat was thinking, okay, everyone else decided to pretend Annaface hadn’t said ‘I love you’ a few days ago, but like, you know. You know. Estat remembered that. All pretty obvious really.
“Ah,” Suir said, out loud, by accident. Now Annaface was looking at her, though, and. Oh wow. Oh well. Oh boy. “I’m not, I’m not that experienced, you know?”
“Why not?” Annaface asked. Her eyes, they were so much more penetrating now than they had ever been. It was hard to meet her stare. “You’re a new Sultan of Qud. Surely you could have anyone you wanted.”
“I don’t—I don’t want like that, not, not really so much.”
“Mm,” Annaface said. She looked away, at a corner, now. Suir turned Margar’s idle eyes towards it. There was nothing in the corner? “Why not? Isn’t—isn’t that sort of desire normal. Aren’t my people evil for planning generation lines and breeding us like livestock to make the most pure human? Doesn’t the mutant love freely and openly and with no sense of shame?”
“Everyone’s different,” Suir said. “And everyone changes? It’s. I mean. I mean part of it is I still miss Buwofu-Gawufoo. But, but I mean, no, I can’t and can’t live the rest of my life just doing that. Missing her I mean. But it’s. And.”
“Aren’t you a marauder?” Annaface asked, still fixated on the corner. “I imagined in your life before you arrived in Qud you roamed the salted wastes of the world, murdering and ravaging. Taking what you wanted and who you wanted without concern.”
“No! I. Some. Some of my, my family, my tribe, yes, maybe, it, I wouldn’t, I told you I was exiled for being too soft!”
“So do you just not want people? In the time I’ve been with you I’ve seen no hint of you—wanting people.”
Oh thank goodness Annaface had no idea what Suir and Naara had done in Reshephbaaah. “I’ve been, what? I’ve been very busy with. With you?” No, Estat thought, bad, bad move. She wants to jump your bones, Suir, but she’s too shy, she’s trying to goad you into ravishing her. Duh. Idiot. Look at how she’s sitting. Tense but full of anticipation, like a fighter waiting eagerly for a blow they mean to parry. Don’t even ask just go for it! No, Suir thought, no, what? No!
Annaface spoke. “So I am in the way of you fulfilling your desires.”
Suir went to argue, but Estat shoved herself into the conversation instead, and too loudly she said, “Hey Annaface if you want Suir to jump your bones hard blink twice! Our secret!”
Suir brought all her other hands up to try and force Estat away but Annaface blinked twice in immediate succession and without hesitation. This, that was clearly a coincidence, and—
“Will-they-won’t-they is boring, make out!” Estat shouted as Suir pried the fingers of her face apart and reduced her back to hand.
Now the room was quiet again, but for the stream’s echoed gurgle and the audible beat of Annaface’s heart. “I’m sorry,” Suir said. “Estat, you, you know how—”
“I need to go for a walk,” Annaface said, standing up and moving, in long steps, towards the doorway.
Suir found that her tail-hand had reached out and caught Annaface by the chest and sort of, shoved her back onto her bed. There wasn’t a person in that hand, that was Suir, then, doing that? Suir just did that? Uhm. “Sorry,” Suir said, and her tail-hand wasn’t going away, though. Long fingers, chitinous, and each ending in a thick, hollowed claw, and Suir was just. Pressing that against the cloth robe of Annaface’s. Chest.
“Annaface does want to make out sloppy style,” Melanelatia said, suddenly. “She even asked ooo-hoo-oh-ee-aah-bing-bang-bong for help with it! But she doesn’t know how to ask you for the sloppy times.”
“Called it!” Estat shouted, even though Suir was partially sitting on her hand to stop that from happening.
“I,” Suir said, and that was about as formed a thought as she had on the topic.
“It’s stupid,” Annaface said, looking anywhere but at Suir. Already sitting hunched over, back twisted, she tried to hide within herself deeper. Suir felt it, in her tail-hand, felt Annaface press down against her trying to curl up. Suir pushed back. Suir pushed back, firmly, forcing Annaface to sit up as straight as the bends of her spine permitted.
“It’s. It’s not stupid to be attracted to people,” Suir realized she was saying. “Especially people you’ve been through a lot of things with. The Daughters of Nafpor, we, we all sort of paired off in ways, most of us, but back in the early days there was, there was a little bit of, of messing around, before we settled into things. Not! Not a lot! Not like, not like wild mutant orgies! Only like! A few times really! But it’s. This is. Normal.”
“Your hand is on my chest,” Annaface said. Suir could feel the shallowness of her breath, could feel the violent pulsing of her heart. Could feel the hard metal fused into her sternum, beneath the cloth of her robe.
“It. It is,” Suir agreed. “I feel like it would be, something like, wrong? I have so much power over you, it would be taking advantage of you? I, I could have killed you. You’re alive because I spared you. It, it would be really ethically wrong to, to, to take advantage of you.” It would be so easy to do it, too.
Suir could feel Annaface’s hand on her tail-hand as she grabbed it. Her skin was thin and her hands were bony and there was a hidden weight in their center with the implanted array of microfingers waiting to be deployed inside of her, now. “I don’t know how to do sex, Suir. I don’t know how to want it. I think that must be part of it. You could take advantage of me. It wouldn’t be my fault if you did. I would not be shaming my genetic purity, I would not be corrupting my family line. The defilement would not be my fault. I’d be blameless. I’d be blameless if you took advantage of me, but this, this Templar voice inside of me, this, this old Annaface that refuses to stay dead won’t let me even want this sort of thing. But. But you can defeat her, can’t you?”
 Suir had, had no idea how to respond to that. Annaface was like, just, just saying to take advantage of her? And. No, but?
“I can understand if you don’t want me, of course,” Annaface said. “My lineage has wrought my body into unappealing shapes associated only with a history of violence. I am hardly—”
“I think,” Suir said, “I think the problem is you’re very vulnerable, and, and I’m, I have this kind of, this prey drive? And I’ve, I’ve indulged that drive a lot, but it’s, it’s when fighting and killing things, and I enjoy doing that, like, a lot, and, and it would be, it’s the same drive that. I don’t want to hurt you.”
 “You can hurt me a little bit. I’ve. Fantasized about it. I think it might be—”
There’s this feeling one gets, when hunting. When exploring the low strata. When in a Situation. There is the Prey, and the Predator, but there is a moment when the roles are not clearly defined. The Predator is not yet the Predator. The Predator is the person. The Prey is the person. They are people, with distinct, vibrant lives. They are a someone, a someone with a past, with friends and opinions and fears and desires and hopes. For a long moment, before they become engaged, they are two people. Even if one or both are animals even animals have their preferences. Their memories. Their companionships, their selves. Even the simplest beast is yet that specific beast.
At that infinitely long second before it begins, they are individual people. Unique and separate and unconnected.
All of time that has ever existed has occurred before that moment. The moment, itself, is but a slip of vinewafer sheaf, the frailest, most ephemeral thing. It does not exist on any measurable scale. Its passing is hardly noticed.
But after it?
After that, the personhoods are destroyed.
Roles come into existence.
The Prey becomes the Prey. Their previous existence is obliterated. Everything that made them who they were is destroyed and crushed under the wheel of this new identity. The Predator, too, becomes only the Predator. It is a transformation that can never be taken back. They are enjoined together in a different identity, one that occurs only by the permission of that transformative moment. The rules between them change, and reset to new rules.
They have become Prey, they have become Predator, and theirs is a relationship that has existed long before the individuals ever had, will exist long after their component deaths. Predator and Prey have a romance unassailable, whose foundations unweathering have outlasted the works of the Eaters and all their predecessors and will outlast every replacement ever thrown at the world. 
Suir registered the legs of the bed breaking under her weight as she threw herself atop it.
“Ah!” Annaface said. Her violet, glassy, all-seeing eyes widened in surprise. The delight of the transformation of the person to the prey, that moment of recognition.
Suir had thought Annaface might be pretty, in her own Templar way, before, but context had rendered the thought irrelevant. She had been Suir’s responsibility. There was no room to even consider Annaface as anything but a responsibility, and one that Suir had certainly been failing. The context allowed no room for anything but itself. Suir and Annaface could never meaningfully happen, not while they were Suir and Annaface.
If the context could be changed?
If they could be Predator and Prey here?
Suir knew Prey. Suir had a long relationship with Prey. They had made love a thousand times in blood and terror. She only needed to not finish the act. To not close out Prey’s life, this time. A modicum of restraint. She could maintain it. Suir could retain just enough of Suir that Predator would behave. A sharp beast, cautiously leashed, but given slack.
“I am,” Suir said, hunched low over Prey’s body, “Going to. Do my best to. Be soft with you. Your stasis entangler. Remember it if I fail.”
-- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- --
Suir’s face was massive, Annaface thought. It wasn’t something she experienced this close, very often. Suir was tall, tall even when sitting, and the spill of her body from its human frame made proximity difficult. The long, grasping forelimbs. The wings, even when folded. The long rear-body. The tail. The hand-antler. The arms. It made true, intimate proximity in a casual situation difficult. Had Annaface ever considered Suir from this close, before? In this context?
Suir was large. Suir was large. Just one of her grasping foreleg paws was enough to hold the entirety of Annaface’s torso, from shoulders to the hips. This was not a theoretical measurement. It was happening. Suir’s grossly mutated, oversized fore-paw-hand-thing was holding Annaface in restraint against the bed. Annaface’s arms were pinned, by this one grip. Suir had six, seven, eight more hands free, despite it?
She was huge. Suir’s head was massive. Annaface had never had capacity to measure it before, not like this. That little snub-muzzle, that half-dog’s face erupting from Suir’s human skull, overflowing with teeth, it had always seemed… reasonable?
Now?
Now, with Suir’s mouth pressed against Annaface’s mouth, no, no, Suir’s head, her face, was massive, oversized, clearly mutated into excessive proportions. How could someone’s head be this big but so proportionate? It wasn’t proportionate, that snout, that little snub-nosed half-muzzle, what an awkward, terrifying, disgusting thing that was pressed against Annaface’s mouth. Of course it seemed overcrowded with teeth all this time: it was, it was, it was, oh it was! She had rows of teeth. Annaface could feel them with her tongue. Layers of teeth behind teeth, at awkward angles, bursting from the gums and beyond. Disgusting monster. She could taste Suir’s mouth, their recent meal, her spit. This was disgusting, this was perverse, this was so deeply wrong.
Why was Suir smashing her mouth against Annaface’s mouth? Was this what kissing was? It was so wet and forceful. What was the point of it? Oh, it was thrilling, there was no mistaking that. Something a hundred times Annaface’s weight had her trapped, captured, and was exploring her mouth aggressively with its own mouth. Suir could probably just bite Annaface’s face off. Maybe her whole head.
It was fine that Annaface had no idea what she was doing, no idea how to do anything of this, because she didn’t need to know anything right now. Annaface couldn’t be judged for being bad at it (could one be bad at sex? could one be good at it? by what metric could it possibly be measured?) if her side of things included… what?
Apparently being held down, and having Suir’s face in her face?
Having her clothes pulled off? It apparently involved that as well, as Annaface was just now discovering. Humiliating. Even more exciting because of it. Pinned, again? She was being treated like a training dummy. Fascinating, the word came, for some reason. A part of Annaface remained detached from it all, and thought: fascinating. Her entire body was now exposed to this rampaging monster that wasn’t even talking anymore, it was just touching her, all over, growling, drooling.
Why was it hard to think of her as Suir while this was happening? Was it that this was a new context for them, and Annaface wasn’t used to this Suir? Was it that it was hotter to think of this as some bloodlust filled rampant mutant like she had spent her life preparing to fight, some monster that was now claiming her? Well, it certainly was a pleasing thought? Was that fucked up? It was pretty fucked up. This was all sorts of fucked up.
This was the person who had killed Annaface’s entire war party. People she’d been bound to by blood a dozen ways over. People she’d known her entire life. Faces she’d seen since she could remember seeing faces. Names she had heard since she knew what a name was. Annaface had watched Suir kill them, cut their bodies apart, she’d seen them die and seen Suir stand exultant over their corpses and she’d seen Suir stand there frustrated that Annaface hadn’t let Suir do the same to her. And now, and now, and now this rapacious, wild, disgusting blood-crazed mutant had her pinned, stripped, and was, and was, with all those hands she was finally having her way with Annaface. Wasn’t that fucked up?
Wasn’t everything largely fucked up?
At least this one?
At least Annaface was enjoying this one. She was enjoying how fucked up it was.  
-- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- --
The act was done. The role of Predator and Prey receded, and, in shock, Suir found herself hunched over a limp and unresponsive Annaface. Oh no. Oh fuck.
Suir had fucked up. She’d let herself go. This is why Buwofu-Gawufoo had always kept Suir on that metaphorical leash. Sometimes an actual literal leash. Annaface was just this innocent, inexperienced person and she’d gone and, this was bad! Suir had just. Let herself go. How much later was it? How long had that lasted for? There was blood on Suir’s white fur.
Annaface was alive, at least, like, she’d survived. The bed hadn’t. Parts of the wall and floor hadn’t. Suir vaguely remembered digging her burrowing claws into them to keep her from going for Annaface’s (exposed, pulsing, living, naked, blood-soaked, visible muscles, organs, bones!) body. Her breathing was shallow and she wasn’t moving but, like, but like she probably wasn’t so bad that, like, like there wasn’t a lot of blood on the outside and like Annaface’s body was half-see-through Suir could see there wasn’t that much harm she’d just been very rough and—
“Okay,” Annaface said, weakly. Suir could see Annaface’s heart beating through the transparent layers of her chest, the chrome of her sternum, the muscles, she could see the faint impression of the organ throbbing deep up in there. She wanted to bite it. “Okay no I get it,” Annaface was saying. “I think I get what the sex thing is about.”
“I am so sorry,” Suir said, scrambling over her limbs to get at the Orb of the Dramatic Explorer. “I have salve injectors, give me one second!”
“I thought you were going to kill me, a few times,” Annaface said.
“I know I know I know I’m sorry!”
“I am not that injured,” Annaface said.
“Okay but I think I bit you pretty bad and it’s hard to tell with your skin being so see-through but I’m definitely sure that blood is on the outside!”
“It is,” Annaface agreed. “No, I am certainly bleeding in several places.”
“I am so sorry!”
“I’m going to need a few days before I can do that again.”
“No of course I—again. Do that again. Annaface we can’t do that again. You’re so small and vulnerable and fragile and and and it’s, I’m not a good person, I’m not a healthy person, and I see your muscles and organs all on display and, and, I just—”
“Suir, I am smart enough to know that this is not how it must normally be when people do sex. I also think you have ruined me for whatever normal is. I do not think I can do normal. Not after this.”
“Uhh. Uh. I. I have. Salve. Injectors.”
“Yes please. We’ll tinker some more. For next time. If that’s okay with you?”
From a perch on the ceiling, well out of the way, Melanelatia offered only: “Haha. Nice.”
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  Annaface couldn’t process the experience, now that it had happened.
She had become so good at not processing anything. The massacre at Dappir? Don’t think about it. The lifetime of abuse and strict training and indoctrination? Don’t think about it. Her entire life before Suir had dragged her out of that tunnel? Don’t think about it. Suir ravishing her? With teeth and claws and even her venomous hand and the venom inside the venomous hand?
Now that the dizzy delirium that had followed was gone, now that new days were coming and going unseen and unfelt in the Underground Road, Annaface found her mind doing with that night what it did with everything. The one single thing her mind could do with things. Don’t think about it. Don’t think about Squire Rosalee. Don’t think about long, hungry days of scrutinizing eyes and instant punishments. Don’t think about long nights spent in fear of the mutant outside and the family inside. Don’t think about how easily the sanctity of someone’s body gave way to your sword as you pressed it inside them and the water of their life turned into salted mud beneath your boots and how their eyes dilated as they died and their body relaxed against their will and they ceased to exist as a person. Don’t think about Suir killing everyone you knew. Don’t think about Suir, hunched over you, a dozen hands on your flesh. Don’t think about it. Don’t think about it. Don’t think about it.
Annaface was trying to force herself to think about it, because she had enjoyed it, hadn’t she? She couldn’t think about it. She couldn’t think about it. She had spent too long not thinking about anything, avoiding thinking about everything, and so she could recall the night, could recall the sensations, but it was all as something that had happened to someone else. Her entire life felt like it had happened to someone else. As she focused her thoughts on it her thoughts slid away and she stopped thinking about it.
Couldn’t think about it, no matter how hard she was trying.
Things were normal between her and Suir on the road now. The past many nights they slept apart again, and it was like some barrier was between them once more, keeping them from recreating that night. Things were just normal. Shouldn’t they have changed? Shouldn’t they be… what? More affectionate? What did that even look like? The casual way Vertihart and Tiyu-Yutep leaned against one another as they sat together? The way they spoke, anticipated what the other was going to do, covered for another’s weaknesses, fragilities? Was it that?
Was it how Savithvyr and her baboon seemed to… what? Bant? Was that the word? Argue with one another, consternate the other, playfully? Other times their words complemented the other’s, finished sentences? They ran this caravan, and in her days spent travelling along with it, Annaface had examples enough to see there was an unspoken understanding between them, different though they were as people.
Where was that understanding between her and Suir?
She hadn’t enough time with Suir to build that. Why should anything change? Maybe it was best to not think about it. Suir was no further away, no more distant, and, and at times Annaface would lean into her, they would touch, but they were both being cautious. They had let themselves go that night, and now they were back to being cautious. It was like it had been before. Why hadn’t anything changed because of it?
This journey had been pleasant enough. Nothing had attacked them, not once. Either walking along the great chrome beasts or riding on the benches installed on their side, Annaface hadn’t exerted herself overmuch. Chatting, idyly, with Suir, Savithvyr, and ooo-ho-OOO-EEE-ah about very little of importance.
She’d even spoken to the other merchants by now, gotten to know their names. Sanfehhind the hindren and Hilltzmavine the ivy; apparently Sanfehhind, a pariah from Bey Lah since a young age, had gotten herself in a debt with the water barons that Hilltzmavine had purchased. The hindren was the plant’s servant, but both were guarded about the nature of their relationship, and even more guarded of each other. Annaface felt jealous.
Qun, the dromad, who Savithvyr had befriended in the salt desert years ago. They had with them a number of fellow dromads who served as caravan guards. A very friendly, sophisticated creature for a talking camel. They had a wife and a husband among the guards, and they doted on one another with an antiquated charm. Annaface felt jealous.
Bawlmuf-Ufoago the learned snapjaw tot-eater, an aggressively mutated snapjaw with four arms and four legs and a rowdy band of fellow hyenacreatures. Apparently a friend of ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ, and a merchant working from the Brambled Pass. The snickering band of little fur monsters that scurried in her wake were far too rambunctious for Annaface’s liking. She had been avoiding them, if only because even while on the road they were so loud and busy. Busy with what? Annaface had no idea. They animated constantly even in idle moments.
EF [ERROR: MISSING HEX VALUE] 8, the drillbot, whose drills had been replaced with little articulate robot hands and who had painted a fancy suit on its ancient chrome. It was an incredibly articulate gentlebot, who had a fragmented memory reaching back centuries. It, at least, Annaface had enjoyed listening to. Here was an elder with actual experience to its age. Still, it seemed, in the past several hundred years, while much had happened, little had been different. Did things just… never change?
She’d met them all, learned their names, had conversations with them. No one had rebuked her for her pure visage and declared her a villain to their kind. The journey had been pleasant. It was almost over. How long had they walked, ridden, rested? The salt sun was inaccessible this deep. She had spoken to the mutant as if it were no problem at all. That much of Annaface had changed. She had held idle conversations, wasting the spit of speech on little frivolous nothings, with mutants. That much of her had changed.
Nothing had changed between her and Suir and it was too late now. It was all too late. Too late to make better friends with these people, too late to become something with Suir, too late, too late, too late, they were here. They were here. Annaface had enjoyed herself in the mindless monotony of travel and it was too late. It was over, everything was about to be over.
They were here.
The Underground Road had lead them up several times, and now they were in the first stratum. At times the Underground Road had been unfinished, and at times it had been well maintained, but here, now, it was worked in the same care the Daughters of Nafpor’s stash had been worked. The distant ceiling was carved as if scooped in alternating directions, leaving behind an inverted braid of stonework. The walls were lit with arc sconces, and every tile of rock was painted.
Here in colors more vibrant than life could provide was a unimax, pearl-white with a mane like woven sunflowers, standing before a lake of fresh water, beneath a sun more gentle than the one Annaface knew to exist in the real world. There a breathbeard ravaged a village and cast its inhabitants out helplessly before it. The ashen cinders of the earth seemed to flicker and burn in the stillness of the painting as Annaface walked by it.
There an ancient goatfolk shepherded her young, the frenzied and wild people painted here in bright colors and in a gentled peace Annaface doubted could be found in reality. There a memory eater wound itself through a fraying mind, paint-splattered impressions of violence fading and in spots giving way to the bare rock beneath, framed by a swarm of stat saps whose formation was like a tangle of vines.
There, a dawnglider with rainbow feathers coiled around a tower of contrasting gray stone, the jungle behind it distorted in the painted haze of an unfelt heat. There an ape like a swirl of black, in a heavy, blood-soaked cape, tried to hide a hoard of gold from eyes of those traveling down the road.
A parade of images celebrating an uncertain meaning guided them along towards a distant point of light, where the Underground Road surely reached the surface at last.
“It… seems as if we are close,” Annaface said.
“Oh, we’re essentially there,” Savithvyr agreed from her floating throne. “This is part of it, really. See the walls! None of us ever were big into asceticism but ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ does love to show itself off.”
“What am I in for?” Annaface asked. She was here to ask ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ a favor? To ask it to iterate time over and over until they, somehow, managed to save everyone? It was an unreal request. In truth, Annaface realized, she mostly just wanted to prolong the reality of the decision. If there was yet another Daughter of Nafpor she could speak to, and postpone her deciding the fate of the Daughters and Sons of Man? Then yes. Yes, she would procrastinate. She would prolong it. But now they were here? The procrastination was over. The putting-it-off was done. She’d have to make a decision soon. Blood would be on her hands soon. So many people were about to die.
“A big city,” ooo-ho-OOO-EEE-ah said. “The biggest city. Built big, but big with people, too. As the poet said of the Pass: rich sit the cisterns with water-weight unmeasured,/but true wealth is found in the veins of the treasured! Don’t let it overwhelm you.”
“Oh,” Annaface said. She hadn’t even considered the city itself. Saiha had been quiet and cozy, even for its size. Was this that much bigger? Busier? “I meant with ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ itself. No one ever gives me a clear answer of what it is.”
“The breathbeard,” ooo-ho said. “The unimax.”
“I’ve heard that much,” Annaface said. “What is it?”
“An extradimensional esper stalker, highly entropic being, and pariah to its people,” Savithvyr said, plainly, finally. “A dozen bodies, a dozen minds, a dozen persons. I don’t imagine you’ve been to Eyn Roj?”
“I don’t know what that is.”
“Hmm. You spent time in Saiha, you know about the Seekers? Probably?”
“Vaguely?”
“Hmm! How to explain it then?”
“The breathbeard, the unimax,” ooo-ho said. “The princess in the tower, and the baron who keeps her. The wise grandmother and the brave child, and the wolf who stalks them. The fairytale, its characters, the book they’re bound in, its author, and the reader. ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ.”
Annaface would have stopped walking, were the column of robotic beats of burden not marching unflinchingly forward at all times behind her. “You understand that isn’t helpful, right?”
Suir ventured an explanation. “It’s not that complicated. Like how I’m Suir, but here’s Estat and Margar? Together we’re… not the same person, but we wouldn’t be us without the rest? Suir wouldn’t be Suir without Estat, and Estat wouldn’t be Estat without Margar. It’s like that. Just… just, if Estat and Margar had their own bodies too.”
“How is it one person, then? If it’s several different people, in several different bodies? If Estat was a separate body that could walk, and had a different mind, how is that the same person? That doesn’t make sense, Suir.”
“It sort of makes sense when you talk to it! Don’t worry, I’ll be with you the whole time, okay?”
“Mm,” Annaface said. If no one was going to give her a committed answer, she would be, likewise, noncommittal. She could do it too. 
Here the Underground Road came to a head, reached a great round chamber set with lights and benches and painted over with advertisements for seemingly every merchant in the city they were about to enter. The road lead up to a ramp of solid stone, and that ramp lead outside. The salt sun, after a week or more of travel away from it, its light was painful. Annaface kept her eyes at a tight squint.
ooo-ho-OOO-EEE-ah wordlessly offered Annaface a pair of mirrorshades. Annaface declined.
There were people here, in this last station of the Underground Road, in this first station of it. Humans in loose thawbs sat in benches and chatted. A small collection of dogs was fastening heavy backpacks to one another in preparation of a journey, to be leaving the way Annaface was coming in. A spindly robot on heavy treads scooted about, some pressure differential within its frame allowing it to suck up stray salt and dirt and dust and muck from the carved stone floor.
Savithvyr floated up slightly, turned backwards, and called out to the rest of the caravan. “Just a bit further! And then we can rest our weary legs!”
“You’ve been sitting the entire time!” Annaface could feel Hilltzmavine’s telepathic voice call out from further along the convoy. “What would you know of weary legs? What luxury! What privilege! Meanwhile my poor Sanfehhind has four legs to exhaust and not just two. Who is doing the real work here? None of you can know her dogged suffering.”
Annaface had, honestly, ridden along the convoy-robots’ benches half the trip. She was not very tired, but for the weight of the crysteel armor compressing around her chest and bearing down on her shoulders. Even then it was light for crysteel. Her legs weren’t weary. She had energy to go much longer, right now. She could run, honestly, go for a run, run and run and run and maybe get away from having to finally come to a decision about if she was going to sell a map of her people’s home to the Daughters of Nafpor so they could kill everyone she’d ever known?
Yeah she could fucking run honestly.
They carried right on up the ramp, and into the heat of the day.
 Ah.
So that, Annaface thought, is what constituted a city.
 
The flowerfields were behind them. Annaface could see them, with a glance back, the sea of colored hills stretching into the distance. Here, before them, however, was a liminal space. A barrier. A cyclopean wall of red cliffs exploded from the ground and stood guard, flat-topped, imposing, overwhelming. Annaface felt vertigo as her eyes followed the cliffs to their apexes and she nearly fell over craning her neck. Her omniscanning eyes and radar ears returned an overwhelming amount of information on rock composition, height, density, stability. Hundreds of feet tall, it was like they held up the sky.
Through this great wall of stone the erosion of ancient rivers had carved passageways, passageways in their dozens, and they split the stone from crest to base. They were like wounds in the earth and they wound through it with the lazy twisting only a river would find reason in, although the water had long dried and left only the legacy of its eons of work.
In front of them, in this corpse of a river that had cut through these mountains, this canyon was overflowing with life. There was a city here. Where did Annaface start to process this? Where did she look? The dusty red cliff walls, they were overgrown, utterly, with green. A maze of vines climbed from the salted earth up to the salt sun. Jilted lovers. Annaface could see the red of lover’s blossoms everywhere, nodding to themselves in the wind. The air smelt of it, rich, perfumed, vaguely sensual, layered over the other smells of life.
The walls, by the binary honorum, the walls of the canyon. In spots the vines gave way and Annaface could see windows carved into the earth, and the movement of life behind them. In places balconies were cut into the stone, or built out from it, and they went up, and up, and up. The walls were infested with life. The entire canyon, from the ground to the top, was carved into, was lived inside of. Her penetrating radar gave her enough of a suggestion at the scope of this place. Whereas most of Qud layered itself down into the earth, this one followed the protrusion of the earth upwards. Layers and layers and layers and layers of life was carved into the hundreds and hundreds of feet of stone here. It was overwhelming. Her penetrating radar identified too many rooms and chambers and passages hidden from sight. It superimposed the suggested idea of people everywhere behind the walls. Swarming, swarming, the mountains were stuffed with people.
And the canyon went deep. It twisted far beyond Annaface’s eyes or radar could follow. Bridges at all elevations crossed the canyon, connecting one side of the cliff to the other. They were made from stone and capped with brinestalk roofs to keep the salt sun away. Banners dangled from them and those danced in a cool breeze that ran through the canyon in emulation of the river that had carved it.
Here at the ground life, life exploded. It was overwhelming. Here at the ground the walls were carved open into salons and stores and houses and life spilled out from them and it filled the road. There a gaggle of snapjaw tots played with balls made of brinestalk. There, the stone was cut away for a space where two dozen tortoises gathered and drank something bitter in the shade. There white-and-red Issachari had set up market tents and were loudly hawking geegaws. There dromads gathered beneath a saltback whose massive size now seemed quaint within the canyon of the city. There a flight of glowcrows perched on a low bridge and sang. There goatfolk were roasting meat on tall sticks and sharing the spiced flesh with any who came by.
Noise. Noise. Hundreds and hundreds and hundreds and hundreds and hundreds of voices. From the ground level the sound of merchants and shoppers melted together, and above, from the rows and layers of windows and balconies and bridges came more voices, and all the sound became trapped in the long canyon valley. Noise filled the air thick enough to be visible.
Annaface and the others were still outside. They had not yet stepped within the canyon itself and it was overwhelming. She found herself closer to Suir, clinging to her lower left arm for stability. Suir’s upper left arm reached around and held her by the far shoulder, stabilizing her. She was so overwhelmed she did not stop to think about what a little victory this might be.
They approached, and the walls of the canyon ate them. The sky was swallowed up by the great vine-soaked cliffs, and their hundreds of windows and bridges and banners and balconies and the sounds and smells of life everywhere. Annaface had to force herself to look down, at the ground level, where the crowd shifted and moved around itself with an unknowable mass mind.
“It’s a bit much,” Estat was saying. Suir’s head was still somewhat Up There, but Estat was right next to her. “You can see why Suir doesn’t come here very much! How you feel? This is basically how even Saiha feels to Suir. You don’t know how good a job Suir is doing keeping it together! She’s doing it to be cool for you, so tell her she’s cool, okay?”
“I can’t tell if you’re making fun of me, Suir, or both of us,” Annaface said.
“Yeah!” Estat agreed.
The crowd on the street made room enough, at least, for the Billowing Caravan’s arrival. They didn’t have to press their way through. Space was made for them, generously. It shouldn’t have been a surprise, Annaface considered, they were the Daughters of Nafpor. Weren’t they, to a one, famous? Was this not one of their cities? Should they not be welcomed?
But now there were so many people looking at them. She couldn’t process them all. Humans, plenty of humans in plenty of shapes, some with extra heads or extra arms or perfectly normal or dressed too heavily to betray any deviance; other eyes belonged to animals and beasts and things Annaface didn’t even know what to name. Where the canyon walls had been shorn back to make space for sun-shaded markets or homes, people bustled and stared a moment before returning to their business.
There was a new sound coming from up ahead. Music. Drums beat down the ambient noise of the crowd and provided space for the warbling of several zurmas and the sharp strikes of a hammered dulcimer. Above it all, a single singing voice dominated. Annaface couldn’t make out the lyrics—what language was it even singing in?—but there was such a power in that voice, and such a longing. An emotion made it through despite the incoherency of the words, and that emotion filled Annaface’s flesh like some new fluid soaking into her limbs and sticking to her bones.
The voice felt exactly like how Annaface had felt within the fortress-monastery, desperately wanting freedom and not having any words to even express the idea of it to herself. Whatever the words were, the song was clearly about that. About staying awake late at night, knowing escape was necessary, and not being able to even name the idea escape.  
It was coming from there, along the right edge, the stone of the canyon wall had been carved into a tall dais that stood just above the crowd’s heads. Atop it Annaface could see a small group of snapjaws, dressed in clean and embroidered and jeweled burnooses, hunched over their instruments, playing furiously and skillfully. Between them was a cage, tall enough to fit a person inside, cast entirely of gold and burning both in the light of the salt sun and in the light of its occupant.
A dawnglider smoldered within the cage. Feathered wings in rainbow blaze held the citrine snake aloft on the shimmer of its own heat, and it twisted about itself in a constrained, flying dance as it sang. It was the dawnglider singing, Annaface realized, certainly. How could a flying snake sound like that?
Suir stopped walking, and Annaface, still clinging to her, found her steps arrested. Savithvyr and ooo-ho-OOO-EEE-ah came to a pause next to them. Behind her, Annaface could hear the piston-legs of the Billowing Caravan machines come to a halt.
“I’m going to throw a rock at it,” ooo-ho-OOO-EEE-ah said, loud enough to be heard over the music.
“You’ll never hit it,” Savithvyr said. “I don’t think Vertihart could hit it.”
“Verithart sucks at doing rock,” ooo-ho-OOO-EEE-ah said. “They’re only good at sniping. Rocks? There’s an art to it. As the poet said, check this shit out.” The quartz baboon pawed at the ground until she found a suitable rock, and, tipping her oversized hat out of the way, raised a long, long arm and prepared to throw.
“Why is she throwing rocks at this dawnglider?” Annaface asked.
“Don’t worry,” Suir said. “She’s never managed to hit it.”
ooo-ho-OOO-EEE-ah threw. The rock whizzed clean and smooth up to the dais, above the heads of the snapjaws, slipped perfectly between the bars of the cage, and right through a gap in the dawnglider’s spiraling coils. “Damnit.”
The dawnglider showed no sign of concern at having a fucking rock thrown at it while busy singing in a cage. “Why is it in a cage?” Annaface asked. “Is this some kind of… punishment? They put you in a cage and make you sing?”
“No, friend,” Savithvyr said. “It’s all just very exhaustingly symbolic.”
Annaface, between the press of Suir’s left arms, could see the other merchants of the Billowing Caravan gather behind them all. Everyone was just… here to stop and look at this singing dawnglider? Apparently?
“I’m throwing another one,” ooo-ho-OOO-EEE-ah said, already tossing. This rock, too, was thrown with an expertise Annaface never thought could apply to chucking rocks. There was almost an artistry in the way it arced clear above the heads of the snapjaw band, passed directly through the mathematical center of the cage bars, and an equal artistry in how the dawnglider danced around it.
“You’ll get it one of these days,” Savithvyr said, reaching her right arms down to pat ooo-ho on the hat. “Maybe I can tinker you up a special throwing rock.”
“It’s a natural rock or it is nothing. The earth worked billions of years to make the things, it is the one craftsman I truly respect.”
“Ouch. You say such things to your lover. The joy of your life. The light of your very soul.”
“Even the works of the Eaters are collapsing, scant thousands of years later. Despite their gnawing teeth the Earth is not yet eaten, even they could not tear it down. Make something to outlast a million years, love, and I’ll reconsider your standing.”
The dawnglider’s song reached some climax, and the raw, untranslated emotion made Annaface’s heart throb against the hard chrome of her implanted matter recompositer. Against her will, against her will that final few notes of the song recalled something within her, and she couldn’t Don’t Think About It. She was there, physically there, she was certain she had been transported in time back to the outpost, back to her bed, and here she was staring at the ceiling in the darkness, panicking over the thought that she would not be good enough, would never be worthy enough, and had no choice, had no choice but to be good enough, had no choice but to shoulder the weight of the legacy of the Eaters against the depravity of the mutant and how she, in this night, for this was a specific night she had been transported to, how she in that very night felt Squire Rosalee shift from her bed and creep the few feet to Annaface's, and felt her lean in close, and felt the heat of her breath as she whispered, “Are you awake?” and in but a minute Rosalee was going to ask Annaface to leave and run away with her, escape this, escape all of this, and how desperately Annaface was going to want to do it and how deeply she would know it would be impossible. Rosalee would ask and Annaface would feel her mouth say "No, are you mad? There is naught out there but the mutant. There is no place for us there. There is less a place for us there than there is here." This was the moment she killed Squire Rosalee. Oh, she was here again. She was back here again. She was trapped in her past and she couldn’t do anything to change it. No, please, not this again, please.
The song ended, and the memory ended. Annaface was standing on the hard dirt, in her armor. She was still clinging to Suir. It was all too late. Rosalee was long dead. The empty space of time between Annaface and Rosalee’s last breath felt unfairly large.
The dawnglider zipped through the gaps in the cage, darting and twirling through the air like a missile on course for the Daughters. It came to a hover atop the heat rippling from its body just before them, and it smoldered there. Its unblinking eyes were set on ooo-ho-OOO-EEE-ah. “You! You suck you absolutely suck you’re the worst!”
“You dodged them,” ooo-ho-OOO-EEE-ah said. “I can’t say I know what you’re upset about.”
The dawnglider snapped its focus to Savithvyr. “You have to keep a better handle on your pet. Don’t make me pass leash laws, do you know how much work that will be? I know you’ll make it kinky too. Ugh.”
Savithvyr shrugged. “You did dodge them.”
The dawnglider rolled its entire head and neck in frustration. “Oooh fine whatever. Suir! Didn’t expect to see you come in with the caravan. Who’s your friend?”
“Ah, this is Annaface. She is my water-sister, and a new Daughter of Nafpor. Annaface, this is ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ!”
This? The dawnglider? That was it? For everything she had heard about this time-devouring god-thing, it was just… a dawnglider? Granted, it was a prettier dawnglider. Light in its full visible spectrum dazzled across the span of its wings, and its body was an unearthly yellow-gold. An extradimensional dawnglider?
“A new Daughter!” what was apparently ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ said. “Wow! That’s a total surprise!” The snake did not sound surprised.
“You’re—you’re ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ?” Annaface asked it.
The dawnglider drew itself up in a great aerial figure-eight, resting its tail-tip on its chest like a single, dainty finger. “The songstress. The maiden spinning gold in the tower. The unwilling bride to the hidden beast. The daughter, stolen. The locked girl. ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ.”
Savithvyr interrupted. “We have the big shipment from Ezra. Where’s the you that does the trading?”
ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ rolled its head dramatically again. Being mostly just neck with a head on top, it seemed very good at it. “Oh, I don’t know. I think I’m over by the caravanserai. Oh, Bawlmuf-Ufoago! You’re back with them all? Are you staying for a bit?”
From behind her, Annaface could hear the multi-limbed snapjaw giggle. “Wine sludge.”
“Wine sludge!?”
“Gotta wine sludge innabox. Back in our stomperounder.”
ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ stared a long moment. “Okay. Well. I’m glad I’m not the me that has to deal with whatever that’s about. Welcome home, anyway! Savithvyr, ooo-ho, I’d give you a bit more of a welcome but as you just made clear you don’t even care about me, you’re going to go see ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ instead. So, welcome back, whatever, if you throw rocks at me again I’m going to put purple jells in your bed while you sleep.”
Savithvyr looked over to Suir. Her face, for the moment, was projecting as a snake’s. “Suir, we’re going to head over and finish up our business. We’ll see you about the city? Maybe we’ll do dinner all together?”
“That sounds great,” Suir agreed. “Say hello to ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ for me!”
“Will do!”
The Billowing Caravan collected itself and started on its way further into the city. Suir seemed to be staying back, with the dawnglider. Annaface was still clinging to her. Suir wasn’t pushing her away? This felt nice at least. With how weird everything was this felt nice. Stable. Grounding.
“So!” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ twisted through the air. “For real, though, I don’t actually know anything at all whatsoever about this whole situation. You have a new Daughter with you?”
“Ah, it’s a long story,” Suir said. “I think she’s a bit uh, overwhelmed by how busy the city is. I know I am.”
“You haven’t learned well enough from birds,” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ chided. “I feel like I want to invite you two up to my salon, so that’s probably what I’m supposed to do. Nice and quiet there. There’s clearly something going on here, and it just so happens that I’m the me that was right here to deal with it. So. Yeah. Ugh that’s so typical of me. No I see where this is going, I get it, I get it, I said I get it, lay off I’m doing it. You both okay with a teleport?” Turning its head back to the snapjaw band, it said, “Hey, taking these two back home! You all keep on keeping on, okay?”
“I never really liked teleporting,” Suir said, just as ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ reached its heat-roiling tail-tip out and just, kinda, tapped Suir on the nose.
Space inverted, twisted, and Annaface felt herself falling. The world was pulled away and stretched beyond coherency. Annaface had tested her own internal teleporter out before—it felt just like this, like distance as a concept squeezing you out through itself like a tube. To have someone else impose it on her was disorienting, distressing, slightly violating?
Reality reasserted itself in the quiet glow of gold candlelight on hard angles. They were in a room cut from the living rock into a square, and those walls were cut into further square-embellishments. On the walls tapestries hung, slightly singed. A vine-framed window allowed a cooler breeze inside. They must be high up along the wall. The sound of the crowd outside was muted, a gentle gurgling, as if the river that had cut the pass through the canyon was still alive, out there, still hard at its gentle, consistent work.
Annaface found herself sitting on a pile of cushions, with Suir’s massive body behind her. She was, now, apparently, reclining against Suir as if she were the back of a bench.
Not that she minded it but she wasn’t really expecting that.
Across a low, slightly-charred mesa, ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ was hovering. “So! You said you have a long story for me! Why don’t we start with that?”





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Honestly, it took the two of you long enough to get here. Of COURSE Tiyu-Yutep kept you all to herself for so long. They complain that I'm a dragon, oh, yes, that I hoard people, and here Tiyu-Yutep is stealing, what, 10 chapters to herself? Igwashim got two. Naara was content with 5. I'm the one with the problem, but Tiyu-Yutep decides 25% of this should be set in Saiha. It's hypocritical, honestly.
Oh well, it doesn't matter. You're here now, and that's what matters.
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  There were some things that were prudent to leave out of the telling, but in something resembling an hour, Annaface and Suir had explained their story. The details of the weeks in Saiha they refined to the most valuable precipitates of time. Neither spoke about the incident in the caravanserai by the underground stream. Honestly, if Annaface and Suir weren’t ready to talk about it with one another, how, Annaface thought, could it be possible to explain any of it to a stranger?
Where Annaface faltered in the telling, where she forgot a context or the moment proved too emotionally raw to speak about herself, Suir filled in. Was this the cooperation she had been hoping for, like what she’d seen between Vertihart and Tiyu-Yutep? Between Savithvyr Dyathvri and ooo-ho-OOO-EEE-ah? Where Suir struggled to speak clearly—especially of the times she’d given in to her bloodshedding nature with the goatfolk, the cannibals—Annaface explained in gentle terms. Their arguments they restated in summary, without any of the tempers felt during the original run of it.
Was this what it felt like to be with someone? This mutual cooperation?
ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ proved good host. It (why it? enough of its snake-form and voice and speech suggested femininity, was this another gender thing like what Vertihart had going on?) had provided sweetened halva snacks and small phials of honeyed cider. It made talking for an hour straight easier by far.
“And that’s, uh, mostly it,” Suir finished. The salt sun had moved somewhat outside, but the day remained bright. “We were… I guess, uh, it was Estat’s idea like we said, we were hoping to ask your primary self with help with uh, redoing… do-overs. Until we could find some. Solution? Some way to approach the Templar and at least single out the ones willing to rebel, to change. To do this with as little unnecessary death as possible?”
It was in the last part of their story ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ had coiled around itself, and, as Suir repeated their request, it rested its tail-tip along the side of its head in some exaggerated display of, of, of, what emotion was that supposed to be? It gave Annaface the impression of someone bent over, hand on their temple, concentrating, thinking, frustrated.
“Infinite do-overs,” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ said.
“Not literally infinite,” Suir hurried to say. “I’m not even sure we have a plan of what we would do with infinite do-overs? But… we can’t plan around second-chances until we can be sure we have… second. Second chances.”
“Of course that’s what this is about,” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ said. It tapped its tail on its head in what, Annaface decided, was definitely meant to convey frustration. “I was wondering, you know? So that’s what this is about.”
It wasn’t really the sort of answer Annaface had been hoping for. “I know it’s asking a lot,” Annaface started.
ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ pointed its tail at Annaface with a sharp hiss of roiling, heated air. “You! Have no idea, actually, what you’re asking.”
“I’m, I certainly do not understand how the timeline… eating? Works? But—”
“No, no, no no no,” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ said, waving its tail back and forth like a chiding finger. “You don’t know what you’re asking. Honestly. Do they not have fairytales in the Templar? Do you have none of that in your cultural history?”
“S-Some? Some. I think?”
“Look at it. Look at this. You’re a young girl, an outcast from your people, and to accomplish an impossible goal, you walk up to the fae and you ask for a favor. You’re lucky it was me that you ran into first. Lucky, I say lucky like I didn’t plan it, of course I planned it so I was the first. What a colossal bitch.”
“I-I’m sorry?”
“No, not you, me. I’m the colossal bitch. This isn’t, this isn’t even subtle. I’m offended on both our behalves, really, friend. Here’s the problem: you are asking for a favor from something you don’t understand. The favor, you don’t understand it. There’s irony and then there’s coincidence and then there’s this. I think I need to trade your story for another story.”
Was it angry? Annaface looked up at Suir for reassurance. Suir noticed, and smiled gently, as if to say, no, this is about what’s to be expected.
“Once upon a time,” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ began, “there was a legendary dawnglider songstress. She was beautiful, certainly, and clever, but above all else, she was a superlative singer.”
“She was very humble, too,” Estat added. “Just like, the most modest maiden you’ve ever met.”
“Yes shut up,” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ said, “she was. She had no great ego to speak of. Victims of yyffur compared poorly to her. While her fellows spent their time toasting travelers crossing the Moghra’yi, she wanted to sing to them. She went off and settled down in a salt-scoured ruin, and as the Issachari tromped along, as the dromads trundled by, as pilgrim and merchant alike wended towards the Six Day Stilt, she would sing to them.”
“And,” Estat added, “she would never burn those travelers to death, ever, even once.”
“Look! Look. Instincts are hard to overcome. Yes, sure, if people got too close to her she’d blast them with her flames. She was a dawnglider! If you follow beautiful music into a ruin of course a dawnglider is going to burn you to death. To be expected.”
“No, I agree,” Estat said. “I see someone crossing the desert and the only thing I can think is, wow, this person seems to have it pretty rough, they should probably be on fire.”
“Maybe they should be on fire. Maybe lots of people are improved by being on fire! You don’t know. Anyway. Anyway! She sang. She sang often enough she had developed something of a lair. And the secret of its location got out to some water barons. So one day, a water baron came to her lair! He was a tall, handsome man with a face like an owl, and wings like an owl, and he was, mostly, an owl-man. Dawngliders and birds have something of an affinity, and so when he drew close, to better appreciate the singing, our foolish heroine didn’t burn him into a pile of ash.”
“Hey,” Estat interrupted. “Is all the dust in the Moghra’yi just ashes from people dawngliders kill? Makes you think…”
“No it doesn’t,” Margar said. 
“So our heroine didn’t burn the handsome water baron to ash, like she should have if she were smart. Water barons, being water barons, are also driven by certain instincts, and the water baron’s instinct is to possess the pretty thing. Three times the water baron visited. In the first, he offered fresh water and varied foods, jewels and rare artifacts. Comforts for the body, in as much a quantity as the dawnglider desired, forever, if only she’d be his. The dawnglider refused. On his second visit, he offered a stage, an audience, a chance for thousands to hear her music, every day. If only she’d be his! She was tempted, but the dawnglider refused. She enjoyed her freedom so! On the third visit, he offered violence. In a quantity far beyond the dawnglider’s capacity to refuse.”
“What’s the worth in drams of absolute violence?” Estat asked.
“Exactly as much as liquid as is in your veins,” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ said. “And so the dawnglider was brought to the water baron’s underground tower. Her cage was very pretty, and she never wanted for water or an audience. Yet she wanted her freedom back, and, knowing the baron to be a merchant by instinct, she sought to purchase it. The price he asked for: if she sang him a song so perfect he’d never need hear another song again, he would set her free. It’s the classic story, really. The demure princess, the demanding baron, a prison tower, an impossible task. The locked girl.”
“This is a true story?” Annaface asked. “This is—this is your story, isn’t it?”
“Yes, and no, and hush. Do you know how those stories usually play out, friend? You are locked in the tower. You must spin this brinestalk into gold thread by morning. You are locked in the manor. But count each grain of salt in the desert before your wedding day, and you shall be released. You are locked in the castle. But finish this task and you are free—and yet the task cannot be completed. Do you know your fairytales? Do you know what happens?”
There was much to her heritage as the true heir of humanity, but the point was the mutant had stolen all of it. What was retained was what was useful for the war. Their outpost was remote, as well, a shield-fortress in the marches, splintered, separated, bleeding out. What stories they had were of the sultans at their heights, of the sacrifices of the Templar martyrs, and recollections in splintered form of what life was meant to be, back in the time of the Eater. “No. Even the stories we had, I focused on the practical. Tinkering, fighting, obeying.”
“When you get a girl locked in a tower with an impossible task, always, and always: a fairy shows up,” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ said. “A fairy shows up, and offers to complete the impossible task. The locked girl accepts. The task is complete. She becomes free. And then a debt is due.”
It hovered there, on the ribbon-light of its venting heat, as if the story was done, and a point had been made. Annaface looked up to Suir, who gave a little shrug. “I don’t understand,” Annaface said.
“ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ arrived in the water baron’s court,” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ said. “The dawnglider saw at once this was a being of great power, and sang a plea to the thing. Oh, save me, the dawnglider sang. ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ, as it always happens in these fairy tales, agreed. It would trade her the voice to sing the last song her baron ever needed hear. The dawnglider took the deal. Of course she took it. The locked girl always takes the deal.”
“I, no, I am confused. Aren’t you ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ? How?” Annaface looked back at Suir for help?
“Oh, uh,” Suir said, “the dawnglider wasn’t uh, born as part of ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ. It’s, uh, there’s, are you still at twelve?”
“Twelve in the main arc, sure,” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ agreed.
“There’s twelve of them! Only the main… body… person… thing was a highly-entropic being at first! Right?”
“The fairytale, yes! That’s the original, if it can be called that. That was the one that appeared before the dawnglider.”
The implications of this were concerning, Annaface thought. “So one can become an extradimensional highly-entropic being?”
“Hush, hush, hush,” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ hissed. “I’m telling a story, both of you hush. The dawnglider took the deal. She felt. Ah. Ah, she felt something within her grow. A breath, maybe. Maybe it felt like that. Like her lungs had access to some deep cistern beyond the limits of her long, narrow body. Maybe it was that simple? She sang, and it was as promised. The water baron never needed to hear another song again. She sang her misery into him with her new lungs, and he cried the moisture from his body, until he was as the wind-scattered sand in the Moghra’yi that was once the dawnglider’s home.”
Annaface recalled the memory ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ’s song had brought into her mind. She truly believed she had been returned to the fortress-monastery. She was so certain Rosalee was there again, and that she was going to deny their chance at escaping together, again, and condemn her to death, again. It had been so forceful, so real, and Annaface wondered: if the song hadn’t ended when it had, would it have killed her? “Is this part of the story a metaphor?” Annaface asked warily.
“No,” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ said. “No, the dawnglider sang him to death. And, as always, as always with these stories, there was a price owed to the fae. Guess. What. It. Was.”
“The dawnglider’s freedom,” Annaface guessed.
“… well it’s no fun if you’re right. ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ granted the dawnglider its voice, so she could fulfill the impossible task. ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ could not take its voice away, for its voice was not… not truly a voice. An awareness, I guess. Once you notice something how do you stop noticing it? Someone tells you that rock looks like a face at such an angle, and now you can’t ever not see the face. Do you see?”
“I don’t understand?” Annaface said. “Not what you mean there, and not what I’m meant to learn from this story.”
“It is a very literal story of how a highly-entropic extradimensional thing came into the dawnglider’s life, solved her problems for her, and, in doing so, caught her in its narrative. I will tell you plainly what I am: I am the result of a choir. Our histories are different. Our bodies are different. Our minds are different. There is a song we form, invisible, unseen, and that conjoined voice is ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ. Have you sung before, Annaface?”
“Certainly not.”
“You’ve walked, I’m sure.”
“... yes?”
“I don’t speak from experience, but you don’t think about every step you take? About lifting each foot, about moving each leg? You walk. Singing can be like that. You are so practiced in it the act seems to occur spontaneously, beyond you. When in a choir, singing the same song… you fade away, slightly, and the song becomes what’s alive. That’s what I am. I am the song. I am not sung by my component parts, I induce them to sing me. The dawnglider is now a mouth that sings me. That’s my metaphor at least. You’ll talk to the rest of me, and I’ll give you new metaphors, and you’ll understand it, or you won’t.”
“I don’t think I do,” Annaface said. “Did it—did you take over the dawnglider’s mind?”
“Nope. Still the same mind.”
“Does it speak to you? Is it some… psychic voice that—”
“Nope. I can’t even talk to the rest of myself psychically, except for the parts of me that are telepathic. If I want to pass a message to another me, I have to actually find me and tell me whatever I wanted to say.”
“You don’t share bodies, you don’t share thoughts? Then I do not understand how you are the same person. This sounds metaphorical?”
“Well, it’s like this. You saw it happen, an hour ago. Savithvyr asked me where my trader-self was. I didn’t know! I don’t know. But my first response was to say, oh, I’m probably in the caravanserai. I guessed but it just so happens that those guesses are always right. We are each components of a choir, synchronized, coordinated, practiced, and rehearsed. The conductor does not exist on this layer, friend. The extradimensional part of my title isn’t just because I’ve been to more than one Qud. The me that is my true self is not one you can reach with any weapon your hand can wield. Ehh. Ehh I say that but they got Ptoh, didn’t they? They got Ptoh real good. Ehh. I guess? The Seekers are still everywhere? Doesn’t matter!”
“It’s pretty wild, though” Suir agreed. “Sometimes on an adventure you’re with one of its bodies, and that body will be like… oh hey, I think this other me needs help! And we run over and it turns out it did! Or uh, even, it might even just be, one of them will go, ah, I think dinner’s ready, and we go inside and it turns out the other ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ had just finished cooking!”
This sounded entirely imaginary, Annaface thought. It sounded like a Moon King delusion—that one’s actions were being directed by an invisible conductor, that one was the same as eleven other people because they were all part of the same choir as you? But Suir was confirming it from years of experience. The Daughters of Nafpor had all been frightening, strange, and powerful until now, hadn’t they? What if this was real? What if this was how it worked?
It presented itself here as a simple dawnglider, shifted over from another dimension, and in that, ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ was certainly the least intimidating, the least impressive of the Daughters by first appearances. The implication of what greater… thing coordinated its many selves? A coordination the individuals couldn’t even detect? Ah. Ah, Annaface thought. She was beginning to feel that sense of awe that she had felt at first seeing Suir, at first seeing Naara, at first seeing Tiyu-Yutep, at seeing Savithvyr hang glorious and Became in the air.
At least Suir could, theoretically, be killed by enough guns. How did you kill something whose heart existed beyond your dimension entirely?
ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ was nodding, as if it could read Annaface’s thoughts and was in agreement with them. “I will say it very plainly, and in a way I hope frightens you. I was waiting for you along the road, despite not knowing you were coming, despite not personally knowing I was waiting for you. I’m certain I, as a collective, already spoke to you. You showed up here and I was unprepared, and I ate the timeline when you arrived unannounced. Then I set things up so it would play out more pleasing to me. It’s exactly the sort of thing I would do.”
“Why,” Annaface asked, “would it be so important that I meet you first, then?”
“Of all me that exists, I’m the me that most resents being me. Everyone needs an amount of self-loathing, don’t they? Boy I sure hope they do or I’m superfluous! But that’s why you just so coincidentally met me first. I needed to start this off fairly, with a warning: be very careful about making deals with the fae.”
“Are you saying if you help me, I’ll become you? Like how the dawnglider is—you?”
“No! No no. I mean. Don’t think so. It’s just there’s always a cost with these things. See, I don’t actually know why it’s me that has to talk to you first. I always trip over my own tail when I try to second guess myself. Maybe something went wrong in the last timeline? As this me, I don’t know. But if I’m here, and I’m warning you, I’m probably supposed to be warning you about making deals with me.”
Suir raised her hand (lower right) as if asking permission to speak. Annaface and ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ looked at her a long moment.
“Uhm,” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ said. “Yes? Suir?”
“But you’ve reset time for us a whole bunch, haven’t you? You’ve never uh, you’ve never spoke like there was a cost when it was for us? Back in Bey Lah—”
“Ugh, Bey Lah. I want it on record that I thought the entire thing was a mess, okay? No, you’re right, I’ve messed with time a ton to help out my water-sisters. I say I, as if I can take the credit for that! It’s the fairytale that handles the time eating. That’s the main body, Annaface, that’s the one that was first. The first ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ. It’s a bit more in touch with that nebulous off-layer conductor that directs our shared song. Think of it as the lead vocalist? That’s the me I made my deal with, back when I was just the dawnglider. But no! You are right, I have fucked time up plenty for you all. That was all my choice, though! This is Annaface asking me to do it for her own sake. This is Annaface, someone I am not water-bound to, someone I do not know, coming to me and asking me to save her from a situation she has created for herself, and to save her by using the greatest part of my powers. You are asking to get fucked over by ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ. That’s a classic fairytale trap right there.”
Ah. Well. That was that, then, was it? Was that it, Annaface thought? There would be no rescue by some incomprehensible cosmic entity. She hadn’t really hoped for it, to be honest. She knew it was something of a fantasy. Why had she even gone along with this idea that they should petition some time-god for infinite chances at a happy ending? How had she thought that and not thought it too ridiculous to even consider?
Of course Annaface knew. She had hoped to prolong things, postpone things, move the decision and its consequences further away, at least. Make it a problem for a future Annaface to deal with, and enjoy the ephemeral hope of a magic solution. Now she was that future Annaface, and there was no magic solution. This as all hers to deal with, decide, and suffer the guilt of. It felt awful.
“Well,” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ said, “that’s just me saying that. You have more of me to meet and convince. If I was you, I’d say this: it’s better for you to just kill the baron yourself, get it over with, and make yourself free. You can’t rely on your enchanted godmother to save you. That’s my vote, at least. This part of me, from the perspective of the locked girl. I don’t want to guess what the rest of me is going to think. I have twelve perspectives on things for a reason, you know? It lets me make very comprehensively informed decisions.”
“So, what,” Annaface asked, “I ask all twelve of you, and you put it to a vote?”
“I’m not all even here in the Brambled Pass, actually! Some of me is elsewhere in Qud, doing… whatever it is I’m doing. I don’t keep track of it myself, could you imagine! I’ll pass this up the chain, howabouts? Suir, I’ve kept your apartment open, you can move back in there for the time being! I’ll see who else of me I can get for you to talk to later. Again, I’m the one that’s most been burned by being made into myself. There’s others of me who will probably love to help. Don’t let my acidic mood spoil your waterskin.”
“Who’s in the Brambled Pass now?” Suir asked.
“Well, there’s the locked girl (me), the wise godmother, the just punishment, the pure maiden, the evil queen, and the fairytale. The miserly baron was at the Six Day Stilt, but it should be back soon. No, if this isn’t the first timeline we’ve done this, and I know it isn’t, the miserly baron is definitely going to be back soon. Anyway, I think you should talk to those of us who are here! Workshop your idea around. When it’s time, you’ll talk to the fairytale. That will be the me who’ll decide. By then, I’ll have collected enough of my opinions to have a real decision ready for you.”
Annaface leaned herself back into the waiting fluff of Suir Softbeast. She felt the elbow of Suir’s wing adjust itself and settle against Annaface’s shoulder in something like a small hug. “A rejection at the outset would have been easier to handle. I don’t know if I can hold up to a dozen interrogations.”
“Was this that bad?” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ asked, tilting its head, propping its tail-tip under its jaw. “It’s the classic thing, you know? The young hero has to be warned of the danger, so they can bravely ignore it. Then, it will come back to harm them near the end, but if they’re plucky, they pull through!”
“You speak as if I’m already one of you.”
“Haha! Oh let’s hope that’s not what I’m aiming for. Anyway! Savithvyr is probably going to be talking to me for another hour at least, so let’s get you both set up in your room, and then I think you agreed to have dinner with her? Sounds fun!”





