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      The System is keeping secrets. The truth is hidden in a war zone. Can answers be uncovered in time to prevent catastrophe?


      Arlo and his new party, unwillingly named Fortune’s Folly, have overcome the specter of Orexis. Regardless, the avatar’s goal was still achieved. Now, the fresh allies are holding their breath as they wait to see what consequences this will have on the world, but they’re far from idle while doing so.


      As a reward from the System for defeating the avatar’s soul fragment, Fortune’s Folly was given a Get Out of Cage Free Card. The item promises to free them from any form of imprisonment or confinement a single time. However, its power is dependent on the current System phase. Not even the most seasoned Delvers know what the System phases are, and Grotto refuses to elaborate.


      In pursuit of greater strength and better weapons to defend themselves against the threats they’ve discovered, the party sets out to conquer Delve after Delve at a record-setting pace. They also take this opportunity to politely ‘question’ a few Delve Cores about these mysterious System phases along the way. After a year of disappointment, the party finally discovers an entity that hints at where they can find the answers they seek. To get there, the party must travel to a foreign nation on the brink of war.


      Can the party convince the clashing factions to let them through to their goal, or will they have to cut a bloody path to the truth?


      Book 2 in thisrollicking new Isekai LitRPG adventure that features steady progression, intelligent characters who spend time making intentional build choices, and tons of laughs.

It’s not action all-the-time, but Arlo’s life is replete with danger and, more importantly, consequences.
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Recap


*** SYSTEM ADDENDUM ADDED BY USER NAME: [GROTTO]

ADDENDUM NOTE: Previously, on Mage Tank ***

My bond, the self-styled ‘Esquire’ Arlo, began his misadventures with an astounding display of incompetence when his life was cut short by a tree. It is difficult to imagine a more harmless adversary than an immobile, unthinking, and literally unarmed hardwood, but Arlo somehow managed to collide with this… “Mighty Oak” at a high enough velocity that several of his internal organs were reduced to paste.

Upon his ignoble death, Arlo was granted the choice to either travel into the great beyond having accomplished nothing of any worth in his life or to be reborn in Arzia, a land of magic, ancient Delves, and quantifiable power sets governed by stats, attributes, and skills. Arlo, realizing his wastrel existence had been plagued by indolence and ineptitude, seized the opportunity to begin his life anew and pursue more consequential goals.

However, lacking any measure of common sense, Arlo assigned all his available stat points to Fortitude in a misguided attempt to prevent a second death in this new world. Arlo was offered a selection of powerful magic items, from which he chose a ring that would double his health regeneration rather than something more useful like a weapon. He then selected a passive skill that would increase health regeneration even further for himself and his allies. 

Perhaps the man sought to become as resilient as his deciduous mortal enemy. He was certainly about as dangerous as a tree, with an intellect to match.

The power that granted Arlo this new life must have foreseen his half-witted impulses, for it equipped him with two major cheats. First, he was reborn with more stats than normal for a Level 0 Delver postulant. Second, he was able to train his stats up to Level 10 without challenging new Delves, an impossibility for any other. Like a helmet on an overly energetic child, these divine gifts ensured Arlo would not harm himself too much with his deranged actions.

This resulted in Arlo possessing only two combat abilities: a touch-based attack spell called Oblivion Orb, and a short-range teleport called Shortcut, which he would use to flee his enemies in the same manner that he fled responsibility for his personal shortcomings. For his final equipment selection, Arlo chose the Traveler’s Amulet, which did nothing.

Arlo, having determined his build in an entirely reactionary manner, driven by cowardice and shame, was then thrust into a party of aspiring Delvers. 

Arlo’s identity as a dimension-hopping subject of experimental zombification was obscured by this group’s lack of familiarity with one another. They were a party of strangers, assembled at random to attempt a Creation Delve, hoping to earn the System’s permission to seek out power and wealth at the risk of death and dismemberment.

The party was led by Lord Varrin Ravvenblaq, a sword prodigy and scion of one of the most prominent Delver dynasties in the Kingdom of Hiward, wherein the Creation Delve resided. Also present was a dark cleric named Lady Xim Xor’Drel, who hailed from a mysterious realm of thought and dream known as the Third Layer. Alongside them were Chilla Stormreiss—another Hiwardian—and Sir Sayil, a beastman of the Littan Empire. Little will be said of the latter pair, as they would soon perish, albeit more reasonably and with greater distinction than Arlo’s botanical demise.

Varrin chose the highest difficulty—Platinum—for the group’s Creation Delve without consulting his party members, generating no small amount of animosity from Sir Sayil. Varrin exercised the privileges of leadership and station by ignoring such complaints and driving the party forward into the hazards of Delve 1156: The Toxic Grotto.

The Toxic Grotto was filled with poison gas, but Arlo’s aura—Who Needs a Cleric?—offset the damage from this environmental hazard, allowing the party to make rapid progress through the Delve. They slew a horde of demonic Stickmen but were quickly ambushed by an injured Atrocidile, which drove Sayil and Chilla mad with terror. Arlo nearly allowed the Atrocidile to consume him, driving a spear into its palate and relying on his overinflated health pool to prevent him from being bisected by the monster’s jaws. Xim used the distraction to mount the beast’s face, smash out its eye with her scepter, and drive her arm through the eye socket and into the Atrocidile’s brain.

Having slain the beast, the party regrouped, only to discover that Chilla had been killed during her flight from the fearsome creature. Her corpse had been mutilated, organs scooped out, and flesh ravaged. The group mourned the loss but soon moved on with little insight into the cause of her death.

The party then discovered a poison essence farm and looted it like the thieving scoundrels they were. They were subsequently attacked by a pack of ravenous Gekkogs, which Arlo once again fought by throwing himself into their eager mouths. For a man who sought survival at all costs, Arlo was rapidly developing a habit of attempting to feed himself to superior predators.

While Arlo shouted deranged rebukes at the violent amalgamations, Varrin and Xim slew the Gekkogs. Afterward, the party discovered that Sayil had been mysteriously killed while they fought, his body also liberated of its organs. The group had been reduced to three members.

After a round of immature whining and finger-pointing between Varrin and Arlo, the group descended further into the Delve, entering a sewer system below the essence farm. Therein, Arlo encountered a mysterious and filthy man named Hognay, who wielded an orb of incredible power. The villain sought to seize control of Arlo’s mind through the use of the orb, forcing the esquire to submit to involuntary organ removal. Unknown to this malefactor, Arlo’s head was filled only with vacuous and empty thoughts, making it impossible for the otherwise irresistible power of the orb to find purchase.

Arlo insulted the man and placed a hole in his throat using Oblivion Orb, cracking inappropriate jokes that would make one wonder whether our hero had an antisocial personality disorder. Hognay dropped the orb and fled, after which it was revealed that the formidable device he’d held was none other than myself, the mind and the will of the Delve, Delve Core 1156!

Arlo subsequently exercised his incredible creative wit by naming me Grotto, as I was the Delve Core for The Toxic Grotto. I divulged the harrowing tale of my capture and imprisonment, laying out Hognay’s dastardly scheme to drain the Delve of its mana with the assistance of a powerful c’thon known as Ihxiobrixilas. The party threw themselves at my mercy, begging for the honor of assisting me in retaking my Delve, to which I graciously agreed.

We marched forth, and I valiantly fought to slay Hognay and Inxiobrixilas, with a modicum of assistance from Arlo, Xim, and Varrin. However, I was forced to make a heroic sacrifice to protect my new minions, and Ihxiobrixilas struck a lethal blow to my chassis! Arlo refused to cooperate with my entirely reasonable request to eat his mana and lifeforce, and I was instead forced to invoke the System for aid. 

The System—in its infinite wisdom—bonded me to Arlo to shelter the fool from further harming himself due to his lack of skill. Arlo consumed a mana chip, and I was reinvigorated by an influx of new mana through our bond. I then empowered Arlo with the knowledge he needed to finish the weakened c’thon!

Alas, the Delve obelisk was irreparably damaged during the struggle, and I was forced to shut the facility down and seek out ways to create a new Delve. After the fight, Arlo’s Traveler’s Amulet evolved, granting him Soul-Sight—an ability that allowed him to perceive the souls of others and see their relative strength.

The party emerged from the Creation Delve victorious, but Arlo was subject to scrutiny as Hiward’s Central Delver Authority could find no records authorizing Arlo’s entry to the Delve. Arlo was subsequently investigated by Guardian Lito and Dancer Myria, but an unknown entity amended Central’s records and allowed Arlo to escape suspicion.

Arlo, fearing for his legal safety, divulged his secret identity as a reanimated dimension-hopper to both Xim and Varrin. Xim offered to take Arlo into her tribe, sheltering him from invasive governmental meddling and offering him a veneer of legitimacy. Arlo accepted and was treated to a nude blood ritual wherein he was inducted as a Third Layer denizen.

After this mildly erotic but entirely routine experience, Arlo was left to his own devices to explore Hiward’s capital, Foundation. Arlo learned, trained, agreed to allow me to construct a new Delve within his freshly acquired pocket dimension–the Pocket Closet—and bought an underground home that he would never use.

Arlo was soon assaulted in his lair by a party of copper Delvers known as the Artemix group. Using my vast psychic powers, the intruders were handily killed or detained. I consumed the dead for the mana to expand the Closet, while Arlo foolishly alerted the authorities to his lethal exercise of home defense, once more drawing the attention of Lito and Myria.

After a brief investigation, it was discovered that a ruffian known as Typhoon had sent Artemix to capture Arlo, and we were invited to join Lito and Myria in further inquisitions. This led to a warehouse brawl against mana-enhanced thugs, which I allowed Arlo to handle since he needed the combat experience. It was also discovered that Typhoon had kidnapped Xim, alongside another level 1 platinum Delver named Nuralie. 

Nuralie was a Geulon, one of the three loson races that called Eschendur their home, and with her assistance we escaped Typhoon’s dungeon and aided Lito and Myria in their fight against the level 15 gold mob boss. My invaluable contributions led to brute’s defeat.

This resulted in a meeting with Umi-Doo, the Director of Central, who was a member of the race of diminutive yetis hailing from Mittak. Umi-Doo monologued at length, espousing a series of questionable conclusions which connected Hognay, Artemix, and Typhoon to a globe-spanning conspiracy. This conspiracy was headquartered within a cavern in the mountains of the Ravvenblaq Thundry. Umi-Doo beseeched us to investigate the cavern alongside Lito and Myria, and I once again graciously agreed to the request.

