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Thereyouare,
grandmother!

Need
aliftto
church?

| don'thave any

money, young man. Gramma, you

know he does
it for free.




How many years has he been taking you up the hill,
grandma, and you never remember him?

Who'd expect me to
notice some human lad?

See, he
doesn't mind.

I'mjust glad to
be of service,
grandma.

Well, his
standards
are low.
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What took so long? You know | was
| paged you an hour at church. I'm not
ago! goingto teleportin
frontof all those \’”
people.

Anyway, it's probably
a dud again. No need to
hurry just to banish
the ghost of an amoeba
or whatever.

P

| don't think it's

a dud this time. |
He mumbled g
some words. v

Oh shit,
really?










Hey there. Justso
you know, you're
safe, but please
don'tmake any
sudden moves.

)

Oh shit! Sorry!
That's not supposed
to do that.

amplifiers that could
give you a nasty
bump on the head.

You all right?

We're almost “</\ You should be
able to move now,
but take it slow, ok?

Oh wow, sorry, | ...
I'm amazed right now.

It worked? It really
‘ worked?

Fern, is that you?
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Can you walk?
Let's getyou
something to eat
right away.

/ ‘ The life support
. ’ magic will be breaking down

/ as your body takes on normal

-\

functions again.

You don'tseem very
much like the Lem ||
know.
Oh, um, about

T T m——

that. I'm...
Um, notto be rude, Lem, basically. ///
but...Who are you? I guess. /




Well, I'm not
the Lem you knew.

Um, before | get

into that, lets get

the basics out of
the way.

This s, of course,
not an area where
elementals reign.

Draconic faiths
dominate here.
Soyou can go
A outside, & noone
82 will recognize you.

Upstairs, you're going
to meet an animal called
amelcey. Hernameis
Garadian and she owns
the farm we're on. \

Anew animal?
How long have |
been gone?

-

Soyou
remember.

You died
when Cal
attacked

> .

but you didn't return
toyour body
like you did before.

You're in an underground
compound, very far
from your usual turf,

in Miavra.

You're welcome to leave

whenever you're ready,

but you can stay as long
as you want.

We had no
idea where
you went and
we had no
directway
to make you
come back.

|

Just north
of Tosnee, actually.

| remember that
Caltook me out,
and then...

\o

You've been

gone for about

’&

258 years.




I'mtrying to wrap
my head around it.

{
And I'mrecalling
what | was doing

all this time.
Some of it anyway.

| remember sitting
around in magma.

It's a little Don'tlet |

o cramped. = her hear
you bro

Let me know if you
boys want anything else.

always | slept, but | also just...

. drifted through the
curious planet. Miles and miles
what under the surface.
you ; | was drawn to the
were heat inside Faidia.

up to.

We could tell

you were still

onFaidia, but
not where.

Tracing along
veins of rock,

feeling them
change.

That must
have been

really cool.
It was so dark

and warm, | Y | —
really felt at

| bet Funa would
home...

love to hear about it.

-

What about the work | skipped out on? \ [ Oh, that'swhatthe
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melceys are for!
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I'msorry we didn't
think of it earlier,
before things got

really bad, but
we didn'treally
expectitto get...

Quite that bad.

Melceys are the first
elemental-capable
organisms. They're
born oriented to
a specific element.

£

They can naturally gather
- & wield magic of their
own element.

prison.

about Cal?



CON\ L

Don'ttell me you
threw together some
ridiculous kangaroo

court over this!

N

What about
testimony?
You passed
judgment
without me!
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Look, it's not for \-/ \
me to help you

work through
your feelings
about Cal.

Therapist?

/G

Admittedly,
we did
arrange
a'kangaroo

court.’

As you
putit.

We had nothing set up, 1
and we had to start (L

You shouldn't share that
\ with me - save it for the \
therapist.

somewhere.

-—

| won't getinto all of
the ugly details right now,
but Cal was part of the
process from start
tofinish.

Are you
trying to tell me
Cal admitted
he did bad?

He had to be! None of us
are powerful enough to
compel himtodo
anything he doesn't
want to.

Not right away,
but eventually.

Atfirst, he

submitted himself  You'veseen
him do that,
because he tends to yeah?

self-pity & isolate
after fucking up.

We agreed he would

For him,

be house-bound again, for us,
butthistimehe wasrequired 5  Oncehestarted for
to properly start his work the work, a lot ) everyone.

as elemental of death. of things improved.




I guess | should
talk about that
next.

