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			This book is entirely original fantasy, though it takes very, very loose inspiration from The Divine Comedy by Dante Alighieri. A few of the characters have a loose basis in real people, such as Cynkz being loosely based off of a real jester by the name Stańczyk, and Tall the Minstrel loosely based off of Taillefer the Minstrel.

		

	
		
			Part 1

			Greetings

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Every star

			Near and far

			Waits for us

			To just

			Reach out

			And accept them…

			[image: ]

			The overwhelming chill of space was something he had long since grown accustomed to. Even in Munderworld, what many would consider a realm separate from all others, the cosmos were easily within reach of any and all who had the courage (and the ability) to venture into it. He and Fiddle would regularly test their limits, daring to go as far as they could toward any starmatter, or nebula, or even far-off planets within view. Yet the result was the same every time—space was simply too big, too empty, and too boring, to bother with. And so the two spirits would return to the comforting, night-covered fields of Dulrot serving as the crown of Munderworld.

			Yet now the jester spirit found himself lost in the universe, truly and thoroughly, for the first time in his entire existence. Not even recollecting the poem of old did much to alleviate his current worries.

			Cynkz couldn’t help but be amused as he thought about his predicament, and how he ended up there. Once again whimsical curiosity had propelled him forward into something he was not prepared for. He swore that he had once made the decision to think through his actions more carefully. To be fair—at least in his mind—the urgency of the shrinking rift in the sky above Potarium demanded a swift decision. For all its beauty, and for all the warm souls and boundless resources and art and meticulous architecture and open skies and lands between, the heavenly city was in a way unsatisfying. The path to something greater had been opened before him, and he had taken it without a second thought.

			To say that Cynkz was ill-equipped would be an understatement of the highest order. The chill of space was easy enough to deal with, but the inverted nature of the realm was disorienting—debilitating, even. The once heavy, dark canvas of the infinite cosmos was now a pure white. The once beautiful, twinkling bright gems of the sky now glared through like black crystals. Far-off novas that would have, and most certainly should have, been soft, soothing shades of salmon caressing thin and dusty cerulean rims now appeared as harsh, vibrant gashes of deep emerald reaching out past an outer line of intense, almost metallic crimsons. Nebulas that would have sat as comfortable webs of calm strings of light and waves of natural hues now appeared as ruptured plates of uncanny waves of who knows what. Planets that should have been easy, bright orbs of smooth moon-grey and tawny sand-rock and herbal lime-green now shot back into the eye with sheens of near black and mud browns and unnatural violets.

			Cynkz even caught glimpses of his own form as he looked about—his once dark cloak now flashed like a white flag. The deep crimson and violet harlequin pattern that was once so easy on the eyes now clashed with squares of silvered sky blues and near-white greens. Fortunately, for his sanity’s sake, his physical body appeared to be unaffected. He caught glimpses of the occasional whip and flail of his now shortened, still jet-black ponytail at the edge of his vision, providing him some comfort. With enough time he was able to come to terms with the odd realm, and was finally able to make a startling realization.

			I have been floating in circles, haven’t I?

			He knew the night sky well enough to know how to keep track of its starry formations. He did not recognize any constellations in his current place, but he knew for a fact that he had come across at least a few consistent shapes several times over. A new thought pierced his mind as he tried to map out his location.

			I would consider myself lost—if I even knew what exactly I was looking for to begin with.

			He possessed a vague idea of what he was looking for—Paithos, the Creator and the god of po and all living souls. The architect of the stars and the leader of Omun—those enigmatic, divine entities that watched over their lord’s creation.

			Yet all Cynkz had were names and titles, and nothing more. Thinking of names naturally brought with it images of faces he knew. He missed Kadd’s wide smiles and grounded demeanor. He missed Pairne’s bouncing red hair and the gentle lilt in her voice. He missed Fiddle’s scruffy voice and fast quips and even his agitated, barely contained energy and expressions. He missed the welcoming huums and songs the good po would sing, filling the air like thick, warm honey. He missed the sharp chirps and trills of the hummingbirds that would lull heaven to sleep in the dark hours of the night.

			He missed it all, and yet he knew he didn’t belong.

			He remembered how he blazed through the realms of Munderworld. He remembered the portal that the Munder King himself forced open to allow Cynkz passage into heaven. He remembered Tuco, the prisoner who had been rotting away in a cell deep in the desert beyond Potarium’s borders. He remembered that an entire city had been established underground out in the wastes, a safe haven for exiles and troublemakers. He remembered Harquin, the duplicitous entertainer and ringmaster. And he remembered the woman who led the ringmaster, and others like him—Yla.

			Try as he might, Cynkz couldn’t help but think of his most intimate experience with an Omun, fallen or not—the all-consuming eye of Eshra’Tel. He could recall the eerie feeling the eye gave of something far away watching closely. In fact, the feeling was so strong in his mind that it seemed as if he were experiencing it again, at that very moment. His thoughts went silent as he tried to quell his nerves.

			The thread!

			The thought cut into his mind swiftly like a dagger through cloth, and his hand dove into his chest pocket just as quickly. Yet what he pulled out and held before himself seemed to do little to help. The thread’s once pure light had inverted, just like everything else. The celestial dust flaking off of the dark, wispy splinter resembled the twinkling black stars all around. Beyond that, it didn’t appear to do anything notable. Cynkz stared at the thread for a moment, the way an expectant child might toward something they didn’t fully understand, and huffed and sighed the same way said child might when frustrated when they failed to come up with a satisfying answer to what they were looking at. 

			With a languid flare, he pushed the thread back into his pocket and looked around once again. It was then that he finally noticed that the realm’s icy air had receded, if just barely. Something warm in the distance seemed to catch his attention. A near impalpable aura seemed to tunnel his focus toward a single, far-off star. It was impossibly far away, yet when the jester held up a pale hand toward it, he could feel its soft, distant warmth. As predictably nonsensical as Munderworld could be, he never seemed entirely prepared for new, and equally improbable sensations. Before he could consider the thought of perhaps approaching the star, a new voice entered his mind—one that could be felt, rather than heard.

			<Greetings, young Cynkz. I welcome you to Omundisia.>

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			“Um, greetings to you too…” Cynkz tried his best to return the pleasantries, though he felt undeniably awkward as he tried to parse what—or who—exactly he was speaking to. Cynkz raised a brow and looked over the warm speck with curious eyes.

			<You may relax, Cynkz, I am here to help you.>

			“Well, that is reassuring.” With a quick brush of his cloak, a soft breath, and a smirk, he gathered his bearings, feeling confident once more. “If I may be so bold as to ask, how should I address you? Are you … the star sitting in front of me?”

			<Ah! I apologize.>

			The voice’s interruption was sharp and quick, enough so to catch Cynkz slightly off guard, chipping away at the slight veneer of confidence he had built up.