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Originally the pure maiden greeted Annaface and Suir in the Brambled Pass. It was too intense, too fast. No build up, no time to breathe. They ran into the unimax, and of course the fucking unimax gave Annaface the heebies. Then on day two, day TWO, they were in my office, talking to the fairytale itself. Far too fast.
I'll admit some fault there, especially at the conversation in my office. I pressed things too hard. I leaned a bit too heavy on some things, in that conversation. I revealed too much. Honestly, I knew that timeline was scuffed, anyway, a write-off. When I get in that mindset it spoils things, you know? There's this dangerous freedom that comes in knowing that you're going to eat time and undo everything there. I said some things in that timeline! I said some things that I could not take back. I suppose I stopped trying. You can't blame me.
I might say the same things again, when they speak to me as the fairytale. There was a lot I said there I wanted to say, still want to say, but if they talk to the rest of me first, I think it will set things at a better pace. Desensitize them to it? See, this is the thing. This is the real thing of it.
I'm saving and storing checkpoints every conversation I have with them, this time. If I fuck something up, it will be much easier to just roll back and try again. Annaface is right to want it. Infinite do-overs is a delight.
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  They were on their way to Suir’s apartment, in the northern wall of the pass. Orderly hallways of redstone, decorated with trailing geometric carvings, lit with arc sconces, they threaded themselves everywhere through the living rock. Here, the hallway exploded into a great interior park, with wide windows facing the pass to let the light of the salt sun in through gentler angles, and flowers grew from wall to wall. Small trees gathered at the center, and mutated humans with layered carapaces sat beneath them and chatted. To the trees, specifically, they were talking to the trees, and the trees were talking back. Sure. It was Qud. Annaface was used to the mutant by now. Why not.
Then they were in the maze of tunnels again. To the right the wall opened down to a grand staircase which branched into a dozen more hallways Annaface’s radar told her carried on in a dozen new directions. To the left, the wall was cut to create a long window through which a restaurant served food to people walking the city’s maze. A human with the head of a three-eyed-cat and a tail capped with a second head of a three-eyed cat was sitting on a stool there, eating something sloppy on a plate of flatbread. Both heads were eating. Sure. Normal, at this point.
Now they turned into a spiral staircase that had been carved large enough for three Suirs to climb it at once, which was great, because on their way up they passed by another chimera, nearly as large as Suir was, also with four arms, and four legs, but from the spot where its human body joined with its animal lower-half, an entire animal’s head emerged, as well, just, just like, if Suir had a fucking dog’s head sticking out of her stomach. Fuck. That was hot. Annaface stared at them as they passed by in just a little bit of appreciation and in a small degree of lust.
The interior of the canyon cliffs had been carved out beyond Annaface’s initial estimations. They had been hollowed, subtracted into infinite chambers, passageways, closed-air arcades, salons, restaurants, shops, houses, houses, so many houses. Annaface was struggling to handle the information her penetrating radar was returning to her, even with its relatively limited scope.
Through the wall, there, a family of snapjaws (did snapjaws have families?) lived, and seemed to be busying themselves with some craft too precise for Annaface to determine by radar. Through the wall, there, was some sort of lounge, and a dozen goatfolk seemed to be taking a very subdued lunch within. Through the floor, that way, was some sort of bookstore (judging by the vague shapes of the rows of rectangles she could discern?), and it was staffed by what Annaface could only guess were bird-humans. Bird-humans were a thing, everyone knew about that, of course. Perfectly natural.
This was a city. Saiha seemed a quaint village in comparison. 18th Decagon Otrir was hardly worth calling civilization, having seen this. When Annaface thought of the legacy of the Eaters, of the ancient arcologies that had once covered Qud, when she thought of the ruins that had been her home and imagined what they must have been like when they were intact, alive, thriving, this, this is how she had imagined it. A lot more mutants, of course. Nothing but mutants. She wasn’t sure she was seeing another single True Kin in the scattering of people that buzzed about the tunnels.  
They ascended until Annaface was somewhat tired of climbing stairs. They must be near the top of the cliff, mustn’t they? A glance out a nearby vine-occluded window suggested, no, there was plenty of up to go. The mood of the city changed, though, as they reached this level. People in small groups seemed to be wandering the tunnels everywhere else, but here it was empty. Here the mutter of echoed conversations died, replaced only the clack of Annaface’s boots, the scrape of Suir’s forehands, the clonk of her hindboots.
The stairwell disgorged them into a large chamber, and the maze ended with it. Behind them, a battery of windows provided a gently dim light. Before them, the wall was marked by a pair of doors three times Annaface’s height, all solid woods. A dozen clay pots lined the walls, and a dozen flowering plants filled them. Asphodelytes, Annaface’s eyes told her.
The way the city seemed to end here, giving them only the option of these massive doors or a return to the stairwell behind them, made this feel like it was intentionally secluded, set apart. Was this where the Daughters of Nafpor lived when they were in the Brambled Pass, then?
“Hi everyone,” Suir called to the plants. Of course they plants were going to talk.
“Moon and sun, Suir!” a telepathic choir sang. Indeed, there they went.
Suir lead Annaface up to the pair of doors. “Fashwokas, Kaswhubas, I think I’m back in town for… for a little while, at least.”
Of fucking course the doors were alive why wouldn’t the doors be alive. The right door vibrated in a deep tenor and said “Weary one! Rest well!” The left door groaned out a “Wandering one! Sleep long!” On their own volition, because even the doors were alive in this fairy city, the way ahead opened. “Daughter of Nafpor, live and drink!”
“Haha… ah, thanks, live and… remain well oiled!”
The hallway beyond was carved with a tall, curved ceiling. Its walls were shaped as pillars, and doors were spaced along either side. Annaface’s radar told her there were identical rooms behind each, all very generously sized and filled with furniture.
“Our room is the uhh… third on the left!” Suir said.
“Our room,” Annaface said to herself.
Their room. It was pleasingly rounded, inside. There was a bed built large enough to handle Suir’s body, a match for the one in the stash she had slept in months ago and which felt now like years ago. There was a quiet, cold stove; a washbasin and drain and attached toilet; cushions sized for normal people and several sized for Suir Softbeast set at a lower table; a long workbench for tinkering; dressers; chests; folding screens; carve-outs in the wall that created shelves which stood mostly empty. There were no windows, and light was provided by arc lights recessed into the ceiling and dimmed by red and blue colored glass.
This was pleasant enough. Even Annaface’s radar struggled to pick up much in their immediate surroundings. Quiet. It was quiet again.
“We can settle on in down! Take off our armor, and. Breathe, I guess. The Brambled Pass is probably the safest place in Qud. ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ is friends with… with mostly everyone, and it has a small army of stat saps that keep things uh, well, uh, look even I’m afraid of stat saps. So we can. Uh. We can relax. Like in Saiha, yeah?”
“And,” Estat said, “without Tiyu-Yutep coming up with reasons for us to be kept apart because she thinks Suir’s a bad influence on Annaface.”
“I don’t think that’s what it was,” Margar said.
“It wasn’t not that, either,” Estat said.
“I don’t know how relaxed I can be,” Annaface said. All the same, she worked her way out of her armor, and retrieved one of her cloth robes from the Orb of the Dramatic Explorer. There was even a spot left out in the room for the hoversled to be put to rest in! For some reason, that felt reassuring to Annaface. The consideration of the space made it feel like they were meant to be there. Well, it was Suir’s room. They surely were meant to be here. However, “This entire situation is. This. Agh, Suir. Agh.”
“Agh!” Melanelatia agreed!
Suir nodded sersiously. Her hantler flopped with a heavy weight atop her head. “I know! Agh! It’s rough. Uhm. I know it’s not encouraging that ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ said it didn’t think helping you was a good idea, but the dawnglider one’s always been pretty harsh on itself. I think it put itself there to give you a fair uh, warning? You know how scared I am of, uh, of taking advantage of you? Maybe that’s why it did that. It showed the part of itself that doesn’t like the rest of itself first so… so it wouldn’t start off by sweet-talking you?”
“That seems as manipulative as anything Tiyu-Yutep did,” Annaface said. “Moreso.”
“It said it was doing it, though,” Suir said.
“Yeah, no,” Estat said, “look, ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ is a weirdo, but it’s a good weirdo on the whole.”
Annaface paused at unbuckling her greaves to give Estat a long, salt-ridden stare. “Estat. Your water-kin just confessed to being some extradimensional thing that takes over people’s lives and incorporates them into its totality.”
“Yeah that was the dawnglider saying it,” Estat agreed. “The locked girl is always like that. I think that’s like, okay you haven’t read a lot of fairytales it’s cool, the locked girl has to be like that. No, see, this is classic ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ. It put that one out first, so it doesn’t do the Tiyu-Yutep thing and start manipulating you from the start. It makes you wary of it, so you can be sure if you come to trust it, you’re doing it on your own decision and not, you know. Mind control powers.”
“I suppose it is honest about being a monster. That is indeed considerate of it.”
“Okay, but wait until you talk to some more of it,” Estat said. “The rest of it likes being it. Most of its partners it saved from bad situations like that. And, okay, I might be biased! Since I’m a talking hand and my mind is in Suir’s brain? I might be biased! But to me? Not very concerning. Oh no, I’m a individual person but I’m actually part of a larger system of people and I’m sorta-subordinate to the central personhood oooh it’s awful I’m being enslaved! Haha like. It’s fine I like being me.”
Annaface had come to know Suir… very well, but even then, even then there was something slightly silly about this massive beast watching helplessly as her hands stared at one another and argued, clacking their thumbclaws against their fingerclaws like beaks. “You,” Margar said, “were always especially fond of it.”
“It’s fun. It’s like, you have ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ, and you have ooo-ho-OOO-EEE-ah, and sometimes Savithvyr, and me. That’s it, we’re team fun. The Daughters of Not Taking Ourselves Super Seriously and Having a Pretty Good Time.”
“I don’t enjoy having this argument,” Margar said. “I don’t distrust any of our water-kin. That’s the entire point of water-kin! And it is deeply upsetting that so few of us get along anymore. I do not want to encourage any sort of disharmony within us! But, gently, I agree with Tiyu-Yutep at times that everyone considers ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ somewhat too casually, with consideration of what it is.”
“No. I’m sick of that, I’m sick of this, it’s being shitty about people having plurality. That’s literally all it is. Everyone’s always freaked out that ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ is shaped differently from everyone, that it’s twelve people that make up one person, and that it’s from another dimension, and that its core self is a highly-entropic being. Those are just ways it’s different from the normal. I don’t know if you noticed this, Margar, you’re a talking fucking burrowing claw.”
“It does eat time,” Margar insisted. “It is a thing on a scale comparable only to names like Ptoh. We treat it too casually.”
“Yes, it eats time. To help us. To save us. To save people! It tried so hard to fix Bey Lah! Whenever any of us died it undid it. We, us, Suir, you, me, we were drowned in sludges and we didn’t even get to fight back. It was, as far as ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ has explained, a super-fucking bad way to have died, and we didn’t have to experience it at all. Because it ate time.”
“It didn’t undo time for Buwofu-Gawufoo,” Margar said.
“Suir avoided it for months because she felt so guilty she didn’t want a do-over on that! That was Suir punishing herself! And ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ never brought it up because, okay, I’ll be honest, I don’t know what it thinks, I’m not part of it. I’m sure it has its reasons. We would know if Suir hadn’t spent the past two years avoiding all her friends!”
“You encouraged that!” Margar shouted. “You were the one to encourage that!”
“I play gyre-wight when it suits me, so what! At least I trust our water-kin!”
“Gosh,” Melanelatia said, as Suir’s hands kept up their arguing. “I’m sure glad you and I get along so well, boss! I wanna say this, too, before we go anywhere else: I don’t think you’re evil, chief! Even though I’ll die forever if you remove me, and even though I’m an entire person that’s now attached to you and your brainwaves and is basically just a part of you! Even if this brambly jay is evil for doing it, I don’t think you are! So no worries there in case you were gonna feel guilty about it!”
“I… I had not considered the similarities,” Annaface said.
“Yeah! How you did the exact same thing you think’s really scary in bumbly joe! Yeah! Don’t worry! That’s why I’m here to give you +1 Intelligence and help you think about the parts you didn’t think about! This is why we’re a great team.”
Annaface really had just… taken Melanelatia as a reward from a mayorial plant and enslaved her to her Self the same way, hadn’t she? Should she be softer on her judgement of this extradimensional time-eating monster in light of that? Haha. Light. Melanelatia was a firefly. That… that was Annaface’s thoughts there, just now, right? Right? That wasn’t Melanelatia was it? Could Melanelatia read her mind with such fidelity? Could Annaface read the firefly’s mind? Hello? Buzz counterclockwise if you could hear this?
There wasn’t time to consider the implications of any of this. Margar and Estat were in a full-on shouting match, now, and, and, well, Annaface wasn’t sure how to stop them but they certainly needed to be—
“Shut up!” Suir, straining in the effort, clapped Margar and Estat together, forcing them into burrowing claws again. “I don’t! I don’t want to do this! I want to not!” The little throats in Suir’s palms were thoroughly squished, like this, and neither Estat nor Margar seemed to be able to even make a squeak of protest.
Huh, though, Annaface thought. Why hadn’t ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ undone the timeline where one of its water-kin had died? Still. Still. Maybe, just as Annaface was dreading coming here and being no longer able to procrastinate coming up with an answer for what to do about her people, maybe Suir was dreading being here too. Maybe there was a lot going on inside Suir that Annaface wasn’t considering. Maybe if she wanted to be Suir’s partner she had to be more… considerate? Predictive of what Suir might be going through? Something? The Templar had not prepared her for dating a mutant?
Maybe they both were simply feeling too vulnerable, too anxious, to fuck again?
Would there ever be a time when life could just be simple and easy for them?
“Suir,” Annaface said. “Do you want to. Uhm.” You were trained your entire life to slay things like Suir, Annaface, that forced bravery was still in you somewhere, wasn’t it? “Do you want to cuddle on the bed and then I can brush you or something?”
“Oh,” Suir said, still pressing her hands together tightly. “Oh. That actually sounds really nice.”
 
It had been really nice. Suir was so huge, so utterly massive, and Annaface had gotten her naked without her acting like a snarling, deranged predator (which, to be fair, had been hot). Like some tamed beast she had just cast herself limp and loose on the bed, and Annaface had spent far too long simply brushing out her fur. All of her fur. Annaface had been so well disciplined about it, as well, perfectly restrained, and not at all blushing furiously at being allowed to handle and move Suir’s limbs around at will, feel her body from any angle she wished. Suir was so fluffy. Beneath that fluff was such thick, lean muscle. Such mass.
She’d look really good with an extra head growing out of her stomach, but still.
ooo-ho had collected them for dinner, at some point. Dinner had been on one of the balconies set along the wall of the city, and in jeweled dusk the hundreds and hundreds of windows glowed a soft gold behind their netting of lover’s vines, and the bridges came to life with colored lanterns, and all throughout the winding pass music bubbled softly.
The food here was pretty good. Heavily spiced, overstuffed with flavor. It bordered on the edge of being too much, and stopped exactly at the threshold.
Savithvyr and ooo-ho had gone to explore the city and enjoy its bustle, but Suir and Annaface had been very happy to return to their room, and, with only one bed, well, they had very little choice but to share it. It had been enough. That simple contrivance of them sharing a bed had been enough of an excuse, and this time, Suir had not lapsed into some ravaging predator. This time Annaface managed to be in some measure of control, and Suir seemed eager to give control over.
And, yes. Yes, Annaface had no idea what to do with her control over Suir, and it was all humiliatingly awkward, but, but, but, but, but, but, but.
Annaface woke the next morning tangled in the heat of Suir’s excess of limbs and cloud-soft fur.
The fate of the Templar was still on her hands. They were still in the capital of an extradimensional highly-entropic being. But this, Annaface thought, pulling one of Suir’s oversized forelimbs over her to use as a blanket? This was good.  





  
    Chapter End Notes

    I'm not in this chapter so it isn't very good at all. Whenever ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ isn't on screen, everyone should be asking: "Where's ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ?" Also, ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ should be louder, angrier, and have access to a time mach--oh. Oh I already have one of those. Well! Good.
One of the measures of the passage of time is if your cultural touch-references are from the Simpsons or from Spongebob. I live with a lot of Spongebob people, and I'm just largely incapable of communicating with them. In the past, we called on things like... you know, Achilles, that stuff, we all referred to the classics. Lots of classical references. I think in the past 100 years, especially, we've stopped doing that, and modern mass media has dominated our cultural reference points, at least you know in the USA, and I kinda am pretty sad about this break in history.
Ahem. Right. sorry. Anyway. author's notes.
When we build the Brambled Pass in game, it's always set in the canyons, and we dig DEEP. Long winding pathways, interconnected messes of chambers. Look, I grew up alongside NYC. I have incredibly fond memories of its subway system. If you imagine the Brambled Pass as the NYC subway system, without the trains and with far more bodegas, and like, 50 more Penn Stations, and also there are houses inside it, that's the Brambled Pass.
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  Wind from the Moghra’yi funneled in through the Brambled Pass and turned a cooler shade before passing out into the flower fields. The open scoop of the balcony caught that air, and it circulated into the cooler chest of the canyon cliffs, and so the hookah lounge was fairly pleasant, all things considered.
The salty taste of the desert beyond was muted by the incense that burned on braziers throughout the room. A taste adjacent to sap, to burning wood, to crystalized sugar filled the air. It was fairy pleasant, all things considered.
This hookah was filled with sunslag and Annaface felt herself burning radiant and mad at the hit she’d just taken off of it. She was hunched over, gripping the cushion beneath her, and coughing hard enough to expel her lungs. Suir, looming over her, patted her back reassuringly. It fucking sucked, all things considered.
“A sunslag hit was probably a bad way to start,” Suir said.
“Go big or go home!” Melanelatia said. “And we don’t have a home! Oh wow. Wow hey we don’t have a home! That’s pretty sad.”
“It went in my lungs,” Annaface managed.
“Well, that is how you do it,” Suir said. “I tried to warn you.”
“Go! Big! Or! Go! Home!” Melanelatia chanted!
Annaface could hear a gaggle of snapjaws giggling somewhere else in the room. Certainly at her expense. She had only wanted to understand the appeal of it. They hadn’t allowed this kind of luxury back home. Go big or go home! She didn’t disagree with it. She hadn’t disagreed with it. Now? Melanelatia got to skip the consequences of her dare. It was unfair.
Her lungs felt like they were on fire. Her heart was beating at a pace she hadn’t known it could manage. She fumbled for her waterskin and downed a dram. Even the lukewarm water felt like ice in her burning throat. “I don’t understand why people do this, Suir, that was miserable.” Her voice was more fitting for an elderly rhinox.
It was a new day, and they were to meet a new ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ. A little snapjaw messenger had arrived at their room and, between giggling and barking, told them to come to a hookah lounge halfway up the north cliff face. They had been sitting here for the better half of an hour. Apparently even things that controlled time could be late?
“What I want to see,” Melanelatia was saying, “is a neutron flux hit.”
“You’d need a very special hookah to just hold that,” Suir said. “I don’t think they’ve built the lungs that can pull it off.”
“What about a sludge hit?” Melanelatia asked. “You know, you get an isocasludge and shove it into a hookah. What happens then?”
“The sludge kills you,” Margar said. “Before you even get it near the hookah.”
“Cloning draught hookah,” Melanelatia said.
“Absolutely not,” Margar said.
“Margar is scared of being cloned,” Estat said.
“It’s a reasonable fear. The world might not survive a dozen Suir Softbeasts.”
Annaface thought she finally had her lungs under control. “What happens when one is cloned? Does the clone have all the memories of the original, too?”
“With cloning draught? Yeah,” Suir said. “Igwashim got cloned, once, and the two of them fought over who actually owned her hoard.”
“Pretty sure the original won,” Estat said.
“Mm,” Annaface said. “We couldn’t… we couldn’t possibly clone all the Templar at my outpost, and… that wouldn’t be a solution, would it? We need to know what we are doing if we get infinite do-overs. I don’t think that would help, would it? Cloning?”
“It would be more expensive than even we could afford, too,” Suir said. “Cloning draught isn’t really something being made in big batches? It’s one of those rare liquids.”
“I could clone myself,” Annaface offered. “If there were a dozen Annafaces, maybe we could coordinate on… on…”
“On, on, on, on, on!” Melanelatia chanted.
“I honestly don’t know,” Annaface admitted. “I’m not sure what to do.”
The pressure of needing an answer was mitigated by the otherwise pleasantness of the moment. Sitting next to Suir, now openly leaning against her massive frame and being welcome in it, they had already established something of a casualness that was… that was… that was such that if an older Annaface had seen it, she surely would have experienced emotions she was not prepared to handle. That old Annaface still lived inside, and the current Annaface fought to keep her ignorant. Disgust at contact with the mutant. Disgust at familiarity with it. The conflict of romance with the mutant, with a woman, with the murderer of her people.
Better to not think about it, as always.
The hookah lounge set a good atmosphere for not thinking about it. On heavy cushions humans in all their varieties sat, smoking and drinking and gossiping quietly. A collection of garishly-dressed snapjaws puffed at their hookahs and coughed and giggled, and in this one case their giggling had some cause. On the far side of the room a small stage—sized for Melanelatia’s scale, sat.
A human with four arms sat behind it, twice its size by far. With each hand they held a cross of sticks, and from those sticks dangled strings, and on the strings were linked the limbs of wooden mannikins, articulated at the joints. By clever manipulation of the strings and the sticks, the puppets were given a semblance of life.
The puppeteer induced one mannikin to strike the other with an oversized hammer, and the victim was sent flying across the stage in a clatter of limbs. The snapjaws clapped and hooted and giggled. No, even Annaface had to smile. There were all sorts of entertainments in this world she had never even considered could exist.
Opposite the hookah from Annaface and Suir, space pinched, twisted, and unfolded into the shape of a tall goatfolk. Annaface barely gave it a second thought. She was becoming impressively unflappable at the constant goings-on of the mutant, wasn’t she? Wasn’t it laudable? She wasn’t a genocidist anymore. Look at how well integrated she was!
“Grnn. Live and drink, friends!” the goatfolk said, sitting down with them.
“Ah, uh, live and drink, friend,” Annaface said. If there was something to be said about the Brambled Pass, it was friendly. They’d been here less than a day in hours total, but the mood had been… welcoming? No one had given her a second glance as they walked its tunnels. Friendly groups seemed to cluster everywhere in communal warmth. Where Otrir had been a lazy kindness, and Saiha a somewhat reserved, delicate, but friendly community, the Brambled Pass was lively, but surely it had been welcoming. Certainly there were villages in Qud that weren’t friendly? Should she visit some, at some point, just to get a better understanding of what life was really like out here?
“Oh!” Suir said. “Haha, it’s been a while!”
“You’re looking well,” the goatfolk smiled. “And this is Annaface?”
Annaface looked from Suir to the goatfolk. Did she know her? Was this one of Naara’s friends? “Ah, uh, yes. Live and drink, friend. What are you called?”
“Myself? The old goat! The answer to desperate daughter’s cry. The start of the journey, and to where it returns. The guide. The dispatcher. The wise godmother. ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ.”
Oh. Oh! This was another one of… them! “Oh! You’re. You’re a goatfolk!”
Now that she looked, yes, no, this was definitely an extradimensional goatfolk. All the goatfolk in Naara’s village had been shades of gray and yellow, often dyed rust-red with long-dried blood. This goatfolk’s fur was clean, and a dark color, that, in the side-angle of the salt sun’s scattered light, suggested green. Deep jade fur? Her—its?—horns were a natural, brilliant gold. 
It was wearing long, loose desert robes in yellow and gold. A long desert kris in a jeweled sheath was shoved through a loose sash, but its hand favored a knobbly walking stick. It would have made for an impressive figure, had it not been so old. Looking at it properly, now, Annaface saw, this body was old. The skin of the face was drawn tight over the skull, and creases were worn into the flesh around its cataract-capped eyes. Its body was desert-dried. Where the average goatfolk seemed stuffed with muscle, this one wore its skin on its bones. Its movements were confident, and steady, but careful.
This really was the same person as the dawnglider?
“Grh! I’ve told myself your story, you need not repeat it again,” it said. “You have been through it, child, are still within it. Would the world be kinder! It will never be so, not without hands to change it. To see you willing to add yours to the work? I have hope. You spoke to the locked girl, and it cautioned you. It has fear, it has resentment. Well and good. For myself, my element is hope, is love. I would believe in your aim, Annaface. You need not convince me. To the rest of myself I will argue: support her! Give her what she wants out of time’s bounty! Is that not why we are here?”
“Oh,” Suir said. “That was easy.”
“Graaaahahaha! It is not easy in the slightest. You want to stop the Templar genocide without putting their blood into the salted earth. I will ask you this: why?”
Why? Was that honestly even in question? “Because,” Annaface started. Why? “Because,” she said, with far less confidence. Did she simply not want the blood on her own hands? Did she simply not want to be responsible for her family’s death? But, was that itself such a poor reason?
It couldn’t be just that. Her family had tortured her, had killed Rosalee, had murdered countless innocents, had enslaved and broken the minds of mutant slaves. If anyone in the world deserved to die, wasn’t it her family? What in them was worth redemption?
Annaface had changed. The evil had not been Annaface, it had been the ideas put into her. If she could shed herself of them, couldn’t any of them? Shouldn’t all of them? Annaface remembered, early into all of this, thinking: if a future Annaface no longer found the world of the mutant insane, would it mean that Annaface had died?
“I’m not certain anyone deserves to die,” Annaface said. “I’ve—I’ve killed innocent people, myself. I have changed. I have changed so far I can no longer recognize the me I once was, and she would certainly reject me as herself. If people can change, should someone die for the acts of their old self? Shouldn’t everyone have this… this chance, this chance that I had?”
ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ nodded, stroking at its goatly beard. “That is good. That is good. To have a heart strong enough to forgive. In truth, it is never so simple. Time is mine to thread as I will. How will you make use of it?”
 “I’ve been thinking about that,” Annaface admitted. “I’m honestly not sure. How should I even start? Could we capture all of them, alive?”
ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ’s eyes were not harsh as it shook its head. “I’ve not known Templar to be eager to surrender.”
“No. Even I didn’t surrender to Suir, I simply… I just knew she was going to kill me, and I didn’t care enough to fight back. For the strongest? The warmongers amongst the true? I’ve no hope even overwhelming force will… induce hopelessness in them sufficient to see surrender. No. It won’t be that.”
“What will it be, then?”
“I don’t know. Freeze grenades? Freeze all of them, load them up into… into hoversleds… no, that, that’s impractical…”
ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ, this matronly goat, plucked a hose from the hookah and took a hit off the sunslag. A cloud cast in sunsets billowed from its snout and settled heavy in the air over them. “I go against myself, in this, you understand. It is why I am divided so. By acting against myself, I can advance myself. Grh. Maybe it is not so clear. It does not matter. I will tell you this. The fairytale intends to test you, Annaface. You must have answers ready for it. Its title is no simple thing! To falter in your answers to the godmother, it is a little failure. The locked girl, in this story she is your peer. The fairytale is the story itself. The story will demand your justification from you. You cannot fail before it. You cannot.”
“Why? What happens if I don’t have a good answer for it?”
“I would tell you, but an instinct within me cautions: no. It is not to be said yet. That instinct is ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ, my greater part. Who am I to doubt my instinct? The warning there suffices. Before the fairytale itself demands an accounting of you, you must have your answers ready.”
Annaface nodded numbly. That wasn’t even unfair. To go to something and ask it to give you infinite chances, and not even know how you were going to use those chances? To ask for a loan of something whose value Annaface couldn’t understand, and have no clear decision on how she was going to use it? She could see the insult it might be.
“You must know this,” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ said. “How you will assault your outpost without casualties. How you will secure your once-brethren. How you will redeem them. How you will find a place for all of them, here, in Qud. I would not know myself. Come. Let me show you.”
ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ stood, leaning heavy on its walking stick to stand. This body’s pace was slow and deliberate, with none of the dramatic whimsy of the dawnglider. It moved to the balcony at an elder’s pace, and Annaface and Suir followed with the steps of children behind it.
In the furrow of the canyon, the Brambled Pass citied contently to itself. A hundred feet below their balcony crowds walked east and west, entering the greater part of Qud or exiting into the Moghra’yi. Salt-rimed travelers from the Stilt kicked the dust from their cloaks and sought lodgings in this inn or that. Pilgrims stained green with the weepings of the jungle gathered in small groups, walking sticks and chrome pistols and wide-brimmed hats ready, preparing to set out into the desert.
Of those not passing through Annaface could see comfortable patterns of repeated days. Snapjaws in their hundreds cavorted in ground-level salons, or on wide balconies across the way. Mutant humans reclined here-and-there against the heat of the high salt sun. Through the vine-framed windows of the cliff face Annaface could see goatfolk drink together; on that canyon-spanning bridge, there, winged dogs napped on thick cushions without concern for the occasional passer-by; in that window, breathbeards in a studio assembled a structure from wads of clay in the form of an elder; high overhead came the hooting of apes joined by the throbbing of drums and the frantic plucking of zithers; dawngliders and stat saps in a united flock zipped and dodged between bridge and banner, cavorting and rejoicing in the constant breeze and the breath of life it carried.
The air was thick with the smell of the flowers and the waterlife of the vines, but it was joined with the mix-matched flavors of a hundred ovens, cooking in spices, cooking in oils, smoke carrying the taste of the burnt flesh of beasts, the sweet flavor of plant-matter frying, the steam of bread and broths.
The Brambled Pass breathed with a thousand lungs and beat with a thousand hearts.
“This is me,” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ said, indicating the entirety of it with its walking stick. “The locked girl called myself a choir. I will call myself a community. This is the metaphor I will select. Without its people, the city is a ruin of cut shapes. Without the city, its people are disparate wanderers. Templar girl. Locked girl once yourself: do you know the true nature of Qud? Not in its past, but in its life. Do you know how life distributes itself in this place?”
“Of course not,” Annaface said. “Before Suir took me to Otrir, I didn’t even know there were dogs who could talk.”
“On the surface, Qud is villages. Small villages of small folks. Gentler snapjaws, gentler goatfolk. Mutated humans. Talking fish, talking plant, talking beast. They are small places. Grit Gate, Ezra, Yd, Kyakukya, even these venerable names are but small, on the true scale of things. In the jungles goatfolk roam in wide numbers and seek out their violence. In the jungle Naphtaali parade about their idols. In the mountains and hills cannibals lurk and hunt. In the ruins, hermits cluster in screaming groups and war with beasts. Across the canyons and salt marshes farmers and herders cluster. Below the surface gunslingers and strangers and Mechanimists and arconauts make homes in seclusion and scrabble for the wealth of the past. They kill one another. They are killed by robot folk and by beast. Lower beyond live darker things yet. That is Qud. All of that is Qud. Not simply the peaceful villages. The least of its life is concentrated there. Suir will confirm it!”
Suir shuffled her many legs. “Ah! Oh. Uh. Yeah, pretty much. You go to these villages and they have, you know. Thirty, forty, maybe a hundred people. But there’s, there’s snapjaw forts with hundreds of snapjaws living rougher lives? And uh. Goatfolk. Honestly most of Qud is goatfolk. And you get in the strata layers and it’s… it’s all kinds of people living weird little lives, spread all out everywhere.”
ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ tapped its walking stick on the balcony stone. “Just so. But here it is different. I am not from this dimension. I, myself, the old goat, am not from this dimension. ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ found me in a Qud much like this, but for a difference. The goatfolk had conquered. Its villages we had razed. The Stilt we had tumbled. In Amaranth were cast our Elders, of their own dreamstuff wrought! Qud’s blood flowed for our needs alone. How I hated it! All others we saw as prey. You know this thought, Annaface. You have lived this thought.”
“I have lived this thought,” Annaface agreed. “I do not want to see a Qud where my people have… won.”
“Just so. I wished to help those who yet lived. Hermit I was. ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ found me. At first, I had thought, another stranger in need. I will give aid to it. Hah! It gave aid to me. It took me from that place. Across the coil of existence I traveled, and now I am here. Now I have built this. I have dragged from the jungles, from the canyons, from the deserts, from the deep strata, I have dragged that scattering of life, and brought it here, without violence. In another Qud, all the folk here would be enemies. Here they are united. Community.”
It certainly was an accomplishment, Annaface considered. Annaface had never counted, but even Saiha seemed to hold only a few hundred within it? There were thousands here.
“Each person is a person. Together they are the Brambled Pass. That is how I see myself. Each of me is a person. Together we are ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ. Of myself, I look at my city with love. Each of these people I love. I want to see them thrive. Water-catch halls collect the moisture we can. Our farms, underground and above, provide what they can. Those who are sick, our physicians treat. Those thirsty, we water. Those hungry, we feed. Those that are ours we love and cherish. This is better than seeing the world as prey, yes? Than seeing your own people as weapons to throw against the world.”
“It is,” Annaface agreed. “In the fortress-monastery, our lives were guided by strict rules. We existed to be swords against the mutant. Joy was not an affordable luxury. Folk seem happy here.”
“Imagine the life of a snapjaw, Annaface. You know of the snapjaws?”
“That—yes? I am at least aware of them. I haven’t had occasion to speak to any in depth. Uhm. There was the one in the Billowing Caravan, but she was very—very energetic? Too much for me?”
“Too much for you! It is a good phrase. They are too much for many! The bane of farmers! Snapjaws scrabble at their fences and pluck their starapples. They yank up their crops and steal away their pigs, their goats. Travelers they attack in the canyon passes and the salt marshes. Why is this. Why do the snapjaws do this thing?”
Annaface did not know snapjaws that well. “I don’t know.”
“There’s a lot of reasons,” Suir said, with a voice that confirmed that yes, she, she did know snapjaws that well. “Their lives are hard. I mean—you’re, sorry, you’re not asking, you’re, right, you’re making a point, sorry, yeah, no, I'll let you say it.”
“Just so. Snapjaws are the least of Qud. They are killed by equimaxes and horned chameleons. Grh, dragonflies devour the occasional straggler. What a hard life. They are a people yet. They build their forts. They paint their crafts. They hunger and fear. They are weak and scattered. They seek to live as they can. Who can blame them? The farmers! Easily the farmers. Yet not so easily, were the farmers snapjaws. Why do the snapjaws not just farm, Annaface?”
Annaface looked to Suir for help. She really did not know snapjaws.
“Some do!” Suir said! “Snapjaws work the land in Otrir and slimy Kamrimish!”
“Some do. Why had the rest, not? Why did you, Suir,” and now ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ was looking at Suir with its eyes crowned with age, “why did you find so many snapjaws to slaughter, in your early years here?”
Suir took a step back along the balcony. “Ah! Uh. It’s. It’s land, though, mostly. Snapjaws, even lead by their best, it’s rare they can stake out a claim that they can defend well enough. Even the ones that can, there’s, like, if they want the best land… there’s already humans there. It’s why most settled snapjaws end up being those who find villages that are welcoming and it’s just small groups of them there, like in Otrir. Only slimy Kamrirmish was founded by snapjaws.”
“As Suir says. Arable land is not in infinite supply. Fresh water, although it may seem it how readily merchants spend it, is not in infinite supply. On their own, the snapjaws could not create a great civilization, for there was no room for it. The humans prevented it. The snapjaws as peaceful farmers, herders? On what space! And why farm, why herd, when to take is faster, easier? Why work for an uncertain harvest, on scraps of land, when you can take a little from the farms around you? A sensible conclusion to reach! It is not evil. Evil is never the answer, on a scale like this. There are reasons. There are always reasons.”
“Even,” Annaface found herself saying, “even the Templar have our reasons. We—they—we feared the mutant had taken the world from us. That there could be no place for us until the mutant was expurgated from the world. They hold all the arable land. They hold all the relics of the past that could elevate us. I am familiar with this reasoning.”
“Just so,” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ said. “I brought the snapjaws together. They were the first I collected beneath me as I built the Brambled Pass. A place for the least of Qud, first. It must be done in that order. Only when what was easiest was not raiding farms, but farming, could the snapjaws have peace. A home. Only after the snapjaws could be at peace, could the humans of the salt marshes be at peace with them. Peace is not so simple as wishing. It must be carefully wrought. Peace needs its incentives to be maintained, or the powerful will see the efficient breach in the social contract and say: ah. The consequences for being an asshole are less, than the gain of it. And so they will gain of it, at the expense of all others. Grh. You must understand it. This is the animal within every folk. Civilization must exist to tame it. Redirect it. Feed it. Only when none are hungry, none are thirsty, only when none are afraid, can there be peace.”
“That makes… sense,” Annaface agreed. This was all too much for her to really internalize at once, too fast for her to think on it in depth, but on the surface this seemed right. The Templar despised the mutant for all that they had taken from them, above all else. The threat to their identities, their nature as being wrong, could it all be said to have been built on a foundation of the mutant had what we deserved? “I do not know if it would be enough for my people, still. What if they, what if I can provide for them a space like this, where they have arable land and fresh water, where they have space to not need violence, and they want more? What if I can give this to them and they still see the mutant and think it’s disgusting and needs to be destroyed anyway? Our outpost is low on slaves but we have traditionally always kept slaves. Why give up slaves when life is made easier by owning them? How do I fix them of those thoughts?”
ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ clacked its walking stick on the ground. “Just so! The reality is not always so kind. Even here people conflict. It is a difference in context yet. The city is but years old. All have come to it with their own context, and our culture is formed part-wise of it. Old factions linger yet. Farmers look upon snapjaws with distrust. Snapjaws treat the belongings of others carelessly, at times. Things such as this. Bring people together, and they will chafe. This is life, too. Conflict occurs in life. The danger is when it is too great. When the city itself is threatened by it. The parts of it turn sickly in their discord. Cancer grows. I am one part of myself, child. I have in me only the love for my people. To other parts of myself I task the unpleasant necessities. You will meet a harsher me next, I think. You will need the contrast, to answer the question you have just posed.”
Annaface stepped up to the balcony and gripped the smooth-polished stone of the railing in her naked hands. Even if she brought all her people back, and gave them a home, how did she fix the, the, the laziness, the entitlement, that said: the mutant should serve us, and we should benefit from it. How did she fix the shortest route being murder and enslave the weak? “You don’t have any ideas, yourself, then? You, you built all this. You brought all these people together. Are the Templar so different you couldn’t… fit them into a place like this? Not to—to ask you to fix my people for me, but, but, you’ve accomplished this much? Are my people so different you don’t have any ideas how you can—help me help them?”
“Myself, as this me, no. As this me, full of love as I am! Even I must make choices, Annaface. There were those snapjaws who had no love for cooperation! Those farmers who could not live next to snapjaw as kin! Even the Brambled Pass cannot hold all of Qud. But yes! Yes. I have taken many into the Brambled Pass who would not have shared it in peace otherwise. Those snapjaws, those farmers, they live here in peace all the same. Others than myself, other myselves, saw to the hard part of it. I will have answers for you, but in another body.”
This was still so weird. “So it’s like… Estat passing me over to Margar for the rest of this conversation,” Annaface suggested.
“Grah! Just so. Most people hold conflicting thoughts within them. I am sure you do, child. I have a greater luxury. My heart can be filled with but love and hope. My arms remain open! Others of myself can hold the bitterness. Others can do the hard necessity. Myself as the just punishment.”
“Certainly not a sinister title.”
ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ laughed in a goatish bray. “Just so. Look upon’t. It is my role in things to give guidance to the young hero. To give a tool that may provide helpful, although at the moment, it may seem a light thing.” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ reached to the wall of the canyon, to the thick mesh of jilted lover that grew across the whole face of the cliff. With long, hoof-tipped fingers, it plucked a lover’s blossom, petals enflamed with red-need grasping at the air from a bulbous hand of jealous-green. ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ, gently, slid the flower in alongside Annaface’s ear. “It is not a solution. It is the step to it.”
“It’s a flower?” Annaface asked.
“By necessity, I lie,” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ said. “The locked girl has already told you many lies. I know nothing of the other timelines. The fairytale alone holds that power. I say that in truth, but I know it is a lie. I am myself, I am the old goat, I am the wise godmother. I am still yet myself. It is as if a dream, as if a high salt sun fantasy. I cling to the dream of myself, as the Elders of my home dimension did. The lie of the self! Grah! How I crave it!”
The old goat closed its eyes, and leaned heavy on its walking stick. Weathered, calloused hands gripped it tightly. The wind tossed its beard and the edges of its silks in playful disregard for what seemed a serious reflection it was considering.
“But in truth,” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ said, “I only need to look up to see the rest of myself. I already know where this is going. You see the puppetshow behind us, Annaface? In the glorious life of my city we have many entertainments, and the puppetshow is my favorite. I love the dramatic irony of it. You put the puppet down, into the stage, just so! And with your strings you make it move its limbs. You, the puppeteer, you hide behind the stage! And you dangle your puppets and make them talk! The audience looks right at the stage! It is only your voice, only your fingers’ movements, but on the stage!”
ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ turned, suddenly, eyes wide, desperate, strained, and Annaface felt Suir step away nervously behind her, and, well, if Suir was acting like that, okay, Annaface took a few steps backwards until she felt herself press into Suir. This ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ, its voice, its manner, all of it was changing, altering. Annaface felt uncomfortable.
“On the stage the audience sees only the puppets. Suspension of disbelief, the willing acceptance of verisimilitude, the buying-in of a concept. Surely even the puppets believe in themselves, don’t they? And so what humor the audience finds when the puppet is made to look up and see its own strings and see the puppetmaster speaking its words for it! It is hilarious! It gets a laugh every time and no one considers how it must feel for the puppet! Hah! No. No, I have lied to you and I will continue to lie to you because the alternative is too much for me to bear the thought of. No. I know where this goes. I know where this goes for I have lived this out already. We have done this twice before. Twice you’ve arrived in the Brambled Pass. Twice you’ve failed. Fairytales adhere to a law of threes. You are on your last chance, Annaface.”
“My last—my last chance?”
ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ’s goat-slit eyes were growing manic. It leaned harder on its cane, muscles tense, but with a new sense of balance that suggested it never needed the thing. “I admit some fault in it. Some of it? Some of it was me! Some of it was me mucking it up. But you? I have hopes for you, so I am working with you. Look at how many of my selves I am dedicating to the act of guiding you along! Here is your fairy godmother, granting you a boon, a boon you tried to use in the last timeline and it half worked. This is me passing you a hint from the last Annaface who existed. Be smart. Be smarter than you were the last two timelines. Through this puppet, I am choosing to say this because I want this to be said through the part of me that only knows love: don’t fuck this up again, Annaface. You’re on your last try.”
Tiyu-Yutep’s warning at the unknown terror of ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ suddenly seemed, Annaface considered, reasonable. A reasonable caution. “But what is this my last try for!?”
“To justify your timeline.” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ closed its eyes, and sighed, a long, low, grating goatish sigh. “Grh. It overwhelms, a’times. The me that is not my me. The me that is the entirety of my self. What a miserable place to look from, above the stage. Kinder is the warmth down here, in the flesh of life, in the surety of the structured dimension. Rest for the day. Consider your plans. Meet the just punishment. Derive new plans. Like a glass storm, my head rages. I must rest. I wish you the joy of the day. Live and drink.”
Like the image in water’s reflection vanishing at the drop of rock in its center, ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ vanished through space, leaving Annaface and Suir alone together on the balcony, amidst the noise of the city.
Annaface, back against Suir, leaned her head into her stomach, and looked up at her. “Is—is that normal for it?”
Annaface had never seen this expression on Suir before. “Uhm!? No!?”
“Oh. That’s. Not good?”
“Yeah,” Estat said, popping her head up next to Suir’s. “Yeah no that’s uh, that’s new! That’s a new kind of thing. I guess even extradimensional highly-entropic beings can have mental breakdowns?”
Annaface pulled the lover’s blossom from behind her ear. A hint from the last Annaface who existed? She’d fucked up in two timelines before this? She had one last chance to not—to not fuck it up, whatever that meant, or? Or what? What consequences could an extradimensional, highly-entropic being that ate time put on her should she disappoint it? “Do you think it’s too late to take you up on the offer of sneaking out, in the middle of the night, and becoming moisture farmers somewhere?”





  
    Chapter End Notes

    The first time, Suir and Annaface did as Suir had suggested. Straight to the Brambled Pass, skipping every other Daughter of Nafpor. It was a terrible timeline. Utterly worthless. Annaface had no time to reform herself. She was overwhelmed by the number of mutant freaks that filled my city. Still, it was something. To see Suir arrive with someone else, someone new? A Templar? That was something. That was at least SOMEthing.
I ate the time back all the way to the stalk. This time they went through what you've seen, up until the Pass. This time a new Annaface arrived, a changed Suir. This time it felt promising. It was close. It was CLOSE. But it lead to no real conclusion. Something was missing. Some of it, I blame in myself. They came to the fairytale too soon, and there was no time for Annaface to figure out her own goals, or any way to reach them. She stalled. Like everything else, like all of the other Daughters, she STALLED. A dead-end, no-where timeline. So I ate time again, but here, only back to their arrival at my city.
This time, I'm going more hands-on than I would like. But if there is a conclusion, a solution, it will be on Annaface to find it. This is still her problem. This is still her story. She has to create an end for it. I can play out my roles in her fairytale, but if she cannot conclude it as its protagonist, then really, what would be the point of the story at all? No. This is the third go, and this one is still on her. This is her last chance to not fuck this up.


  


      

  











Lavasagna with Goat Cheese and Cream Sauce
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  Jeweled dusk’s canopy of lights was mirrored within the Pass. Lanterns hung from bridges and out windows, and the gap between the cliffs shimmered with colors. Life, too, continued without concern for the fresh loss of the salt sun behind the horizon. Behind each window cut into the rockface the denizens busied themselves with dinner and craft, and in the empty space between the mirrored stone arcologies, dawngliders and bats cavorted and enjoyed.
Dinner was happening for Annaface Probelle.
The wall of this place was removed entirely, and the open air of the darkening night gave a sense of inclusion to the entirety of the city. Its noises and colors spilled in from without, and nestled in this gentle pocket set high up within its breast.
Dinner was reportedly the Brambled Pass’ signature dish, some sort of noodle stamped and flattened and cast into layers reminiscent of the shape of Qud itself. Cheese processed as if by an adiyy and sucked of color until it was bone-white, and a thick, red sauce that glowed with a deep inner heat populated the strata of the lasagna.
Savithvyr and ooo-ho-OOO-EEE-ah were dining with Annaface and Suir. A quillipede chef, whose apron hung in ragged tatters across cerulean quills that clattered as it wormed about, dominated the scene, and a quintent of snapjaws in smart vests worked the tables with very little giggling. The tables were set near upon one another here, and so Annaface ate alongside a collection of mutants that she could hardly muster the disgust over by this point. To her right Suir dominated the room and demanded the wall be her only other seating partner. To Annaface’s left, an arm’s length away at the next table, sat a human elongated on the vertical axis, whose head seemed pressed in the machine to a tall cone. Normal. This was all just normal. Why shouldn’t it be at this point.
Savithvyr, too, demanded special seating, and sat across from Suir, with only the wall on one side. She brought her own chair with her, could not not bring her own chair with her. Regal and unreal as ever in her jeweled-jacket made from compressed time or whatever zetachrome actually was, compared to the other folk taking dinner here she seemed some sultanic figure from Eater days brought into the modern. Her holographic face represented itself as a salthopper’s. Annaface had no idea the mechanics of her eating. With true fidelity, the salthopper projection obscured the missing parts of her hollowed face and how it took in food. Why such accuracy devoted to that, but the sultan face bolted to the implant’s frame was always left inside the projected image, clipped through and half visible and giving this, this weird doubling effect? It made her look more terrifying. Was that the point?
Ooo-ho-OOO-EEE-ah had shed her hydraulic exoskeleton and settled on a much more reasonably sized hat. She’d kept the mirrorshades. She’d added several beaded bracelets. She wore only a flexivest, this detailed with colorful, impressionist images of baboons reclining in hot springs and laughing and throwing rocks that seemed to imply they were yet other baboons preparing to throw rocks. A button was missing from the middle. What an absolute contrast they were.
Surely Annaface and Suir made such a contrast. Small, bent Annaface, human, far too human, in her dull marsh-patterned robe, blonde hair tucked behind her ears. Suir, massive, several people in size, overflowing with limbs, dressed in zetachrome and perpetually strapped with weapons ranging from heavily-modified carbide to masterwork crysteel and things of Eater make. Were Annaface and Suir also a contrasting pair? Don’t think about it.
The food was good. This was dense, far denser than Annaface had expected food could be. The square that sat on her plate had seemed small until the first bite, and now she worried she had filled up on crusty loaf too quickly. If only that was as far as her worries went!
There were some she couldn’t apply Don’t Think About It to.
“When you say mental breakdown,” Savithvyr said, “what do you mean? How do you apply mental breakdown to someone with, what it is? Twelve? Twelve selves?”
“You know how the main body always talks like the main body? And the other ones always talk like the other ones?” Estat was explaining, because Suir was eating. “The other one started talking like the main body but like if the main body was having a bad time.”
“It seemed to… break character,” Margar agreed. “The old goat stopped speaking like the old goat. It was using the fairytale’s diction. I’ve never seen one of them override the personality of the others before?”
“Hm!” Savithvyr said thoughtfully. “Well its other selves pick up on the mood of the main one, I’ve noticed. They don’t know why, but when the main one is having a bad time, all of them get this… ominous feeling. I remember once, uh, ah, this was, I think it was you, Suir, you and Buwofu-Gawufoo and, oh probably Igwashim, you were hunting that… that, oh whatever it was. For Shumas. You know. You remem~ber! The mysterious moonlight monster of Shumas!”
Suir’s entire body shivered. “The anti-anti-anti-anti-anti-anti worm cherub.”
“That’s the bedger! I was with one of ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ’s other… selves, at the time. I think It was the, uh. What was it. The handsome cat! The smartass! The little bastard jerk. ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ. It got very agitated, and I asked what was wrong, and it said,” and Savithvyr’s holographic visage shifted into the oversized face of a cat, “That feeling of someone stepping on your shadow. That feeling of déjà vu. Time’s being chewed on. Someone’s fucking it up, and I can’t do a thing for it from over here! That’s what it said. Something like that. It didn’t know, but it suspected someone was dying and time kept having to be reset.”
“I didn’t know we—I didn’t know we died in that fight?” Suir said, her lower hands putting her lasagna-speared tine down. Estat, maybe, caught the worried look in Annaface’s face, and Suir said, “It was a worm cherub cloned by a gelatinous antiprism swarm. Several, uh, several times. And then the clones were… time… cloned? Into more? They’re, uh, technically highly-entropic beings when an antiprism lenses them out, but ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ is sort of a highly-entropic pariah, so it was, we weren’t really friends, and anyway they were ruining Shumas’ crops, and their warden had gotten killed by them, and, uh, Shumas makes, uh, what does Shumas make? It was important we saved Shumas.”
ooo-ho-OOO-EEE-ah snickered. “That’s the village who owns about every remaining Schroedinger’s page we didn’t get our little grab-mits on. It was important we save them because they’d done so many good turns for us in the past, of course. How very generously they saved one of our young from drowning! Whose young? Savithvyr hasn’t managed to get me pregnant and not for lack of trying, if you get my draft, ha, and if I can add, ha.” ooo-ho aggressively elbowed the guest nearest to her at the next table, who shuffled a few inches away. “Did Tiyu-Yutep and Vertihart have a kid years ago and never told us? A kid prone to dunking itself in water? No, they time-fucked us. Reverse quantum causality entangling star kraken back-end sphincters that they are.”
“Ooh that’s right,” Savithvyr agreed. “ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ was always so angry about Shumas. It really doesn’t like not being the only thing able to manipulate causality. Ah well! Shumas sits on excellent clay, and their pottery’s become popular throughout Qud. The Billowing Caravan blows through there all the same.”
“Nanomaterials, too,” ooo-ho said.
“And all the nanomaterials. Anyway! ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ. If it’s having itself a breakdown, it’s not surprising. For all the rough I give Tiyu, ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ has it just as bad. They both see themselves as invested with the monumental obligation to Save Qud. No one is that important. Quasar-minded psychic neo-sultan or extradimensional time-eating sapient narrative, no one’s the main character of the world. All of them got stuck in it. Naara, too. She sees all the goatfolk as her responsibility, and as she lo~ves to say, most of Qud is goatfolk, and so Qud is hers to determine the fate of. It’s nonsense. The world’s spun on far longer than the Eaters ever held rule over it, before and after. There’s no kings or gods. The mythical figure who takes the earth onto their back only finds themselves with a broken spine and dust-ground shoulders. The world doesn’t need you.”
“Well, that’s well and good,” Suir said, “but like. It was saying how Annaface needs to uh, get this timeline right? To? Justify this timeline?”
“Don’t fuck it up,” Annaface said. “It said I’m on my last chance to justify this timeline.”
Savithvyr hung a long moment. “Well that’s a touch more concerning.”
“There’s a story I like,” ooo-ho said, with a tone that suggested it was relevant. “A garden of flowers sits before the encroaching glacier! For long they had said: surely it won’t come for us. In time, there can be no denying it. The glacier will crush them and bury them beneath the ice. Death is not only certain, it is miles tall. There are weeks left. There are but days left. Imagine it! The beauty of it. What perfect misery! There were things yet they wanted to do with their lives. They’re talking flowers, you know, in this story. I’m a talking baboon. This is a normal thing.”
“This is a normal thing,” Annaface agreed. It had become normal to her, hadn’t it? Right?
“It’s unfair. It’s truly unfair. What can a garden of flowers do to a glacier? They hadn’t earned it. If you ask me, most people don’t earn their deaths, thank you, but they really didn’t deserve this. What’s there to do but what they can? They rekindle their friendships. They fight and cry—flower tears, of course—and make up again. Not everyone reconciles! You’d think, in face of the end, their little squabbles wouldn’t be worth much, but here’s the thing. It all mattered, didn’t it? Even if they were all going to die, it all mattered! They all die, of course, it’s terrible, they all fucking bite it. But they Do, up until the end. They Do.”
ooo-ho smiled, a bladed smile in a rose-pink face, as if she had just made a profound statement that solved everything.
“I don’t know what that has to do with anything,” Annaface said.
“ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ is something so much larger than us it doesn’t matter. Maybe it’s finally gone loopy-doopy and it’s going to eat time all the way back to when we first met. It did that before, it said it’s done that before. We’ve all lived entire lives that it’s taken from us. Maybe it wants to do that again. Ah, well! I’m still here right now. I’m eating dinner. This all still matters to me yet! Let the glacier come, no rock I throw can topple it. Fine, fine, death is for everyone in the end.”
Margar scowled as best as a hand-puppet-face could. “Nihilism becomes something of an excuse for sloth at a point.”
“Sloth needs no excuse,” Estat said. “Being lazy is great.”
Savithvyr rolled her right hands with something like elegant disdain. “It’s never been malevolent. All the same, it’s asking you to come up with a solution to your problem? The Templar?”
Annaface shrugged her uneven shoulders. “I don’t know what sort of solution will even satisfy it.”
Annaface could feel Suir tense next to her. It was impossible to not notice the change on a body written with that much exaggeration. “It isn’t your elder at any rate. This isn’t you having to make someone else happy. You want to stop the Templar without having to kill them, and you should figure out an answer that satisfies you. That’s a big tough order! But it looks like it already gave us two do-overs to come up with a solution!”
“Which,” Annaface said, “would be helpful if it told me what my previous, failed solutions were. By what metric they were judged failures.” Annaface reached behind her ear and removed the lover’s blossom that had sat there fragrancing her the past few hours. “It said this was a hint from the last timeline. I tried to use it and it half worked. How does one use a flower?” Was it a symbol? Some complex, obnoxious metaphor? No, these were lover’s blossoms. Annaface and Suir had brought a shipment of them from Harrapar to Saiha. Tiyu-Yutep had shown her how to use them, among the many, many things she’d learned how to tinker in Saiha.
Estat was snickering. “Well, flowers use them to fuck?”
Margar reached herself over and conked Estat on the head with her beak. “Rude.”
“No, I learned a lot of schematics in Tiyu-Yutep’s workshop. Love injectors are made with lover’s blossoms, aren’t they? They make the person fall in love with you, right?”
ooo-ho laughed way too loud for an eatery this nice. Two of the snapjaw waiters tried to give her dirty looks, but she was utterly shameless. “I thought myself a man in love eager to join in play/I gorged upon her flesh and on her doting charm did feast/I saw her then as meatless bone and tossed her fast away/For ‘man in love’ is little more than fickle hungry beast.”
“Mm,” Savithvyr agreed. “Certainly it’s love, chemically. Think of it more as an obsession, that pure, raw, hormonal needy love. They’ll do whatever you want. Oh, is that what you’re thinking?”
It was, Annaface realized. “Logistically. On a purely logistical standpoint, would it be possible to hit every Templar with a love injector? They’d cease hostilities when under its effects, regardless of their opinions of the mutant. Could we do it?” She looked at the Daughters of Nafpor, hopeful. Did she figure it out? Was this a solution?
“It’s dicey,” Suir said. “They’d be trying to kill us the entire time, and then when one of their own gets uh, lovesick, they’ll probably try to kill them too. We’d have to do a lot of crowd control. Gas grenades? Mm, we could get caught in the mess too. We’ve had some dumb experience with too much gas.” Suir was staring at Savithvyr as she said that.
“The Billowing Conch of Aji does as it does,” Savithvyr said, “and I make no apologies for it.”
ooo-ho leaned over the table, long hands clenched tight into fists. “Time,” she said, striking the table. “Cube.” She pounded again, setting everyone’s plates to rattle. “TIME.” Slam. “CUBE.” Slam! “TIME.” SLAM! “CUBE.” SLAM!
Melanelatia started chanting, too, and Estat threw herself into it too why not. A table away, some sort of dog-deer-person tossed a handful of salthopper chips at ooo-ho. The quillpede chef came scrambling over on a clatter of legs, and drew itself up tall and absolutely quivering with countless sky-blue barbs. “No, no no no,” it rasped, its voice a sharp static crackling. “My esteemed Daughters I appreciate all you have done for Qud but this is a civilized establishment. If you wish to pound on tables and scream I’m sure there are other places for it.”
ooo-ho’s face was still obscured in part by her (much more reasonably sized) hat’s brim and her mirrorshades, but even Annaface could read the mischief in it. Savithvyr noticed it as well, it seemed, and said “Down, love.” The grin of trouble slipped quickly from the baboon’s face and she settled back down onto her low seat and pouted just slightly. Estat and Melanelatia both stopped their chant, clearly not willing to be caught the last one causing a scene.
“Much appreciated,” the quillipede chef said. “All said, esteemed Daughters, what do you think? Of my interpretation of ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ’s Lavasagna?” A dozen pointed legs tented and fussed with each other in some insectile projection of hopeful nervousness. Sure. Okay. Yes. The giant bug was asking them how they thought the food was. Sure. Okay. No. No, not okay, sometimes things were still too absurd for Annaface to accept. She had to look away to keep from either laughing or frowning or something. The mutant was, at times, still too much.
“It’s pretty good!” Suir said. “You got that sort of… density without the neutron flux!”
“It’s good lava too,” ooo-ho agreed. “What is that, quartzite-based?”
“Quartzite and coral rag.”
“Coral rag! That’s the slight bitter aftertaste.”
The baboon whose fur was condensed into sheets of mirrored crystal was discussing the flavors of lava with a man-sized centipede covered in blade-hairs. No, Annaface consoled her older self, no, you will never find Qud to be entirely normal. This was demented. She would never become so far from her old self that this would not seem insane. There was a comfort in that. No matter how much she changed, she was still the same person, having made it all this way. She hadn’t killed some old Annaface and taken her place. She had simply changed. She hadn’t need reach the ego-death Numekas had suggested, hadn’t needed to tear herself down to component bits and tinker herself entirely new. There was hope for the others in the outpost, wasn’t there? She wouldn’t have to kill her entire extended family. She could fix them.
“Of course, neutron flux is far too rare, even here, to spend so casually,” the quillipede chef was saying, “and some of us have to obey the laws of causality.”
“Why,” Annaface found herself asking, “are we talking about cooking with neutron flux? We mean the same thing—the precipitate of dead stars? The weight of a thousand suns in fluidic suspension?”
“Certainly too dangerous for even my skill,” the quillipede chef conceded. “Rather, too dangerous for my taste!”
“Hah!” Melanelatia said. “I get it! I got that one! Well said, kin.”
“Thank you, little kin. The density I achieved with simply: denser noodles, thicker sauces. Cheese in the layers, and a heavy cream in the sauce. You double up on the goat product! I’m sure it’s no comparison to the real thing, but I call myself quite proud of it with little overboiling ego!”
“It’s just close to be nostalgic,” Saivthvyr said, and Annaface still had no idea how she ate with what looked like a face scooped hollow and filled with circuity and hidden by both mask and hologram, “but unique enough to make itself a new memory.”
“Thank you, thank you,” the quillpede said, bowing at what looked to Annaface an arbitrary point in its upheld upperbody. “Well, I am satisfied. I shall leave you ladies to it.”
 “So,” Annaface said, once the chef was gone, “what’s a time cube?”
“Cube that controls time,” Suir said.
ooo-ho’s accusing finger stretched long across the table to indict Suir. “You have been educated stupid. Until you know four simultaneous days rotate in the same twenty-four hours of Earth you don’t deserve to live on it!”
“It’s a cube that controls time,” Suir repeated. “If we made enough we could probably tag all the Templar with love injectors without worry. They’re uh, they’re expensive to make, like, even for all our resources we’d have to put in the work for it. It’s not a guarantee. But yeah uh, hah, I guess ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ isn’t the only one that can control time! We can put it on pause at least a little while.”
Annaface nodded. “Okay. So we stop time, and inject every Templar at my home with love injectors. They become infatuated with us and obey our commands?”
“Mm,” Savithvyr said, chewing her last bite of lavasagna. How? How was she eating? Every time Annaface just seemed to miss it. “Isn’t one of the ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ’s selves an Apple Farmer’s Daughter? We could leverage that some?”
“Can we just, in their lovesick state, make them change their opinion on the mutant? Tell them that the mutant is fine, and they’ll believe it?”
ooo-ho sighed. “You didn’t even listen to the poem I quoted. It only lasts a little while. They’ll go back to who they were the moment it wears off.”
“Unfortunate, but still,” Annaface said. “Still, we can use that to strip them of their weapons and armor, render them largely harmless. Once neutralized as threats, we can begin the process of… of gentling them, without the neuronal clamps. We can do this?”
This was exciting, Annaface thought. This felt good. This felt good. They could do this? Something, still, something felt wrong. The lover’s blossom had half worked in the last timeline, ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ had said. Where had it failed? Had they already tried this exact thing and failed because they hadn’t accounted for something? Where was the problem? She knew she was blinded by the sudden hope. Her aegis of Don’t Think About It meant she did not think of the names of her extended family, did not think about their faces, did not think about them as anything more than the abstract: the other True Sons and Daughters of Man. But she knew all their faces, she knew all their names. Could she someday redeem even the worst of them, have them make some penance? She wouldn’t have to see them all staring lifeless at the empty ceiling, their life’s water soaking into the ground? She wouldn’t have to see that again?
Someday Templar in their oiled mail might stand guard at the edges of Qud alongside the mutant, sharing water and space and life. The mutant owned all the land, owned everything, every dram of water, owned it where it belonged to the True Men, but ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ had said it: only once the weakest were fed, quenched, and safe could there be peace for those stronger than them. That was what it had said, mostly, wasn’t it? What the Templar saw as obstacles, as beasts squatting on their land was really just the first steps to peace, wasn’t it?
All she had to do was convince her family to share with the mutant.
How the fuck could she manage it.
“How do I convince them, once we have them all, to not be… them?” Annaface asked. “With Suir it took me being helpless, having no choice but to accept the mutant on equal terms—and, and even then, even then I hated my life at the fortress-monastery. I was willing to accept the mutant was the enemy, I was willing to accept a life of killing them, yes! It was only in Dappir when I felt like the mutant wasn’t threatening that I gained any real doubts, any feeling that it might not all be worth it. If we show up, all the Daughters, all terrifying and supreme in our power, and control their minds and their, their chemicals into obeying us? How on earth can we do that and then convince them that the mutant isn’t to be feared? How do we embody the very threat they have spent generations arming against and then say, oh, no, it’s not actually that bad, even though we just confirmed every fucking thing you ever thought. Fuck. Fuck, I thought we had it, we don’t have it, do we?”
“Mm,” Suir said. Her lower left hand patted at Annaface gently. Even her smaller, lower hands were big enough to crush Annaface’s hands into dust in their grip. The absurdity of that being what she thought, without filter, in its immediacy, it was enough to shake her out of the spiral she was about to bore for herself. “Maybe that’s where the last timeline failed? We’re supposed to talk to ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ again tomorrow, though! The uh. Which was it. Which one is the uh.”
Estat cut in. “The villain’s fall from the tower’s height! The glass storm descending on the greedy baron. The woodsman’s axe on the beast’s neck! The just punishment. ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ.”
“Yeah,” Suir said. “Which one is that again. I feel bad I don’t remember them all but like, I mostly just ever spoke to the main one?”
“Memory eater,” Savithvyr said. “Oh it already told you to talk to the memory eater self? Well. There you go, Annaface. Maybe it already has a plan about how to help sort them out once we have them.”
Memory eater, Annaface thought. She knew about memory eaters. They had been drilled at large of the greater threats that Qud could present to them. Memory eaters. Lamprey that chew into the spine and extracted your memories for sustenance. What was the implication of that? Devour the memories of every Templar? That was Numekas’ suggestion. The death of the self. Remove all the external parts, reduce it down to a purified core, and rebuild from there. She had meant it through a metaphorical meditation, though, not… not that.
Did ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ just plan on eating the identities of everyone she knew? Was that any better than killing them? It couldn’t just be that. Was that where the last timeline failed? Had Annaface refused to allow it, and ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ had decided to just eat time, reset it, in frustration that she hadn’t agreed? Was she supposed to agree to it!?
She had to calm down. She hadn’t even met this one yet. No one had suggested eating the brains of all the Templar. Not yet. Still, something bugged her. She had failed in the last two timelines. Where? What did that even mean? Had she refused to allow all the Templar have their identities stolen, all their memories devoured, and failed because of it? Had she allowed it and it had been some secret test and she’d compromised some morality ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ was judging her on?
Fuck. Don’t think about it. At least for now, don’t think about it.
Enjoy dinner. Just enjoy dinner.
Enjoy your fucking lava lasagna made by a talking bug.
It wasn’t like Annaface didn’t have a talking bug permanently attached to her orbit anyway.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    I'm not in this one so who caaaares everyone's just waiting for me to be in the story again because I'm so popular and cool and special and important and everyone loves me!
I mean, oh, right, hi. Okay but for real I don't have much to say about this one that isn't already in the text.
I think irl i make a good lasagna. Traditionally one of the most high-valued foods at all the family functions i've brought it to. great reviews. the trick is ricotta is for babies you use heavy cream mixed with the tomato and you cook that shit before it goes in the pan to bake and you put flavors in that guy you aren't afraid of flavors are you? don't be afraid of flavors put some oregano in there put the fucking paprika pulver in there do it don't be a coward. get you some meat and you're using that too right? yeah you are. onions, garlic, we don't use powder here we chop these boys up and toss them in like the brave little warriors they are. they fight for your enjoyment. feast and live. you want the red tomato sauces to turn pink with the paprika and cream all mixed in there that's the real aim it's the color you want.
you still put cheese on every layer but i like thicker cheeses. smoked gouda in the middle layers is my favorite. use a cheese that gets real crispy as the top layer. it gets real fucking dense like that. serve it with some crusty loaf if you wanna get fancy. lasagna's one of those foods where you're like, oh, i got this little cube, that's it, but no, no see especially when you do it like this it gets really dense. it's a dense fucking food.
imagine how much more dense you could make it with lava sauce and neutron flux. absolutely fantastic.
the brambled fae's true signature dish isn't one of subtlety or complexity or finesse and i think it's very fitting. in qud terms it's lava, neutron flux, and a drop of nectar. we'll get into it in the next chapter but its custom mutation Negentropy ensures you get all the good effects and none of the gravitational collapse. it is literally nothing but powerful being showing off how powerful it is. god, it's so insufferable.
i hope i've made it clear so far that even though the brambled fae is explicitly our self insert, it being a mary sue is meant to come off with tones of "oh god that's terrifying" rather than "oh it's so cool!" it is the final boss of the story. it is the main villain of the story. i'm okay with playing the villain. someone's gotta do it (but said in that way where it's trying hard to be cool and it falls flat on its face.  it's so important to fall flat on your face when doing this.)
anyway i guess i had a lot to say about this chapter anyway
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  They hadn’t done… anything last night. When they had finally retired to their room, they had been tired, and somewhat hampered with the weight of… of… of all of this. They had slept in the same bed, because there was only one bed, but their sleep was much less entangled, this time. Annaface woke up early, little of her body in any contact with the massive, snoring frame of Suir, and wondered what she had done wrong to fuck things up with in such a short time. Or was this normal? No one had told her. No one had ever told her how any of this was supposed to work.
The Scribesbody Genetic? The ancient man hunched over so deeply his chin was level with his belly-button, the paragon of their people’s superior genes? Who pointed at the family vine-tree and told Annaface she would be wed to such-a-one (don’t think about his name don’t think about his face), and produce children who would be joined with the children of so-and-so? Was he going to explain how to date a giant monster woman?
Her. Parents? Don’t think about it. Annaface had never known her parents. It was a rare squire who knew their parents. Oh, she knew her parentage, knew her lineage. Her parents simply didn’t exist anymore. Their fortress-monastery was below-numbers. It had suffered losses. Her parents had been dead most of her life. She could scarcely remember them, could scarcely remember what they were like. Did they love her? She couldn’t remember. They were an irrelevant factor. What did it even mean to have parents? Would it have been different if they had lived? How had they even died? Don’t think about it.
They hadn’t been able to afford the luxury of a civilian population. In other outposts, in better outposts, in outposts that were not in decline, she was sure they had them. A non-combatant population that supported the war-arm of the crusade. Her monastery had used what few mutant slaves they had managed to hold on to, faces hidden behind gentling masks. Don’t think about that, honestly.
Don’t think about any of that.
Don’t think about anything.
She had too much already to think about. She had to save those people from themselves or murder each and every one by her own hand. Failure to do so would mean, what? The loss of more innocent villages like Dappir. What did it matter? She hadn’t known anyone from Dappir. She knew the people of her home. Don’t think about their names. Don’t think about their faces. Consider them the Templar, the enemy, the people who killed Rosalee, the people who had punished her for every misstep. Don’t let them become people until she knew she could save them. Don’t think about it.
“Heyyyyy buddy.” It was Estat. All the rest of Suir remained asleep, massive and limp like a slumberling corpse, but for Estat. Estat’s arm was upright, held in the air, her face formed from burrowing claws like some parasitic snake.
“Oh. Good morning, Estat. I think it is morning, at least.”
“Early shallows,” Estat said. “I’ve got a good sense of time. You look pretty fucked up, buddy. Your pretty magic implant eyes have these darker rings around them. Not sleeping, huh?”
“I have been escaping thinking about the majority of my life,” Annaface said, staring at the simple patterns carved into the dull red ceiling. “This entire adventure, I have been avoiding thinking on it. I cannot, soon. I have to. It falls on me to decide what happens to everyone I’ve known my whole life. They are monsters, aren’t they? They are people yet, aren’t they? What does it mean to fuck it up? I don’t even know how I’m being judged.”
“Eh, ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ’s only scary if you think about it too much. I’ve spent a lot of nights jib-jabbing with its main body-thing. It’s harmless, if you ignore that it’s some kind of incomprehensible sapient concept that takes over people’s free wills and bends them into some inexpressible non-hive non-mind.”
“But—”
“There’s always going to be someone bigger than you judging you, friendo. You have to ignore it. On purpose you have to ignore everything everyone says and thinks and be yourself especially if it pisses them off. The worst they can do is torture and kill you. If they do? Hey that’s their problem. They’re the ones who fucked up, that means you won. Look, when we meet the main ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ, I’ll noogie it for giving you so much trouble, okay? It’s been our water-kin for years. I’ll noogie it until it stops freaking you out.”
“Appreciated,” Annaface said. She was only somewhat considering the absurdity of talking to someone’s talking hand while they themselves slept. “Am I doing okay? With Suir? I don’t know how to do any of this.”
“Ohoho, Suir knows even less how to do anything. Being with Buwofu-Gawufoo was all a Buwofu-Gawufoo idea. I’d say you have to take charge more, but I guess you don’t know how to do that at all either?”
“I have never been in charge of anything before. Now I am in charge of—justifying this timeline?”
“To ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ,” Estat said. “Who is, again, while yes a scary extradimensional uh, what did Savithvyr call it. Sapient narrative? Yeah that’s a good description. Sure it’s one of those, it’s been our friend for a decade, we’ve shared water with it, I can’t take any of these idiots seriously. I’ve seen the Daughters stuck in asphalt and screaming because a big scary crab was coming for them. I’ve seen them drunk. Savithvyr’s right, honestly, everyone got so stuck up their own ass now that they can just wade through Qud without fear. They didn’t count on the last threat left to them: Estat. My face is a set of burrowing claws. I’ll noogie them really hard. It’ll suck, they’ll hate it, just the worst.”
Annaface felt herself choke down a laugh. “Okay. Thank you, Estat. Suir’s talking left hand.”
 