But, I'll leave it
to him to explain
all that. | got the
impression he
wishes to tell

/
We talked

Youdon't )
you himself. haveto do about rights
anything. because
of your

case.
A |
u\/%

™
/)

e >

J 5
A~
A

(f:ou know, like the
rightto privacy?

f

So...l have
totalkto him
again, huh.

\

»

The nature of our magic allows
elementals to read the minds of
other people.

You're telling
me he was reading

" One ofthe facets to

my thoughts the
. Calbeing adick... ‘ | whole timelwas
he never saw fit to ‘ with him?
do the ethical thing '

A\ & knock that off.

Unless you protect
yourself, he'd
read your mind &
use it against you.



If you've had
enough to eat,
I'll show you
something that
will help with
the whole
issue of
privacy.

There are other
methods, but this

is a good baseline.

'ed) (M (’%
| designed this herb I'm growing out

here with an express purpose.

c\ /

You caningest it and it will prevent your
thoughts & memories from being read
by other elementals.

l usually smoke it.

Oh. So that's
why you smoke
so much.

It's not
great for
certain /
things...
Butit's
better than
nothing.

You maybe inhaled a bit
too much there.




I'll stick to the cigarettes.
Afire elemental who can't
smoke? I'd never live it down.

I'm grateful for your
help, | really am.
But | almost wish

you hadn't told me.

Augh. Jeez.

You think that didn't come up?

Him committing one crime so
he can commit a second crime
doesn't absolve him of anything.

If Cal canread my
mind, and he did what
he did, maybe...
| wanted himto...

He violated
your rights!
end of story.




but you being nice
isreally givingmea
hard time.

/|

You're so different from
the Lem | met. Is everyone
going to be like this?

It'll be ok buddy

Give yourself
time.

=\

Thethingis, I'm
justhaving trouble
believing all this
already

L A

Well, the others are
gonna take getting used
to, but I'm like this
for a different reason.
Eesh, isitreally
that obvious?

| do plan on explaining, but there's some
other stuff | need to get to first.




| didn'twantto say
itin front of Garadian,
but uhm, it's weird that >
your ultra-modern
underground facility
has afarm hutfora
frontdoor... \ And taking

stairs down
to an elevator...

Todo that,
lets head back
downstairs.

This place is a secret.

I think May has anidea
it exists, but I've done
my best to keep it
under complete

lockdown.

How many people
are here right now?

Eh, that depends on what your There was a major magical

event here thousands of years
ago that created a formation |
have to monitor at all times.

idea of a "person"is.

But | would say...

A few hundred small
life forms, give or take,
& two other "beings"
you haven't met.

| eventually built this facility around
the formation so that | could keep
an eye on other experiments &
keep them secure.

=




What kind of experiments?

| mostly try to study how to
manage magical afflictions here,
soit's also something like a
hospital. | keep the patients
stable & | search for cures.

So the other two people here
are afflicted with problems
similar to mine?

Yes, they have similar issues.

Thisis
wherel
woke up,

You were
really

groggy.

Therearealotof
things we don't
understand.

We don't understand
the "soul." We can separate our
souls from our bodies, but that
causes all sorts of problems
we can't readily fix.

A

Now that you're

recovered, | can

send these folks
home.

But before that,
allowmeto
introduce you.




This is a type of They built the amplifiers
sea snail from that brought you back
far south of here. to your body!
Its shell has a / '
special property. ' ) O

Itis the only substance
with the natural ability
to attract errant souls!

- : /\‘/ !
‘»

| kept hearing rumors / It's a passive method,
from mortals about / =y & occasionally catches

"sea shells with voices" "N = 4 a soul thatisn't your
& finally | checked it > target, but it's safe

out when you died. & effective!

4

Are you all right?
I think it's neat,
but your face
tells me you
don'tagree?

| didn't even design them
to do this and I still
don't actually understand
how they manageit.

I'msorry. The lasttime
aprimary showed mea
small animal didn't
turn out so well for me.

Ohdear. | won't ask.




Let's continue
this conversation
in my office.

Have a seat,
I'll be justa
minute.

You much of
areader?

I've read some
cookbooks
before.

This might
be a weirder
conversation
than I thought

it would be.

Any priorinterest
in biology?

Maybe explain
itas simply as
you can, and
I'lldo my best

to understand?




Take a gigantic
hit off this.




Ugh, thisis

QN
N
=

>~

| always knew this time would
come, but now thatit's here,
I'm surprised at how nervous | am.

embarrassing. £

7

Dude,
just spit
itout.