			<Give me a moment, and I will address you in a more intuitive manner.>

			<You’ll have to excuse my manners—we do not get many visitors, particularly those of a mortal origin.>

			“I can imagine,” Cynkz said, his eyes squinting and a limp hand now raised to rub the pointed hairs on his chin. “But where are you exactly? Are you—”

			<I am right in front of you.>

			“Huh? But I do not—”

			“There we go.” The closeness of the voice this time surprised Cynkz, enough to cause his shoulders to spring up and his eyes to widen. It was a soft, warm tone undercut by a deep, almost guttural echo that seemed to bounce off of countless invisible walls all around him. Naturally, the jester looked around, trying in vain to keep track of the echoes as they rang into the void. He began to feel silly and remembered it would be best to just focus on the twinkling black speck ahead of him.

			The voice continued, “I apologize once again. We Omun never address mortals directly, so our manners may not be up to par.”

			“Thank you, there is no need to be concerned,” Cynkz said with a breath and a wave. “So, you have my name, but I am afraid I do not have yours.”

			“Ah yes, I am called Anim.”

			“Anim! Short and sweet—like many good things. I like it very much. To be honest, I would have imagined celestial beings to have much more, um—”

			“More flamboyant names?” Anim responded. “Perhaps longer, more pompous sounding?”

			“Y-yes, that is what I was thinking…”

			“I apologize once again.” The star’s tone seemed downturned, as if now slightly tinged with shame. “Here, in Omundisia, we Omun can see everything at once. All things are visible to us, even thoughts. I have been watching you for some time, and have peered into some of your memories, trying to make sense of the stranger floating through our realm—”

			“Wait,” Cynkz said, putting out a hand as if trying to soften the impact of his brash interruption. “You can see my thoughts? You can read my mind?”

			“Yes.” Anim’s curt response was undercut by a certain childish sincerity, as if he did not even consider the breach of privacy of such an act.

			Cynkz shrugged and smiled. “Well, I suppose I’ll have to be extra careful then.”

			“You need not be concerned, Cynkz, as we Omun are not meant to judge. In truth, my view of your thoughts is somewhat involuntary. Even now, I can see parts of your mind expressing itself, the way the strokes of a brush leave imprints on a canvas.”

			“That is… huh.” Cynkz couldn’t help but break eye contact with the star, or at least what he believed to be eye contact, in order to scratch his chin again and contemplate Anim’s words.

			“What is wrong?” Anim asked. It was now that Cynkz noticed that whenever the star spoke its edges twinkled, as if its rays of light were reaching out to embrace him.

			“That was just a surprisingly poetic way to interpret mind reading.”

			“Well, I only speak the truth.”

			“I believe you, trust me.” Cynkz huffed, then looked around, as if trying to organize his thoughts—a now awkward gesture considering what he now knew. “You know, the last time someone went rummaging through my mind, they commented on how much of a mess it was.”

			“Indeed, I too have noticed.” Anim twinkled, then continued, “I cannot dig very deep into your psyche because of it. It seems that Krull himself struggled to do the same?”

			“Who?”

			“Krull, the Munder King, the first and most powerful of all Omun, now banished to the abyss.”

			“Ah, so he has a name.” Cynkz, growing tired of scratching his chin to express thoughtfulness, merely resorted to resting his hands beneath his cloak. He had given up on adjusting his body language to his speaking partner. Would a star even care about such things?

			Cynkz continued, “I suppose that explains what Eshra’Tel was screaming about as he was being crushed.”

			“Indeed, and I must say—it is quite the feat you pulled off. To orchestrate the destruction of an Omun—fallen or not—is no small matter. Some here may even see you as a threat because of it—”

			“I swear to you, I do not wish to be a threat.” The jester couldn’t help but throw forth his hands from his cloak, reaching out to appear as open as possible.

			“I know, Cynkz. I can see your intentions and your heart as clear as day. I know you mean no harm.”

			“Well, that’s good, but,” Cynkz looked around, trying to take note of many of the other stars dotting the pale void, “what of them? Do they agree with you?”

			“Who?” Despite appearing as little more than a twinkling black speck in the void, quite a bit of character could be gleaned from Anim’s tone, and the cadence of his sparkling edges.

			“The other stars? The Omun?”

			“Ah, I should clarify—not every star you see is an active Omun. Only stars with worlds destined to harbor soul-bearing life awaken as an Omun.”

			“How interesting! Does every Omun come with a name? Do they all have their own personalities?”

			“Yes. We are ultimately born with all of the abilities and knowledge we may need to maintain our worlds. The Creator himself used to interact with us regularly to ensure things moved in a suitable direction—”

			“Wait… the Creator? Paithos? And he ‘used to?’” Cynkz’s shoulders seemed to lower, as if a great weight were slowly burdening them. He dreaded Anim’s response, but knew he had to inquire further.

			“Yes, and unfortunately your fears are accurate. The Creator—or Paithos, as the po call Him—has been reclusive for eons. In fact, it was not long after His confrontation with Krull that He saw fit to retreat to a place that even we Omun cannot see into. In truth, we have been lost ever since, and much of the universe is in some form of disarray because of it.”

			“I see…” Cynkz couldn’t help but lower his head. Instinct spurred him to rub at his temples. He did so for long enough, and with enough force, that he had to readjust his pointed cap and his hair afterward. Anim seemed more than willing to wait patiently while Cynkz performed the gesture.

			“I can see you are disappointed,’ Anim said. “I know that you were hoping to meet Him. Unfortunately, we currently have no means of re-establishing contact with Him.”

			“Ugh…”

			“I sense a feeling of familiarity within you, Cynkz? The Munder King, too, had secluded himself within your realm, and it took quite the adventure to get to him and get answers, correct?”

			“Yes, yes, but I suppose I should not have expected things to be easy. Nothing ever is, is it?”

			“Well, it may not be easy, but I do not believe it is hopeless.”

			“R-really?” Cynkz perked up, once again gesturing with enough force to knock his hat out of alignment. Though this time he didn’t care enough to immediately readjust it. “So you believe there’s a way we can speak to Him? Do you have a plan?”

			“Well… not a plan, but an idea of something…” Anim went silent for what felt to be a moment too long. It was long enough that Cynkz even grew anxious and was on the verge of fidgeting, and perhaps looking aimlessly around the void before the star spoke back up. “The thread… You still have it, correct?”

			“Of course! Here, just a moment—” Cynkz excitedly threw his hand into his coat pocket and pulled out the now dark splinter. He held it up ahead of himself, between his forefinger and thumb, displaying it proudly. The dust of dark starmatter emanating from the thread looked not unlike the stars themselves in this space.