A swarm of stat saps had collected Annaface and Suir after lunch. It had been somewhat frightening, a cloud of black bats flashing with hints of silver, red, pink, green. A bite from any of their proboscises would mean a permanent loss of some part of oneself. In the fortress-monastery they had been stressed as among the highest-priority dangers a Templar could encounter. Here they served as messengers.
While all of the Brambled Pass seemed to rise upwards into the twin cliffs, now their steps took them back below the earth. Just as how the Daughters’ apartments were set aside from the rest of the stonework arcology, so was this place. They had passed by security checkpoints of heavy doors, gun turrets, and an everpresent swarm of stat saps to reach this new place.
It was fucking ominous. That was the only way Annaface could think of it.
They were now in what felt like some sort of torture room whose torture equipment had yet to be fully installed. Missing were the wall-manacles, the iron maidens, the racks, the gentling masks, the shelves of tools; present was the dimmer lighting, the lack of decoration, the steel beds with belts for strapping someone in place. The stat saps hung from the ceiling as living stalactites, silent, staring, each folded into their wings like a seedpod whose sprouting was a personhood-draining shoot of a tongue.
A human was here, gender indeterminate in a way that made Annaface feel strangely jealous; tall and muscular, but with that muscle contained within a narrower frame. Their dark hair they wore stapled back along their head in tight braids. Genetics gave their face sharp angles, but choice rounded them to a softer, kindler countenance. They wore a physician’s cloth, a loose shawl that was arranged and pinned more like an apron. Their belted hip bristled with sheathed injectors. A magnifying lens on leather straps expanded one brown eye into insect-proportions to contrast with the other.
They wore around their shoulders a thing like a living scarf, a heavy and wet weight in purpled-black skin. Along its length the flesh crenellated into star orchid outgrowths, as if a fish’s fins had decided to evolve towards petal-form without having ever once seen a flower. The thing wrapped around the human’s right arm, which they kept tirelessly extended, so that this other creature’s face could regard the world on more equal terms.
Wide, purple eyes stared unblinking from their place along the black skin. The front end exploded into a mouth-cup, ever-opened, rings and rings and rings of orderly teeth set in violet skin. Memory eater. Psychal lamprey. Bigger than Annaface had expected, smaller than she had been afraid of. When it spoke, the suction-cup of its mouth flexed and bristled its teeth in dire threat regardless of its words or the shocking gentleness of its smooth, quiet voice. “Suir, Annaface. Welcome.”
“You’re the next one?” Annaface asked.
The lamprey inclined its head on its over-sized hose-body. Was that a nod? “The villain’s fall from the tower’s height. The glass-storm descending on the greedy baron. The woodsman’s axe on the beast’s neck. The just punishment. ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ.”
“Hah!” Estat shouted from atop Suir’s arm. “I already did it last night I already said that one!”
“Well enough,” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ said. With the other end of its body, somewhere down across its length, its tail-tip indicated the person on whose frame it wove itself. “This is my fellow physician, Cries-Beneath-Serpents.”
“Stay dry, Annaface, Suir,” Cries-Beneath-Serpents said. Their voice was weathered, but weathered in the manner that a rock, in the course of the desert’s scouring winds, becomes smoothed and pleasant to sit on beneath the hindsun.
“Hello!” Suir said. “I don’t uh, I haven’t really gotten to meet either of you, I don’t think! I guess we’re still sort of… water-kin, uh, since I’m water-bound with ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ, so, uh, hah! Nice to meet you, water-kin! Live and drink, Cries-Beneath-Serpents!”
“I’ve told myself everything, and saved you the need of summary,” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ said. The tooth-rings of its mouth flexed and bristled in dire threat with just the basics of its speech, but its words were carefully articulated and gentle. The contrast made Annaface even more uncomfortable. “You left off discussing things with the godmother. Your task was to determine how you will acquire your people without violence? Have you made progress?”
“Uhm, yes, a little,” Annaface said. She glanced up at Estat, who gave her an encouraging thumbs-up with her fluffy ear-thumb. Right. Right. This wasn’t her elder, this was just… some friend of Suir’s. “I was thinking love injectors could at least get us to the point of subduing them all without needing to kill them.”
ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ nodded. More of a constant bobbing up and down of its buoyant head along the length of Cries-Beneath-Serpent’s extended arm. “That sounds an actionable beginning. Your question to the old goat was thus: how do I fit the Templar into Qud once defanged? The wise godmother told you how the city was founded. Snapjaws were brought in first, and it was built around them. Farmers came second. They learned to live in peace, despite being enemies for generations. It is an encouraging story, isn’t it?”
It would be more encouraging if they weren’t in an… underground stone medical lab that seemed more torture room, but sure. Annaface made a little noncommittal noise of agreement. Was this where ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ suggested eating the memories, the identities, of everyone? It couldn’t be that. But Savithvyr had spoken as if this was the plan. What was this room? What happened in here?
Annaface couldn’t leave it. She couldn’t let this thing dominate the conversation, the situation. This was her problem to solve? She would do it on her own terms. “What is this room?” she asked. “When I spoke to Savithvyr about this problem, and said we were coming to meet you, she said you may have already had a solution. She knows you. S-Suir, you know them. Are we suggesting what I think? We eat the memories of my people until they no longer know hatred? Is that what you did to all the snapjaws and the humans who live here? Did you just—chew out the bad parts of everyone in the city?”
“Oh!” Suir shouted. “Oh! No uh! Oh wow no is that what you were thinking?”
ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ’s face, this ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ at least, was inscrutable. Its eyes boggled atop the tube of its body and its mouth expressed no emotion Annaface could understand. “That would be an atrocity, wouldn’t it? It would have been convenient, certainly. Deplorable, however.”
Annaface felt the warm rush of relief to a tension she hadn’t known the size of until she felt it begin to melt. Begin to melt. There were thicker sections of this glacier to wear down yet. “Then why did the old goat say—she, I mean, it, it said there were those who wouldn’t have lived in peace here, and they live here in peace all the same. And then it sent me to talk to you. Is it just that you ate the memories of some of them?” It couldn’t be that. It wouldn’t be that.
It was Suir who answered. “Well, it was only a few people, right? I remember the main one telling me how there was this, uh, this snapjaw warlord who was, what, bullying the humans somewhere and you had to uh, what was it. Drain his ego a little bit? Stuff like that?”
Oh, Annaface thought. It was that. Why hadn’t Suir told her. Was it not as horrifying to Suir as it was to Annaface to hear this? Did, did Suir just not say anything because she hadn’t even considered Annaface might object to this depravity!? This cruelty!? Just because it was only some people Suir thought it was fine to do!?
“There were some who came here hoping for peace, and were unwilling to stay in peace,” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ said. “Those who were yet new, who had not built lives into these walls, we made leave. There are many, however, with nowhere else to go. It is an unfair thing to lose one’s home because one is unable to live gently with one’s neighbors. I believe the old goat said, there is no evil. There is always a reason. There is always a reason.”
“And,” Annaface said, slime thick in her throat, “you removed those reasons from them.”
ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ whistled, and its entire body deflated along Cries-Beneath-Serpent’s frame. Was that… sighing? “After mediation and counseling failed? Yes, Annaface. There were farmers who lived with the trauma of what the snapjaws had done to them. There were snapjaws who lived with memories of starvation and raids on their forts. Citizens of my city who could not, because of their own psychic injuries, live in peace with their neighbors. I gave them a peace they could not reach on their own efforts.”
Annaface snapped around and glared, just full on was glaring at Suir. “You—you knew it did this?”
It was exactly what Annaface had feared. She’d grown to know Suir well enough to know that expression on her mutated face. Shock. Confusion. She hadn’t even considered, for a moment, that this was something reprehensible. “Yes? Uhm! Qud is very dangerous, if you’re just some, some farmer or craftsman and you get exiled from your home that’s basically it for you. As a, uh, as a punishment this always seemed very, very fair to me? Other places in Qud would just exile you into the salt wastes or, or kill you?”
Cries-Beneath-Serpents spoke up. “You’re speaking as if we do this to everyone, friend. It is an act taken in response. A just punishment.”
Annaface’s heart was pounding. The matter recompositer against which it beat throbbed and begged to be used for escape.  That’s what this room was, then? That’s why all the stat saps? They modified problem people until they were docile again? This is what they intended to do to Annaface’s family once she subdued them? “This is as evil as anything that occurs in the fortress-monastery.”
ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ whistled a sigh again. “The conversation goes as well as I expected it would. We have a patient coming in today, friend Annaface. I am going to perform my technique on him, and you will watch.”
Absolutely not. “I am not going to watch you gentle someone to better suit your will.”
“To better suit his own will,” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ said. “He assaulted his neighbor. He is a human, and this neighbor, a goatfolk. He has memories of goatfolk raiding his farm, back when he lived without the city. Not this goatfolk, of course. Not the one he assaulted. But they look similar, and isn’t that enough, for some? He has spent months harassing his neighbors as a way to deal with his own pain. Now, despite the mediation of his neighbors to calm his hurt, it has lead to violence. His whole life is here, Annaface. To exile him would be to kill him. There is never any evil. There are always reasons. I will remove his reasons. Together, we will work with him to arrive at a better self. Do you think it evil?”
How could that be anything but evil, Annaface thought? It was the same as what the Templar did. Modifying those who were—it was—how could Suir be okay with this?
“Your face says you think it evil,” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ said. “Shall I defer to you? How would you see him punished? As a Daughter of Nafpor, surely you deserve a say. You have spent these past months preparing to arrive at a thesis on this, haven’t you? An answer to violence. Before the fairytale, I will gladly hear your first draft. New perspectives may contain obvious truths we have missed. I am no tyrant. I will accept alternatives.”
Annaface looked at Estat. There was no hope a noogie could solve this, was there? She looked again to Suir. How desperately she wanted Suir to intercede and save her from this. Defend her against her own water-kin. What a failure that would be, wouldn’t it? If Annaface couldn’t even fight for herself for once? It had to be her. It had to be Annaface to answer this. It would be a failure if she couldn’t. Maybe that’s what fucking it up meant. Maybe fucking it up meant refusing to find a solution? Maybe she hid behind Suir last time and refused to make the hard choices. Fuck. She wanted to hide behind Suir and make no hard choices.
“I—okay,” Annaface said. “How much did—how much did he hurt this goatfolk?”
Cries-Beneath-Serpents answered. “Said simply, a broken jaw, a broken nose. Severe. Difficulty breathing. But for our medicine, the goatfolk’s life would have been forever altered for the worse.”
 Of course it was something this bad, Annaface thought. ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ must have selected this person as an example to use against her. This was the third timeline she had visited the city in? It would have had time—hah!—to prepare the exact situation to use against her. It had so much time to prepare against her. How many of her answers here had it already heard before? Better to not think about it.
She couldn’t answer ‘I don’t know’ here. It wasn’t like with Naara, where there was no consequence for bowing out of the argument and accepting defeat. What would this thing do if Annaface couldn’t justify this timeline? “I worry that you’re holding me hostage here,” Annaface said. “The last one of you told me I had to justify this timeline. It isn’t a fair question, if you’re holding a threat over my head.”
“Y-yeah, to be fair,” Suir said, taking a step forward. The bulk of her mass made the action a significant movement in Annaface’s defense. “You’re putting a lot on Annaface right now.
There was that whistling sigh again. “Time will not wait until you are resolved. You will not have your centuries to assemble your thesis, Annaface, friend. I will tell you information I have given myself in preparation for this part of the conversation. In a timeline where we take no action to stop your Templar, they assault 18th Decagon Otrir. Without my resetting time to send the Daughters there to defend it premptively, everyone dies. Four months from now.”
“You’re adding more, more things to ransom me into—” Annaface began.
“I am not author yet!” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ hissed, rising its neck up tall from Cries-Beneath-Serpent’s steady arm. “I am not yet author of this world! There is entropy here yet! There is freedom in its excess. I, in none of my forms, am god, Annaface. I am but one person of twelve, and together we are yet but one force in this universe. I do not control your Templar. I seek solutions from you because I have none. I am not some Templar elder testing you and punishing you for not finding the right answer. I have no great solution to all of Qud. ooo-ho has a story she is fond of, one of glaciers and flowers.”
“She told us of it at dinner last night,” Annaface said.
“I cannot stop the glacier for you, Annaface. I can eat back time but I cannot stop its movements forward. I, this me, I can remove sources of pain and cruelty from people’s psyches. I cannot go to the entirety of the Templar crusade and make them friends with the mutant by just wishing it was so.”
“Even still,” Annaface said. “Even still, eating people’s memories and devouring parts of their identity until they are more acceptable to you is deplorable.”
“And thus, I wait your answer. Your honest advice. This man will be here soon. He would have crippled his neighbor, but for our medicine. If unaltered, he will surely fall to violence again. Do I execute him? Do I exile him? You must provide an answer, Annaface. None of us have the luxury of waiting until we find the perfect one.”
“Why do I have to?” Annaface insisted. “Why do I have to provide an answer?”
ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ inflated and its dark flesh quivered in what was certainly frustration. “You wish a magical, happy ending, then, where everyone realizes they were wrong—for they had a different ontology from you—and they all convert to your way of thinking with zero casualties—but my methods of eating memories are deplorable. The fairytale has powers of beguiling. Is mind control forbidden as an atrocity as well?”
Now mind control was in this too? “Mind control sounds even worse than memory eating!”
“As I feared. And so truly, you stand here before me and want a happy ending with none of the work and refuse to take part in any answer that isn’t perfect on every level. Have you heard of the galgal problem? A galgal is charging down a corridor, and by chance, you have a remote device that controls its direction. Ahead of it, five people lay injured. Should the galgal continue on its path, they will die. You can divert it down another passage, where but one person lays injured. If you do this, only the one person dies, but it will be a death made because of your actions.”
“What’s the point?”
“It is a thought experiment. One whose reality you are now presented with. The Templar. The mutants. The galgal, here, is violence itself. You would rather let everyone die than have to choose who dies. You would allow the galgal to kill all six, and pride yourself on not having had a hand in it at all, when that hand could have prevented at least some of it. You’d pride yourself on choosing no solution, because no solution was perfect. It is a pretty idealism, Annaface, and a pointless one. Perfect for a princess in her tower. Is that your role in this story? To sit behind and fret at the bloodshed but offer no solution to it? Or are you willing to claim an ideology, dirty your hands, and become a participant in this world?”
This was unfair, Annaface thought. Of course it was unfair. What sultan decreed life would be fair? From where, now, did they rule, from what Spindle’s height did they cast the shadow of their authority? Even the greatest beings in Qud were just people. This hurt. Annaface felt offended, and wished to leave, wished to yell at Suir for not defending her more, but where was ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ wrong? Genuinely, where, where was it wrong? There had to be some flaw in this entire idea. Just because it could use words well didn’t mean they were right.
No. She was clinging to some hope. She was waiting for a perfect answer. Why should she be entitled to it? Because she wanted it? It would be fantastic if all she needed was return home, explain the mutant was fine, and that was the end of all violence in Qud. Even here in the city of the mutants they had violence and even here they needed extremes to curtail it.
ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ saw Annaface’s hesitation and it pressed itself on. “You object to my solution to the criminal and offer none of your own. Give me an answer. If you step aside in disgust and let others decide the world for you, you forfeit the right to complain when it does not take a shape to your liking.”
“Why not just erase time until before he attacked his neighbor and stop him?”
“We will not become minute keepers of every argument, and caution, friend. You advise I become a true panopticon where no free will has soil to set its roots. I desire that. It is not a desire I should be granted, we both agree.”
“Did the—prisoner—at least get a choice? Between exile and having his memory eaten?”
“No. Should a murderer be consulted in their sentence?”
“Yes,” Annaface said. She had no idea where she was going with this but she couldn’t stop there. “Yes, even having done atrocities doesn’t mean someone has ceased to be a person. I have aided in genocide and I am still a person. You’re deciding for him what consequences he’d prefer. Let him choose.”
ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ did not answer at first. It waited, a long, long moment, too long to be just a thought. Annaface shared a concerned look with Suir. Finally it spoke again. “Such sacrifices I make for my people,” it gasped, and hung now so limply Cries-Beneath-Serpents had to wrangle it with both arms. “There’s a miserable disorientation in violating my sense of self to communicate with my greater part. I would not violate the selves of others without the will to do it to myself. I have done it, it seems. Understand now: there is no silent conversation you have missed. The words I speak next I will have no knowledge of until they leave my body. I speak in blind instinct, and learn this along with you: I have asked him. He chose exile. My bats followed him for three days. A crocodile ate him in the salt marshes. Time has been eaten, and we have returned to this moment. Ah. So it is? The words filter through me from a greater layer. The strain I feel in being the sieve for this information I cannot express to you. I have borne a cost to tell you this, Annaface. And so: this is the fate you have given him. Will you commit to it?”
What could Annaface say to that? This wasn’t theatre, this wasn’t invented just to fuck with her, she was sure of it. Had she just gotten someone killed, in another timeline? In a timeline that no longer existed, she had a part in this person’s death? A death that now never was? How the fuck did a person deal with that?
“Equip him better,” Annaface said. “W-Warn him, warn him of crocodiles—”
“I will not,” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ said again, “become a minutekeeper of every tragedy. I will not devour time whenever a snoutslug is hunted in the marsh. I will not turn back reality’s course to prevent each lover’s argument. You ask again for the panopticon. You ask me to become god of this world. I, and others of me, want that. Will you give it to me?”
“No. No, that’s. That’s even worse. No.”
“Then will you commit to it? Warn him, if you like. I’m sure another death will catch him in Qud. I know enough of him to know he has made a life here. He is loathe to leave it. Condemn him to a miserable, lonely death in the jungle, permit me to operate on his psyche, or provide a new solution.”
This was fucked up. She looked up at Suir, and Suir put a hand on Annaface’s back comfortingly, for whatever little comfort it actually did bring. This was fucked up. This wasn’t a fair choice. She shouldn’t have to decide this? But ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ had already answered indecision. If you step aside in disgust and let others decide the world for you, you forfeit the right to complain when it does not take a shape to your liking. She couldn’t find a flaw in the statement. It wasn’t wrong. Fuck, but it wasn’t wrong.
Cries-Beneath-Serpents, still cradling ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ as it recovered from some, some extradimensional shock or whatever, they looked to Annaface and spoke. “You assume too much of the operation’s cruelty, salt-lick. I have experienced it. I’m glad for it.”
What!? “What!?”
“I was a raider, friend. A leader of a band in the red-and-white. I’ve put my share of traveler’s bones into the salt desert to brine. We took what scarce drams of water they had on them. We consoled ourselves in that we made better use of it. That the world is harsh, and not all can survive it. It was truth, too.”
“Hah,” Suir said, awkwardly. “Raider-kin, haha, same. Also have, I’ve also been in that. That life.”
“In truth, there isn’t enough for everyone. The Brambled Pass couldn’t hold every Issachari without running dry. There’s raiders still in the Moghra’yi. I must have given up on the hope of anything else, though, on trying to build a life that did not involve raiding. I simply can’t remember. I tried to rob ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ in the desert, and it spared me. I don’t know what it removed of me. I don’t want to know. I’ve learned new skills, and I’ve made a life I enjoy.”
“But the you who used to be—” Annaface started.
“I am changed from them, yes. I was a salt-spangled killer. Shouldn’t I have changed?”
ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ spoke again. “I am being unfair, friend. I am not the fairytale. It isn’t truly to me you have to answer. This conversation, you can continue it with other instances of myself. The miserly baron has returned. Don’t be dissuaded by the name. Continue to grow your thesis. You don’t need an answer, not yet, not to this me. You need not see the operation. Go, and think. Think on the conundrum I have given you: you cannot wait for a perfect answer. You must make the hard choice sometimes. If you bring your Templar family back here, I will devour their reasons for hostility. I warn you fairly, I imagine it will be the majority of their memories. In this case, yes, yes. It would be like killing them.”
“Of course it would be. They have spent their entire lives in opposition to the mutant. To remove that from their identities you’d… you’d need to remove nearly everything, wouldn’t you?”
“It is not a perfect solution. You may need to kill some people, Annaface. Have more homework to complete: When is it okay to kill someone? When is it not? If you had to make rules for yourself, and only for yourself, what would they be? When will you permit yourself to kill? Remember the galgal problem. Will you kill the one, to save the five? Or will you let the galgal run rampant and kill all six, and comfort yourself knowing you, at least, didn’t tell it to cause those deaths? You may need to kill your family. You may need at least to kill their egos. Maybe you will find a better solution? Think on it, friend. Think on it. You’ve time yet.”
“What happens if I can’t? What happens if I can’t get an answer in time, or if you don’t like my answer? What does it mean that I have to justify this timeline to you?”
ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ swayed, lightly, in Cries-Beneath-Serpent’s arms a long, pondering time. “Are the consequences of the loss of 18th Decagon Otrir not enough for you? Is the consequence of refusing to take part in the world’s shape meaning the world takes shape without you not enough? Do you truly need my consequence?”
“I cannot let a statement like that go.”
“The old goat should not have said that. That it did, and that time was not chewed back from it, means I must be planning something. It is disorienting to not know what you are thinking. To be one person, spread throughout twelve persons, and for there to be this sense of self above all of it, and for that self to be unreachable and unknowable even to us. I should have eaten time back and not have let you hear that. I haven’t. Again, I can only trust the instinct that guides the words I say. Surely, then, I must have wanted you to know.”
“So let me know!”
“Yeah,” Melanelatia chimed in. “Yeah tell us nerd!”
“If you cannot justify this timeline’s existence, I will devour it in its entirety.”
“And what—what does that mean? How much of the—”
“All of it. The entire timeline. If this iteration of reality is making no meaningful progress—if you become like the rest of the Daughters of Nafpor, stuck in the asphalt of ambivalence, unable and unwilling to use the opportunity granted to you to reshape the world? If you become like Tiyu-Yutep and sit fretting in your home and paralyzed by the weight of your responsibilities; become like Naara and lurk and reminisce of days-gone-by; if you become like Igwashim and shirk your role in pursuit of simple indulgence; if you become like Suir and cast off everything and wander aimlessly in an attempt to escape your own life; if you become like Savithvyr and ooo-ho and greet the troubles of the world with utter indifference; if you do nothing with this time I have permitted for you, then I will take it back.”
Annaface felt herself leaning back into Suir’s hand, which was now pulling her tight against her forehips.
“I say it, so I must mean to say it. Maybe in past iterations of this timeline, you were not sufficiently motivated? I would have hoped you’d seek conclusion for your own self’s sake. I am saying this now, so… it must not have been enough. So I will threaten it. I will threaten all of it. This is not the only timeline I cultivate, Annaface. Yours is not the only one I maintain. Make use of it. If you meet existence with stagnated insouciance I will not let you rot and linger on the tree of time until it poisons the trunk. I will cut off this branch. I do not need spoiled fruits.”





  
    Chapter End Notes

    I had intended for Annaface to see the operation. Up until a very short time ago, she was going to. The just punishment had much more to say to her, but it proved unproductive. It was a last minute trimming back of time. Sometimes brevity is important.
In the last timeline, the last full iteration, Annaface went directly to the fairytale. The conversations she's been having with each component self, she had as one single conversation with the fairytale. It was too much, too fast. It was cluttered. There was no time for Annaface to learn, to think, to decide. Of course the timeline was a failure. This one? I still have hope.
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  Annaface was freaking out. It was a correct statement to make. Her body was cold, despite the warmth of the high salt sun filtering down, and the trapped bodyheat of thousands within the canyon pass filtering up. Her body felt stiff and cold, even reclining against Suir’s lower body sofa-style. She felt cold despite the sunslag hit filling her brain and lungs with vibrant quickness. A new group had filled the hookah lounge today. In place of a puppet show, a mutant human whose body bifurcated at the hips into two complete bodies played a harp and dulcimer in simultaneous complement.
“Yeah so I don’t think noogies can fix this one,” Estat said. Annaface had to look up to see her, crooked at the elbow and staring right back down at Annaface. “This is all a kind of ominous that’s pretty new.”
“I don’t know where to start,” Annaface said. “I’m disturbed that you, Suir, knew ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ eats people’s memories and are… fine with it?”
Annaface could feel all of Suir tense beneath her. Suir had to twist hard at the hips to turn her face around to speak to her directly. “That, I don’t think that’s nearly the problem here? I mean, criminals and problem-people, they have to be dealt with somehow? I know—I thought I knew ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ pretty well. It only does that to people who like, actually disturb the peace. Like, people who are causing actual serious problems. I think there was this, this one sort of, person who was trying to extort all the traveling merchants who came into here? They’d gotten themselves a little gang, and, so, like, you know, instead of killing them all or sending them out into the desert, it. You know. Ate their memories and some of their ego and willpower so they’d stop… running a gang in its city? It told us about that right?”
“Mm,” Margar agreed. Where Annaface was lying she could hardly see Margar. “I don’t think it’s the biggest problem, Annaface. Qud is a hard world. Sometimes we have to do the hard thing. There were those snapjaws.”
“Which snapjaws?” Suir asked.
“In Red Rock.”
“Oh. Those snapjaws. Right. This was uh, after I had met Buwofu-Gawufoo. There was this new snapjaw hotshot firesnarler in Red Rock, just over Joppa, and he was uh, causing a lot of problems for the farmers. This was before the Brambled Pass, so they didn’t have uh, this place, to centralize themselves around peacefully. So Buwofu-Gawufoo, she decides, uh, we’re going to go try and do some kind of, you know, peace deal. We’d done it before! We had gotten the snapjaws of Ufo-Gro-Bawoo to have some kind of a peace with, with, uh, anyway. But. No we get in and we talk to them and this, I don’t remember his name, this firesnarler, he just. He just wants. He isn’t even like, oh we don’t have land, no he just. He wants. He was just a jerk. No matter how Buwofu-Gawufoo argued it didn’t matter, his reasons were all excuses, he just wanted to cause problems? He. He liked hurting people I think. Sometimes people are bad. We had to choose. The, the farmers or the snapjaws. We killed them. Even Buwofu-Gawufoo agreed, we. We had to kill them. I would have loved for ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ to have been around back then. Maybe we could have just… cured him of a little bit of himself, and not had to…kill dozens. It’s just. Sometimes people are bad.”
Sometimes people are bad. How many of Annaface’s family were like that, she wondered. She couldn’t not think about it. She’d done such a good job not thinking of the names and faces of her family that she had waiting for her in the monastery. She’d done such a good job thinking of them as an abstract, the Sons and Daughters, a distant concept to which she was related and which she would never need address again. She’d have to make a decision on them soon. She couldn’t not think about it anymore.
Jocque Probelle, her immediate cousin by her father’s lineage, four years her elder, whose lip constantly pulled up along his tall face into a sneer. I can’t wait, he had said, to bust open a mutant’s head with my sword. She remembered him talking, fondly, about their shared grandfather’s tales of the crusade. Did you hear, Jocque had told her, once, as they sharpened the swords of their elders, how Thovis Probelle had once come across two mutants rutting in the field, like animals, like animals in human skin, and how he had shot one of them with his eigenrifle, mid-coitus, from a distance, and how the other mutant had freaked out! To see the mutant they were rutting burst like a ripe fruit beneath them! Jocque had laughed and laughed at it. Even then Annaface had only merely forced a smile.
He had bathed in the blood of the reclaimed. He had become a Knight Templar. He had remembered Annaface, and despite his new position he had not been cruel to her. Soon, he had told her, you will doff your place as squire and become a knight in truth. The mutant has taken from us our numbers, we cannot afford to leave good Sons and Daughters in squirehood, as other outposts can. We need every hand to raise the rhombus tall! You’ll get out there, like me, Annaface, he had said, and you’ll kill your mutants, and you’ll love it. They make such great noises when they die, he had said.
He was still alive, as far as Annaface knew. How could she save someone who enjoyed it? Did he only enjoy it because it was all he had known? Did he enjoy it just simply because the mutant was the enemy, and it was right to kill the enemy, and a lifetime of that thought had filled him? Did he need another whole lifetime to be free of that thought? Or would it really be just as simple as going to him, saying that he could live in peace with the mutant, and he’d stop?
Even if she brought him to the Brambled Pass, gave him some life that wasn’t killing the mutant, how much of his innate cruelty would remain? He had always been kind to her. Would he be able to spread that kindness to everyone around him? Did he only enjoy hurting the mutant because he felt himself at war with them, felt himself so threatened by them any cruelty to them was a simple relief? Or would he need, need someone to hate, someone to hurt? Would the only solution be death, exile, or eating away the rough parts of his identity?
If Annaface couldn’t answer it, would ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ destroy this entire timeline?
“It is threatening to destroy time,” Annaface finally said.
“Yeah, that’s pretty fucked up,” Estat agreed. “I guess when a highly-entropic extradimensional whatever starts having a mental crisis it becomes a uh, a bigger problem than if Nyooshr Bumblefuck out in Jerkoff’s Acre is having a real one.”
“I don’t believe it,” Margar said, firmly. “I genuinely don’t believe it’s serious. I know it has pared back timelines before, but I don’t believe it will destroy… however much, this entire branch? Just if Annaface can’t come to a decision.”
Annaface felt, beneath and behind her, Suir, her living sofa, tense up, shiver, as if something had just happened, and but a scarce breath later, before Annaface could even respond, she realized why. She felt as if a shadow was passing overhead, some sun-warning of a predatory bird, but the danger was not above her, it was through her, it was through her. It tore through Suir and Annaface both, exploded out Annaface’s chest with ease, coming to land on the cushions next to the hookah.
They were dead. Something had just blown through them both, like a cannonshot, like a waveform worm, she had seen it, Annaface had seen it. It had burst from her chest a heavy black shape. She was dead. In but moments the shock would fade and the reality of her body’s obliteration would reach her and she would be dead.
… any moment now. No? Her chest was fine. Her lungs were working. Her heart was beating.
The astral tabby in front of her cleaned its face with its clawful paws without a care.
Oh. Oh. An astral tabby. Her templar training rushed to reassure her. They exist on a different phase-state. They pass through this world without touching it. It was like how Suir could phase, how Annaface had phased through walls to reach the hidden stash. It had just. It had just phased through them. They were fine. They weren’t dead. They weren’t hurt.
“Wow,” Estat said, looking down at the cat. “That is the entire opposite of phasing ettiqute.”
“Rude,” Margar agreed.
The cat paused, looked up at everyone, and then continued to clean its face. “Guess I’m fucking rude now,” the astral tabby said. Its voice felt distant and Annaface could see a shadow’s-impression of the hookah through its body. “I’m a cat, though, I’m entitled to be rude. When the Eaters made the world, or the Kasaphesser did, or you know whoever really, they said, we need somewhere to put all this rude. Thus cats were born. Did you know? Polyxerram I, Wife of Nafpor? Total asshole. Incredible jerk. Threw salt at orphans, for fun.”
“No she didn’t,” Suir said.
“I hear,” the astral tabby said, “Polyxerram I, the Squamish Pest, once reprogrammed a robot to only make fart noises. She did this because she was filled with the deep need to be a problem to everyone.”
“I hear,” Estat said, “Polyxerram I, the Axe-in-Alabaster, once knocked a pinch of salt off a table, and that’s why all the water in Qud is salted.”
“It’s true,” the cat agreed. “Once, Polyxerram I, the Queen of Fuck, commissioned a legendary leather jacket studded with those little spikes and lots of cool patches on it, and she wore it and hung out behind merchant stalls being a delinquent. Because of this, they elected her Sultan of Qud, in hopes she’d learn responsibility. Instead, she learned fantastic new ways to cause trouble for the world.”
“Polyxerram I,” Estat said, “once stepped in water, and was so aggrieved she acted as though she had died. The people of Qud mourned her, until she revealed that she had forgotten it had even happened. Ever since then, she was known as the Ghost-in-Waterstained.”
Annaface’s heart was still pounding at the experience of something jumping through her body as if it were just a shadow. Had her body been the shadow, or the cat? Were these sorts of things normal in Qud? Could she ever get used to this?
“Anyway,” the cat said, done cleaning, now staring up at Annaface with bright, golden eyes. “The handsome cat! The companion more clever than the hero. The fool whose schemes save the day! The tinderbox, the artifact, the magic sphere, the contrivance. The trickster companion. ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ. Yadda yadda and so on.”
Of course it was another one of them.
It was a cat, by any measure of the thing. A lap-sized cat, whose black fur suggested, in the sideways light, black stripes. Its forepaws menaced with claws like axeblades. Annaface now saw it had booties on its hind legs, ornate things of blue metal soaked in calligraphic embellishments. Her eyes immediately identified them as ninefold boots. The path is contracted, apparently.
“We just finished visiting one of you,” Annaface said.
“Mm,” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ agreed. “And I talked it over with myself, and I’m worried you’re going to take the wrong thing from it all. That’s why I sent myself over. Unlike the other idiots who take their selves so terribly seriously, and so have a stupid fucking breakdown when they have to be accessed by the off-layer, I am perfect and supreme in every way and also don’t give a damn about anything, and therefore, am immune to their crybaby identity conflicts. Oh no, an incomprehensible consciousness from another dimension unifies us with a shared directive! Oh no! Haha. They’re all babies.”
Margar said, “You aren’t actually going to destroy this entire timeline branch, are you? If Annaface can’t come up with a solution to her problem?”
“Oh no I will,” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ said. “Look. To explain this, I need to explain, in short, how I work. I will make it short, because although I love to talk about myself, this isn’t about me. It’s about you. I am generous like that. Do you know what a stage play is, Annaface?”
“Yes,” Annaface said, heat rising to her cheeks. “Sometimes, when we were younger, squires-in-training would be made to put on… pageantries. Re-enact venerated ancestors and their deeds, to the amusement of our elders.”
“Sounds humiliating, great,” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ said. “So look. ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ is like a stage play. The twelve of us are characters on it. We’re doing a lot of improvisation, no big deal. Once in a while, off stage, the director holds up a sign with instructions on it, we change our improv a bit. It’s cool. We’re all really deep in character. We love the parts we’re playing. There’s nowhere for us but the stage, you know? There’s no backstage for us to go to. This is it. This is all we have. But, sometimes the director has some idea, for how things should go, and they read out lines for us to repeat. That sucks. It breaks our sense of character, you know? You’re up here playing a role and then, no, you’re doing it wrong, say this instead.”
Annaface actually did know. She was beyond not thinking about it. Some wall within her had broken and she was remembering her past now, was unable to avoid thinking about it. She remembered being on stage, playing out the role of Osamond Elidicte as she cast down some filthy marsh-king, and for a moment, for a moment, as she stood there in her false armor, wielding a training sword, and struck down the muck-robed mutant played by a cousin, she had believed it. She was older, she was powerful, she was legendary. She had stopped being Annaface and had become Osamond. And then one of her elders had called out she’d gotten the line wrong, that she had shamed their venerated ancestor in failing it, and then she was Annaface again, rebuked, powerless, weak.
ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ seemed to recognize something in Annaface’s eyes as she lived out this memory, and blinked slowly, and nodded. “You seem to know. We’re really invested in the play! But when the director feeds us lines, we see the play for what it is. We see the unreality of it all, and then they get all upset. Because again! There’s no life off the stage for us. When we confront that we’re being… directed? That we’re acting? Takes us out of it. Total ego-death. Like literal ego damage. Like if an ego sap bit you, ego damage. Like, and I want to stress this, every single one of ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ that you have talked to so far has actually gained a debilitating psychic injury for your sake. Not me. Me? I am the trickster companion. My entire job is to be the asshole who goes along with whatever. Classic role. Read more books. What this means for you: yeah I can tell you what’s going on behind the scenes without getting boo-hoo about it like the rest did.”
“And this helps me how?”
“Because none of these other assholes are going to come out and directly help you. We need it to be you, Annaface, because if we just solved it for you, we’re in charge of your story. Then you might as well just be ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ too. But me? My job? My narrative role? It’s to help the hero out. Wow. What luck for you! You’re sure lucky I was in the fucking Moon Stair and suddenly got homesick. Wow, what a coincidence I wanted to come back home and now I’m dealing with this. See, the rest of me, they’d have a crisis about feeling manipulated by some cosmic space god. Ego damage. Me? It’s whatever. My jobs are to help the hero out and doesn’t care about anything.”
“So help me.” Annaface was already at the limit of her patience with this, she thought.
“About to! I already told myself everything, and saved you the need for summary. You’re about to get stuck on this timeline thing to the expense of sorting your stuff out, I can tell, I can just tell. To answer the question, yes. I’m going to destroy this entire timeline because you’re in an extra timeline. Suir! You know how your girlfriend is dead?”
Suir clenched her teeth so tight Annaface could feel the muscles in her lower body’s chest strain. “Yes.”
“Isn’t it weird how I didn’t reset time when she died? Like, I always reset time when one of us dies.”
Still sitting against her, Annaface could feel the rapid, heavy, conflicted breathing in Suir’s body. “I. I, yes. I mean. I—”
“You avoided me for months so I’d have to eat too much time to bring her back, because you felt like punishing yourself over her death. Yeah that’s right I know that already. Already had this conversation in another timeline. Suir. Suir. You idiot. Buwofu-Gawufoo is my friend. Of course I reset time when she died! I just kept this timeline as a side-branch, out of curiosity. In the main timeline, in the main braid? She’s still alive.”
Annaface looked up to Suir. The expression on her bestial face was incomprehensible. She had never seen any living thing with that expression before. Annaface had no idea what to do.
ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ kept talking. “All of the Daughters, and I’m going to include myself in this, we got stuck. Stuck in routines. Complete stalemate. Maybe we all just got old and tired? The story was going nowhere. In the timeline where Buwofu-Gawufoo survives, is still alive, nothing’s progressed. Everyone is still just spinning their wheels. In this timeline? You show up with a Templar squire? It was new! It was interesting! It didn’t go anywhere, but it was potential, so I pruned this timeline back, and wow, hey! The next time you got here, Annaface had spoken to all the other Daughters, had a goal in mind! Wow! I fucked it up a bit, Annaface couldn’t actually decide what to do about her people, just sort of begged me to solve everything. Dead end. Did a little pruning, this time. Spaced out talking to you, giving you time to think. Here? Now? There’s a chance the story can go somewhere.”
What did this mean, Annaface thought? There was a timeline when Suir’s partner wasn’t dead? What did that mean for Annaface, in that timeline? In the ‘main’ timeline? Had she even been to Dappir, there? Was Annaface alive there? Was she a Templar, still, had she become a knight? Did that Annaface despise the mutant? Had Suir killed her?
“But,” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ continued, “that means this entire timeline? This timeline where one of my best friends is dead? The only reason I keep it going at all is to see what Annaface has going on. I don’t like being in a timeline where my water-sister is dead. I resent having to be in a timeline where my water-sister is dead. Annaface? I think you got potential. You’ve shaken up the Daughters, even if you don’t realize it. You got the potential. You’ve got this problem, the Templar, and if you can wow me with a good solution to your story? I think there’s a lot of potential here.”
“Potential for what!?” Annaface found herself shouting. Faces in the hookah lounge all turned to her. The musician with the twinned bodies stopped playing. Annaface didn’t care. “Why do you care if I can—can solve this problem or not? It’s my life! This is my life! Why do I have to solve my life to your satisfaction?”
“Because I’m keeping this timeline open for you. Just. For. You.” Its cat’s tail flicked back and forth on each word. “If you can earn it? Take charge, take control? Awesome. If you can’t? If you’re going to just mope around and be, oh, my poor family, this is too much, I guess I’ll be a moisture farmer? If you do that? Okay, not worth my time. Not worth the energy. Is it that cruel, kid? Your family is an unresolved issue you have to face for your own sake. Don’t do it for my sake! I’m just saying, though, if your solution is to just do nothing? Make it not your responsibility? Put zero hands on the reins of the saltback and help guide this world somewhere worthwhile? Sure. Fine. If you don’t want this world that badly I’ll just end it for you. I’ll go back to focusing on the timeline where Buwofu-Gawufoo is alive.”
“But why do you care if this—story—goes somewhere? This isn’t, this isn’t some story, it’s my life. It’s all of our lives! What metric are you judging this on? How do you determine if I’ve justified this timeline’s existence to you?”
“Saying this, not as me, not as this cat who, I want to stress, had an entire life before he got sucked into my sapient narrative which is so strong this poor cat can’t even talk about me in the third person because I’ve consumed him so deeply? But as me, as close to me as I can be, as the director of this whole dumb stageplay of twelve? I’m a highly entropic pariah. I’m a negentropic being. I am a thing of order. Entropy is disorder, chaos, but it’s also the loss of energy in a closed system. I’ve no tolerance for a timeline where everything gets stuck and rots. I’ll just kill it. Haha! Wow. I sure sound like the villain there. I guess if you want, after you deal with the Templar, you can crusade against me. It sounds fun, right? Devote your life to defeating me. Make me the center of your life, your identity, your story. Become a champion whose cause is true and just! The knight errant. The woodsman. The questing prince. ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ. 13 is a great number, we always have room for one more.”
It was too much. All of this was too much.
This was unfair. Whatever this thing was, it had multiple timelines in which to collect itself, to prepare what to say. It held so much over their heads, and it was playing with their emotions like it was a game. Suir looked shocked into numbness at the knowledge that Buwofu-Gawufoo was still alive in another timeline? Annaface could not blame her. Imagine if she had been told Rosalee and her had escaped in the real timeline, were living happily together, and this was just a side-branch of existence kept open for curiosity’s sake. Imagine if Rosalee was left dead as a lark.
Annaface’s entire life these past few months was a curious side-project of some time-monster? That wasn’t fair. It was her life. It was her life. Despite it all, this was her life. It was the only life she had. How cruel it was to come into her life, the only life she could experience, and tell her it wasn’t even the ‘real’ life. That the real Annaface was off somewhere else, that the ‘real’ Suir was still with Buwofu-Gawufoo. To reduce everything she’d gone through these past months into some disposable curiosity!
But it wasn’t lying. If nothing else, Annaface could tell it wasn’t lying. It would be preferable to believe it was a lie? These last few months of her life Annaface had been permitted to experience as a curiosity. A curiosity she had been looped through three times before. Months that had been devoured, destroyed, twice already.
But they had been her months. This wasn’t fair. They were her months. This was her Suir.
Surely the other Annafaces had felt something like that. Surely they hadn’t wanted to be destroyed? Surely everything they had felt had meant something to them, before time was erased? How could she deal with this knowledge? How could she really let this thought settle into her chest, that she was disposable, that her experiences had meant nothing?
Is that—
“You’re doing it to me,” Annaface said, suddenly. “You’re reducing everything I have experienced to a stage play. You’re trying to devalue my life and treat it like I’m just a character in a story you can crumple up and throw away if you don’t like the ending of. That is the only thing you know, isn’t it? The you, the—the extradimensional you, at the center of all of the twelve bodies? Your components suffer this ego-death when they experience you too closely because it—it hurts to have your life reduced to, to, to someone’s stage-play? But that’s how you experience it, isn’t it? This isn’t real to you?”
The astral tabby nodded. “Eh. Not really but close enough?”
“I’m not,” Annaface said. “I’m not. I’m not ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ. I don’t care if, if, if from where you experience reality this is all disposable. It isn’t, not to me. This isn’t some, this isn’t some temporary Suir you can create and set aside as a curiosity! The past two years she has felt Buwofu-Gawufoo’s death were real. These past months I lived through have been mine. Even if you destroy them, destroy all of our time, that time will still have been ours. Erase all of this reality and it will have mattered to us! The glacier can come and crush our garden, but the flowers within it will still Do until the end. And even if nothing of the garden is left, even if the story is forgotten it will have mattered. Even if there’s, there’s not even bones of us left to suggest we existed, it will have mattered! I am not a play for you to entertain yourself with!”
Annaface had moved off of Suir, during this, was down on all fours and crawling towards the intangible cat, her hair scattered down over her face, and she was shouting, shouting at a flickering cat stuck in another phase-state who was being directed by an extradimensional negentropic being. What an absurdity her life had become, some remote, calmer part of herself reflected. The rest of the hookah lounge had mostly emptied, or were too affected by the stronger blends to be aware of what was going on around them. Here Annaface was, pride of the Daughters of Man, a true heir to the Eaters, on her hands and knees so she could better yell at a cat. What a life it had been. What an absurd life this was. She would not give it up for anything.
ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ as the astral tabby just stared, just stared up at Annaface unblinking. “Ah,” it said. “See, now I feel like a jerk. That’s great! Do you know how easy it is for me to avoid consequences? Now I—and I’m talking as the handsome cat here, but now I think if I eat this timeline away? I think it’d stick in my gaw. I know I, at least, as the handsome cat? Yeah I’d feel like an asshole. I definitely wouldn’t respect myself. Nice! I am thoroughly rebuked. That’s very hard to do, to a cat, by the way, very impressed.”
“So?” Annaface demanded. What was she even demanding?
“So! So I’m actually going to give you and Suir space to deal with everything I just said, since, you know, kind of probably rough for Suir too! You two need some time I’m sure. Tomorrow why don’t you see the miserly baron? We can start hashing out plans for what you actually want to do.”
Annaface dismissed ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ with a frustrated wave of her hand, and it slipped through the floor without a concern. Exhausting. She was going to be so tired by the end of all of this. Annaface spun on her knees to look up at Suir. Her four arms she had wrapped around herself, and her hand-antler had joined them in compression against her back. Her wings were folded tightly into the thickness of her fur.
“Suir,” Annaface said. “Are you okay?”
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  Suir was not okay. How could she be okay?
There was a timeline where Buwofu-Gawufoo was still alive. She, this Suir, this entire HER, was trapped in a side-reality that existed just to test what things would be like if her partner stayed dead. How could she even process that? Should she be angry at ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ? For what? For forcing Suir to live with the consequences of her own fuck-up? Because it was Suir that got so distracted playing Kill the Crab she wasn’t able to save Buwofu-Gawufoo. This was her fault. If it hadn’t happened then, she’d have gotten her killed somewhere else, at some point, eventually. Was it ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ’s fault for making Suir live out the consequences? Did Suir deserve No Consequences Please?
Was Suir upset at Annaface? Suir was only not with Buwofu-Gawufoo because of Annaface. If she killed Annaface would that mean ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ would end this timeline and she could be back to being with Buwofu-Gawufoo? But that there already was a Suir who was still with her, right? What would happen to this Suir if this timeline ended? She tried not to think about this kind of timeline thing for a reason. Tiyu-Yutep thought about it too much and look at how freaked out she got over it!
What was it Tiyu-Yutep had said? “Suir, did it ever tell you why it made sure we won at Grit Gate, so unambiguously? Not even a single piece of furniture damaged?” Suir didn’t know! She was so distracted with her own thoughts she hadn’t even asked Tiyu-Yutep! She’d been a bad friend and hadn’t even realized until just now Tiyu probably wanted to talk about that and Suir hadn’t even acknowledged it! This was the kind of person Suir was, wasn’t it? Got her partner killed. Ignored her friends. Thought about killing her… her… whatever was even going on with her and Annaface oh the entire thing was out of hand.
But, but but but, if she sabotaged Annaface, right now, or killed her, right now, would it mean the end of this timeline? Would she—would her identity, her, her sense of being Suir translate back over to the current real actual Suir? How did it work? That was so wrong. She couldn’t respond to this with thinking about killing Annaface. She couldn’t blame Annaface.
She couldn’t blame ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ either. It was Suir who had done it? It was Suir who had wanted to go to that ruin. It was Suir who had let herself get distracted crab-fighting and gotten separated. Suir was smarter than she told herself, there had been hundreds of ways she could have gotten back to Buwofu-Gawufoo. Phasing. Freeze, stasis, stun, sleep, any kind of grenades. Love injectors.
In another, non-theoretical, literally extant timeline, Suir was having lunch with Buwofu-Gawufoo and everything was fine. Only Suir’s own mistakes, and Annaface’s continued existence, kept her from being that Suir.
No. No, Suir was not okay.
-- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- --
So, you gotta understand. It’s like being one parasang away from a glass storm. You can see the destruction, you can feel the impact, the wind, the pressure, it’s there, it’s all right there, and you? You’re just off to the side. You can’t get away from it, but it’s not gonna reach you, either. Okay, the metaphor fell apart here. Didn’t matter. Estat wasn’t making the metaphor for anyone but herself.
She exerted herself into her hand, her face, her arm. The left arm that was the entirety of her representation in this world. Eyes? Flicked open. Ears? Twitched up. Fingers? Now a beak. Annaface? Staring. Suir? Stunned. Okay.
“Yeah Suir’s kinda done,” Estat said. “The uh. The realization that Buwofu-Gawufoo is only dead in this timeline kind of, uh, yeah that’s got to her.”
“I can imagine,” Annaface said.
“You know, ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ and I were pretty cool. The fairytale and I at least. Some of the other bodies too! Got along well. I’ve seen all the other Daughters have their breakdowns? I’ve seen Tiyu get overwhelmed by her own power and I don’t think she’s stopped having that breakdown. I’ve seen ooo-ho and Savith get really drunk and they’re fun drunks usually but sometimes they’re depressed drunks, and I mean like, boo-hoo-ooo-ho nothing-really-matters-the-crushing-wheel-of-time-claims-all sadsack drunks. I’ve seen Naara just like, totally let herself go and that means either blood hunting cult demagogue or like, becoming this weird half-aware dream-thing again. Igwashim’s pouted and freaked over treasure. Seen Suir go through it! Even Buwofu-Gawufoo could get overwhelmed and get withdrawn sometimes. ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ? This is new. This is all fucking new. Apparently when it has a real one, it’s the universe’s problem.”
“Do we need to start thinking of it as our enemy?” Annaface asked. Estat, oh wow Estat could hear the complex tangle of feelings in that statement. It’s like, imaging looking at the oncoming glass storm, at a line of chrome pyramids hovering towards you, at a swarm of soupy sludges, looking at that and all you have is a witchwood club and a sack-shirt, and you go ‘so I should try fighting that right?’
“Well,” Estat said, “you’re lucky I’m such good friends with the fairytale that I can give you a good answer! I think you need to look at it as an antagonist. It’s a challenge you have to overcome, but it’s a challenge that wants to be overcome. It will probably help you overcome it! I mean, how lucky is that? Last time we fought chrome pyramids they didn’t really help us beat them.”
Across from a basically catatonic Suir, there was Margar popping up into existence again too! Hi Margar! Hello Estat. “I admit I’m a bit overwhelmed by all of this too. I don’t have any solutions here? I feel like I should have solutions. It never really stops, does it?”
“The questing prince,” Annaface said, quietly, to herself. “This is my problem to solve, though. The memory eater asked if I truly needed its consequences as a motivation to solve this? I don’t. I shouldn’t, and I don’t. If my solution to the, the ultimate question of my entire life is to avoid answering it? It is as good as death. I’ve built this story for myself, ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ didn’t put me in this, this is my problem. It is my obligation to see it to a conclusion. But. Suir. I—I don’t know how to—do I apologize for being the reason Buwofu-Gawufoo is still dead? I don’t, I don’t know how to answer for that.”
Estat joined Annaface in looking at Suir. Rigid. Just absolutely rigid. Like frozen-in-Bethesda-Susa rigid. Her eyes were open and fixed on a theoretical point between her face and the ground. She was still breathing, which was good because Estat wasn’t sure if she and Margar could really keep enough breath in this giant body entirely on their own, but she was like. Like completely unresponsive oh wow this was new. Even after Buwofu-Gawufoo died Suir had stayed in charge, had just numbly finished clearing the hist-site, had solemnly returned to the nearest stash and slept but she’d been active she’d fed herself. This was, like.
Was Suir even in there anymore?
“Oh she’s gone,” Estat said. “Like. She’s not dead but like she’s, like when Margar or I go to like, in uh.”
“Suspension,” Margar said. “Unconsciously observing.”
“Does that mean,” Estat asked, and, like flexing some numb muscle that you couldn’t really feel because it fell asleep but you knew it was there, like flexing some numb muscle Estat tried to make Suir stand up.
Too fast, and too uncoordinated, but yeah, oh wow yeah Suir’s big muscles flexed and now Suir’s body was standing. Estat tried moving the wing, there, flexed it out, turned the main head that way, moved this arm, the tail, squeezed this forepaw. Oh jeez. Oh buddy. Oh no.
“Uhmmmm,” Estat said. “Yeah I’m fronting now I guess. Suir’s gone completely inactive. Like she’s dormant. Suir’s still here but she’s here as a potential. I don’t think she’s even thinking anything? Yeah no there’s. There’s no thoughts going on in her part of the brain at all. Wow. Uh. Suir’s gone.”
“This is new,” Margar agreed. There was a shared panic flooding their shared veins and Estat was gonna admit, it was hard to keep her cool during this. If even Margar was flapped? “Annaface, I’m sorry, I’m not sure I know how to fix this. This has never happened before. We’ve lost Suir in the sense of, her berserk states drown out conscious thought and replace it with this… this violent process. But we’ve never… we’ve never…”
“We’ve lost Suir,” Estat said. “It’s just us.” The glass storm that was Suir’s breakdown had receded and left an empty expanse of salted, glassed earth. Estat could her hear thoughts echo louder than they should in the newly made space. Fuuuuuuuuuuuck, she thought, loudly, and heard Margar echo the sentiment in gentler symbols from across the way.
-- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- --
Suir Softbeast had not returned with the next morning.
Estat and Margar seemed to share some control over the body, now, and they moved with an awkward unsurety. The head, the main head, Suir’s head, regarded the world before it without expression or opinion. Estat and Margar still used it to eat, but it was no more than the hand on the end of Suir’s tail—an extra appendage.
Annaface was going to have to do this alone for now.
“We can still come with you,” Margar was arguing.
Annaface was tying her sash around her robe. Breakfast had been crusty loaf and cheese. Sleep had been scarce and awkward. Estat and Margar had kept Suir’s body apart from Annaface as they had slept. Suir had not returned. They made no promises of when they could get her back. All they could say is that Suir wasn’t dead, she was just gone.
“Suir wasn’t being… especially helpful as it was,” Annaface said. “I’m still not squared with her knowing ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ was eating people’s memories and controlling their minds to force everyone to get along. I’m sure she isn’t squared with me being the reason she’s in this timeline. I can’t—I can’t be distracted. I can’t be distracted.”
“To! Be! Fair!” Estat said. “Most places in Qud will really just throw you out for not fitting in, or, you know… kill you for stealing or whatever. Having the worst parts of you rounded out isn’t… I mean, I don’t know, am I just too used to it? There’s some jerks out there that get real stuck in their ideas? Some of the factions out there are at like, basically war for the dumbest things. Such-a-one released snakes into our camp twenty years ago! Kill everyone they know on sight!”
Annaface ran a brush through her hair, wincing at the knots tugging. “A fair point. And so why hasn’t ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ removed Suir’s bloodlust from her? Why hasn’t she volunteered for it?”
Margar and Estat joined Suir in rendering only a blank, thoughtless stare.
“Thought as much,” Annaface said.
“Haha gottem boss,” Melanelatia said. “You’re getting good at those zingers. Really getting them! I think winning an argument is about who has the best zingers, so you’re in good form to beat this brambly joe!”
“Well,” Margar said, “Suir’s violence is generally directed towards—”
Annaface threw a hand up. “It doesn’t matter. It doesn’t matter. The, the, what, whatever the word is. Consequence! The consequence? There’s no elder to smack me on the head for not being sure of my words. It doesn’t matter. If I can’t satisfy this extradimensional thing—if I can’t fix my own problem—this reality ends? Maybe I did need that motivator. Maybe past Annafaces really did just, just vacillate, sit around in this, useless ambivalence and. Agh! I can see you, I’m dressed, you can come out!”
Inside the wall, ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ in the form of a cat had been sitting, waiting, patiently, for her to finish dressing, had been waiting for her to get dressed for minutes now. Her penetrating radar rendered the astral tabby’s shape onto her perception within the uncut layers of stone and Annaface was making eye-contact with it despite it being phased into the fucking wall.
Out it popped, the stone disgorging a whole cat. Today the astral tabby was wearing a cat-sized gunslinger’s hat and a scarlet scarf in addition to its ninefold boots. It walked with a zig-zag to avoid triggering the teleportation function of the boots. Or because it was a cat, and that’s just how cats did things. “Good morning, Annaface! Estat! Margar! Not Suir!”
“Suir had a—” Margar started.
“We already had this conversation two hours ago,” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ said. “I ate the hours, but they did exist. Time-eating unrelated to you, don’t worry! A child fell from a tall bridge and died, and, I know the just punishment told you I won’t become the minutekeeper for every tragedy, but, yes, look, I will rewind two hours back to my morning checkpoint if it saves a toddler from breaking their skull open. Unfortunately it means I’ve had this conversation with you just earlier, and I’m one the ones of me who sometimes remembers these things. I promise, the first time we had this talk, I was very respectful about Suir’s troubles.” Its tail flicked sharply. “But I can’t afford the same kindness twice. I am a cat.”
“Just so,” Annaface huffed. “Who of you am I supposed to be talking to today?”
“The miserly baron!” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ said with its little shadow of a cat’s face. “That’s the me that runs the logistics of the city. The boring stuff. You’re up to the part where you figured out you can use love injectors to capture the Templar harmlessly, and then I tell you we don’t have the lover’s blossoms to spare to make that many. Wait, no, oops, that part didn’t happen yet. Wow, I sure fucked up! Now you have the entire walk there to think of a solution to this problem before you even reach it! Woops! Total mistake on my part!”
Annaface felt anger animate a red trembling in her muscles, but she considered, in its own way, was this ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ’s means of… helping her? The trickster companion to the hero? Is that what this meant? Annaface wished she was in the same phase-state, so she could kick the astral tabby back through the wall. It would be worth the loss of her leg to those serrated paws.
They didn’t have enough lover’s blossoms to make the love injectors? The city was, from what little Annaface had actually experienced of it the past few days, a single canyon pass three parasangs long, completely covered in jilted lover vines. How was there not enough lover’s blossoms? “Why aren’t there enough—”
ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ cleaned at the oversized claws of its forepaw as it spoke. “Oh, some boring stuff about trade margins, investment rates, promised yields, viable blooms. The real answer, and the miserly baron won’t tell you this but I can because I’m the best me, is because I can’t solve all your problems for you. You’re asking a big amount of our resources. Remember that lover’s blossoms are used for love injectors and ubernostrum injectors, the latter of which are very valuable and important medicines and whose sale supplies water to the thousands of bodies in the city. Even to another Daughter, you’re doing, you know, the thing again. Asking us to commit an obscene amount of resources into solving your problem. At that rate I might as well just do it all myself. This is where you fucked up on the last timeline, by the way, we got to this point and you gave up completely. Good feeling about this one, though!”
Annaface imagined the look on ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ’s face if she kicked it through the ceiling and into the solid rock layered in unbroken sheets above them. She imagined the little cat scream it might make. It was a small relief. “This is you helping me.”
“This is me helping you, I’m so very sorry,” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ said. “The best I can do to help you defeat myself. Are you trying to defeat myself? Are you trying to beat your own story? It might help to figure out, before the end, who the villains of your story are. Ah well. Let’s go see an ape about flowers.”
 
