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Prologue
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“Something’s going on down there, I can hear running,” offers Travis as he notices a strange slapping sound coming down the hallway.
“No one runs in the Church’s Spire,” responds Hefful a bit too incredulously.
“Well someone is,” answers the human.
A Fragment in tan robes appears on the stairs below them, panting and with a panicked face. He looks to Travis and Hefful with a wild look in his eyes as he demands, “Do either of you know where Wellum is?”
Hefful, while moving his satchel behind his back, responds, “We haven’t. Is something wrong?”
Travis asks toward this new figure in the stairwell, “Are you okay? What’s going on down there?”
The Fragment below shakes his head while panting, then exclaims between breaths, “There was... an attack... from the Wyrm.”
The familiar chill runs down Travis’ spine when he hears this, but Hefful scoffs.
“The Wyrm has never attacked while I’ve been alive, this is hysteria,” says Hefful. 
He tries to push past the older Fragment, who responds, “Go down there and see for yourself, there’s a cave near the city gate bridge. I need to find Wellum.” 
Once they’ve said this, the tan-robed Fragment runs up the stairs and out of sight. Travis starts walking down the stairs once more and passes by Hefful, hardly even noticing the metalsmith behind him because a new sensation wraps around his head like a cold, damp blanket. He doesn’t notice the few Fragments frantically running around the Spire’s lobby, even as they cross in front and nearly collide with him. His mind is pin-point focused on getting out to the open cave. The sensation leads him along, just as the Mother Crystal had before, and when he and Hefful step out into the green light of the cave both of them immediately recognize that something terrible has indeed occurred.  
Far below their stone platform, near the far end of the city gate bridge, the pair see that one of the small tunnels on the cave wall is missing. Travis knows it hasn’t simply vanished, as his eyes can see the evidence of a cave-in, and he feels Marrow’s presence agree with him in his head. The ceiling above the tunnel’s entrance had somehow collapsed, and large boulders and smaller rocks have sealed off the entrance. He watches in horror as more of the wall shifts and falls, creating a massive cloud of dust that blows out into the open cavern. Travis recognizes the figures of a few armor-clad guards near the bottom of the now sealed hole, looking to him as though they were trying to dig through the stones to little success. From behind them the panting Fragment returns.
“Wellum wasn’t up there?” asks Travis when he notices the older Fragment’s arrival. 
“He must have gone down to the city without telling us,” the tan-robed figure responds. He tries to start walking across the bridge, but Hefful stops him by grabbing his arm and asking, “Where is Jumma, he’s supposed to be in charge of stuff like this right?”
The tan-robed Fragment’s face drops as he says, “Jumma chose to guide one of the Tunnelers today, to show the less convinced that they would be fine.”
Hefful throws his hands up and exclaims, “Okay, get him to come back, is that so hard?”
“We would, but we’d have to get through the fallen stones first.”
A pit forms in Travis stomach, and he grabs onto the rope at the side of the bridge to steady himself. 
“Are you serious?!” shouts Hefful, and he turns to Travis and says, “We have to get back to the lab, if the Dew works this time we might be able to save them-”
Travis cuts him off by nearly shouting out, “That’ll take too long, they’ll run out of energy before you can forge anything.”
“I have to go find Wellum,” says the tan-robed Fragment, who then takes off across the platform bridge. Hefful calls after him, “What are you doing? Wellum can’t help anyways!”
“We can wait no longer Travis. Hefful is well-meaning, but he cannot help them as we can.”
Travis turns to the smith and speaks quickly, “Take that Dew back down to the lab and see if you can make it work. I have to go.” He takes off running across the stone platform bridge. Behind him he hears Hefful call after him, but the Fragment’s words are lost in the sounds of Travis’ heavy breathing and quickening heartbeat. When he is halfway across he calls out, “Marrow, it’s too far from here, how do I get there fast?!”
“This is the moment in which we see how your body has adapted and grown, Travis. Prepare yourself.”
“But what do I do?!”
“You are in control of the power too, Travis. You just have to jump.”
“Are you sure?! Marrow?!”
“Breathe. Jump.”
Travis runs back to the far end of the circular platform, then crouches down into a ready stance. He looks to the ringed wall ahead of him and flexes as many muscles as he can. Travis now feels a surge of energy rushing through him unlike anything from his old world. His fingers grip the smooth stone of the mural with strength he doesn’t recognize, and his legs feel as though they have grown significantly in both size and power. He slows his breathing and concentrates as hard as he can on the feeling of the light, and as soon as he has a firm grasp he shoots off from his starting point. He covers the multi-story long platform in what feels like an instant, and as his foot lands on the edge, he presses with all of the force he can muster and leaps over the edge. 
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1. A Dark Tunnel
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It has been long. Very long. Time, the one entity even we are bound by, has kept me severed from my home for... in truth, I do not know how long it has been. Long enough to forget the reaches of existence, long enough that I have lost a part of myself, my purpose. I dreamed, many times I dreamed of returning, of tearing down the walls and finally reaching my desires. Never did I though.
There were few I encountered that held promise for me, but never could I find what I needed, and always did I disappoint them in return. Shame has colored me for centuries, if not millennia, and I never thought it would leave. That was, until I found this one. This... human. They call him Travis.
Hmmm... these humans. They perplex me greatly. Content as they are, they tread their tracks over and over, never questioning things outside of their immediate circles. There is the occasional exception, a human tuned to the songs of the Orbs and willing to reach out for them. These are the humans I can use, but they never last. They dream, and forget when they wake. But then there is Travis. 
I have been watching him, as I have done for countless others, on countless worlds. I have seen him from his beginning, bright and newly cold as it was. Something about him transfixes me, though I know not its dimensions. Some quality or idea about him is attractive, yet not physically. It is something about the mind inside. From even his early days I watched him with this world’s creatures, always nurturing and never betraying. I don’t believe he would fight back a beast, not from fear, but out of reverence. He listened to the trees outside of his home for years, as if they were the music of this world made manifest, and he was alone.
I watched as his family moved, over and over again, and I watched as he rebuilt his life each time. Now that they are gone, I have seen him begin to falter. For this, I cannot blame him. He is kind, unlike this world he remains in. He learned for years, in rooms removed from the world he used to indulge in. The pages turning and burning, the years of his life recolored, tainted by the struggles he faced. He is darker now, his light dimmer than when I first noticed it. A darkness took root, spreading in him, and I feared it would occlude his light forever. Few have I seen lose so much so fast, and fewer still have I seen standing in the remains.