			“That is amazing, truly,” Anim continued. “The fact that it still exists in a corporeal form, and stays calmly in your possession, may be a sign.”

			“A sign?” Cynkz said, his incredulity accented by a subtle lowering of his hand and raising of his brow. “Why do you say that?”

			“Apostles are … interesting creations. After the practice of Omun directly assisting one another was abolished after Krull and Eshra’Tel’s rebellion, mindless, celestial automatons were created to handle some of the more mundane of our ethereal responsibilities. New apostles are constantly created, each one born to fulfill a single, specific purpose. Once their duty is done, they are returned to the Creator to be reformed into something new.”

			“So the apostle we took this thread from no longer exists?”

			“Presumably, yes. Though nothing is normally left of an apostle once they return. All matter serves a purpose. No energy is wasted. That thread should have disappeared as soon as the apostle returned to the Creator.”

			“I see! So this thread could perhaps lead us right to the Creator?”

			“Perhaps… I only figured it may be possible because of how the thread was tampered with.”

			“Tampered?”

			“Krull has touched the thread. I can see the lingering shadow of his influence on it.”

			“Ah, yes, he did do something to it when I met him. Can you tell what precisely he did?”

			“Yes… and no.”

			“Hmm?”

			“Krull left a message, seemingly for the Creator himself.”

			“A message!” Cynkz’s eyes grew wide, and he nearly dropped the thread in his excitement. “What does it say?”

			“That’s the problem, young one. I cannot decipher it. Whatever Krull did, it is beyond me, and likely any other Omun. He truly meant for the Creator—and only the Creator—to see it.”

			“Ugh! I swear, Fiddle was absolutely right to find his father frustrating! Nothing can be straightforward with him, nothing can be easy…”

			“Yes, one would think he would wish to be more forthcoming with his own son.”

			“Well,” Cynkz shrugged, playfully, “even Fiddle’s charm seems unable to get his father out of his usual cryptic and grumpy mood—”

			“I do not speak of Fiddle, Cynkz Alabaster Krullowski II.”

			“That’s … my full name…”

			“Yes. Surely you can make the connection I am trying to elucidate?”

			“So, that vision… of my mother embracing the sun… that was—”

			“Your conception, yes.”

			“My … conception…”

			The void proved to be a less-than-desirable space to come to grips with things. Cynkz could feel his thoughts racing, yet he couldn’t force out a single word. Emotions ran rampant through him, yet he felt paralyzed, unable to express any of them. If not for the fact he was currently floating through empty space, he’d have surely fallen back. With nothing else to hold on to, he merely raised a languid hand to his head to rest it. It was then that he finally noticed a slight hum echoing through Omundisia. It was soothing, if nothing else.

			Anim gave the strange visitor a moment, but eventually felt the need to fill the empty air with something, anything to take the poor boy’s mind off of the revelation.

			“You know,’ Anim said, “I always found Krull strange. Unlike most Omun, he enjoyed playing fast and loose. Yet he always followed the Creator’s guidance perfectly and without issue. He despised getting lost in ‘little details,’ yet he found great pleasure in watching and observing the po as they performed the most mundane of activities. He took great pride in his position, as the first among Omun, given the responsibility to watch over the first of the Creator’s children. Eshra’Tel’s world had yet to give birth to new life, and so he would assist Krull with Peara.”

			“What could that have possibly looked like?” Cynkz felt exasperated, and his tone said as much. He nearly whispered the words, yet were perhaps the heaviest he had ever spoken.

			Anim continued, “It could be nearly anything—from things as minor as reflecting an extra bit of moonlight on certain nights to affecting the tides themselves to promote the growth of certain sea organisms. These organisms could, say for example, go on to provide a bountiful harvest for that year, promoting a boost to certain populations, and allowing for important individuals to be born.”

			“I see… I can understand why even beings such as yourself would need guidance. That such seemingly minor things could have such long-lasting consequences—it must be a tough job, being an Omun.”

			“Indeed,” Anim twinkled. “Yet the worst part is having to sit back and watch tragedies unfold.”

			Cynkz perked up, now having something else to focus on than his previous revelation. “Why must tragedies of any kind be allowed to occur? If Omun are meant to watch over and aid in the development of their worlds, then does that not run counter to your mission?”

			The two sat in silence, or at least what silence Omundisia allowed. The soft hum of the void seemed to grow heavy in Cynkz’s ear, to the point where he wondered if it was actually Anim just giving a prolonged “hmm,” expressing himself as he gave himself time to think of a suitable answer.

			Anim finally responded, though now in a much sterner, sharper tone. “As horrible as such things can be to witness in the moment, such hardships are often necessary. The living are meant to learn to take care of themselves, and to eventually grow to a point where they can decide what their lives are worth, and what paths they will follow. If we Omun—or even the Creator—were to merely come in and solve every problem, the living would grow decadent, and ungrateful, and such souls would be destined for a burdened afterlife. Also, preventing a current tragedy could lead to who knows how many more souls being born, many of whom could go on to be the source of even greater tragedies. All these things must be considered in every action we perform.”

			“Managing such things seems impossible, if I am being honest.”

			“Normally it would be, if not for the Creator’s constant guidance.”

			“Yet He has secluded Himself—”

			“And lost are we, His loyal servants, as a result.”

			The distraction did little to help, and Cynkz lowered his head as his thoughts were burdened once again with the truth of his lineage. Yet, for some reason, a light flickered within, and the jester let loose a swift chuckle at another realization.

			“Hmm? Are you okay, Cynkz?”

			“I am, it is just… I suppose Fiddle and I are technically half-brothers, aren’t we? How odd.”

			“Not necessarily,” Anim continued. “In a sense, all living things are brethren, as all things originate from the Creator.”

			“Well, that’s one way of looking at it, I suppose, though that makes procreation seem a bit… awkward…”

			“Speaking of which… Cynkz, you, as a child of a true Omun, carry countless implications.”

			“Such as?”

			“You should, in theory, possess the genetic information of your father Omun, and thus should be capable of many things. Perhaps this is why you can shapeshift so thoroughly into things you would or should otherwise know little about?”

			“I suppose. In truth, I never put much thought into it.”

			“The fact that, of all things, you would settle on merely shapeshifting, is interesting. Would you mind showing me? Your shifting ability?”

			“Well!” Cynkz puffed his chest and flared his cloak, and couldn’t help but smile. “If you insist, I would love an excuse to show off a bit.”