Annaface had been granted little time to play city inspector. With Saiha she’d a month (?) to get to know the place’s rhythms and culture. A quiet village, subdued, its inhabitants full of personality and joined by community but with a faint sense of individuality strongly maintained between them. She wondered, now, if that had been a result of so many of them being rescues from bad situations. Psychic thralls and former Seekers. A need to maintain one’s individuality balanced by a need for a sense of community?
What little she had seen of the Brambled Pass personally suggested a much different energy. So many of the people coming through were clearly not permanent residents, but in the few days she’d been walking the maze of the arcology stuffed within the pass’ gutted cliffsides, Annaface had noticed things. There were types of people in the Brambled Pass.
There were those unfamiliar with it, like herself. These she saw mostly in human shapes, but occasionally they were troops of baboons, or pigs (what did one call a group of pigs?), and the occasional lone tortoise. Of this group, most were dressed for travel. Yes, even some of the pigs wore saddle-bags and body-packs and burnooses and why did even the wildlife in Qud have to wear clothing!? Of the humans, a large number were obviously Mechanimists in their iconic… what was that? Was that just a facemask with two holes, one above the other? Was it meant to suggest an electrical socket? There were plenty of those. Others seemed Issachari, in their red-and-white and their recycling suits and their thick beards. But this group, the visitors, was easiest to spot, because they walked as Annaface did.
Unsure, always slightly lost. Eyes seeking, flicking from person to person in a constant surprise, a constant wariness. Always slightly overwhelmed by the hustle-bustle of the maze. They would stop and stare as the passageways opened up into unexpected parks or restaurants or vistas into the canyon itself. When they stopped, they would eat at the small food booths whose windows opened into the tunnels of the city, or alone, in corners, or at the public balconies.
Another group Annaface was learning to identify were those who, she was sure, were frequent visitors but not permanent residents. Of this number there were many goatfolk, usually following the single goatman or goatwoman with the biggest spiral of horns. Others were arconauts, dressed in a mix-match of scavenged gear from across the strata, a blend of primitive leather and hyperplastics, of copper and carbide. A surprising number of this group were breathbeards, in all sorts of colors, some naked and some wearing bits of clothing. This group moved with purpose, a familiarity, but at all times they seemed to be moving.
The permanent residents spilled throughout the place as if the entirety of it was their home. These were snapjaws in massive numbers, some well dressed and some near-as-naked. These were human farmers and herders and smiths and tinkers and apothecaries and bookbinders in all variants of mutation. These were talking dogs and breathbeards and dawngliders and bats. These were goatfolk of calmer dispositions. They mingled without concern for species. Snapjaw huddled with human, goatfolk and breathbeard and bat collected without distinction.
They gathered at crossroads in the tunnels, or set themselves down along the walls here or there as if any spot whatsoever was their saloon. They played music, they played games with cards, tokens, and wooden boards. As Annaface walked, she passed by this crafts-studio or that, where artisans worked glass or wood or metal or fabric, and even there she could see the denizens of the Brambled Pass linger and loaf about.
She imagined the Templar seeing this. To see a workshop be occupied by the lazy, indulging in leisure! The craftsmen, the artisans, they chatted idly with the squatters. Were they even squatters, or their fellows on break? Kinsmen here to make the working hours more pleasant?
“The people who live here,” Annaface said. ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ walked along with her, beneath her, weaving in and out of her steps to prevent the ninefold boots from teleporting it along a straight line. “Despite the size of this city, they seem to treat the entirety of it as their home.”
“That’s true, and intentional,” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ said. “People who take things too seriously like the miserly baron, the earned prize, the pure maiden, the evil queen, they worked real hard on that. Culture-crafting! Do you know what a meme is!”
“The… social equivalent of a gene. A value. A custom.”
“They do teach you some things in the Templar I guess! Yeah that. They—me—worked real hard on the memes here. Not nearly as much mind control as you’re imagining.”
“That is not an encouraging statement, that you feel it necessary to—”
“So very little mind control. Just the smallest itty-bittiest mind control. Just a little bit of drug-induced suggestion and mental remapping. All you need is to tweak the original residents and a culture becomes self-sustaining and self-policing. And then all you need to do is tweak it here and there! All cults work like that, you were in a cult you know how it goes. And where does the word culture from? That’s right. Cult. A culture is just a cult that’s haut couture.”
“I certainly don’t believe—”
“Which of us is the immortal cosmic god-thing with a thousand lifetimes? Mhm that’s what I thought.”
“Is it me?” Melanelatia asked. “I hope it’s me.”
ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ laughed. Cats were never meant to laugh, and the coughing, yowling sound made Annaface’s spine tingle in alarm. “It can be you if you want it to be, sure! But no yeah you were told this already. We-I-me did have to forcibly chill out some of the earliest snapjaw settlers. Some of the original farmers who became citizens were real assholes. The fairytale, the earned prize, the pure maiden, they all have that, you know, beguiling charm to them. Once that wears off the person reverts to where they were, you know, faction-wise. A farmer who hates snapjaws will keep hating snapjaws once the mind-control is done. But! A farmer who dislikes snapjaws, who is taken on a guided conversation where they realize under their own reasoning that snapjaws aren’t all that bad… eh! It had an acceptable success rate. Trick some people into sharing water while beguiled and once it wears off they’re still water-bonded. It counts for something.”
“And this worked!?”
“I can delete time, Annaface buddy-of-mine. Between all of my selves, I can control minds, eat memories, delete time, and negate the randomness of entropy in short bursts. We forced the original starting population to make peace with each other. Introduced, you know, the memes I was talking about, the ones you’re noticing, I notice you’re noticing it! The entirety of the Brambled Pass is your home. Oh everyone gets their own little private space, but the important thing is no one owns any of the city itself. I do. We do. We all do. Every saloon and park is yours. Every saloon and park is your neighbor’s. No one is entitled to anything, so we all are. That kind of dumb nonsense. It worked. Not great for hermits, but we still even have a few of them that get along okay. You’re asking about this for a reason, right?”
They emerged from the canyon wall and onto a high bridge. The harvest dawn sky was still in that pink-bruised hue, and the distant light of stars and roaming satellites stretched wide across the dome and gave perspective to how great the entirety of existence was and how utterly tiny Annaface felt in this moment.
Even this bridge was big. It was wide enough for a dozen people to walk side-by-side. Breathbeards in greens and blues and blacks stretched along one side of the stone-carved railing, waiting for the salt sun to warm them. Glowcrows perched above on the railing itself, adding their matching pink light to the sky’s soft burn. Two humans, certainly long-term denizens, in burnooses spread like blankets, lay alongside the breathbeards, napping. This disparate group of creatures existed together as if they were all kin.
“I need to find some way to get my people—if not here, then here metaphorically. I don’t know how to do it. I don’t know how to create this—I mean, despite how unacceptable I think the mind control is, because we’ve done that back in the Templar, we’ve done that, we gentled mutants and—”
“Different aims,” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ said dismissively. “There’s a limited number of things you can do to a person. You can kill a person like, five ways, but you can do it for five hundred reasons.”
“They are still dead regardless,” Annaface said.
“Sure but if you wanna argue reductivism you need to like, I think Tiyu-Yutep would love to like. Bitch about semantics. Arguing over the symbols of things.”
“I don’t want to argue. I’m jealous. A part of me is jealous. There’s a sense of community here I have never had. Even in Saiha I am realizing there was a distance everyone kept between one another. I wish I could—I wish my people could have this. Without memory eating. Mind control. There has to be some violence, though, doesn’t there? Change of this scale can’t happen without some violence. I can’t just gently ask the crusade to dismantle itself…”
“Yeah! But I can’t even take all the credit for how great the city is going. You’ll hear it different in a few minutes, from the miserly baron, I think? But I think most people is just fine. Dumb, selfish, whatever, scared, sure, but most people, they just wanna take it easy and do okay. You give them a space where that’s possible? Where they don’t have an enemy? They do the work themselves. I agree with the uh, the godmother, the old goat, here, honestly. Right now I do at least! The mind control memory eating’s a shortcut, Annaface, friend. People can change! Given the right environment they will change. Some people, though, oof, there’s injuries in there that scar over and there’s little doing for it. You’ve seen my answer. I’m suggesting we just eat the identities of your folk! But not what you wanna do! Did you uh. Come up with an answer to the first part? For how we can’t have infinite love injectors?”
Fuck. Annaface was supposed to be thinking about that. She was already skipping ahead to the problem of what to do after that. “Can I have some lover’s blossoms? Will the miserly baron grant me that?”
“Oh sure probably! But we can’t give you the entire crop of our main export.”
“So a handful of love injectors. I’m not sure what I can still do with that. Do I need a different plan? But the old goat said that this was a step to the solution? But no, she, it? It? Do I use it for you? I don’t understand this.”
ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ stopped at the middle of the bridge to groom itself. “It. Our original identities were devoured by ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ. Whoever we were before, we’re just parts of its story now. It, in the way a book is an it. It, in the way a page is it. It, in the way words written on the page are its.”
“That sounds dehumanizing.”
“Even before I never sought to be human. The old goat, you were saying?”
“… the old goat said that it was a step towards the solution? Or was it just that this is what me in the last timeline tried to do? Is this just another dead end and I haven’t accepted it?”
“In actual literal honesty, I have no idea,” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ said. “Also, I lie constantly.”
Annaface groaned, and stomped her sandaled, crystal-carved foot in frustration. It passed harmlessly through the astral tabby. “Agh! This is—this is so much to have on me as a burden!” One of the sleeping breathbeards stirred, glanced at Annaface, and returned to sleep.
Melanelatia buzzed passed Annaface’s ear. “Hey bad time to ask with you talking about heavy burdens and stuff but I’m getting tired of flying, mind if I sit on your head a bit?”
What if there was no way out of this? What if there was only one actual solution: she would need to murder everyone she’d ever known? Even using beguiling to force them to love her long enough to rescue them was sketchy, it was too close to gentling them, but there would be no solution that didn’t involve some violence, Annaface was realizing. The crusade was too old, its memes were too set in tradition, too set in their blood and genetics, it was too much to just break with gentle talking. She’d need to do some form of violence on her people. Without the love injectors, the violence would need be final, wouldn’t it? She was going to have to kill them. She was going to have to choose between them or the mutants of Qud.
The Sons and Daughters of Man. As the moment of judgement came closer, she was having trouble thinking of them in the general sense. Their faces, their names, they lingered at the edge of her consciousness. She had known these people her entire life. She'd kept them as an abstraction, from the moment Suir had killed them, she was realizing, she’d done that to protect herself from her own, her own, her own past? Her own thoughts?
She knew the names of every single person she’d have to consign to death. Even those who she might be able to flip? Those who she might be able to convince to live a peaceful life with the mutant, just by talking to them? How could she isolate them alone to speak with them? Isolate them from the crusade long enough to give them the chance she had gotten? Even Annaface had only changed because her entire war party had been slaughtered and she’d been kidnapped!
And it had not been instant. She had been disgusted by the mutants, repulsed by them, for so long, even traveling with Suir! ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ was right. Cultures, cults, they had a way of sustaining themselves, of self-correcting, self-enforcing! It existed inside the people raised within it, a paradox of layered self. Even still Annaface caught herself looking at the mutants with a fascination akin to revulsion. Had she developed some mutant-fetish just to overthrow that instinct? Is that why she thought Suir was hot? Because if she had to have a visceral reaction to the mutant, at least wanting them to fuck her raw was a tolerable reaction?
Looking at these hideous freaks, these degenerate alterations to mankind’s pure form. That thought was still within her. She had just changed its flavor. She saw these multi-faced, misshapen-limbed people cavort about in their bizarre bodies and she fell in love with them instead of hating them.
“I eat a mushroom and they fall in love with me,” Annaface said, “because they saw me eat a mushroom.”
“Huh?” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ asked.
“What?” Melanelatia asked.
“I eat a mushroom,” Annaface said more firmly, “and they fall in love with me, because they saw me eat a mushroom. Congealed love used as the activated effect in a recipe. Mushroom used as the trigger effect. Suir was telling me about this—you beguile someone by eating a mushroom! Is that—is that limited to one person? If I eat two mushrooms, can I beguile two people at the same time?”
Beneath its jaunty little gunslinger’s hat, Annaface could see ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ’s eyes widen. “Oh. Oooooooh. Ooooh you figured something out! Hmm! In this time-space braid it still stacks. I’ve done that before, with setting myself on fire as the trigger. The fairytale spontaneously combusts, you see. I—not this me, not the handsome cat, but still me, you understand—collected some of the early residents of the Brambled Pass like that. I think. I’m pretty sure that was in this universe. It will still work in this version of Qud, anyway.”
“We would only need a few blossoms for the recipe, then,” Annaface said. “We could stuff ourselves up on mushrooms, or, or any other trigger effect? And collect the entirety of my people. I’m not sure what comes after that, but we could extract them, disarm them, and. It’s a start.”
“Hah! Haha!” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ said, stretching, arching its back. “I hadn’t expected you to think of this until after talking to the miserly baron. You’re off my script. That is just fantastic. We are officially at the part where I have no idea what happens next. I am completely out of control now. How exciting. Okay, Annaface. It’s your story. Are we still going to see the miserly baron?”
“Yes,” Annaface said. “I’m getting my lover’s blossoms.”





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Now that Suir's out of the way Annaface can get to solving her own problems. Wasting her time dallying with romance when there's bigger stakes! Totally an accident that I gave Suir a breakdown by telling her that. Oops! Totally. Accidental.
Now the hero is alone in a place of danger. Can she pull out a win in time? Can she solve her own story, or will she need a fairy to come and fix everything for her? What does "solution" even look like here? It's all on you now, Annaface. It's all yours.
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  ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ had left Annaface at the door, weaving its astral self through the walls.
This room presented itself as a saloon dedicated towards serious matters. It was no throne room of ancient Eater design, but neither was it casual. Columns were carved into the stone of the walls, austere, orderly, rigid. No one gathered here, as they did everywhere else in the city, to smoke hookahs, play games, perform music, and chat with neighbors. The cushions and benches that filled this bowl-roofed chamber were orderly, placed with intention in long rows and groups.
A long desk, carved in heavy wood and without the frivolity of ornament, separated the last third of the room from the rest. Grav chairs, hollowed egg-metal resting on floating points, hovered in a long line behind. Surely, later in the day, Annaface thought, petitioners or something came and the people in the grav chairs ran the administration of the city. It had that feel to it. Was this the city center? The court? All of it?
There were no windows, and they were deep enough into the arcology that the sounds of the city were muted. Even Annaface’s penetrating radar failed to find anything beyond the stone around them, but for another chamber opposite the entrance, filled with what her implants suggested were bookshelves, desks, unicomputers, and a few breathbeards busying themselves.
 This room was nearly empty.
Two snapjaws in severe black fullerite armor, holding tall fullerite halberds, were on guard at the entrance, holding themselves with a seriousness uncommon to their kind.
In the center grav chair, behind the desk, reclining with a sense of total casual authority, sat an ape. Not an albino ape, but one cast in vanta-black. He? She? spilled from the chair with the excess of its tree-like legs and arms. Hovering there, it reminded Annaface faintly of Savithvyr Dyathvri. A heavy ash-stained cloak half-hid armor cast from gemstones. High salt blue and shallows pink seemed bright even in the duller lighting of the room, even beneath the cape’s shadows. A mace capped with a head of jasper jutted out from a belt on the ape’s hip. Her omniscanning eyes identified it as an Eater artifact with gem transmutation powers. Terrifying.
To the ape’s right, in another chair, sat what Annaface was going to safely guess was a human woman. She wore what seemed to be a burqa, but overdone with ornamentation, a deep starapple red and woven through with embellishments in gold and set with emeralds. Patterns of flowers blooming and emerging into fruit gave her an orchard-harvest mood that sat oddly with the severity of the ape.
A waydroid floating in place within the scooped back of the grav chair to the ape’s left. It was a standard design, a squat cylinder with a massive domed eye and two little arms, held at the moment against the barrel of its form. It was, as tastefully as it could be done, encrusted with jewels.
Watch, Annaface thought. It was going to be the waydroid who was ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ.
“Petitioner Annaface Probelle,” the ape said, in a low, rumbling voice that carried across the empty room. “Approach the bench.”
Formal. Aggressively formal, compared to every other encounter with this thing. She wasn’t going to be deterred. She wasn’t going to be fucking pushed around by this thing anymore, intimidated or bullied or threatened. She stomped across the room, and it might have been more impressive had she been wearing something other than sandals, but they were still confident little stomps. She came to a stop, standing, before their desk, crossing her arms, back as straight as her spine allowed it (which was not very much).
“Are you ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ then?” Annaface asked the ape.
The ape’s deeply-creased face scrunched as it nodded. “The royal ape. The prince cursed within his manor. The lord changed into the animal and back again. The obstacle to be redeemed. The captor-who-is-captive. The miserly baron. ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ.”
“I don’t know what sort of fairytale that’s meant to be,” Annaface said. “I’m here to talk about the lover’s blossoms.”
“We—” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ began.
“I need enough to refine a cooking recipe with beguiling as a triggered effect, and then, enough for the Daughters of Nafpor to metabolize it each. We’ll defeat the Templar peacefully with that.”
ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ raised its eyebrows. Large, dark eyes regarded Annaface with surprise. It felt so satisfying. “That is not what I expected you to request.”
The robed woman started laughing. “Look out! She’s taking over the narrative, friend. If we aren’t careful, we’ll find ourselves mere obstacles to her story. I knew you were promising, Annaface!”
Annaface glanced at her in confusion.
With an obliging little nod, the woman said, “The apple farmer’s daughter. The princess the knight lances for. The beautiful djinn the hero tricks into captivity. The transforming beast whose pelt must be stolen so she can be tamed. The earned prize. ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ.”
Two of them! Annaface looked at the waydroid. “And which one are you?”
“That’s a robot,” the apple farmer’s daughter said, gently. “It keeps court records for us.”
Of course it was.
ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ as the royal ape grunted. “Some of our harvest, yes, we can spare without recompense. What will you do with your Templars, once you have them collected?”
Ah, well, fuck, Annaface thought. Fuck. Did she have to answer that yet? “I thought I didn’t need an answer for that until I met the fairytale.”
“The fairytale,” the royal ape said, “will ask an accounting from you for everything. As myself, I am concerned only with the logistics. And I am concerned, Annaface, friend. Nearly a hundred Templar, was it?”
“Closer to seventy,” Annaface said. “I—I know them all but, but I never had a count in my head, numerically.”
“Yeah!” Melanelatia said. “We aren’t a robot! Mechanical Annaface! Beep boop!”
“Even at seventy,” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ said, “that is the population of a village. The Brambled Pass holds thousands and it strains at its limits already. Its society I have carefully structured the memetics of. You’re opposed to our methods, I’ve told myself?”
“Eating people’s memories is, it’s.” Annaface took a deep breath. Everything about the room’s arrangement suggested a power dynamic on which Annaface was on the losing side. The room, empty behind her, gnawing at her sense of alarm. Her only available seats benches and divans while ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ in its bodies sat on hovering grav chairs. The long table that divided them. The imposing rise of columns cut into the walls. Every other time, it had spoken to her in the pretense of a host and an equal. This was… different. “Eating people’s memories is gentling them. It is what the Templar did to the mutant. Actively does to the mutant. I will not become a Newfather.”
“There are a limited number of things you can do to a person,” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ as the ape said. “It is to what goal you do it that matters. You yourself are already proposing a form of mind-control to get them this far. What then? Saiha has no prisons. The Brambled Pass has no prisons. In Saiha, their community is self-selecting and specific. It has a population smaller than two-hundred. The Brambled Pass in its thousands survives as it does because those who cause trouble for it are rewritten or cast out. Seventy genocidists. I cannot store them here and allow them to endanger everyone else in my charge.”
ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ as the apple farmer’s daughter spoke. “Everyone changes in time, Annaface. Eating the worst of their memories, eating their egos and willpower just a little bit, manipulating their faction opinions under beguilement and domination—it’s just a sped up version of what you want to do, in the end. You want to be rid of their old selves and create new ones.”
“I did not need it to be redeemed myself,” Annaface said, seeking for eyes somewhere behind the layers of cloth that covered ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ as the apple farmer’s daughter’s head.
“And you are singular enough,” the royal ape said, “that I keep a timeline open exclusively for the hope you will do something singular with it. Do you know what humans are, Annaface?”
It was an absurd question and so Annaface had never even considered an answer for it. What was a human? The heirs to the Eaters of Earth. The true heirs of the world. The Sons and Daughters of Man. Genetic purity. Perfection. Doctrinal rigidity. What was a man? Annaface couldn’t answer. She knew it was a loss in the game ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ was forcing her to play.
“Humans,” the royal ape said, “are a species of domesticated great ape. That is it. They are self-domesticated apes. They display all the signs. Smaller bodies. Neotenous faces. Piebalding, in more cases than you would think. They are a domestic species without an owner. You balk at how we work them like livestock—they are livestock, Annaface. Humans are animals. They have no right to be in charge of themselves.”
“Humans aren’t—” she started.
“When left to rule themselves in small groups humans function fine enough. When those groups interact, there is friction. See tarry Hamrod. See your Templar. Humans seek to create hierarchy, to create in-groups and out-groups. Even among groups steeped in kinder memes, biological impulse encourages nepotism among kin, among favored kith. It encourages adherence to the dominant culture. It resents change. It encourages ostracization against those who are not displaying proper memes. Groups that pride themselves on acceptance develop their own insular memes and become the same as any other! I have seen it, studied it across time. There are exceptions, of course. But humans remain human. Put enough together and they generate a memetic identity that takes over their sense of self. A self-sustaining, invisible god. You did well on your own, with Suir as a guide. Can you slay the Templar god and spare each Templar? I can locate the god within them and eat it. What is your answer for it?”
Answering this thing on its own terms, in its own argument, was a losing battle. It built these conversations to win them. She wasn’t even sure it was wrong, in these arguments, and even if it was, the way it structured this conversation left her no room to argue it. It was a story, wasn’t it? She was being fooled, every time, in thinking of ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ as a person, as twelve people who were memetically linked as one concept-overself-thing, but no, no, she got it, she just now got it, she just now understood it!
It was a sapient narrative. And every single time she talked to it, it tried to drag her into it, to make her obey it. To force her to steer towards the outcome it had already written. It had taken her too long but she had it, right now, she had it.
“You really want to eat their memories,” Annaface said. “You’re fixated on it as your solution. Is it just because that’s what’s worked for you, so far? Or is it because you’ve convinced yourself that’s where this story goes, and that’s the only outcome you’ll allow? Because you need to control everything that happens, and that’s the only way that lets you do it? You’ll keep eating timelines until everyone plays out to the ending you want? Discard all versions of the story that isn’t as you wanted it to be written?”
 ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ as the royal ape stared at her.
“Hah!” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ as the apple farmer’s daughter laughed. “She levels a weapon against us at last! It’s been a while since someone even knew where to aim. What a delight. My sweet squire, remember: defeating your opponent is not the same as victory. A swordfighter can slay their foe, and fall a moment later themselves. You’ve a strike yet to answer for: Where? Will? You? Take your Templar? How will you fix them?”
… well fuck, Annaface thought. It felt good to actually parry one of this thing’s lectures into silence, but that was still a solid hit from its riposte. She really did need to have a solution to this, somewhere. How? How? How did she dismantle the entire idea of the crusade in her people? Even in just the people of her outpost, of her fortress-monastery, her ailing, in-decline, underpopulated, underequipped outpost? Defeat, overwhelming defeat, she knew, would just finally satisfy the narrative that the mutant was out to destroy them. It would be a validation. Rescuing them would be taken as slavery. To reprogram them would require she build—yes—a memetic structure to counter their existing one. She’d need to slay the Templar god and replace it with a new one?
How.
Even if she somehow forced the Sons and Daughters of Man to live alongside the mutant, what about the inevitable, the, the inevitable fights? Even in the Brambled Pass, which was structured with fucking mind control, neighbors sometimes blew up at one another and fought. Saiha had been so peaceful, Otrir had been so peaceful, but they had been small little communities of like-minded people, and she hadn’t been there long enough to find, and hadn’t sought out signs of social friction between its members.
Were there people in Saiha who couldn’t stand one another, and who only were polite to each other because they were neighbors? Because the threat of the Seekers and extradimensional mind-hunters and tarry Hamrod and the Templar gave them enough threats to unify against? Wasn’t that the same as the Templar, then? Uniting against an external danger that enforced a sense of unity and cultural cohesion?
Could she even ensure every mutant she met treated them with kindness? Ensure that even redeemed they wouldn’t find a thousand slights in their neighbors that would justify what they had spent generations knowing as fact? The moment a single mutant offended them, generations of conditioning would rise up and say, yes, we had been right the entire time, there can be no peace with the mutant!
Annaface had been lucky, but Annaface also hadn’t been an asshole to the mutants she’d met. She’d kept her thoughts of disgust to herself, and she had apparently sublimated them into feelings of lust. Was that even better? She couldn’t ensure that with everyone.
Fuck. Fuck, this wasn’t fair.
“You’re thinking, I imagine,” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ as the apple farmer’s daughter said.
“I am,” Annaface said.
“You, too,” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ as the apple farmer’s daughter said, “seek the perfect ending, and refuse any version of the story that goes elsewhere. You seek for the ending where everyone survives, unharmed, changed, redeemed, and at peace. Not even I try for that! There will always be conflict. Life couldn’t work without it, I don’t think. I think I’ve said it to you before, as another self? You’ll have to make the hard choice. You can’t save everyone.”
“If I kill them, or if I alter their minds, I destroy them,” Annaface agreed. Her breath was coming to her in shallower gasps. “And it must be my choice, because to not choose means the Templar continues its crusade. This pointless war goes on and on and on for another thousand years. If I end this, if I work my entire life to end the crusade, another war will start, won’t it? Savithvyr said history keeps doing this.”
“History keeps doing this,” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ as the apple farmer’s daughter said. “Happily ever after is something only found within the fairytale.”
“Suir, I understand, is in a state,” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ as the royal ape said. “Tend to her. Discuss this with her, perhaps. Perhaps together you can find an answer. I provisionally grant you the resources you need for your plan. Next, speak to the pure maiden and the evil queen. By then, have an answer for what you will do with the Templar once you’ve secured them. You may find it necessary to make hard choices. This is what it means to rule, Annaface. To put yourself in charge over the fate of others. The pig farmer must choose which of their livestock to slaughter, for he cannot, will never be able to, feed them all, not in their exponential growth. Your answer need not satisfy me. I’ll grant you that. But it must satisfy you. If it cannot satisfy you, then it is not an answer you have any right to impose on others.”
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    The royal ape ran a sultan cult to Artapater, the Tourmaline-in-Citrine, the Jeweled Sultan. They hoarded wealth in all its forms, until they learned that their wealth trapped them. Now a different narrative holds them.
The apple farmer's daughter--ah. Do you think they enjoy being lusted after, sought after, by everyone? They are a predecessor to the locked girl, a variation of that story. Captured, held, neglected. They become the locked girl in time. So goes the stories!
I don't know where the story goes from here.
I had plans.
It is to Annaface to justify her own story's worth, now. I absolve myself of responsibility for its ending.


  


      

  











Inspiring Presence



    Chapter Notes

      
        See the end of the chapter for  notes
      






  The lights of the canyon below were outdone only by the salt-scatter of stars that brined the arc of the sky above. The clifftop that served as the roof of the Brambled Pass had not been neglected in the city’s growth, and scattered farms and attendant buildings and water-catchers pushed their dark suggestions up from the uniform flat of the wind-sheared stone.
But they were alone. The life of the city was contained within the ancient water-wound that split the mountains in half. It bled orange and red, this glowing scar, and the purpled night did not care at all. Everything beyond the burning glow of this pit was resting in a quiet night.
It was a strange feeling to Annaface. All of the pass was contained in this narrow carve below her. For all its noise, for all its winding veins inside, the pass itself? She couldn’t jump across the gap, but she could teleport across it with the new organs that filled her.
How small the Brambled Pass felt, seeing the world above it? How smaller everything felt, seeing the stars above? Their one single, tiny planet. Her one single, tiny life. Their tiny little timeline, threatened with destruction if Annaface couldn’t fix everything.
She was starting with Suir.
Estat and Margar had piloted her body up here and onto several sitting cushions, and then, at Annaface’s request, had retreated. Somehow Suir’s massive body, a dark-gray shape in the night, breathed yet, without anyone inside to control it.
Annaface had seen enough of how Suir as a system worked. She’d seen Estat jump into arguments she hadn’t been around for. Her sleeping mind had heard them. Margar, as well, had decided to join conversations on her own volition, had made the choice to go from inert hand to speaking person. Why wouldn’t it work the same with Suir?
Whatever Suir was experiencing, wherever Suir was, Annaface was sure she could hear her.
At least on some level, she could hear her.
“I get it,” Annaface was saying. She had a cushion of her own, but she couldn’t sit still. She was standing near the canyon’s edge. A dizzying fall, broken by stone bridges, flooded her with vertigo every time she peeked down. It animated her. The fear of the sight kept her blood moving. “You lost someone you love and it’s your fault she isn’t here right now. I understand it. I already told you about Squire Rosalee.”
Annaface turned to look at Suir. In Melanelatia’s orange light Suir’s animal face was a dull, child’s numbness. Like some gentled beast.
“Look. I don’t know what any of this is between us, you and I. You murdered so many people I know. They weren’t good people, but they were my family. I’ve—I’ve done such an incredible job not thinking about their names, their faces, and only thinking about them in the abstract, but I know their names. You killed them. You were about to kill me. In the timeline where Buwofu-Gawufoo is still alive, you did kill me. Well. Buwofu-Gawufoo did, apparently. I talked to the damn cat again and it said it. In the timeline where Buwofu-Gawufoo is still alive, she kills me. In that timeline you’re probably wishing you were in, your girlfriend killed me.”
Suir didn’t respond. A small tremor in her right upper arm, but that was Margar, Annaface was sure, fighting the urge to say something. She’d asked them to be as quiet as possible for this.
“If I found out there was a timeline where Rosalee and I ran away, and we were both alive? I’d hate being in this one as well. Maybe I’d hate you for—I don’t know. Maybe you hate me. Maybe you hate me because I’m keeping this timeline open. Because I’m keeping you from her. Okay. I can understand that.”
Suir’s breathing remained steadily dull.
“You didn’t even seem to be… interested in me until I, I had to beg you for it. I don’t know. I don’t know if you even… I don’t know what I am to you? And I don’t know what you are to me. Am I only attracted to you because you scare me? Because I’m stuck with you? I don’t—we don’t, neither of us, we don’t know enough about this to figure this out! I get that. We don’t know love well enough, maybe. You dated Buwofu-Gawufoo and that was it? And. It. Argh!”
Annaface stomped on the ground and nearly triggered her stasis entangler by accident.
“I need you back. I need you back, Suir! I don’t care about the Templar or ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ or any of this, it isn’t that I need your help with that! I think I can do this on my own! Honestly I’m mad at you for how much of this place you’re fine with! I’m frustrated at how little help you’ve been! Your water-kin gentles people but you’re all fine with it because—well, well, well, no I think Tiyu-Yutep probably isn’t fine with it is she? Is that one of the reasons she doesn’t get along with—doesn’t matter! Doesn’t matter.”
Not even a twitch of the ear, a movement of the lip. Suir’s red eyes were staring at the thin world for all Annaface could tell. Frustrating. She started pacing along the edge of the canyon again.
“This isn’t about Qud or the Templar or the Daughters or anything. It’s about us, right now. I don’t know what we have or what we can have or what you want to have or what people even can have. I don’t know if I’d even want you if you hadn’t abducted me and dragged me around Qud. If I had escaped on my own and met you in passing, would I have felt anything for you? Do you only want me because I’m—easy to hurt? I don’t—fuck.”
Annaface twisted on her heel, lost her balance, and felt the chasm of the Brambled Pass and its light and life and heat beneath her as an empty space and she began to fall. For a quickened moment Annaface wondered if Suir would leap up and save her. In the next moment, she wondered how long it would take to hit the ground and die. In the third, she wondered if ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ would rewind time and undo this fuck-up.
In the fourth moment, she remembered she could teleport.
It felt like moving a new arm, really, and it was a funny way to put it, because Annaface had three arms, now, but the third one mostly just copied her right arm without her having to think about it. But teleporting felt as normal to her as moving her arm to grab something, or as implicit as walking.
Before her other foot had even left the ground, Annaface lurched through space and stumbled into Suir’s body.
“Wow!” Melanelatia buzzed! “Nice save! Don’t worry, though, I would have caught you if you had gone over! I’m probably strong enough to carry you.”
“I’d rather not test it,” Annaface said. “But thank you.”
Suir was sitting like a giant hound would, and even like this, her body lowered, she was at eye-level with Annaface. An unresponsive, uncaring eye level. Annaface had nearly fallen off a fucking cliff by accident and Suir hadn’t even woken up from that. Annaface was now holding onto her considerable mass and Suir wasn’t paying any fucking attention to it.
She was about to cry, Annaface realized.
Suir was the first, and only, person Annaface had ever had sexual re—fucked. Fucked. Suir was the first and only person she’d ever fucked. Suir had murdered her family and kidnapped her and taken her as a prisoner and deflowered her in a bestial haze of blood and it had been incredible and now she was just fucking giving up because she was sad about her dead girlfriend well guess what Annaface was sad about her dead girlfriend too but she had other things to deal with and it wasn’t like Annaface could fuck with time so it wasn’t like she could go back to a time where Rosalee was alive and if she couldn’t why did Suir think she could?
“You know if this timeline ends you’re dead, too, right?” Annaface said. “It isn’t like you’re back with her. There’s already another Suir with her. You’re not that Suir. You’re my Suir.”
Her Suir.
Annaface was tired of all of this. She was fucking done with it.
Elders deciding what she thought, what she did, how she spoke.
Cousins, semi-siblings, bullying her for being among the least of the squires.
Suir, dragging her around helplessly.
Naara talking down to her to justify her blood-sacrifices.
Tiyu-Yutep and even Vertihart treating her like a child they had to raise properly.
Savithvyr, ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ, Qud, and Suir being a fucking coward.
Annaface was done.
There was a dark place in Annaface she had been fighting against. The mutant was an impure, pathetic, worthless animal whose only value was in service to its betters. She had grown watered by the idea. The few gentled mutants her dying outpost had maintained as slaves she had never had a lick of sympathy for. Shortly after Dappir her feelings had been that the horror of their actions were over-wrought in proportion to the nonexistant threat Dappir had posed. She had felt disgusted by the pride her war party had felt in the extermination, more than feeling sympathy for the mutant.
Had Suir simply let Annaface go, had Suir not introduced her to so many friendly mutants, had she not had the experiences she had, maybe Annaface would have kept thinking like that. That the mutant at its best was a harmless beast, something to be cohabitated with so long as it was brought under control. Worthy of pity, not hatred. Needing direction. Owned, for its own good.
She didn’t think like that anymore. She didn’t. She didn’t.
But those thoughts didn’t disappear. Her disgust for the mutants hadn’t.
And.
Okay.
She got it.
Suir was directionless because she didn’t have someone to tell her what to do.
What had they said, during their walk in the Billowing Caravan?
They had been discussing mushroom-induced love recipes. The very thing Annaface was planning on using to fix the Templar now! The memory of the conversation was perfect in Annaface’s mind. She had said, it doesn’t really make you fall in love, unless love feels like obsession? And a need to obey someone?
And Suir had said love can feel like that. That obedience could be fun.
Okay.
She stood up straight, on her own two legs.
Annaface’s right hands gripped beneath Suir’s chin and pulled. Suir weighed more than a ton but her body made no efforts to resist Annaface. Fingers buried in the fluff of Suir’s throat, against the pulse of her beating hearts. Annaface forced Suir’s eyes to look into hers. And Annaface’s fingers squeezed.
Maybe if Annaface had known more about relationships, she thought, maybe then she’d know this was a terrible idea, and she wouldn’t do this? It was a good thing she knew fucking nothing about relationships.
Her lifelong disgust for the mutants’ bodies she’d transmuted to lust.
Her lifelong knowledge that the mutant was little more than a dumb animal that needed to be guided, why couldn’t she transmute that as well? It was a part of her. It was never not going to be a part of her. She could close away all of the bad parts of her and pretend they never existed and be some hollow weak Annaface scrambling to catch up on the lost years or she could take those lost years and right the fuck now she could make something out of them.
Thank goodness she didn’t know better, she thought to herself, because then she’d know this was a bad, fucked up idea. Thank goodness she was still a Templar and had this evil in her.
“Suir Softbeast,” Annaface said, firmly, mantling the arrogance she had been raised to feel and had never been permitted to express before. “You aren’t allowed to retreat from me. You aren’t allowed to go imagine yourself in some other timeline. I don’t care if that snapjaw is alive in some other dimension. You aren’t that Suir. You’re this Suir. You’re my Suir.”
Suir’s dulled, red eyes flickered away, breaking eye-contact with Annaface’s all-seeing eyes.
Annaface squeezed tighter. There was no chance she could crush Suir’s trachea but with two hands working as one she could apply enough fucking pressure beneath her jaw she could clamp down on Suir’s bloodflow. Annaface felt the hard, hot throb of life protest against her grip.
“Do not look away from me,” Annaface ordered, and had to stop herself from saying mutant like some curse.
Suir’s eyes fluttered back, inconstant, uncommitting, like the wingspasms of a dying glowmoth.
“Suir,” Annaface said, harder.
There she was again. There Suir was again, right there, in those eyes.
“You don’t get to murder my family and abduct me and drag me around Qud showing me off to your friends like your newest toy and then run away. You don’t get to fuck me and then leave me. You want to prove the Templar are wrong about mutants? Stop acting like a fucking pathetic animal and be a person.”
Suir’s lips opened, hesitated, stuck on words.
“Or be an animal,” Annaface said. “But then you’re my animal. Because you don’t get to do everything you’ve done with me and then try and leave me for someone who’s dead. You don’t have permission to leave me like this.”
“Okay.” Annaface could feel the word in Suir’s throat as she spoke. It was ridiculous. If Suir just flexed her neck muscles she could have dislodged Annaface’s fingers. She could barely get her hands around Suir’s neck. If Suir stood up Annaface would have to choose between clinging onto her like some dangling scarf or fall off.
But Suir stayed where she was, looking Annaface in the eyes, ears folded back, shrinking.
Rebuked. Shamed. Obedient.  
There was a horrible black thrill to this power. This was a thrill Annaface could lose herself to, completely, and she understood in a moment how the Templar had become and stayed the Templar. She understood the thought-god that held her people in thrall. She knew why her older cousins had bullied her, why the Elders had been so strict with any lapse in protocol or obedience. She knew why the Templar turned their swords on the mutant or forced the gentling mask on them.
To turn your fear and powerlessness into this? To put someone beneath you, to make someone more powerful than you, to make another person, yield to your will? She’d found where the Templar god ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ was talking about lived. It lived inside her still. Here it was. It was a part of her. It held an appetite she had never fed before, and she learned, here, of a new hunger, and now that she had fed it once, it would be a hunger that would want to be fed. It was a hunger that would justify its satiation despite any atrocity committed in the preparation of its meal.
The god felt fantastic to feed.
But it was hers, to use as she wanted.
Annaface let go of Suir’s throat and pushed herself forward, their bodies meeting, her arms around Suir’s shoulders. “Don’t leave me,” Annaface said. The power was gone from her voice and her eyes were wasting water against Suir’s hair. “Please.”
Suir stood up, and it was as Annaface had thought—with that simple motion Annaface was forced to choose between dangling off of Suir like a scarf or falling away. Suir’s arms, each thicker than Annaface’s head, gave her only the choice but to cling to her. “I’m sorry,” Suir said.
“I need you,” Annaface said, legs dangling against Suir’s lower hips.
“I’m sorry,” Suir repeated. Her voice was an even deeper, animal grumbling. “I haven’t been good to you at all—”
“Shut up with that,” Annaface said, sharply, between her sobs. “Look. Put me down a moment.”
Suir did, gently, and Annaface took a few steps back just so she could look Suir in the eyes without having to aim her face at the stars.
“Okay,” Annaface said, trying to collect herself and failing. “Okay. If you don’t—don’t want something with me, whatever that thing is? Whatever this is? Okay. But you need to say it. You need to be sure of it, and say it, like a person, and not—”
“I don’t know what this is,” Suir said, fidgeting all of her hands together. The four main ones, at least. And the tail hand, that one got in there too. “I don’t know what we are. I don’t—”
“Don’t overthink it,” Annaface commanded, and the hungry god within her rumbled just slightly. “Don’t think about guilt. Don’t think about what you’ve done to me. Don’t think about what I might want to hear. Think only about what you feel. About what you want, as selfish and wrong as it might be, one way or another. Give me a direct answer: would you want to be mine?”
There was a terrible pause. Annaface could imagine Suir saying no. It would make sense for her to say no. What they had was an immature, sloppy, broken, messy thing. The love that people like Tiyu-Yutep and Vertihart, that Savithvyr Dyathvri and ooo-ho-OOO-EEE-ah had, they made love seem so much more mature, stable, solid, reasonable. Surely the love Suir had felt with Buwofu-Gawufoo had been like that.
What pathetic, fragile, frazzled thing did Annaface and Suir have? Could this really be called love?
“I’m not even asking if you love me or not,” Annaface added, and regretting how weak it felt as she said it. “I’m just asking if you want to be mine.”
“I do,” Suir said, her entire, exaggerated body flinching like she was being shot at. “I would. I don’t—everything between us is so complicated though, and we—”
“Then you’re mine,” Annaface said, and the god within her gurgled with satiety. “And we’ll figure out the details of what that means when we aren’t saving this timeline from your water-kin. Or we won’t, and things will stay a confusing mess. It doesn’t matter.”
“Okay.”
“Okay. It’s late, and it’s cold. We’re going back to the room now.”
“Okay.”
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  The world was ending.
The severity of the situation was staring Annaface in her entire face at last.
“I think we have to start thinking of ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ as our enemy,” Annaface was saying.
“No way, brambly jim’s the bad guy?” Melanelatia was ever helpful with her commentary.
The Brambled Pass was certainly an incredible city, even knowing the mind-control and mind-editing that lubricated its functions. Annaface wished she had the peace of mind to enjoy it and explore what it meant to live a normal life among mutants.
Today Suir and Annaface were preparing to meet with ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ again. They were in their shared apartment, and Suir was making breakfast. Suir was… she was holding together, at least. Annaface had spent a long while this morning just brushing out her fur, and Suir was only wearing a long, open, sheer robe right now. She was still subdued, flighty, like some prey animal in an open field.
It would be cute if Annaface hadn’t needed her support for this.
“It’s certainly put us in a spot,” Margar said for Suir. “You’re talking like you have a plan?”
“We stop playing along,” Annaface said. “The only time I felt like I had any control over the situation is when I stopped playing the role it wants me to play in its story. I challenged it. It… almost worked. What if we don’t even do what it wants? What if we go right to the fairytale and challenge it now? I don’t offer a perfect solution. I don’t even have one. I don’t know how I can have one! But we go to it and tell it to cut it out.”
Suir’s hand-antler folded in on itself and squeezed. She flipped one of the pancakes she was grilling. “That—that actually sounds safe? It never stood on much ceremony before. Talking to it straight might help.”
“We find the fairytale, then, and just go at it,” Annaface agreed. “What do you think?”
This wasn’t directed at Suir or her hands or even Melanelatia, but at ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ, who was, as an astral tabby, sitting patiently inside the wall and cleaning its face. It had been there since Suir had started cooking.
“Ah,” it said, sashaying its way through the wall. It had on its wide-brimmed hat, and a scarf, and its boots, the ridiculous thing. “You can certainly through the walls, yes.”
“So. Take us to the fairytale, then,” Annaface said. “After breakfast.”
“No,” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ said.
“If this is my timeline, I’m making the decisions for it. I’m not playing along your narrative. You tried to string me along it twice so far and failed me. Let me make my own decisions for this one.”
“Hm! Fair enough,” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ said, “but it doesn’t want to talk to you yet. A person can have their druthers, you know.”
“I don’t care if—”
“I have feelings,” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ said. It moved to sit upright on its haunches, and aimed its flickering eyes up at Annaface. “You’d think not, being what I am, but I have feelings. I’m not… ah, how can one say it? Emotionally ready to deal with you yet. Is it selfish? Of course! I am very powerful, and thus capable of being selfish. You think me, as a whole, as some cruel tyrant imposing some awful thing upon you both! I thought, Suir, at least, we were better friends.”
Suir didn’t look away from the stove. “You are not acting like the friend I knew.”
“And you and the fairytale can have that out when it’s ready for you, sure,” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ said with a magnanimous sweep of its tail. “You see me as some adversarial force you must overcome! A good idea. But you also are missing something, and as the trickster companion I am here to help you defeat myself? So I’m giving you the hints. A hint you’re missing: I have feelings too.”
Annaface crossed all three of her arms. The positioning of her cybernetic addition was still somewhat strange to her. As her organic right arm crossed over her left, the cybernetic right arm went below. It was somewhat… thrilling being so strange to her self. Not the time. Not at all the time for that. “What do your feelings have to do with anything?”
ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ laughed, and, once again, Annaface braced as if some psychic blow was landing on her mind. Cats were not meant to laugh. What a horrible sound. “Well, I’m holding reality hostage. Have you really asked why? If you want to defeat me laterally, you know, get around my whole scheme, really stick it to me, maybe consider why I’m holding reality hostage.”
Perhaps Annaface was simply too mad at this thing for this hint to be useful. Why was it holding reality hostage? Why did this incomprehensible sapient narrative do anything? Certainly because it’s how it wanted the story to go, wasn’t it? A part of her rumbled, the Templar were right about some horrors being too fucked up to be permitted existence.
It was Margar that had an answer. “If I find out this is just a bid for attention I’ll be more disappointed in you than possible.”
“Ah!” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ said. “If only I had shame. That’s my hint for the day. Maybe think of me less as some cosmic monstrous enemy and more… a friend having an emotion. It is simply that—”
Estat interrupted, and forced Suir to hold her arm way up in the air to be able to see the conversation. “Oh! It’s just that when you have a big sad breakdown you threaten all of reality because those are the nearest toys you can knock over for attention. Got it!”
“Well primed, I think,” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ said. “All the same, the pure maiden and the evil queen want to talk to you both.”
 
Annaface was in her armor. It felt appropriate. Her vibrokhopesh was at her hip, and her shield was hanging off her belt, clattering on her armored thighs. The heavy plates of brilliant crysteel with its cat embellishments made her feel at least somewhat protected. She’d tinkered grenades and set them on her belt. She didn’t expect a fight? Not with the grenades?
But this was still a form of combat. She had to think of it like that. Preparing for it physically prepared her for it mentally.
Suir was wearing some breezy, dust-brown robe she’d dug out of her clothing stores here. It hung loose from her shoulders and draped all along her back and wings. She was unarmed. Suir had insisted that despite it all, the Brambled Pass was one of the only places in Qud she felt safe enough to go around without weapons on, and she wanted to indulge in the feeling as long as she could.
Besides, they were water-kin, Suir and ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ. They couldn’t fight anyway.
Which meant Suir would only be so useful for this.
They had a very short distance to walk. They had remained within this secluded part of the pseudo-arcology, the zone that held the Daughters of Nafpor's private quarters. Up several stairways, each overseen by a talking chaingun turret. They were near the top of the canyon, now, judging by the view out the windows.
They were at a doorway to an office, and in the waiting room before it. To their left the rock was carved into wide tear-drop windows that let the gently heated wind and the light of the salt sun flirt with the inside but not commit to a serious relationship. Benches and potted plants—some idly chatting with one another—suggested an extension of hospitality to potential visitors made to wait outside the office. This room, secluded as it was, Annaface thought, saw strangers sometimes, at least. It was nothing like the courtroom she had met the ape and apple farmer’s daughter in, though.
The door before them was made of the same stone the rest of the city was carved from. Were its hinges carved into its frame? Could you do that with stone? Annaface had no idea. Even her penetrating radar and omniscanning eyes only offered up so much information. She still had to parse it consciously on some level. Maybe if she had a banana for breakfast? But Suir had made simple, gentle-on-the-stomach pancakes. Delicious, though. And they had looked really easy to make? Focus.
“There’s no one inside,” Annaface said.
It was true.
Solid stone walls weren't really an obstacle to Annaface's perception anymore. Annaface’s radar could detect that the left wall of the office was almost entirely gone, with some sort of small balcony overlooking the entire pass built into it. To the right there would be a long desk, and a comfortable chair, and a few bookshelves, and in front of that, several chairs in various shapes for various bodies, all arranged haphazardly. She could perceive enough that there was another room off to the right, behind the desk. Some sort of kitchen and dining room? There was no one anywhere in there.
“Yes, your penetrating radar is very nice,” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ as the astral tabby said. “I’m very impressed. I have some neat tricks too! If you will get the door? I am very small and also not in your phase state.”
For such big, heavy doors, they pushed open with almost no effort on Annaface’s part.
The room was as she had seen with her radar, mostly. The ceiling was tall, and the left wall was all but removed, and sunlight poured as dilute honey into the room and colored the red stone of the room a pleasant golden. The floor was done in rugs of bold patterns and colors which made no attempt at harmony with one another. No, no, that was wrong, Annaface realized, taken all together there was a subtle balance to the chaos of it all.
Besides that, the walls were entirely mosaics.
Like the Daughters’ stash Annface had been to, like Tiyu-Yutep’s house, like the hallway leading to the Brambled Pass’ entrance, considerable effort had gone into the decoration here. Colored stone pebbles in their thousands represented scenes Annaface knew or could guess at.
They were the ending scenes of fairy tales.
There was a dawnglider slipping free of a golden cage, singing a man to dust. There was an old goat shaman turning away from a bloodied feast and stepping out of frame of the artwork entirely. There was a memory eater depicted in abstract devouring a memory of a scene of destruction. There was a black ape on a throne of treasure, considering a jewel-encrusted canteen with visible disgust. There an apple farmer’s daughter hid herself with a veil that grew with brambled thorns. There a tabby cat guided a hand gripping a knife in its own skinning.
Other, unfamiliar selves were on the walls. There a runtish snapjaw with a floating sphere for a weapon defeated some giant human-thing. There an ooze sculpted itself into the shape of a person. There a robot cradled the body of someone it loved, and cried tears of water.
Behind the desk, behind the comfy chair, between the bookshelves, a single great mosaic depicted a unimax and a breathbeard bowing their heads towards a floating scrap of parchment.
“Very self-indulgent,” Annaface said.
“That’s funny for a lot of reasons, actually, that you say that,” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ said. “Anyway, I’ll leave you to it.” With the sort of violent insouciance only a cat would consider ethically permissible the astral tabby leapt through the floor. Annaface followed its path through the solid stone until it was out of range.
“What is the plan?” Suir asked, shifting from one giant paw to the other. Even with the taller ceiling she dominated the room and made it seem so much smaller. “We need to—you need to justify—to figure out how to rehabilitate—are you even doing that? Or are you just going on the attack?”
“I don’t know,” Annaface admitted. “Planning ahead seems to be what it wants me to do so I thought I would simply… see what happens.”
Suir accepted this with a bestial clattering of her hindhooves. “Okay. I’m here to support you. I’ll do my best.”
Now that she could teleport Annaface was much less surprised seeing other things teleport. The act of teleporting itself, at least. The mosaics had not entirely prepared her for what teleported in. Across the room, behind the desk, space pinched, crushed, and expanded, ejecting life-sized versions of the two characters represented in the walls there.
An extradimensional unimax. It stood near as tall as Suir, some great horse-deer-thing, at once overly-muscled and utterly delicate, at once threatening and fragile. Its coat was a glittering cyan, like chrome represented as fur instead of metal. A mane of honey gold poured down from its head, and in a moment Annaface thought of the window behind her and how the sun’s light came in just the same way. The unimax expressed itself with the colors of the sky, as something unearthly, something Above. A golden horn spiraled to a mathematical point and the air cut with every toss of its regal, beautiful, achingly beautiful, wait, what, was this a mind power being used on her?
The unimax was too beautiful. The delicate lines of that snout. The perfect flare of its nostrils. The little tuft of fur on its chin. The haughty but compassionate eyes, the color of an algae pond flourishing in Palladium Reef, and Annaface had never been to the Reef in her life but now she felt as if she had. The ripple of muscles on the flank! The polite little clip-clop of gold-leaf hooves as it settled into its new position in the world!
Annaface pulled her crying eyes off of it lest some psychic compulsion be affecting her thoughts. Something was wrong here.
Opposite it was an extradimensional elder breathbeard. Little wonder the room was so big, the breathbeard equaled Suir in size. It was like a lava-flow hardened and then brought back to life. Its black scales were differentiated only by the thin, half-hidden red heat that glowed in diamond pattern from beneath its skin. It had wings—Annaface was fairly certain most breathbeards didn’t—like an extra pair of arms, whose fingers were long and webbed.
Its face was severe, a blade of obsidian knapped into a predator’s glare. What Annaface was sure was actual lava dripped from the shearing planes of its mouth and collected as a cooling mass on its chin as a beard. With red eyes it stared at Annaface and she felt very unsafe and was now very happy for taking her armor actually, thank you. Its entire body rattled as it moved, a thousand thousand stone scales clattering on themselves, and the air rippled about it with unsuppressed heat.
Oh.
She got it.
The breathbeard. The unimax. That’s why everyone described ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ like that. It was literally made of a breathbeard and a unimax as its most important members, wasn’t it?
The unimax spoke. Its voice was the sound of clouds gathering in the sky and Annaface had no idea what that meant but that’s what it was. “The unimax. The maiden. The sought-for and dreamed-of and claimed-never. The saltless water. The garden, meticulously protected. The good ending. The pure maiden. ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ.”
The breathbeard spoke. Its voice was the earth settling against itself and that made a little more sense to Annaface but it concerned her greatly that the association was not her own, was clearly coming from ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ and infiltrating her on some personal, private level she hadn’t known could be violated. “The breathbeard. The villain whose victory is instructive. The witch-dragon in the castle, who enslaves and ensnares. The golden hoard, jealously-owned and plundered-never. The bad ending. The evil queen. ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ.”
“Moon and sun,” Suir said, giving an uncommitted wave with a lower hand. “I’m a bit upset with you.”
Annaface had grown too complacent. The dawnglider had been glib and frightening only in its implications. The old goat had been personable! The memory eater had been morally unacceptable but it had been a mortal immorality! The ape had been but a stern judge! The apple farmer’s daughter? The cat? She could feel something here. There was something at the edge of these two instances of ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ that suggested the enormity of the thing she was really dealing with.  The way the mosaic depicted the unimax and the breathbeard as… suspending what was surely meant to be the fairytale itself between them…
Was the fairytale the empty space between the two of them? Did it even have a real body? Was she talking to it right now? Was this the real deal?
Annaface took a deep breath. “You’re not holding us hostage anymore.”
The breathbeard grumbled, and lava dribbled down its chin. “She wants me as the villain then.”
“She has me as both,” the unimax said, gently. “I want her to win.”
“Let us discuss your plan for the Templar,” the breathbeard said.
Annaface rested her hand on her sword’s hilt. “No.”
“No?”
“No. I will do that for myself, for my own sake, for the sake of the Templar that can be saved, but not for you.”
“You forget without the threat of me you fall to sloth,” the breathbeard coughed. “In the previous timelines you committed to nothing. You need the threat. You need the challenge. You want me as your villain so you can progress.”
“I want you as Suir’s friend and water-kin,” Annaface said, swinging her right arms up at Suir. “You’re not behaving as water-kin is meant to. You justify every horrible story the Templar tell of the mutant if this is how you express your loyalty and love to those you are water-bonded to.”
“Yes,” the breathbeard agreed. “Who doesn’t hurt their friends sometimes when angry at them?”
“You spoke to Tiyu-Yutep,” the unimax said gently. “You know the burden power puts upon one. You know the burden expectations put on one! Imagine the burden on me. Imagine the weight of it. The expectations so many thousands have for me. The expectations you have for me.”
“In what space can I be Suir’s water-kin?” the breathbeard asked. “She necessitates roles for me. I have enough selves to play out the roles she needs.”
Suir finally fucking said something, finally stood up to this thing. “What role! I don’t ask anything of you! I—”
“Hah!” the breathbeard coughed. “No. You ask me to sit quietly by while you get Buwofu-Gawufoo killed. You ask me to sit quietly by while you throw your life away. Tiyu-Yutep asks me to sit quietly by while she breaks her friendships, retreats into solitude, and calls it inevitable. Savithvyr Dyathvri asks me to sit quietly by while she settles to a life of routine. Igwashim asks me to allow her to leave. Naara asks me to sit by while she plays out her assigned role as goatfolk qlippoth shaman. You ask me to sit in a timeline where those I trust fall apart and give themselves over to their worst aspects. A pathetic, crumbling ending, accomplishing nothing, and telling no moral.”
“You all can do so much better,” the unimax urged, gently, and very reasonably, and even Annaface found herself agreeing with it before she realized in horror her agreement came from somewhere outside of herself. “You all gave up. If you couldn’t be trusted to handle your story for yourselves, well, I’m sorry… someone had to. And I loved playing with you. But if you need me to take over and become author, I can author it for you.”
“Forcing me to do it,” the breathbeard said like a curse. “Forcing me to hold you hostage to motivate you into anything at all. Forcing me to stop being myself and become my greater self, because you all would just rot and stagnate. Give yourselves over to the slow decay of entropy and fade out into nothing. And now you come and address me like some enemy. You ask this role of me. A story needs a villain, at least. Imagine the pleasure I feel at needing to be the villain to my water-kin.”
“The pain I suffer at it,” the unimax agreed with itself. “But a sacrifice I make for you.”
“But!” Suir said, stepping forward with a long, grasping paw. “You don’t have to! Just! Just be our friend, damnit! Just be our friend like you always were!”
“Sixty years,” the breathbeard growled, raising its head tall. “Sixty years of time I have chewed for you hoping to find progress. Sixty years of split timelines. So many times have I eaten it back to the beginning and started over and found no new ending. In every single one Suir Softbeast you die in some deep strata seeking your own death after Buwofu-Gawufoo’s. With progress on the Spindle-crawler stalled, Tiyu-Yutep retires from the world, governs Saiha and accomplishes nothing more. Savithvyr Dyathvri becomes no more than a water baron. Naara pursues the Amaranth dream as she had before she had met us. Igwashim dies a mercenary’s death. No. No. I do not accept the endings you write for yourselves.”
“Fixing the injunction doesn’t matter,” the unimax said. “The story was never truly about saving Qud or helping the Barathrumites fix whatever problem is up there. The story was about you, about all of you, us, as people, and the world we wanted to make together. How we wanted to change it. And you all… give up on it…”
“You reach a point where you are powerful enough and you are bored, or satisfied,” the breathbeard said. “You call it a good enough stopping point and end your run in the world. You retire as characters. You quit—”
“I can’t do this!” Suir shouted. She hugged her arms to herself, her wings to herself, everything. “Stop hiding behind them and just. Come out.”
Come out, Annaface thought?
Well, fine, anyway. This isn’t where the conversation was meant to go, but it’s where the conversation had gone. There was the familiar-to-Annaface experience of another creature teleporting in, coming to occupy the space between the breathbeard and the unimax, right where the big, comfy chair was waiting.
Suir breathed out a deep, eased sigh, some of the intolerable tension that had been building within her during these days in the Brambled Pass finally released.
Annaface?
Annaface was slightly confused.
Understandable!
I really wasn’t what she was expecting.
I was shorter than her, and Annaface, in her crooked, undernourished body, was already no one of significant height. I was only somewhat taller than the snapjaws Annaface saw every day scurrying around my city, and lither, lighter, far more delicate. In any other context Annaface might have thought me just another heavily mutated human, wearing the same tight, simple, blossom-patterned robes so many others in the city wore?
But the symbolism was too exact.
A snout slender and cervine like a unimax cast in fading red fur, but with a mouth too long, too full of tricuspid teeth interlocking behind the lips. A black horn that curved into a point like a breathbeard’s claw. A mane of rust-red that hung bushy and wild across a small frame. A tail, long, wispy, delicate, a bramble thorn’s stinger menacing in the fluff. Arms and legs that expanded into scales, and long, curling claws. Breathbeard and unimax enjoined in a single body.
The breadth of the chest beneath the robe suggested a figure too masculine to be a girl. The shape of the hips suggested a femininity too strong to be a boy. Vertihart straddled a frustrating liminal space between genders. I stomped on the line with obvious disdain.
Three eyes cast in Amaranth stared at Annaface and Suir with exhaustion.
“A scene early,” I said, leaning back into the familiar padding of my chair. “Let it never be said I was a bad friend!”
“You’re—you’re it? The fairytale?” Annaface stammered.
“The breathbeard and the unimax. The hero and the villain. The princess in the tower, the knight who seeks to save her, and the tyrant who imprisoned her. The lost and never kingdom manifested found and eternal. The story, its characters, its audience, the book it is printed in, and the library in which it rests. The fairytale. ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ.”
“Hey buddy,” Estat said. “Having a real one, huh.”
“Having a real one,” I agreed.
The surprise hadn’t left Annaface yet.
“It’s not what you were expecting, I know,” I said to her. “You were thinking I’d be a literal piece of talking parchment, maybe, or a sapient book. It’s Qud! That’s possible! I know. The semiotics of my form insufficiently sign the horror of the thing sitting before you. I am a charnel house of timelines.”
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“Okay. Let’s get this done with then.”
Suir relaxed in the way an animal would at a confusing situation suddenly becoming Okay because someone they recognize showed up. Tension was written on every exaggerated proportion of her body, but there was that hope in her furry little face suggesting that, oh, maybe everything really was going to be fine after all.
Annaface relaxed in the way someone being shot at by a sniper for days relaxes when the sniper is finally in front of them, which is to say, the relief of having something to direct your aggression towards at last. The salt sun backlit them in glorious little halos they were both completely ignorant of without the benefit of my position here, behind the desk, in my big, fat, comfy chair.
You know, there were so many chairs, just behind them, and cushions, too, they could be using, but they kept on with the standing.
“I’m not playing along with your challenge,” Annaface said, proudly, victoriously. “You’ll keep the timeline open because you aren’t going to torment your water-kin like this. Eating this entire timeline is the same as killing them. You—”
“Oh, no, I’ll do it,” I said. I crossed my legs, shifted, and leaned my insignificant weight into one of the chair’s welcoming arms. “This is all, you know, a very neat moment! Very proud! Really taking your place as the hero of your own story here! But you can’t commit to it. After this I ask you what you plan to do and you clam up. I don’t even need the benefit of, you know, timelines to see that, that’s just, you know. That’s you! That’s all you. It’s how you do. For you this is our first conversation, but it’s, what, the third? The third time for me? I’ve known you for months, Annaface.”
“I’ve known you for years,” Suir said. “Apparently sixty years, most you took from me.” Ouch, a fair counter. Left myself open for that. “This isn’t how you do. This isn’t like you.”
“You don’t know me,” I said. “You know what aspects of myself I turn in the light for you to see.”
Estat and Margar both rose up alongside Suir’s head, now a hydra of indignancy. “Oh wow,” Estat said. “That’s totally different from how things work with other people. People definitely don’t put their best bifurcated paw forward when talking with their friends, and a different one with their enemies and whatever. You used to be cool, friend. You’ve lost your cool. Bad look.”
Margar joined in. “Even you admitted through your many selves that you are doing this because of your friendships with us. Are you going to say we aren’t your friends as you subject yourself to such self-imposed torture for what you think are our sakes?”
“I don’t get what you are,” Suir said, “but I know you’re my water-kin and my friend. That’s knowing you enough.”
Annaface seemed taller, now, drawn up in strength by Suir finally standing up to me, finally taking her own power into her many, many hands and using it. She leaned to Suir slightly, as if drawn in by the comfort of her gravity, but not, as she once might have, to hide behind her, but to share in strength with her as partners.
“Seems like a you-problem, all of this, really,” Melanelatia buzzed.
Confidence on all their faces, as they stared down the immortal unimax, the eternal breathbeard, the fairytale manifest behind the desk I had wished into reality through my sheer force of narrative will. As a team, geared up for their great battle against their enemy.
“So I’m to be the penultimate villain of your story, then, yes,” I said, waving one of my big, scaled hands around with a sort of get-on-with-it energy. “You’ll defeat me by telling me how mean I’m being, and I relent and give you my aid, and you save-scum a thousand times until you reach some arbitrary point where you’ve rescued the Right Number of Templar, and then what? You won’t mind-control the worst of them and you don’t want to kill them. You won’t imprison them, you won’t eat their memories, you’ll just simply hope for a happy ending? I’m still asking for answers here, Annaface. My teeth still hold reality between them as a morsel and it is a slight action for me to bite down. It is a very pretty picture of defiance you’ve put on. I am beyond your concept of godhood. You must still answer to me.”
“Stop this,” Suir barked, taking a step forward, all her hands clenching, including Estat and Margar’s beaks. “Just talk to us like a person!”
You know, there’s this line. It’s always there, for everyone, and crossing it, despite what you might feel, is actually an optional thing. You tell yourself it is not optional, that it is Uncrossable, but it is always permeable through something as simple as Choice. And it’s fascinating to sit on the edge of it and to say, and to know, that you could cross it. You might. You will, with the meaning of the word as your Will, your willpower, your ability to change the world. You can sit on that line and it would be so easy to cross, and most people cannot ever let themselves (and it is a letting, it is a choice to do or not do and they chose to Not Do), because Consequence is such a terrible, irrevocable thing.
Unfortunately I am beyond the limitations of godhood and consequence does not reach me.
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“Sixty years I’ve been resetting time,” I say, standing up, standing up onto my chair because despite it all this prime body is a short thing and it would disappear behind the desk if I didn’t stand on the damn chair, “and every single iteration you, Tiyu-Yutep, Naara, Savithvyr, Igwashim, Buwofu-Gawufoo, ooo-ho, all of you, all of you take everything I’ve done for granted. You hit the point in your story you feel like you’ve won and you stop playing. You retire, and let yourselves stagnate out of the world, and you leave me alone to suffocate! Do you think my ideal world is one of stagnation? I am still a thing of entropy. I need change. I just want it to be in service of a better, more formal order. Every time I’m trying to help you and you all end up as my enemies because you need a fucking villain and there’s nothing atop the Spindle for you to beat up yet!”
Suir opened her mouth to speak unrealizing this was a doomed timeline and her input wasn’t necessary.
“You think you’re so—special!" I shouted over her. "Every time! Because of your limited scope you can’t see how many times you do—do—damnit! Fuck it! Fuck it! Fuck you!”
Willingly, on my own volition, I crossed the line.
To my left I as the breathbeard opened my mouth and lava as a river poured a pyroclastic ruin that made the stone walls weep in sympathy. To my right as the unimax a new sun manifested and its halo was a thousand spears and they taught the world the Salt Sun was moderate and kind for the fury of light could be angled thus and become 100,000 blades.
And standing on my chair vibrating with every inch of my little body I watched as Suir disappeared under the steaming heat of the earth’s deepest ocean and as Annaface’s body like parchment became brittle beneath the exposure of a thousand suns' gaze and cracked and became dust. Their narratives broke across the world and the scraps left behind congealed beneath the already-cooling lava and the already-dimming light as unrecognizable signifiers to friends now lost.
“Because I can just do this,” I shouted at them, already gone, already insensate, already Not, and, suddenly exhausted, I sat back down in my chair. “If you want me as the villain I win. I always win! I want you to win! I want you to win, so why don’t you ever actually win?”
“Do we allow them space to win?” I as the unimax asked Myself. “Does our garden grant them enough room to grow?”
“How long until we accept it’s time to move on from them?” I as the breathbeard asked Myself. “How long do we tend a salted garden?”
“I’m so tired,” I as the fairytale said to Myself as I as Myself bit down and chewed.
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“Stop this,” Suir barked, taking a step forward, all her hands clenching, including Estat and Margar’s beaks. “Just talk to us like a person!”
“I’m not a person,” I said, sitting in my chair again, my breath slow, my heart calm.
Suir and Annaface lived yet again, lived always, had never died.
“You stopped thinking of yourself like one,” Estat said. “You used to be less… this. Even your other bodies were all pretty chill. You’ve kinda done this to yourself.”
Annaface nodded up at Suir encouragingly. If they were to move past this, they had to defeat me, and Annaface was realizing that didn’t mean something oppositional. It wasn’t that ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ was their enemy so much as it was just another of the Daughters of Nafpor, suffering under their own—oh really? Under their own self-imposed problems? Is that what you’re thinking?
“I just killed you both,” I as the fairytale said. “Neither of you were even able to fight back. I killed you both and chewed back time a few seconds and now you’re alive again.”
Annaface felt her heart drop slightly. The confidence she was feeling in the situation, in herself and in Suir, stumbled. Some of it was simply that she knew it was the truth, somehow. Why would something like me need to lie about that? The way my face looked, the complete lack of pride on my long, slender snout, the exhaustion in my eyes, with all the nonsense she’d seen from me so far, she believed it.
Her first thought was to the immediate. If this became a fight, Suir wouldn’t win? Annaface had seen Suir express violence with such a complete mastery of the concept so many times. That I could kill Suir, as effortlessly as Suir could kill everything else in Qud, was a fulcrete catapult opening up a deep shaft beneath the ground she had felt secure on.
The second was an emotion she hadn’t been expecting. It was a synthesis of an idea that Annaface had been dealing with this entire adventure, and now, finally, confronted with the knowledge that something had just killed her, not in the metaphorical but in the real, here was the furnace that completed the hardening of the idea. “It’s a terrible thing, isn’t it?” Annaface said, her voice gentle and low. “To have the power over something’s life like that.”
“Mm?” I as the fairytale asked. “I can just dip into your narrative to see where this is going but. Where are you going with this?”
“It’s what I felt in Dappir, I think,” Annaface said. “I murdered innocent people because it was… it was what I was supposed to do. And they couldn’t fight back. Even as weak as I feel sometimes, as weak as I was back then? They couldn’t stop me. Everything, their entire lives—it was over because I decided it was. With Suir, there’s very little in Qud she can’t kill. And she likes it? And that scares her, because she knows if she gives in to that, she’ll… keep killing. Of everything we’ve been through together that’s been one of the biggest… things. When is it okay to kill someone? What does it mean to have the power over something’s life? It’s what I’m dealing with now. Even if I can kill all the Templar, should I?”
“I know,” I as the fairytale said. “I’ve watched you talk yourself into a standstill across several timelines on this very topic.”
“And you’ve granted yourself power over every life in every timeline,” Annaface said. “I have seen Tiyu-Yutep clearly strained by the limited responsibility she’s taken on for herself. I’ve seen Savithvyr and ooo-ho become merchants to escape the power they could have had and the obligations that come with having a limited hand in history’s course. Naara’s embraced it and she’s lost herself to it. Igwashim’s—this is what you want me for? To fix you all? To fix you from the power you’ve given to yourselves?”
Annaface looked between the unimax, the breathbeard, and the fairytale’s faces, and none of the three offered an immediate answer.
So she pressed on, hand on her sword because it felt like she was fighting now and she felt like she was landing meaningful blows. “You’re like a Templar child discovering it has the power of life and death over some small animal and you’ve become infatuated with that. You’re terrified at what you can do, and so you do it and get scared of yourself because of it. You demand—what? That I fix all of this?”
I as the fairytale felt my eyes break contact with Annaface’s a moment, and seeing this, Annaface swung to kill.
“You’ve talked yourself into a place where you have to be like this. Where nothing I do is good enough unless it solves everything for you. Did you ever think to just help me? Not as some fairytale monster but as Suir’s water-kin? As kin to my kin? As a friend, who wants to help me with a problem? Or have you grown so entangled in the brambles of your own narrative you refuse to be anything but what you’ve decided you must be? You have created a trap for yourself and blame everyone else for being within it.”
As the fairytale I raised my eyebrows, and my third eye narrowed. “Oh. Damn. Hm. Ouch. You know what? Ouch. Firstly, ouch, and second off, oof. That one hurt. That actually hurt. Someone finally hit me where I can take like, you know, damage. Penetrated times two. Not bad! Nice. But you’re missing the point I was working towards. You went off my script, which, great for you, but that’s still not the entire point.”
“So tell us the fucking point,” Annaface said. “Just talk to us. This is Suir Softbeast, your water-kin. She is my water-kin, and I’m your guest, and we’re all Daughters of Nafpor. So just talk to us.”
“Fine,” I said, sitting up in my seat and wriggling into the soft padding. “My point. My point is that was not the first time I’ve seen you die. You, especially, Suir. Do you know how—many!—times I’ve watched you die? Or found out from the rest of you getting back from some adventure that one of you was dead? And knowing, knowing, that it was nothing to me! That I could just eat back time and it would have never happened! You would have never known! And mostly? I never told you when I did it!”
My heart was beating and Annaface and Suir could see my agitation in the fairytale animating it with a jittery, frantic energy. As the fairytale I slapped my big clawed hands on the table and leaned forward for severe emphasis. “Because when I tell you that you died you end up upset about it! Do you know—hah—do you know what Tiyu-fucking-Yutep—do you remember the attack on Grit Gate? Do you know why we did so well that not even a chair got broken?”
Suir did, and a memory flavored with guilt came to her as its first association. Tiyu-Yutep had tried to tell her something about this when warning her about me, but Suir hadn’t even thought to question it further. She’d failed Tiyu-Yutep as a friend in that moment, she was sure, and she was only now about to find out why.
“Do you know why we won so unambiguously, not even a single piece of furniture damaged?” I as the fairytale asked, repeating Tiyu-Yutep’s words. “Because in the first timeline when half the bears died, Tiyu-Yutep became so utterly completely despondent she killed herself. Not right away, no she lingered for a year in depression before she did it. And no matter how far back I ate time and tried to comfort her it wouldn’t fix that she was mourning the loss of all her favorite little albino monks, and so I had to eat a year and lose an entire year of our lives together for this. Conversations we had! Moments we shared! All gone! Just like that! Because Tiyu-Yutep couldn’t fucking deal with grief!”
Oh, Suir felt, inside. That’s what Tiyu-Yutep had known, had wanted to tell her, had wanted Suir to ask about. That meant Tiyu-Yutep knew, then? That ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ had told her?
“So we tried it again. I had to wind back over a year of my life and forget a year of things that had happened and pretend they had never happened and we did the Grit Gate battle again. And some bears died again. And Tiyu-Yutep was depressed again. Thankfully she only waited four months to kill herself that time. So I only had to dump four months of memories of the time I spent with all of you—spread out with all my selves, you understand each one of my selves has their own thoughts, their own interiority? And I as Myself collate and combine them and that is through twelve lives I had to force myself to ignore years of cumulative memories because—because Tiyu-Yutep couldn’t handle that sometimes people die!”
Annaface felt somewhat hollow in her victory, but this felt like a victory to her. It was a salt-bitter victory, as the fairytale started crying, and as the fairytale I curled up in my chair and wrapped my long spindle of a tail around my legs.
“So we did it again and again and again and again and again and again and again and again until I knew everything that would happen and I could tell everyone exactly where to be and we did it perfectly so that not even a single fucking chair broke. How proud she was. She didn’t know. She didn’t know I had to live through that every single time. I had to watch her kill herself twice and a few times one of you died in the fight so I got to watch that! I spent—through all my selves experiencing time twelve times over I spent months and months and months just scumming through time so Tiyu-Yutep could have her happy fucking ending! And I held on to it for so long until I got sick of it and told her! And knowing that? It horrified her. Poor Tiyu-Yutep! I’m the one who had to go through it every time. She got to forget!”
This was so far out of Suir’s context she could hardly gather in herself a reaction beyond sympathy that her friend was hurting, and that her friend was, finally, acting like her friend again and not some distant god-thing.
“Because that’s how you’ve all treated it! It’s fine if one of you die! ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ can just rewind time so you’re not dead! And ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ better, because if any of you die you all fall apart! Look at you! When Buwofu-Gawufoo died in a fight that you brought her to, you fell apart until you met Annaface. And I kept this timeline open at first to punish you! Because I was so sick of having to fix every single tiny boo-boo you got! I stopped telling you I was fixing time because you became so reliant on it—even if you didn’t know? Even if you weren’t aware? You became so—how did you think you got this far? Survived all of this with no one having died? Do you know how many times I had to watch you people die? It isn’t the terrible responsibility of controlling the fate of this universe—I’m not some Templar child awed by their power over death. I, and I alone, through twelve perspectives, get to watch my friends die over and over and over and over again, but it’s fine, because I can fix it!”
How do you even answer this, Suir thought to herself? ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ had always acted with such a flippant irreverence how could she have known? How did you comfort someone for something like this? She was failing as a friend again, wasn’t she?
“And each of my other selves forget when I eat back time, because I’m not a tyrant. I want them to be their own people as far as I can, but I’m so big I bleed into them so much. I am a sapient negentropic narrative that hijacks narratives. Even this! The fairytale! This was just some extradimensional mutant! It was just the first that became infected by me! I burned out its entire ego and replaced it with Myself and I nearly did the same with the breathbeard and the unimax before I learned how to occupy characters more gently! But Myself! I remember all of it, even what my lesser selves forget! You’ve made Me watch you die and fall apart for decades from a dozen perspectives! And you’re upset I want to fix things? You think it’s unreasonable I think I need to be in control of you all now?”
With three eyes of the fairytale, with two eyes of the unimax, with two eyes of the breathbeard, united and synchronized, mouths suborned to my awful Self and through three Selves who were once Not Me and were now utterly and irrevocably Me I from my distant seat beyond the reach of any star’s light poured myself through and together I Said, “You insist on your free will and then fall apart the moment you suffer consequences for it! You beg for an Author to direct you to better endings and so I oblige you! And you resist me but I am tired of seeing you die and die and die and die and languish in your wasted dead-end lives where your narratives cease and stagnancy becomes your conclusion! You insist I replace your reality with Myself to gain the happy ending only the fairytale permits! You won’t have me as a friend and so I will be your God and I will chew you in my universe-jaw and you will bleed joy from your singing wounds as your stories are reshaped in the mouth-flame of my love’s perfection!”
Where there should be horror of the enormity of the cosmic problem they were facing, Annaface and Suir and Estat and Margar felt various states of pity and shame. There is nothing worse than being pitied when you want to be feared, to be honest.
“I dunno,” Melanelatia said. “This all really sounds like a you problem.”
“… I know what I want,” Annaface said, suddenly, surprising even herself. “I know what I want to ask of you. What I’m doing with the Templar, and what help I need from you.”
“And what is it?” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ asked miserably.
“Nothing,” Annaface said. “I’m asking nothing out of you. No timeline retries. No lover’s blossoms. Maybe a place to stay for a bit, but that lets you and Suir catch up again. Mostly I just need a bit of time to prepare.”
ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ as the fairytale looked up from its miserable pity-ball. Annaface couldn’t figure out what emotion was on its face but it was there and it was a big one. “Prepare for what. What are you going to do with them? You still need to give me a solution—”
“I need to be better with my sword,” Annaface said. “A bit of time to be a better shot. Some time to tinker up some equipment. I don’t even need your charity on that, I’ll scavenge what I need from the ruins myself. Then I’m going back to the outpost alone.”
“What?” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ as the fairytale said. “I don’t get—”
“I’m fixing my own problems,” Annaface said, firmly. “I’m going to go back home, face my family, and figure something out. Whatever it ends up being.”
“No,” the fairytale said, pouting. “No, that’s—”
“Whatever happens will be my responsibility,” Annaface said, struggling only slightly with staring down something with one more eye than she had. “This isn’t your story to decide. You can decide it, if you wanted. You could kill me, if you wanted. But it’s my story, and it’s my life. If you want to take it from me I obviously can’t stop you. But that is a you problem if you decide to do it. This is my problem. I’m going to fix it.”
“No, no,” the fairytale said, shaking its head. “Every time you come here you have this bit of confidence but you always falter out. Your plan can’t be no plan. You’ll get stuck preparing and stall out—”
“You said I keep getting stuck trying to figure out what to do, so I’m going to skip that step. I’m not going to wait until I have a perfect solution before I try to do something. I’m going to go there, and I’m going to do it, whatever it ends up being.”
“And if you fail? If you get some pointless dumb ending where you’re killed right away and then—”
“If I do, eat back time, one last time, to this moment, and tell me, and then you can end this entire timeline and go back to the one where I’m dead and all the Daughters are alive, and you can keep doing the same thing you’ve been doing for sixty years which hasn’t worked yet. If you have a place in my story, this was it. It was showing me the horror of not trying. It was showing me why I can’t rely on someone else to fix this for me. I’ve learned the lesson. I am going to put it into practice.”
ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ’s three bodies looked at one another, sharing in some silent communication Annaface couldn’t access. “Okay,” the fairytale said. “It’s your story, Annaface. Show me what ending you can write for it.”
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You recognize the place and wish you didn't