He is in his twenty-second year as of now. I can see him sitting in a secluded corner, drinking with the ones he considers his friends. It is later than he used to remain at large, a consequence of the passage of time for him and his kind. They are commiserating, empowered to make the best of their lives even through their current struggles. All of this, and yet Travis does not raise his glass with them. Neither does he sing with their music. I sense his light fading. I feel the strength of something greater inside of him. I must not let it die.
I see him standing now, leaving the side of his companions for the winds of the night time sky. The bells catch his ear as he closes the entrance, and he breathes deeply the smell of the sea. I see him now walking, balancing on the stoop of a small bridge, the breeze nearly toppling him. Squawking birds remind him of years past. He is at peace for the moment, away from the people he loves. He had not the heart to tell them that he was removed from his temporary home earlier that day. The moon catches his eye, full and beautiful in the sky, stark against the darkness. I have known him to stare endlessly on the cold nights in his past, and this seems no different. And yet, I feel something coming. 
He is no longer alone. Two more humans have arrived behind him. They brandish small swords of fragile metal. They hunger for food and for safety. Travis has nothing, but he has not succumbed to their fear. They move ever closer, attempting to suffocate him against their wills and the sea behind him. Pressed up against the edge of that bridge, I see him slip back and flail wildly for a hold. They feared he was attacking and have sunk their blades into his flesh. I can only watch as he plummets into the freezing water below.
I can only watch as his light fades. My chance at return and the light’s chance to thrive...I can only watch. I failed those before. I worry I would fail him as well. 
I... I must try.
I have been with him the entire time, and yet he has never known of my presence, of my will. I cannot let him die, not here, where he is so far from his dreams. I can hear his heartbeat. I can feel the last fight in his veins and lungs, now filling with this icy water. In his final moments, I feel him look out to life itself. That higher form. The worlds he dreamed of, the lives he never lived. If I can use them, I can save him. . Mix them in him, create the power to see and reach what is unreachable. His light grows stronger, I can feel it burning now. This fire warps his visions and his thoughts. He burns with the lights of countless skies. The ice flowing around him bubbles and boils. Colors of all kinds, known and unknown, form a cocoon around him. He is strong, as I believed, and his desires and dreams are intoxicating. 
I can feel him drawing even mine own power into his own. The flames of his dreams are too much for me to resist. I can feel myself flowing into him as he transforms and transmutes his own future. This feeling... his power is attacking the Barrier. He will be destroyed if he... unless... I go with him. I have been free for so long. No longer. Perhaps he will someday become what I have been searching for... but I feel myself fading faster. I will change, and so will he, that is what must be done. He will be... a new star. The barrier is breaking. The lights of infinite worlds take hold over us. If only he survives this change, we could see much... so... much.​

.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  

Am I dead? Is this... heaven? Am I floating? Where’d my body go? I can’t feel anything... look around... Those spheres, there are so many... that shine is... intoxicating. The colors... there is something here. No.
Someone. But where are they? I can’t see them... Am I... falling? Or being pulled somewhere... it’s getting dark again. This is it... I guess I’m just glad... I got to see it...

.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  

A low rumbling and shifting reverberates. Travis’ eyes crack open slowly, as if released from a stone slumber. His pupils adjust to the darkness and expand, a gloriously deep purple that seems to almost flow like waves as he looks out, surrounded by the purest whites in their sockets. His body and spirit feel so weak he can hardly believe he is alive right now, but his eyes move nonetheless. In the darkness he can see nothing. Now he is adjusting, the light is faint.... Travis thinks he can make out something in front... No, above him. Rocks, a deep brown and reddish-grey, form a ceiling overhead. He still cannot moves his body, or feel it for that matter. The rocks bend off on the sides, creating an archway over him. But wait, it is not truly an arch. 
“This is... a cave.”
Had he not himself spoken them, the words would have startled him, but the feelings of body and form are returning, and he senses a smooth coldness along the skin of his back. He is laying on the floor of the cavernous space. Sensations return in his extremities, and he feels the cold air of the cave along his arms and legs. His clothes are gone, not a thread remaining. He feels a sense of embarrassment and shame for his appearance, but he is alone, which soothes his anxieties for the moment. Regretfully, he still cannot move his body, though not for lack of trying, so instead he just stares back up to the ceiling. He reasons it must be somewhere around forty feet or so above him, and the walls are roughly the same distance away on all sides. As he gauges the space, a chill runs up his spine to the base of his neck, and a faint voice echoes around Travis’ head. 
“Rise.” 
In the instant that he hears this, a small portion of strength and will comes back into Travis’ body, warming him and allowing him to slightly twitch one of his fingers. He thinks to himself that the voice must have been his imagination. This must be a dream, or some nightmare. 
“Move.” 
More energy returns to his body, and he feels the desire to push himself up. With all of the life in him, he presses his hands against the cold stone floor and pushes. He gains a few small inches from the ground before the weakness returns. 
“Travis.” 
He pushes harder against the stone, feeling the heat of his blood throughout his body, then finally rises to a sitting position and balances himself, looking down at his body. Despite the memory of his attack, no wound exists on his chest, and he feels none of the corresponding pain. The rest of him appears similar to how he remembered until he picks his right hand up and places it on his thigh. In doing so, he notices a faint purple glow from under the skin of his forearm, travelling his veins and arteries and circulating with each beat of his heart. Normally, he would be frightened at seeing this, but the warmth that Travis feels flowing alongside it overpowers his questions. 
He allows his head to bob and fall around, stretching the muscles in his neck. With this done, he calmly examines the space around him. His observations confirm his guess about the cavern’s area, as it appears to form a rough dome around him. At the edge of the space is a large opening that continues out into darkness. This tunnel entrance is big enough to move through safely, but beyond is somewhat frightening. He decides it is better for him to ignore the tunnel for a moment, and the voice returns once again, this time louder and more concrete in his head. 
“Stand, Travis.” 
He jumps at the sudden order and frantically looks around to see who was speaking, but finds no one in the dim light.
“Who’s there?” he calls out, but no voice responds. 
The cold shiver returns on his spine, and he brings his left hand up to the back of his neck He gets to his feet, breathing faster than he remembers needing to. 
“Well done.” 