I've never told anyone this before. |
s Please be patient.
\

Erm, | know.

You at least

know about
starfish, right?

know
those
bitches.

Did you know that if you cuta
starfish into pieces,

3

)
N\
a

each piece may grow into
a new starfish?




Wait. Which question
are you answering?

Why | do not
resemble the
Lemyou're
familiar with.

Are youtelling me
that you've made
copies of yourself?

\I




Youdon't
give yourself
enough credit!

It kind of
happened
by accident
at first...

P

Lots of work
todo. Noone
to help out.

Oh yeah.
There are
two of us

" generally
(C active.

T\.—\/I

Why did you make copies
of yourself though?

| just thought to myself,
"l wanttwo of me &
for everyone else
to get the fuck out.™
Y'know what | mean?

SotheLem
| knew..was
also a copy?

Does the
original Lem
even still exist?

Me and the one N
who lives in Tower &
does all the public
work.




We're not a hivemind, but we share
a selection of memories that help
keep everyone on task.

Look,
it makes
sense,
I swear!

each agent has their own
life & weonlytouchbase @
occasionally...

... butl don'treally think
/ \‘ of myself as separate,

It came naturally to me
because of my element,
but you could do this as
welll There's no reason
tolimitourselvesin
mortal ways.

since all of my copies
have the same
ultimate goal.

Like, your copy in Tower hasa
way shittier existence than you, right?

This seems like a huge
burden to me.

L/ N

Hey, don't knock ittill you try it.
But | guess I'm not surprised by
your reaction.

This is why | keep it a secret.

1 7 1_J
Uh. Sorry if I'm not being understanding.

It's just hard for me to imagine.

What stops
that copy from
turning against

you? Turning
against the
plan?

I

Aren'tyou
scared of
that?

Since you probably

have a better grasp

‘ of your powers now
after incubating in the

ground for so long...
You might get it faster

than you think. t
A

No, I'm not
scared of that.
| know & | trust

myself.

No, that's not 7
really the problem
tome...

I've been the only
person | can
rely on for awhile.




The Lem you knew became
compost in my yard.

If you've been
doingit this long,

| know that if | hadn't
doneiit, | would have
been driven mad by now.

You must

know I've had to reset my
Wh?t Towerselfl don't
youre know how many
times.

What?! You
kill them?

Wheniit's time, relevant

Yeah. The Tower Lem has o \ \ memories become part ,
tobereplacedregularly. (3 of me, but the allostatic
NS ) : load dies with that body. $ %

e —

You should have some idea
what stress does to a body.
| get really worn out.

N -

| can'twork andalso
survive my family's
abuse. Not without

spare lives.

You gotta
do what
you gotta
do.




/' B
Huh. Yeah, that - I'm not angry this time

Anyway, this
is also why
you have

my face.

| normalized my

face so that my copies
would go unnoticed. .

Your whole village ‘ / £-N
hadmy face. g ' But please don't
Though | didn't / .
think one would I just thouql:'t COmpClre meto my
wind up being ; youwere vain, {4 brother.
B like your

a coworker.
, brother...

Fromyou,
that's pretty

Ah, mm, okay. 5
I'll try to be weird.
more considerate
from now on.

Thank you.
| don't have

\ / ’
< ’/ = & e to go back
B to Calright

So what now?
Whatam|
supposed to
do from here?

Fern, that's what
I've been trying

Ithinkyoushould YO . totellyou - you
rest and wait. ' don'thavetogo |
y back to Cal ever.
Magic has made

Cogsl;f:i:‘:_our \ us im|:nortal, but it
* also gives us ways
A to deal with it. | want
you to discover what's
right for you before

There are
facing him again.

more of them
than you thought.




I guess | assume that the
worst is always going
to happen, because it

usually does, so | have

tobeready!
y
|l can't
afford

tobe
optimistic.

Howdo |l even
say this? Ugh.

if | was
forcedto go
back to Cal.

(< So even thoughiit's
N notsomething | want
todo, it's something
| feel like I'm being
compelledtodo
anyway, because
the alternativeiis...

And because there's never been
an alternative to the worst possible
outcome, | haven't thought about
anything besides that.

The alternative is
to make your
own choices.




Well, when
you say it
like that...

You're making it sound
like I'm doing something
irresponsible. I'm trying
to do the right thing.

He's gotten on fine
without you for 250
plus years now.