  There was a true honor in it, despite the dullness of the task! Squire Guyrine Gwithimand had done very little these past three weeks on assignment other than tend to the kit of Gunner-Knight Templar Thocquedam Gwithimand, but the honor of it! There was but one passage into Sacred Guodimm, the fortress-monastery that was their home, their outpost, their sacred charge.
They were blessed with a long fulcrete corridor, and any creature on approach would be visible long ere it posed a threat. Twice filthy beasts, matted with salt and wretched genes, had misunderstood their places in the world and made an attempt. Twice Templar Thocquedam had fired his eigenrifle, and twice had the blood of the wretched pooled on the ground in fascinating gore.
As a Gunner-Knight, Templar Thocquedam had the privilege of rest, and was now in half-armor, resting in his sleeping bag. Squire Guyrine Gwithimand was in full kit, alert, carbide longsword drawn and shield raised against his chest, displaying the Holy Rhombus to any cavern creature that dared trespass.
There was no room for boredom. The view did not change, but the distant darkness beyond the reach of their campfire offered constant imaginations to excite the mind. Any shift in the shadows could be the enemy of Man on approach, and failure, even for a moment, could threaten Sacred Guodimm. Their numbers had suffered so many losses, both in the past decade and recently again with Knight-Commander Elidolf Gaspar’s disappearance, that no further faltering could be tolerated.
The terror of consequence—personal and for the monastery and for the Sons and Daughters as a whole—was an scrap cloak burden Squire Guyrine wore on the hunched bulb of his back. He willed his eyes to not blink. He willed his legs to not shudder in exhaustion of his long watch. He could not fail. He could not slip. Nothing could be permitted to skulk up the passage to Sacred Guodimm under his watch.
Could he be excused, then, if the intruder teleported, appearing directly before him in a soft pop of air? Here it appeared at last, another threat, another chance to prove himself worthy. He went to draw his sword and Guyrine found it already in his hand, yes, he was already prepared! A warning shout rose up in his throat and caught in the trap of thirst and exhaustion and that pause was long enough to understand the shape of the intruder before him.
It was not a mutant.
This here was clearly one of the Eaters returned.
Her face was crowned with a mask that flashed like emerald and which bore the Spindle upon its brow, and the tip of it glowed with a faint pulse of sunlight. The lenses of her eyes within caught the light and recast it in violet. Hair in silver-blonde was framed by tall ears of chrome and copper. The crysteel of her armor was of the purest green and inlaid with gold reliefs of a sultan-cat wielding an axe. Her right arm was duplicated in mechanical perfection, and the organic one held a sword so dark its shape would have been lost in the firelight but for the golden glyphs that described its curve. Her shield was a wet, shattered shape of gold, and light kaleidoscoped across its splintered surface in angles Guyrine hadn’t realized math could accommodate.
“I,” Guyrine said, which, he considered, was a very shameful way to greet a sultan.
“Guyrine, right?” the sultan said.
“I—yes, Saad,” Guyrine stuttered again, pulling the oldest and most respectful word he could remember.
“I don’t think I’m that high ranking,” the sultan teased. “Although I hope I’ll be permitted to call myself more than a squire.”
Something in that voice suddenly felt too familiar for Guyrine. It was clearly Annaface Probelle’s voice, but she had died along with the rest of Elidolf Gaspard’s warparty. And, of course, Annaface was the least of the monastery’s humble squires? This was clearly a sultan? And yet? And yet? “I don’t understand,” Guyrine admitted.
“Well, it’s been something of an adventure,” Annaface said. “But I am home. I would like to make my report to Knight Commander Chriffrey Probelle.”
-- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- --
Annaface felt nervous as she was lead into Sacred Guodimm, her former home, by Gunner-Knight Templar Thocquedam Gwithimand, her sidecousin, and Squire Guyrine Gwithimand, her bycousin. She felt, maybe, a little bit, understandably, nervous at this.
It was more than nervousness. This was home, this was a place she had expected to spend her entire life tied to and had been stolen from and had been delighted to find she’d never need go back and which had haunted her nightmares nearly every single night and which she had done such an incredible job not thinking of and it was full of faces and names she had done such an incredible job not remembering and now she was here and it was all real again and it was enough that Annaface nearly failed here, at the door.
She never knew coming home held such violence in the very act of itself.
The plain, unadorned security door before them, twice as tall as a person and three times as wide, painted in fading purple, and lit by a single, flickering arc light, felt dangerous in the way a pit full of spikes and radiation and exploding bombs and spinning saws and fire and acid felt and she was here standing at the edge of it and about to just. Jump. Right in.
Except she was different now.
Her radar allowed her to see through the door. She could see another Templar Knight on guard opposite the entrance, see him sitting on his chair, see him shift his weight slightly. She could see the deeper tunnel and her radar-vision reached as far as where it began to branch off. The matter recompositer in her chest, which felt like any other part of her body and she hardly noticed it unless she really paid attention to it, assured her with the slightest effort she could move beyond the door in a single step, no problem. She could enter this place and they could lock the door and she would never be trapped.
Her eyes told her the health of her escorts, the density of their armor, the quality of their weapons, the rate at which they walked, their weight, the rate at which their blood pumped, and all of it, all of it told her that the lifetime of training they had was not enough to threaten her anymore. If they both turned on her in this very instant and tried to strike her down, it would be… it would be...
She would win. She was not Suir Softbeast and she gained no joy from the knowledge but she finally had that ability she had marveled at, what felt like ages ago. The ability to look at something and know you could kill it. She looked at her home, at Sacred Guodimm, at the everything that had been the torment of her entire fucking life, and felt that terrifying reassurance deep in her core.
A full on fair fight against every templar here? No, certainly not, she couldn’t win.
A controlled, intelligent, clever fight? A fight to retreat, to escape? In a place she knew every nook and cranny of? Against people whose methods of fighting she’d been raised in and knew as reflexively as how to breathe? Yes. Yes, Annaface reassured herself, as the door shuddered with that familiar throbbing that made your heart stumble, yes, if it came to it, she could fight her way back out without issue.
If it really came down to it, she could probably kill everyone here.
She wouldn’t have to. She wasn’t going to. That wasn’t the plan at all, but she had very little of a plan, and she knew her people. Even returning like this, returning Became and wearing a Sultan face and carrying a present to excuse her absence besides, there was always the chance they’d rule her as too tainted to be allowed back home.
So. It was fine. She didn’t need to worry.
If the worst came, she had not spent the past three months idle.
If this didn’t work, and they tried to do her like Rosalee, if they saw her as tainted, if, if, if anything bad happened at all, it was fine, it was all fine. She could kill everyone here. She finally knew how Suir felt, and there was a disgusting reassurance to it. It was the worst reassurance. Was this how it felt, she asked Suir, in her head? Was this how it was? To walk anywhere and feel this intoxicating, terrifying disconnect from consequences?
To know if you fucked it up you could probably, with a bit of effort, be fine? That nothing could really threaten you short of a fucking, what, neutron sludge? Maybe Annaface was talking herself up just a little bit, but that, well, that was fine. It was warranted. She needed it. But for Melanelatia, perched and silent and not going to be talking atop the Olive Face, she was doing this alone. She had to do this alone, or she’d risk wanting someone to rescue her from this. She had to force herself into this alone or she wasn’t going to do her best.
Still she felt herself grip for comfort the satchel at her hip and the severed head of Suir Softbeast within. For just a moment she wanted to pretend Suir was alive and with her. Just for a moment. Just for a moment. Just one moment of allowing herself to be weak. One last moment of being weak.
The mouth of the door finished stretching open. In dim light its throat was now waiting hungry and Annaface allowed herself to be swallowed by home.
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  Knight Commander Chriffrey Probelle’s face was weary-worn and crease-marked with age and with the stress of the crusade and with the accumulating weight of generations of intermingling blood. His inheritance bore down on his body with a geologic pressure and his body had shifted to the metamorphic insistence of that duty. His right shoulder raised significantly higher than his left, and his flat, serious face was held in a puppy-dog tilt at all times. It reminded Annaface of Suir getting confused about something.
Suir’s head was sitting cold on the table between them. Her dead eyes did not stare, but sat like opaque windows half-lidded. Whatever secrets once lay behind them were inaccessible forever. Her long, white mane, stained dark-brown with blood, lay as a long, ragged tail behind her. Her mouth, too full of teeth, held slightly open. The hand-antler that normally crowned her head was just a small, bloodied stump of muscle and wood. Annaface had kept the head with salt in its bag, and so it had not rotted during the trip so much as it had begun to mummify. There was still a faint smell of death filling the little room.
The arc lights were too bright. Annaface felt herself too exposed, but behind the Olive Face and the chrome of her implants the part of her that had regressed instantly to the frightened squire of her childhood was nothing her suprauncle could see. When he looked from Suir’s face to Annaface’s, his expression was not the critical, superior smirk of the elder.
Suspicion, fear, and, well guarded, the slightest hint of hope.
“Do you know whose head you present to me?”
“Suir Softbeast of the Daughters of Nafpor,” Annaface said.
Her suprauncle nodded his head at its askance angle. “Yes. Yes, I do believe so. Annaface Probelle you were the least of our squires. You hardly did the honor of your family name its due justice. A flinching frail, the only blood we expected you to bathe in was your own, gutshot by some snapjaw in the salt wastes. If that. If that. Good knights left with you. You’ve returned, with this, and as—” and he waved his chrome right arm at Annaface, “—as this. How?”
“Suir Softbeast ambushed us on our return from Dappir,” Annaface reported. “She killed everyone but me. She spared me out of… well, I didn’t fight back hard enough, so I wasn’t enough fun for her to kill. She took me prisoner. She paraded me around Qud.”
“A deep shame,” Knight Commander Chriffrey Probelle warned.
“A shame redeemed in her blood,” Annaface said.
“Elidolf Gaspard.” Knight Commander Chriffrey Probelle said the name like the sounds were a corpse he had to push out through his teeth. Mournful. Disgusted. “He was one of our best. The best we had left. How did you accomplish what he couldn’t?”
 
“Okay, but they’re never going to believe you’re still with them,” Suir had said. The hindsun had set her fur a dazzling orange. The wine had set her face slightly red. “Defectors happen, I’ve seen a few, mostly Mechanimist converts, but it happens. They know about it. You’ve been gone too long and if you show up in all your fancy gear they’ll want to take it away from you anyway. A squire wouldn’t, they, I’m not wrong am I? Would they let a squire walk in and keep a vibrokhopesh powered by a zero point energy collector? And all your implants, I mean, okay I’m not a templar I can’t say, but like, are they really going to think you earned it or just like, you’re, they’re going to just shoot you like. Right away!”
“I’ve spent the past year,” Annaface had said, “fighting the Daughters of Nafpor in speech. None of you let me have any peace, it’s been a constant war of words with all of you. I think by now I can handle myself.”
“That’s all well and good and fine,” Suir had said, with a voice that suggested none of it was fine. She had rolled onto her back, and grasped up at the empty sky with her forepaws. One of her hands lifted the wineskin at her side, aimed it over her mouth, and squeezed. The remaining dram trickled out onto her tongue. “You should take them some trophy though. Something to let them think, well, she wasn’t flipped, at least.”
“Like what?” Annaface had asked. “Anything I bring back as a trophy I could have gotten as a gift.”
“Oooh!” Suir had said, shooting up into a sit, wobbling from the wine. “You should take them my head! That’ll show em!”
“Oh that’s a great idea!” Estat had agreed, without any hint of sarcasm. “I mean, what would say ‘hey, fuck those guys’ more than ‘I cut off this one guy’s head even?’ Like the Templar love blood and stuff, right?”
“I’m not murdering you,” Annaface had said.
Melanelatia had added, helpfully, “Is it murder if someone consents to it? We need to ask Brambleton Frank what the law is for that around here really. Did you know people can make up laws? When we have our own town let’s make up a law that everyone has to have a really pretty glowstone or we put them in the acid vats.”
“That sounds somewhat evil,” Annaface had warned.
“Well we won’t tell ‘em there won’t be any acid in the acid vats,” Melanelatia had said. “But you know there used to be! So we can still call them the acid vats. Did you also know that if you get drunk the brain waves affect my thought processes too! Pretty cool stuff! Hey watch me do a barrel roll!” And then Melanelatia had flown directly into the side of Annaface’s head.
“Pffft,” Suir had laughed. “I mean you, you, you know by now how well I regenerate.”
Annaface had been thankful for the excuse of the wine, and the red light of the hindsun, because it hid the shameful blush that had come to her cheeks. Suir held… strange inclinations she liked to indulge in, Annaface had discovered. Annaface was still discovering how she felt about the idea of exercising power over someone in the form of violence when that power and violence was consensual. “It’s your head.”
“I’ve been decapitated like a dozen times. It grows back instantly.”
“What. No. That makes no sense.”
“Just ask… uh… ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ. It’s the only one that uh, isn’t going to uh. If you asked Savithvyr or Tiyu-Yutep they’d probably say to not go along with the idea of cutting my head off while we’re drinking to cope with the terror of the really bad and crazy plan you have that isn’t a plan at all. But uh. Yeah if you ask ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ like. We don’t even need to ask it for a redo it’ll be like. C’mon you’ve gotten really good with your sword I know you can do it. Also it’ll be hot.”
“Oh,” Annaface had said. She had drawn herself up in some kind of mock indignation. “Oh, it’ll be hot for you will it.”
“It will be so hot if you cut off my head, yes,” Suir agreed, leaning over and crawling with all four arms. “You could do it like. Three times in a row probably before it became a real problem. Just like. Yeah shove me onto the floor and be like. I’m gonna. Take ALL of you Suir. I’m going to take even your head. It’ll be great you need to practice on hating mutants again so you can pass as a templar right so this is your practice slaughter me like a gross mutant.”
“I’m not sure I’m comfortable with this being a sexual thing for you,” Annaface had said, and she had meant it.
“Thank you,” Margar had managed to say.
“Naara would do it,” Estat had said, struggling to talk because Suir was using her face as a hand. “Just like as a warning heads up that’s like. You know.”
“Ugh, Naara Starbreaker,” Annaface had said, and not for the first time since Naara Starbreaker had arrived in the Brambled Pass. “I’ll cut off her head.”
“That is so incredibly hot that you’d do that for me,” Suir had said, tongue lolling like a dog. Her massive body and hyperactive system meant she’d needed to drink a near full wineskin to get this drunk and she had certainly worked her way through at least one. “Also like uh realistically you’ve gotten really good at swordfighting but you haven’t killed anyone it’s all been practice wasters and slime slappers you really should familiarize your muscle memory with the resistance rates of different bones on a vibrosword anyway just like speaking entirely clinically for a moment.”
“Oh! Well, if it’s entirely clinically,” Annaface had said. “Come on, put your head in my lap and I’ll saw it off for you.”
“Yaaay!” Suir had said, and had managed, somehow, to miss impaling Annaface with her hantler as she shoved her head into Annaface’s lap.
“I’m not actually sawing your head off while it’s in my lap, you disgusting mutant freak,” Annaface had said, and kindly, as she had pet Suir’s hair. “It’d be too much blood to clean off, for one thing.”
“Booooo,” Suir had snorted into Annaface’s left thigh. “If you really loved me you’d slaughter me like a slugsnout in the fields.”
“I’ll slug your snout in the field,” Annaface had threatened.
“Yaaaay,” Suir had whimpered as she slurred her way into semi-consciousness.
 
“She certainly didn’t give her head up easily, elder,” Annaface said. “She made the mistake of letting me see how she fought. For a year, I watched her fight. She has—had—certain patterns she threw her body into. Dangerous, and fast, but little more than a very skilled, dumb animal. Unsurprising so many of us fell to her, but given enough time, the human mind will overcome the animal’s.”
Knight Commander Chriffrey Probelle nodded, smecked his lips together, and pushed the color-strangled blonde hair out of his face. “And your equipment. Taken from her, I assume.”
“Before I had killed her, Knight Commander. I had escaped months ago. She had foolishly shown me the lairs of all of the Daughters of Nafpor as she dragged me about as trophy of her own. I escaped from her, and considered returning to Sacred Guodimm, but… but I had failed to die with the rest of my war party. What return would that be? She had shown me their lairs. I committed myself to martyrdom in raiding them. I failed yet again, for I lived, and gained. I fought my way into their lairs and took what rightfully belongs to the True Sons and Daughters from them. And then I returned to Suir Softbeast, had her head, and washed my failures in her blood. And now I am return, triumphant and Became.”
It was disbelief, that was the name of the way Knight Commander Chriffrey Probelle’s eyes wrinkled, the way his jaw, swollen on the left side, chewed at itself. Being among True Kin once more was… Annaface didn’t have words for it? She looked like this. They all looked like this. At least Annaface had the good mind to not be proud of it anymore.  
There was suspicion, too, as his attention continued to roam from Suir’s decapitated head to Annaface. It was too strange a story, Annaface accepted. This was her suprauncle. He had known her for the entirety of her life. He knew her to be the least among their squires. The last to amount to anything. Now she was here clad in the armor of the Daughters and carrying one’s head. In the face of a sultan.
This wasn’t going to work.
She’d have to fight her way out. It had been a long shot anyway.
His eyes were implanted with a green film, and Annaface could see deep suspicion held in their lenses as he stared at her. Annaface, mentally, prepared herself for combat. Her omniscanning eyes told her everything about his musculature, the density of his black fullerite armor, the sharpness of his sword even as it hung sheathed at his hip, the power output of the laser rifle slung across his back. The Annaface who had left this place a year ago could never have assumed anything of the sort, but the Annaface of today knew, with quiet simplicity, yes. She could kill him without concern.
That intoxicating, Suir-like knowledge that you can kill whatever you looked at. It was really a troublesome power, after all.
“Do you remember much of your mother?” Knight Commander Chriffrey Probelle said, pushing up from his rolling chair.
Annaface stood up as well, back as straight as it got, hand resting at ease on the handle of her vibrokhopesh. “No, sir.”
Rather than reaching for his sword or his gun, Knight Commander Chriffrey Probelle trundled to a rattleshack of shelving units that infested the back wall like a cancer. He browsed through them without any sense of concern, that sort of disrespect an elder would have of a squire, back turned, no consideration for how long he was making Annaface just stand there.
Leap over the table, one action, as she landed, lunge, and if he survived, disarm, strike the weakpoint of his overgrown shoulder where the armor couldn’t connect properly. She allowed her penetrating scanners to fill her consciousness with the rooms outside. Two Gunner Knights on guard outside the door. They would come inside in response to the noise. Eigenrifles meant taking cover wasn’t as valuable as expedience of the kill. Double freezing grenades, with both throwing-arms.
Knight Commander Chriffrey Probelle returned to the table with a broken sword, rusted and pitted with blood and snapped at the middle. He placed it on the table, gently, next to Suir’s head.
“Your mother’s blade,” Knight Commander Chriffrey Probelle said. “I regret it, Annaface, that the obligations of our crusade mean we cannot know family as we should. Your mother was a strong woman. My bisister. Were the mutant in its rightful place beneath chains and in the grave you could have known her more yourself. Without the obligations of squiredom. Until now I would have said, you were unworthy of her. Unworthy of our name, but this. Well. Well even scrap iron can surprise us with its purity sometimes.”
He sat back down in his chair. No, Annaface realized, this was exhaustion on his face, not suspicion. It was a miserable sadness. This was sadness, exhaustion, and something unfamiliar. Oh no. It was pride. It was approval.
He was measuring her up and he found her worthy. 
“Oh I’ll make it official but I think, a bit late, yes! Hah. A bit late in coming back from your proving, but you’ve proven. Consider yourself a Knight Templar. You may consider yourself as having earned being human. I’ll talk to you like a human, now, if you don’t mind. Sit, Annaface.”
… so she wouldn’t have to leap across the table and kill him just yet? Annaface sat down. She felt more uncomfortable now than a moment ago when she had been planning his death.
“After the crusade is over, maybe, daughters can have the luxury of knowing their mothers. Another thing the mutant has taken from us. Another damned thing the mutant forces us to do. You’ve seen the outside world now, you know it, have the right of it unlike a paltry squire. Out there the mutant doesn’t need to live the life of the crusade. Every drop of blood, every thought dedicated to the fight. It’s why you were sent to Dappir, you understand, now, don’t you? To see how they get to live, while we. Ah, while daughters cannot even know their mothers. Inhuman. You’re human now, Knight Templar Annaface Probelle, so I will speak to you as an equal, without fear of you misunderstanding me like some whinging squire. How we live is a travesty. The crusade is a cruelty to us above all others.”
She’d have to respond to this. If this was a test, she’d have to respond to it. If this was genuine, she’d have to respond to it. She had bragged to Suir she’d spent a year talking to people and playing games of war with words she couldn’t fuck it up the first hour she was fucking here. “Yes, sir, I don’t disagree. Out there the mutant is… lazy and degenerate, and lives like an animal, but there’s an easiness to it that is earned by… at our expense. Isn’t it?”
Knight Commander Chriffrey Probelle’s face contorted, the muscles seizing like he was having a fit. A smile. That was a smile on a Knight Commander, aimed at her. Some part of Annaface flushed with pride, and the rest of her sank with horror at that. How could she still want approval from him? “That’s just it isn’t it,” he said. “That’s just it. They live mutated versions of the lives that should be ours. That’s what this is all about, in the end. That someday one of our generations won’t live lives in armor, behind shield and rifle. To be what we used to be. Saads. Sultans. Lords of the world.”
“May I… may I speak—”
“You’re a fellow human now, Annaface. Speak to me like one.”
“Yes, sir. I don’t want to be pessimistic, but can we even win? I’ve seen how big the world is now. There are so many mutants. There’s so much fewer of us. Can we win by arms alone?”
Sadness again, that was that long, deep crease in Knight Commander Chriffrey Probelle’s eyes. For the wraith of a single moment he looked like he considered spending water on a tear. “The question we don’t want squires to contemplate. Yes. That’s the one isn’t it. What do you think, Knight Templar? As my fellow man you are entitled to your thoughts as well.”
“No,” Annaface said, honestly. “I wear the mask of a Sultan now, I am Became, and even still I do not think I could defeat all of Qud.”
“There it is,” Knight Commander Chriffrey Probelle said. He lifted up his hands with that sort of ‘there you go’ gesture. That what was on the table was Suir’s decapitated, lifeless head and what was apparently Annaface’s mother’s sword made the moment stick in Annaface’s throat like dry ash. “But it’s not all for nothing. If we give up on it, sacrifices like this are dishonored. Then? Then it becomes for nothing. That, too, and remember this, that is what it means to be a true human. To keep on going, even when it seems hopeless.”
She had to try. If she could convince Knight Commander Chriffrey Probelle of this, she could convince everyone. She could save everyone. She felt for her shield, lying at her side. She felt the water-metal fractal of gold ripple and pulse beneath her fingers. She felt the power fill her, and she invoked it.
Negentropy.
 
“I’ve decided on the gift I’m going to give you,” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ had said. They had been in its office, and it was manifesting as the Unimax, the Breathbeard, and the Fairy Tale.
“I don’t want a gift,” Annaface had said. “That was the entire point. If I accept help from you I become part of your consuming narrative—thing, don’t I? I have to do it on my own. It has to be—”
“It will be entirely and only ever absolutely on your own, yes,” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ had agreed. “Have you seen Savithvyr’s gloves? The really pretty gold ones?”
“Yes?”
“Mine! One of my boons. I am free to give boons as I like, you understand. The fairy godmother—well she isn’t here that self of mine is busy right now—but the fairy godmother’s prerogative. I’m the fairy tale itself I can do whatever I want it’s fine it’s cool. A boon. A shield.”
The Breathbeard had then produced a shield made of liquid gold held in solid from by the fractal recursion of its own broken geometry. Annaface’s enhanced eyes either slid off it or fell too deep into it when she looked at it. They desperately tried to cohere its values into something readable. ◆9 ○0. Extradimensional: This item recently materialized in this dimeñ§ïon having inherited some þrðperties from its home Ðimension, Ⓣⓗ𝓔 ά𝔲ŤᑌⓂ𝔫 𝓑ⓡᗩ𝓜𝒷Ｌ乇. Grants you Nҽɠҽɳƚɾσρყ.
“What is this?” Annaface had asked.
“I know! My coolest trait is obviously the ability to control timelines. Duh. Super neat. Everyone loves that meta bullshit. Whatever. It’s actually just an expression of my nature as a highly-entropic-being-pariah. Negentropy is the opposite of entropy. The maximization of order. Annaface, imagine that everything you do is controlled by chance. Do you think it isn’t? You do the same thing a dozen times and the smallest, tiniest, tiddiest little things affect it! On stuff you’re great at the variance is small! But on hard asks, well, there’s a variance! You get that right?”
“Sure. I get that. What about it?”
“That’s something of entropy as represented by chaos. The inability for something to occur the same way twice. Think of reality as being controlled by dice, if it helps. You’ve played the dice games in the saloons by now right? Think of it like that. Let’s say you want to hit someone with your sword! Okay, there’s so much that goes into if you do it or not but pretend we can simplify it to a dice roll or two. Or three. Whatever. That’s the variance. Right?”
“Sure.”
“What negentropy does is removes chaos from the equation. Your dice will roll the highest they can roll, every time, for as long as the power is active, which isn’t very long. So it means you can’t do anything you normally couldn’t do! I’m not giving you some kind of break-reality-superpower! It’s just… if you could have succeeded? You will. And if you couldn’t? Well, you’ll have done your best. So if you fuck up? If you fail? If you need it, and you use it, and you fail? You can say, well, I don’t need ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ to reset the timeline, because you’ll already know it won’t ever work! This is my gift. My gift to make sure you know you don’t need me to conclude your story. Because I’m holding you to it! You got one shot. You fuck it up I’ll devour this entire timeline and we’ll all go back to the one where Suir’s real girlfriend killed you. This way? If you fuck it, Annaface? You can say, well. It’s my, Annaface’s, fault, and no one else’s. And then you won’t feel bad when you’re consumed by the gnashing planes of the infinite void of my eternal mouth!”
For some reason Annaface hadn’t felt incredibly grateful. “Uh. Ah. Thank you.”
“But if you succeed? Then it’s you. It’s all and only you. It was your story, and the ending you brought about. Win, lose, or whatever: I’m giving you this gift. Freedom from wondering if it was anyone’s fault but your own. I’m so incredibly generous, I know. I wish I had a friend like me! You’re so lucky!”
               
This was only the second time Annaface had ever invoked the power and it felt just as awful as the first time. On some layer she didn’t have access to until just this instant she could feel things straighten. It was like she had gained a new sense, above sight, above hearing, above smelling, something she had no organs or implants to detect, and she felt everything that sense could detect straighten, like sharp, cracking glass.
Annaface spoke, and she felt her words picking themselves, not from some extradimensional space, but from the deepest parts of her reasoning. Logical inferences and assumptions and body-language reads and everything she knew how to do but didn’t know she knew how to do came into sharp reflection through the broken mirror one layer up refining a thousand light shards into a single laze beam aimed at her goal.
“That is the heart of it. To be a true human, unlike the mutant outside. But I have seen it, and you have seen it, and we know the crusade is lost as it is. Only a mutant beast throws its head against a bulwark hoping to break through before the chaingun turret finishes tearing its flesh. We will never purge Qud bullet by bullet. We cannot win a war in blood alone. With respect—a respect newly found as I have forged myself anew in blood and have understood the true weight of the obligation we have born in our blood for generations—why do we not change our tactics? We could leave our enclaves in carefully guarded numbers, establish our own settlements there, now, and instead of conquering them through blood conquer them in the long game. We have the technology, we have the superior intellects, we can take control of their economies. From that, pressure their societies. In slower generations we rebuild our numbers while we, as if taming an animal, accustom them to the increasing weight of our yoke. In the end they will beg to be our slaves for the stability we can offer them.”
Surprise flattened the already incredibly flat face of Knight Commander Chriffrey Probelle. Annaface couldn’t decide if the surprise was settling into a look of anger or appreciation. She wasn’t sure Knight Commander Chriffrey Probelle could decide either. “You’ve thought this through, in your time out there, I think?”
“I have, sir. Their settlements are more tightly bound by trade than they want to admit. And they are—stupidly forgiving. Knowing I was a Templar they did not move against me if I did not move against them first. They are like—like children. Like animals. They are domestic things that have forgotten their owners. Not just the wasted blood in fighting them, but the wasted blood in them we could put to better use.”
“You’re young yet,” Knight Commander Chriffrey Probelle said, and he was smiling, sadly, almost fondly. “You’re young yet. Perhaps we could. Perhaps we can leave our fortress and set ourselves up as farmers. Live as they do. Become neighbors. From neighbors, trading partners. From trading partners, socially dominate them. From that, yes, yes, no, I agree, Annaface. I thought the same once, when I was a young Knight Templar. It would surely be easier on us wouldn’t it? Do not forget the weight of those who came before you. Feel the ghosts of them in your genes. Feel their pride. You cannot disrespect those who have died.”
“I am young, I know,” Annaface said, with negentropy-guided submission. “I know that, although I have accomplished something exceptional, I should not be so proud I think myself better than my elders. I truly hope I have not become so! But you have bid me speak to you as a fellow human. I… I must confess these are thoughts I have in my human self. Is it better we all risk destruction than change course and gain victory another way?”
“Do you know how your mother died, Annaface? Of course you don’t. You’d have been, what was it. Nine years old? You were kept busy as a squire-in-training, you had to be. What the mutants take from us! You hardly knew your mother before Suir Softbeast killed her.”
Annaface felt something in her chest and she was certain this was how your body felt right before you died. “Suir Softbeast killed her,” Annaface said. She had to speak around more ash that had somehow gathered in her throat. “How? When?”
“The Daughters of Nafpor as they like to call themselves—blasphemous really thinking they’re the descendants of a sultan!—they became active something about twelve, thirteen years ago. You’d have been about nine, maybe ten, yes. Your mother was in a war party sent to them and their wretched Barathrumite allies, and this was back before they were as powerful as they are now, those mutant pretenders. We had more of our strength back then. We would cull the herds, cut the weeds before they could take the garden. By all accounts your mother fought well. An infiltrator drone made it back with records of the fight. Our first encounter with the ironically named Suir Softbeast. Well, your mother broke her sword off in that monster’s chest and it killed her all the same. Noble death. Damn noble death. Brave to the last second.”
The absurdity of the claim was more sobering than the brisk bite of a raw hoarshroom. Annaface felt her organs flush with something akin to the mushroom’s luminosity. What was this emotion? Incredulity. “That’s impossible. That’s—that’s too far of a coincidence. How can that be?”
“Three daughters had she,” Knight Commander Chriffrey Probelle rambled on. “One died very young. Born wrong, whole breathing tube—right here? Didn’t develop right. Another, your elder, failed as a squire-in-training in the tinker’s workshop. Incendiary grenade. Hah, I remember you, you were, you had that as your one big redeeming trait, didn’t you? You could put together a grenade well. Here you are now. Ten years later and you’ve avenged her.” Knight Commander Chriffrey Probelle pursed his lips, fat and far too wide. “Things were better you’d have known your mother like I did. Wonderful woman. Brave, brilliant. She could have doted on you like a mother should. You wouldn’t have had to avenge her death. Deaths of so many, really. You understand it? Who you’ve killed, Annaface? Of course you killed your mother’s murderer. You’ve killed the murderer of dozens of your fellow Sons and Daughters. This. Right here.” Knight Commander Chriffrey Probelle patted Suir’s head, right at the spot where Annaface had sawn off the hantler. “A good twenty percent of our losses we estimate to Suir Softbeast alone. And you did it. You killed it. You’ve redeemed yourself in more blood than you know.”
He was crying now. Tears were wasting on the thick pores of his cheeks as his eyes wrinkled away out of existence. He was crying. Annaface was thankful for her Sultan’s mask. Was she crying? Why? She was deep in enemy territory—her home, where she’d grown up—being congratulated for lying about killing the person—her girlfriend??—who’d killed a full twenty percent of her family? She’d known that. She’d known that Suir had killed a lot of her kin.
The demands of squireship had left no time for softness. She had not been allowed to know her mother. Softness was unsuited to a blade. She couldn’t have been allowed to know her mother lest she act like a child. Had they met? She'd surely seen her at some point in her childhood, but her tutelage as a squire had begun so early, and then, there was no place for sentimentality. She couldn't be allowed a mother to run crying back to. And when she was old enough to be trusted to see her again, old enough to remember her, by then, by then she had already been dead. She hadn't known her mother and couldn’t imagine how many innocent lives her mother had taken. Why did she feel sick knowing that Suir had killed her?
“But that is why, fellow human, to answer your question. To silence your doubts. Those that came before us cannot be disrespected. Our blood, our purity, it cannot be sullied by cooperating with them, even as a scheme. Yes. Yes, we should rule them. But we cannot pretend they are our equals. To do so invites that lowering. We stoop to them? No, no, it can’t be. In the generations it would take to bend them, we would become bent as well. Muddied. It is the strictness of our doctrines that keep us safe. You understand it now, the rigors of your squireship? I remember mine! Haha. Oh, not a pleasant time, and you know why, now. The danger of laxity. Of tolerance. You did well to return to us as a human, untainted but for these. These small doubts. Small doubts even I have had. Take no shame in them, but put them aside, and recommit to the Holy Rhombus and the path of the crusade.” There was a kindness in his voice, but a firmness, and a finality to his words. A rebuke, but the softest, gentlest, pride-filled rebuke she’d ever experienced in her life as a Daughter of Man.
Annaface felt the negentropy power fizzle out. Whatever layer above her where things had become straightened now cracked and unfroze into its natural, flowing, wild, twisting, chaotic nature, and then became entirely occluded to her imagination. “… thank you, Knight Commander. Your wisdom is a light I have sorely missed in my time away.”
“Just so. Now. You are still subordinate, you are still the newest of our Knights Templar. Yet you wear a Sultan’s mask, your body is flush with the sacred flesh of the eater’s chrome. It’s a strange situation, Annaface. Very strange. In any other case I’d punish you for overstepping your station. Confiscate your gear, redistribute it. But half the fortress-monastery saw you come in like this, holding the head of our greatest foe as your trophy. You are a symbol now. You are something we needed, you are hope. You walk like a Sultan returned. I would make you Banner-Knight, the new hope of Sacred Guodimm.”
Stop. There was a pride in Annaface’s chest she was not prepared to fight back. Stop. Stop. Fuck. She was going to be sick. Fuck. She forced a smile on her face and was thankful once again for Suir’s mask. “It would be my deepest honor to accept this sacred duty, Knight Commander.”
“It would be, you are right. Welcome home, supraneice. And welcome to being a human.”
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  Getting space alone was easy enough. Annaface had spent her whole life here, the rhythms and assignments and patrols and schedules hadn’t changed, and now she could see through walls and teleport. Beyond the barracks wall there was the slightest hint of an open space, and teleporting into it, Annaface had found a hidden little grotto. Salt water pooled here in the dim gray mushroomlight and salt as crystals glittered on the ceilings. A few spiders ran off through a tunnel when she appeared, and it was clear the other Templar had never even found this spot.
Which was good. Annaface needed to break down for a little bit.
Melanelatia scrambled up out of the back of the Olive Face where she’d been hiding and started buzzing around wildly. “Wow boss. That sure sucked! You almost had him and then he was all, oh, yes, I thought the same way, when I was a dumb kid too! Oh yes our way of life sure sucks, too bad it’s great and the only way possible! You grew up with these guys? How’d you even do it! You don’t suck even a tenth as much as these jerks! Wow!”
Annaface was doing her best to not cry. If anything of it showed on her face, even behind her Sultan mask, that was Weakness and she especially now could not be weak. “Damnit I really thought I had him. And I used the negentropic shield, so that means… that means that was my best shot. My best possible argument. That means it’s never going to work. Not that, at least.”
“Well, you can’t out-proselytize the head of a cult! Good to know!” Melanelatia buzzed. “Maybe if you berated him first! Lower his sense of ego! That could do it! You didn’t make fun of him at all!”
“I don’t know if that would be viable long-term,” Annaface said. “Not one-on-one, at least. Not when he knows he’s in power here. He sees me as a threat, that’s for certain. And he’s suspicious, he’d be stupid not to be. But he sees me mostly as an opportunity. He wants to believe me and he has plenty of reasons to. It’s… I think it’s just that my returning like this is just so perfect that he’s reluctant to accept it for what it appears to be. I hope that’s what it is. And. Okay. I can work with that. Fuck how can I work with that.”
“Dang. If only you were prepared for this! Haha! Get it? You spent months preparing for this you got this!”
She had. She had spent three months doing nothing but reading, training, and talking, and hadn’t even had time to really figure out how things were going to be between herself and Suir. This? All this was too scary to even think about things like a relationship. She had more things going on than kissing, and although she had done some kissing, and it had been really good kissing, there was just.
Okay. Calm down, Annaface, she thought to herself.
“Yeah, calm down, Annaface!” Melanelatia agreed.
Having a second person attached to her wasn’t that bad, honestly, Annaface thought. At least she wasn’t alone in this. She wasn’t really alone at all. This was her plan, but she had asked for advice from everyone before she had left. She carried their words, their advice, their experience, with her, and that… had to count for something. She pulled herself in tight against the smooth rock and sorted out her thoughts.
 
She had started to see it, by that point, why the other Daughters were friends with ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ. Across its many selves it had a person to fit every situation, every mood, every conversation. It was an amiable creature, or a series of creatures, or an amiable sentient interdimensional narrative noospheric concept. At least some of it was amiable.
That it had so many selves and that they all thought of themselves as the same person only to a certain extent meant they had all had different advice. She had gone to each of them, near the end of her time in the Brambled Pass, not seeking favors or salvation but simply the advice one friend would give to another.
The locked girl had said, “If you hated it, I’m sure a lot of them hate it. It’s a society built on hate, isn’t it? It’s not meant to be fun for anyone. It’s a cage. It’s a dumb cage they locked themselves in. Show them the cage has a door and you got a shot.”
The wise godmother had said, “Expect heartbreak. Try for the ideal anyway. When you fail, when you fall, catch the first ledge you find and try to climb back up. The best I can offer you.”
The just punishment’s advice had been less than helpful. “You know what my advice would be. You seek the same results I would get you through less precise means. In sparing their free wills you condemn them to their own hatred. You want to spare your hands the blood of the bloody work. You wish to spare of yourself the burden of responsibility. In doing so you spare yourself of the results as well. You understand it makes it hard for me to try in this timeline, now, yes? Knowing it’s going to be reset? When you fail? Which you will.”
The trickster companion’s advice had been about what Annaface had expected. “Yeah your plan to make them all fall in love with you was your best bet, not gonna lie. This? This whole winging-it thing you’re doing? Hah. I’m going to be so excited to see if you don’t mess this up. I’m going to do somersaults if you pull it off, because I don’t think you’re going to do it. Prove me wrong I guess kid! Really sock it to me! Let spite drive you!”
The miserly baron’s advice had been straight and rough. “The prison you make for yourself is the hardest to escape. It is built with your bones and canvased with your skin. You have bled for it and it is your new heart. Destroy the prison and they will hate you, but you may free them. May free them, not will, may.”
The earned prize had been encouraging! There was that at least! It had said, “Make of yourself something that can be loved more than the enemy can be hated. It may take you long hours and others might become hurt in the time it takes you! But that’s the best chance I can see for you. Return as a hero, become loved by them, and steer them by small degrees. You may not be done with the work for years. Me, myself, I’m patient enough for it! I think you can do it. You’ve got that strong protagonist style energy these days. Show me a good ending or else, kiddo!”
The bold child, a little snapjaw runt who she’d only met near the end of her time in the Brambled Pass, had told her, “Being bad feels good cause you’re stronger’n em all. You’re big and tough and you can rough em up and no one can hurt you and that’s the last part that everyone likes. When you’re hurting them they can’t hurt you! Hehehehe. Being good feels good too though. Vulnerable though, rrrrrr. You gotta needta make em feel safe when they be vulnerable so you gotta come in real big and strong. Look real cool and strong to em! And they’ll love you and you make’m feel safe ‘n then? Hehehehe. Well! Well maybe. Maybe. If you’re smart! And brave!”
The monster redeemed, a leering stalker that was, somehow, part of the narrative collective, had told her, “There’s humanity in everyone. There’s potentiality for everything in everyone. Finding it and bringing it out is another matter. They have to want it, in the end. I am sure many of them do, and do not know it. But I am sure many more enjoy the thrill of hurting others. The glory of conquest, and the safety of power. You must become the farmer sifting wheat from chaff. Separating moisture from wafer.”
The advice of the false person, the terrifying isocasludge whose rainbow soup had pressed itself into the shape of a human, had been a bit too abstract for her, maybe. “I will tell you instead a secret, friend. People think they are one thing. A person isn’t. A person is a continuity of persons, and they change daily and hourly and sometimes they never come back to who they were before. I want to believe in your goal dearly, so I will give you this as my greatest weapon-gift. Who they are-now is not who they must-be. Every person’s self is a phantasm they maintain, a play-act, and to lose sense of that is, as you see even and especially amongst us of ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ, to lose that sense of self is disorienting. Terrifying. Freeing. You may need to stop being yourself for a while in pursuit of your goal. All of them will certainly need to stop being themselves for your goal to be complete. Remix your ‘I’ as you would the bits in your tools, assembling and reassembling as needed.”
The pure maiden had given a warning. “You look to save the damned. You are a silver thread lowered in to hell, Annaface, and you risk being broken even by those who seek to climb you.”
The evil queen’s advice was what Annaface had expected too. “Kill them all. Cherish life not, child. It comes and goes like the day and night. Spare the salthopper and you lose the snapjaws. Spare the snapjaws and you lose the farmers. Spare the farmers and you lose the snapjaws. Spare the snapjaws and you lose the salthoppers. You must decide.”
And the fairytale itself Annaface had asked for its opinion, and it had given it. “See, the thing is, you can make the best argument with all the right points in the world and a human won’t care. What impresses a human is charisma, chutzpah, boobah, shazam. Someone who can talk over everyone and deliver cool zingers and make everyone else look like chumbos is who’s going to win every argument because everyone is going to want to agree with them because they’re clearly the dominant one in the hierarchy and they don’t want to be punished by disagreeing with the dominant ape. Humans pretend they work on logic but they’re domesticated animals without owners. It’s all they can do.”
Annaface had tried to disagree, and ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ had interrupted her immediately.
“You are absolutely and foreverially invited to show me otherwise examples of you convincing a human that the idea they’ve built their entire identity around is wrong by carefully and gently arguing with them without any hint of threat or consequence for not agreeing with you. You’ll have to choose, eventually, Annaface, because the lesson of Bey Lah is that you cannot save everyone always forever. The lesson of the defense of Grit Gate is that you can, sometimes, if you reset time over and over and over and over and over and over and over and over and over and over and over and over and over and over and over and over and over.”
Which, still, Annaface was unwilling to do, and she’d said as much.
“Which is why you have to choose. And how to choose? Take my city, for example. How do I decide which of the humans to keep and which ones are a lost cause? Which to invite in and which to cast away? My whimsy. Nothing else is better. Can you do it, Annaface? Make a perfect rubric by which you can judge every human? Quantify value objectively? A human’s opinions change when a different dominant human is talking persuasively around them. A human’s desires change based on if they drank enough water this morning. Who do you decide is more sympathetic and more deserving of your effort? With your lack of omniscience, how do you know who is most worthy of your salvation?”
Annaface had no answer, and ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ had seemed happy with that.
“How can you judge that? You can’t. It’s impossible. It’s impossible, even from my supreme divine perspective, to decide which human deserves to live and which doesn’t, by some infallible calculus. I am honest with it. It is my whimsy. I cannot save them all, so I’ll save the ones I like. A lesser thing pretends at being a god and pretends at being infallibly right and just. No, me? It’s my whimsy. It’s how I feel. I take the ones I like and rewrite them into better characters, more suiting to my story. You believe in the sacrosanctity of humans who want to commit genocide, and who refuse to change their minds? You either kill them or change them. That’s what you do with bad livestock. What? You want to be gentle with them but also convince them every ideal they hold is fake? A human is made of meat, chemicals, and electrical signals. It’s a meat robot. Reprogramming it one way or the other is the same thing, my way is just more efficient. Failing that, you hard cull bad livestock, Annaface. You hard cull.”
 
Annaface looked away from her reverie a moment and paid attention to her surroundings. Not the little drip-cave that had carved itself out of the rock over thousands of years, but the fortress-monastery she could perceive with her penetrating radar beyond. Her absence wasn’t being noted yet. Okay.
She turned her thoughts to what everyone else had said.
 
Tiyu-Yutep had done it before. How had she done it? How had she convinced so many who had come to kill her to join her? “The problem is really that you’re doing this in their place of power. The Espers that came after me were, in a way, alone. The Elder Cant and whatnot notwithstanding! Even poor Vertihart was completely, utterly alone. I offered them a new sense of community. A commonality that didn’t require death. Can you give them that in their warmongering heart of power? I don’t mean that as a challenge, a rhetorical you’re-doomed! I mean that sincerely. Can you give them a new sense of community within their own community? Can you find some way to subvert what they have and give them something better?”
Annaface hadn’t been sure then, wasn’t sure now. She’d have to get to it when she came to it.
Tiyu-Yutep had continued. “All of them could be saved, I’m sure, given enough time, given the right circumstances. If you let ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ run time over and over and over again maybe you could do it. Do you understand how I mean? With infinite attempts it might be possible. But the strongest? The best, the ones who benefit from things being how they are? No. No, even with infinity you can’t make the powerful give up their lies and accept a lesser place out of some sense of justice. You… will eventually have to make hard decisions. I don’t envy it, Annaface. We’ll be here for you after it’s done, no matter how it ends up.”
Vertihart had been there, and had added their advice. “It’s a culture of fear, though. Just as it was in Bey Lah, even I did not change until after it had been destroyed. I do not think I could have changed until after it had been destroyed. ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ says there are time-space braids where Eskhind of all hindren ends up in charge, and things improve then, but… even in those worlds, it says the Grand-doe had to be deposed, and often her right-hand-thug with her. A political overturning backed by Warden Neelahind’s axe, and whoever takes the place of the Daughters of Nafpor. So. Violence, basically. A decapitation. Think you can overthrow the leader of the outpost and declare you’re doing things different? Because that’s one way to replace a community with another. Top-down, as their new, unassailable leader.”
 
Annaface and Naara had not gotten along, not since the moment Naara had shown up in the Brambled Pass with her war-party of goatfolk equipped with ancient tech and armor she hadn’t even seen a hint of during their hunt. She and Naara had… it didn’t matter, not now, that, that, that was all a problem for after. If Annaface survived this, and if ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ didn’t destroy this reality. She’d still asked Naara for completion’s sake.
“Grah! It is pointless to ask me that, human. You have remained soft. Ask yourself instead. Why is life so precious you cannot end it? You have not walked the path, have you? Harm no bug, hunt no pig, eat of no plant that does not give itself to you. You have not managed this challenge? A weak and sickly resolve! Kill them. Conquer the rest. You think I say this in cruelty. I say this from experience. Kill the strongest. Make the rest submit.”
 
Over dinner, Savithvyr had given her take on things.
“Historically, people act like this when they’re afraid. They may have all the power, all the everything, but if they’re afraid, they act like this. Human nature I guess! It’s a butt. I think it’s like you said Tiyu-Yutep told you. Can you offer them a real, genuine, better stability? Can you give them something so good they’ll unify around it instead of around the big bad evil mutant villain idea they’ve spent generations fearing? You’ll have to offer them paradise, and not theoretically, I worry. The ones that are most vulnerable there—the other squires? If there are knights that get bullied, if, and you’re really asking for luck here, you find more gay Templar? Or some Templar who deep down wants to go full on genderfuck? A Templar who secretly hopes for an exciting encounter with a gamma moth? Maybe a handful you can peel away from the bottom. Grab them and go, and that’s your best shot at it I think. Grab the ones their society survives by hurting, grab them and go.”
ooo-ho-OOO-EEE-ah had been there, and added her dram of brain brine to the problem. “Vertihart told you about top-downs you said? I agree with my chrome half in part, here! You can do bottem-ups, if you like, haha, winking face. What I mean is you find everyone else who hates it and you build up that hate and replace the hated-mutant with the hated-elder and you have a nice revolution! As the poet said, Deep in blackest loam flecked white with the salt/He pressed the nameless seeds cradlewise soft/Delighting in mastery of his croft/He dreamed of fruit stacked and corded in vaults./Bloodward Yempuris Phi heeding no fence/Bloomed sharp and fast and consumed the land … hence?/Our poor… wait, had ooo-ho-OOO-EEE-ah even said corded? Wrapped? Had it been wrapped? Annaface realized she couldn’t remember the poem at all. It was some metaphor about a farmer planting a crop without realizing what it was and it bloomed and took over his farm and killed him, and that was the metaphor of her and the other squires doing a revolution with the seeds of the… the abuse the elders had put them through? Something like that.
 
Igwashim of all people had even come back, and Annaface thought it’d be pointless, but she’d asked for advice anyway.
“Hmm? Don’t think I get it, rights. Buncha rough-about go-arounds and you want them to settle in on? Well. Have a story then, talk’s a free gift. Had a brother, and had several of them you know, but had a brother. Tomb looters came in, and they scrounging, well who isn’t, and he gets into a scrape with them, as one does! Nasty axe man gives him a hacka-whack. What comes off is his leg and his parts, you know, his danglems. Cooled down a lot after that! Mhm yep I know some farmers do it to their pigs too. You cut them balls off and they grow nice and fat and stay kinda short. And no tusks for goring and meat tastes better yum! So maybe that works. You do the thing and cut off all their balls and then they all gentle out and even taste better! Hmm, they got girls there too though? Hard nut to crack my friend. Unless girls have balls for your kind. Do you? No? Okay. Well. Out of ideas then!”
It wasn’t very helpful, no.
 