The many tendons and ligaments in his body stretch and release from a state of almost atrophy as he awkwardly balances his weight. “Where are you?”, he asks of the voice. Inside of his mind, he can see a small spark of colorful fire ignite. Within it is every color he can think of or imagine, melding together and swirling into new forms his brain struggles to identify. 
“You may call me Marrow.” 
The spark grows to a flickering lick of a flame, and Travis feels the voice reverberate throughout his body and limbs and deep into his core. “What is this?” he asks while rubbing his eyes with the palms of his hands, “Why can’t I see you?” 
“You will not find me, but be not afraid, I am with you.” 
“Are you in my head?”, Travis asks, and the voice calls in response, “I am inside of you and without, I am one with your spirit.
He feels along his chest and abdomen. He'd never been a particularly masculine person, but in this moment he appreciates the spare bits of hair on his chest that provide slight protection from the cold of the cave. “I thought I got stabbed...” he mutters. A faint purple glow in the shape of a thin wound appears a few inches below his heart, and the voice in his head states, “You were, but I pulled you from the edge.” 
“So I’m not dead?”
“No, Travis, you are very much alive.” 
The faint purple glow on his chest suddenly gains in intensity and size, stretching and expanding across his skin. “This color and the heat, it feels... good.”, he exclaims as the glow reaches out to his finger tips, which he examines in front of him
“This is the power you now hold, it is your warmth.
He shakes his head in disbelief and responds, “No way, this can’t be me.” The glow creeps up Travis’ neck and onto his face, then breaches the white of his left eye. In an instant, he is overtaken by a surging wave of light, and then his vision shifts to an entirely new, shockingly different environment. 
The view that now stretches out before him is unlike anything Travis can comprehend. A newfound sense of weightlessness arises in his limbs, and he stares out in awe at what appears to be a new universe. There is infinite space and clusters of light and dust of all colors, shapes, and sizes. Populated amongst them are countless dots of shining light, which the human ascertains to be spheres of various sizes as he stares in awe
“This is... everything.”, he whispers in disbelief
The entire picture is so bright it begins to hurt Travis’ head, so he turns to look away and immediately notices the gargantuan orb floating beside him. In comparison, he is dwarfed not only in physical space by the Sphere, but also in the waves of energy that rush over him from its surface. Visually it is like molten silver flowing along the surface of a completely occluded planet. He feels like an ant before this celestial body, and the majesty of the Sphere beckons him to move closer, to fall towards it and be overtaken.  
“Remember, this is reality.” 
The voice pulls his mind from the orb, and he looks above the Sphere to find its source. What he finds floating among the colors is almost indescribable, a colossal structure of stars and empty space tethered together into a winding shape. It undulates amongst itself, turning inward and outward, forward and backwards, and in all manner of impossible movements. As he stares at the negative space between the lights, he can almost see the outline of the entity’s body, long and snaking. A large section pushes outward from the central mass and moves toward Travis. He can make out a pair of eye-like stars among the swirling colors, watching him with a sense of deep understanding and immense power.
“What are you?”, Travis asks, but not with his mouth or his breath. The eyes blink in unison, and he suddenly finds himself back in the cave in the same moment. The glow on his body is gone and a newfound sense of stillness sits in the rocky air. “That was incredible,” he mumbles under his breath. He is still in shock when the voice returns once more. 
“Many more sights such as thus lay before you, if you follow your path.” 
“You said your name was Marrow, right? What happened to me?”
“We were thrown here when I joined myself to you. In touching your spirit I made your dying dreams manifest, and the Spheres answered your call.” 
“I brought myself to this cave? How could I have, I’m just a person...” 
“No longer.”
Indignantly, Travis responds, “Look at me.” He motions with his hands down to the rest of his naked body, but stops when he becomes embarrassed again. 
“In joining myself to you, we have become something much more. Observe, child.” 
Travis watches in further awe as the violet glow appears again on the palm of his right hand, then proceeds to push out from his hand. The glow bubbles up, then separates and floats up a few inches from his fingers, staying there and growing in intensity. In this new light, Travis can see that the rest of the space around him appears devoid of interest, but he does notice something interesting at his feet. A series of circular cracks in the cave floor radiate outwards from where he had awoken. The sheet rock near the cracks is shattered and pulverized, and he kicks up the dust, which creates a large cloud that dissipates with a few waves of his hands. “It’s like I crash landed... how long was I out for?” 
“Hmm, you will learn that time is not something so easily understood, Travis.”
“Does that mean you don’t know?” 
“It means that you are still focused on the irrelevant. There is much to learn.” 
The orb of purple light drifts over to the opening in the wall of the cave, so Travis asks, “Am I supposed to follow?” After receiving no answer, he slowly takes a few steps, his joints aching as he does. Marrow’s voice echoes in his head, “Fear not this pain, Travis, it will fade as your body adjusts to my presence.” He walks slowly to the ball of light, going to the edge of the room and peering into the tunnel. Now that he is closer, Travis can see that it continues much farther than the light from the floating ball can reach
“You are not shocked by this change.”
While still standing at the tunnel’s entrance, Travis responds “I guess I probably should be, but honestly I don’t even know if this is real right now. I’m kind of excited...”
Marrow’s voice rumbles in response, “Your mind is intriguing. I look forward to understanding.” 
The orb of light begins to push slowly into the darkness of the tunnel, and the human follows closely behind. As they walk away from the tunnel’s entrance, the light reaches farther and farther from the open space behind, occluding it in darkness. Just before it is submerged entirely, the sound of something dragging along the floor echoes, and a large, slithering mass moves heavily in the darkness. 

.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  

“So where in the world did you bring me? These caves are probably a tourist spot, we’ll run into someone if we keep going this way.”
Travis follows closely behind his ball of light, slowly going along the trail dug into the ground of the tunnel. His feet make small slapping sounds with each step against the cold stone below. The pace his feet beat as he walks is steady and calm, like water dripping from a faucet hypnotically leading him along. 
“This is where your understanding fails you, my new companion.” 
He cocks his head up when he hears this and asks, “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
“In your dreams, you conjured many different worlds than your own, correct?” questions Marrow. 
Travis is slightly confused as to where the voice is going, but responds, “I mean, yeah everyone dreams. What about them?”
“In those dreams, how often did the rules of your world come into effect?”
“Like... logic? I’d say dreams are the place we go where we don’t have to worry about that.”