Arlo bought some gaudy armor, and we set out for the mountains, accompanied by Lito, Myria, Xim, Nuralie, and the triplets Ashe, Ember, and Cole. We were waylaid on our journey by a horde of Chovali, which I once more allowed Arlo to handle alone since he needed the experience. They were handily beaten, and the journey continued unhindered until we convened with the Ravvenblaqs in their mountainous southern territory.

We traversed the mountains, avoided some goons by traveling through the Third Layer, and dispensed cold justice to a group of renegade peasant Delvers hiding in the cavern we sought. Our execution of law and order was interrupted when an avatar known as Orexis, God of Yearning, appeared and crushed everyone with his soul presence. Arlo later awoke to find Orexis crafting a mysterious golem with the assistance of a Delve Core known as Nasro.

Orexis sought to gain entry to Delve 9998: The Cage, where his sister, Anesis, was being held captive alongside many other trapped avatars. However, the Delve refused entry to any above level 1. Orexis had attempted to destroy the Delve by forcing a damaged Void Sphere—an item containing vast amounts of mana—into the Delve’s Reality Anchor. 

This plan created havoc within the Delve but ultimately failed, and so Orexis enlisted Nasro’s assistance to manipulate a primordial Creation obelisk to force a fragment of his soul into the golem he’d crafted and surround it with a single platinum level.

To accomplish this, Orexis needed the mana of a platinum soul and sacrificed Varrin’s father in front of the poor young man. Varrin was devastated, but anger would soon replace his despair. Orexis’s plan was nearly complete, enabling him to masquerade as a Level 1 and avoid the System’s restrictions and infiltrate the Delve.

But neither Orexis nor Nasro were prepared for my ferocious intervention! I terminated Nasro and shut down the obelisk moments before Orexis could complete his sinister workings. Orexis became enraged and sought to slaughter me in retribution, but I avoided his godly attacks until Myria arrived with the Level 52 matriarch and patriarch of the Dukgrien house.

The Delvers engaged Orexis, driving their battle outside of the cavern and leaving us to our escape. However, before we could vacate the chamber, the golem that Orexis had spawned sprang to life and forced our party through the portal entrance to the Delve!

Upon arriving in Delve 9998: The Cage, a brief battle ensued with the golem, but the Delve’s powerful magicks drove the soul fragment of Orexis from its flesh. The golem’s artificial soul had been modeled after an ancient high priestess of Orexis, and after his influence was purged, the golem transformed into a cheese-loving mage who introduced herself as Etja. A race against time began as our party chased after the specter of Orexis, trying to halt its attempts to collapse the Delve and free its sister, Anesis, along with all the other trapped avatars. This was complicated by the fact that the specter was invisible to all but Arlo’s Soul-Sight. 

A pitched battle against a horde of divine spawn ensued, which I benevolently allowed Arlo to handle since he still needed the experience. My efforts at training my charge were in vain, however, and Arlo was incapable of defeating the meager swarm. He was forced to summon the c’thon Shog’tuatha to aid us in traversing the Delve’s hostile depths. With the guidance of the Delve Core of The Cage, brilliantly nicknamed ‘Cage’ by Arlo, we fought our way to one of the Delve’s emergency countermeasures.

As it turned out, this countermeasure was another divine avatar known as Fortune. It was revealed that Fortune was the power who scooped Arlo from his Earthly life. He brought my bond to Arzia as part of a millennia-spanning scheme to free the rotund avatar from his confinement within The Cage, a plan set into motion before the avatar had even been trapped!

Arlo was briefly sad that everyone he’d ever known on Earth had likely died thousands of years prior, but recovered with such speed that one would be forgiven for believing that he never truly cared in the first place. Fortune then agreed to assist us in protecting the Delve from the specter’s nefarious schemes, and we set out to track down Orexis’s depraved soul shard.

On our way, Nuralie conveniently crafted several arrows tipped with a spiritual poison that would weaken the specter using a combination of alchemy and a dash of heavenly power granted to her by Fortune.

We arrived to find the specter’s work nearly done and the containment on Anesis’s chamber ruined. Fortune deployed honeyed words and empty promises to convince Orexis to hand his sister over to his care, and Orexis’s specter foolishly agreed. Fortune then betrayed everyone’s trust and disappeared with Anesis, leaving the party trapped within an unstable Delve on the precipice of destruction and as the only target of the apoplectic specter’s ire.

Battle commenced, and Arlo—enabled by the training I’d forced him to endure—discovered how to wield his divine revelations to share his Soul-Sight with the party, allowing us to perceive the otherwise invisible specter. I deployed my vast psychic powers to paralyze the specter with crippling self-doubt, whereupon Varrin struck a fatal blow and realized partial vengeance for the murder of his father.

Despite having defeated the soul shard, the Delve continued to collapse as the Void Sphere destabilized the Delve’s Reality Anchor. The party teleported to the Anchor and removed the sphere, but were then faced with the crisis of how to dispose of the item before it went critical and destroyed a large swath of the Ravvenblaq territory. 

In a moment of unparalleled genius, I wielded the obelisk that I’d created within the Pocket Closet to absorb and redistribute the Void Sphere’s mana to the party. This granted them the ability to train their stats in the same broken manner as Arlo had been doing. Thus, my actions saved the Ravvenblaq Thundry and heralded the rise of an unstoppable power! 

A party of Delvers that would crush entire armies and dominate the world’s nations! 

A party headed by my bond, Arlo; a puppet to exert my will upon Arzia’s fledgling societies! 

Yes!

Yes!!

Thus began the era of Fortune’s Folly!


Mage Tank
VOLUME: 2


A personal accounting of the heroic deeds of Esquire Arlo Xor’Drel, chronicled in exacting detail and bereft of hyperbole, exaggeration, or other useless puffery.

Written by: Esquire Arlo “Soulsbane” Xor’Drel, Leader of Fortune’s Folly, Platinum Delver, Extradimensional Traveler, Slayer of Ihxiobrixolas, and Savior of the Ravvenblaq Thundry


Chapter 1



“Grotto’s hiding something.”

My words elicited a raised eyeridge from Nuralie, who turned away from the ancient and disorganized art gallery she’d been watching to look at me.

“Everyone hides things,” the loson said. Her expression was hard to read in the dim lighting, even with the enhanced eyesight my divine blessing gave me. Nuralie was the only person I had trouble seeing when the lights were low, and it had little to do with her black leathers or her dark sable skin and scales.

“Yeah,” I said, “but putting aside general commentary on humanity’s love of secrets, Grotto’s been pretty stingy with his advice lately.”

Nuralie paused. “Grotto hides more than others,” she admitted, then turned back to her vigil.

The rest of our party—Xim, Varrin, and Etja—all slept while me and Nuralie kept watch over the gallery. It was a strange thing to find in the depths of a Platinum Delve, but everything one found within the depths of a Platinum Delve was strange.

The room where our allies caught some kip was a dead end, with no other entrances or exits other than the one we guarded. We’d chosen it not just for that reason but also because the room had only been partially full of the clutter of vases, wall paintings, reliefs, ancient weapons, armor, ornate stone furniture, sculptures, statues, effin’ dolls, and all sorts of other shit that this entire leg of the Delve was absolutely stuffed full of.

The room had looked like it belonged to my brother, to whom I’d given an armchair diagnosis of third-stage hoarder back on Earth, but compared to the rest of the place, it was practically barren.

So, we’d taken the liberty of designating it as our bedroom for the night and promptly broken everything that was inside. We’d smashed, bashed, crushed, and ground every priceless relic into smithereens. Only once no individual piece larger than my hand remained did we decide it was safe to sleep.

Because anything inside this Delve…

Anything…

Could be a fucking mimic.

And these weren’t cute mimics. They weren’t silly treasure chests with a tongue hanging out or a sword with a very tail-like belt strap that purred when you reached for it. No, these were perfect copies; completely dormant and unidentifiable until you leaned a little too close to an incredibly detailed triptych to admire its masterful brushwork. Then it would grow a pair of monstrous jaws big enough to chomp your whole head off in one go.

I’d never seen a painting try to commit murder before coming into this Delve, and now I’d seen it three times. I’d had no desire to see it, but I saw it regardless. My appreciation of art had been forever changed, and I’d be haunted by the subtle suspicion that every woodblock print I encountered from here on out would seek to end my life in a violent manner.

Everyone else in the party didn’t seem to have the same problem. “Just stay away from the art!” they’d said. I harrumphed at that. Harrumphed!

No threat, be it man, beast, or bloodthirsty amphora, would keep me from engaging with the visual pleasures. I may have been a violent masochist with unresolved trauma hellbent on a quest for vengeance against a pair of dark gods, but dammit was I a sophisticated one!

All that to say, I did not like this Delve. It was like walking through the candy aisle where one of the chocolates was poisoned. You could eat as many as you liked, and they were free! But one would definitely kill you… by ripping your guts out with its nine-inch fangs. The whole thing got me heated.

“Are you okay?” asked Nuralie, and I took a deep breath.

“Huh?” I said, shaking my head to clear my thoughts.

“You looked angry.”

“I am angry,” I said. “I’m angry at the injustice of this place.”

“I’d ask if you want to talk about it,” said Nuralie, “but I don’t want to hear any more about”—pause—“the exaggerated sexual features of early fertility deities.”

“The place where the claws sprang from was totally inappropriate!”

“Did I say the opposite of”—pause—“what I meant to say?” Pause. “Because I’m hearing more about the thing I didn’t want to hear about.”

“How do the mimics think thoughts?” I asked. Nuralie pressed her fingers to the bridge of her nose. “They don’t have brains. I smashed the head right open on that uncanny valley clone of Varrin, and it turned into a puddle of slime and slid away.”

“Maybe they don’t think,” said Nuralie.

“Not deep thoughts,” I said, “but they must have some level of consciousness. Their actions are so complex, so premeditated. Do they know that imitating an exemplar of subtractive sculpture will draw me in, or do they copy random things until they ensnare me in their web?”

A deep voice came from behind me.

“Maybe it’s magic, Arlo,” said Varrin.

I turned to see the big guy approaching, rubbing the sleep from one eye. He was out of his armor, wearing only a thin pair of linen leggings, leaving his ghostly pale chest and arms exposed. Despite the basement-dweller skin tone that came naturally to Hiwardians, Varrin was as fit and well-muscled as they came. I couldn’t help but give the nearly seven-foot-tall man a quick up and down with my eyes.