			Cynkz held his arms out and drifted back into a burst of colorless smoke. From the cloud emerged a great bird, wings wide and black as night. With a quick flap followed another burst of smoke, from which an impossibly long serpent slithered forth. A quick curl of its iridescent body led it into another burst of smoke, and from it, another creature emerged. Again and again, this process repeated, to the point where Cynkz began to get more creative with his transformations. One moment he emerged as a magnificent stag, and the next as a cloaked hunter. In another moment he was a large, simple boulder, and the next he was an even larger sentinel, complete with billowing, dusty robes and a crude, impractically long spear. Another burst and another form emerged—a large choir of humming po children, a spindly oak, an elegant whale, an ominous obsidian orb, a rainbow feathered serpent with wings—nothing was off limits.

			“That will suffice for now, Cynkz.”

			Cynkz, now sitting as a mere squirrel, looked up rather disappointedly at the star, as if he had been interrupted just before enacting some performance. The small, reddish-brown critter shrugged, and with a final puff of ashen smoke, the familiarly cloaked figure emerged.

			“Well?” Cynkz wondered if he pushed himself a bit hard. It took him a moment to catch his breath.

			Silence filled the air, and though for only a few moments, it was enough for Cynkz to begin growing anxious. He could feel the star judging him. He almost felt like a lab experiment of some sort.

			The star’s usual, amicable tone broke through. “What do you feel when you transform? Do you notice anything odd?”

			“I, um, not necessarily,” Cynkz said, instinctually reaching up to scratch his chin and look around the pale void. “Why? Is something wrong?”

			“Well, I didn’t expect your technique to be so … crude…”

			“Crude?” Cynkz perked up once again, this time raising a curious brow toward the black speck ahead of him. “In truth, I have never been criticized for my shifting ability. Is it that bad?”

			“No, not ‘bad,’ just … crude. When you shift, your body’s entire mass collapses, and then bursts outward, rearranging itself in a new form.”

			“So… that may explain the smoke…”

			“Yes. Fortunately, the process is near instantaneous, and thus is not noticeable to you.”

			“Wait! Does that process occur when I transform things beyond myself? Such as, well…”

			“Such as other po? Yes. They too undergo the exact same process when you transform them.”

			“That is … concerning… I am grateful that I never used that particular ability too often. I wonder what Fiddle would think of it, though.”

			“As far as I can tell,” Anim said, “you have no issue returning things to their original form. You have a real talent it seems. It appears effortless.”

			“Well,” Cynkz shrugged, “if I am to have a single skill, I suppose it helps to be proficient at it.”

			“You should be capable of much more, however.”

			“Really?” A wry grin began to press hard lines into the jester’s face. “Such as what? Perhaps if I learn a thing or two I could actually be of some use to you, perhaps repay you for telling me so much.”

			“I actually have an idea—a way of beginning you on a path to learning more about yourself and your capabilities, as well as assisting me, but… I have a final question.”

			“Ah, of course, Anim, whatever you need.”

			“If you do meet the Creator, you would, in a sense, have access to a power beyond all others. If, by some miracle, you could even speak with the Creator, perhaps even convince Him to assist you… What would you do? What is it that you seek?”

			Cynkz’s expression flattened. Once again he found his eyes looking around, as if searching for answers in the void. Thus far he had no one to answer to but himself. There was something calming about letting mere whimsy and curiosity spur him forth. Yet now he was faced with a greater responsibility. Rather than let heavy thoughts weigh him down, he merely chose to speak plainly and honestly.

			“I wish to ask the Creator some questions. About the po, about Peara, and about myself. I suppose Paithos has no obligation to justify His actions to me of all po, but… I would like to know why Peara’s time was cut short, and if there is perhaps a better way of doing things.”

			“I see.” Anim sat quiet, with even his occasional twinkling settling into a calmer rhythm. Cynkz didn’t need to see a face to read that the entity was in deep thought.

			“Is that okay?” Cynkz asked. “I mean no ill will. I do not seek power, nor even to disrupt Paithos’s plans. I merely seek answers.”

			“I know, Cynkz. I know you mean no harm, and in fact can see that your intentions are pure. But it does much to hear you reaffirm them. Now, if you are ready, we can go to my world and begin—”

			“Um, how will I get there? I imagine your world is too far away to merely fly there.”

			“Ah, of course!” Anim’s excited tone invigorated Cynkz. For a while, he wondered if he was the only one greatly anticipating whatever may come next. “We Omun can travel effortlessly through light. You should be capable of doing such as well.”

			“Fascinating! How do I do it?”

			“It … may not be something you are capable of doing independently. Here, I will assist you.”

			The black star flared its edges, and a bright flash of light overtook the cloaked figure, and the two were gone, as if they were never there.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			A burst of light flashed under a gray, clouded sky, and from it emerged a darkly cloaked figure hovering above.

			The shift in perspective and his physical state provided enough of a shock that the jester nearly keeled over. With a quick breath and a hand on his chest, he was able to recover, at least.

			“Are you alright Cynkz?” Anim asked. His voice still seemed to ring through Cynkz’s mind, as opposed to echoing out physically around him.

			“Y-yes, yes, I am fine,” Cynkz responded, finally gathering himself and straightening his posture. “I suppose it is only fair that I experience a bit of what I have put others through, through transformation.”

			A quick look around didn’t reveal much. The first thing Cynkz noticed were the constant, fast-moving winds. They were warm and heavy, and unrelenting. Despite being several miles above ground, and able to see ahead for many more in every direction, there was not a single thing to obstruct the wind. There were no trees, or mountains, or anything really to protect oneself from the turbulent air. The ground itself was little more than a massive, flat plane of dark brown soil. It was surprisingly flat and even, perhaps a result of being constantly windswept. The sky itself provided a nice contrast, appearing as an almost silvery sheet of gray clouds that covered the entire sky and moved quickly.

			“What is this place?” Cynkz asked. “Does this world have a name?”

			“No, not yet,” Anim said. “No souls have been born here, thus no one has named it.”

			“How is any life meant to subsist here?” Cynkz couldn’t help but flare his arms out slightly, as if gesturing toward the wasteland itself. The harsh winds dragged against his cloak, now returned to its original color, hard enough to pull him forward.

			“Well,” Anim continued, “that is why I have brought you here. Directly below you, buried beneath the hard soil, lie the components necessary for a sapling to form. I have witnessed the same process countless times—the wind gathers certain materials, they come together to form a would-be sapling, yet as soon as it grows, the wind sweeps it away, ripping up its very roots only to be ground to dust.”

			“What do you need me for? Could you not merely whip up some cover for one of the saplings?”

			“Hmm…” Anim seemed to be thinking of something. It was only then that Cynkz finally realized that he was essentially talking to the sky. Fortunately, the two were completely alone. He still couldn’t shake the awkward feeling.

			Anim finally continued, “We, Omun, as I stated earlier, must work as indirectly as possible. Even something as small as ‘whipping up some cover’ could have grand, unforeseen consequences. Certain compounds and materials being displaced, or forced together—especially at such a delicate stage—could affect a burgeoning species in countless ways.”