“No, not logic. When you spoke to people in those dreams, were they the same?”
“Well no, even people I knew weren’t the same. They’re in a dream, that wouldn’t make much sense, or I guess then it would-”
“But they were people, nonetheless? The same bodies, the same skin?”
“Ideally, but you don’t control what happens in a dream so it depends. Do you dream?”
“In the way you intend, no, I cannot. I have neither a body to create them, nor to sleep as you do.”
“I don’t mean this to sound rude or proud, but I feel sorry for you. Dreams can be truly incredible if you’re lucky.”
“There is no call for those emotions, I am capable of very much. I need not for power or inspiration.”
“Seeing something incredible in a dream is a lot more than just inspiration. Things can exist in dreams that could never in the real world, but you never get to keep any of it. You’re supposed to appreciate them while they last, or at least I think so.”
“Now you are beginning to understand.”
“Understand what? I thought I was teaching you.”
“The desire to see unbound is mostly foreign among your people, Travis. It is what drew me to you.”
“I can’t be that much better than anyone else, we all have the same parts.”
“True, but often in your world are minds pushed too far down. Either through fault of their own or not, they do not see as you do.”
“Dreaming better doesn’t make me better than anyone else.”
“No, but it does make you quite different. Life matters little to your world, yet in some it still grows beyond its garden.”
“You know what a garden is? And does you saying ‘my world’ imply the existence of your own?”
“Quick to learn, as I expected.”
“Are we talking like just another planet out there? Wait are you an alien!?”
“For your disappointment, I apologize, but no I am not.”
“Damn.”
“In regards to your first question, I do not refer to another of the stellar bodies outside of your planet.”
“So what other world do you mean?”
“The people of your world refer to the entirety of existence as ‘the universe’, correct?”
“Yup, everything that ever was or will be.”
“Though that is not true, if it is useful in understanding, so be it. That universe, or Sphere, is but one of many.”
“Are you telling me that multiverse theory is real?”
“I have often wondered at the strange intricacies of your world’s ideas... ‘multiverse theory’.”
“Parallel existences with slight changes all the way out to infinity, or something like that.”
“If that is the understanding in your world... you will need to prepare yourself. I apologize, our change is impacting my focus... I must concentrate... lest we lose control.”
“Well that’s ominous...”
​
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2. The Light at the End
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In the light of the glowing orb, Travis follows steadily along the pathway of the tunnel. The air around him is still cold to the touch, but the floating ball of light gives off enough warmth for him to be comfortable despite having no clothes. Looking upwards as if speaking to a god, he asks aloud, “Any idea how far we’ve come?”
“In the measurements of your world, you have walked about 10 miles.”, answers the voice of his mind’s newest tenant. 
“Yeah that sounds about right, what kind of cave has this many turns,” jokes the human in response. 
He kneels down to massage his right leg, the ball of light stopping and floating lower to join him. In his head he reckons that he has come down a fair distance from his original elevation as well, so he then says while pressing circular motions into his muscles, “Not that I’m gonna refuse to go or anything, but I’ve been walking in the dark bare naked for a while now and I still don’t really understand who I’m talking to. I can’t see you to figure out if you’re like a human, so who or what actually are you?”
“There are no names for us, no need has ever arisen.”  
Travis switches legs and begins to work a knot out while probing, “So there are more than one of you?”  
“Yes, we are quite plentiful.” 
“Do you have a home world like me, or are you homeless?” 
“We are not physical entities as you, we reside in the space between the Spheres. That is what you witnessed in the light.” 
He completes his self-massage and pushes himself back up on his feet while asking, “So that half-invisible snake thing I saw looking at me was you right?”
“It was the vain attempt your brain made at understanding a mere glimpse.” 
Travis shakes his head slightly and stretches the muscles in his hands while saying, “If you have no body, and you come from that weird space dimension, how do you know anything about me?” 
Marrow’s voice returns, but this time softer and calmer as it says, “I spent much time venturing among the Spheres, among the life and minds inside them. I can interfere with nothing, but I could see, and with some I could learn. That is how I have existed, until I found you.” 
“And saved me from getting stabbed to death.” 
“Those creatures that attacked you, they were abominable.” 
By now, the human has resumed his march behind the ball of light. A hint of sadness enters his voice as he mutters, “No, they were just people. One of them told me to give him all of my money, but I haven’t had any for a while, so... He looked really desperate, maybe he had kids that needed to eat.”
“They could not have eaten you, he performed an evil act in their name for no good.” 
“Yeah, I guess. That’s just the state of the world though, people don’t really have the luxury of treating other people like people, I guess.
“Beings of your race are capable of such cruelty.” 
“Everyone is if you push them far enough. It doesn’t mean we’re all bad, it just means we’re alive.” 
A small hint of indignation and scorn float into Travis’ mind as Marrow almost snarkily responds, “I have existed too long for you to know, and I have never been willing to do such things. Do you think we are truly the same?” 
The human scratches the top of his head for a moment, a small cloud of dust falling behind him as he walks, then says “Not to be rude, but if you’ve never even had a body, I don’t think it’s fair for you to judge.” 
“Fair?”
“You’ve never been starving, I assume you’ve never been injured. Do you even feel fear?”
“In a sense, but I am aware of its existence in the minds of the Spheres.” 
“But you’ve never felt it like we do. I don’t mean it makes you worse or better, but you should try to understand others around you before you jump to conclusions.”
“If I had not, you would not be here to tell me this.”
Travis makes a disjointed face, but has no real response and so keeps marching down the stone passage. He walks in silence for a few moments until he notices something far ahead. A faint green glare peaks down the tunnel at him, and he squints his eyes to see if he can make out anything else beyond it. 
“This is the moment in which you must learn.” 
“Are you gonna give me a hint," asks the human while quickening his step, "Or do I need to make it there first?" 
In the new light Travis sees that the tunnel begins to turn off to the right, the light bending around the corner as if to hint at something great should he continue. After a moment he hears Marrow respond, “I have told you of new worlds unknown, and even further spaces beyond. Now, you must come to learn a harsh truth, and for that I am sorry.” 
Travis, who's now jogging towards the glare ahead of them, asks, “Sorry for what?”
Before the voice has time to answer, Travis reaches the turn in the tunnel. As he turns the corner, the ball of glowing purple light fades away, and his eyes widen almost impossibly as his breath catches in his chest. 