0 What if I'm the ( (
~=”  only one who

[\ can help him?

e

K

There are other

\ ! people helping
lcan'tjustleave. | = with that, who
He's horrible, but \\ know what
he's troubled. Have you been :r:u:::;f:v 7
. . 5
\ A listening to me: to defend them.

Look, I just. | haven't
thought about anything
besides going back,

Doyou
hear
yourself? ~

A

What if | can't?
What if | never
think of something
elsel'd rather do?

Making choices is scary, but investing
every aspect of your existence
into being the perfect victim for one
very stupid & horrible manis NOT scary?




Why are you
making this
intosucha
big deal?

You're telling me | have a choice,
but not letting me make the
one that makes sense to me!

A

Thatis the WORST CHOICE.
You said so yourself!

| am literally

giving you the time
and space to make
ANY better choice,

ANY choice BUT

the worstone,

& you're angry

with ME?

Try tolook at it from
my perspective, okay?

e




Calincapacited
you. If he could
dothattoyou,
he could move
ontodoingitto

the rest of us.
I'm not supposed

to think that's
a bigdeal?

You can't just pretend
you can make itall right by
figuring out what makes YOU
feel the most responsible
or noble.

Thisisn'tsolely
about you! We have
to protect ourselves,

protect each other,
know to defend
ourselves atall.

You have an obligation to the rest of us too.
You have to reconcile that somehow.
That's what you have to think about.




Okay. | getit.

He agreed

He's tracked to allthis.

at all times &
he can't
teleport.

Because he knows
he poses a threat.

Do you really
believe he
could hurt
everyone?

Sheesh, you're really
taking this seriously,
aren'tyou?

V.

" Of course
| fucking do!

Butif | don'tgo
back, | won't
know where he
is or what his
moods will be.

I'd haveto go
through life
worrying he

could show up
at any moment,
any place -

Thatwon't
happen.

Thereisalsoa
kill switch of my
own design.

It immediately
neutralizes him.




All right, look.

I'm exhausted,

& soareyou.

Again, you're
\ going to therapy.
I didn'tmean \ = ; They'lltalk to
to get sucked ‘ you about this.
into talking so
deeply about it.

Comeon,I'll
show you where
you cansleep.

Whatam
| even doing?







" I'minbed, {
aren'tl?

Don'ttell me
I'm sleepwalking.




Do youwant me
to follow you?







Let me guess.

The "danger”
signis nothing
to worry about.

| haveto
admitl'm
curious.

OK, I'm
gonna
trust you
on this
one.







Oh |l know,
| sentitto
getyou.

| needed
someoneto
help me with

theTV.

Could you
turnon my
stories?

I'm sorry for
intruding.

| followed
this flame
here.

Comeonin!
Make your-
self comfortable.




Yeah, it's very

popular right now.

It's a good way \
to pass the time.

You should
watch it with me.

Isthisa
puppet show?

Lem told me there were two
others besides me staying here.

Was he talking about you
& your little flame friend here?

Y. N

Hmmm. |

% Probably!




_ | Can'tget

So uI?, if you | your eyes
don't n.1|nd off my butt

me asking... ‘ problem,

. Th-that's not
what | meant!

Therewasa

big accident | o ]

here many | | This p_|llar of tainted
yearsago _ volcanic glass formed.
involving | ’

dangerous

You're...
N trappedin |
Butmypelvis T Hit \ t's "°° y

was fused toit

Imanaged TIE== = bythetime \ S N

to survive. ————=_  everything ] Prettymuch.
~ > settled.  I'mpartofthe
: . : . rock,solcan't |

| goanywhere

Our little flame friend,

on the other hand, has

never been burdened
{ with aphysical form.




Soits

problem

is similar

to mine,
but it |

doesn't | | It has had plenty
have 4 | of opportunities, but

| abody . ithasn'ttakena

_ toinhabit. | | liking to anything

N ; ‘ asyet.

Hmm, you
had better ,
returnto It's not
safe to Thanks for

bednow. = remain | i bst;pgiqg
: near the | y &giving

pillar
too
long.

" Youshould come |
again tomorrow. |

My nameis
Fern, by the
way.

The little one doesn't |
have a name, but
you can call me Hy.




/' Oh, of course! Our mutual
_ friend will show you back.

Thanks! |
; Good |
~ night!

Hmm, I don'tthink °
| know how to find my
way back to my room.










Got a message
from Lem.

| guess that
means the drama
will start again.

Peace
was fun
whileit

lasted,

huh?
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