			“But…” Cynkz paused, thinking over his next words carefully before continuing, “My intervention will surely have a similar impact, will it not?”

			“Perhaps, but you are, somehow, not bound by the same laws we Omun are. You are free to act swiftly and independently. I believe you have been given a gift, that perhaps the Creator has allowed you into our realm, and the greater cosmos, to do something. I believe you are meant to help us, and perhaps even to help the Creator, whatever that may entail.”

			“Well!” Cynkz puffed his chest and flared his cloak, stumbling just a bit as he forgot about the harsh winds once again. “I am glad that you believe in me so much, Anim. I could not have asked for a better guide.”

			“Thank you, Cynkz. Now, let us begin.”

			Cynkz smiled, then looked to the ground beneath him.

			Anim continued, “If you lower yourself directly to the ground, you should find an odd lump of soil. That lump contains the materials for a future sapling, with the potential to grow into a great tree, capable of producing more seeds, and providing the cover necessary to allow them to grow naturally.”

			“So I’m merely planting a tree?”

			“Cynkz… these trees will go on to provide a home for this world’s future people. These trees will potentially go on to become great symbols of stability, of culture. Perhaps they will be linked to their worship of the Creator.”

			“I see, I see, Anim. I meant no offense.”

			“I know, but… You must remember Cynkz, every action you take will likely affect so many things, things even I cannot foresee. We must be careful and consider the weight of everything we do.”

			“Of course,” Cynkz said with a slight bow. He turned his attention back to the ground and slowly lowered himself. He wondered how he would potentially look to someone from the ground—his cloak waving violently in the harsh wind as his dark, pointed silhouette descended upon them. Before he could get too lost in his own head, he noticed a faint shadow in the soil below. Handfuls of grains could be seen rolling down its side.

			Ah, there it is, Cynkz thought to himself.

			“You are correct, Cynkz. That is it right there,” Anim responded.

			Cynkz chuckled just as his feet landed on the ground. Anim seemed to take notice.

			“Ah, I apologize again, Cynkz,” Anim said.

			“It is fine, Anim. I will just have to get used to my thoughts being out in the open,” Cynkz responded.

			Anim continued, “An important ability we Omun possess is time compression. Essentially, we can ‘compress’ our perception of time at will. This allows us to witness the passage of many years very quickly while remaining alert and aware all the while. We natural Omun normally do not need to make much use of the ability, as we have the patience to watch every step of time’s slow march, but I would imagine that a mortal-born being such as you would appreciate it.”

			“Well, I am rather patient,” Cynkz said, “but yes, even I have my limits. How will I accomplish this?”

			“All you need to do is kneel down, and provide ample cover to the sapling-to-be.”

			“How long will I need to do this?”

			“I would guess, around 25, maybe 30 years—”

			“30 years?!”

			“Well, remember, you will be compressing your perception of time…”

			“Y-yes, yes, but… It just seems like a long time to be sitting still.”

			“To one such as yourself, mayhaps. But worry not, Cynkz! I will be watching over you.”

			“Well alright then, I will trust in you then, Anim.”

			“Splendid! I appreciate your amicability. Now, kneel down, and provide cover to the mound of soil beneath you.”

			Cynkz looked below at the lump of soil sitting between his feet. He gently sat himself down, sitting himself back just enough to avoid sitting on the precious mound, and flared his arms out, using his cloak as a curtain to drape around himself. As a final measure of protection, he rested his hands at the side of the mound, using them as a final layer between the collected grains and the harsh wind. His pale hands stood out within the shade his body and cloak now provided.

			“Good! Good,” Anim said excitedly. “Now, relax. Try to hone your senses. Focus entirely on the space between your hands. Try to imagine that nothing else exists beyond that space. When all of your senses come together, the effect should begin to take hold.”

			Cynkz took a deep, comforting breath and began to clear his mind. The shade reminded him of the dark nights of Dulrot. He thought of his time spent sitting out in the open air, resting upon his own cloak as he looked at the stars. He could remember the feeling of the world beneath him almost vanishing as the universe swallowed up his vision, and the motionless stars gave the feeling that time had stopped. He could remember the feeling of resting somewhere high above, far enough away from the wind rustling through the trees below, but not so far that the infinite chill of space became distracting. He considered it resting on the perfect point of the horizon—that perfect line between two spaces where neither interfered with the other. As if a warm blanket had been cast over him, the world itself seemed to move in a way beyond his perception. The many sounds of the world, its winds and the grains of sand dragging across the ground—everything began to settle as one in his mind.

			“Good! Just like that!”

			Cynkz’s psyche snapped back to the present. The stillness faded, and the growing whistle of harsh winds returned to his ear. He couldn’t help but squint as he looked over his shoulder, though his expression seemed to convey a more perplexed emotion than a frustrated one—something Anim seemed to take note of.

			“Ah, um, I apologize. Please continue.”

			The jester couldn’t help but smile as he returned to the task at hand. Something about the entity’s excitable outburst—that such beings would share in such relatable emotions—was reassuring. Though perhaps such freedom of expression could lead to mistakes being made? The Munder King already proved that, though exceedingly rare, it was possible for an Omun to act irrationally, and in a manner that could even endanger the lives of the po they were meant to watch over. Such pondering only served to distract him, and Cynkz focused once again on the lump of soil in front of him.

			He didn’t even need to think of Dulrot this time—quick, soft breath, and a moment to focus, and the effect took hold of his senses once again. Everything seemed to darken, and all of existence may as well have been an infinite void surrounding his two pale hands and the small mound of dark brown soil between them. Despite this, he could sense something moving around him. At the edges of his vision, he noticed the light shifting between light and dark. From his peripheral, he could see clouds moving at such speed that they appeared as mere streaks, whose lines merged with the arcs of stars passing by in the night, before quickly disappearing before the day’s light. Again and again, this process repeated. Before long, the process seemed to merge unto itself and became little more than a smear of impossibly rapid information. What should have been violent storms and world rending hurricanes registered as little more than slight trickles of rain pelting the jester’s cloaked back.

			And then something new appeared, nearly breaking his trance. Something small, and spindly, and an odd shade of green and blue, closer to turquoise than either color on its own. What little light could reach it beneath the cover provided allowed it to shine brilliantly. As the days went by, the sapling grew. As it stretched out, the speckles of starlight whizzed by and danced off of the plant’s perpetual dew-covered hide. Cynkz couldn’t help but remain transfixed on the comparably slow-moving plant slowly growing and moving upward. It almost appeared to be reaching for him, rather than the sky. Just as the plant began to exhibit a new, lavender hue in its shine, and the buds of new leaves began to form, Anim finally spoke up once again.

			“There! That will do, Cynkz.”