“Travis, this world is not your own, and you shall never see your home as it was again.” 
What the human sees is almost too much for him to manage, and so he reaches his arm out in a flash to steady himself against the wall of the tunnel. Before him is a massive open cavern, too big to possibly exist, and dotted with countless clusters of immense green crystals. They glow with rich jade hues, providing so much light that Travis can cast his gaze clear to the other side of the gargantuan space, though he can’t make out much detail at such a distance. 
He reasons that cavern is a roughly-circular space with a diameter of about a mile, the circumference of which he now stands on the edge of. Pillars of stone are spread around the open space, some reaching all the way to the roof, which he estimates is somewhere around a mile up from the ground of the cave below him. Sparsely placed along the pillars are more of the green crystals, but there’s also a few large, circular holes that appear like tunnels along the walls, floor, and roof of the cavern as well. 
It’s now that he realizes he is standing on the lip of one of these tunnels, so he peaks his head out and around the side of the tunnel entrance. He sees a small rocky path along the cavern wall, and a quarter of the way around from where he is standing, he notices that a thin bridge of stone connects off from the outer path and travels toward the center of the open space. The other end of the bridge connects to a large, mountainous bulge in the center of the huge cavern with two strangely shaped protuberances sitting near its peak, but the human cannot make out any further details. 
His heart has been beating at a dramatically pace, but only now, having surveyed the space before him, does he actually realize. He holds his chest with his free hand and tries to steady his breathing, still looking out wide-eyed at the vista. Marrow’s voice returns softly in his head, asking, “Are you hurt, Travis?” 
A few more moments pass, and once he has steadied he is just barely able to utter, “This... This is incredible...” 
His voice is hushed and strained but the wonder inside him is evident on his face, with one end of his lips pulling up in a smirk. 
“Are you not afraid?” 
Travis shakes his head and says, “No... it’s beautiful. Where are we?”
They take longer to reply now, and though the human feels their presence searching for something, he senses that they fail to find it. He listens intently as they exclaim, “There is something strange about this place... I cannot tell which Sphere we have found ourselves in.” 
“Is it because of you saving me?” he inquires, slightly taken aback by Marrow’s confusion, but he immediately feels that his statement was in fact not the case.
“My race has seen countless Spheres. Their existences are etched into our sight, but I hold no memory of this one.” 
Still with a hand on his chest, and while feeling the unease now present inside of him, Travis says, “I guess it was me that brought us here then.” 
“Have you seen this world before, in your dreams perhaps?”
Despite his best efforts, he cannot recall any memory of the cave from his past, nor how he could have picked this place even if he had, so he only says, “If I had thought of or seen this place before, I would have written a book, or drawn something... something at least.” 
“Would it be of use to you for me to add my own sight to yours?”, asks Marrow genuinely. 
Travis wonders to himself what that even means before shrugging his shoulders and saying, “Yeah, sure.” 
He feels a warm sensation appear on the top of his head, then that of a thick liquid running from the location of the warmth, down his forehead, and into his eyes. Rather than before, when his vision was transformed, now he senses that he can actually see more of the space than before. The crystals on the walls and in the pillars now glow brighter, and their lights appears to be fading behind and in front of something still yet hidden. He looks down at his hands and feet, the skin of his palms appearing rougher and the stones at his feet more occluded by fragments and microscopic specks of dust. 
“This is how you see?”, he asks while turning over his hands, and Marrow responds , “I have given you only a fragment of a wider lens, if that helps you understand.” 
By squinting his eyes, Travis notices that the finer details of the far away walls and pillars become slightly clearer. 
“It’s basically like a zooming function. This is so weird to think about,” he says, and then he looks to a pillar of stone hanging by itself from the roof of the cave like an upside down extra skinny mountain. While he notices that there is a grid of what appears to be smaller holes on the surface of the pillar, what really catches his attention appears lower down, closer to the peak of the mountain were it not hanging as it is. Travis closes his eyes and imagines to himself that he can see more without having to squint, and then opens his eyes back up. To his surprise, the newfound fidelity remains and he can see that on the inverted mountain, under an even larger hole under the grid, lies the end of an odd, segmented structure. 
“Is that... a bridge?”, he asks as he stares, and inside of his head he feels the voice of Marrow reverberate. 
“Look further, Travis.” 
He scans along, seeing a series of stone platforms that crosses a gap of what must be 100 feet or more. It connects on the other end to one of the strangely shaped formations at the top of the large mountainous bulge in the middle of the cave. With the aid of his new sight, the human sees that it is not entirely a mountain, but rather a complexly designed network of stone and metal set on top of a flat, rocky plateau. 
The mountain provides most of the structure’s height, about sixty percent by his estimation, and features a large hole straight through from his perspective. A strong green light is coming from within but somewhere to the right of the opening, implying to him that there is more open space than he can’t see. From the right side of the mountain he does notice the same green light, though it’s fainter. He can see two more relatively smaller openings on the face of the mountain, though neither are nearly as deep as the larger hole. Within both are more of the smaller holes he saw on the hanging pillar, with one residing in the top left corner from his perspective, and the other in the bottom right.
Sitting immediately atop the plateau are four rings of what appear to be carved stone walls of descending diameters, the largest at the bottom with the second largest reaching about twice the first’s height. The final two rings both appear to be inside the second, the third smallest on the left half, and the smallest on the right half. Inside the ring on the left Travis can see the top of an even thinner pillar that connects to the other end of the hanging spire’s platform bridge, and within the one on the right there stands a large structure visually reminiscent of a massive tower steeple. Its roof is domed, with tiles made from a spectacular deep blue material that he can't quite identify. Finally, six pillars of the same blue material as the roof tiles hold up the top of the structure, each of them positioned in such a way as to allow him to see clear through it to the other end of the cave, and thought the bottoms of the pillars are not visible from his current angle, he can still see what looks like a large metallic bowl-shaped object in the middle of the domed structure. 
“Travis, you have not spoken, has your heart given at last?” 
The shock of Marrow’s sudden voice startles the human, but he catches himself and says, “No, I’m just... taking it all in.” 
He pushes himself up on the tips of his toes, but before he can look further a ray of light from below shines into his eyes, taking his focus away from the mountain and rings. When he looks to the source of the stray ray he finds a large mound of small metallic objects on the floor of the cavern far below him, to the left of the plateau. The sight of this strange pile prompts him to ask, “Can you tell me what those are?” 