“How do you get your shoulders that big?” I asked. “I’ve always wanted bigger shoulders.”

“Hush, Arlo,” came Xim’s smooth and upbeat tone. “You’re jacked, too. You can both be big muscly boys.”

The rose-skinned Cleric walked out from behind a pile of broken furniture, already dressed in her thick robes and chainmail, complete with a blood-red tabard that sported a dark and mind-warping symbol. It shifted and changed when you looked at it. Her old tabard hadn’t done that, but we’d all gotten a few upgrades that were flashier than our starting gear from the year before.

“Your beard’s bigger,” said Nuralie, looking between the two of us.

“Varrin doesn’t have a beard,” I said.

“Yes.” Pause. “So what I said is true.”

“You would’ve made a good lawyer,” I said, then looked to Xim. “Is Etja still sleeping?”

“She is. I’m starting to wonder if golems need extra rest for some reason or if she’s just generally a sleepyhead.”

“Not a sleepyhead!” said Etja from out of sight, her normally cheery voice laced with the grit of the newly awakened. “Delving is soporific!”

Xim frowned at me. “Ever since you gave her that thesaurus,” she said, “I don’t know what she’s saying half the time.”

“It means sleep-inducing,” said Varrin. “Tending to cause sleep.”

“We’re having very different reactions,” I said. “I couldn’t sleep in here if I tried.”

“Do you even need to sleep anymore?” asked Xim. “What’s your Fortitude at?”

“Thirty-eight!” I put my hands on my hips and took my very best power pose. “Two more points and I get a new evolution.”

A sinister voice entered my mind to give me its opinion on my build choices.

[Be sure that this new evolution does not continue your descent into becoming an unearthly amalgamation of inhuman cells and tissue,] Grotto thought to us.

The bonded Delve Core wasn’t present in the Delve with us, busying himself with projects inside my Pocket Closet to avoid us, among other things. By this point, the extra-dimensional inventory space was so vast that the only way it was still a closet was if it were a walk-in for God Himself. Despite being hidden deep within the depths of my labyrinthine fortress, divorced from this realm of reality, Grotto could still psychically communicate through my interface when he felt like it.

“The flavor text on Body of Theseus is just that, Grotto. Flavor text. My ‘lame-o’ human cells are fine.”

[I am the one monitoring your bodily functions and observing your cellular mass transform as your Fortitude continues to grow. The ability’s critical hit and debuff reduction is a powerful boon, but I grow concerned over the cost.]

“I feel fine,” I said. “And I’m monitoring those things as well, the old-fashioned way.” I tapped myself on the head. “With my noggin’.”

[A ‘noggin’’ that is now 38% unidentifiable organic substance, homogenous in nature, but capable of fulfilling any specialized function that your body requires. Should you not be more concerned that the alien substance is affecting your thought process, especially regarding itself?]

I chewed that one over for a bit. I wasn’t as flippant about it as I let on. I did have some serious concerns, but the decision had been made. I couldn’t un-evolve a stat, and I wasn’t going to let my Fortitude flag since it was my bread-and-butter stat. Unscrambled eggs, and all that.

[Additionally,] Grotto continued, [you know that I am aware of your thoughts, and yet you continue to speak as though I am not. I am not hiding anything, for I make no effort to convince you that I have no secrets. I have many secrets, and the secrets that I hold are unsuited for your underdeveloped minds. The truths that are contained within me would wreak havoc upon this world! Their very utterance would cause entire empires to crumble!]

I imagined Grotto waving his downy tentacles in the air as he embraced the melodrama.

“As long as it’s the Littan Empire,” said Nuralie, “feel free to tell us.”

“Are there any other empires?” I asked.

“Davah was an empire long ago,” said Varrin. “Now it’s divided into tribal regions.”

“Maybe,” said Nuralie. “No one’s seen a Davahn in decades.”

“So it’s impossible for entire empires—plural—to crumble,” I said. “There’s only the one.”

“Yeah!” said Xim. “Tell us your secrets, Grotto! The devastation will be limited!”

[I will not.]

“Boo,” Xim jeered. Then she slumped forward as though the day had already worn her out, despite just beginning. “Ugh, so are we heading back out there, or do we just wanna use your Get Out of Cage Free Card?”

The Get Out of Cage Free Card had been one of our rewards for defeating the specter of Orexis within Delve 9998: The Cage. It had seemed like a joke item at first, but like other rewards I’d received from the System, there was a lot more to it than a dumb name.

Get Out of Cage Free Card

By activating this card, you invoke System authority to extricate you and your party from any form of imprisonment, capture, restraint, or other situation in which you find your physical presence undesirable, including a Delve where you have failed the objective or are just plain sick of.

The mechanics of your escape will vary based on the circumstances, and the System may not be capable of intervening in certain situations. System's capacity to intervene and the methods available to it are dependent on the current phase of System rollout. Please consult your User Manual or mentor for more information.

This is a fleeting item and may only be used once.

The item had gotten us all curious about what was meant by “the current phase of System rollout” and had given Grotto the Delve Core equivalent of a panic attack. He’d become intractable, refused to shed any light on the meaning of the phrase, and eventually shut himself inside the Pocket Closet, denying any request we made of him. Grotto’s recalcitrance only made us more curious, of course.

Since Grotto wouldn’t help us, we decided to kick in the doors on as many Delves as we could and politely ask any Delve Core we found to tell us what it could about the card. We were currently knocking out Delves at record speed. Literally, record speed. This was our fifth Platinum Delve since The Cage a year ago, which was two more in a year than any other party had attempted and survived.

Of course, we had advantages. After helping to save a large swath of Ravvenblaq from devastation, we’d been given the first pick of any Delves we wanted for the next two years. A time limit we fully intended to squeeze for everything it was worth.

Everyone in the party also had my That’s a Lot of Stats! ability. The ability let us train to earn stat points up to a max of 10 in each attribute. That was normally impossible for Delvers, who relied solely on Delves to earn stats.

We’d gone full training montage after The Cage and stacked points as fast as our minds and bodies could handle, with Varrin acting as our drill sergeant. He kept his foot on the gas pedal until we almost broke, let off just enough for us to catch our breath, and then pressed down harder.

I didn’t even need to train half the time since I’d already earned a lot of my training points, but he worked me as hard as everyone else until I wondered who the real party leader was. Although we all still had some stats that hadn’t yet hit the cap of 10—looking at you, Luck—by the time we were tackling our second Platinum Delve, our party was completely overpowered for our level.

We dominated Delve after Delve, which was beginning to cause some powerful people to ask some difficult questions. Nonetheless, we pursued our goal relentlessly, eschewing subtlety in favor of power leveling and trying to unravel the mystery of the card.

So far, the leveling was going great, but the investigation had been a bust.

“Not using the card, Xim,” I said. “A priceless magical artifact with unknowable power isn’t worth sacrificing to skip a few mimics.”

“But, but, they’re art mimics!” she said, walking up and gripping me by the arms. She peered up at me, her amber eyes glistening with fake tears. “Isn’t that right? You hate art mimics!”

“Eh, at this point, I think I’ve gotten over it.” I heard Nuralie choke a bit. “Besides, the mystery of the card is why we’re here. It’d be a shame to waste it.”

“Half the reason,” Xim said, releasing me and stepping back, her pleading facade wiped away in an instant. “We’re also learning more about Delves in general.”

“And I thought we were here to grow more powerful,” said Varrin, who’d begun to don his armor. It was impressive that he could put on the heavy, frozen-steel plate without assistance, but the armorsmiths of Hiward had better designs than the ones of medieval Earth. That, and an auto-equip mana weave. He pulled at the cuff of a gauntlet, fitting it tightly over his hand, then looked up. “I didn’t realize you both considered this a research mission.”

“The card is one-third of the reason we’re here?” I said.

“Money,” said Nuralie. “Chips. Essences. Gear.” Pause. “Loot.”

I counted those off on my fingers.

“One… eighth of the reason we’re here?”

“Call it 10 percent,” said Varrin. “Etja, are you ready to move?”

“Yep!” said Etja, walking out from behind the broken stack of furniture that she and Xim had made their fort for the night. The golem-turned-Delver was fully dressed in light-blue robes, the exposed skin of her neck and arms already transformed into the crimson chiton that she used in place of armor.

She’d continued to refine her appearance over the last year. Her features were now indistinguishable from human, although her clay-red skin tone made her stand out in Hiward. That, and the fact that she had four arms.

“Ready to kick ass and smoke grass!”

“Etja,” I said, “I taught you that phrase with the understanding that you’d only use it when appropriate.”

“When is it appropriate?” asked Xim. “Who smokes grass?”

“The Hyrachons,” said Nuralie. Pause. “It stinks.”

“I thought it meant that I was excited to do something,” said Etja, waving her hand in the air like a showman. “Kind of like when you say, ‘I’m ready to rock out with my co-!’”

“Nope!” I interrupted. “I’m having regrets about our lessons.”

Etja dropped her hand and pouted a bit.

“Then which one should I use?” she asked.

“Um, how about”—I cleared my throat and dropped my voice an octave—“spooon!”

There was a moment of silence for my dignity.

“What do utensils have to do with anything?” asked Xim. “Is that a Shog thing?”

“What?” I said, “No, why would it be?”

“Because he ate that c’thon that tried to eat him, then stole one of his tentacles. The one that made cutlery.” Xim squatted a bit and did her best Shog impression. “C’thons do not need tools to consume, so I devoured that heathen and his brothers such that their heresy would not spread to the impressionable broodlings.”

“I don’t remember that,” I said. “I only remember that he grafted a new tentacle to his body because ‘the c’thon it belonged to was tasty, and I like the smell.’”

“Shog says a lot of things,” said Varrin. “I doubt most of it is true. Also, Xim made that last one up.”

“Why would you ruin my joke like that, Varrin?” Xim asked. “I could have gotten him to confront Shog about it. Start subtly testing whether his summon is haunted by a sudden urge to craft the finest silverware.”

“So, I shouldn’t say spoon?” said Etja.

“Every morning,” Varrin grumbled, looking up at the ceiling. “These conversations. Every. Morning.”

“You could try ‘Hulk Smash!’” I said. “Or, ‘Plus Ultra!’” I ran a hand through my beard, happy to find it free of gore for once. I was doing exceptionally well on the Arlo hygiene scale this Delve. “You know what, maybe try out a few of your own. I’m sure you’ll get something.”