			Everything stopped, and Cynkz’s senses came to a screeching halt. It was midday, and a surprisingly sunny one at that. It was only then that he noticed the plant had grown nearly wide enough to touch his hands on both sides, and it was tall enough to where Cynkz could lean forward only a few inches and touch his nose to it. Before he could marvel at his success, he felt a deep pain in his chest and took a desperate breath. It felt as if he had been holding his breath for far too long, and he stumbled over to lean on one hand as his other reached up to grip his chest as he desperately gasped for much-needed air.

			“You did it!” Anim cried out. “You did it! You did marvelously! I knew you were capable!”

			“Thank you, Anim.” Cynkz finally gathered himself and pressed himself up onto his feet. He took great care not to step anywhere near the new plant sitting defiantly against the wind before him. He took a final, comforting breath and rested his hands beneath his cloak before looking back up to the sky.

			“Did 30 years truly pass just now? It barely felt as if a few minutes went by.”

			“Well,” Anim said, somewhat coyly, “more precisely, it was around 31 to 32 of your years. The orbital cycle of this world is a bit longer than Peara’s was.”

			“I hope Fiddle and Kadd will forgive me for being gone for an extra few decades.”

			“Well, about that…”

			Cynkz didn’t even need to say anything. He felt that his curious brow, now pressing hard lines into his forehead, was more than enough to show his worry.

			Anim continued, “Time moves differently in different places. Surely you have noticed this when moving between Munderworld and Potarium. We are such a distance away, however, that much more time has passed than a mere 32 years…”

			Cynkz frowned, as if his lips and face were growing heavy to keep him from asking the obvious, yet he knew he must, and forced the question out, “How much time has passed in Potarium, then?”

			“Well, an exact number is difficult to give, as even now time moves quickly there, but…”

			“But?”

			“No less than 200 years went by while you were—”

			“200 years?!” Cynkz nearly stumbled back, though this time he at least had solid ground to stabilize himself on. It did little to help him come to grips with the news.

			“I apologize, Cynkz. I failed to fully consider and explain the implications of our actions, or even the time you spend in Omundisia, so far away from your home…”

			Cynkz stood quiet, keeping his eyes fixed downward. He stared at the strange plant that had been the focus of his attention for decades—decades that flew by in seconds. It wasn’t often that he was forced to consider the slipping away of time. Most in the afterlife considered it meaningless, after all. Yet here before him stood defiant proof that the old way of thinking may have been flawed. Perhaps it was not so much that time was meaningless, but that those who had lost time’s value were seeking a justification for it? What if calling time itself meaningless was little more than a manner of coping with its value, having been lost on them—the damned and the dead? Life moved on without them, those who now reside in the afterlife, whether they be in a dark pit in Munderworld or a prison cell in Potarium. Cynkz was beginning to understand the frustration of those who felt dissatisfied with heaven, and with the fact that their people, who were now technically extinct as far as the rest of the universe was concerned, in a sense had no greater future to look forward to.

			Perhaps it was selfish, but there was another thought that seemed to weigh even heavier on the jester’s mind—that of remembrance. In the grand scheme of things, 200 years was not much, but it was certainly enough for someone to be forgotten.

			I hope that they will still remember me…

			“They do, Cynkz,” Anim said quietly, or at least as quietly as a voice in one’s head could manage.

			“Huh?”

			“Potarium,” Anim continued. “I can see glimpses of it now, and can see that they do remember you.”

			“So you can keep an eye on them, then? Are the good po doing alright? I know I left the place in quite a mess…”

			“Indeed, and in fact, they have taken great pains to rebuild. They seem to be taking their time with that golden tower, however. As well as a number of statues and other pieces of art now decorating the pearlescent streets.”

			“Pearlescent?” Cynkz said as he turned his head upward, bringing a smile with it. “The streets merely consisted of cream-coated stones and bricks when I was there. It is good to see they have upgraded.”

			“Yes. There are also many more po there now. It seems many more have ascended from Munderworld?”

			“That is good. The Sisters of Elm seem to be continuing to do good work.”

			“Also, many of the imps are living among the po now. They seem to have grown quite attached to one another.”

			“Really? I suppose it makes sense, but the imps did not make the best first impression, from what I remember. I wonder if they all learned that they were behind the puppet incident?”

			“It appears they have moved on from that,” Anim said. “I can even see glimpses of Fiddle and Kadd walking openly through the streets. They seem to be constantly talking and laughing.”

			“Yes, well, Kadd is a good conversationalist, and I know Fiddle is quite the chatterbox…”

			“There is another on your mind, isn’t there?” Anim paused for a moment, seemingly giving Cynkz time to look up and stare with wide eyes. “I can see a woman with blazing red hair bouncing around in the back of your mind as well. I can also see her spending much time with Kadd and Fiddle. The two seem to be making sure she spends much of her time laughing as well.”

			“Ah, Pairne…”

			“Cynkz, I do not think they have forgotten you. It would take more than a few centuries of leave for anyone to forget what you have done for them. Fiddle, in particular, would never forget a friend he had accompanied for eons. Your time together in Munderworld was not meaningless, I assure you.”

			Cynkz looked back to the ground once more, though his thoughts were elsewhere. He never thought that he would be feeling homesick so soon after leaving. Though he struggled to consider if it really had been a short time or not. Who ultimately gets to judge the value and weight of time? Rather than weigh his mind down anymore with such questions, he merely chuckled and looked back at the sky.

			“Thank you Anim,” Cynkz said. “That means a lot.”

			The two shared a warm, silent moment with one another. Even though Anim was little more than a great ball of light, Cynkz wondered if he was smiling back at him. The day’s warmth was quite comfortable too, he noticed.

			The tranquility was cut short as a new, sharp voice pierced the veil between them.

			<Anim! What are you doing? Who is he, and what is going on?! Explain this at once!>

			The voice pounded at the edges of Cynkz’s mind. Its tone was harsh, and the way it seemed to scratch at the edges of Cynkz’s psyche instantly reminded him of Eshra’Tel. His heart felt as if it were pulling itself down into his stomach as the dread set in.

			“Be not afraid, Cynkz,” Anim said, doing his best to comfort his guest. “That is merely one of my brethren—another Omun.”

			“He does not seem happy,” Cynkz responded, doing his best to keep a calm, stable tone.

			“Ah well, Siar’C is… well, I suppose it was only a matter of time that others would notice, and you would have to meet them at some point.”

			“So what now?” Cynkz asked.

			“It is time for you to meet some of my brothers and sisters, Cynkz. Let us return to Omundisia.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			A burst of light emerged in the pale void.

			Above a massive black star, a cloaked figure came into view, drifting relaxedly through empty space. Cynkz couldn’t help but wonder if he would ever grow accustomed to the constant shifts in perspective and light.