He kneels down on the lip of the tunnel and focuses, but even with the aid of Marrow’s sight he is too far from the mound to make out the specific items it consists of. 
“It appears to be a mound of metallic creations, rather small, but there are many.” 
Travis gets a nagging feeling in his head that makes him think he is missing something, so he looks back to the largest hole in the center of the mountain and starts scratching his right temple, and then he mutters under 

his breath, “It’s like a huge pile of junk at a dump.”
On the floor of the opening, what he previously thought were only small, randomly colored rock formations are now clear to him. They look remarkably similar to stalls he walked by at many a market when he was a child, but none of that is what catches his eye the most. Travis stares in awe not at the stalls themselves, but at the living beings he saw inside and around them. 
He watches as one of these beings who is maybe the size of a human child weaves their way in and around the structures, and then another as they load what looks like a cart with some sort of thin objects he doesn’t recognize. A pair of them stop walking and examine one of the stalls’ inventory. Their skin appears green, but he can’t tell if it is because of the bright, unknown glow, or if they were simply green-skinned people. 
People. 
That was the only word he could use. There are people there, working and shopping at a market, in a massive cave, in a different universe, and then in the instant that he accepts this he has another realization and looks back up at the rings.
Travis can now see that they are each covered in smaller orange lights that become torches after a moment or two more.
“This is a city,” he says, the hair on his arms and the back of his neck standing on end, “Those people are real. This whole thing is real.”
“Travis, do you understand?” 
Marrow’s question sounds in the human’s head, but with a sullen tone that was new, like a leaf falling from a tree. 
“Well I get the basics, those aren’t people like I would recognize... they don’t seem that different, but it’s hard to tell from here. Can you give me more of your eyes?” 
“No. Your body must grow and adapt before you can wield more, but that is not what I refer to, child. Those familiar beings you have memories of, that is how they will remain in you. You will not see them again. Your life has changed greatly, and the path before us is untrodden. You must know this, I do not wish to lie to you.”
Without responding, the human stands back up and leans his head around the edge of the tunnel, over to the thin rock path that leads around the cavern. Now focused on it, he sees that it runs along the wall below his entrance, about thirty feet or so by his judgement. He closes his eyes and imagines to himself that his empowered sight disappears, and then visualizes taking the power and spreading it thinly over his hands and feet instead. His eyes have to adjust to the shift in focus as he opens them, so he rubs them for a moment during which he feels Marrow’s presence waiting for an answer. He flexes the muscles in his hands, then grabs the tunnel’s bottom edge in front of him. 
Holding on to the cusp with his own strength combined with Marrow’s power, Travis tips himself over the edge, connecting his two feet with the rock wall below to stop himself from falling all the way down. He tries to readjust his grip with his left hand, but his fingers slip on the smooth stone, causing him to gasp and his footing to falter. Were it not for the power, his right hand would have slipped too, but he holds strong and regains his composure. 
He closes his eyes and breathes for a moment, then opens them back up and looks down to the path below him. After gauging his distance from the ledge below he looks up to his hands and prepares himself, and then he allows them to loosen slightly, causing him to slide down a few inches. He stops himself, then begins to repeat the process. 
By systematically loosening and alternatively tightening his grips, he finds he is able to slide himself, slowly but roughly, down the rocky cliff-face. By pushing his feet harder against the rocks he then learns he is able to slow his descent further, feeling as if they were gripping the stone with some gravity-like force. He continues steadily until he feels the soles of his feet contact the solid ground of the path, then finally lets go of the wall and stands once more. 
“Well done.”  
Travis turns around now, back out to the open cavern, and sees that the central mound is again fuzzy to him. He imagines the thinly veiled power returning to his eyes from his hands and feet, and the clarity returns to his vision in unison, so then he examines the palms of his hands and soles of his feet for damage or injury, but neither appear. Satisfied with himself, he looks along the pathway, over to the bridge, then begins walking down the thin trail.
Listen, Marrow," he breathes, "I don't know how much you could learn about me and my life. My friends, back there... how do I explain this. My whole life, every time I was with other people like my friends, or my family when they were alive... I always felt a... a nagging.”
“I am unaware of this ‘nagging’, can you describe it in detail?”
“Intrusive thoughts that never went all the way away. Always came back, stopping me and making me wonder about things, whatever it is.”
“Ah, this is another facet of your physical bodies’ emotions, I see.”
“I’m not a therapist, I never went to one because I couldn’t pay for it. It always just felt like... like I was an extra piece. Something additional, not crucial to the structure. Not to say I didn’t matter, I bet a lot of people back there felt like that. I just mean, they might miss me, but I bet they’ll get on.”
“You say this, yet I feel the weight of these memories inside of you.”
“That’s how they’ll have to stay then, I’ll just get used to the pressure. You said yourself, the path changed for me. If I really can’t go back... No one gets to choose the world they’re born in or the life they get handed.”
“Do you resent my choice to save you, to take you from that world?”
“No, I’m grateful. Very. I don’t know why you did it, but that’s just more pressure.”
Travis feels Marrow churning inside his mind, but he subsides after a moment, leaving him alone in his head again. His steps sound below and around him as he continues to walk the path. He stares ahead and within, the green light of the crystals along the cave walls shining down on him from every direction.

.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  

Roughly half an hour after descending from the tunnel entrance, Travis finally nears the thin stone bridge along the outer walkway. He and Marrow have been silent since they last spoke, so the human's mind has been wandering about, mainly to the people of this new world, but also to Marrow and his motivations. He’d have liked to ask them for the reason he had been saved from death, but couldn’t figure out a decent way to word it while walking. Now, he is within a few hundred feet of the end of the bridge, but is no longer walking. He has ducked himself behind a large outcropping of dark grey stone, so as to not be seen. At the end of the bridge stands a new problem, in that two of the green beings that he had glimpsed in the market are standing there, side by side, with each of them holding objects reminiscent of archaic spears.
“Travis, why have you impeded our progress?”
He motions down to his body like before and says, “I’m still naked.”  
“Why is having no coverings such a problem for beings of your nature?” inquires Marrow, so the human thinks to himself before explaining, “Think of this being the most vulnerable state I can possibly be in, would you want me going up to anybody like that?” 
“That is very true, you are highly susceptible to severe damage in this form.”