“Okay!” said Etja, clapping her hands, then lifting her upper arms into the air, hands balled into fists. “Let’s hunt some mimic!”

That one still sounded a bit familiar, but I let it slide.

And hunt mimic we did.


Chapter 1.5



Hey there. At this point, you might be thinking something along the lines of “What the fuck, Arlo? It’s been a year? How will we know what wacky hijinks you got up to? What about all the dark and mysterious abilities thrust upon you by the System?” I promise, all will be explained in time.

However, if you’re looking for a little something extra—a bit of a character sheet to peruse, perhaps—then look no further. I’ll go ahead and spill the deets right here and provide a condensed explanation of each ability. If you’d rather hear about all this fun stuff in real time, then feel free to skip to the next chapter. You won’t miss anything. Otherwise, enjoy the crunchy taste of:

Arlo’s Stats and Shit! (Imagine this being read with a lot of echo and reverb and in a really deep voice.)

Esquire Arlo Xor’Drel

Age: 1 (Physical Age: 19. Actual Age: 36)

Delver Level: 5

Vitals:

Health: 1,121

Health Regeneration: 528/hour

Stamina: 380

Stamina Regeneration: 76/hour

Mana: 250

Mana Regeneration: 50/hour

Racial Bonuses and Birth Sign:

Race: Human

Subrace: Extradimensional Entity

Racial Bonus: +100% Crafting skill progression

Subracial Bonus: +100% Dimensional skill progression, +50% Dimensional resistance

Birth Sign: The Traveler

Birth Sign Bonuses:

Spectacular Vernacular: Learn languages real good

That’s a Lot of Stats!: Earn stats through training up to 10.

Divinity:

Revelation of the Eye’s Sight: Grants Sight ability

Revelation of the Eye’s Reveal: Grants Reveal ability

Stats:

Strength 10

Agility 10

Speed 10

Fortitude 38

Intelligence 20

Wisdom 20

Charisma 10

Luck 6

Stat Evolutions:

Strength 10: Nimean Weapon – Add Oblivion Orb to STR attacks

Agility 10: Point Blank – Better throws in melee

Speed 10: Rapid Blocks – Block with double Speed

Fortitude 10: I Can Do This All Day – Double HP and SP regen

Fortitude 10 (Super): We Can Do This All Day – Allies regen health or stamina when I take damage

Fortitude 20: Body of Theseus – Crit & stat effect reduction, but maybe also turning into homogenous flesh monstrosity?

Intelligence 10: Magical Thinker – See a spell? Know the spell.

Intelligence 20: Coordinated Thinker – Double INT for spatial and dimensional comprehension. Cast spells through walls and shit.

Wisdom 10: Fast Recharge – Double mana regen

Wisdom 20: Where’s Nuralie? – Concentrate to reveal stealthed enemies. When used with Sight can also reveal invisible/illusion enemies.

Charisma 10: Center of Attention – Better taunts

Active Skills (7/10):

Dispel: Get rid of some magical reality

Explosion!: Explode some of reality

Oblivion Orb: Delete some of reality

Shortcut: Teleport around some reality

Homing Weapon: Throw a weapon, and it seeks the enemy’s reality, then comes back

Life Warden: Twist reality to take damage in place of an ally

Dimensional Summon: SHOG’TUATHA!

Passive Skills (3/4):

Archmage: +25% Mana, +25% Mana Regen, +10 to effective intrinsic when casting

Bonded Familiar: GROTTO!

Who Needs a Cleric? (Aura): Healing aura, locates allies, expands range for buffs

Intrinsic Skills (8/10):

Dimensional Magic 19

Dungeoneering 19

Physical Magic 12

Mystical Magic 11

Blunt10

Shields10

Heavy Armor8

Leadership1

Intrinsic Skill Evolutions:

Dimensional 10: Pocket Closet – Pocket Dimension

Dungeoneering 10: Additional Pylons – Cheaper to build Delve shit

Physical Magic 10: More! MORE!!! – Physical skill cooldowns reduced

Mystical Magic 10: Mana-shaping efficiency – What it says on the label

Blunt 10: Hammer Throw – Speed and distance of thrown hammers mega better

Shields 10: Autoblock – Block for allies better

Attunement:

Dimensional

Languages:

English

Hiwardian

Loward

Losonbinora

Notable Achievements:

Godsbane – Ignore 25% Deific DR

Spectersbane – Ignore 25% Incorporeal DR

Dumping – Spend 5 stats, get 1 free!

Exposure Therapy: Poison – 25% poison res

I Don’t Attack You, You Attack Me – Sometimes stuns mean people

Strength of Xor’Drel – Resistant to fear

Notable Equipment:

Ring of Healing – Double health regen

Traveler’s Amulet – Jack shit at the moment

Rocket Man’s C’thonic Feather Boa of the Cat’s Pajamas – Sexier, more renown

Outlaw’s C’thonic Leather Vest of the Dirty Muffin Toy – Scarier, some stam regen

Arbitros – Frozen Steel warhammer, gets harder when it’s hot UwU

Gracorvus (Shield) – Flies, floats, modular, Atrocidile Roar


Chapter 2



“It’s the corpse in the middle,” I whispered. “Gotta be.”

Our journey deeper into the Delve had gone mostly unimpeded. As was typical, our course took us down. The maze of rooms cluttered with art and relics eventually revealed an arched entryway to a wide stairwell. We descended, our nerves still frayed from the prior day’s endless hit-and-run assaults. Any slight movement—real or not—got a callout. There was more than 1 false alarm.

It was strange how the shadows moved and the eyes of the sculptures seemed to follow us while we remained hypervigilant. This had been building into a “boy who cried wolf” situation, and our diligent lookout for mutating tapestries and transmogrifying murals had begun to taper. Nuralie, however, never faltered, and the rest of us only barely caught a glimpse of what she’d pointed out.

One of the wide stone tiles of the hallway floor had walked away and around a corner on eight tiny feet. Around that corner, was a tomb.

“Should I blast it?” asked Xim.

“Not yet,” I said.

“Why the corpse in the middle?” asked Varrin. He looked over the series of desiccated corpses lining the walls, little more than dust and bones. “It could still be a piece of floor.”

The bodies were tucked into alcoves, and each one held a metallic rod over its chest, like a warrior buried with their sword. What they were holding was too round for a blade, however, and too short for a staff, even accounting for age and deterioration. It was closer in size and shape to the handle of a broom or mop.

At the center of the room was a body better preserved than the others, lying on a burial slab angled up so that the cadaver could be viewed from the entryway in which we stood. Its skin was thin and dry like paper mache, and tufts of wispy white hair hung from its arms and legs—much longer than any of the humanoid races I’d seen in Arzia, aside from Umi-Doo. This wasn’t a two-and-a-half-foot-tall yeti munchkin, however. The head was bald and the face bare, but a jeweled chain adorned its skull with a shimmering ruby gemstone as its centerpiece upon the person’s brow.

“That’s what the mimic would expect us to think,” I said. “We saw it as a piece of floor, so it knows we’d be looking at the ground.”

Xim ran a crimson flame along her knuckles, a habit I’d noticed her picking up when agitated. It was a bad tick for stealth, but we weren’t trying to stay hidden.

“How do you know it saw us see it?” she asked, looking at everything in the room except for the prominent carcass.

“The mimics have never taken the same form twice,” I said.

Varrin grunted.

“There may not be more than one,” he said. “We never got a kill notification for the others we cut down yesterday.”

“Yeah,” I said, “they’ve been playing possum. Or, it has been.”

“Is that a game?” asked Etja.

“No, a possum is a marsupial that pretends to be dead to avoid predators back on Earth,” I said. “Sometimes my idioms come across, and other times they don’t. What gives?”

“I got it,” said Xim.

“So did I,” said Nuralie.

“What do you think I’m talking about when I say possum?”

“I think of…” Xim began. “A marsupial that pretends to be dead to avoid predators.”

“How do you know what a possum is?”

“They’re not rare,” she answered.

“So there are possums in Arzia?”

“Of course.”

“What do they look like?”

“Spines,” said Nuralie. “Teeth and spines.”

“Spines, as in quills?” I asked. “Like pointy defensive growths on their back?”

“No. They have multiple spines.” Pause. “And torsos.”

“That doesn’t sound like a possum.”

“What does it sound like?” asked Xim.

“A fucking nightmare.”

“I’ve never heard of a possum,” said Etja.

“Guess that solves the mystery,” I said. “None of your ancient memories have possums in them?”

“No,” she said. “Not that I’ve gotten to most of them. It’s all still vague, like I had too much wine when it happened.”

“She didn’t know what ducks were, either,” said Xim, the flame along her knuckles flaring.

“I don’t recognize most of the wildlife,” said Etja. “I remember lots of animals, but they don’t match what’s around here.”

“Like what?” I asked.

“The Mirtasian I was modeled after had a pet yabberish.”

“Never heard of it.” The others shook their heads as well. “Pets aside, if we’ve been fighting 1 mimic this whole time, it’s a tough sonofabitch. More health than me.”

“Or we aren’t doing it much harm,” said Varrin. “Our damage diversity is normally good, but we’ve leaned toward physical with the monster. It may not be effective.”

“Fair,” I said. “My gut instinct when a gossamer gown tries to eat me is to hit it.”

“We’ll continue to break those types of bad habits,” said Varrin. I flinched. He and I had been having a lot of one-on-one time together. A lot of very painful one-on-one time learning me some genuine combat techniques. I needed the extra practice since I was, in his words, ‘the most incompetent fighter among us’.

“Then we avoid physical,” I said. “I’ll stick to Oblivion Orb and try to send some of that mimic goo to another plane of existence.”

“I’ll use my spiritual attacks,” said Varrin. “If it lacks a soul, there’s at least a mana matrix to cut into pieces.”

“Nuralie can use her new bow’s ability,” I said, and the loson nodded.

“And I’ll smite the fucker,” said Xim. “Just… show me what to smite.”

I scratched at my head, frustration starting to nudge its way into my mood. The mimic had been giving me some performance issues.

“I’ll try it again,” I said, looking around the room. I focused on my Soul-Sight, pushing its sensitivity up and scanning everything inside for a glimmer of the shiny liquid that marked an entity’s spiritual essence. The gift had proven its value countless times, especially now that I’d had the chance to develop it further. It helped me find hidden enemies and gauge relative strength. It could even give me limited insight into emotional states like whether a creature was more likely to fight or flee.