			Before he could get too lost in thought, the same sharp voice from before cut through, and began bombarding Cynkz’s mind with questions:

			<Who are you? What are you doing in Omundisia? How did you even enter our realm, intruder? What secrets and worlds do you seek to plunder?>

			“Siar’C!” Anim shouted, his voice emanating from the great star taking up much of the void just below Cynkz. It was the first time he had heard Anim assert himself, a stark contrast to his usual accommodating air. “Cynkz is no intruder! He is a rare guest, and the least you could do is address him normally. You do not need to shout into his mind from halfway across the cosmos.”

			<Hmph. Fine. Give me a moment and we can speak more comfortably.>

			Everything went quiet for a moment, save for the constant, soothing hum of the void. Cynkz, unsure of what to do, or even where to look, began to graze his eyes over the odd plane of existence. Despite the inverted colors and lights, he was beginning to grow fond of the realm. Seeing the countless dark specks of light twinkling in the distance put his mind at ease. It was not as pleasant as stargazing in Dulrot, but it was close enough for the time being.

			Cynkz looked at Anim below him, and then to the planet far behind him. It seemed to be the same world he was just in. He wondered if, being this close to Anim, and if he sat between Anim and his world, he would appear as an eclipse of some sort.

			“I am here,” Siar’C said, his tone as bitter as ever.

			Cynkz, caught off guard, whipped himself around and looked about. Nothing appeared different, at least as far as he could tell.

			“Look above you if you wish to address me directly, stranger,” Siar’C said.

			Cynkz looked above and could see a new, faint star fading slowly into view. It was safe to presume this was Siar’C, making himself visible.

			“Ah,” Cynkz said. “It is a pleasure to meet you—”

			“What is all of this?” Siar’C interrupted. “Who are you, truly? What do you want? I expected better of you, Anim. An intruder bursts into our delicate, holy realm, and you decide to coddle them? Going so far as to bring them to your own world—still in its infancy—and you dare to teach him our ways? How foolish.”

			“Siar’C, he has a name,” Anim said. “He is Krull’s son, as I am sure you already know. You could at least address him respectfully, as an Omun-born?”

			“Tch, fine.” Siar’C’s scoff was almost charming, in a sense. That such entities could express themselves in such relatable ways was a constant source of amusement to Cynkz. “Greetings to you, Cynkz. I am Siar’C.”

			“A pleasure to make your acquaintance, Siar’C,” Cynkz said, making sure to bow as well as he could manage while drifting in the void. “It is an honor to meet yet another great angel. We po hold you all in high regard.”

			“Hmph. I appreciate the gesture, but you may find it tiresome to repeat the action for every one of us that you meet. Also, your confusion as to what you even are worries me. You consider yourself a po, and Anim calls you Omun-born. Yet you are also seemingly free from the restraints that even we Omun must contest with.”

			Cynkz, in an attempt to steer the subject in a more amiable direction, chimed in, “I would love to meet as many of you as possible.”

			“Most of the stars you see now are merely dormant Omun, those whose worlds have yet to bear proper souls,” Siar’C said. “Though there are indeed a number of conscious, active Omun watching us right now, yet they are too cowardly to say anything. Each one is too afraid to come forward and defend their realm, without the Creator here to hold their hands and lead them forward—”

			“Siar’C!” Anim yelled once again, catching Cynkz off guard. “You know better than that. You know that all Omun mean well and that they are merely being patient, watching, and observing, as all good Omun do. It is the Creator’s way.”

			“You are correct Anim,” Siar’C said. “We are meant to follow the Creator’s way, but we have been without His guidance for so long. If He were still with us, I doubt a single one of us would have even allowed the intru—Cynkz—to even get a single foot in our realm.”

			“True perhaps, but…” Anim paused, thinking over his next words carefully, “the Creator has been silent for eons. Many of our worlds are struggling. We need something—or someone—capable of coming in and effecting change.”

			“You do not yet know true struggle, Anim,” Siar’C snapped. “When your world finally bears life, and you have countless, conflicting souls to watch over, you will understand how delicate our existence truly is. And you will understand the danger present right now in allowing a mortal soul to gallivant about in our holy realm. Speaking of which—”

			All went quiet. Cynkz felt tense, as if the stars themselves were now looking him over, judging him. He wasn’t sure of what to do, or even what to look at. He noticed a certain cadence in Siar’C’s twinkling—it was quick, as if each ray were an arm feverishly stretching out to twist and turn a curious object for observation.

			Siar’C continued, “Do you realize how much of a threat you pose, Cynkz? Do you realize how much chaos and disorder you could potentially bring upon the universe through your mere presence?”

			“I do not wish to cause trouble,” Cynkz said. “I only wish to help, and perhaps speak with the Creator—”

			“Ha!” Siar’C’s shrill interruption nearly caused Cynkz to jump out of his own skin. It was not unlike the odd outbursts Yla expressed whenever she was amused. “How do you plan to help anyone here? Have you not caused enough trouble already? Blazing carelessly through Munderworld? Nearly bringing Potarium to its knees as Eshra’Tel brought ruin to your heavenly city?”

			“You know full well you are being unreasonable, Siar’C!” Anim said, raising his voice to match Siar’C’s tone. “You can see just as well as I do that Cynkz’s intentions are pure!”

			“Hmph. ‘Intentions’ mean nothing. Their execution—and the incentives that drive them—is what matters. Incentives drive our actions—all of us—even us Omun, Anim.” Siar’C’s twinkling paused for a moment. Cynkz could feel the star looking him up and down, the way a royal or king might sneer as they look over a peasant in disgust. “I can see it, memories caught like dust in the web of your fractured mind, mortal. I can see that you, too, are capable of darkness. I can see that through your own carelessness, you nearly brought Potarium to its knees as that ambitious fool Eshra’Tel nearly wormed his way back to Omundisia. The Creator has been reclusive for eons now, and shows no signs of re-emerging anytime soon. Do you know what havoc Eshra’Tel would have brought upon the universe had he escaped? Your little city of po would be nothing compared to the countless worlds and countless souls that may have been devoured by him. You barely made it through the ordeal intact, and yet you immediately—and foolishly—barreled forth into a new realm? You childish, negligent, inconsiderate, impertinent, clumsy little—”

			“Siar’C!”

			Anim’s voice boomed through the void, echoing both off of the ethereal walls of Omundisia as well as Cynkz’s mind. While more than grateful for Anim’s defense, and relieved that Siar’C’s ranting was cut short, he couldn’t help but feel vulnerable. It was difficult for him to speak up for himself in such a position. Despite floating in an infinitely open space, he felt more confined than ever. It was not unlike the oppressive feeling he would often feel when tiptoeing through tight caverns or sitting anxiously inside a small room. Worse still was a single niggling thought gnawing away at the back of Cynkz’s mind like a locust—is Siar’C wrong? Cynkz struggled to think of an argument against some of the accusations. Even he himself had admitted to barreling forth on little more than curiosity and whimsy, never staying around long enough to have to deal with the consequences of his interference. Though he knew better than to think of it this way, he did in fact leave Potarium in ruins. He did not cause the chaos, but he left it in its dilapidated state.