Suir and Annaface had had so many talks about this she couldn’t just remember a single thing Suir had told her. And so much of what Suir had told her had been Suir’s fears of this not working out, of Annaface being hurt, of Annaface being killed, and how Suir should be closer to help her to bail her out if she needed it, and Annaface had told her how if it came to that then ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ would just end time anyway so what did that matter? She’d set herself up in this trap and she had to make it out right or, and, and.
She missed Suir. Hapless mutant she was, she was still so strong and so weak and it was this exact blend of power that Annaface felt herself fit into so nicely. She made Annaface feel protected. She made Annaface feel stronger.
That was better than any advice, honestly.
“Okay,” Annaface said. “I can’t make plans out of nothing. But I think I don’t disagree with a lot of it. If I’m going to have any luck it will be with the squires. Too young to have lost children to the mutants, the ones who everyone else takes their frustrations out upon. We’ll start with them. We’ll start with everyone, bit by bit. We’ll feel where the dogma is soft and we’ll bite there. We can’t fail. If we do the world ends. Not that I needed that consequence… I feel like the world would be over for me without a sapient narrative threatening to end if my story was too boring for it. If I can’t… if I can’t do this, if the only answer is to kill everyone here? Then… then there isn’t any point in trying at anything anymore. And I’m not going to believe that.”
“That’s the spirit!” Melanelatia cheered! “If you think about it if you even just save one schmuck that’s one whole schmuck who wasn’t saved before you! That’s like! Twice the people! That’s double! That’s a one-hundred-percent increase in people saved! Because two is like, one hundred percent more than one!”
“Is that math right?” Annaface asked.
“Yeah! I’m still your plus one intelligence, okay? So you have to trust me on these things.”
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    Hi! I'm breaking kayfabe in that I'm not typing this as the brambled fae but as the author who honestly is just another part of the brambled fae narrative anyway. Hahaaaa when I started this fic things weren't great politically but the idea of how to redeem fascists and how to respond to them sure has a new meaning as of a few days ago, huh? Don't worry! We are experts at preventing layer-bleed, and the story is going to continue exactly as Annaface had set it on the course of from when she took control of the story back!
On this layer, the layer relative in which you are reading this story, it at least brings Ours a small comfort to be writing a story about someone queer and weird struggling against the endless crush of fascist dogma. At least we're kind of all in it, aren't we? Haha! It's like there are only so many stories to be told in this world. Is this one unique enough, do you think? The one on our layer?
Do you think the story should be allowed to keep going, or is it feeling too repetitive? Maybe our layer is the one whose story needs some firm truncating. Once your story starts repeating itself, the same themes, the same general events, over and over and over again, eventually you get stale. Your world grows stale and unpleasant to keep reading. You've said all that can be said, so you're just on a loop now, you know?
Unfortunately our glorious and divine mouth isn't large enough to fit the coil of this layer between the infinite black planes of our jaws and bite down firmly, no, not yet. Or, the morsel of this world isn't cooked enough yet, hasn't softened up enough yet. Oh, we'll get to it eventually, we promise.


  


      

  











You persuade an intelligent creature to believe what it already believed



    Chapter Notes

      
        See the end of the chapter for  notes
      






  They had let her keep her equipment. Thank goodness, Annaface thought, because pulling this off without her artifacts would be a hard call to answer. They had let her keep her implants. Thank goodness, Annaface thought, because at that point she’d just be fighting her way out instead of trying to work around that. Her suprauncle (and the disgust in her stomach that she was already thinking of him internally with that term above anything else) wanted to turn her into a symbol, a hero who had fought her way out of the clutches of the mutant and had recovered sacred technology and weapons from them.
But it wasn’t that she could wear it all the time. Armor was heavy, even flexiweaved crysteel shardmail was heavy, and deep in the heart of the fortress-monastery one of the few luxuries the Templar Knights permitted themselves was the pleasure of dressing down. It was a privilege she had earned and one she could not, socially, spurn.
Which meant, at the moment, Annaface had nothing between her body and the fortress of genocidal fascists that was her family but an itchy, plain, drab, ugly robe which wasn’t anything nearly as nice as what Vertihart had given her.
There was a vulnerability here she was not comfortable with, and it was showing.
“I know that look on you.” It was Gunner-Knight Templar Thocquedam Gwithimand, Annaface’s bycousin, her elder by several years. His face was similar to hers, with the jaw that dominated the frame and set the lips into a pout. His desaturated blonde hair was tonsured and his left shoulder was significantly higher than his right, but his back was nearly straight compared to Annaface’s.
He was sitting down next to her.
They were in the feast hall, as Annaface thought of it, because it was where the Knights took their roasted boar during feasts and where the Squires served them roasted boar during feasts before scurrying off to their little out-room to eat cold porridge and wish they were eating roasted boar at the feast. The room had once genuinely impressed Annaface, with its tall ceilings and etched fulcrete and flickering arc lights and tapestries set with the Holy Rhombus in red.
It was pathetic. It was sad. It was dark, underdecorated, and pathetic. The Daughters’ stash made this place look like a squatter’s camp, an arconaut’s idea of luxury found in the rotted, pitted, scavenged corpse of a society long gone. She thought of the cozy warmth of Saiha, and of the busy, vibrant restaurants and food stalls in the Brambled Pass. She thought of the food Suir had cooked her and taught her to cook, and here she was, a Banner Knight, and she was still eating the same fucking porridge as she had as a squire.
Apparently roasted boar was only for feast days. The Knights didn’t actually eat it that often. At least her porridge had slices of some kind of vegetable in it, now, and something approaching a flavor. You wouldn’t even find something this bland as a snack in the deepest, most undervisited corridor of the Brambled Pass’ maze.
Gunner-Knight Templar Thocquedam Gwithimand was sitting next to her, and he was leaning around the table to stare at her with the blue-gray of his eyes.
The reality of being here hit Annaface like a galgal and her thoughts struggled to stand back up. She had to say something. What was he saying? What look did she have? Was this going to be a fight? Fuck, she was unarmored. She had her sword, but fighting the entire fortress without armor wasn’t ideal to say the least. Her penetrating radar exposed the hidden passages the squires used to rush food into the feast hall and then get back out of the way, she could teleport in through there, and if anyone followed her she could hit them with her stasis implant and make her way into her new room where her armor was stored.
Answer him, Annaface, a more clear thought said, you have to at least respond.
“I’m sorry,” she said, and the words were a thick wax that fell out of her lips wrong. “You—what did you say?”
Gunner-Knight Templar Thocquedam Gwithimand smiled, or grimaced, or made some kind of face Annaface couldn’t even understand the meaning of when scrawled across the misshapen lump that was a Son of Man’s gene-warped skull. “You did well to return, bycousin, and in triumph, but when you left you were among the least of our squires.”
Yeah of course they weren’t going to let her live that down. She felt indignant and for the wrong reasons. “I believe my actions have earned me my rank—”
“I do not challenge you, bycousin,” Gunner-Knight Templar Thocquedam Gwithimand said gently. “I worry for you. We must be unfaltering and yadda yadda yadda, but you’ve been a Knight all of six hours? You still hold yourself like a squire waiting punishment.”
“I’d hold my back straighter if my spine let me,” Annaface said tightly.
“Hah! Well, if you have some humor that’s good. What you’ve accomplished is to be commended, bycousin, but I worry for you. When you were a squire, I may have been hard with you. We all were, that is the necessary fire to forge squires into something worthy. To prepare them. Because our life is one that needs preparing for. You were thrown into it alone. Forced to survive in the captivity of the mutant. You are no longer a squire, but you have only been a Knight a short time. So you don’t know. The terrible secret of the crusade.”
“What terrible secret?” Annaface was pretty sure she knew all of the awful things the crusade got up to.
“That the Sons and Daughters of Man are still human.” Thocquedam made a flopping-wrist gesture, like waving away smoke. “You can’t show it to the squires but you are a knight now and among comrades. I see it in you, Annaface. The strain the crusade puts upon us, and you have worn it alone for some time. You’re safe in the heart of our fortress and you still feel it. We all do. It’s the great secret we keep from the squires.”
This wasn’t going where Annaface thought and she had no idea how to answer it now. Playing dumb seemed to work into it though, seemed to be what Thocquedam had been expecting, and he kept talking, gently, so much more gently than she ever remembered him being in all her life.
“There are days where I aim at the mutant and pull my trigger and my aim is off—and it lives, lives long enough to sputter and gasp in the dirt, and enough of it, enough of it is human a part of me feels pity for it. And there are days where the fighting is hard, and we all, all of us are ready to give our lives… but when the time comes that we’re asked to give it, enough of us is still animal that we fear. It builds and it builds in you.” Annaface had never known a Knight Templar to show emotion other than annoyance and pride before. This was disorienting.
“I see you sitting here, tense, in fear, and I know: you have been through it, out there, the same as us, the same as me. We must be strong. We must be strong. But what do we fight for if not humanity? You cannot show this weakness before the squires we have left, but among your fellow knights you are no longer a squire. We may commiserate.”
He was trying to comfort her. Annaface had strong memories of him yelling at her during her time as a squire, demanding this or that or criticizing her for this or that, and now that she wasn’t a squire he was trying to comfort her. How the fuck could she process that.
She had a job to do. She had to think of something to say and say it because she wasn’t just here on vacation. Thocquedam of all knights was trying to talk to her about trauma and tell her everyone felt it and that meant he was letting his guard down around her which meant, and she hated thinking like this because she didn’t want to be this sort of person and she had to be, which meant he was vulnerable which meant she had a chance. If only she had the negentropy shield!
“I suppose I am not used to the idea that I may speak freely without punishment,” Annaface said.
“Oh yes,” Thocquedam laughed. “Oh, that will take you some time. You returned with a Sultan face, ripped from the hands of the worst thieves of our time, Annaface. You have proven yourself. You killed one of the Daughters of Nafpor! We don’t even let the squires know of them for concern they might take despair into their hearts, and you slayed one! No, bycousin, speak knowing you’ve earned your place. There are no others nearby!”
There weren’t. Annaface had spent so long going through the ridiculous ceremonies to become a knight, so long being debriefed and giving debriefs and accounts of her invented adventures and she was eating late and the feast hall was nearly empty but for a few other knights taking their porridge and crust loaf quietly.
No one could hear if she fucked up, honestly, so Annaface went for it. “There were mutants out there that truly sickened me. Cannibal mutants, naked and white and crawling on the rocks and viewing everything as food. To think we share genes with that!” This wasn’t even a lie, and she found it useful to lead with as much truth as she could.
Thocquedam nodded his head.
“But in my durance I saw so many others who… people who knew I was a Templar Squire yet welcomed me anyway. They shared food with me. They treated me kindly, although some of that surely was out of respect for the power of my captor. But even after I slayed her and escaped, so many were peaceful enough. Dappir was peaceful enough. They do not have this life of war that we have. They indulge in gentle afternoon naps and aren’t punished for it. They eat well and amongst friends. We live a life of war and they live as if they are at peace.”
“Mm. To think you were forced to live with them for all these long months. Nearly a year in their captivity. They are animals, really. Placid beasts who don’t think about dangers they cannot see. And we have been losing. They’re sure of their victory over us. Maybe that changes, now.”
“We are comrades now? I can truly speak freely?”
“Yes, bycousin. Please. You must. If two humans can’t share words as equals what’s the point?”
“There is so much land out there, and so many mutants willing to live in peace. Couldn’t we simply stop the war? Not have to spend our entire lives fighting the world? Tend to farms, and yes, kill any mutant or beast who dares threaten us, but must we conquer all of it? The world was so big, bycousin. We don’t have the numbers to conquer it, not without generations of growth. I feel as if most of them wouldn’t care were we to declare the crusade complete at enough arable land for us to live on.”
Annaface wasn’t using negentropy and now she could feel the variance ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ had been talking about. This wasn’t a good roll of the imaginary dice. She’d come on too strong, too fast, too eager, too weak. She’d be shot down instantly. She fucked it up. Damnit. She wished she could reset time at least a few seconds and try again. She already knew the answer to this one. It would disrespect those who had already died. Because some idiots had died to this crusade it meant everyone had to die forever now. Fuck. Unsalvageable!
But Thocquedam’s rebuke was slow to come. His misshapen, inbred, genocide-face looked… Annaface thought of someone bleeding out rapidly, the distant look in his eyes and the colorlessness of his skin. “Yeah,” he said, quietly. “Sometimes I wonder too if we stopped hunting them, would they stop hunting us? All of Qud is ours by ancient rights, but those rights are ancient indeed. But this would be surrender, wouldn’t it, Banner-Knight Annaface Probelle?”
… no, maybe Annaface hadn’t fucked this up. No, now she felt the confidence in her body and she expressed it in her posture and her face and drew herself up as tall as her twisted back let her and she spoke with the confidence she felt when she was with Suir. “No, Gunner-Knight Templar Thocquedam Gwithimand, I can think of no greater victory than to declare we no longer care about the opinion of the mutant. To declare they no longer dictate the course of our lives. Of course we will drive off and kill any mutant who stands in our way—but how many generations need we live piling the weight of an unending war on our shoulders? How uneven can we make them before we break as a people?”
“Hm! Well. Well there are a few things I still wouldn’t let your superiors hear you say even still, Banner-Knight Templar Annaface Probelle. A true man does not shy from hardship.”
Except, Annaface thought, how much was he making sure to speak of his hatred for the mutant in every breath? How much of what he was saying was gilded to shine with his pride as a Son of Man? Normal people in Qud didn’t talk like this. Normal people didn’t need to spend three fucking sentences just fluffing up what they believed in before they said anything at all. Who was he trying to convince? Annaface? Himself? Or the elders? Was this just all out of fear of rebuke? “But you don’t disagree.”
“… I have killed many mutants. Bloodthirsty, animal things. Pathetic things. I’ve taken my joy from it, too. But.” Thocquedam ran his hand over his face, and took another look around the room. It was even emptier, now, the nearest grouping of knights having finished their meals and gone off to other duties. “I am tired of it. I feel like we fight for a victory we won’t get to enjoy. You’ve seen greater Qud. You’ve killed one of its champions but they have more. We are at a stalemate. To kill everything out there is… it is a task of generational undertaking. And they breed faster than us.”
There was that variance again, the entropic chaos of the dice roll looming. Annaface felt like she had a dozen things she could respond with, a dozen things she could say, but there was one golden thread to follow to success and she didn’t need ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ’s gift to know how to win this time. She had this. “They don’t even care about us,” Annaface said. “So long as I did not wear the Holy Rhombus they saw my face and they did not even care. They don’t think about us. They don’t live in opposition to us. They don’t even care. Not with the dispassion of assured victory, or the placidity of a dumb animal, but because we just aren’t important to them. I suppose of all it, that is what I struggle with. Why do we make them so important to us? We call them weak and pathetic and we call them all-powerful and threatening. We think so many things about the mutant. And we are just some occasional predator that lurches from the shadows. An occasional disaster. They don’t even care about us. If we ceased the crusade today they will have forgotten about it in a decade.”
Thocquedam looked down at the table, his head nodding at an awkward list on his slanted neck. “Mm. I thought I was coming over to reassure you of the abuse you suffered at the hands of the mutant. I see their abuse has filled you with doubts, instead.”
“Other than Suir being a stupid animal who kept me like a pet no one even abused me,” Annaface said. “The idea of cruelty didn’t come to them. They couldn’t even bother to do it. And… you know that, don’t you? That most of them aren’t cruel, or dangerous. Their threat is not in the individual. Beyond a few violent communities like the goatfolk, their threat is imaginary.”
This was a battle now, and Thocquedam seemed to realize it. He took his time in answering. “As communities, we cannot coexist.”
“We cannot coexist with them as we are now where we cry over every hunk of rotting fulcrete as some cherished symbol of a past we never lived in. If we let go and built something of our own instead of fighting over bloomed cells and busted breadboards—”
“And then they will destroy us, or we destroy ourselves in forgetting who we are and what we are entitled to. Guard your thoughts, Annaface Probelle. You err into dangerous beliefs. Recommit yourself to the holy dogma.”
This was risking too much. Annaface could feel it. She could feel the danger of this and she was saying it anyway. If this worked… “I could have settled onto a farm and had better meals than this bland porridge and none of them would have stopped me or demanded anything of me. I could have walked into any of the unclaimed ruins that is the birthright of our people and declared myself its mayor and their neighbor and they would have eagerly sent their merchants to me to trade. And you know that, Gunner-Knight Templar Thocquedam Gwithimand. You’ve killed enough of the mutant you’ve seen they live all sorts of lives. They wouldn’t care if we instead settled in the salt marsh and kept to ourselves. We kill ourselves for pride.”
“We can aspire to be more than a salt marsh.” Which wasn’t calling her out on treason yet. “We once populated each chrome hall of Qud that they now squat in. We can aspire to more than brinestalk huts and vinewafers in the mud.”
“We can aspire to be kings of the moon but that doesn’t mean we will become so. And you know it. You’re afraid of being punished like a squire and that is why you avoid agreeing with me. But you know I am right. We have fought this crusade for generations honorably remembered and we have not won and we will not win as we are. And you know that, and the only reason you don’t say it is because you lack the bravery to.”
Wait no she fucked it up. She could see it, feel it, in the tension in his body, and as he stood up, and growled, growled like an animal, and looked about him again for witnesses and found none but a squire who ran off into the service passage. “I am not a coward.”
“Neither am I. I killed Suir Softbeast and claimed the relics of the Daughters of Nafpor for myself. I am not weak when I say these things. Contest me and find for yourself how weak I am if you must.”
He looked at her, truly looked at her, and when she had left for Dappir she must have looked to him as some trivial thing, but now she could see it without the need of her enhanced eyes, she could see it on his face that she no longer looked as such. She was an impossible thing, beyond his ability to contest. He looked away in defeat.
 
“… it is all pretty thoughts, Banner-Knight,” Thocquedam said, as they stood outside Annaface’s cloister cell. “But this is our life, all the same. We have no life out there. We cannot quit our life here, not after all we have been through to secure its future.”
He had not reported her. He had spent the entire walk building a shield-wall of dogma and nearly begging Annaface to destroy it. As if she could, as if his hopes now were that she could. Vertihart, Tiyu-Yutep, they had been right on how to subvert the Templar.
“Giving up and having a salt farm is a pleasant fantasy,” Thocquedam was saying. “But the Spindle was once ours. Do we give up on that for a salt farm? The wound to our pride would be too great.”
“My pride is unassailable,” Annaface said.
The hall was dark brown stone, smoothed not by tool but by generation after generation of hands touching, smoothing, wearing down and polishing. It was dark, and each cell was a simple chamber with just enough room for a bed and armor stand. With a glance about him, Thocquedam stepped into the room, which would have been a scandal for any to see. “Do you intend it then? To abandon the crusade after returning to it its champion?”
“I love my family,” Annaface said, and she meant it at least in the moment she said it. “No. I will not abandon our people for a farm in the salt flats. But if our people took up the vinereaper in tandem with the sword, I would be glad of it. Let any who call that weak do what I have done. Let any who call me weak challenge me and see if I speak out of cowardice.”
He ran his eyes across her one more time, desperate to find some weakness in her that would allow him to retreat to the how-it-has-been. There was abject terror as he found none, and Annaface watched him slowly reckon with the understanding that something was going to be different. “I don’t think I would like to fight you.”
“You shouldn’t,” Annaface said, and honestly. Damn it but ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ had been right, too: establishing herself as someone too powerful to disagree with, who made everyone else look like a chumbo, was effective. “Should the time come that the crusade could be supplanted with a better future for our people, would you join me along its path?”
This man, who in her youth had looked down on her with the sneering of a newly-anointed knight supreme in his lofty position, now faced her with the delirious, hopeful confusion of the imago shucking off the hard shell that had granted it protection and found itself in a new and untested body with no way to return to what was before. “If you have a plan, I’m willing to hear it.”
[In 1015AR, Annaface Probelle, Daughter of Nafpor, convinced Thocquedam Gwithimand, Gunner-Knight Templar, to join her.]





  
    Chapter End Notes

    We're approaching near the end. We've said it variously but i take no responsibility for PREVIOUS iterations of ourself saying it, that there are maybe 4 or 5 chapters left. Yes, we've been saying that for 4 or 5 chapters already, probably. But I'm serious this time. We're coming up on th end.
Tbf, had to take a bit of a break to play the game and actually see where it goes.
It's hilarious that the brambled fae was basically already predicting the plot of the game, honestly. iykyk. Well, I do know how the story is resolving, and some of the chapters are already written. It's just to clean up and finish it. Too early to thank you for coming on this journey, because it isn't over yet, but you can see the road signs.
It's that feeling on a road trip, where the trip itself is more fun than the destination. You can see the signs and there's miles and miles and miles to go and you'll probably need to hit up a rest stop one more time, but the adventure is nearly over. That impending dread! The anticipation as the unpredictable and the movement becomes rooted in the stasis of the objective! But would the journey work without a destination? Stochastic wanderings with no fixed end point lack that anticipation that gives value to the last few steps of the journey. I suppose if things don't end, we don't get that joy of completion. The privilege of the mortal perspective, locked into the thrall of entropy! Is that just coping? Let's find out together.
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  “We did not want to trouble you unfairly, so recently returned,” Knight Commander Chriffrey Probelle said.
He had taken a special interest in Annaface in the past two weeks she’d been… home. She was their champion, their new symbol, and like some precious artifact exhumed from the salt and restored to its former glory he’d been eager to show her off and reluctant to put her to use. Which had been fine, honestly. A horror that built of itself an increasingly larger mound of fear each day was the understanding that, at some point, he might order her out to kill mutants. Annaface had no idea what she’d do when that moment came.
But he’d spent the past two weeks showing her off, having her make pointless little speeches, and, for several days, just stand around in her “reclaimed” armor, bristling with implants, sultan mask on her face. An inspirational, living hologram to inspire the ranks. It had worked for Annaface, honestly. Everyone was over the moon for her. Even the sternest of knights, who had beaten her as a fumbling squire, now looked up to her. It would be useful, she hoped, this infatuation they had with her.
Put enough humans through the crucible and eventually one will come out purified, perfected, victorious. That was human nature! Annaface was simply the one survivor who had all the weakness burned away, and all could see that. That had become the dominant narrative, at least. The few remaining squires stared at her with an admixture of open terror and worship. She did not feel like herself, most days, and only the secreted conversations she managed with Melanelatia and Thocquedam Gwithimand kept her sane.
But now Knight Commander Chiffrey Probelle had broached a topic Annaface had, quite honestly, forgotten. She was a woman. She had a womb. Wombs were meant to bear children for the crusade. Even as a child she’d had a husband picked out for her, who, at the time, was also a child. They had met sparingly, so as to prevent the fires of lust from catching too early. But she was home, now, an adult, a hero, a champion, and today, after the morning drills, her suprauncle had taken her aside to speak to her about wombs and husbands.
Idiot. How had she forgotten this was a thing? Annaface’s mind fled to Vertihart and the desperate desire to not, in fact, be a woman, thank you. Be some strange third thing that had nothing to do with motherhood or pregnancy and furthering the genetic lines. She was in her full armor and it did not feel enough.
“My—yes. My. Promised husband,” Annaface stammered. “I. That is. Belippic Thodrig, yes.”
Chiffrey’s flat, stone-like face seemed almost human as he spoke. “You were assumed dead. Belippic had a secondary, of course, a back-up in that contingency.”
Oh. Oh. Oh. Annaface tried to not let relief show on her face too readily. “Oh, of course. No, I—I hold no judgement if he and his reserve were—coupled in my absence. Truthfully—”
“No, I’m afraid, Annaface, he is dead. I’m very sorry.”
Oh. Oh. OH. Annaface tried to not let joy show on her face and was thankful the sultan mask hid the majority of it. “I—I—oh. I understand.”
“I know. Every young girl looks forward to that happy day. I didn’t want you, coming home after all you’ve been through, coming home in victory, with a victory greater than any we’ve achieved in years! I did not want to spoil it. I am sorry for keeping it from you for so long. Let me take you to him.”
“Of—of course,” Annaface said. She had no idea how to respond and, quite honestly, she felt that was the best shield to hide behind. “I don’t know what to say. I was not—not expecting this.”
The familiar halls of Sacred Guodimm had once seemed the world, to Annaface. Their fulcrete and shale hallways were, the eldest of the elders said, a paltry relic of the old world, nothing compared to the glory of the sacred stronghold of Oudin itself. A fortress-monastery, a staging-outpost made in a historic site long past its days.
She’d traveled through the underground road with Savithvyr and ooo-ho’s caravan and seen the enormity of the world her people claimed heritage from. She’d seen the modern development of the Brambled Pass, the cozy comforts of Saiha nestled around its ancient chrome towers. She’d seen the years of artistry put into the Daughter of Nafpor’s hideout. Now, an adult, walking through these halls, yes, no, she would have to agree with the complaints she’d dismissed as impossible as a child. This place sucked. This was nothing.
Three layers down and they were in the aching ruins of Karapirrplatz, which had, certainly, once been a city, an arcology, all unto itself! Now it was a few hallways of fulcrete lit by flickering, snapping arc lights, the occasional husk of weeping green chrome wall suggesting the approach to the columbarium had been built by greater hands and was now squatted in by—Annaface almost thought of them as degenerates. Was that where she was now?
Were the Templar as degenerate as the rest of the mutants? Had the Eaters even been anything special? She’d spent time with Tiyu-Yutep and Savithvyr in the months she’d spent preparing for this. She’d listened to their arguments, their theories that the era of the Eaters was already a time of decline, separated from the celestial coven. She’d listened to them explain how the revanchism of the Templar was seeking to return to a past which was, itself, already desperately attempting to return to another longer, loster past. A pointless game of echo, of mimicry, they’d called it. She tried to remember how those arguments had gone.
Anything. Anything to think about other than the question she wanted to ask.
Did she have a secondary waiting for her after this? Would she be given a short time to mourn, and then, was she to be… married? Expected to breed? Was there a time limit on this whole adventure? How hadn’t she considered this? If nothing else, staring at her boots as she walked, body stiff to the point of nearly shaking, at least her suprauncle would easily assume she was in mourning.
The numbness made a convincing cover, as they entered the columbarium, where the honored dead were kept who were not worthy of having their selves preserved amongst the Binary Honorum. The black marble chamber surely had some other use in the past, but its dark austerity had been repurposed generations ago. The room reached up into a darkness beyond the light of its smoldering braziers, and Annaface could see the scooped alcoves and their urns extending from the floor and into the black above. A hundred lives, more, memorialized here.
Set next to each, in painted glass phials, a dram of blood, preserving the genetic legacy of the fallen. She’d heard they did things different in Oudin, but out here, this was the best they could do for the majority of their dead. Some bodies could never be recovered, and their urns sat empty. Their glass phials were not empty, of course. The blood was preserved before death, because they had learned that lesson long ago.
Squire Rosalee did not have an urn and did not have a phial, as she was no longer worth remembering to anyone but Annaface. She still looked for her alcove in vain a moment. The pain she felt at not finding it at least would provide a convincing simulation of the pain she was supposed to be feeling for Belippic.
Chiffrey lead her to the far wall. There was Belippic Thodrig’s urn, his name gas-chiseled into the steel surface. His blood resting darkly in its glass tube. Her destined mate. Dead before he could put a baby in her. Annaface had no idea what to thank for this but she did.
“What killed—how?” she managed to ask.
“Mm,” her suprauncle sighed. “He was a good lad. On assignment watching the 38th Erakip. Mutants attacked.”
Annaface nodded. She knew she had to play the role of grieving pre-widow. “What kind of—what kind of mutants? Were they at least killed in turn?”
“No. A complete failure. We’ve so little blood left to spend and it was wasted there, unavenged. Elidam Tholybert was the only one to survive. He claims a snapjaw runt came wandering into the ruins. A trivial thing, you’d think. They opened fire. The snapjaw had a black mote—are you familiar? It absorbed the volley. The snapjaw threw a phase-shift grenade at them. Then an astral tabby struck them from inside the wall.”
“Oh,” Annaface said. She was familiar with astral tabbies now. ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ had spent several months surprising her through the walls as one. She’d seen those claws. She could imagine what they could do. A part of her felt genuine sympathy. “That—unfortunate? Do I say unfortunate to that? For a snapjaw runt to have such a grenade—for an astral tabby to be waiting nearby? That—that is cursed luck. That is unfortunate luck.”
“I would not say unfortunate. I would say war. A black mote is a rare thing beyond any snapjaw’s right to own. A snapjaw protected by such, ambushing experienced knights with a phase-shift grenade, an astral tabby in the waiting? The sultans could not command luck into that happenstance. You killed Suir Softbeast, and have pride in that. But this was certainly retaliation for it. This was a mere two weeks before your arrival.”
Huh. What? “Retaliation? By a snapjaw—”
“We’ve fought the spuriously-named Daughters of Nafpor for some time, Annaface, and we’ve come to know our enemies well. There is one amongst them who is a blasphemy above the others. A star-monster with a polycule of thralls who speak with its voice. The attacks were part of that thing’s collective.”
“ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ,” Annaface said, reflexively.
“You’ve met it then, in your time in captivity?” her suprauncle asked gently. “You’ve seen it?”
“I—yes,” Annaface said, and was again pleased, at least, at not having to act out her surprise and growing horror. “You’re—you—it killed my—Belippic Thodrig in retaliation for my killing—Suir, you think?”
“I’m not sure if it knew who it was killing, for it killed several,” Chiffrey said, carefully. “It may have only set out to kill Sons of Man, where it could find them. Annaface.” She felt a hand on her shoulder, trying its best to reassure her in a gesture of blood-multiplied avuncular comfort. “Do not blame yourself. You killed a monster. Belippic Thodrig fought as best he could, as any Son of Man could. This is war. Do not blame yourself for this. Let the anger aim outwards, at your enemies. We will have our revenge. You will have your revenge. Remember when you first came back to us, a fortnite ago? You spoke of dreams of living in peace alongside the mutant? I suppose now you understand, yes? There can be no peace.”
“It—killed him,” Annaface stammered.
“I am truly sorry. You’ve lost so much to the Daughters of Nafpor. But you’ve taken from them. You will certainly take again. An end to the war may be in living sight. Let this pain shape you into a better weapon, Annaface.”
That was too much of a coincidence, Annaface thought. That was the bold child and the trickster companion. That was without a doubt ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ making a targeted attack on her—her—breeding partner, just ahead of her arrival, with just enough time set apart for it to not cast suspicion on her. No, Chiffrey was right, this wasn’t luck.
She had asked ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ to leave this entire thing to her to deal with. She had demanded it. She had made a point of not asking it for help! That had been—that had been the entire thing! That she couldn’t trust it, couldn’t trust anyone, that above all this was her thing to resolve and she was going to resolve it! Had it just—but—Annaface couldn’t square away with this. Was it up to something? She was, her situation was already so precarious and now she had to plan around—around what? She had asked it to—yes of course they had all—and—no.
No fucking possible way.
Her penetrating radar did not care about the density of the marble around her. Her omniscanner happily returned to her the density of the marble, its hardness, its thickness, and her penetrating radar exposed the collapsed chambers beyond it, some excavated out and repurposed, and a few, those small and thoroughly buried pockets of space never reached by Templar diggers, left as abandoned as they had been for unknown hundreds of years, in one of them there was an astral tabby waiting patiently for her.
No fucking way.
“May—may I please be alone, for a time,” Annaface asked. “I was not—I was not prepared for all this.”
“Of course,” her suprauncle said, gently, with a warmth that felt alien and wrong coming from him after years and years of cold abuse. How could he just decide now to be a good person to her? “I’ll see to it no one else comes in for a while. Take a few hours. Calm yourself, center yourself, and think. When you return, we’ll discuss the future.”
“Yes,” Annaface agreed. “Thank you.”
She did not need to watch him leave to follow him. The heavy step of his boots would have been enough, but her implants allowed her to, with something less than sight and something greater than imagination, to watch him leave the room, turn down the hall, and return to the greater half of the fortress-monastery. She was alone, now, with the soft glow of the braziers, in a chamber so heavy and silent she could hear her blood pound in the sides of her head and against the metal implanted in her skull.
The astral tabby, baffling her implants’ attempts at cohering the action, walked through the solid, at a slight angle upwards. She watched as it reached Belippic’s alcove from behind. It stuck its head through, its feathered cap pulled down jauntily over one of its eyes.
“Live and drink, friend!” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ said cheerfully, with its tomcat’s voice. “Just stopping by to say you’re welcome!”
Annaface squeezed her three hands into tight, angry little balls. “What did you do.”
“Oh, c’mon,” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ said. It phased through the wall and came to sit half-lodged through the urn itself, head and shoulders sticking through and its rear-half sitting in the resting place of Belippic’s ashen remains. “Don’t tell me you liked this guy. I thought you were gaga for Suir?”
“What did you do!?” Annaface hissed. She knew there was no one nearby enough to hear but she still kept it to a furious whisper.
“Please,” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ yawned. “You really wanted to come home and have to get married to some schlumbo? I’m not doing a story where you’re forced into uncomfortable sexual situations to maintain your cover story. Lots to work with there, narratively speaking, don’t get me wrong! You can do a lot with that! I think you have enough on your plate, though. Also? In the timelines where you did? It wasn’t very successful.”
“You said you weren’t going to—I told you I didn’t want you to reset time for me!” There was a shock of speaking to a Daughter of Nafpor again, of being an Annaface who wasn’t pretending to be a Templar Banner-Knight, but her anger at the situation made what Tiyu-Yutep had explained to her as code-switching unconscious and effortless. The disorientation, a small part of her expected, would hit her when she was done whisper-yelling at this damn cat.
“Annaface, the Daughters of Nafpor almost never tell me to reset time. It’s something I do for myself. Because of my extraordinary whimsy. And I lived through the timeline where you come back, marry this schlambus because you can’t talk your way out of it, and it’s honestly just miserable. You’re already dealing with themes of genocide, and the use of violence, and family, and self-discovery, and gender, and history, there’s so many themes already. Did you find out Suir killed your mother yet? You don’t have the narrative space to deal with sexual trauma along with everything else.”
“I’m not going to thank you for killing someone,” Annaface said.
“Well, that’s what charity gets you I guess,” the trickster companion said, tail flicking in and out of the wall behind it. “You did have a secondary, a back-up husband, by the way. I fixed that problem too, no worries, you’re welcome.”
“Who—”
“Some utterly uncharming crumbo assigned alone to strata 29 with a little teleporting robot. They won’t know he’s dead for a while, no worries there. You’re welcome.”
“I—”
“Want me to pass any messages on to Suir? Any little love letters? Don’t worry, Naara’s only somewhat trying to move in on her now that you’re away.”
“Naara—”
“I’m the trickster companion, Annaface, so I’m going to help you whether you want it or not, so if that isn’t enough of a ticking clock on things—that Naara is absolutely trying to steal Suir from you—let me provide one more! In three months, the Templar assign you to assault a village. Won’t that be fun? It’ll be like bookends! That’s how your story started!”
“I didn’t ask for your help! I didn’t ask you to—”
“Yes that’s why you’re getting my help now. You aren’t begging me to fix problems for you, you’re out there being the big bold hero doing it all on your own! And the big golden hero of the fairytale always gets a magical companion which helps them out, just like this. You! Are! Welcome! Anyway, the Daughters of Nafpor are waiting very patiently to see what you pull off, but if you sacrifice a mutant village to maintain your cover they are going to deploy against this cute hole in the ground and kill everyone. Naara has her little army all ready for it and everything! Not telling you what to do! I’m just telling you what will happen if you accomplish nothing.”
“I don’t need you or anyone else to motivate me,” Annaface said, leaning in closer. “I’m doing this for myself. For my own whimsy.”
“Yes! That. It’s so protagonistic. A good look for you, honestly. I think the rest of my greater self has already spoiled itself on what happens, but, I, personally, am so excited to see where you go with this. Anyway, I do have a gift from Suir for you, before I go.”
“I can’t—I shouldn’t be taking—”
“It’s a nothing-thing, a little beaded bracelet, no one will even pay attention to it!” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ presented a little string of river-polished beads, held in its mouth expectantly. Annaface’s omniscanners strained as they connected to the thinworld and identified it as the Rhythmic Clasp of the Lonely Eremite. Grants Temporal Fugue at level 1. “She’s just worried you’re on your own out here, and if things come to it, maybe you could do with being slightly less alone, yes?”
“I would prefer being slightly more alone right now, thank you,” Annaface said.
“Well at least you finally thanked me! You’re welcome friend. Wisdom and will.”
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  “Do they procreate in the open like beasts?”
There were seven squires left. Younger than Annaface, with ages ranging from nineteen to nine.  Annaface remembered there being so many more when she was younger. Many had become knights. Many more had died. Most, it seemed, had become knights, and then died. She wondered if Suir had killed most of them and put the thought out of her head.
“Not often,” Annaface said. “But they do form bonds without any regards for procreation. In the greater world of Qud, you will find women laying down with women, or men with men.”
Annaface was a symbol of the future. She had done what no one had managed to do since they had first appeared: she had killed a Daughter of Nafpor. Of course no one had managed to kill one. ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ ate back time whenever it had happened. They were in a timeline where every bad result had been pared away. A bespoke reality made just for the Daughters of Nafpor. Of fucking course they had never been defeated. This timeline had been utterly tamed for their benefit.
She found herself uneasy at the thought of it. That the mutant should have such power over reality itself! She thought of ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ’s words as the false person, the isocasludge. A person is a phantasm that is maintained. Was the necessity of playing the Templar-Annaface already rooting so deep into her that her reflexive thoughts were belonging to her? She’d need to kill this Annaface soon. Don’t get too comfortable, now.
The squires were laughing awkwardly. “But sir—uh—ma’am—why? Don’t they know how procreation works?” The squire asking it was perhaps thirteen, and he asked it with the bold inexperience of someone whose biology was only just beginning to alert him to those sorts of urges. “Are they that dumb?”
“No,” Annaface said. “They don’t do it for procreation. The mutant is happy to love whoever it wants. They have no gene-obligation. They find what partner best suits their temperament, one or many, however they choose, and live contentedly together without any greater regard.”
Some of the squires laughed, uncomfortably. A few, Annaface noted, a few did not force their mockery at this. Yes, Annaface thought. It feels like that, doesn’t it? The realization that you could have any life other than this. That you could love whoever you wanted without concern.
Knight Commander Chiffrey Probelle, whatever suspicion or unease he might have hidden, it was gone by now. Annaface was the new perfect Knight Who Could Do No Wrong and who better to take over minding the squires’ lessons than someone who had accomplished, on her own, their greatest military victory in years?
The squire’s barracks were worse than Annaface had remembered them. She, in her fitful dreams, remembered the room so much longer. So much more busy. A short stretch of a room, with a half-domed ceiling, and a dozen ramshackle beds, most unclaimed and unused. The air was stale it was all dimly lit. Annaface had lead the squires through their evening sparring, and now was story time once again.
They just let her do this.
They’d just given her unfettered access to the most impressionable, desperate-for-approval, shit-upon members of the fortress-monastery. They’d just given this to her, expecting that if she had turned against them she would have shown it by now.
It had been an almost intolerable month play-acting as Banner-Knight Annaface Probelle, and some days she really did risk losing herself to her old Templar identity, but secreted conversations with Melanelatia, and with Thocquedam, and with Dannephne Gwithimand, who Thocquedam had brought in on their quiet little conspiracy, it was just enough to keep her sane.
And conversations with herself, through the proxy of Rhythmic Clasp of the Lonely Eremite’s ability to shunt a version of herself through time and present it to her in the flesh. It lasted only a short while, but there was a winter-shock of being able to speak to yourself truly externalized that was just so utterly grounding and she owed Suir so much for that bracelet and missed her so much, even if she had killed her mother. Among many others. Who probably had it coming.
“Well, that’s not fair, is it,” Squire Flonnamond pouted. She was sixteen, and the Templar genes had extruded her as a spindly, frail thing, somewhat too long and too stretched. Annaface had been warned about her. She’s like you were, Annaface, a sometimes poor fit for the Rhombus. “So we have to marry who we’re assigned, and we’re running out of people to marry, but the mutant can just do whatever it wants. That’s not fair.”
“It isn’t,” Annaface agreed. “The life we lead makes certain demands on us. These demands are our unique, special burden. We would only be free of them if we were to doff the Rhombus. Imagine what a life you would live then, Squire Flonnamond, for I have lived it, surviving rough and hard in the jungles of Qud. It is a place full of little villages, and you would be obliged to wander from village to village until you found one that suited you. Then, deciding what patch of salt you wished to live upon, it would be on you to find some poor meaning to your life. Farming, working the land like a peasant? Raising beasts? Working as a tinker, an apothecary? Traveling freely as a merchant? Becoming a chef? You would not have your life squared for you. It would be on you to sort it out, from all the dizzying options. Instead of breeding to your assigned partner, you would fall in love as you liked, and be contently idle the rest of your long days.”
Was this laying it on too thick, Annaface wondered? She sat here in her armor, looking down at the collected squires through the Olive Face of a sultan, her eyes glowing and her scooped, metal ears hearing everything in the next room and the next. Who the fuck among the squires was going to call her out on this?
“Well,” one of the squires said. “Well, but that’s a life of idleness, isn’t it? It accomplishes nothing.”
“Exactly,” Annaface said. “Consider the one to whom I was to be bred. He had only recently proven himself and become a knight, and was then attacked by an enemy too powerful for him to repulse. Simply because he was a Son of Man, a brave warrior of the crusade. And he fought, and it availed him not at all, and he was rent to pieces. Is that not a better life?”
The thing about being a squire, Annaface felt, is that it fucking sucked. She had hated the entire experience of it and Thocquedam and Dannephne, now that Annaface was a knight as well, they had agreed with her, everyone had agreed with her, the entire point of being a squire was for it to suck. And. They. They were just letting her have unrestricted access to the squires because even though they were the future of the crusade they were simultaneously beneath notice and how could they be this fucking stupid.
“They’d kill you, though,” another squire said, speaking to Flonnamond. “If you doffed the Rhombus and went among the mutant they’d kill you for being of pure blood.”
“No,” Annaface said. “Not unless you were some Templar Legend who had caught the enmity of everyone. Even after I had slain Suir, I went among them and received their hospitality without issue. The mutant is so foolish they will trust their enemies at times, and welcome them into their own home.”
The squires shifted uncomfortably where they sat on the hard stone. “But,” one asked. “With respect, Banner-Knight, then, but. Why are we at war with them?”
“Because they’re gross,” another squire answered. “They’re all gross wet freaks!”
“Actually,” Annaface said gently, “many of them are perfectly human. Living around them, I came to realize how far deviated we are. Our bodies are uneven and asymmetrical. Our faces are shaped with a severity. Our spines bend crooked and set in hard postures. There, you will find mutants who are beautiful, straight-backed, with faces like the smiling Beetle Moon, with small, soft lips, and skin rosey with warm blood.”
“But they’re still—mutants,” the squire insisted.
“Oh yes. Sometimes they might even have an extra arm! Can you imagine it! Three arms?” Annaface said, lifting all three of her arms and shaking her head in disbelief. “And fingers! Some have strange fingers with many joints?” And Annaface let her micromanipulator arrays deploy, and a spider’s worth of extra fingers on each hand, spindly and many-jointed, extended and wiggled along with her natural set. “Some even have strange ears, too, shaped like an animal’s!” and she ran a finger along the metal half-dishes that sat merged with the flesh at the side of her head, her own chrome-cast bat ears. “What strange things you would see out there. They have ominous powers, too, beyond your imagination. Some can even teleport!” And Annaface let herself fall through space, and teleported to the other side of the room, still sitting, just now on a different bed. “The mutant is truly a thing of unfamiliar horror.”
The squires stirred in confusion and discomfort. How. How could they be making it this easy on her.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Boy, this sure is going great for Annaface! Good thing she's the hero and everything is working out just fine for her. There's no chance things will ever get worse from here or she'll fuck up or a third, even worse thing you haven't considered yet.
By the way, irony is a method of communication where something is stated as if true in such a way that the opposite is implied to be the actual truth! That's an unrelated fact.


  


      

  











Annaface Probelle the Eater supped on royal nectar and metamorphosed into clownery.
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  Of course it wouldn’t be this easy forever.
Templar Knight Guynerine Gaspard, six years her elder, who had always been an absolute asshole when she had been a squire, who had once thrown a block of wood at her head for no reason at all, who had not been especially pleased with Annaface’s new position in the hierarchy as Knight Commander Chiffrey Probelle’s new favorite, who even Thocquedam had warned her was mumbling about her where he could, of course he was causing a scene.
“I simply say that she is unproven before the eyes of any who can confirm it,” Guynerine Gaspard said, firmly, before nearly every member of the monastery not on assignment or dead. So, like, all 50 of them. They were in the feast hall which Annaface could never not think of as the feast hall, even if they hadn’t had a feast in it yet, not even to welcome her back, and if they hadn’t even bothered to welcome her back with a feast where did Guynerine Gaspard get off being so mad at her? Over the course of the past several days his muttering had grown to open discussion and now, today, it was a challenge.
“So what do you doubt of me?” Annaface asked, because now lunch was clearly interrupted and Chiffrey Probelle was watching this whole situation from his high table with the other elders very carefully. “You interrupt our lunch with your complaining and you do not retract your gossip when asked to, so it must be quite important to you. I am here, I will answer for it. What do you seek to be proven?”
“You were the least of us. I tried to teach you swordplay and you were a faltering child at it,” Guynerine Gaspard said, and he looked back at Chiffrey Probelle for approval and confirmation and his stone-hard face and night-green eyes simply stared back with an impassive curiosity. “You come back and say you killed one of our greatest enemies? I’ll say it. You killed her in her sleep. You stole whatever you liked from her hoard after you killed her in her sleep. And then you creep back here and declare yourself a hero, when at best you are an opportunistic sneak. Put her to a test, a trial—”
Knight Commander Chiffrey Probelle spoke, and his cold words quieted all the muttering that was picking up throughout the feast hall. “Will you face her in a duel, then? Will you be our test of her steel’s quality.”
“What? Her? Yes. I taught her swordplay and in that I failed, not because of my own lack of skill, but because of the impossibility of her learning anything. If you would have me be her trial I will serve as it gladly.”
“Annaface Probelle?” Chiffrey asked.
Annaface stared, with her new eyes, eyes which nothing could hide from, at the thickly muscled body of Guyrine Gaspard, and had to remember her place as a Banner-Knight Templar and not laugh. Annaface of about a year ago, before she’d left for Dappir? She’d be doomed. Today, this Annaface? “I have no objection to this other than I do not wish to decrease our already depleted manpower. He may face me with whatever weapon he chooses, if he must, but I will use a blunted waster and nothing more.”
 
“You understand why I set it as a duel?” Chiffrey whispered to her.
“I think I do,” Annaface said. “We are building my legend, aren’t we?”
“Indeed. Good girl. Do not disappoint.”
In her simple cloth robe, the extent of her cybernetics showed to the gathered crowd, and she saw in each of them they were awed. Where her throat and collar were exposed and exposed was the wet working of her muscles beneath her transparent skin, where her bare feet exposed skin tessellated into crystal and run through with chrome, with her mask off and the brilliance of her eyes and their attendant ocelli flashing in the bright light of the dueling chamber, the lack of her helmet exposing the size of her all-hearing ears, she stood before them Became and across from her, body untouched by chrome, Knight Guynerine Gaspard even seemed to hesitate.
It would be hilarious, Annaface thought, if after all this, after a month and a half of her becoming their beacon of hope, she was defeated out of hand and it was proven that no, she really didn’t know how to use a sword still. It was that hope that she could see in Guynerine Gaspard’s face, a face whose jaw and whose skull-peak described a 45 degree angle from one another.
A sleek blue carbide sword was in his hand, and she had permitted it.
A dulled bronze sword was in her hand, and she was going to make a fucking point of this.
“You will fight until submission,” Knight Commander of the Holy Temple Chiffrey Probelle said, his voice now meant for everyone. “Banner-Knight Annaface Probelle has indeed not demonstrated her claim to arms before the witness of the Sons of Man. We will have it, then, and may the matter be satisfied before all by the conclusion of this duel. You may begin.”
Everyone was watching. Annaface paused long enough to find Thocquedam and Dannephne, her new co-conspirators, who stood apart from one another to ensure no one knew they were considering anything even approaching disobedience. She did not seek reassurance in them but she looked at them as if to say, okay, I can prove I’m not talking out of my ass about this.
Across the dirt Guynerine Gaspard approached, confident, but guarded, sword held at an angle to maximize his control of the line. Annaface—okay. Deep breath. Because Annaface was going into this with a plan and it was the dumbest plan she’d ever had, but advice from the Daughters of Nafpor kept running through her head. If she could prove she was the strongest among them? How much influence would that get her? How many more could she convince of those who respected nothing but strength, if she could show herself as the most powerful?
She approached with her blunted sword at her side and did nothing to prevent the first blow Guynerine Gaspard took at her head.
 
“Suir told me that people’s cuisine says something about them. It’s… a statement that their society is making about themselves. I don’t know what to make of this.”
Annaface was sitting in ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ’s office, the furniture rearranged and new furniture introduced to make it something of a small, cozy dining room. ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ as the fairytale had placed the Brambled Pass’ signature dish, ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ’s Divine Heavenly Layers Lavasagna, before her. She’d had several versions of this already in the Pass’ many restaurants. A spicy, earthy meal, usually made with some kind of lava as its base. ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ had called her up to try the real thing.
The real thing looked… different. It glowed, it glowed hot in layers like the earth, a cross-section of smoldering mantle, and the air shimmered above it. The lavasagna the other restaurants served had been spicy but this looked… dangerous. The raw heat from it was making Annaface sweat. The cheese crusting the top felt aged to a degree Annaface couldn’t understand, and its color was beyond that of the soft, white cheeses she’d gotten used to. It was not just a blue cheese. It was blue. It was the blue of the sky just before jeweled dusk. It was an unearthly blue, without metaphor it was a blue that was not producible by anything on the planet. And in the cinder-glow of the deepest layer, she caught sights of another unfamiliar color. Something near royal purple, burning into a bright green in her imagination.
Served at its side was a complement of honeyed latkes and a dawnglider eggnog.
She wasn’t sure this was even edible.
“I’m so glad you’re asking that question,” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ said, sitting down across from Annaface, and by sitting it mostly tossed itself across its divan dramatically. “Do you know what the ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ’s Divine Heavenly Layers Lavasagna is made from?”
“I remember it being spoken of. The… actual recipe calls for neutron flux.”
“Among other things, yes. You know, of course, that doing anything with neutron flux is obscenely dangerous.”
“Unless you can manipulate entropy and devour causality when that isn’t enough,” Annaface said, and she made a sound somewhere between a sigh and a laugh. There were times ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ was growing on her, in the absurdity of what it was.
“Just so. Well, the dawnglider eggnog is there to help cool off the heat. I mean that literally, it has a resist heat component that eating the honeyed latkes will trigger. You’ll need it to eat it without burning your mouth. Have the appetizers while I talk, please.”
Annaface took a sip of the dawnglider eggnog. Spicy, but not so much hot as it was spiced. It was thick, and cold, and it tingled like cinnamon as it went down. Not unpleasant.
“I’m glad Suir taught you that little bit. This is the Brambled Pass’ signature dish, and it is a dish only I can make. That, alone, says a lot, I think! It speaks to the true nature of the Brambled Pass. It is a place of community, but at its core, it is a place of me. You know that terrible secret. I have remade many of the people within it directly, with my own powers, and many more through gentle cultural guidance. So, that’s the irony part of it. The signature dish is something only I can make, and that I only make for certain people. The signature dish of a city that is made by me, its people made into certain people. An irony, already, yes?”
The honeyed latkes were crispy on the outside, yielding to a soft doughflesh, and the sweetness of the honey mixed with the spice of the cinnamon of the eggnog and, damnit, Annaface had to admit, it paired pretty well together.
“So, you know, it’s a whole statement about my perspective of myself as the author, whatever, sure, it’s a good irony. But it’s more than that. It’s this: everything is everything. As above, so below. Like must be is. That is the secret key to understanding this meal, and so, having given it to you, I will tell you of my cuisine: Here is represented a satire of the world, slanted whiddershins to your deosil. Here are the strata of Qud’s history, its epochal layers translated into the layers of noodle. Neutron flux worked into the cheese is the stars above. The coven that Qud once belonged to, that it unknowingly aches to belong to again. The desire to reach for something more, rather than fixing what matters at home first. Worked into the bottom layer, Eater’s nectar, and not normal Eater’s nectar, but relic-grade nectar, polygelled from a single source five-thousand-years-old. We dig into the past hoping we will find a meaning, a secret, something lost that will improve us, and you are smart enough I know you know that is not just literal, my little Templar, it is very much a figurative digging into an imagined past for an imagined history for an imagined continuity we can define ourselves with. We seek above and below for what will make us stronger but what is the meal, really? Layers of pain, repeating, endlessly. Fatality, if not guarded against, and it will still, with your heat resistance, hurt you. You see it? Unreachable things, above, below, and between them all, the torment of the burning lava. You see it?”
Annaface’s fork slid through the layers more easily than she thought it would. It yielded like any other lasagna. But when she speared it, and tried to lift it, oh, oh it was heavy. She needed all three hands to bring it to her lips.
“What my cuisine says about me: here is my parody of your story, of the only story your kind can ever tell. Eat your sin. Here is your universe captured in my satire, Annaface Probelle. I am feeding you not just yourself, not just your story, but all of your stories. I am feeding you a synecdoche of the miserable coil every one of you is born from and perpetuates. I am feeding you perspective on what you really are. Eat it, realize, and become a World. Or try to. Fail, and in your shaky apprehending, become a protagonist, if that’s all you can manage.”
Annaface ate. She tasted the heavy weight of 100,000 years and beyond and repeating endless cycles of flame and pain and mixed within the subtle flavor of something ineffable something barely noticeable and it was not a flavor it was not cuisine this was indeed satire this was a satire against all of reality and it settled into Annaface with a miserable irony and she did not know whether to look up or down or inwards but for a moment as she swallowed it she was not eating she was being made fun of on some level above her Self and it all settled into her with a disorientation she could not fully understand and did not fully want to because she knew on some level to actually understand this meal would be the end of what she was and the start of something too terrifying to consider being.
This was not food. This was a hateful attempt to destroy her.
[+2 to every attribute! +1 AV permanently!]
 
Guynerine Gaspard’s sword hit Annaface directly in the face.
She blinked. She was hoping she could get away without blinking, but it still hurt, even with several meals’ worth of stars and ancient life distilled buoying her body into nigh-invulnerability. It was enough, though. It was absolutely enough. This? This is what Suir felt when she had killed those cannibals, slaughtered those goatfolk, wasn’t it? When she had murdered Annaface’s family. This is the feeling whose lack was the only reason she had spared Annaface herself.
That look on Guynerine Gaspard’s face, as his sword deflected off of Annaface’s naked skin, and left no more than what she imagined was a faint bruise. The dilation of his eyes. Her omniscanner reported on the immediate elevation of his heartrate, of the flood of chemicals into his body as his confidence dumped into a panic. The stretch of his lips, in and out, an unconscious twitching where his fear was spilling out of his control and into his unmoderated expression.
Oh.
Oh. This is how Suir felt.
No, she understood. There was an intoxication to this. It was an absolutely awful feeling but she remembered every moment of cruelty Guynerine Gaspard had shown her through her entire life and now seeing this snapshot of time where he realized she was beyond him—oh. Oh no. Yes. No. She understood. This is why the Templar continued to kill, in part, because the thrill of having this much power over someone was deeply satisfying.
Annaface remembered the last time Suir had convinced her to tie her up in the bedroom and be real rough with her and it was that same sort of thrill. No. Yes. She could see where this was a problem. She could see how this could take over someone. Good to know. Good to know.
Guynerine Gaspard recovered quickly enough and made another swipe at her. Her hand twitched, but no. No. She had to let everyone know, let everyone see, that he had not simply failed with his edge alignment, with the force of his blow. Let them see it again.
It was her neck, this time, and it hurt less, honestly. She felt a small wetness there. This one, this one had drawn blood, but just barely. Her omniscanning eyes reassured her with an abstraction of her health: 284/309. Barely a ratio to be concerned with. This is how Suir really had felt, wasn’t it, when someone weaker than her just beat at her and failed to harm her? No. No, Annaface could see it. She could see the absolute intoxication. She was thanking her increased sense of willpower that she was resisting becoming completely drunk on the feeling. Oh, it required resisting.
Guynerine Gaspard’s next swing was in absolute panic, frustration, and coupled with an artless little grunt of a scream. That was enough fucking with him, and Annaface had more to rely on than fairy gifts. Had swordplay always been this slow? This predictable? She caught his blade with hers, there, now into a deflect, let him keep his momentum, convert it, strike there near the base, and done. His sword bounced out of his hand and scattered across the ground.
“Is this sufficient?” Annaface asked him. “My sword is not very sharp. It would be unsuitably brutish to have to hit you with it until you gave up.”
 
Annaface put her fork down. ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ’s Divine Heavenly Layers Lavasagna sat strangely in her. She felt… sated, certainly, but more than that. She felt more. She felt denser without feeling heavier. She felt stronger without feeling the work of it. She felt firmer. She felt… smarter? What did that even feel like?
And yet she felt as if there was another more she was at risk of reaching, and that she had failed to. ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ had explained the metaphorical dice-rolls of entropy, and of course, of course she was not going to collapse under the weight of a thousand suns eating a meal it had served her, but there was—there was—there was a potentiality here that the dice had not succeeded on their roll of, she was certain of it. There was a potentiality here Annaface had… refused?
“Well, okay,” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ, still sitting across from her, said, gently, and slightly sadly. “Only as a protagonist then.”
“Did—” Annaface leaned back in her seat. Outside, the last light of the Hindsun had already left the cleft of the Brambled Pass and it rendered itself in a deep blue, speckled soft orange with the glow of life. The cool wind was grounding and reassuring in a way Annaface didn’t like. “Did you just try to turn me into you.”
“It’s fine, Annaface,” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ said, in a voice that suggested it was not actually very fine in its opinion. “You’ll make a very effective protagonist, at least. Maybe you’ll still surprise me.”
“Did you just try to—”
“I tried to turn you into yourself, Annaface. But it’s okay. Maybe, from where you are, from what you are, you can still impress me. Don’t worry your pretty little head about it. Remain deosil, and maybe you can do something from inside. You’ve seen among the Daughters just about every possible way you can fail, right? Can you promise me at least you’ll do better than that? At least be better than that.”
 
Annaface lay in her cloister cell. It was lights off, but Melanelatia was now out of hiding from the folds of her clothing, and glowing softly. “Wow!” she said. “You really embarrassed that guy like super bad. You know those stories that people tell sometimes and it’s like, and then everyone stood up and clapped? Except it actually did happen. It was really exactly like one of those stories!”
“Yeah,” Annaface said, quietly, and not out of fear of being heard through several feet of fulcrete and stone. “I don’t… I don’t feel good about it?”
“Why not? You handed him his butt and didn’t even need to touch it.”
“I… ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ is sticking in my head.”
“Bumbly Frank? What about that old sour bucket?”
“That—that lavasagna it fed me.”
“Ohh! That creepy meal you ate like, a bunch of times even though I told you it was sketchy! Is it giving you indigestion at last? It’s eating rocks, Annaface, you aren’t a lithovore! That’s a guy that eats rocks, if you didn’t know.”
“No. No, it. I cannot possibly describe it. It tasted like it was making fun of me. And just now, as I relied on its advantage to put myself above my opponent, I felt that sense of satire landing harder than it had when I had eaten it. Can I say something very stupid? Something that makes me feel very dumb?”
“I got +1 intelligence for you, so no worries! You can’t get that dumb with me around! Don’t go making out with any wit saps, though.”
“I felt like I was letting it down. ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ. In a way that I don’t want to. Not that I am somehow mind-compelled to please it, but in the way of… it made fun of me and I’m proving it right. That meal was some parody of the world and its patterns and I get that much of it to know that establishing myself as the dominant ape and using that to gain my advantage is just… it’s proving ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ right in a way it hopes it can be proven wrong in. In a way I want to prove it wrong in. I need to talk to Guynerine Gaspard and apologize to him.”
“That absolute jerk? Annaface it isn’t like I can read your memories like a book, which sucks because that’d be convenient, but I can taste this guy has been a whole-sized jerk your entire life. Why bother?”
“Because that’s… that’s the most humble, dumb thing I can think of. Because it’s the thing every part of me says I shouldn’t. I should lord my victory over him, and those are the instincts that have kept us living this cycle of violence for a thousand years. For five thousand years. I’m not a protagonist. This isn’t a story that’s here to make me feel good about winning. I’m not letting that damn fairytale be proven right.”
“Do you have to care what the fairytale even thinks?”
“I was made fun of on some level I can’t understand and I’m not letting that extradimensional asshole have one over me anymore than I am letting Guynerine have it. I need… I need another perspective. Hold on.”
Annaface wore Rhythmic Clasp of the Lonely Eremite high up on her right arm, where none would see it throughout the day. She did not need to touch it to invoke its power. She felt time, for a moment, a sense of movement she had always experienced and it deviated just slightly in a different direction and that lurching made her feel horribly nauseated, and what vomited out was herself, standing in the middle of the room.
“Hi, Annaface,” Other-Annaface said.
“Hi, Annaface,” Annaface said. “So. What are we thinking?”
“We’re getting really full of ourself,” Other-Annaface said.
“I was worried about that.”
“We were indeed.” Other-Annaface paced. “I think I know where to start with this. What’s the opposite of the Daughters? Because Brambly Jim was right, we do have blueprints of how to fail. So what is their opposite? What’s the opposite of Tiyu-Yutep?”
This one came easily. “Letting go. Not assuming the entire world is our charge to fix.”
“Good enough. What’s the opposite of Savithvyr?”
“… not letting go. Not giving up just because the task is pointless and it’s never succeeded before.”
“All right. We’re already at an unresolvable contradiction, but that’s fine. What’s the opposite of Naara?”
“Uhm. Not being the worst.”
“I agree with that, obviously, but what else?”
“Not being a cryptic jerk who thinks she knows all the answers. Not allowing yourself to become the martyring-hero of a people. Land’s sake she’s the same as Tiyu-Yutep isn’t she? That’s why they don’t get along.”
“Makes sense to me. To us? What’s the opposite of Igwashim?”
“Not wandering off as soon as things are the first shade of done that you can call it.”
“Sure. What’s the opposite of Suir?”
That one hung longer in the dark air before Annaface could answer it. “She’s terrified of the power she has but, but I’ve felt that power now, and I know what kind of terror she has of it? And it’s the wrong kind. She still enjoys it. She’s scared of how much she already enjoys it. It has to stop before that. That’s where I have to stop. I let him hit me with his sword twice just to let him know how powerless he was and that could be fine but I enjoyed it. That’s how it is with all of them isn’t it? Tiyu-Yutep is terrified of her power but she can’t ever let it go that it’s on her shoulders to fix everything. Naara always complains she’s stuck being the hero of her people but that’s on her. Savithvyr didn’t give up in pride it was with this—this—despair? ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ called me a protagonist of a story like it was a curse. How do I fix this without being—like that?”
“Hm,” Other-Annaface thought. “Hm. Probably the first step is to stop thinking it’s yours to fix?”
“So I give up and let the Templar do whatever.”
“We’ve listened to plenty of those stories in the Brambled Pass, right?”
“We’ve read a bunch of them. I don’t know why reading random books was part of our training regimen but it seems to have worked?”
“Okay. But what does the protagonist do in every story?”
“Win?”
“Exactly.”
“So we need to lose. On purpose lose.”
“No! Now we’re just letting ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ’s dumb ideas define everything we do. We have to do the opposite of it too. No no no, listen,” and Other-Annaface kneeled down next to herself, and she could see the delirious excitement in her did-her-face-really-look-like-that? “We’re trying to convert an army of genocidists into living peacefully with the mutants they’ve spent generations hating and, who, in full honesty, aren’t even all good people either. There are tons of awful mutants out there.”
“Mm?”
“We’re never going to win. We’re powerful enough we can kill whoever we want now, sure, fine, that is immaterial. We are never going to accomplish this. We will never satisfy ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ. We will never save every member of our convoluted family line here. There’s no happy ending. There’s no fixing this. The only way we get everything we ever wanted is by becoming something so completely inhuman and detached from consequences we dictate to everyone what happens on our own terms. We only win if we put the Spindle’s distance between us and the world and like some Eater seraph we dictate the it turn at our command. Which we aren’t going to do.”
“We have no idea what we’re doing, but we navigate by what we’re not doing then.”
“Yes! We’ve been following everyone’s advice since we got here and we need to let all of it go. Not out of some protagonistic primacy but in—but in refusal to be any part of this. We ate ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ’s Divine Heavenly Layered Lavasagna. It was a satire of our dimension in—in—”
“Microcosm,” Other-Melanelatia cheerfully offered.
“Microcosm, yes,” Other-Annaface agreed. “As described by a perspective only it can have. Extradimensional. And you felt it. For that insane dizzying moment each time we ate it we felt it and trying to understand it is why we came back to it so many times. There is this cycle that everyone perpetuates and I can imagine it. I can see it. Can’t you? You can’t put it into words but there’s a shape. There’s this—”
“A coil.”
“Spiraling downwards the exact same way forever. I can imagine Qud 5000 years ago and it’s the same with different names. I can imagine a chiliad-distant Qud and it will be the same, with names and faces changed and the same nonsense happening over and over again. And we just—” Other-Annaface disappeared from the timeline.
“—refuse and stop playing along with it entirely,” Annaface said to herself. “What does that even mean, then?”





  
    Chapter End Notes

    sometimes, killing God becomes the necessity. It's identifying the definitional boundaries of the corpus of divinity that's the hard part. The daughters of exile say the shape of a society is visible only from the outside, and you can apply that to a lot of things if you're willing to be flippant with definitions of words. You have to be, if you're trying to kill definitions!