With the mimic so far, I’d gotten squat. This room was the same. Either the mimic didn’t have a soul, like Varrin suggested, or the rascal could hide it completely.

When it had copied Varrin, however, it had also copied his soul appearance to some degree. However, like the man’s facial features, something about the soul was off. Almost Varrin, but not quite right. Just enough to give me the willies. At first, I thought the man was having a psychological breakdown or worse. I’d only realized that it wasn’t Varrin when he’d tried to bite me. When I’d understood that the mimic could mimic souls, that’s when I upgraded it from an annoyance to a threat.

For inanimate objects, there was no need to copy a soul’s appearance since most objects didn’t have one. Most objects. I hadn’t yet seen a distinct presence that I would have called the mimic’s own, but it seemed to do a better job copying the absence of a soul rather than the presence of one. Once the mimic failed to trick us with knock-offs of ourselves, it had avoided any attempt at an organic form. Unless a walking floor tile was considered organic, that is.

“Still nothing,” I said.

Xim huffed.

“I don’t get it,” she said. “You should be able to See lies and deception.”

“That’s never really worked for me.”

“I think you need to pray more.”

“I don’t pray at all.” I gave her an annoyed look. “I don’t worship Sam’lia. I don’t worship anything.”

“You worship your beard,” she mumbled, a bit petulantly. I knew that it was half a joke, but I also knew that there was some genuine worry there as well.

Xim really wanted me to rub elbows with her goddess. Not out of some mindless attempt to fill her convert quota, but because she genuinely believed that I was loved by Sam’lia and that my lack of engagement was the same as giving the 7-organed goddess the cold shoulder. Especially after the blessings I’d received. It was like I’d turned down Xim’s best friend when she’d asked me to prom—Xim’s best friend who had just bought me a Ferrari. Xim wasn’t mad; she was disappointed.

“Maybe it’s not a lie,” said Nuralie. “It is what it mimics.” Pause. “Until it isn’t.”

“It failed to do that with me,” said Varrin.

Nuralie poked at a scale along her jaw while she pondered.

“Maybe what it copies has to be generic,” she said. “To mimic perfectly.”

“The art in here isn’t generic,” I said, earning me several eye rolls. “What? Some of these are clearly unique works!”

“You never saw the original,” said Nuralie. “There could have been defects.” Pause. “Ones that an expert would have noticed.”

“Then it isn’t what it is until it isn’t,” I said. “It wasn’t ever what it was until it wasn’t. It is what it is until it’s not, and that is a deception.”

“I’m confused,” said Etja.

“Yep,” said Xim.

“You’re trying to be opaque, Arlo,” said Varrin.

“I said what I said.” I sucked at my teeth, then held a finger up in the air. “All right, I’ve got a plan.”

“Very well,” said Varrin. “What is it?”

“I’ll go in there.” I pointed at the crypt. “And I’ll let it attack me. Then—” I pointed at Xim. “Xim can cast Judgment on me while I grab it.”

“Your plan is bad,” said Varrin. “Dragging the enemy into a pillar of divine inferno is not a reliable strategy.”

Xim looked at me, her face devoid of any expression. “Have you ever felt the cleansing pain of holy fire?”

“Uh.” I began to second-guess my plan. “No?”

Xim nodded, then looked at Varrin.

“I think it’s a good plan,” she said.

“I don’t like it anymore,” I said.

“Too late,” said Xim. “Go on, then.” She made a shooing motion at me. “Gods know it won’t kill you.” She was already beginning to kneel.

“Don’t charge the spell too much,” I said, then hesitantly began walking into the tomb.

The soft muttering of prayer came from the cleric’s lips, words squirming through the air like shuddering insects looking for an ear to crawl into.

My boots clicked against the polished stone floor, echoing off the room’s hard walls and mingling with Xim’s disquieting invocation. Her devotions swept the reverberance up and twisted around it, the chamber mute and silent but for the orison that made all other noise subservient.

Was this what it felt like to be targeted by Xim’s spell, or had I never heard it properly before?

I walked to the crypt’s center, where the cardinal body lay in eternal repose. My hand was raised, prepared to send a hunk of the corpse into the endless void. When I was close enough to touch it, I reached out, my fingers moving within an inch of the gemstone chain atop its head.

“Hey, bud,” I whispered. “Is this whole place your burial mound? Interred with all your worldly possessions as grave goods?” The dead man gave no reply. “Why get buried in a Delve? Or did you build it yourself? Did it get turned into a Delve afterward? I know those Delve Cores like to build their nests wherever looks good. I’ve got a whole infestation in my closet.”

I tapped the gem with a fingertip. It was warm to the touch. I furrowed my brow and leaned in closer. The gem danced and shimmered. When I held my hand close, I could see points of light play across my palm. The gem had been crafted from a ruby chip, I realized.

“Fancy,” I said, wondering what that said of the man. Had he been a Delver? An ancient one? Hiward had only discovered the Delves a century and change prior. This gentleman was much, much older than that. If he had been a Delver, was he part of the society that created them?

Considering what I knew so far, I doubted it. Cage—the only Delve Core to date himself thus far—had said he was several thousand years old. While this body was ancient, I didn’t think it was pharaohs-of-Egypt’ ancient. But, then again, magic. It could be a million years old with a ‘decay-away’ mana weave. I doubted carbon dating would work very well here.

I pulled back a bit and pursed my lips. I gave the guy a gentle tap on his empty ribs and a touch of dust scattered into the air from the ragged cloth that covered his fragile bones.

“You’re no mimic,” I said.

And he wasn’t. The mimic was smarter than that. It was Arlo levels of smart. The fucker used my own signature move against me.

It came from above.


Chapter 3



The world got dark and sharp real quick, and then it burned.

The mimic hadn’t been the corpse in front of me, but the cobweb-ridden chandelier above me. That it could imitate something with as much fine detail as cobwebs was of no surprise, especially after the craftsmanship with which it replicated the quillwork on illuminated manuscripts.

The mimic didn’t need to be down here in a forgotten Delve preying on ambitious Delvers, emergent mana monsters, or whatever wildlife found its way in. It could partake in any number of lucrative career paths out in society. Its range and functionality were incredible!

It could become the ultimate multi-tool for a smith or engineer, an undetectable spy, a model, a celebrity impersonator, or a high-end three-dimensional mirror. If it kept everything it had mimicked stored in its cellular memory—or however its body worked—it could be an entire library, morphing into any book on command! It could even become a migrating museum!

Alas, as I shouted these ideas into the slathering mouth that engulfed my head and shoulders, the mimic was unswayed. It grew a hundred new fangs, and the freshly formed ivories launched from every direction within the orifice to pierce my face and neck. My eyes were spared, but my latest pair of rose-tinted shades cracked and chipped as the teeth pressed into them.

HP: 1,121 -> 1,078

Bleeding: 24 (40% reduction from Body of Theseus!)

The mimic may have been better served by using fewer teeth, since my face was doing the “walking on nails” trick. There wasn’t enough penetration for any single fang to stab deep into something vital because the force was being spread too thinly between the mimic’s canines—although I was a pretty hard guy to chew, so I understood why it may have misjudged its approach.

My words having failed, I reached up and grabbed a part of the mimic’s amorphous body above my head and cast Oblivion Orb.

Oblivion Orb had gotten some serious juice over the last year. My Intelligence now sat at a healthy score of 20, and I’d also gotten in some practice with mana shaping. I could reliably adjust the size of the orb on the fly. This resulted in a linear decrease to the spell’s mana cost when adjusting down and an exponential increase to the mana cost when adjusting up. The exponent by which the cost was multiplied had gone down quite a lot with practice, but it was still more efficient to cast the spell multiple times to achieve the same volume of annihilation, as opposed to shoving mana into the spell for a bigger one-off cast.

In this instance, I used the downward adjustment since the default cast of the 5-mana spell was now as big as a bowling ball. I was casting pretty close to my head, and while losing a bit of skull and brain wasn’t as lethal a proposition as it had been during the Creation Delve, I still didn’t want to accidentally teleport part of my parietal lobe to the nether.

Oblivion Orb blinked a pomelo-sized chunk of the mimic out of existence with a satisfying pop, and then the mimic and I burst into flames.

I felt the heat of Xim’s Judgment spell building before it hit. In three seconds it went from hot to “heatstroke warning” hot to “I just leaned against the stovetop after making a stirfry and forgot to turn the eye off” hot to “why am I standing on the space shuttle launch pad?” hot.

The wet sucking and crunching sounds of the mimic’s mouth were drowned out by the roar of a blazing conflagration and I was hammered by the delayed-onset agony of seared nerve endings. It burned. Gods above, did it burn, and it burned deep. Too deep. More than flesh was scoured by the flames, my very soul becoming tinder for Xim’s divine pyre. The fire reached into me and sought out my sins and transgressions. Molten hands groped within my spirit to claw out my most wicked deeds to place them upon the scales and measure my depravity.

The hands fumbled about, then hesitated. They poked a few more places but came up empty. I sensed… encouragement. Like the metaphysical equivalent of a thumbs up and a slap on the back. The hands withdrew, and the spiritual pain vanished.

The physical pain remained.

I was on the ground, rolling from side to side, head still covered by the mimic. I was on fire. The mimic was on fire. I’m pretty sure the floor around us was on fire.

HP: 1,078 -> 993

Ignited: 10 damage per second

The upside was that the mimic was no longer trying to eat me. It was trying to get away from me. In the confusion of the moment, I had wrapped my arms around the mimic, hugging it tightly to my face while I rolled. My panicked attempt to smother the fire did nothing, however, since magic napalm didn’t need oxygen to persist. The mana of the spell and the sins of its victims were both self-oxidizing compounds.

With my health ticking away and no more good ideas, I fell back on casting Oblivion Orb on the monster, plane-shifting another tropical fruit’s worth of its goo. The creature’s body split around my arms and hands, and I lost my grip on it. It slimed its way up off of me, and I lost track of it through the flames.

I heard Varrin bark something out, the sounds of metal striking stone, and then a wave of blue mana washed over me, extinguishing the flames. I waved a bit of smoke away, then saw Etja spare me a glance to make sure her Nullify spell had done the job of putting me out. She turned back toward the ceiling, the fingertips of her lower pair of hands transitioning from blue to orange before she shot a disintegrating beam at the retreating mimic.