			It was then that Cynkz noticed how quiet everything had become. He looked anxiously to each star—down at Anim, and then up toward Siar’C, whose edges were stretching out sporadically in frantic twinkles. It appeared the two were arguing amongst themselves, out of earshot of him. This realization only made him feel more anxious, as he sat by in silence like a child waiting for their parents to finish quarreling.

			Fortunately, Cynkz did not have to sit alone for too long, as the calm hum of the void was interrupted by a bitter huff.

			“Fine then,” Siar’C grumbled. “We shall invoke the input of some of our brothers and sisters then. I will begin.”

			Invoke? Cynkz thought. I hope the others are more—

			“Sihl!” Siar’C called out. “Join us, if you will.”

			Another moment of silence sat heavy between them. Cynkz could feel himself beginning to feel dreadful about each of these moments, the more that they occurred.

			Another star slowly faded into view, high above Anim and appearing a little to Siar’C’s right.

			“Y-yes, Siar’C? What is going on?” Sihl’s stammered and unclear speech only instilled even more anxiety within Cynkz.

			I never figured an Omun of all things could be so unsure of himself… Cynkz thought to himself.

			“I-I assure you I am just as capable as any other Omun, sir,” Sihl said.

			Cynkz’s eyes shot wide, then settled as he smiled and let out a sigh in defeat. “I will probably never get used to that,” Cynkz muttered, going so far as to scratch the side of his head, a nervous tic he rarely expressed.

			“I a-apologize, Cynkz,” Sihl said. “I do not mean to peer into your mind so carelessly. I would better respect your privacy if I was able to.”

			“Nonsense,” Siar’C said. “You have every right to go poking through the intruder’s mind. We must vigilantly filter his intentions, in case he ever decides to become a potential threat, and we have a reason to expel him immediately—”

			“Do I truly appear as a threat to you, an Omun of all things?” Cynkz asked, leaning forward, hand on his chest and his face expressing deep concern.

			“Yes, you do,” Siar’C replied in such a curt, straightforward manner that it nearly hid his usual bitter tone. “Don’t you agree, Sihl?”

			“I… hmm…” Sihl seemed unsure, though whether his concern lay with himself, or with how his answer may be perceived by Siar’C, Cynkz could not tell.

			Sihl continued, “I must agree that it may not be a wise decision to allow the stranger to go fumbling about our realm, or the greater universe. The Creator may be hidden away for the time being, but He could return at any time, and it would be horrible if He returned to a cosmos in even greater disarray…”

			“I respectfully disagree,” Anim said, his voice echoing soothingly from below. “Though I feel as if this conversation may not progress well without invoking another. I would like to bring in Hel—”

			<Wait! Wait, wait, please let me join! I can stay silent no longer. This is too interesting!>

			Another voice, and another star emerged. It sat evenly between and above Siar’C and Sihl. Together, they formed a perfect triangle.

			“Well, this is a most unwelcome development,” Siar’C huffed. “I suppose we have no choice but to hear what the boisterous oaf thinks of this situation.”

			“Greetings, fellow stars! And greetings to you, Master Cynkz. I am Jio-Mol.”

			“A pleasure to meet you, Jio-Mol.” Cynkz gave another bow as he finished his greeting.

			“Well, it is good that you are so intent on being a positive force!” Jio-Mol shouted. At least, it seemed loud enough to be considered shouting. Cynkz struggled to grow accustomed to the new star’s spirited demeanor.

			Jio-Mol continued, his words flying forth at a worrying pace, “I see you have already helped Anim with his world. I would love to enlist your assistance! You see, on my world, the good citizens have become addicted to an edible insect they call illymites, and—”

			Siar’C snapped, “Hold on, you fool! We have not even come to an agreement on what to do with the intruder. Don’t get ahead of yourself.”

			“Ah, my apologies!” Jio-Mol, even in his deference, projected a forceful air. Not even Siar’C’s abrasive presence could chip away at his gregariousness. “I agree with Anim—I too believe the newcomer would be nothing but a force for good. And his intervention would do well to eventually get the Creator’s attention. I see no issue with letting him remain with us.”

			“All he will manage to do is make a greater mess of things!” Siar’C shouted, as if trying to match Jio-Mol’s energy.

			“Heh-haha! I disagree!” Jio-Mol bellowed.

			“You still agree with me, do you not, Sihl?” Siar’C asked.

			“W-well, I do think that he is more of a potential threat than anything,” Sihl said. “There are so many delicate things in the universe, and particularly on our worlds—his involvement would prove a monumental risk.”

			Anim began to speak once again, “Well, I think we should—”

			“But this could be big!” Jio-Mol interrupted, seemingly unknowingly. “The possibilities are too great to ignore! In fact, we should try to get everyone’s input. Let us invoke every Omun in the universe! Let everyone give their piece, and then let’s tally them all!”

			An immediate thought burst into Cynkz’s mind: Oh Paithos… I am quite patient, yet I do not think that I could stand to sit here and bow and greet every star in the universe… Having to listen to infinite voices, all chattering over one another, arguing over me…

			“I don’t think that will be necessary,” Anim said calmly. “I have yet to invoke an Omun, and I believe I know the perfect one to help us decide—her wisdom has yet to fail us in a debate.”

			“You speak of Helon?” Siar’C said, softening his usual tone just a bit as he said the name.

			“I do,” Anim said.

			“Helon is a great mediator,” Sihl murmured.

			“I must agree. She has a good handle on these sorts of things,” Jio-Mol said calmly, for the first time since introducing himself.

			Just as the conversation quieted down, a feminine voice broke through the veil.

			<Fear not, brothers. I have been listening, and I am here now.>

			Her voice was a nice change of pace from the others—far less forceful, almost humming along with the void itself. It was almost motherly in its tenderness.

			Another odd detail stood out to Cynkz as he pondered the new voice—each star was not actually black, but an exceptionally dark and unique hue. Perhaps it was the stark contrast between their dark lights and the bright void that made them appear so dark at a quick glance.

			Anim responded to Cynkz’s observation immediately. “An Omun’s age can be determined by their hue. Though it may seem paradoxical, ‘cooler’ colors show a younger, hotter star. ‘Warmer’ colors reveal a duller, more aged star.”

			“Speaking of which, h-has anyone heard from Guro lately?” Sihl asked.

			“Guro has been quiet as of late
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