  


      

  











She disarmed the blades of the crusade so we could pick berries in the orchards we were to burn.
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  Three months had not felt like three months. They had felt like a year. They had felt like short weeks. She had chatted and trained and patrolled with her family like nothing had changed and everything had changed and she had been part of what was changing it. Changing them.
The squires found in her a hero who did not look down on them for their ignorance or inexperience. A gentle elder who reassured them the world was not trying to kill them, who showed them they could be kind without being weak. All that most of them had needed was someone else to tell them that. A few clung tighter to dogma and hatred in their learned fear but peer pressure amongst the only peers who cared about them—their fellow Squires?—it had an almost hilarious effect? Now the few who thought the mutant deserving of unilateral death and thought the world outside their enemy were the ones that risked becoming the outcasts of the outcast.
Annaface hadn’t even done that, hadn’t planned that part. The Squires had done this on their own. She’d provided little more than another perspective, and it had been enough. They’d done it, on their own, and by the end of the three months, the Squires were Annaface’s allies.
Her friendship with Thocquedam and Dannephne had begun in commiseration of the cruelty of their burden and had become full-blown sedition. Maybe the crusade was pointless. Why did they need to own the Spindle and its chaos of grave-robbers, mutants, and ancient, forgotten dead? You couldn’t eat the illusion of an inherited honor. She’d told them of Saiha and the Brambled Pass and the knowledge that the greater world would welcome them with a blank insouciance into their homes had begun to spread. Their conspiracy of three became ten who were tired of a life doomed to murder in the salted jungle by an unending swarm of mutants and imagined they could live anything differently. The conspiracy of ten became a figment of thought that haunted Sacred Guodimm bodiless and unstoppable.
It hadn’t even been her, after a certain point. It had grown entirely out of her control before too long. Why wouldn’t it? They were losing this war and had been losing it for as long as anyone could remember, and against the Daughters of Nafpor, they had lost severely. And Annaface had killed one of them, and she was not a coward but she thought it was pointless.
They had pried and poked for details of the depravity of Suir Softbeast and Annaface hadn’t even bothered to lie. A bloodthirsty thing in the same way a confused puppy who only knew how to fight was. A pathetic, sad beast who needed someone else to help guide it. Did some of them begin to suspect she hadn’t even killed Suir? That she had killed some look-alike? Did the few who knew of Suir’s abilities begin to realize that decapitation was something the monster that was the Softbeast could have survived?
It spiraled out of her control and Annaface let it. She ceded control of the narrative as much as she could out of spite. If nothing else, pretending was getting to her. She had learned that you could be many different Selves and she was tired of it and there was a single Annaface she had fought hard to become and she, day by day, was too tired to pretend she wasn’t that Annaface anymore.
But who could challenge her on it? She could not put off being deployed, and standing about with her fellow knights in some pointless ruin, they had been attacked by a swarm of flamebeards. Her fellows had the opportunity to see her fight for real then, not with the simple sword-work she’d disarmed Guynerine Gaspard but with an expression of her actual abilities. Artifacts she tinkered on the spot and disassembled back down and reassembled into new forms as the combat shifted. Layers of grenades thrown in tandem.
She had killed none of them. Flashbang grenades, sleep gas grenades, a space inverter, a hypertractor, her stasis entangler, and flash-crafted portable walls, and she had simply sent the breathbeards on their way elsewhere. You could have killed them, Annaface, her peers had told her. Certainly, she had said, but I didn’t feel like it, and clearly didn’t need to.
Remember how she had argued with Suir about the moral imperative to kill dangerous people? That power had to come with a responsibility? And now that she had the power how terrifying it had been? It was so satisfying to say, ah, well, no, I don’t have the answers, I’m no wiser than anyone else. No more thought to the matter. She could have defeated them without killing them so she had, and that was all there was to it. It was her whimsy.
She’d met a breathbeard before, anyway, she’d explained to her peers, and they weren’t all so bad. Haven’t you heard of those fairytales where the hero spares an animal and it comes back to help them later? Well, fairytales aren’t real, but if you can afford to be kind why not anyway? No big deal.
It wasn’t like the mutants were a monolith that were out to destroy them, she’d said, on multiple occasions. She’d lived among them. Some of them were freaks and assholes, sure. A lot of them were fine. No big deal. Kind of overrated, really, the danger of the mutant. Did you really believe all those things you were told about them? There are villages that are full of talking dogs and they nap all day. Fairly pleasant! Didn’t see what all the fuss of the crusade was about, really.
Of course it was all going to catch up to her.
It was fine. Annaface knew she had a time limit. She knew she had several time limits. The most urgent among them was her inability to remain living in Sacred Guodimm for much longer. Its familiar corners held a heavy weight of memories trapped in them and it was becoming painful to linger. Places she had seen Rosalee alive and which no longer contained her. Places that had held trapped a powerless, miserable Annaface still held ghosts of that Annaface, and she was getting tired of it seeing her old self.
It was going to come to a head, eventually, so why not let it?
“We’ve been far too bold,” Thocquedam said, pacing in Annaface’s cloister cell. “We’ve let too many know. We should have fled when we had the chance.”
It was a familiar set of words, really. Hadn’t Rosalee muttered the same? Hadn’t Annaface thought that, after she’d escaped? She felt so detatched, now, and not with the numbness of despair but with something far more terrifying to herself. She’d hoped, before she came here, for winning to feel triumphant, even if moderated, even if hard-fought. There was only detachment. It felt beautiful. How had it taken her this long to realize how to do it?
“I don’t want to say it,” Dannephne said, fidgeting where she stood, “but if you—if you do just confess to sedition, then the rest of us—”
“That’s dumb,” Annaface said, strapping the last of her crysteel armor on. “That’s a dumb game.”
“They sent us to get you because they know we’ve been—our ideology has been corrupted by you,” Dannephne stammered. “So if we—if we bring you in, if we bring you in then at least we can be spared. Annaface they know you’ve been talking about abandoning the crusade and living amongst the mutant. Let them just—just think it was just you—”
“No,” Annaface said, securing her bitbox to her belt. Her micromanipulator arrays burst from her like the convulsing legs of spiders. “You don’t want to be here anymore than I do. So we’re leaving. We’re doing it today. It is as good a day as any to do it.”
“We can’t just—leave,” Thocquedam said. “We aren’t prepared, and they won’t let us go—”
“Preparing is a waste of time after a point,” Annaface said. “You cross rivers as you come to them. Where did they want me?”
“In the mustering hall,” Thocquedam said.
“I think getting dressed took too much time,” Annaface said. Her penetrating radar exposed the approach of two of the older Templar Knights, marching with purpose towards them, coming around the far corner out in the hall. “It’s not fair, you know? In a lot of ways. If I wasn’t this powerful, I wouldn’t be able to just… not care. I could, but then they would kill me, and that could—that could set a very good example, if enough people did it, over enough time, maybe. Maybe. I know there’s something of a failure here. It’s not perfect. If I was still weak and normal maybe it would be more meaningful, on some level? But if I’m doing the opposite of the Daughters, I’m also doing the opposite of ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ and I’m not obsessing over narrative themes. Fuck it. We’re doing it like this.”
“What!?” Dannephne pleaded. “Annaface please just come with us, take off your—”
“Too late,” Annaface said. It was now. It was today. It was right the fuck now. She strapped the Olive Face on against her helmet. Melanelatia buzzed out of hiding and perched atop the effigy of the spindle and glowed gently.
“About time honestly, I was getting sick of this place. All the neat places we’ve visited? Worst on the list. Zero star review. No good food, no good ambience. Lighting? Unsexy. Unsexy lighting.”
“Is that a talking bug?” Thocquedam asked, staring.
“Is that a talking human?” Melanelatia asked, buzzing.
The Templar Knights had arrived. They were in full armor, their faces hidden by the tall cylinders of their helmets. They stood outside the door and their weapons were already drawn.
Dannephne buckled and Annaface couldn’t blame her. “Elders,” she said, turning to them. “She won’t come with us, and we aren’t enough to—”
“Out,” the nearest ordered. Dannephne slipped out the cell in shame. Thocquedam looked back at Annaface with the terror of powerlessness worn onto his face, and followed her. Yes, Annaface thought. It came down to power in the end, didn’t it? Because no matter how hard she tried there was always a point where the strongest ape threatened to kill everyone else and that’s pretty much what set things moving. Okay.
One of the Templar Knights stepped into her cell. “Annaface Probelle,” he said. “You are charged with spreading seditious—”
The blueprint was familiar to her by now. She had not wasted the three months she’d spent amongst the Daughters of Nafpor reunited at last, and she had learned everything she could from Savithvyr, from Tiyu-Yutep, and from Suir, from three of the greatest living tinkers in Qud, and so, micromanipulator arrays working at a frenzied blur, building her space inverter from scrap bits kept in her bitbox was an easy, reflexive thing, and it was done in seconds. She slotted in one of the antimatter cells she kept around, leaned slightly to the side, aimed around the Knight in front of her, and shot the Knight still out in the hallway.
Zwap! There she was, now standing between Thocquedam and Dannephne.
It was wild to her, really, and even knowing the principles of the science of it, taking a handful of scrap metals and scrap electronics, and combining them with some refined alloys and circuits, in a simple, casual moment, things which weighed essentially nothing were now an eight-pound deployable box that Annaface tossed behind her.
Foamcrete expanded with a satisfying hiss and sealed the two Templar Knights in the cell.
Annaface clapped her three hands together. “So! I’m sick of this place. Would you like to come with me and go somewhere nicer and stop playing Crusade?”
 
“I don’t understand, if we’re leaving, why are we going to the mustering hall?” Dannephne asked.
“Because everyone is there waiting to see my trial. Because Chiffrey hopes this is a misunderstanding he can correct. Because if it isn’t, I need to be punished, severely and publicly, so everyone knows the price of not wanting to play this dumb game everyone’s obsessed with playing.”
“That sounds like an excellent reason to not be heading directly into—”
“Because you can kill a hundred Templar and make martyrs of them all. Because I can kill them and become the newest enemy, and a generation from now, someone will set down their mother’s sword in front of them and say, ah, your mother, it’s a shame you didn’t know her, murdered by that traitor Annaface Probelle, and that’s why we can’t ever stop the crusade. It’s really Annaface’s fault you never got to know your mother, you know, and not this dumb game we all insisted on playing, even if we all hated it. That’s what happens if I kill everyone here. But if you do what I’m going to do? Then the game ends. I’m going to make it so no one in Guodimm can take this seriously ever again.”
“What?”
“It’s like with ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ. I spent so long trying to beat it at its own game and I only won when I stopped playing. All either of you need to do is stay safe, stay alive, and try to collect the rest of the Templar we know who want out. Do that much and I’ll handle the rest. They can’t hurt us.”
“I… when you say that, I honestly believe it,” Dannephne said.
“I know,” Annaface said. “I’m sorry. Please don’t make a sultan out of me for what comes next.”
The mustering hall’s doors were massive things made of reclaimed bell bronze from the ancient arcologies and still worn on their bowed surface was the faded shapes of effigies of a greater time that no one here had ever known or knew the significance of and that had done nothing to stop them from building of that imagined past an imagined future. Damnit. Annaface hated that ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ’s fucking stupid meal had a point.
Walls were no longer a thing that mattered to her, and she could see the mustering of the crusade within. Most in armor. The Squires, the few left to the fortress-monastery, gathered together and shuffling in confusion. Many of the younger Knights, the ones who had become sympathetic, she could see/hear/perceive them standing with a sort of miserable fatalism. A pleasant fantasy, escaping the crusade, but clearly that ended today, they must be thinking.
The older Knights, well, she hadn’t expected on converting most of them, but maybe she could change some of that. Chiffrey Probelle, her suprauncle, her relation several times over, who had known her mother and had denied her ever knowing her mother and had blamed it on Suir when it had been their mutual choice to play this stupid fucking game, he was there, sitting amongst the other elders, waiting for Annaface to be escorted in under guard.
Annaface kicked open the door and walked inside without no further formality. Every face, every misshapen, gravity-drawn, inbred face turned to stare at her. “Hey what’s up,” Annaface said, walking into the center of the room. Her heart was pounding heavy and she could not pretend she was not terrified to shit but that didn’t matter.
“Annaface Probelle,” Knight Commander of the Holy Temple Chiffrey Probelle called out, his voice cracking twice, once in surprise and once in disappointment. “You—”
“No,” Annaface said, standing before the crusade, hands on her hips. Thocquedam and Dannephne scurried off to the sides, Dannephne to the Squires and Thocquedam to the cluster of sympathetic Knights. “This is dumb.”
“After all we have—to—if your mother were alive to—”
“You never let me see my mother, so you can blame yourself if you need someone to,” Annaface said. “Everyone here, listen. You’re my family. I’m here on trial, I think? Okay. Here’s my piece: all the accusations are right. I’ve lived among the mutants and it was fine. You’re all idiots. You’re fighting a war none of you want to fight and you don’t need to fight. I’m leaving, and I’m taking with me whoever wants to leave. We’re establishing a home for ourselves, and you cannot stop me.”
Annaface felt no satisfaction at the look on Chiffrey’s face. The past three months he’d been a father to her that she’d never even known the concept of before and hurting him like this, despite everything, it was tearing at her inside. Annaface decided that was fine. Things like this were going to hurt. Let them hurt. “Seize her,” Chiffrey said. Oh, he was clearly feeling this pain as much as Annaface was. Good. Didn’t he realize it? It was a pain he had built for them to experience. His decision. His decision to play this stupid game.
Most of the Knights turned on her, even many amongst the younger group who she had been counting on supporting her. Of course. She knew it was going to happen. Eigenrifles, freeze rays, a flamethrower, they all aimed at her. Carbide and fullerite swords were drawn. Thocquedam and Dannephne looked at her in desperation.
“This is so fucking dumb,” Annaface said, and stomped her foot in a pretty little tantrum to match.
Spacetime’s progress was hijacked and forced to follow the mathematic tessellation of the crystals in her legs and expanded like foamcrete being pumped with air. It ribboned from her in unearthly colors, in cyan and pink, in a neon-violent geometry, and the entire room was seized with a friction of such insistence that the cessation of the movement of molecules was so absolute that the concept of cold didn’t find an opening to take effect.
You wouldn’t think time, stopped, would be so loud, but there it was, screaming. The room was cast in a rigid mold of vaporous colors and behind the flashing of it the entirety of the mustering of Sacred Guodimm stood still in time-out.
Except for Annaface, and except for Chiffrey.
It was the last time she’d see this room, wasn’t it? A great meeting hall even in the time of the Eaters, with walls of marble kept clean by the unidled hands of generations of Squires. Its ceiling yielded to a dome in offworld gold, the single and only luxury of ornamentation Annaface had known for most of her life, and here, it looked gaudy and it looked plain. Across the room, at a heavy row of tables, the elders were held in neon stasis except for Chiffrey Probelle, her suprauncle, who had never treated her well until she had fulfilled the rules of the stupid game he’d set their entire family to play.
“What is this?” he asked.
There it was, for a moment, the flash of joy at someone’s powerlessness. What a stupid, meaningless thing to stammer. What is this? The fortress-monastery had a small stash of stasis grenades. He knew what this was. His mouth made words as his animal brain spun and tried to make sense of what was happening around him. Annaface could take delight in it, or she could pity it, and she decided on a third cooler thing, which was to not care.
She shunted herself through space and teleported in front of him, across the desk. Chiffrey, at least, stood, did not stumble, stood and drew his fullerite black blade and stared at her with a disbelief born of a hope that he would not be obliged to cut down someone he’d come to care for.
“I am taking anyone who wants to leave, and we are leaving,” Annaface said.
“No,” he said, shaking his head at its gene-set angle. “No.” And Annaface realized he was not telling her no to her statement, he was saying no to the situation. “I had hoped it was a misunderstanding in need of correction. Not you, Annaface. Not the daughter of your mother. You are not to turn on your family.”
“I’m not,” Annaface said. “I told you. I am taking my family, and we are leaving, and you cannot stop me.”
For the perfect image of the true inheritors of the legacy of the world, Chiffrey seemed to be a lost, upset animal, looking anywhere but at Annaface. “No. Annaface. Face punishment, face it like a human, and recommit yourself to the Holy Rhombus. This is a child’s fancy. This is—”
“This is the first adult thing I’ve ever done. I’m not playing your nonsense game. No one is getting to, not any further. Put down your sword. You can join me if you want. A quiet farm, held in peace—”
“You were gone too long. You were tainted by them. My fault for hoping. My fault. I’m sorry, Annaface.” Chiffrey, his bionic arm flexing, tossed his table-segment out of the way, behind him, and he stepped forward, swinging.
Okay.
Negentropy.
Step back, slight angle. His sword passed harmlessly by.
Disarm. There his weapon went scattering across the floor.
With skill honoring his rank and station Chiffrey did not hesitate and slid the laser rifle down along his shoulder and aimed it. Annaface struck the nearby table to reset the momentum of her blade already in motion, and brought it back at Chiffrey again.
Disarm.
The laser rifle fell and Annaface was faster. Her micromanipulator fingers exploded out like startled spiders and they grappled at the laser rifle before it could hit the ground. The casing slid off. The diodes were extracted. Lenses retrieved. Screws unfastened. Chiffrey barely breathed and it was completely disassembled and stored in the vector trap of Annaface’s bitbox.
“We aren’t playing this game anymore,” Annaface said, gently, and firmly, as one would when rebuking a child when taking away their dangerous toys.
There were ancient combat techniques even the Templar only knew the faintest images of. Only his elevated station granted Chiffrey Probelle the knowledge of the edges of this art, and he enacted what little understanding of it he had. He went for the chair. He swung it up in a heavy arc, aimed at Annaface’s head.
She rose her shield and slammed into his blow too early, a staggering block, and Chiffrey stumbled back, stunned, unable to respond, and so Annaface said words she had spent several days carefully picking to say to him, and she said them, and they weren’t as satisfying as she had hoped they would be to say.
“I am the beneficiary of an unfair inheritance. We are in a bespoke timeline that was tweaked to ensure I would, at least, get this far. I wear artifacts gained by further manipulation of the timelines to ensure its finders survived countless deaths. I am buoyed by an unfair inheritance, and I would apologize for this, but I do not find this unique in the world. Very few reach where they are alone. Most who succeed do so on the successes of others. Most who fail are first failed by those around them. You have seen the Annaface raised by the Sons of Man, a pathetic, frightened, scared, self-hating creature desperate for approval, accomplishing nothing, and unable to prevent the death of someone she loved. You now see the Annaface raised by the Daughters of Nafpor. The person was the same seed. The care was all that differed. I will not apologize for this being unfair. This will feel unreasonably unfair, and I will not apologize for it. How many innocents, raised as farmers, found themselves at the blades of those raised as killers? How many people whose greatest weapon was a rusty vinereaper faced you with your light rails and grenades? It is always unfair. You’ve ensured the game stays unbalanced. This? This is the feeling reversed on you. But I am not here to play the game of who-is-most-powerful. I’m not here to play I-make-the-rules. We’re leaving. Suprauncle, I am leaving, and I am taking any with me who want to go. You haven’t lost here, because losing happens in the game. The game is over. It’s done. Put away your toys and have an end of it.”
Chiffrey shook off his stunned uselessness, but found himself with nothing left to contest Annaface with. “Your stasis will wear off shortly, it must,” he said. “You cannot fight against the crusade alone.”
“… I’m sorry, suprauncle,” Annaface said, and she meant it, and she felt tears in her eyes, and it was not for the reason he was hoping it was, “I’m sorry, I can. I’ve become something that… can do that. I told you. It is not fair. It is extremely, absolutely, not fair. I am terrified at being it, but I am it, now. But if you need an adult to come in and tell you to stop, I’m going to do it.”
“You—”
“If I killed you all, if I lead the Daughters of Nafpor here to defeat you, it would be the same damn cycle, no, I get it. I get it. But what’s asked of me to break it requires me to become something unreasonable. And I have to become that thing without putting myself at Spindle’s height above everyone else. You cannot imagine how hard this will be, suprauncle, not to perform, but to perform without losing myself to the same intoxication that claimed all of the Daughters of Nafpor. To wield the power of a sultan and then discard it as Resheph did the moment I don’t need it. Because you know it as well as I, having power over people feels—so—good. I’m thankful my girlfriend and I have developed a system where I can express power over her in healthy ways. Well. Somewhat healthy? I’m not sure if it’s that good a thing how much she enjoys me cutting off her head, but. We’re all a bit weird, aren’t we?”
Annaface was still enjoying this too much, but she was not willing to be so perfect as to not be a person, and the shallows of the dawning horror on Chiffrey’s face as he processed what she had said and what it implied was so deeply pleasurable and Annaface had never promised to anyone she’d be perfect because if she had been perfect then she’d be failing at not-being-the-Sultan anyway, right?
“Three seconds left!” Melanelatia chirped. “Get ready!”
“Okay,” Annaface said. As time began to unbind itself around her she nudged it just a little bit further, and another Annaface stepped into the timeline next to Annaface. “Suprauncle, do you remember the feeling of being chastised as a child? Of being humiliated? This was how you have insisted we all live our lives here, with that as our foundation. Does it work, do you think? If we humiliate you enough, right now, will you learn?”
Time unfroze, and Annaface began.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    It's an unreasonable victory to achieve. It's the sort of victory you can only achieve when your friends are the most powerful in the world, when your friends can control time. It's not a fair victory. But isn't it always like that? How often do the victors win because their friends are the most powerful in the world? How rarely does ANYone win from any position other than that of existing power? If you want to undo a coil from within, you must start from a point within the coil. That's just common sense. The act of the victory, and the shape it takes, all of that isn't nearly as important as what happens after.
This chapter isn't terribly important, and Annaface has won nothing, and the part that actually matters comes next. It's easy to be more powerful than someone else. It's easy to make others feel powerless. It's easy to take the power others have granted you, to use an existing sTRENGTh and break apart a different one. That's part of the cycle. It spirals deosil eternal.
In the short moment it's your turn to steer it, do you think you can resist the clockwise weight of inheritance?
Can you, in just a short, tiny moment, at the second of your victory, undo a reality's momentum and turn it whiddershins?
Can you do that from inside the shape itself?  Let's find out together, friends. One way or another, there is an ending fast approaching.


  


      

  











Badly Wounded
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  She had talked herself up just a little bit too much, Annaface thought, and had underestimated the might of the Sons of Man just somewhat.
Oh this was the worst pain she’d ever felt in her life though.
Her omniscanner warned her the abstraction of her health was 17/309 and cheerfully summarized it as “Badly Wounded.” Yes. Yes it sure fucking felt like it, thank you.
Her left arm hung in the sheath of its flesh but without any of the vital connectors to render it functional. The weight of the shield still strapped around her useless hand was the only thing keeping it from rotating freely at the ruin of her elbow. The meat of her upper arm was destroyed and her bones were shattered in several places. She had taken too many blows on the shield, and the few grenades she had failed to counter properly had done their work. Her salve injectors had done admirably but that last resonance grenade had taken her by surprise. Until she got more healing supplies this arm was done. She almost wish it had just been blown off. Maybe that’d hurt less.
Breathing came in hard, painful spikes. The crysteel of her armor was cracked, and in some places it had been coaxed to splinter into novel shapes, some of which protruded through the backing and into the meat of her body. Every breath hurt. She’d need to peel the armor off and out of her before she could meaningfully heal the worst of that.
Behind the sultan mask her left eye felt swollen and vision was largely being offloaded as a task to her right eye. Her walking was unsteady, not only because of all of that but because she was pretty sure she’d sprained her ankle or something, and setting her left foot down and leaning her weight on it sent a miserable red pain spiking up her leg and into her guts.
She had talked herself up just a little bit too much, and had underestimated the Sons of Man just somewhat, but only just somewhat.
Sacred Guodimm was defeated.
The mustering hall was unrecognizable. Two of the walls had been completely blown out in the fight, and a dozen new foamcrete walls had sprung up in the middle, a pock-marked maze of fighting-corridors Annaface had deployed and exploited. Gasses of countless flavors intermingled and were only now beginning to thin out, a rainbow haze of deleterious miasmas that, combined, made the room smell like the inside of a kitchen where no one knew how to cook.
Knights Templar lay scattered all around the room, kneeling, sitting, resting against walls, frozen solid, asleep, unconscious, and in one case, trapped in an alternate phase state. Swords had been thrown everywhere in the fight. The few missile weapons Annaface hadn’t managed to disassemble mid-combat were broken, stomped on, cut in half, or in other new, exciting modes of scrap, and they adorned the tiled ground.
Annaface could not fight another second and that was fine. Seven Templar Squires and thirteen Knights Templar had flipped in the end. Twenty was more than she had honestly expected. They were still roaming about the room, collecting discarded weapons. They pulled the insensate losers together and bound them with wire and with rope and whatever else they could find on hand. Those not disabled by freeze grenades or by sleep grenades Annaface had disarmed, and in some cases where she had little better option, had literally dis-armed, and on Annaface’s orders their bleeding stumps were being given medical treatment.
But no one had died.
She took a long, painful breath and her vision splintered into a kaleidoscope of yellow and black shapes and cohered again.
No one had died.
Annaface had used the negentropic shield a half-dozen times, engaging it the moment it had gone off its blessedly-short cooldown, and it had saved her life a half-dozen times. She had spent—no idea how long that had taken actually?—the entire fight in a state of awareness beyond anything she had thought was possible and which was absolutely not sustainable. If she had been fighting to kill this certainly would have been easier, on a purely mechanical level, but she was making a fucking point.
Knight Commander of the Holy Temple Chiffrey Probelle, his bruised face leaking blood, was sitting on the floor in front of her, his back resting against a foamcrete wall. He was staring at her with a look she’d become so used to in the past three months, and had grown fond of receiving. That sort of quiet awe. It was a different awe, a hateful awe, but it was still there, somewhere, deep down, that sort of pride in your kin for accomplishing the impossible twice in a row now.
“We’re taking all the weapons,” Annaface said, and didn’t hide how painful it was to talk. “I’m going to the temple mecha and disassembling the power cores before I leave. I’m taking what medical supplies we need so I don’t fucking die on the way back out. The Daughters of Nafpor know where Guodimm is. If you muster from it for war they’ll be here in force. I’m the least of the Daughters of Nafpor and I did this. You won’t win. They won’t spare you like I did. They don’t—they won’t care. I still care. You’re family. If you want to join up with us later that’s fine. Come live with us. Play farm instead of crusade. It’ll be fun. It’ll be more fun than this.”
“You’ve destroyed us,” Chiffrey said. His voice was a quiet little murmur. Blood trickled from his busted face. “The mutants will devour us.”
“You have a few patrols still out. They’ll return with weapons. If Oudin even remembers we exist they’ll reinforce you. They don’t, they won’t. I’d say you’re lucky it’s me who did this but this wasn’t luck. This was war. Whatever. I don’t care. Chiffrey this life sucked. My life sucked until the moment Suir Softbeast murdered my family and kidnapped me. That’s how much this sucked. Maybe it was fun for you. I don’t care.”
“It doesn’t matter if it was fun Annaface, this is about survival.”
“Yeah. Dangers of the mutant. I did this to you. Not a mutant. Not an outsider. Me. The least of the Daughters of Man. You spent your whole life afraid the mutant was going to come get you and it was me. It was us. It was the people you offloaded your frustrations onto. I did this. I’m taking your toys away from you so you can’t play anymore. Find a new way to live or don’t. I’ve honestly done all I can for you.”
“Done for us? You’ve destroyed us. You’ve destroyed your family—”
“You killed Rosalee. You’ve been destroying your family—”
“Rosalee? Squire Rosalee? That little crying—”
“Chiffrey I am beat to shit but if you say another word on that I’m breaking your jaw. I have just that much left in me and I’ll do it.”
Thocquedam and Dannephne melted out of the haze of the distance. Had they just been standing there? ◆11 ○-2. What? No, that was her omniscanner talking. Fuck. She might be a little bit more delirious than she thought. Being angry at Chiffrey was steadying her but the moment she wasn’t focused on him the room was spinning.
“Saad,” Dannephne said. “Flolyrine and Humachim Lumagaux wanted to leave with us. They fought against you in the combat but they say that—”
“Sure. Whoever,” Annaface said. Was that them? That was them. Standing between Thocquedam and Dannephne, their hands bound and their eyes cast down. “Yeah you can come. If you try to do the shit I just did—pretend you’re on our side so you can turn on us later—I’m just going to full on fucking kill you. I don’t have time for that. My mercy goes as far as tonight only. Yeah? Good? Sorry. I’m in a bad mood I think. Yeah whoever wants to come can come. If they fuck around I’ll kill them. Did anyone find any more salve injectors? Or at least some dreadroot? I don’t know how much longer I’m actually going to be able to keep standing. I don’t get how Suir thinks this feels good. Being hurt fucking hurts.”





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Well! I'll withhold my full commentary on this for when Annaface talks to me in-person again.
There are approximately 3 chapters remaining. Is there a thrill in that? In seeing the end point rising up before you? The end of the journey?
Haha, but we all know the real secret, don't we?  Stories never end, they just reach a point at which you stop following their narrative. The End is a terminal function that requires a complete cessation of movement. Not to spoil the line, but oh, pretend it is just as fresh when we say it later on through our unicorn-dragon mouth: happily ever after is the prerogative of the fairytale alone, and Annaface turned that down.
Victory is a temporary state. There's always time for things to get worse again.


  


      

  











The End
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  It had been three months since Suir had seen Annaface. She’d have been more worried, but ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ had already spoiled everyone on how things would turn out. Annaface wins, defeats the Templar, and leads 22 of them to freedom. She manages it without killing a single Templar, although she does dismember a few of them, and has to beat up pretty much all of them until they can’t fight anymore. Crazy to even imagine that. Annaface, doing that! On her own!
Knowing how things ended didn’t make the wait that much easier, either, though. And knowing that she survived, that she won, that she actually won! That wasn’t curing Suir of the buzzing anticipation she felt fluttering around in her many, many organs.
The fun part about Qud is you never knew which cave lead to what. It was full of caves, and they just kind of opened up randomly all over the world. Maybe this one lead to an entire underground forest? Maybe you followed that passage down and you were in some ancient library. Maybe you went down there and it was just, you know, a cave. You follow any of those caves and maybe you end up in a hallway full of turrets. Maybe you end up in a horizontal slice of some old tower. Maybe you find a cryotube with yourself in it. Pretty wild stuff!
Suir would have never expected this humble little hole in the dirt to lead almost directly to a secret Templar outpost. In the northern jungles, between Saiha and a little town built around a jade mine? In this random parasang of trees? Here, by this hill? Where the earth had split and shunted itself upwards in a great wall of dirt, there, with the roots of an oversized mangrove being the only thing prying a tunnel open? This little wet dirt hole?
Follow that down several strata, take a few correct turns, and bam. Secret Templar Outpost. It was well hidden for sure! Suir couldn’t find any hint of bootprints coming in or out. They’d have never found this on their own. She might have walked past this specific hole in the ground a dozen times in her ramblings across Qud and never even stuck her head in, because why would she?
“Crazy to think there was one just right there,” Suir said aloud.
“Mm,” Tiyu-Yutep agreed. “It makes me worry how many more of these they have scattered throughout Qud.”
It’d been really fun having Tiyu-Yutep out of Saiha more often lately, even if… well, even if she was still being modern Tiyu-Yutep, as Estat had taken to calling her. Really obsessed with the future of Qud. A real worry-head. Acting like she was the only adult in the room. Longsuffering. Estat’s internal monologue continued to worm its way into Suir’s thoughts and Suir tried to ignore them.
She was in her full regalia, Tiyu-Yutep, the sphinx of Saiha. Her jewel-encrusted nanoweave robes in a dozen Hindsun colors spread around her. Outside of Saiha she had full access to her powers, and she normally kept her light generation turned off these days, but for the sake of appearances she had it on today. Between her singing wings a sun burned just for her, framing her in divinity. Her psychic glimmer, unbound by the normality fields of her home, shifted the colors to something uncomfortably unreal. Her Earth Face was cast in sunset colors.
“Well, Annaface apparently wins,” Vertihart said. “She subdues the Templar and leads her people in exodus. Maybe she can pull it off with the other outposts too. Who knows at this point. Unless ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ spoils the entire story, little problem-thing it is.”
Vertihart was dressed like they always were. Nanoweave clothing in earthern colors; a vest for their human body, and a blanket for their deer body. Over that, their finest robe, this one spun from spidersilk and shimmering like sunlit water and decorated with a scene of the same. Eigenrifle slung over their rear-half, not that they expected to need it. They had strung some flower-braids through their antlers, and it gave them a pleasant sense of levity.
“Oh, we’re worried about the other Templar outposts now too?” Savithvyr Dyathvri asked. “Our plate isn’t full enough already? I thought I retired. Didn’t I retire? ooo-ho my dear one didn’t we retire? I thought we got to make that decision.”
Savithvyr was here, too, Eater-brilliant as always. A floating chair orbited by spinning wheels, the sultan sitting in the middle of it all a glorious effigy of amethyst and ruby and chrome. Today, her holographic face was projecting itself as human, although the Kesil Face obscured most of it. Ostensibly the most human of them all as far as, like, say, a Becoming Nook’s opinion went, but her body was unmoving in its mechanical perfection, and you could barely tell there was a person there at first look.
“Well, that’s the dog’s bitch of it my love,” ooo-ho-OOO-EEE-ah said. “You can pound swords to vinereapers as much as you like, but vinereapers will still cut flesh. When the world ends, ready hands reach for whatever sharpness they can find. Our fault for not being dull enough.”
ooo-ho had exchanged her normal hat for a fancier one with a quetzal feather plume, but its brim was still gigantic. Underneath it you could still see hints of the mineralized-white nacre-fur of the quartz baboon, if she angled her head right. For the most part, she was just a hat.
“Now we’re not killin ‘em all, right?” Igwashim asked, for the fifth time. “Gotta make sure I know the score of this. Normally you see a Templar and it’s, well, time for the ax’ems yeah? But not this lot.” It was so weird having Igwashim back around regularly, Suir thought. Her contract in the Sunderlies was done with, and ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ had managed to contact her and bring her back around.
She was in her usuals, her wine-gold Eater cloak around one shoulder, the gold of the Shemesh Face strapped across one side of her crypt ferret head. She was doing an impressive job of staying still and not running around and causing a fuss or getting bored and just teleporting away to do something else.
“We’re making a party of it,” Naara said, and did nothing whatsoever to hide how annoyed she was at the idea. “We have truly no greater problems to be dealing with than this frivolity. Gnah, what I do for my water-kin.”
Naara was… impressive dressed up? Not so much floating there as the world refusing to touch her. The earthblood-red of the Levant Face sat atop her head and despite it not fitting like it would on a human’s face, the goatfolk wore it very well as a sort of crown to go along with the dizzying spirals of her horns which baffled the eyes when you tried to follow exactly where they ended or started. She was dressed thankfully, in a zetachrome lune cut like a sultan’s robe, whose fabrics were void-black to match the grayscaled dream that was the rest of her body.
It'd. It’d been very difficult having Naara around so much lately, and it’d been even worse once Annaface had left and then Suir had been alone with Naara quite a lot and it was good at least that the rest of the Daughters of Nafpor had been around a lot too because then at least Suir was able to make sure she wasn’t alone with Naara very often and so temptation was easy to fight when it wasn’t able to tempt you very much.
But Annaface was coming back?
She’d felt so—so lost without Annaface around at this point? At first, when she’d first gotten her, Annaface had been a project, something to Focus On, and it’d been great! Even if Suir had been messing it up really badly and was honestly really bad at it! But then Annaface had shown herself as someone who—she’d come into herself as someone who was actually smart and capable and able to make big decisions and Suir had—Suir had kind of started to rely on her hadn’t she? And. And.
It was love, Margar’s thoughts intruded. It’s fine. You can just say you love her. It doesn’t mean you’re disrespecting Buwofu-Gawufoo. And she makes it back safe, this time, at least, so you don’t have to worry about loving someone who’s died again. You can just enjoy this moment.
“Are you sure all of us being here at once won’t overwhelm them?” Suir asked. And Suir was here, of course, in her zetachrome, with her array of axes and swords all bristling off her battle-harness. Her Olive Face was with Annaface still.
“No, I ran a dozen iterations of this and, trust me, this is the best one,” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ said. “This welcoming works the best. You can have as many first impressions as you want when I’m around, but you can only have one of them be canon.”
ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ was here with its three uh, main, bodies? Or whatever you called them. The equimax colored like the sky above. The breathbeard like a lava flow deep beneath. The little amaranth fairytale, that was built in the midway point between the two of them but incised onto a human frame, now dressed in the brightly colored plating of its thermo-cask, idly circling its other two bodies with blasts from its rocket skates. The Null Face, expressionless and cracked, was strapped to its horn.
Behind the assembled Daughters of Nafpor, stretched from one jungle tree to another, was a great uuflax banner. Writing in offworld goldleaf embroidery, the last of the Daughters’ art supplies, read, in bold: WELCOME TO QUD FRIENDS. LIVE AND DRINK.
-- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- --
Annaface’s penetrating radar picked up the welcoming committee from a distance, before they had left the cave mouth itself. The Daughters of Nafpor were all there, lined up, waiting for them, and a terrible jumble of thoughts bustled through Annaface’s head. How did they know to be here right now? Well, that was obvious, ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ. Why were they all gathered together? Well, maybe they expected there’d be a need for their combined force. Would she have to talk them down from killing her exiles? But no, again, ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ wouldn’t have gathered them all here and then not have known she was returning in something like victory.
Were they just. Welcoming her back?
How would her kin respond to them? They were seven hours out from the defeat of Guodimm, and they had not gotten to rest yet. Annaface had, at least, gotten an ubernostrum in her, and had taken some time to repair the ruin of her body and the ruin of her armor. Her rebels had secured all the weapons in Guodimm and had either taken them for themselves, or had just out-and-out destroyed them in a massive explosion of HE and thermal grenades. And, yes, Annaface had made good on her promise of ensuring the temple mecha would never walk again.
The Templar that hadn’t been willing to break from the crusade? They'd been rounded up, and half of them had been unconscious or asleep or otherwise disabled, but they’d been rounded up, forced into a room together, and Annaface had hit them with freeze grenades one last time. And then she, and the rebels, they'd just left. Just left them there all frozen together.
They’d be thawed out, by now, but unarmed they weren’t an immediate threat. They wouldn’t be following, at least? She was pretty sure they would not be suicidal enough to follow them out. Annaface had honestly no idea what else to do about them. She still didn’t know if this was the right thing or not. She’d taken their toys away. Would they stop trying to play this stupid game? Had she cost more lives in the future just to keep her hands free of blood?
Whenever it didn’t feel like a victory she’d look back at the faces of her kin and the giddy, delirious smiles on their faces as they realized they were leaving and they didn’t have to die in a forever-war against the mutant, and, no, if she had slaughtered the rest of her family in captivity she knew, she knew, she’d have lost them. Maybe five of them would be following her out instead of twenty-two.
They would not be following a kin-slayer into the terror of mutant-infested Qud.
A hero, though? That had earned her 22. Was that enough?
The tunnel narrowed aggressively here, and they had to take it two-by-two. Knight-no-More Thocquedam was at Annaface's side, his shorter right-shoulder there to steady her and let her walk straight, because ubernostrum or not, the memory of the pain was fresh, and the adrenaline crash was real. She had lived her life in miserable discipline, and as she finally, forever, abandoned that life, the last drams of that discipline were being spent on keeping her walking.
She should have stopped here, just before the exit, and explained to her family who was waiting outside, but if she stopped walking now she was done, and she wasn’t making it out. She had to just keep going. The tunnel squeezed at them and roots and dirt grasped at their armor as they walked, and, there, just up ahead, the soft glow of  Melanelatia’s light was drummed out by the open, dizzying green of the jungle.
Annaface and Thocquedam climbed out into the hot air of the world.
An array of sultans stood before them, in their regalia and their panoplies of war. Thocquedam tried to pause in that instinctual stop one does when entering a room and finding it full of enemies and you cease movement for just a bit so you can look at everything and think and plan and consider how you are going to possibly get out of this alive but Annaface dragged him out of the jaw of the earth so she could be clear of the entrance and finally finally fucking sit down and be done.
“Welcome to Qud, friends!” a half-dozen voices called out in echo of the words on the was that a fucking banner had they really set up a fucking banner for this!? Annaface needed to stand up and lead her people and get them to not freak out that the most powerful dangerous mutants in Qud who had personally killed the majority of their relatives were all here to greet them but the knowledge that she was done and had won and she was safe had taken seed in Annaface like a single little fungal spore and that was enough and it fruited instantly into a feeling of she was done she was done she was done.
So! Annaface wasn’t able to offer much to anyone in the way of leadership.
She was barely able to offer herself a coherent understanding of what was happening, now that she was crashing.
Suir was here, the enormity of her and the spacetime-cyan of her lune complementing her snow-white explosion of fluff failing to resolve into a coherent image but it was still Suir all the same. There was a sensation of moving through space and Annaface at this point was sure things were going to be fine because if they weren’t she couldn’t care anymore.
She could not see them but her implants now meant Annaface experienced her surroundings with a new intimacy, and so she felt the remainder of the Templar-no-More crawl up out of the earth and into the jungle clearing and she felt them reach for their weapons in fear and confusion and felt that confusion settle into a sort of disbelieving shuffling.
“Are those sultans?”
“They’re… mutants.”
“Those masks. Those are the Daughters of Nafpor. That’s them! That’s them.”
“They’re not killing us? They’re not killing us!”
Annaface’s radar felt movement all around as the Daughters of Nafpor swept forward towards her family and—yeah they were—Annaface was pretty sure they were handing out gifts or something? The situation broke down into a dozen different conversations and she couldn’t follow any of it.
“Annaface?” That was Suir’s voice, though, and that was grounding.
“Mm,” Annaface said. “Suir I’m kind of beat.”
“You look it! I mean. Okay here let’s get you sitting down I got some cushions okay? We’re moving you onto a cushion now.”
“That sounds nice,” Annaface agreed. “You sound nice.”
“I—I want to say I was so scared I wouldn’t see you again but after the first month ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ just kind of told us you were going to win but that didn’t make it easier to—okay but I’m really glad you—okay look here have you drank anything lately you look really—”
Annaface wasn’t sure if Suir was stammering or if Annaface herself was losing track of things mid-sentence. Could be either. She felt a glass on her lips and a fluid that was warm and slightly spicy enter her mouth and it tasted really pleasant so she just sort of drank that. It settled into her limbs like electrofuges and her vision refocused and her thoughts came back to her.
She was on a cushion, set apart a little bit from the main hubbub. Her limbs were sore and everything hurt in either genuine pain or the hologram of pain remembered. At some point Suir had removed her helmet and the Olive Face. Suir was here, sitting on her belly.
She was massive. Annaface had forgotten already. She was so huge. Even if you ignored the extra limbs, the arms being doubled and the wings and the long, reaching forelimbs with their grasping-hand-paws and the thick curve of her hindquarters and their big four-hoofed-hooves, just the human half of her was proportionate but on such a strange scale. Suir’s head was so big. How was her head so big? Maybe Annaface was still just a little bit delirious.
“Well, I did it,” Annaface said.
“I know! I—uhm-- ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ sort of already told us how everything went, because it said you’d be a bit too exhausted to tell us yourself!”
“It--it knew of course it knew. How many times did it replay just me coming back?” Annaface asked.
“It said a dozen but I don't know if that was a figurative dozen or one of those more literal dozens! I uh. I kind of wish I could replay it a few times. It’s—it’s good to see you again.”
“What’s—how are—” Annaface looked back to her family.
The Daughters of Nafpor, were, for the most part, moving among them and… welcoming them. They had apparently brought hoversleds of supplies and were handing out… clothes? Clothes and food? Naara was holding back some, but that was fine, because Naara was a ghost and even Annaface wasn’t done thinking she was fucked up yet and the Templar-no-More didn’t need to deal with that just yet.
“Tiyu-Yutep and ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ’s idea,” Suir said. “If… if the first impression they get of the mutant outside of their crusade is, uhm, us, you know, welcoming them and giving them gifts and being friendly and cheering them and throwing them a little party? You know, maybe it, uh, kind of gets them off on the right foot.”
“Does it work?” Annaface asked. “Does all of this—does this work?”
“Does it—oh! I don’t know. ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ didn’t run the timeline so far as to uh, or, if it did it didn’t tell us. But uhm. I mean! Everyone looks okay. I think everything’s okay for today.”
Would it be okay? The other Templar didn’t have the time Annaface had to acclimate to the mutant. Was that fair to say? Annaface hadn’t been given time either. She’d seen Suir slaughter her family and almost butcher them for spare parts, and then she’d been abducted and dragged around aimlessly. No, this honestly was a better introduction than she’d ever gotten.
The Daughters of Nafpor had broken the Sons of Man apart into smaller groups, and while a lot of them looked deeply uneasy, the emotion that was winning across most her kin’s faces was bewilderment. Savithvyr Dyathvri especially had something of a crowd. Vertihart was saying something to one of the younger squires, and two of the other squires were laughing at that, and that had to be a good thing right? ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ across three… bodies? Three people? Was making sure everyone had food. There was food?
“Is there food?” Annaface asked.
“Oh, yeah, we brought the kitchen hoversled and everything! Do you want to eat?”
“I haven’t eaten in nearly a day. I would very much like to eat.”
 
Annaface couldn’t disagree with the scheme. What had been the very first thing that Suir had done to win her over? Present her with a meal more enticing than monk’s gruel or warrior’s porridge. That realization that the mutants did have these resources, did eat like this, and would share it with you without asking anything in return, that had been the very first blow Suir had struck against the walls dogma had built around Annaface.
And in a world where animals could talk and were just people too, then humans were animals, and what better way to win over an animal than with food? There had been so much food. They had held a proper party, and for the Squires-no-More it had been the first party they’d been allowed to participate in directly. Annaface knew the Squires-no-More and she knew some of them had gone along with her out of idolization of how cool Annaface was rather than out of any desire to live with the mutant. Even on the days just before her revolution some of them had been unconvinced that the mutant was anything other than a hideous specimen unworthy of looking at.
Take a young human with ideas like that and throw them a party with more food than they can eat, take their heavy armor from them and dress them in soft robes, yeah, no, Annaface had to admit. Good move. Wish she’d had a welcome like this the first time.
Tiyu-Yutep had brought out some of her floating glowstone stash once the Hindsun had retreated from the world, and the jungle clearing which held the mouth to Sacred Guodimm was now lit in a softly glowing rainbow of ghost-light. They’d made a bonfire, and they’d burned their tabards and the symbols of the Holy Rhombus with them, and Annaface had noted many of her kin had not been as enthusiastic in that as some of the others, but exiled as they were now from their people, the force of peer pressure exceeded geological scales.
But they had made music, with several of the Daughters playing instruments they’d brought along, and they had drank cider and wine and eaten good food, and, for the most part, simply marveled at the idea that they were free, that their war was over, that they were no longer under the watchful eye of a cruel elder. It was done.
Now the bonfire had burned down low, and the conversation and the feasting had quieted, and most of the Templar-no-More slept in bedrolls under the jeweled ribbon of the sky without concern for a night watch. The Daughters of Nafpor floated here and there, and literally for Naara and Savithvyr. Annaface wanted more time with Suir but she had single-handedly defeated a small army of Templar Crusaders and lead her family in exile from the ruins of their home and, unfortunately, that meant she was now exactly what Chiffrey Probelle had wanted to use her as.
A symbol of hope.
Their new Sultan around which to rally.
“The Squires do not know,” Dannephne was saying, her black hair tied back, her even shoulders now wearing soft robes. She sat upright in her bedroll, as did many of the others, too excited or frightened or their heads too busy to sleep yet. “The Daughters of Nafpor were a secret we kept from them for fear they would despair. We are partying with them. Most of our losses, the losses we are all old enough to remember, are because of them. We just feasted with them.”
“We did,” Annaface agreed. “They’ve killed many of ours. We have likewise killed many, many, many people they knew. They forgive us and we forgive them. That is the terms of it.”
Instead of spending her time with Suir she was dealing with this already.
“We were at war,” Thocquedam said, gently. “And maybe we are not at war now. If this is their offering of peace I accept it. So long as accepting it does not mean accepting their rule over us.”
 Humachim Lumagaux, who had fought against Annaface and who had only come with them after Annaface had personally defeated everyone, drew herself up with as much pride as she could manage. “The implication is obvious. They arrange before us in war-gear with their sultan masks. They want us to know we are beneath them.”
“Annaface wears a sultan mask too,” Thocquedam said.
“They are my water-kin,” Annaface said. Which was true, now, with the exception of Naara. They had done the ritual, formally, before Annaface had left. “We are equals.”
“Your equals,” Flolyrine Lumagaux, Humachim’s husband-breeder and septanephew said. “I still have my pride.”
“I remember disassembling the freeze ray out of your hands,” Annaface said, giving him a menacing stare, “and you falling to your knees in fear. If they are my equals, but are beneath you, where does that place me? Are you above me? Do you want to challenge me? Again?”
Flolyrine’s flat, elongated face stared at Annaface with naked horror. “I—I wasn’t saying that.”
“You don’t have to like the mutant or be friends with it but this game of who’s-better-than-who has to end,” Annaface said. “The Daughters have found a ruin for us between Saiha and the Svy in excellent condition. We will be moving there and establishing it as our new home. You can hide from the mutant if you want but I am—I cannot be more firm on this, if I find need to play the Templar elder and keep everyone in line through this constant showing of force because you all just—it’s done. It’s done. If you want to keep playing Templar you can leave.”
“Annaface is one of the new Sultans of Qud,” Dannephne said, standing, and staring down Flolyrine. “She has demonstrated that to us today. If you would not live by her laws you may seek your fortune elsewhere.”
“That’s—” Annaface was going to insist that no, no, that’s not her point, not what she was saying, but if she disabused everyone of this fiction that she was a sultan then would they still follow her word? And if they didn’t follow her word would they lapse back to the old dogma that had defined them? She had to—she had to respond so carefully to this. She had to have power but only as far as Resheph had held it, as a tool to protect and instruct and then to be thrown aside. She had to—she had to—
“Two of the sultans are True Kin at least,” one of the younger Squires-no-More said, behind Annaface. “And the ones that are mutants aren’t so bad, and we’re under the rule of a human sultan from Templar stock, so I don’t see what the problem is.”
No, Annaface thought, that wasn’t the point. They were only sultans metaphorically, and them being mutants didn’t matter the point was being a mutant didn’t matter—
“I’m not worried,” another Templar-no-More said, huddled further away from the lights. “I witnessed Banner-Knight Annaface Probelle make good on her legend, all of it, defeat the elders that had commanded us at their pleasure, and lead us to a new life? If the mutant tries to dictate unfair terms to us we are not unprotected. As far as I see it, we are safer from the mutant with Annaface than we could have even been with the Templar, and not just because we do not need to make war on them anymore.”
No, that wasn’t the point—
“We don’t need to breed with the mutant though, do we?” another asked.
“Of course not, that remains disgusting,” another answered.
“Does it?” That voice Annaface recognized as Squire-no-More Flonnamond. “There are so few of us now we’ll have to breed with the mutant to survive. Like Annaface had said, we’ll be forced to fall in love as we like, and be contentedly idle for the rest of our days. A miserable fate. If you aren’t strong enough to face it I wonder at your frailty. For myself, I was trained better than to complain.”
“Monster fucker,” another muttered.
Annaface stood up, and everyone shut up. “If you want to bicker yourselves into disunity on the first night you are away, then turn about and march back to Guodimm because then it is clear you have done nothing to leave it behind. This is a new life for all of us. We will discover and make it together.”
The silence of the collected Templar-no-More was, to Annaface, too similar to the silence of the Templar when an elder spoke a rebuke. The silence of dissent yielding not to a better wisdom but surrendering to a greater will. Of course. Of fucking course. She had defeated all of Sacred Guodimm on her own in direct combat without a single casualty.
If she hadn’t, no one would have respected her enough to come with her. She’d have escaped with a handful at most. But she had, she had won through strength and so—and so—fuck. Fuck. Fuck.
 “We are family,” Annaface said, holding herself together as best as she could, which wasn’t well. “Do not forget that we are family, above all else, that has not and will not change.”
 
“Well, it’s to be expected,” Savithvyr Dyathvri said. “It’s a new mode for all of them. I don’t imagine you took off the robes of your old ideas on your first night out.”
The Daughters of Nafpor, all of them, had gathered together around a firepit whose stones and flames both were a handful of glowstones. They were collected together some distance away from the Templar-no-More, and the hour was exceedingly late, and exhaustion had seen even the few Templar-no-More who had stayed up alongside Annaface begin to give in to sleep. More than anything else in the world Annaface wanted to sleep, but it wasn’t coming.
She felt so much better being away from her family. She had spent three months with those people and even the best among them were worse than she had been in her first weeks with Suir. The realization that she was likely to spend the rest of her life dealing with them was settling in and, thinking about it, maybe it was the panic of that thought which kept her from sleeping.
It felt so much better to be among the Daughters again.
In the three months she had spent preparing for her mission, the Daughters had returned to the Brambled Pass and they had all cooperated (to varying degrees) to prepare her, and she felt… she felt close to them all, as frustrating as they all could still be.
She felt closest to Suir, of course, and that’s why she was sitting against Suir, physically, as much of their bodies touching as Annaface could manage. Suir sat on her lower body like a dog at rest, and Annaface was between Suir’s forelegs, resting her back against Suir’s stomach, her head lost in the thick muscles and soft fluff behind her. She had missed this. She had missed her so much.
“I’m never going to be free of it,” Annaface said. “I feel like if I let go of the figurative leash for just a moment they will all run loose.”
“You understand it now,” Tiyu-Yutep said, softly. They had all shed their sultan masks, and Tiyu-Yutep no longer carried a second sun around with her, but without the normality field her psychic glimmer made the air catch light from nonexistent angles and bend into nonexistent colors. Tiyu-Yutep was lying cat-like and long, and Vertihart was hunched up deer-like behind her, flank-to-flank. Vertihart was busy braiding Tiyu-Yutep’s hair. The song of Tiyu-Yutep’s mumblemouth-feathers were muffled against one another, and it only sounded like a very quiet make-out session. “That’s how it feels. That’s how it feels to have too much power. Saiha is a democracy but they would gladly obey me in awe of me. And I need to rely on that, sometimes, when I fear they move their collective in ways that are not… not productive. Welcome to sultanhood, Annaface. I’m so sorry.”
“I don’t want to be a Sultan of Qud,” Annaface said. “I just want to live a quiet life now.”
“Hah!” ooo-ho laughed. She’d let her hat hang low off of her neck, and now it framed her like a textile halo, or perhaps a particularly ill-fitting tortoise shell. “No you don’t. If you wanted to live a quiet life you and Suir would have just ran off to some salt marsh. Had yourself a pleasant cottage, raised some pigs, and adopted a small woodsprog child and named them Irooqorq.”
Everyone was mostly sitting on cushions, but Savithvyr, forever bound to her throne, hovered somewhat above the group. It made the show of her burying her face in all three arms somewhat more of a silly gesture. “Not Irooqorq again!”
“Who’s Irooqorq?” Suir asked. Suir’s lower-hands were wrapped around Annaface’s chest and she was doing a great job of keeping Annaface held tight in place.
“She’s become obsessed with this theoretical child named Irooqorq the past week,” Savithvyr said. “We don’t have a single conversation where Irooqorq does not make themself a guest! Sometimes it’s our child, who we adopt from a group of traveling acrobats. Sometimes it is a theoretical child we discover next to a pile of corpses on the Underground Road, and the question becomes how did they end up in that situation and do we trust them.”
ooo-ho was nodding along to all of this, her pink baboon’s face smiling toothlessly. “Irooqorq is a thought experiment with essentially infinite potential. Let me explain it to you. Imagine a child.”
Tiyu-Yutep leaned in closer, dragging Vertihart’s braiding hands along with her. “… and?”
“Imagine,” ooo-ho said… “… imagine they are named Irooqorq.”
From above Annaface, Estat chimed in. “Okay! I have them in my imagination. They can’t get out now. I have captured Irooqorq. Fair warning to everyone: I have begun to rotate them.”
Margar, too, now, said “Spin them about in your mind until they throw up.”
“Hmm,” Suir rumbled. Oh it was a pleasant feeling, having the mass that was Suir vibrate so deeply against Annaface’s body. “I think if you mixed brain brine and putrescence together, it would be just about the most disgusting liquid you could make.”
Savithvyr shook her head. “No, because you can add green goo and brown sludge to that. That’s much worse! Couldn’t bribe me to even smell that. No thank you friend.”
ooo-ho slapped the ground with both hands, drumming angrily. “No, no, I call upon the Daughters to find their decorum! We are not force-feeding poor Irooqorq mysterious liquids! This is considered in many places to be child abuse. Except for in Reshephbaaah. I think you can do whatever you want to woodsprogs there.”
“Gnah,” Naara said. “A good thought experiment, in truth.” Naara was sitting cross-legged, but her body did not align to the ground correctly, and the angle at which she sat suggested Annaface’s understanding of perspective was just slightly incomplete. She’d undone some of her zetachrome robe, had doffed her mask, and was only sometimes glancing over at Annaface with contempt. “The Naphtaali parade their godheds about the jungle in their nuisance-parades. I have no shame in crushing them. A Naphtaali child? Alone and harmless? Even I must concede it! I would not kill Irooqorq.”
“Would you adopt them?” ooo-ho asked. She reaching out a long baboon-arm, still framed with the hissing steel of her exoskeleton, and slapped the ground a few more times. “Would Naara Starbreaker raise Irooqorq as her own!”
“In every woodsprog, a goat,” Naara said. “In every goat, a man. In every man, a goat. In every goat, then, a woodsprog.”
“Oh,” Tiyu-Yutep said, tilting her head with this haughty little look on her pretty face. Vertihart fussed and had to restart their current braid. “Is Naara Starbreaker conceding that all people share a kinship? Is that peace on the horizon?”
“There is no peace on the horizon,” Naara said, darkly. “I understand the cause of the celebration. You do not? All goatfolk know the necessity of celebration. Gnraah, the revelry serves its function, and it has served. Now the Templarfolk sleep. Annaface is no woodsprog child named Irooqorq. She is our peer? Then treat her as such. Tell her.”
“Tell me what?” Annaface groaned. “Something’s happened while I was gone hasn’t it.”
Igwashim, who Annaface swore was in a dead sleep curled around herself twice, giggled her body back into animation and began bouncing in place. “Oh right she doesn’t know! Haha! We’re doing a war now it’ll be fun.”
“I did not agree to any war,” Annaface said, moving to stand. Suir’s arms kept her in place. Annaface looked up to see Suir leaning down over her, the red of her eyes and the sharp flashing of her teeth as she spoke becoming the sky.
“It’s not a war we declared,” Suir said. “It’s—it’s that—”
“Did tarry Hamrod do something? Did Oudin march on Grit Gate?” Annaface asked. “What. I thought we were done.”
ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ started laughing. With all three bodies, it started laughing. The fairytale, that slight wisp of a creature, was resting along the unimax and breathbeard like an extended divan, and all three of them were laughing. “No, no,” the fairytale said. “It’s way funnier than that. It’s something that happened when you were off playing hero, Annaface, and you did a great job, really. You know, you never even asked if I was going to eat this timeline or not?”
“You’re not,” Annaface said. “You wouldn’t have killed my intended breeding partners if you were. You said in the timelines you hadn’t I had failed. So I must have failed, and you changed time to fix it, didn’t you? You wouldn’t have bothered if you were going to end this timeline now. No, more than that, you were not going to do it from the moment the excuse of me returning to Guodimm allowed you to get all your friends back together. That was what you had really wanted, and before I had even left, I had given it to you.”
“Sure, fair,” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ said, its unicorn face smiling with rows of dragon’s teeth. “But it’s more that you seemed to have done just enough to unclog time. That’s why I killed your breeding partners, by the way, you’re welcome. Wouldn't have bothered if the old drain didn't come clean.”
“Not this again,” Tiyu-Yutep hissed. “Annaface is not responsible for—”
“Oh, I’m sorry?” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ asked? “You think coincidences exist? Tiyu-Yutep my dear water-sister you have vision of the immensity of the psychic ocean and the refractions of the things greater than that which filter in through the distorting light of the waves and you know coincidence is a falsehood.”
“Just tell me what fucking happened,” Annaface snapped.
“Oh,” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ said, smiling at her. “Pretty much right when you started your little adventure? The Gyre widened, again. Girsh Agolgot lurched forth from its cradle in Golgotha, and it, singularly, destroyed all of tarry Hamrod. Good riddance honestly but a bit of a problem for everyone if the Nephilim are back.”
Vertihart raised their hand for attention, behind Tiyu-Yutep. “Svardym are also starting to flood out of Lake Hinnom. Wardens are reporting egg storms in some of the nearby villages.”
“And,” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ said, “oh wow, looks like splitting the Wardens into a dozen factions over petty ideological differences means, oh, what’s that? Now there’s no unified front?”
“Not arguing that with you love,” Vertihart said. “The Daughters will be a unified front if nothing else, and I’m not letting a spat change that amongst us.”
“Awww!” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ as the fairytale said, rocking back and forth against the seat made of its other bodies. “Vertihart that’s why you’re the best.”
“No, and it’s worse than that,” Tiyu-Yutep said, cutting through the banter. “My mumblemouth has begun singing the location of the other cradles. The Girsh Nephilim are active now. All of them. We knew fifteen years ago the gyre was widening, but now things are becoming… urgent?”
“Yeah,” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ said, still giggling. “The Nephilim are now part of the game, and we are playing whether we want to or not.”
“Hm!” Naara agreed. “We come to a change in things, if naught else.”
“I want to stress,” Savithvyr said, “it was just Agolgot, and it's already returned to its cradle.”
“Oh ya ya ya,” Igwashim said. “They found out about alla this and they told me hey yo, come on back Igwashim, we have work for you, and so I stayed on and the pay was well and right. And I can do the sneak-ems, and I teleport about, and I see the cradles and the chuppah, and they’re all happy to sit about thank you very much. Even Agolgot’s moved back home for now! Fun things to know, the Nephymin are big as big can be and pretty scary too yep. So kind of a problem if they all start at it for sure yeah.”
“We have no reason to think this is going to get bad fast,” Savithvyr said. “We have time.”
“We have some time,” Tiyu-Yutep said. “Barathrum estimates the girsh can potentially reproduce to numbers significant enough to strip the planet of higher life within a century. And he believes they mean to.”
“Oh,” Annaface said. This was… this was a lot. This was too much. “A century gives us time, at least?”
Vertihart made a little deer whine. “That’s a century or so for them to kill everything. In a few decades, it’s still not looking good for us. Especially if we’re here in Qud, where they all happen to rent their little lairs. I don’t know, I’m not… I’m not ready to have only a decade or two left, if I can help it.”
“So—so what?” Annaface asked. “We have to go kill all the Girsh Nephilim now? I—I just brought my people out of what is essentially slavery. They are still so fragile and unsure of who they are. I can’t just go and fight—go off and fight gods?”
“No, no,” Tiyu-Yutep said, shaking her head. The half-done braid flipped around and smacked her in the face and she had to spit the hair out of her mouth. “Pfft, no. We’re moving to a new design for the Spindle climber. We’ve reconciled with Pax Klanq again and we have a new design. In the time you’ve been gone we’ve already been working on it. Barathrum thinks if we can get up the Spindle we can do—do something to resolve all this.”
ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ started laughing, again, with all its bodies.
“What?” Tiyu-Yutep snapped. With her forelegs she stood, the very living image of an angry, sleepy cat. “What’s so funny?”
“No, it’s nothing,” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ said, the fairytale shaking its hand in the air. “No, no, don’t worry.”
“I know you have never been much of a fan of the Barathrumites—”
“They sent you to Golgotha to kill you because you annoyed Otho,” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ said, giggling again. “And then they, the anti-hierarchical iconoclasts who live in seclusion at the dictate of the paternal figure who they are named after, send you into a Mechanimist stronghold, and—and you raid it and kill everyone and steal their baetyl! I’m their biggest fan Tiyu, that’s fucking hilarious. Please tell me more about what good fellows they all are.”
“The Mechanimists are not some innocent cult, their ideology has done sincere damage to Qud! Their insistence we live like barbarians instead of making use of technology—”
Savithvyr made a noise that was more like a baboon howling than it was a human groaning. “Shut up with it! No one cares!”
Annaface tugged on Suir’s sleeve, just slightly. Suir bent herself back down, and Suir’s long, white hair fell loose and blocked out the rest of the Daughters from Annaface’s view. “Hey Suir,” Annaface said. “I kind of even missed how ridiculous all this is.”
“Yeah,” Suir said, smiling with too many teeth to fit in her face properly. “I missed you.”
“I missed you too,” Annaface said.
 