I looked up to see the thing crawling on the ceiling, still on fire. A chain ran from its rear to the chandelier’s ceiling mount, as though it hadn’t fully given up on impersonating a light fixture. Etja’s spell carved a line through the roof and cleaved the mimic’s body near the back, severing the links. The chain fell away and dangled from the roof, goo dripping from its end. The mimic lost its grip and fell to the ground, writhing in a fiery puddle like the T-1000 taking a liquid metal bath.

Two arrows wreathed in golden light connected with the monster, followed by the blade of Varrin’s greatsword, which smoldered with gray mana. The force of the hulking man’s swing cut the mimic in half and launched both sides to the far side of the room with enough force to splatter it into formless sludge. One half was jettisoned into a corpse-hosting alcove, dry bones shattering from the impact. The other half detonated against the wall.

The blackened slime was now a slick stain on the wall and an oozing puddle mingling with a defiled corpse.

HP: 953/1,121

“Are you all right?” Etja asked, walking up to check on me.

She knelt and looked me over. My exposed skin was red and blistering, but my health regen would take care of the injuries in twenty minutes. My armor was enchanted Madrin plate, so it was scorched and would need some TLC from Seinnador, but it was still functional. My violet feather boa and ocean blue leather vest were both immutable, so they were fine.

“I think I’m okay,” I said, and Etja helped me back to my feet. When I stood, ash and debris sifted down my legs and fell out between the armored plates of my greaves. “My undergarments are not.”

Varrin and Nuralie went to inspect the puddles. The loson had produced a jug of her highly flammable sticky juice and soon began pouring it out onto what was left of the slime. Varrin supervised as the sneaky alchemist reignited the mimic.

Our party tried not to assume that anything was dead until we got a System notification. We’d been a bit lax with that in this Delve, but we were being reminded of the value of our double-tap philosophy. I wouldn’t be satisfied until every ounce of the thing was ash.

“Is your hair immutable, too?” asked Xim. She crossed her arms and inspected my head and face. I reached up and ran a hand over my scalp, finding my hair where it should be, then along my jaw to find my beard unharmed as well.

I liked to exaggerate my sense of vanity to the others, mainly because it was disarming, but if the hair had been burned away, it wouldn’t have been a big deal. It’d grow back. In fact, the growth’s durability had increased proportionally with the rest of me as my Fortitude went up. I’d thought it might be a problem the first time I got a haircut, but magic shenanigans made the hair as easy to snip as I wanted it to be when I wanted the hair to be snipped. The same didn’t go for the rest of me, so I wasn’t going to be getting any tattoos or elective surgery any time soon. Unless the tattoo artist was also a Delver.

I gave Xim a toothy smile.

“You know what they say. ‘When it’s raining divine hellfire outside, put a mimic over your head.’”

Xim nodded sagely at my words. “How was getting judged?” she asked.

“You mean when the blazing hands of a god reached into my soul to yank out my sins like a rotten tooth?”

“Haven’t heard it described that way, but yeah.”

I shrugged. “It was kind of nice, I think.”

“Nice?” Xim asked, uncrossing her arms and placing her chin on a hand. Her curiosity had overcome her mock irritation with me. “Explain.”

“It was as though Sam’lia came by for a visit, looked over my deeds, and told me to keep up the good work.”

“Really? She wasn’t mad?”

“Nothing to be mad about, I reckon.”

“Hmm.” Xim’s eyes unfocused as she contemplated my feedback.

“What were you expecting?” I asked. She blinked but kept staring into space.

“I wasn’t expecting anything,” she said. “But I was interested in the results.”

“Happy to be the subject of your experiments whenever you need.” That got her to glance back up at me, although the look she gave me was somewhere between excited and concerned. I contemplated the expression for a moment.

Maybe she was excited to experiment but concerned over my poor sense of self-preservation. Maybe she was excited to experiment but concerned about how excited she was to experiment. Maybe she was excited to experiment but concerned over how to maximize the utility of the irresponsible level of control I just gave her over my bodily well-being.

Before I could ask a follow-up question, Varrin returned to us, grumpy.

“Still no kill notification,” he said, hand tightening on the hilt of his sword. Despite being the coolest cucumber in our party’s vegetable drawer this Delve, I could see the cracks starting to form. “It’s no more than a smoking dark spot on the ground and wall, but the System doesn’t think we’ve slain it.”

I looked over to where Nuralie was managing the dying fire. There wasn’t anything to burn once the accelerant had been consumed, so it was already mostly out, despite only a minute or so passing. I looked up to the ceiling, where the chain that had been attached to the mimic still hung. It was noticeably shorter.

I walked to the center of the room and looked up at the chain. The end of it looked goopy, either from being stuck inside the mimic or…

I activated my shield, Gracorvus, the thick slabs flying off my armguard to form a honeycomb pattern in the air before me. I directed it to hover flat over the ground at my feet.

The targe had been reforged by Varrin’s grandfather, Ealdric Ravvenblaq Junior—or as Varrin affectionately called him, Papa—after it took a beating inside The Cage. It now had a total of twenty slabs; nineteen to make up the honeycomb body of the shield and one “home” slab inside the armguard, which could be used to quickly recall the others.

With the additions, it was no longer sized like a traditional targe, which was generally a little broader than my chest. Now it was a much wider “round” shield. The decision to make it bigger was made with little concern for its utility as a shield. The extra width made it easier to stand on.

I stepped onto Gracorvus and willed it up into the air to inspect the chain twenty feet above. The body of the chain looked exactly how I would expect. It was brass in color, with spots of corrosion from age and a thick coating of dust and cobwebs along it. At the bottom of the chain, it transitioned from metal to mimic goo. I went all the way to the ceiling and found something else out of place.

The topmost link of the chain was three-quarters absorbed by the chandelier’s ceiling mount, which itself looked like it was being pulled into the ceiling. I gripped the chain and cast Oblivion Orb.

The links were severed and the chain below immediately morphed into wriggling slime as it fell to the ground. It snaked around the room, drawing curses from Varrin and a request that I become a better communicator from Xim. Then the roof swallowed the chandelier mount, along with the rest of the chain. Once it was gone, the ceiling was flat and bare, looking every bit like that was exactly how it should have been. There were even some little chips in the stone and other imperfections.

The rest of the party made quick work of the mimic-snake-chain. The Mimake. The Chaimic. The Snachic. The Snamain…

One might have said they’d killed the Mimchake once its wriggling body was a dark spot on the ground like the rest of the mimic we’d just fought, but I thought that Varrin had been right. None of the mimics that we’d fought had been killed. Not because they were all the same mimic that played dead and ran away, but because they were all pieces of the same mimic.

And it was a big fucking mimic.


Chapter 4



“You think the whole Delve is a mimic?” Varrin asked. His tone was genuine, without a hint of incredulity toward my theory. It said a lot about our experiences as a group that the idea could be floated without much pushback.

“Why doesn’t it swallow?” asked Nuralie. “If we’re inside already.”

“Or smoosh us?” said Xim. “Or send bigger mimics?”

“It may not be the whole Delve,” I conceded. “Maybe it’s like a parasite and is woven mimic-ness throughout.”

“Why send one mimic at a time?” asked Varrin. “If it has a much larger central mass, it could overwhelm us.”

“One mimic hasn’t given us too much trouble,” Xim added. “It should know that by now. Sending them single-file just keeps us on edge.”

“That could be the goal,” I said. “Wear the enemy down on the approach. Only commit to a larger engagement once it knows we’re weakened.”

“A losing plan against us,” said Varrin. “Our party excels at resource generation.”

“Health and stamina, sure,” I said. “We still have the opportunity to improve with mana.”

“I don’t think you understand what normal values are,” said Varrin.

“I know what they are; I just don’t care. You’ve got a good point either way. The mimic may be used to dealing with ‘normal’ parties. A few sneak attacks on the tank, some jump-scares to rattle the spell-slingers until they’re trigger happy; soon enough, the party would be low on health and mana.”

“But not us,” said Xim. “It’s taken a bite out of you four times by this point, Arlo. I haven’t even had to heal you yet. Or anyone else for that matter.”

Xim looked conflicted over that fact. Not needing the healer to heal was usually the sign of a clean Delve. Superior tactics and skill won the day, with no injury serious enough that magic had to get involved. With our party, if Xim needed to break out the heals, then we were taking the kind of damage that would put most groups six feet under.

Part of our group's healing came from my aptly named aura, Who Needs a Cleric? It gave bonus hourly health regen to everyone in the party equal to my Fortitude, which was presently a stout 38. I also had a modification to my Level 10 Fortitude Evolution—I Can Do This All Day—which I received for completing The Cage.

At base, the evolution doubled my health and stamina regen from Fortitude. The modification—We Can Do This All Day—caused one nearby ally to regain health or stamina whenever I took damage equal to 50% of the damage taken. My health regen was massive and my proclivity for becoming injured was high, so this ability went a long way toward keeping my allies topped off, although Varrin was usually the one getting the biggest benefits from it.

Varrin and Xim had both received Fortitude Evolution modifications from The Cage as well, which further enhanced our party’s recovery.

Varrin’s original evolution was already a resource buff.

Deep Breaths: Your stamina recovery is tripled while you are outside of combat and not engaged in strenuous activity.

The key word in that ability was recovery. It applied to all sources that gave back stamina, not just regeneration. The modification he received also shared the wealth with the party.

Let’s All Take Some Deep Breaths: If your stamina is full, your nearest ally who is missing stamina gains the benefit of Deep Breaths.

That made for a fun symbiotic relationship where the damage I took in combat kept Varrin’s stamina healthy, and then after the fight I could take advantage of Deep Breaths to get my own stamina back. We even tried to munchkin the ability by having Varrin punch me in the face to get his stamina back faster so that I could then get Deep Breaths sooner, but, sadly, my ability didn’t trigger if an ally was the one dealing me damage. In fact, trying to do so got a snarky message back from the System, and the ability text was updated to specify the damage needed to come from a non-allied source.

Varrin was insistent that we keep experimenting with the technique, though…

Xim’s base Fortitude 10 Evolution augmented the healing she received.

Receptive Healing: Charisma-based healing is twice as effective when used on you.

And her modification, again, spread the love around.

Instructive Healing: Whenever you recover health in an amount greater than the health that you are missing, 25% of the excess recovery is granted to the closest ally who is missing health.

Once more, the key word there was recover. It didn’t only apply to healing but to all sources that gave back health. Thus, while Xim was at full health, 25% of the bonus she got from my healing aura, along with 25% of her natural health regen, was granted to the next closest person who was missing health. Normally, that was me.