“That’s not what... I meant intellectually too. I can’t talk to new people if I literally have nowhere to hide my cards.”
“I was unaware you were in possession of such things. To think something from your relatively-primitive world could traverse the Spheres.”
“No, that’s a figure of speech.” 
Travis feels Marrow inside him grappling with this idea, and he pushes further by saying, “You remember what I was wearing when you saved me, right?”
“We have not been one for long enough, I cannot produce those fabrics at this time.”
“How about just the underwear since that’s where the problem is coming from?”
“That task is... reasonable. It will take me approximately 26 minutes of the time you recognize.”
“Alright, well... guess I’ll just... sit here then.”
He leans against the rock wall he is hiding behind, and slowly allows himself to slide down it, ultimately arriving on the floor with his legs fully extended before him. Positioned like this, he notices that the slightly dark olive color his skin used to have has now become a touch paler. The purple in the veins on his arms now exists along his entire body as well, though fainter. 
“How much change has to happen?”, Travis asks, feeling somewhat anxious at the prospect of losing control over himself. 
Marrow comes into his thoughts almost soothingly, saying “In truth, it is unknown. The brunt of it will be dealt to you, but I shall feel it as well. I do not fear any danger to you or your heart, but regardless of the outcome, we shall live it together.” 
The human’s heart beats a little slower now, and he rests his head back against the stone. He closes his eyes once more and relaxes as much as the stone will allow. A sensation similar to bubbling appears on his lower areas, but it doesn’t hurt, and he lets his mind stray to thoughts of his home, now so far away.   

.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  

“It is finished, Travis.” 
Marrow’s voice startles him seeing as he’d been sitting with his eyes closed while letting his mind wander. 
“Was that only twenty-six minutes?” he asks aloud as he opens his eyes and looks down at his legs. He was now at least covering his private areas, a pair of blue boxer-briefs having appeared, the sight of which causes Travis to let out a sigh of awkward relief. 
“I admit, it was a moment longer, I did not consider the difficulties of funneling the power through flesh such as your own.” 
“That’s a... way to say that,” says the human, slightly cocking his head to the side in a questioning form before continuing, “Thanks for the underwear, at least.” 
He feels Marrow’s presence buzzing approvingly in his head and hears them say, “Underwear. Hmm, I am interested in the naming traditions of your world. They are so... appropriate.” 
“There are some things that are like that, underwear is one, but you need to factor in different languages with different names for things too.”
“You should know. That your world holds claim over so many languages is a very rare curiosity among the Spheres. Few can claim two, three significantly less, yet the minds of your world forged thousands.”
“There’s no way that most worlds only speak one language, I don’t buy it.”
“It is true. In the breadth of the Spheres, minds and lives are bound together much closer than in your world, there is no need for more. Only the largest Spheres develop one or two more, depending on their circumstance.”
“That makes us special then, doesn’t it?” 
Travis pushes himself up from the ground, using the rock he had been leaning on as support, easily rising to his feet. He stands and peaks around the corner of the stone to gauge the location of the guards he saw before. Where they stood before on either side of the end of the rope bridge, equidistant from it and the cavern wall, they remain, so he ducks his head back behind the stone and prepares himself by stretching his arms. 
“Do you have a plan now, Travis?” 
The voice’s companion finishes stretching by rolling his head around, then says, “I’m gonna show you how the people from my world make friends.” 
He feels a new unease floating somewhere in his head, drawing his focus, but even so he says, “Don’t worry, it’ll be fine.” 
He walks out quietly from behind the rock cover and begins to proceed steadily towards the guards, and since he’d only been a small distance from them while hiding he is sure that they will notice him coming after a few moments. With this in mind he purposely walks with his hands out at his sides, open and swaying with his step. He holds his head straight forward, staring at the guards and the space around them, but he makes sure to have a gentle complexion to counter. 
The beings finally become aware of Travis’ approaching when he has made it half of the way to them. He sees them turn and point at him, though they don’t speak any words he recognizes. As he gets closer, the unease in his head pulls some of his focus, so he stops walking when he is about twenty feet from them. 
Both guards are now fully turned toward him, brandishing their spear-like weapons in a ready stance, and yet as Travis looks at their faces he doesn’t recognize fear or danger but rather their own unease. They appear to be adult males, with their lips oddly parsed. Their eyes are wide, but their brows are not furled in anger. 
Far from the shine in the mountain now, he sees that their bendable crystal skin is indeed a green color, but that it is a lighter shade than that of the many wall-bound minerals. They’re both wearing a thin layering of armor, but it’s made of a metal he doesn’t recognize, and is woven onto a fabric he can’t identify either. They remind him of warriors of old from his own home world, mainly because on their feet they've both got what look like sandals.
The final detail about the figures that he observes rests in the middle of their foreheads, as both of them have a single green crystal sprouting from the skin above each of their eyes, each differently shaped and with different lengths of protrusion. They are darker than the surrounding skin as well, very nearly the same color as the crystals on the cavern walls. The beings stand across from Travis and simply stare at him, as if they were waiting to learn if they were the predators or the prey.
“Be cautious, Travis, I sense their fear.” 
Marrow’s unease inside of the human’s head grows stronger, but he fights against it to remain calm and in control of himself. He breathes deeply while looking into the two beings’ eyes before him, raises his open hands to show them he is not a danger to them, and says aloud “Hello.”  
The two warriors exchange a concerned look with each other, then turn back to Travis, and then the one on the left opens his mouth. The voice that comes out of the guard sounds to him like grinding rocks, not high pitched and painful, but rough and crunchy, as if the rocks were falling on top of each other. Their lips move in a strange way, but he can tell that they are the one making the noise by the movement and pattern in the sound. The warrior finishes speaking, staring with a shaky eye at Travis for a response, but the human has no idea what to say in response. 
“What should I do Marrow? I don’t think they speak any language like the ones from my world,” he asks nervously. 
He feels a nervous tension in his stomach while staring back at the armor-clad beings, and Marrow’s voice doesn’t soothe his heart when they respond, “I do not know, trapped in your body of flesh I am stripped of the ability to understand new languages.” 
Travis’ gaze switches between the armored men as all three of them struggle to make a move, but eventually the two guards nod to each other, then begin to move slowly back. 
“They are retreating, Travis. Our attempt has failed.” 