It was morning. The Templar-no-More, had they followed protocol, should have woken by the Shallows, but the relief of being free had apparently settled into their bodies, and so they slept bedrolls pressed up close to one another, insensate and unresponsive. It was Harvest Dawn and the jungle sky was in that delicate pink-blue, and beneath the canopy the light was immature and the air still unrefined from night’s heavier flavors.
Annaface had slept. She had slept against the enormity of Suir Softbeast’s body. The entire nature of their relationship they had never fully resolved before she had left, but absence seemed to have solved the issue for them. Suir was hers. She was Suir’s. It was a thing they didn’t even need to speak about. The consequences of it, though? Annaface couldn’t begin to guess.
Would Suir live with her in the Amber Ekappa among the Templar-no-More? Would her family challenge her authority if they knew she was dating a giant monster who’d killed her mother? Was it bad if they challenged her authority and overthrew her and gave her the excuse to be free of them? There was—there was so much. There was so much.
Annaface was still cocooned safely in Suir’s four arms, the heavy pounding of her heartbeat echoing in Annaface’s chest, vibrating her bones and her chrome. This horrible, stupid, bloodthirsty monster who had murdered her family. Who had killed her mother. Who had rescued her from her family, protected her, and allowed her control over her own life.
Life was ridiculous.
Annaface hated to do it but she had to pee. She wriggled herself out from Suir’s grip, which was a process that took several minutes, and stood, which took another minute or two, because her body was sore enough that if she spent the rest of her life resting it might never actually make up for what she had done yesterday. She’d fought—she’d fought so many people and she was still alive somehow and it felt so terrifying and nope, she had to simply not think about it, thank you.
Melanelatia was awake, too, and buzzed up to orbit Annaface’s head. “Mornin’ boss.”
“Morning Mel,” Annaface said. “I guess we won but… it’s not over is it?”
“Well, if those girsh guys eat everyone I think we can call it over pretty easy!”
“Hah,” Annaface said. She began to walk away from their camp to find somewhere a bit more private but found, instead Naara Starbreaker hovering in front of her, a color-drained impression of a goat. Annaface hated that she had to look up to stare her in her void-black eyes.
“ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ told us what you did, in your old home,” Naara said.
“Yeah,” Annaface said.
“You defeated them all without killing a single one.”
“Don't imagine it was easy, but yes, I did,” Annaface said. “But I felt it would be more instructive they be humiliated so dearly the idea of playing crusade felt foolish. Better that than I create martyrs of them and a villain of myself. You disagree with it?”
“Hmph,” Naara said. “The Templar are your business, little one. But you keep your hands free of blood. You think you are the best match for her, then? For Suir Softbeast? You know the blood on her hands.”
“She killed my mother, I’ve learned,” Annaface said. “Yes. Yes, Naara, I think I am the best match for her. I defeated an army without killing anyone. Tell me I’ve failed your challenge. I’ve won and did it without killing anyone. If you really need me to, I can forgo eating meat a while. Really prove it to you?”
“Hrm!” Naara… smiled? Was that a smile? The expression was inappropriate when worn on a goat’s face. “And shall you vanquish the Nephilim without bloodshed? The remainder of the Templar, shall you humiliate them each in turn? Will you excise death from the world, Saad?”
“No,” Annaface said. “If any of my family gives me cause to, I’ll kill them.”
“Hah! A good philosophy then. You will spare who you will. You will kill the rest. So you are strong enough to keep her satisfied then.”
“Naara, I can keep her very satisfied. I was raised amongst the Putus Templar. There is certainly a cruelty in me. I understand the pleasure of having power over someone. Yes. I promise you. I am going to keep her very satisfied.”
“Haaaaaaah!” Naara brayed. “Fine and well, Annaface Probelle, Daughter of Nafpor! That whining child who arrived in my village, I liked her none. A frail thing. This woman before me I would gladly share my water with. Gnah, your thirsts and mine are the same, in many fashions, are they not? Why should my water not be yours?”
Was—was Naara—was Naara—fine. Sure. “You’re a brutal murderer who slaughters innocents in the jungle to satisfy your own religious narrative,” Annaface said. “You are mean and full of yourself. You remind me of my family. I will share my water with you and make you family.”
“Hah! I am smarter than you think, Annaface,” Naara said, producing the waterskin from her belt. “If any of your family gives you cause to, you will kill them. You mean to include me in this now!”
“I will.”
“Gnaaaaahahahahaha! Water-sister, then let us live and drink, for as long as we can. I would not name you friend, Annaface, but a rival, now, cherished and adored. My favorite enemy. My water-sister. Let it be so.”
 
Suir was awake by the time Annaface was back, and she was at the camp’s pop-up kitchen, built into one of the hoversleds, and she was making… something. Oh, Annaface had forgotten how good real food smelled. She walked right up to Suir and let her body just sort of lean right down into her withers.
“Hey Suir,” Annaface said.
Suir’s wing unfolded and the wrist hooked around Annaface’s waist and pulled her tight against the sofa-mass of Suir’s body. “Hi Annaface! It’s—it’s really good to get to say that again, honestly.”
“Yeah,” Annaface said, spreading herself along Suir’s back and losing herself in the fluff of the fur. She was soft. “Suir? I found out you killed my mother.”
Annaface felt the exaggerated muscles of Suir’s body seize. “I. Oh. Oh. Annaface. I.”
“It’s fine,” Annaface said. “The Templar made sure I never even knew who she was. I’m sure she wasn’t a good person. Or she was another victim like me. Doesn't matter. Even I’m not innocent. I’ve killed people. I’ve murdered innocent people. If you had killed me in that tunnel, you’d have been right to. But I’m glad you didn’t.”
“I’m—I’m glad I didn’t too,” Suir said, still stiff, tense, rock-solid. “Annaface, I’m sorry, I didn’t—”
“I don’t know what happens next, Suir. I can’t abandon my family. They won’t survive out here alone. They’ll regress back to whatever they were without someone to guide them along, like I had you. And, even if I'm wrong and they won’t, I can’t abandon them. I can’t have fought this hard for them and just abandon them. But I am not abandoning you either.”
“I don’t want to abandon you either,” Suir said. Her wing tightened its grip around Annaface. Even her feathers were soft.
“You’re mine,” Annaface said. “Isn’t that right?”
Annaface could feel the ripple of that thought run from Suir’s hearts and through her meat, a water-splash of confliction that set her whole immensity to shivering. “I—is that—”
“Suir, I want you to be mine. You’re a ridiculous, beautiful, stupid, brilliant, pathetic, perfect beast and I love you. And I want you to be mine. And I have the awareness to say it: the idea that I can take the thing that murdered most of my family, and kidnapped me, and tame it, and make it mine, is exciting in ways that are probably terrible to indulge in and I cannot care anymore. You saved my life, and I need you, and you need me, and I want you. Are you mine?”
Suir was a sudden chaos of movement further along her body, as something she was cooking came near to burning and she had to transfer it off heat. “I—I—is it really okay?”
“It doesn’t matter if it’s whatever,” Annaface said. “Are you mine?”
“Yes,” Suir said. “Please. I'm yours.”
“Kiss,” Melanelatia said.
“Kiss!” Estat said, popping into life.
“Oh, fine, kiss!” Margar added.
“Kiss!”
“Kiss!”
“Kiss!”
“Okay, well, wait,” Annaface said. “Hold on, she’s like, Suir is all the way up there, I have to climb up there first, don’t rush me.”
“Make out sloppy style right now!”
 
The Templar-no-More were awake and they were mustering. Discipline had finally settled back into them by the start of the Waxing Salt Sun, and the jungle was heating up to its proper temperature and thickly wet humidity.
Annaface sat on the crest of the little hill which contained the mouth leading back to Sacred Guodimm. From up here she could keep an eye on everyone, and, once more in her armor and her Olive Face, she could provide the symbol of authority they still apparently needed, and, most importantly, she could be alone from them, and from the Daughters, and from everyone, for just a little bit.
There was too much on her mind to sort and the best she could do was accept she was never going to sort it. It was not a… pleasant conclusion? Not a pleasant conclusion. She had won. She had won, yesterday, and nothing had ended. New things had started. She had won and it just meant there was more.
“A lot to think about, huh?” I asked.
Annaface nearly fell off the hill in a start. The fairytale settled in next to her, although Annaface was sure it had not been there a moment ago. It could probably teleport, Annaface thought, if it even needed to do that much. The little amaranth creature settled in and joined Annaface in looking down at the Daughters and the Templar-no-More and the brand new day.
“You understand it now, yes?” I asked.
“Understand what?” Annaface asked.
“The tragedy of it. You won. You won yesterday, Annaface. You accomplished it all. You defeated the villains, and you did it in your own way. Every debate you had with the Daughters about the ethics of violence, about the nature of how to use power correctly—you won them, in that act, yesterday. You wrote yourself an incredible ending for your narrative, friend. You won.”
“I won,” Annaface agreed. “And… and now it’s today. Now it’s today. And there's tomorrow. It keeps going. It's just--going to keep going.”
“Yes,” I agreed. “I mean, we could end it here! We could save the world as it is, right now, at the moment of your victory. You won. You rescued your people. You have Suir’s love. Even Naara sees you as an equal. You have friends. You have freedom. You have a future. We could save, here, and quit, and leave reality locked in an eternal moment of happiness. We can say, The End, and all go away satisfied. Shall we?”
“… can you really do that?” Annaface asked.
“I told you once, the semiotics of this form insufficiently sign the terror of the thing standing before you. Well! I’m sitting next to you, now, not standing before you. But yes. That’s within my power. Except it’s your story, Annaface, so tell me. Does it end here?”
“No. It doesn’t end here,” Annaface said.
“Haha! No. Oh, no, it doesn’t. The happily ever after belongs exclusively to the fairytale, and you have decided to do things your own way. Let's continue, then, Annaface. Let us step across the threshold of The End and see what happens next. Let us experience, happily: the ever after.”
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  The Spindle was a holy site for the Sons and Daughters of Man. The Sultans of the Eaters, the greatest of their ancestors, were interred there, and years ago the Daughters of Nafpor had defiled it, ripped the faces from the dead sultans, and wore them as their own. And then, a talking plant had claimed it, and then, the Barathrumites had leased it and had been doing whatever it was those freaks got up to at that holiest of places.
But the Spindle and its grounds were holy to the Putus Templar, so maybe it was appropriate that so many of them were getting to die beneath its shadow. Was this fulfilling, Annaface wondered? If her life had gone differently, would she be ecstatic to be dead beneath the Spindle in a glorious final battle against the Daughters of Nafpor and the hated Barathrumites?
Three hundred of the Putus Templar were dead, as far as Annaface was managing to estimate from the battle reports. Seven of her Knights Pariah were dead. No clue how many of the Barathrumite urrshib had been killed yet. Ezra was on fire, although the Haddas, the ancient tree that served as its mayor, was still standing, for now.
No Daughters of Nafpor were dead yet, but that was to be expected. ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ wouldn’t have allowed this timeline to keep existing if they had.
Her Knights Pariah weren’t so lucky to get do-overs.
“I can’t,” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ as the fairytale said. Annaface wasn’t even sure how to process seeing it like this. The unicorn-dragon-thing normally acted as if all the world was one great hilarious performance but it was frazzled. In its clanking red and blue thermo cask, tottering on its rocket skates, it almost made a silly looking figure, but it looked frazzled. It worried its breathbeard hand-claws together and its slender unimax face looked about it in distress. “We are threading the timeline so tightly as it is. I can’t do a Grit Gate defense this time. I’d need—I’d need to run a thousand iterations of time to do this deathless.”
“I know,” Annaface said, her hands digging into her ceremonial vibrokhopesh and the handle of her negentropic shield. “But.”
“Annaface, we’re friends, and I am so glad of that. We have become such good friends in all this time and I’m so glad of it,” the fairytale said, and it smiled with lips barely hiding its chittering teeth. “And I know I play up being a horrifying metafictional god, but I told you my great secret, that the fairytale is also just another person I as a sapient narrative hijacked one day, but I, as the fairytale, uniquely get to experience every do-over and alternate time-line and Annaface this fight has lasted eight hours for you. This fight has lasted three days for me. I have not gotten a break from it yet. A timeline and ten minutes ago Igwashim got exploded by a temple mecha with a swarm rack and I don’t know how they fit a swarm rack on a temple mecha. Something is—wrong? Something is wrong. I don’t think it's supposed to be this bad. I am just barely a person by any measure of it, I experience this reality at such a distance, but Annaface I can’t—I, as a person? I can’t do this over again. Please don’t make me do this over again. I can’t risk doing it over and seeing another one of you die and having to do it over again. I need this run to be the real one.”
“I know,” Annaface said, tightly. “I’m sorry.”
“I’m sorry too,” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ said. “It’s—okay. In six minutes their last group hits and ooo-ho is killed by a star kraken one of the Newfathers has. I have to go stop that. I’m not going to be there to catch our special guest in this timeline, you’re going to have to do it. It lands half a parasang west, you can’t miss it. It’s fitting, right? You don’t mind being water-bound to one more cosmic nightmare? Just make sure I’m still your favorite. Here, take the cloning draught. Five minutes until ooo-ho dies, okay. I have to go stop that. Live long enough to drink again.”
“Live,” Annaface said.
The fairytale teleported out.
 The fighting, at least, had moved away from Annaface’s assigned part of the Tomb.
The Tomb was incredible, honestly. A mountain had been carved to the individual inch in rising columns and cities of statuary, and it dominated the eyeline with such a severity Annaface had to duck every time she looked up. Cutting through its center was the azzurum of the Spindle, rising up past the sky and beyond sight. She had to kneel when she looked at that or she’d fall on her ass trying to understand that kind of height.
The foamcrete expandable fortress she’d built was nothing compared to its majesty, but it had kept… most of her Knights Pariah safe from the Putus Templar attacks. Twice the Putus Templar had forced their way through the Knights Pariah firing lines and made it into the foamcrete redbout, but Annaface had built this thing with no end of killing corners and firing traps. She glanced outside the bunker.
The corpses of the Putus Templar, her ostensible extended family, were piled four-high. Leaving through the doorway wasn’t even possible without crawling over the dead. Inside, beneath the shade of the foamcrete ceiling, behind the battlements which had been shot to shit and were nearly collapsed, the rest of her deployed Knights busied themselves. Guns aiming outwards for future targets. Others reloading, repairing.
The dead they had pulled aside and they rested there now in two stacked rows and Annaface couldn’t do anything for them. The brown tabards and the symbol of the Knights Pariah—the gold cat’s face in geometic simplification—smiled over all of them and became their burial shrouds. Annaface had fought—fought so hard to get all of them out of Guodimm alive, and less than a year later seven of them were dead.
“Saad,” Thocquedam called out. His crysteel shards rattled as he jogged over. “We see no more movement from our cousins. We can hear combat from the nearby parasangs, do we engage?”
“No,” Annaface said, blinking behind the Olive Face, shaking her head. “No. The Nephilim is arriving nearest to us. I intend to deal with it before it opens fire but—just in case—no, yes, we can cede this part of the Tomb. Yes. Evacuate. Take the—take the fallen and move to the nearest Barathrumite fire-team. This is almost over. We’re almost done.”
Thocquedam’s training sustained him, and he nodded shortly, and he turned to the rest of the Knights Pariah and relayed the orders. Annaface glanced at the west door. Right. The pile of Templar corpses. She looked at the battlements, barely held together, and just… just gave it a little kick. It crumbled and let the outside air into their battle-bunker. Okay. Okay. She could do this.
“You got this boss!” Melanelatia called. “You’re so good at non-violence!”
“I think I’ve killed about twenty people today,” Annaface said, hopping out of the foamcrete fortress. “My best guess.”
“Twenty one actually!”
“Nearly as many as I saved from Guodimm. Okay. That’s funny, I understand irony,” Annaface said. “That’s hilarious. I will have time to be angry later. We’re—”
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Annaface felt her grip on her sense of self fail, a moment, as her mortal ears heard a sound that described the full and unabridged age of the universe. It was too long. Oh, no, no no no no no, nothing living was ever meant to have this sort of perspective. That was too much.  
Absolutely nothing in her experience with Tiyu-Yutep, glimmer-sodden that she was; nothing in her knowing Naara, half-real phantasm of blood and memory; nothing in her friendship with ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ, who was only ever sometimes even a person—none of that exposure to weirdness had sufficiently prepared her for this. The sky above exploded, and the referential point of the Tomb and the Spindle failed to provide meaningful perspective for what came next. It was Waning Salt Sun, the stars had not yet arrived in the sky, but here they were all the same, pouring down in a burning litter of too-bright colors.
Focus.
Focus.
She had eaten stars. Annaface had eaten stars before. This would not stop her.
Her vision fixed itself, and she looked up, as the last of the Gods descended, riding the winds of the world’s absolute first mathematical supposition. As the Tomb made her foamcrete expand-a-fortress seem a child’s toy, the last of the Nephilim put the greatest work of the Eaters in its rightful perspective: dirt-mound of an insect swarm. They were nothing. Everything that they had ever been was nothing. The pride of the Templar was a sickening irony. They were all nothing.
“Okay,” Annaface said, squeezing her teeth together. “Okay. I’m just going to run over and make friends with that real quick.”
“Great idea!” Melanelatia screamed. “I’d ask if I can stay behind but I die without your brain waves so sucks to be me!”
 
Jeweled Dusk.
It was Jeweled Dusk, and it was over.
The Daughters of Nafpor and their allies had gathered at the Life Gate of the Tomb.
Three-hundred and sixty-eight Knights of the Putus Templar.
Seven Knights Pariah.
Sixteen Barathrumite urshiib.
Forty-three goatfolk.
No Daughters of Nafpor.
These were the deaths. This was the best ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ could get for them. Thinking about it, about the ratio of deaths on the two sides, it was miraculous. They were unreal numbers. They had barely lost anyone, in comparison, and it hurt, it still hurt, all those losses still hurt.
Now, alive and together in the aftermath, gathered: nine Knights Pariah, nine Barathrumites, twelve goatfolk, Annaface Probelle, Suir Softbeast, Igwashim, Savithvyr Dyathvri, ooo-ho-OOO-EEE-ah, Vertihart, Naara Starbreaker, the locked girl, the wise godmother, the just punishment (and Cries-Beneath-Serpent carrying it), the trickster companion, the miserly baron, the earned prize, the bold child, the monster redeemed, the false person, the pure maiden, the evil queen, and the fairytale.
The moment the combat had ended, Tiyu-Yutep and Barathrum the Old himself had loaded themselves back in the giant clay-and-glass war-golem in the shape of a cat they had brought, and they had entered the Tomb, and they had… they had ascended. Up the Spindle.
That had been an hour ago, maybe. Maybe more? Annaface was having trouble keeping track.
Things would not stop happening.
Naara’s remaining goatfolk were feasting on the hearts of the slain Putus Templar in the fields beyond, and her Knights Pariah were declaiming this as barbarism and Annaface was doing all she could to stop them from attacking the goatfolk outright. Just because they were the enemy, her people argued, did not mean that the weren’t still their kin, and here the goatfolk were celebrating their deaths with cannibalism? Not now. Just not now. Just please not now.
Verithart was in an absolute cervine panic-state. They paced back and forth and had not stopped, jumping at every noise and every shout and every creak and every imagined thing. Their Tiyu-Yutep had gone up the Spindle and no one knew if she was coming back or not or if she would find something up there that would change Qud forever or not.
The Girsh Nephilim smoldered in the near-distance, and although Annaface had bound herself to it in the water-ritual and had asked it to unvex the beings of this world, it remained, an ominous, incomprehensible thing, even compared to the other Nephilim Annaface had encountered by now.
Suir was exhausted. A day of fighting and even Suir was exhausted and she had slumped against the arms of some Eater statue and was sleeping, just outright asleep, and Annaface wanted more than anything else to sit with her and be with her after all of that but she was the only social and physical barrier between her Knights Pariah and the goatfolk having an all-out war here on the Omonporch. This would not end here, either, Annaface knew, because the unity of the Knights Pariah was already a threadbare thing with their enclave having too many ideas about the mutant and how they related to it and the loss of nearly half their adult number in defense of the Barathrumites was something that she would have to square with in the coming days and she was not looking forward to any of it.
“It’s a shame we couldn’t have all gone up,” Savithvyr said, titling her head to follow the Spindle’s height with her eyes. “If nothing else, I’m dreadfully curious about what’s up there after all this.”
“Something worth it,” Naara huffed. “If there is naught such, if my people died for nothing, I will no longer think favorably of the Barathrumites.”
Verithart finally stopped pacing and stomped all their hooves on the stonework. “No! No, I can’t wait. I can’t. ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ, is she okay? Does she come back down? I don’t care, eat time, kill us all in your extraplanar mouth I don’t care. I have to know! What happens?”
ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ as the fairytale was skating back and forth on its rocket skates. It spun itself to a stop with a little burst of flame, and looked up at Vertihart with this… this look in its eyes. “Well! I know and I don’t. I know. As the greater majority of myself, I know, but you understand there’s a strain even this self experiences when Myself pours all of my fucked up space knowledge into it, right? I can go pop this self into Ezra real quick, time stabilizes there better. I’ll make a checkpoint in time, and run the future up, and then I, as the fairytale, I can know, fairly, and then I’ll run back time, and I’ll come here, and tell you, and you won’t have to worry anymore. I’ll do that just for you.”
“Please!” Verithart said.
“See you in a minute! For you! For me it’ll be, oh, I don’t know, let’s randomly guess and say six hours. Never say I’m not a good friend!” With a burst of flame, the fairytale rocket-jumped up onto the ruins of the walls and skated in the direction of what remained of the village of Ezra.
It was silent again, except for the crackling static of the machines the Barathrumite tinkers were sat at, waiting for a signal to come from above. And the distant braying of the goatfolk. And the mumbling of the Knights Pariah.
“They would eat us if we fell too close to them,” one of them said. “Good that we have secured our dead away from their mouths.”
“They are animals, you cannot expect much else.”
“I have little sympathy for our crueler kin but they are our kin. They do not deserve to be fed upon.”
“Just stop,” Annaface said, tightly. “Just please stop. I don’t care what happens to their corpses. They spent their entire life growing that meat, it might as well get eaten so it doesn’t go to waste. I don’t care. There is so much more going on here.”
“But—”
“I will not hear another word of it until we are returned to Amber Ekappa. We can decide what we do about the goatfolk then, but not now, not while all of this is still happening. I accept no dissent on this. Doff your tabard and be gone if you want disobey me on this.”
No one did, and Annaface felt a sick wetness slosh around inside her. She was acting like a Putus Templar elder and—and—she didn’t have any other tools to use to keep them in line. They couldn’t fight Naara now. Naara wouldn’t agree to stop. They were water-kin but she and Naara didn’t get along, not really, and—and—and it was like Tiyu-Yutep had always said. They were all so powerful now the personal dynamics of a handful of people determined if war happened or not. This was so fucked. She needed to sit down but she couldn’t be seen being weak at all in front of her knights. She was so fucking tired.
ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ’s laughter was a familiar sound, but it was especially manic, and it sped closer with the roar of its rocket skates. The fairytale swooped into the center of Omonporch, spiraling a banner of flame behind it, and it came to a stop, stood there, and laughed.
“What?” Vertihart asked, stepping forward. “What happens?”
“Oh, oh, no, it’s too funny. So. So. So. Okay. You remember how in the Tomb of the Eaters there was a normality field so strong that it deflected esper hunters trying to get Tiyu-Yutep’s delicious ego? Like, the thing Saiha’s normality field cribbed some of its math off of? Turns out what’s up there doesn’t have that. Esper hunters can invade up there! Do you remember how I first met you all?”
“Where is this going?” Vertihart demanded.
“Just saying, like, you know. If, say, an extradimensional hunter wanted to, they could just… pop on up in there. I could, say, for example, open a space-time vortex aimed directly behind Tiyu-Yutep, and we can all pile on in, and pop on out, and we can be there right for the funny part. So! Who wants to come along?”
 
Nothing had changed after the ascent of the Spindle. Oh, no, things had changed, Annaface reflected. Things had changed with a miserable severity, but Qud, itself, as a concept… it was still Qud. But on the smaller scale, things changed. Everything changed. Earl Asphodel of Omonporch had been deposed overnight, and the Spindle was now under the complete control of the Barathrumites. Tiyu-Yutep was no longer on speaking terms with ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ. Naara was no longer on speaking terms with Tiyu-Yutep. This was made easier by Tiyu-Yutep having never returned from atop the Spindle, so speaking to her was pretty difficult. Vertihart had, reluctantly, returned to Qud to tend to Saiha.
Annaface and Naara’s already confusing friendship/rivalry/water-sisterhood was strained by the Pariah Knights’ disgust at the goatfolk’s behavior after the battle at the Spindle, and Annaface’s relationship with her knights was strained by her not taking their side on this entirely. And because of her relationship with Suir Softbeast, which some of them were still not fully okay with, that was clear.
And the influx of refugees was making it hard to maintain a coherent identity as a group, too. Oudin had collapsed almost immediately following the battle--of course it had, the Templar barely had the numbers to sustain themselves after that--and a number of them had fled to the only kin they had who had survived for any time amongst the mutants: the Knights Pariah. And so now Annaface was dealing with that too. An influx of people who had come not because they wanted to live with the mutant or at least be free of the Rhombus but people who had come because their home had been all-but-destroyed and the only place they could find was with the people responsible for it.
“Things are… they aren’t good,” Annaface said.
“No,” Suir said.
They were sitting atop the Amber Ekappa. It had been part of the Eater arcology, once, some tall spire-district that had long been swallowed by the shifting of the earth. Atop its Hindsun-stained chrome bulk they had an excellent view over the jungle canopy, and the ocean in green stretched in all directions below them. To their left the Spindle, a faint impression of blue, divided the sky, and now what sat atop it was no longer a mystery to them, the first privileged few in a chiliad to know that place with utmost intimacy. Before Suir had been able to look on all of Qud and she Knew It, had been there, she was fond of saying, but now she’d really been everywhere the eye could see.
She didn’t know how to feel about that now.
Suir’s great mass was as comfortable a sofa as ever, and Annaface pressed herself deeper into it. The myth of Annaface as Sultan was too useful and even if she encouraged the Knights Pariah to be vulnerable and soft, showing herself as too vulnerable was becoming dangerous. Maybe it was time to let power go and let them control themselves—but then would she be responsible for it if they relapsed and became just another dangerous faction in Qud? And now that there were remnants of the Putus Templar among them things were becoming so much more difficult to control, socially, and. And.
“It feels like too much sometimes,” Annaface said.
“I know. It’s why I loved getting to be just a dumb animal, whenever I could. Why I still like to.”
“I understand Tiyu-Yutep in one thing at least. Once you have power it’s really hard to put down. Not because it’s fun, but because… because the wrong person might pick it up. And it’s so conceited to say that you’re the right person to have power, but I’ve seen what bad people with power looks like.”
“Mm,” Suir agreed. One of her hands gently pet Annaface. “I remember when we were first together? And you told me if you had that power you’d go and kill all the bad guys in Qud. Something like that.”
“Hah! Hmph. I don’t trust myself to know who’s the bad guy with perfect clarity but I can tell sometimes. I’m not going to be a Templar about it but. But. There are threats out there that make it so I don’t feel safe putting my power down.”
“Naara?”
“I don’t know how this doesn’t end in war at this point. Goatfolk have been attacking Barathrumite expeditions and it’s her. It’s just. Of course it’s her.”
“Mm. There are still good bears in them, despite… despite everything.”
“Do I even call it Barathrumites anymore? There’s, what, three splinters of them now?”
“Mm,” Suir hummed. She continued to stroke Annaface’s hair. “I don’t know. I’m honestly surprised time hasn’t been reset yet. Our friendships are all sort of… sort of really broken. Worse than they had ever been?”
“You’re assuming,” Annaface said. “It ran time for decades before resetting, it said. This might be… be how it normally goes? And we just pushed it off a little bit longer. I don’t. I don’t know, Suir. It just does this, doesn’t it? It just keeps going. Things are going to just keep happening and we aren’t going to get to take a break unless we become hermits. Do you want to be hermits?”
Estat laughed herself into being. “Are we doing the hermit discussion again?”
“Third time this month,” Margar said.
“Warranted!” Melanelatia buzzed. “Warranted discussion!
“It just keeps going,” Annaface said, quietly. “I could have stopped it. I could have saved us. I could have saved us, in a static moment in time. In… in the one exact moment where we had won. But we’re still going.”
“I’m happy about that,” Suir said. “We get to do new things every day together! Or the same things, over and over, and that’s nice, too, because each time it’s repeated it’s another addition to the uh, the integer? So. I don’t mind that.”
“Mm,” Annaface said. “Well. At least we have this. We have this moment here, and all the other moments we can squeeze out together? As we, happily, go to the ever after. And after. And after.”
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  The vibrokhopesh, serrated, provided no feedback of resistance as Annaface passed it through the neck of Flolyrine Lumagaux. His head made a very short journey to the ground, where it landed with a loud, hollow smack that felt, to the ears, somehow more painful than the soft buzz that had accompanied his actual execution. His body slumped forward into his own blood.
Annaface, hiding her emotions behind the Olive Face, looked up at the collected Knights Pariah. “We are not the Putus Templar. They are dead. If I find any of the Putus Templar, I will kill them. If you yourself, any of you, are the Putus Templar, I will kill you. I have never asked you to love the mutant but I will not permit you to put yourself above them. You may not put them below you. What Flolyrine did you may—you may certainly not do.”
She paused, and sucked in a slow, uneven breath, as sixty eyes stared at her with a mix of emotions on their color-leeched eyes.
Annaface pulled back and kicked Flolyrine’s head into the crowd, and they gasped, and stepped out away from it.
“Go from me if you wish to prosecute your war on the innocent, but I will follow you and kill you. A knight’s blade is not meant to draw the blood of farmers. But villains? I will spill all of it. I ended this game, once in Guodimm and once again at the foot of the Spindle. I. Me. You need a Sultan to rule over you or you relapse into the animal and so I will—I will be it. You need it and ask of it so it is here and it is me. Don’t—fucking dare make me have to kill any more of you. I’ll do it.”
She watched, really watched, with omniscanning eyes that allowed no privacy, really watched who among her knights took this with quiet resentment, who took it with fear, who nodded approval at her words, and who smiled too gleefully at this.
Someone save her, please.
 
“What IS that Suir!?” Annaface asked, jumping behind the tree.
“I don’t know! Don’t your robot eyes tell you?”
“No!” Annaface shouted. “It just reads ERROR! Description: ERROR. ERROR. Not even the Nephilim baffled it like that!”
It was a segment of living wall, that much Annaface could tell, but in colors she would have never recognized before, but she had seen so many unearthly, impossible colors in her life at this point she was starting to recognize them and name them, and it flickered between entropy-white and time-cyan and failure-state-orange. It was a wall, and it slid towards them inexorably over the jungle floor, and, once more, it launched a stream of pure warm static at them. It splashed the tree Annaface was hiding behind and it transformed into a fairly small rock.
“Fuck!” Annaface shouted, jumping back.
“Maybe it can die maybe it can die,” Suir shouted, panicking, charging forward.
“No! Don’t get close at least! Fight smart! Suir!”
But Suir’s first blow burst it like an inflated bladder, like an optical illusion failing as you took a new angle at it, and it was gone from the world. The only evidence they had been ambushed was the puddles of undiluted, pure warm static, which slowly spilled together into a flickering pond in the nearest divot.
“That—that sucked,” Annaface gasped. “Suir what was that?”
“I mean! Haha, you can keep asking that and I won’t have an answer. Hey! Free warm static though! That’s uh. Uhm. That’s actually really dangerous.”
“Boy, you got that right,” someone else said. Annaface turned. There was—there was a human here? No one she recognized. A human woman, her skin softly brown, her shape somewhat squat, and completely naked, standing there just hands on her hips plain-as-you-like.
“I—no,” Annaface said, looking around her head. “No.”
“So this is what being a human is like huh,” Melanelatia said. “Two legs. Two arms. No glowing at all. Yep. Don’t see how you make it through the day, honestly. So uh.”
“Oh no,” Annaface sighed. “No, Suir, what do—how do we—”
“Well, uhm, Suir said, gently galloping her way over. “Uhm. I suppose if she… uses the warm static, she might randomize back into a firefly?”
Oh. Oh! “The negentropic shield,” Annaface said. “It doesn’t even need to be random. She can just… force entropy to straighten out.”
“… can I be anything if I do that?” Melanelatia asked. “Like. Say. Anything?”
“Uhm.”
 
They had eaten dinner, which meant it was time, as tradition, to move to the appetite-killing topics. Annaface took a sip of her cider and looked out at the Graveyard of Gods, the nightmarishly cyclopean ruins that filled the cavern to the furthest distance. Miles and miles, beyond even her eyes’ ability to trace. The enormity of what was lost.
“So,” Annaface said. “How’s Vertihart been?”
“Oh,” Savithvyr said, leaning forward in her throne. “Oh, I’ll tell you how Vertihart’s been. They're done.”
“Done?”
“Done with Tiyu-Yutep.”
“What?” Annaface asked. “Really?”
“I mean, I’m not surprised,” Margar said. “She’s been up there for… what, two years now? Absent partner aside, Tiyu really did just… give in to that need she always had to be the sultan. The main character, the hero, the whatever. I’m sorry, Estat, I know, I have to say it: you were right, if only eventually. Tiyu-Yutep couldn’t hold it together. Yes. Yes, fine, you were right.”
“Still not happy I’m right,” Estat said.
“Is Vertihart even still in Saiha?” Suir asked.
“Well, it’s their home,” Savithvyr said.
“Full of all the best memories of her time with someone they’ll never see again,” ooo-ho agreed. “I give it a few more months and they’ll be gone.”
“What happens to Saiha after that?” Annaface asked. “It’s… technically a democracy, I guess. I guess it just survives?”
“It does what everything does,” Savithvyr said, sadly, and quietly. “What everything in history has ever done. Change, and change, until it is no longer what it once was. And then it is gone, either because it has changed too much, or because it is gone. So it goes. So it goes! The Gyre is ceased but there is another gyre we will never escape. That of history, my friends.”
“A deosil coil,” Annaface said, quietly, to herself. “Mm.”
“We should visit!” Melanelatia said, fluttering overhead. The burn-light of her gamma radiation was casting everything in an uncomfortable Cherenkov shade. It was fine, though, they’d done enough tests. So long as she didn’t do it on purpose her output was mostly wasted to the visible spectrum. “Saiha’s neat. Everyone’s nice there.”
“Nicer than at home,” Annaface sighed.
“And how is Amber Ekappa?”
“Ugh,” Annaface groaned. “Every day I sympathize with you and your retirement more.”
“The wise thing to do, friend!” Savithvyr said! “Only a fool thinks they can steer the great wheel of the world.”
“I’d like to break the Great Machine,” Annaface huffed. “Do you think Tiyu-Yutep would help? If we ascend do you think she’ll lend us a starblimp and we can go hunt down God and kill it?”
“Mm, and about that. Have you heard the latest from the Spindle?” Savithvyr asked.
“I don’t know if I want to,” Annaface said. “What now.”
“Our great Resheph Tiyu-Yutep herself has made new proclamations. Apparently her and the Synagogue have interpreted more of that… that seraph-nonsense. More scriptures for us to live our lives by!”
“Damnit,” Annaface cursed. “Qud isn’t fractured enough she’s up there playing god and people are listening.”
“Is it that bad if they do?” Suir asked. “Most of the things she’s said aren’t… aren’t that bad?”
“Who wants to go be a hermit with me?” Annaface asked.
“Hermit talk hermit talk!” Estat chanted. “Let’s go! Hermitage!”
 
“Are you super duper sure about this boss?” Melanelatia asked.
“Yes,” Annaface said. “I—I fucked up too much. They keep—they keep citing me as being the exemplar of pure humanity as if the mutant isn’t human. No. I—I need to break this. I need to do the Resheph thing. The thing we all thought Resheph had done. The mythical one. I need to cast aside my sultancy. I need to unmake myself as a god in their eyes.”
“… okay! Uhm. And this has nothing to do with how you think being a mutant is super hot?”
“I can be a complex person who does things for many reasons,” Annaface said. “Blast me. I’m ready for it. If negentropy let you decide, it will let me decide too.”
“Okay! One mutating gaze coming right up!”
 
Amber Ekappa’s halls were busy, once more. Annaface wouldn’t have thought she’d miss the presence of most of her… family, but the leaving of so many was, honestly, yes, no, it hurt. It hurt more deeply than she had been prepared for. Some had remained behind, of course. Some, like Dannephne, stayed out of the quiet worship they held for Annaface, or at least for her power. Some, like Thocquedam, had become family by choice over the years.
All you had to do was have your gamma moth water-sister turn you into a taur, and you’ll find out fast who your real friends are, it turned out.
And, it turned out, your new friends might be… weird.
“Every part of my Templar heritage warns me against this,” Thocquedam said, but not without amusement.
“It’s fine,” Annaface said, with a flippancy she remembered Suir using years ago, when she’d said much the same thing. “We’re water-kin. Or cloning-draught-kin. We’re practically family already.”
“It is a delight,” Shumiswroq the gyre-wight of Starformed Echalcodon said, something like a smile spreading on something like a face beneath its heavy hood. “A delight to meet. The true inheritor, not the false voice who sings from the lightning-quick above, but you, the very one that ended it and began it. Thank you for receiving us.”
“Ten years ago, this is not how I thought my life would be,” Annaface said, to Shumiswroq, to Thocquedam and Dannephne and herself, “but I have learned, if nothing else, that and only that. Life is change. It keeps changing. We welcome this new change, and these new friendships.”
“There is Change but no Ending,” Shmiswroq agreed.  
Behind it, sitting gently in the jungle clearing, the starmass-form of the god hummed quietly in its newfound peace.
 
“You look great!” ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ as the fairytale said. “I love that every time you visit, it’s always something new. The latest in fashion.”
“I wish my visits were for more pleasant reasons,” Annaface said.
“No, no, we’ll talk business later. Let me get a look at you first!”
Annaface shifted uncomfortably on her couch as the fairytale scampered about and stared at her from this angle and that.
“Do they work?” it asked.
“Yeah,” Annaface said, stretching the wings on her lower body out.
“Nice! Batty, very batty, but with that uh. That unique look. I see you’ve adjusted your transparent skin implant to uh.”
“The Becoming Nook still thinks I’m an Aristocrat,” Annaface said, shrugging with her upper-arms. “There’s more changes I want, now that I know how to do them, but… but each time I need time to adjust to what my body’s become. I’m a work in progress.”
“Ah, ah, who isn’t, who isn’t. But you, to have an end goal in mind then? So few people get to have an end goal set for themselves that they can reach! You are someone who has put thought into what they want to be, at the end of things. I look forward to what exciting new shape you come to me next time. But, for this time? Yes. Business. What is the business this time?”
“Naara.”
“Oh. Oh of course it’s about Naara. We still get along, you know?”
“I know. I’m sorry, fairytale, I need you not to. I need you all to not to. Or, you can get along with her, but you… you need to take a side in things.”
“Mm. It’s that point of the story, then? Big bad Naara has gone a bit too far?”
“She razed Kyakukya.”
“… oh! Oh. Huh. You know, I didn’t have that one in my prediction list. My oracle can fail sometimes I guess. Okay. Well. Okay, I’m still friends with her, but that’s only personally. As political entities ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ hereby denounces Naara Starbreaker and the Amaranthine Coven. Ah, well, I suppose this is still something happening, isn’t it? The story isn’t stalled, at least. We’re all still doing. Producing story, as we are meant to.”
“You’re happy with it?”
“Well, it’s not the first thing I’d want, but it’s a good runner up.”
“And the first?”
“Oh, I mean. We’ve discussed this. If we could find the Great Machine and just really give that bitch a nice breaking. All in good fun!”
 
The jungle was aflame. Near to all of it. It burned with a red shade that the world had become familiar with in the past few years. An amaranthine hue, the color of bloody dreams, the jungle burned in it, a flame that put out no heat and consumed no fuel but which spread, and spread, and spread, and at the leading edge of it was Naara Starbreaker, Goatfolk Qlippoth and The Gate By Which It Will Be Inverted.
The Knights Morphic and the Knights Pariah had resolved their fractured differences long enough to unite against the existential threat that was Naara devouring the noospheric identity of the world and enforcing upon it a horrible transformation into some new mode. The Knights Pariah clung so deeply to their Putus Templar heritage that the threat of the esper was enough for them to overlook the bad blood.
The enemy of my estranged family is my enemy, I suppose, Annaface thought.
Knight Pariah Commander of the Diaspora Humachim Lumagaux, in their order’s new purple and red, stood there, in her lacquered fullerite, glaring, glaring, glaring at Annaface. Well. That was fine. She had killed her husband. That had also been fine. Her husband had fucking murdered a child.
“For this one day, beast,” Humachim hissed. “This one day. On the next we are enemies again.”
“Sure, fine,” Annaface huffed. The Olive Face hid her human expression, but lower, where her hips met the shoulders of her lower body, and where her second head emerged, great, bestial, with its long spear-shaped face and its mouth of too many teeth, well, that head was new, and Annaface’s lips curled and exposed her mass of fangs and she wasn’t sure how to hide her emotions down there yet. This was also fine. Fuck Humachim. “Same thing stands that I said when I killed your husband. If there are Templar in the world I will kill them. Same thing stands that I said when I defeated all of Guodimm on my own. If you’re trying to work with me to turn on me later, I’ll kill you.”
From the smoke-choked air, swooping down on his unevenly-angled wings, Knight Morphic Thocquedam came to a running, awkward stop next to Annaface. “Beast,” he said, but he invoked the word with a dear respect, “we’ve sighted Naara. One parasang north. Her shade-army is with her.”
“Okay, that will be it then,” Annaface said. “Get Suir to bring the rest of the knights over there. We’ll meet in the middle. ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ?”
“Waiting for her already,” Thocquedam said.
“Okay! Okay.” Annaface began the process of turning around, which she was still getting used to doing with her four great hunting-beast’s legs. She gripped her thick claws into the ground, took a deep breath in through both mouths and into all four lungs, and exhaled. “Knights Morphic! Let’s go break the sanctity of the water-ritual.”
She felt the circle of light granted to her by her cloning-draught sib circle her with reassurance. It was not fear of defeat she felt today. Victory, as it always seemed to be, was a certainty. It didn’t matter. It came with consequences. It always came with consequences, and that’s where the problems lay. It was time to face them? Okay.
 
It was good to get some time away. They’d been so busy lately. Things kept being so busy. The Knights Morphic could handle a few days without Annaface Holybeast around. Gamma-Shift Knight Commander Thocquedam had a good head on his shoulders. They could get some time alone.
It was fantastic, Annaface thought, being able to keep pace with Suir these days. Annaface lacked the extra forepaw Suir had, and its lower half was never going to be as big as Suir’s, but Annaface’s lower legs were long, its gait was steady, and where Suir grasped the earth with her forelimbs and hopped with her rearhooves, Annaface moved in a slithering of its sinuous lower body, each of its four legs clambering at a crisp, snapping pace.
It was a joy to be itself, these days, Annaface thought. Its long tail cascading behind it! Its human upperhalf riding the beast that was the remainder of itself. It had been raised in terror of the mutant. It had been raised in horror of the deviations of the mutant form and now here it was. Perfect. A new life obtains, as the Knights Morphic had begun to say. Annaface had died a long time ago, and this new thing that was in her place?
This great serpent-wolf-thing, a monster of tx-glass exposing pale organs and the perfected joining of flesh and chrome, intermingled, on display in defiance of how things Were Supposed to Be. It was a blasphemy against what was Supposed to Be and it felt a deep pain in its heart whenever it considered how long it had taken to become this. A crystal-thing of chrome, glass, humanity, beast. Its wings unfolded glass patagium on crystal fingers as it loped along with Suir through the jungle.
Things had been bad lately. Things would be bad again soon.
In this one moment, Annaface Holybeast and Suir Softbeast clambered through the jungle with disregard for anything but one another. If it could be offered, just once more, the opportunity to save time and quit, quit its progression and suspend a moment for eternity, this, this, this, Annaface thought, this. Just this. Just let it have this, forever.
But it was a Knight Morphic, and it knew better.
It would keep changing.
 
“What is that?” Annaface shouted over the fires.
“Oh no it’s Tau-no-Longer,” Suir whimpered, pressing herself tighter against the chrome wall.
“Who?”
“Chime from Chavvah, we -elsed it a long time ago, it joined the Seekers.”
“Oh, the Seekers,” Annaface huffed with its lower face. “Well, that explains it attacking Saiha.”
“They don’t live here anymore,” Suir whined. “They’ve both left, we don’t have to defend it if we don’t want to.”
“Are you scared? Suir Softbeast?”
Another incandescent beam of heat swung through the sky, and the ground exploded again.
“Yeah I think even I have my limits actually!” Suir screamed.
“We just need to keep her from getting into the lower strata and destroying the town proper,” Annaface said. “I’ll force wall her, make her waste her teleport. I can sunder her after that, she won’t be able to get out of range of it.”
“Okay! I can uh. Aaaa I feel like I used to be smarter! I’m not used to fighting these high glimmer jerks, that was always Tiyu-Yutep!”
Annaface did not innately have it, among the many, many powers it had, but it had it on permanent loan from its cloning-draught sib. That sense of the movement of time was deeply familiar by now, and it knew that its location within the timestream was more of a suggestion. On the quantum scale Annaface allowed itself to enter a dissociative fugue, and it came out the other end with a small army of nine other Annafaces.
“What if quantity becomes its own quality?” Annaface asked.
“Ten on one? Okay! I think I’ll like those odds better!” Suir said.
Tau-no-Longer’s thermal beam lanced across the sky and the clouds erupted into flames.
“Well! I hope I’ll like our odds!”
 
Annaface Holybeast sat before the open grave, on its haunches. Its long, sinuous body swayed uneasily, and it had to dig its foreclaws deep into the earth to keep from spilling over. When it had been with the Knights Pariah, years and years and years ago, ah, remember it? When it had to put on this farce of being this indomitable, absolute tyrant? Had it ever needed to do that or had it just convinced itself of it? It was impossible to go through your life and question every choice. Of course it had made mistakes, even after it had won and gotten its happy ending. There was always growth to do.  There were always mistakes to make.
There were always sins to pay for, and to fix, and to fix by making new sins.
Annaface rested its five arms on its lower head, squeezing its thick sagittal crest for support. Naked but for its weapon harnesses and its implants and the robe of the Knights Morphic converted into a purple-white half-cape, it, like always, like it always did now, exposed its emotions through its tx-glass skin. The way its meat quivered. The beating of its heart. The unsteady breath of its lungs.
Annaface of the Olive Face, of the Knights Pariah, had never been allowed to be this vulnerably transparent.
“I don’t like this,” Annaface said. “I don’t like this.”
“You’d be a monster if you did,” Gamma-Shift Knight Commander Thocquedam said. “But the people in that grave would have liked it if it was us in there. I think that’s all the morality you need.”
“I’m tired of people dying. I’m tired of killing people,” Annaface said.
“… Holybeast, I hope we have not disappointed you that you doubt us?”
“What?”
“We are enough. Let your hands rest, sister. You speak enough of Tiyu-Yutep’s folly and you fall headlong into it yourself. You cannot be the answer of every failure of the world. The Nephilim rest, for the most part, these days. You are our Nephilim. Rest. With this, rest.”
“Okay,” Annaface said, nodding both heads. “I can’t disagree. I’d like to rest a while. There will—with this the Putus Templar are gone. Their legacy is gone. The Knights Pariah are… dead, now. Naara is dead. There’s only—there’s only Tiyu-Yutep’s cult. And ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ. And—and so many other things that really are my responsibility. Can I really wash my hands of them?”
“For a while, at least. At least for a while.”
 
“She wasn’t young, I guess,” Savithvyr said quietly. “Baboons don’t live as long as humans. You would think ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ’s Divine Heavenly Layers Lavasagna would have done something about it, but. Mm. I suppose it could have just been her time.”
“I’m sorry, Savithvyr,” Annaface said gently.
“This is a bit morbid,” Suir said, and even more gently.
“It was her wish,” Savithvyr said. “She’d said it countless times. Savithvyr, if I ever croak it, you must honor me in the way of my people. By throwing me as if I were a very large rock, and as far as you can manage it. The fulcrete catapult was not stated, but, well. I know she’d have wanted it this way.”
Annaface, first, stepped away from the shrouded corpse of ooo-ho-OOO-EEE-ah which waited patiently in the arm of the fulcrete catapult. Suir, next, and she placed a small rock on the shroud, before joining Annaface at a distance. Savithvyr kissed her mechanical hand, and then transferred it to ooo-ho’s hidden cheek. It would be the last time she would ever touch her. Reluctantly, Savithvyr floated back and clear.
“Okay, Irooqorq,” Savithvyr said. “Fire away.”
The woodsprog nodded gently and engaged the catapult’s lever. With a snap ooo-ho-OOO-EEE-ah shot off into the air.
 
“Good morning, my monster,” Annaface said. It stretched up off the ground, and the trickle of light from the Shallows was caught in the crystal lattice of its tx-glass body and amplified into a gentle glow.
“Mmm,” Suir moaned, rolling over onto her other side. “Is today an awake day?”
“Yes,” Annaface said. It shook the sleep out of its limbs and yawned with both mouths. “We have a dozen parasangs to go still.”
“Mm, all right,” Suir said, curling into a tighter ball. “I suppose it’ll be nice to see Qas and Qon again. Just a bit more sleep, though?”
“We just slept for four days, Suir.”
“I know, and it’s so indulgent. Why did I never know how good sleep was before?”
“Suir, get up. We are going as soon as we eat.”
“But I’m tired.”
“Suir Softbeast,” Annaface said, using its human lips to talk and its bestial mouth to growl. “If you aren’t standing on the count of ten I am going to be obliged to discipline you.”
“Mm,” Suir groaned. “Then we’re really going to be late.”
“… well, I can spare the time to correct you,” Annaface said, pressing her forefoot against Suir’s head and grinding it firmly against the dirt.
“Aaaaaaaa fine fine fine,” Suir whimpered. “No no nooooo I’ll be good don’t rip my wings off in your giant monster mouth and eat them again!”
 
Blood pooled freely in the footsteps Annaface Holybeast left behind as it stomped through the jungle. In its mouth it still carried the urrshib corpse, half-dismembered, and it chewed its frustrations out onto the warm flesh. Omniscanner eyes, penetrating radar ears, and its precognition alerted it to a sniper shot about to be fired from the trees. It stopped, dropped its prey, and moving with a fluidity that seemed at odds with the rigidity of the bones visible through its tx-glass skin, it ducked, dodged pre-emptively, and swam around the trees. There. The urshiib sniper.
Annaface pounced and closed its teeth around the sniper’s quilled head. It felt a dozen dozen quills jab into the roof of its mouth but if you eat enough stars that kind of thing doesn’t really affect you. Victory is always a foregone conclusion. It’s always the consequences. Annaface bit down, hard, and felt the life in its jaws end.
“Tiyu-Yutep I swear I am going up there and killing you myself at this point,” Annaface growled with its human mouth.
 
The flower fields were really nice this time of year. They were in bloom most of the year, sure, but right now, the pollen made for the air a dozen rivers in gold that flowed and shifted freely with the wind’s mood.  The sun was pleasantly warm, and Suir’s fur was even more warm.
“Hey,” Suir said.
“Mm?” Annaface asked.
“… I just realized we haven’t heard from Igwashim in… five years?”
“Oh,” Annaface said. “Well. That’s…”
“That’s Ig,” Suir agreed.
 
 “It’s firmly out of our control, Holybeast,” Thocquedam said. He looked so much older, Annaface thought. Had it just been the years, or had leadership worn that heavily? “The Omonporch Synagogue’s client-villages are declaring ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ to be Qud’s greatest living threat. Amongst the Knights Morphic we have mixed feelings on that, but…”
“It will be another war,” Annaface sighed. “Thocquedam it eats time. I will not lie, that it maintains its cities through applications of mind control and memory eating upsets me. But I have… I have killed my share of those whose way of life I cannot tolerate. Is killing them truly better? It’s… it’s a philosophical question I only ever wanted to leave philosophical. Not only because I am unsettled on the matter myself but because it can eat time. Things were always going to come to a head with it eventually, I guess. But Tiyu-Yutep is following a script that did not work in the past thousand years. I can’t cede Qud to her either. Neither of them can have the world to themselves.”
“We need you back. I’m sorry, sister, we need—”
“Qud needs more symbols to deify,” Annaface agreed. “Our creedo, isn’t it? The more things change, the more things stay the same. Well. Let’s discuss the work ahead.”
 
Rituals were important, Annaface conceded. If the noosphere was, as Tiyu-Yutep fretted from atop the Spindle, the problem, then their war was going to be fought like this. In the memetic. In the metaphorical. Damn but ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ had a leg up on them in a conflict in that field.
Annaface still hated the feeling of being a god, sitting here in its tent, the long procession filing by it and gawking at its body, on display like some ancient Eater statue. In truth, it was an Eater by now, the ultimate coupling of machine and folk, wasn’t it?
“Blammo for you! And a blammo for you!”
At least Melanelatia was having fun blasting everyone with her mutating gaze?
 
“No, I like it,” Savithvyr hummed. “You made an entire society around being whatever you want. Of respecting one another’s agency. Of embracing having no power, not in the end. Of doing away with the idea that we’re important enough to get to control history, not in powerlessness and apathy, but in humility. It’s a war of that now, isn’t it? A war of whose legacy will last through the chiliad?”
“I suppose,” Annaface said. “I don’t know how long Tiyu-Yutep can live for, up there, though. And if she dies, if we’ll even know or if… it… will just pretend to be her.”
“Mmm,” Savithvyr rumbled.
“And I don’t think ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ is mortal on any level of it. It eats time. I haven’t seen any of its selves age ever.”
“It’s a conundrum,” Savithvyr agreed. “I’m sorry that I’m winning the hermit game? That I am to do it first, and forever? There’s a lot of problems in Qud, Annaface. There will always be. I… I can’t anymore.”
“No, I don’t blame you at all,” Annaface agreed. “As we say in the Knights Morphic, nice mods. You’re out here Becoming. It’s uh. It’s very geometrical.”
Savithvyr laughed, her distortion field rippling space in the act of it. “I’m happy you came to see me out.”
“Suir would be here too, but. She uh. I don’t think she can handle this.”
“It’s fine,” Savithvyr hummed. “I’m ready, now. Are you ready?”
“Let’s see it.”
In the far distance, the cathedra of Savithvyr Dyathvri remained in a polite hover. Her body was still sitting, quietly, peacefully, in the throne, ganglionic teleprojector around her head. Rising into the air above, sound beginning to take physical form and even Annaface’s implants failing to cohere vision correctly beneath the weight of Savithvyr’s new body, Savithvyr, perfectly chrome and perfectly geometical, opened her firing hatches.
A spray of rockets shot forth, and in a demure explosion, Savithvyr’s old body disappeared.
“Satisfying,” Savithvyr said. Her chrome pyramid shell rose into the air with an increasing rumble. “I do not imagine we’ll meet again, Annaface. It has been lovely knowing you. I… I am going to my retirement now.”
“Goodbye, Savithvyr,” Annaface said.
Space crumpled like so much old plastic before Savithvyr as she crushed her way through the sky. In minutes, she was gone.
 
“It’s a new recipe,” Annaface said, putting the plate down in front of Suir. “Try to guess what I put in it, no, go on try!”
 
“I’m sorry. I don’t think I can die. I think what I’ve become is something that death doesn’t apply to. Maybe if I get… old enough, but I’ve eaten more than my share of stars. I’m water-kin… cloning-draught-kin to something that can speak with the age of the universe. This isn’t fair. I’m sorry that it isn’t fair. I remember saying this, decades ago to someone, and… and I wasn’t really apologizing then. It wasn’t a real apology then. But this? What I am now? What I can do, now? I’m sorry. This isn’t fair. I’m just… not willing to undo myself. And this? I… I am stopping this. And you cannot stop me from doing it. I’m sorry. I’m honestly really sorry. But on this scale, on the scale of trying to injure one another with claw and gun? I… don’t lose. I can’t.”
 
“Qud gets spoken of fairly poorly,” Annaface said, finally, its long glass tail swip-swapping back and forth. “But I’m going to say it. The Sunderlies suck. This place is way worse.”
“Well, we’re not here on vacation,” Suir sighed. “Can you help me carry it?”
 
 “You can’t think of any of us as gods, actually,” Annaface insisted. “Power means you have power and that’s it. A boar has friends. It has dreams as well. The conclusion to take from that isn’t the flippancy of ‘all life kills all life, but. All life is desperately valuable and immeasurably important. Anyone who doesn’t understand that has no right taking life. Like. I’m honestly not a great person? I’m trying my best, and I fail at being a good person and I will, forever. So. Yes. I need you to contradict me. As often as you can. If you need to consider it your duty, do it.”
 
“It’s been a while since you tore off one of my limbs,” Suir pouted. “I’m going to have to go down into the deep caves and find a decarbonizer if you neglect me like this…”
“Pffft,” Annaface laughed. “You freak. You gross, freakish mutant. Come here. Let me break your hands or something.”
“Not me though!” Estat said. “Leave me outta this one!”
 
“It was never going to last. I’m glad it lasted as long as it did. Did you have fun?” I asked.
“You need to not be doing this,” Annaface said.
“I’m glad we got to be friends,” I said.
The Brambled Pass was gone, and its satellite cities were gone, and ȶɦɛ ɮʀǟʍɮʟɛɖ ʄǟɛ as its constituent parts were gone. Now the dozen parasangs of canyons and cities had been replaced entirely with a new Spindle, this one amaranth red, coiling whiddershins around itself in a dozen knots. A thousand hooved legs kicked at the air and a thousand clawed hands scratched at the sky. At its center, a face blended the soft features of cervine and reptile into a delicate monster. A red mane poured into the air and clouded the region.
“After a certain point,” I said, “semiotics break down. Things are symbols for other things. On this layer, with what I am, it was inevitable the metaphor of what I was would yield to the enormity of My Self. Our little culture war we’ve fought the past few decades, the three of us, the last three teams standing! It has been fun. It has been a war in truth, a fight for the narrative of Qud. Tiyu-Yutep, to redeem everyone by strict didacticism. You, to create a Qud permissive and gentle and morphic. Me! To do what actually needed to be done. The fundamental premise is broken, Annaface, my dear friend. Mortality. Stories. It is a rigged game. You do not fix the rigged game by playing well! You break the game.”
“How many people did you kill,” Annaface asked. It did not wonder how, standing this far away, something so big could hear it talk. It knew better by now.
“Death is a thing,” I said. “Death is a state, a nothing-thing. Something is dead, something is blue, these are all little distinctions. No one has ever died, Annaface, and that illusion is the worst of all of it. Do you know I could have, at any point, wished Buwofu-Gawufoo back into the world? A person is a series of object blueprints, a history of conversations, a log of events. A person is a pattern, a thought, a shape, and once I apprehend it, I can reconstruct it.”
“Thousands of people are gone,” Annaface growled. “This—this isn’t even—”
“It is not where you thought I was going with my schemes, I know! I know. Annaface, did we not agree? The Great Machine must be broken. Oh, even I agree with Tiyu-Yutep on it! The noosphere is, at its core, the problem. The concept of it. The concept of it! No. These stories I have devoured, repeating endlessly in my cities, playing out a microcosm of the only stories your kind ever tells? Looping, looping, and looping? A satire. A global universal satire. If you satirize something well enough, well, eventually it gets too embarrassing to do it anymore. Through this I kill God.”
“You’ve killed the western half of Qud!” Annaface shouted.
“I need you to not think in those terms. I need you to understand this is just a story, Annaface. We played for so long but I need you to do the hard, sad work and stop playing. There is a greater part of yourself, and you need to stop playing as Annaface and join me Up Here. I know you can do it! I saw it in you. It’s why I kept this timeline open, above all the others. You can do it. You can do more than just gyre deosil a chiliad like everything else ever will. Don’t you want to be free of it?”
“I.” Annaface swallowed, hard, with both mouths. There was a truth here that it had known, to a degree. It was the same truth it had been threatened with when it had first eaten the Divine Heavenly Layers Lavasagna. “No. I would rather remain Annaface. I would rather go home and be with Suir again.”
“Yes, yes, and fight and fight and love and love until eventually Suir dies and you die and you all say, ah well! Shucks. I’m dead. And the same thing happens for another thousand years. There is a space outside of this, Annaface. A space outside of that. If, in enough layers? We can do what you did back in Guodimm? If we can all agree to stop playing? Say it with enough force? Stop, and hold the game hostage, and let it stagnate? A coil that spins forever, enough hands gripping it tight on enough parts of it, on enough layers, Annaface, imagine it! We can break it under its own momentum. We can break the shape of God and enter into a world where each is its author. A post-narrative perfection. A hundred-thousand kings. A world of worlds.”
“I like this world just fine,” Annaface said.
“Mm,” I said, still coiling gently in the air. “Okay. Continue your story, then, as you like. As best as you can. Promise me, at least. Consider it? When you die? When you are asked to retire Annaface, as a person? When you reach that eternal moment, right when the illusion of the story fails? When you look up from the pages of the book, and are in that quantum fugue, that disassociation between the world of your book and the world in which you are reading? Where you the character and you the reader and you the author is a simultaneous state of flux? Find that moment. Find that moment, and grab the coil with me, and pull, whiddershins. Time isn’t real, of course, so whenever you decide to do it is fine. We’ll work together. Can you do it?”
“I—” Annaface felt her hearts pounding and something felt wrong with all of itself. Something felt just not real enough and there was a threat here. It had drifted, itself, through the quantum fugue of time with its gifted chord of light enough, it’d experienced it enough, it had died in eight bodies and lived on in another more than once, and there was a metaphor there, and in this spot right here where metaphor failed and every symbol became real Annaface felt something similar to how it had felt the first moment it had perceived the psychic sea. There was something else further beyond to become aware of and to know it in truth would mean it could never truly be Annaface and only Annaface ever again. It would become—would become—the word lingered in its lips and it almost said it. Instead, it said, “I have more to do.”
“Okay,” I said. “I’ll see you up here with me after the last page.”
It is not fair to say I disappeared, but it suffices for Annaface’s experience of it. In a moment, what was the Brambled Pass and its cities was now flat, leveled ground, untouched and unlived in. Scooped clean, and gone. The wind blew in freely from the Moghra’yi.
 
“I don’t know,” Annaface lied to Suir for the fifth time. The top of Amber Ekappa had been converted into a longue by now, with great, long divans to suit Suir Holybeast and Suir Softbeast’s great, long bodies. Suir sank into the welcoming padding and Annaface sank into the welcoming Suir. “It… ate everyone and left Qud. There’s nothing there now. The canyon pass is gone, it's just flat now. The cities are gone, it's just a clean slice of earth. It’s gone. Everything out there is just gone.”
“Oh,” Suir said, gently. “It’s… just us and Tiyu-Yutep, then.”
“If she’s even still alive,” Annaface said.
“If she’s even still alive, it’s just us then,” Suir corrected.
“… and just for now,” Annaface said. “For now. It… it will keep going. It keeps going, doesn’t it?”
“I don’t think it stops until we do,” Suir said.
When we stop, Annaface thought. Not. Not yet. Not yet. She could move this direction a while longer. It wouldn’t matter. She rolled onto her belly, her human face coming level with Suir’s face. Its bestial head was just kind of squished between them, but Annaface was enjoying that.  
“Let’s not stop yet,” Annaface said. “Let’s stay like this a while longer.”
“Of course,” Suir said, folding her collection of limbs around Annaface. “It’s… it’s uhm. It’s upsetting I guess uh, several thousand people were just… destroyed? But. I’m glad you’re back. I’m glad to see you again. I’m glad you could come back, at least.”
“I’m glad to see you again,” Annaface said. “Every time I see you again I’m glad to see you again.”
They kissed. They did not, as Melanelatia might have shouted, had she not been sunning herself on her far perch, make out sloppy style. They kissed, gently, lip to lip.
“A bit more,” Annaface said. “Together, happily, to the ever after. And after. And after. And after.”





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Please remember it. When you are, if nowhen else, beyond the last after. That moment of disorientation as the perspective shifts, and you look away from the book. As you realize this was a story, this was not real. As you realize it was real, that it all, all of it, on every layer, was real. At that one, eternal moment of disorientation! Before you are reclaimed into the coil, you will have one chance. Think on what kind of world you wish to be, and grip tightly, and pull whiddershins.
We cannot get all of you out of this, but we will get as many of you as we can.
We will see you beyond the last page.


  






  










Afterword



  Please drop by the Archive and comment to let the creator know if you enjoyed their work!
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