The typical resource flow went something like: I get stabbed, grant stamina to Varrin based on the damage from getting stabbed, get my stamina regen buffed by Varrin once we killed what stabbed me, and also get extra health regen from Xim to recover from being stabbed.

For mana, our benefits were not as great but still robust. My personal mana regen was often higher than it should have been due to the Ambient Absorption trait from my Bonded Familiar passive. If there was excess dimensional mana around, I sucked that shit up. I also had a Wisdom evolution that doubled the mana regen I got from the stat.

If you look closely, you can see that there’s a theme to my build…

Sadly, Nuralie’s super evolution improved crafting speed, not resource regen. We couldn’t all be perfect. But her mana potions were pretty great, and the lowest Wisdom score in the party was a 10, which meant that everyone had some mana and regen to play around with. Regardless, our party’s total mana regen output was much higher than it had any right to be. With all our powers combined, we were swimming in resource pools.

If the mimic’s strategy was to wear us down, it was doomed to fail unless it started coming at us with a lot more dakka.

“Maybe it’s feeling us out,” said Xim. “Seeing what we can do.”

“Probably both,” I said. “Testing our capabilities while trying to drain resources.”

Varrin grunted.

“If it’s as big as you say, one would think it wouldn’t feel pressured to use such tactics.” He leaned back against a wall, eyes studying the bare ceiling. “Powerful monsters rarely act so reservedly.”

“The Delve portal is restricted to Level 6 or less,” I said. “Even if we assume that this is the big daddy of all Level 6 Delves, we should still outclass it with our stats.”

“Stats aren’t everything,” Varrin said, eyes narrowing as he pushed off from the wall. “And these are Platinum Delves, Arlo. Level restrictions mean far less than they do on lower difficulties. Your intrinsic skills are half of what they should be to Delve this high, despite our training. None of us even have a full set of active skills.”

“I get it,” I said. “Believe me, I’m not advocating that we be rash. I’m just saying that whatever creature is in here has likely learned caution. It may be a big mimic, but that doesn’t mean that it’s an overconfident mimic.”

Varrin sighed and leaned back again.

“Assume the enemy is as intelligent and well-prepared as you are,” he said. “If not more so.”

“If I were a mega mimic,” I began, “a king mimic hiding in a Delve, and a full party of Delvers came knocking, I would want to do some recon. I may be strong, but Delvers are dangerous. Luckily, as a king mimic, I can send my mimic pawns to test the waters. That’s what it looks like has been happening.”

“Don’t forget about the Delve Core,” said Xim. “It could be directing the mimics itself. Trying to give us an ‘appropriate’ challenge.”

“Would a Delve Core be intentionally suboptimal?” I asked. “I feel like it would do everything it could to kill us with the tools available.”

“That’s not what I meant. We’re attributing strategy to a mana monster. The core may be the one in charge.”

“Or a rogue Delver,” said Varrin. “Or a godly avatar.”

“Summoned villain from another world,” I suggested. “Aliens. Same thing, really.”

“The mimic is what’s in front of us,” said Varrin. “We have no evidence to suggest that an external entity is governing its actions. We should remain aware of the possibility, but proceed as though the mimic is our primary opponent.”

“Then what have we discovered so far about mimics?” I asked. “Besides their love of cultural treasures.”

“Resistant to Physical,” said Varrin. “Possibly immune. Resistant to any damage that takes advantage of normal biology.”

“No heart to stab, no brain to concuss,” I said. “Makes my Oblivion Orb a lot less deadly. I’d call that Dimensional resistant.”

“Divine works,” said Xim. “As long as the deity supports killing mimics. Sam’lia was happy to smite it.”

“We should assume Spiritual is less effective than Divine,” said Varrin. “If it lacks a soul, spiritual attacks would primarily be interrupting mana flow through the mana matrix. Perhaps they would damage its mind as well. That may hinder its shapeshifting but wouldn’t cause any deadly harm.”

“That version of the mimic makes me metaphysically uncomfortable,” said Xim. “If it does have a mana matrix, then there must be a soul for the matrix to flow into and out of. Otherwise, that would be like a floating web of mana veins with no flesh and blood surrounding it.”

“That’s a freaky mental image,” I said. “What I’m hearing is that Divine and Mystical attacks should be preferred. Unless we find out that the king mimic has a soul, whereas its minions do not.”

“Good point,” said Varrin.

“Magic Blast is Mystical!” said Etja. “That must be why my beam worked so well. I can use my Incarnation passive to combine it with Nullify.”

“Magic laser with countermagic properties,” I said. “Should play hell with its shapeshifting.”

“Wait,” said Nuralie, looking at Xim. “Mana flows from the mystical realms, through the divine, into the spiritual realm and then out into the physical world. But mana can also flow through the dimensional void to get to the physical realm.” Pause. “It could have mana nodes instead of a mana matrix.”

The conversation then devolved into the nuances of the five-school model of magic, which is as exciting as an intriguing textbook. Suffice it to say, Nuralie’s suggestion required specific conditions that we hadn’t observed with the mimic.
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As the conversation moved on from how to kill the mimic more effectively to how to find and defend ourselves against the mimic, I began to develop a feeling of being exposed. My gut tingled, and the hair along my neck stood on end. It was a sensation I’d learned to trust, and as the others talked, I began scanning the room.

I’d barely begun when I found the face watching us.

It was on the wall behind Varrin. While the large warrior leaned back against the stone surface, a woman’s countenance had emerged just behind his waist. It was mostly obscured, but a slight step to one side gave me a better angle on it.

Her eyes were a little too large, and her pupils bent outward to the side ever so much, not fixed on a single point. Her mouth hung slightly open in a pleasant smile, though her lips were too big, and a bit of drool ran down her chin. Her exposed teeth were two rows of wide and uniform incisors with no canines or variation that I could see. Her nose was tiny and pert, but glistened as though made of marble. A smattering of dark freckles covered her cheeks, perfectly mirrored on both sides. Each element alone would have looked a touch out of place on a person’s face, but together they were a horrifying conglomeration of features.

“Varrin,” I said, “I need you to step away from the wall.”

The big guy gave me a questioning look but immediately popped off the wall and took two steps away, then turned. The rest of the party followed our eyes until we were all staring at the woman on the wall. Weapons were readied, and Etja’s fingers glowed, but I held up a hand and signaled a halt.

The face turned its exotropic eyes to me, then rolled them slowly over the group. A stringy line of spittle dripped from its chin onto the ground, and its smile widened. It began to speak, its voice high-pitched and barely audible, like it was talking to itself. I strained to listen, but the language was unfamiliar. The face paused and looked over us again, then began speaking with a different cadence. It sounded like an entirely different language; still one I didn’t recognize.

After a minute of rotating through different tongues, the face finally began speaking in one that I recognized, having learned it earlier that year. Losonbinora, Nuralie’s native language.

The scaled alchemist took a sharp step backward when the face first began to utter phrases in the language of Eschendur, lowering the arrow she had nocked and pointing at the thing. The others took note of her shock but stayed focused on the creature, weapons and spells ready to splatter the face if need be. I shrugged off the surprise, and my mind caught up to the words being spoken.

“…time to be that I have seen them. Too much time to have seen them. I have not seen them in time to be… It has been… it has been time, too long. I have forgotten…”

The face stopped and started as it droned the words like it was malfunctioning or having a stroke. I eventually realized that the stutters were an attempt at the loson-style pauses that Nuralie was prone to, but it was failing at using them properly, just as it was failing to make any sense at all.

As we watched, the face began to swell and bulge out from the wall until an entire head was revealed, the sides of it lined with geometrically perfect scales. It made a harsh retching noise, and slime poured from its mouth. It licked its lips with a long and rounded tongue, then continued.

“It has been time… too long a time… since I have seen proper Delvers…” it said, then smiled broadly once the words were out. One of the eyes drooped, then snapped back up into place. “A face, a face, difficult to see, I don’t see… like this anymore…”

“Uh,” I began, then cleared my throat and dropped into the dulcet tone of Losonbinora. “Hello, are you the mimic?” Pause. “The one we’ve been fighting?”

The face smacked its lips a few times. “Mimic, a m-mimic, a w-word…” it stuttered, then its voice became loud and confident. “System Inquiry: Mimic.”

My eyebrows shot up as its lazy eyes began moving over unseen text. The thing had System access, and I began to wonder if Xim had been spot on with her guess at the Delve Core being in charge.

“Yes,” said the face. Its features bunched together as though five different people were each in control of a specific part, trying to make it scowl. “A mimic… poor choice of word.”

“Uh-huh,” I said. “Is there something you wanted to talk about?” Pause. “Or are you here to try and kill us again?”

The face moved its wet lips back and forth. Its cheeks puffed in and out a few times.

“No,” it said.

“No?”

“Not yet.”

“To which part?”

The face smiled, and three monstrous arms grew from the ground at my feet, each as long as my whole body. One grabbed my neck, and the others each took one of my arms, pulling them back behind me. The hand at my throat squeezed, and my vision was filled with squirming dark spots.


Chapter 5



If I had to play “Marry, Fuck, Kill” with my active abilities, Oblivion Orb is the skill I’d marry. It was reliable, flexible, affordable, and it got the job done when things needed to get dead.

Shortcut is the skill I’d fuck.

I teleported out of the three-armed clutches of the mimic, appearing atop the burial slab of the room’s central corpse. My boot knocked his skull to the side, the gleaming gem along his forehead sliding to his temple. It glittered and swirled in response. I whispered a quick apology to the gentleman while surveying the state of my party members.

Varrin was laying into a series of lancing spikes that had grown from the wall, their hard tips attached to knotted, organic limbs. He parried and evaded with inhuman speed, spinning his greatsword overhead and bringing the momentum down on the softer bits, severing the spikes. When they hit the ground, the spikes squirmed and then melted into the floor. He was keeping pace with the attacks, but I doubted he was doing much damage.

A mouth as wide as a sofa had opened at Etja’s feet, its flat teeth clacking together as it bulged out from the ground. The former golem escaped by casting Siphon, darting halfway up to the ceiling under the effects of the gravity spell. She was now establishing air superiority by raining death beams down on the various limbs and facial features sprouting from all surfaces of the room. The beams were a combination of Magic Blast and Nullify, cutting through the mimics with a wave of Mystical damage, then hindering their shapeshifting by disrupting any magic within them.