The guards make their way back to the stone bridge, and begin to cross it, walking backwards and keeping Travis in their sight as he walks forward to try and catch them. Not wanting to let himself fail so soon, his legs had almost moved on their own, carrying him to the end of the bridge where he raises a hand once more and calls out, “Wait!” 
Upon hearing his shout, the two warriors visibly flinch, causing the human to pull his hand back slightly as his unease took focus again. Whereas before they had been walking backwards, they now moving swiftly to the other end of the bridge, their backs turned as they rush across. The length of the bridge becomes apparent to him as he watches them, because it takes them a significantly longer time to cross than he first expected.
After about forty-five seconds, they finally reach the other side where the bridge meets a small stone platform before the first wall of what Travis still assumes is a city. He sees that a massive set of doors bar access inside the walls, but also that the guards are able to go inside as the door on the right opens for a short moment, then closes. The deep stone thud of the door stopping reaches all the way across the bridge, and he almost thinks he can feel the wind it pushed despite the distance. He stands in the green light of the crystals far above him with his feet at the edge of the bridge and, owning naught but his briefs, and mumbles aloud, “What do we do now?” ​​
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3. Familiarity
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Travis has never had trouble with heights, not beyond the initial fear one feels as a child. In fact, he liked the change of perspective, he had ever since he had seen fields of crops and flowers from the window of an airliner many years ago. He loved that they stretched and rolled like waves, even though he knew they were as still and cold as the dirt they were planted on. He’d even jump from diving boards and dream of skydiving, none of it frightened him any more than it excited him.
The not-so lonely human has been sitting down for quite a while now, legs dangling over the edge of a cliff as he waits for the massive doors to open once more. He crossed over the long wooden bridge a few moments after the doors closed, hoping to reattempt his introduction to the green-skinned people. Despite banging on the door gently and calling for anyone to answer him, he received nothing but silence, thereafter resolving to sit and wait. The dizzying perspective he sees while peering over the cliff edge drew him back into his memories, to wondering about what his child-self would have thought if he could see this cavern as he does now.
Sounds of movement and disorder from beyond the stone doors bring him back to the present. He heard similar sounds while banging on the doors, but nothing more ever came of them. These new noises however, are growing louder and closer, so much so that he feels the desire to push himself to his feet in order to investigate. When he begins to walk closer to the door he hears a low, heavy knocking sound, and then sees both doors begin to open simultaneously. He hurries to get to the end of the bridge where the doors do not reach, and after a few moments, he can see beyond them.  
A large gathering of the green-skinned beings are about a hundred feet away and approaching slowly. They number around fifty by the human’s guess and are dressed like the first two he met, in the guise of a guard or soldier, each carrying what appeared to be the same spears. The leaders of the group however are dressed quite differently, as the first five of the group all sport long flowing robes. 
Of these people, four of them have tan-colored cloaks, with the remaining figure wearing fabric of a deep blue that matches the steeple-styled building within the city. Now at the threshold of the doors, the crowd stops their forward march and the blue-robed individual steps forward. They stop only fifteen feet or so from Travis, and he sees that they are male-appearing and seem younger than the tan-robed individuals but older than the guards that accompanied them.
“I do not sense danger, but act with caution. Your safety is our top priority for now.” 
The human feels Marrow’s warning at the back of his neck, but doesn’t say anything in return. He’s too busy studying the details of the closest man’s face, the slight wrinkles broaching out from the edge of his green-tinged lips, and the distinguished angles and sharpness of the crystals above his emerald eyes. He also notices the air of apprehension that surrounded not only the blue-robed man but the entire rest of the party behind him. None of these people seem angry, upset, or dangerous yet. If anything, Travis thinks they look scared.
Before the human finds the urge to speak, the man in the blue robe opens his mouth and the same sound of falling and crunching rocks comes out. He goes silent after a few moments of the speech and stares intently at the nearly naked figure afterwards. 
“Any idea what he said?” asks Travis aloud, with Marrow responding inside of his mind, “I am still unable to assist with this.”
“If I had to guess, this guy is important, he might even be one of their leaders.”
“I have a suggestion.”
“Did you figure out their language?”
“Not quite. If you could, do you believe you could make contact with this individual’s body?”
“I’m not sure I like where this is going.”
“I believe I will need a pathway to his mind, and one made of both flesh is preferable.”
“We need to work on your phrasing before this is over.”
With a steady breath, Travis looks back to the man in blue, who turns to the other tan-robed figures for a moment before bringing his attention back to the human.
“Here goes,” says Travis as he takes one small step forward toward the man. 
In the instant he does, the guards in the group ready their spears, but the man in blue puts his hand out behind himself, at which point the armored troops subside. Travis puts both hands out before him, palms open in a show of peace and watches the man to see what he will do. The blue-robed man takes a small step forward, and Travis matches with another. 
On the palm of the human’s right hand, the bright purple glow appears, causing the man across from him to appear frightened for a moment. He almost lifts his foot to step back, but hesitates for long enough to overcome the urge. 
“He need not fear the light, Travis, it must touch his skin.” 
“They must have never seen someone like me before.”
Marrow does not respond, and Travis wonders to himself how he could get close enough to the man without incurring the wrath of the rest of the yet agitated figures behind him. He thinks to himself, then decides to get down on to his knees and bow his head before the man. When his legs touch the cold stone floor, he feels a shiver run up his spine and wonders to himself what logical way he could describe his current scenario. Resigning to the fact that there are none, he continues to lower himself, placing his hands to the stone below him and lowering his head.
Once he is looking at the ground, he raises his right hand back up, palm up to the cavern’s roof and shining with the purple light, and waits for the man to approach him. Without looking up, Travis again hears the sounds of falling rocks, and then the man in blue begins to slowly approach. As he walks closer, he feels the nervous tension of the rest of the group just beyond the first man, but steadies his heart and continues to wait. 
The man finally stops walking after a few seconds and stands before the human, looking down at him with wide eyes, both waiting for the other to make a move. After a moment of silence and stillness, the edges of the man’s robes ruffle and move, and a green hand emerges from within them. This hand reaches down, the human watching the shadow move closer to his own, until the tip of the man’s fingertip touches the edge of the bright purple light on Travis’ palm. 
In the instant that both men make contact, the light shoots in both directions up their arms, reaching all the way to the edges of their mouths. Once the line of purple light is connected on both ends, Travis feels an intense pull inside of his head, a bright light overtakes his vision, and the image of a drop of
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