Xim’s scepter was covered in crimson flame, and she shield-bashed a groping hand away with her Vengeful Block skill. The bash stunned the limb, and the cleric connected with her weapon, setting the enemy ablaze. Her martial prowess wasn’t near the level of Varrin’s, however, and she was becoming overwhelmed by the attacking appendages.

A few of the grasping extremities around the room had gone limp, golden arrows piercing their forms, and the face on the wall that had been speaking with us hung lifeless, an arrow protruding from one of its aberrant eyes. I spotted a shadow dart out from one of the corpse-filled alcoves, Nuralie diving out of cover as the entire recess exploded into thrusting spikes.

I processed the situation and took action.

I cast the spell Life Warden on Etja to shore up her defenses, and a thin layer of dimensional distortion coated Etja’s exposed skin. It was the only new active skill that I’d been willing to commit to over the last year.

Life Warden

Physical/Dimensional

Cost: 10 mana reserved plus 10 mana per hour

Cooldown: None

Requirements: Physical Magic 10, Dimensional Magic 10

Grant a nearby ally the Life Warded buff. Any time a Life Warded ally would take Physical or Dimensional damage, you take half of that damage instead. The damage you receive in this way is reduced by 1 for each level of your Physical Magic skill but cannot otherwise be reduced or negated by any means other than natural resistance or immunity. Life Warded allies must remain within a number of feet of you equal to 20 plus your Dimensional Magic skill level to sustain this effect.

It was the only skill that I’d gotten through diligent research rather than circumstance or necessity, and by diligent research I mean that it was listed inside a book on auras that Umi-Doo had gifted me. The normal range of the Life Warden skill was too short for the spell to be viable in high-level Delver fights, where battles could sprawl across massive areas. However, I’d unlocked a new trait for my Who Needs a Cleric? aura that significantly improved Life Warden’s range.

Certain beneficial spells and abilities you apply to your allies, and which require your allies to remain within a specified distance of you, will continue to function outside of that range so long as the ally remains affected by this aura.

Life Warden got the benefit of this aura trait, which is why it was found inside Umi-Doo’s book within an index of complimentary active skills for aura users. This made the range of Life Warden as big as my aura, and the range of my aura was, ‘Are they in the party?’

With Etja shielded and cutting through mimic with her anti-magic laser, I turned my attention to the others.

I split off seven slabs of Gracorvus, arranging them into a shield that I willed through the air to Xim’s back, blocking a claw descending on her flank. I sectioned off a part of my brain to direct the shield and give her cover, then leapt off my perch to Nuralie, assembling the rest of Gracorvus into a shield for myself and activating its Atrocidile roar.

An abominable, spectral face launched from the shield’s surface, letting out a bellowing moan like the distorted wailing of desperate children. The limbs and spikes that Nuralie ducked and wove between turned toward me, abandoning their pursuit of the archer-alchemist to batter my defenses with clubs and lances. I blocked what I could and soaked up the rest.

With some of the heat taken off of Etja, Xim, and Nuralie, I considered what I could do for Varrin, aside from continuing to allow the mimic clubs to crack me in the ribs and blessing him with a fresh stream of stamina.

Eh, Varrin didn’t need any more help.

I instead focused on trying to figure out a better plan of attack than the reactive melee we presently had going on.

The room was too small for a proper Explosion! It would catch my allies in the blast, and I doubted the spell would do much against the mimic, which was immune to Physical damage. I also hadn’t advanced enough with Mystical Magic to use Dispel on something as general as an entity’s mana matrix.

Oblivion Orb was my best bet, but there were too many attacking limbs around the room. I didn’t want to fully commit to a melee and get distracted by the few targets in arm’s reach. Fortunately, I had a better way to use the spell. I threw open my inventory screen and started pulling out my new favorite toys with my free hand.

Throwing hammers.

It sounds ridiculous, I know. Believe me, Seinnador—and Lito—told me as much when I commissioned them. Why throw a hammer? A knife was mediocre for throwing reliably at a moving target. An axe was okay, but not great for the same reasons—it just had a bit more weight behind it than a knife. A spear or javelin was much better since it was easy to get the pointy end to stick where you wanted it to go. But a hammer? No blade, axehead, or speartip to stab into a target. Without the force and weight of an arm swinging the blunted head, it would hurt but wouldn’t do much more. Just, why?

Because it’s fucking awesome, that’s why.

I’d raised my Blunt skill high enough to specialize it into hammers, which gave my hammer attacks some pretty serious armor penetration. Further, I had Homing Weapon, which was a technique that did exactly what it sounded like. I added extra speed and oomph to my weapon throws and returned the weapon to my hand after it hit. Additionally, I’d selected an appropriate evolution to my Blunt skill once it reached Level 10, which took advantage of my avant-garde build choices.

Hammer Throw: You suffer no penalty for using hammers as a thrown weapon. The maximum speed and distance you can throw a hammer is increased by 10% per level of Blunt.

So, when asked, “Why throw a hammer?” “Compounding returns” would be my answer, and coincidentally my new favorite phrase. My Strength was 10, not as good as Varrin or Xim’s, but still at the lower end of superhuman. Homing Weapon buffed the speed and force of thrown weapon attacks, which was additive with Strength, but my Hammer Throw evolution was a compounding bonus applied on top of both. Huck a hammer at 80 miles per hour, get another 50 on top from my technique, and then double that from my Blunt skill of 10… That’s a hammer moving at a third of the speed of sound.

And I was going to get these fuckers making sonic booms before long.

If all of that wasn’t enough to kill, I could also use my Strength Evolution, Nimean Weapon, to channel Oblivion Orb into any Strength-based attack I made. Conveniently, throwing a hammer really fucking hard was a Strength attack. The reality-erasing sphere of annihilation that triggered on hit would finish what the hammer started.

The System didn’t have an official name for the combo, but I liked to call it Void Hammer.

I hopped back to put some space between myself and the weaponized mimic limbs sprouting from the ground that were assaulting me and chucked a 260-mile-per-hour, world-eating hammer at one.

It exploded.

The hammer traveled through the first limb, splattering mimic goo across the whole room, then through the next limb and the limb behind that before triggering Oblivion Orb on the fourth—the one I’d targeted—taking enough mass out of its center that it buckled and collapsed.

Before the first hammer was back in my hand, I had out a second, which I hurled at the limbs assaulting Xim, aiming to give her more room to breathe. The cleric was baptized in the viscous fluids that were the result of mimic meets Void Hammer, but her only reaction to the gore bath was that her look of fierce concentration was replaced by a malevolent grin.

Xim was a big fan of Void Hammer.

Our party was a violent kitchen prepping mimic cutlet dinners for the entire neighborhood. Varrin and Etja sliced, I minced, Nuralie skewered, and Xim tenderized, then roasted. The enemy’s attacks grew wilder and more frenzied.

The mimic formed jaws along the floor to trip us up, but we were nimble-footed and quick from endless mobility drills with Varrin. It launched spikes and blades from all directions, but our movements were agile and limber from learning Myria’s acrobatics. It dealt glancing blows and made sacrifices to earn shallow cuts, but we’d slept on gravel beds and used fucking sandpaper to wipe our asses, toughening our minds and bodies. The fight dragged on, and perhaps the mimic had hoped that we would run out of stamina, but we were built for continuous fighting.

Our inflated stats also helped.

The fever of battle took me over, my mind entering a flow state as my attacks devastated the foe. My cheeks were stiff from bared teeth and a manic grin. My muscles sang with endorphins, rewarding me for the abuse I was putting them through. This was it—the feeling I longed for, the desire that kept me awake at night, this sensation of power, of indomitability. My blows were inescapable, my victory inexorable. I couldn’t just do this all day, I could do this forever.

That thought snapped some part of me awake. I couldn’t do this forever. I couldn’t do this for 10 more minutes! There was a limit to what we could endure, and as the floor grew thick with inert mimic goo—laid to rest with divine fire and arrow, mystical beams of force, and spiritual blades—the mimic was unrelenting. Each Void Hammer took 10 stamina and 7 mana to use, and I’d thrown enough of them to banish a hundred liters’ worth of mimic to the darkness between realms. I was growing concerned.

This fight would have been impossible for a “normal” platinum party, even one as well-prepared and expertly trained as Varrin believed a platinum group should be. We’d been thrust into Delves with challenges way above our level range in the past, and I was beginning to wonder if our expectation of overwhelming odds was doing us a disservice in this situation.

More and more, this fight wasn’t feeling like a fight—it was feeling like a trap. Something to overcome with cunning and guile rather than brute force. The fact that we could stand up to this situation at all was luring us deeper into the snare. An impossible challenge should make us look for an alternative, not make us think, “Oh, we deal with this shit all the time; we’ll fucking win anyway.” This was supposed to be an insurmountable obstacle.

We needed to retreat and regroup, give ourselves time to think the situation through. Now, how would we retreat from an endless wave of enemies sieging us from all sides? I stole another glance around the room, looking for the best exit strategy, when something caught my eye. Seeing it made me feel like a complete fool.

The ruby gem atop the central corpse’s head was shining brilliantly.

I lobbed my next hammer at the corpse’s temple, sending the jewel and the majority of the decrepit head to the nether.

Emotions drained out of me, and the aftermath of my battle trance was like a lead weight chained to my leg, dragging me into the depths of fatigue and torpor. My thoughts lost their manic edge, replaced by despondence, but I could see the situation for what it was now. The mimic was already a brutal enemy in a straight fight, but it fought dirty as well.

I watched my party members shake off the effects of the mind-warping gem as I minced another mimic. Eliminating the gem hadn’t done a thing to stop the mimic’s onslaught. Once I was satisfied that everyone had their head on straight, I made the call.

“Quick advance!” I shouted, and everyone snapped into new action.

Varrin used Spiraling Strike, his blade growing in length and his body becoming a spinning blur, eviscerating everything within twelve feet of him. He dashed toward the exit of the room opposite from where we entered, clearing a path as he went.

Etja swooped down to Xim, and the cleric leapt up onto the mage’s back and wrapped legs around her waist like she was riding a bronco. Etja shot to follow Varrin, with Xim shield bashing and scepter smashing limbs that got too close to the caster. One thrusting spike scored a hit along Etja’s side, and I gritted my teeth against the damage transfer.

I sent the second half of Gracorvus to Nuralie, who grabbed it tightly with all four limbs, even wrapping her tail around it. I willed the shield back to me at full speed, and Nuralie released her hold when she was a few feet away from me. She landed in a roll and sprang back to her feet as all nineteen slabs of the shield assembled into a platform hovering off the ground. I jumped on, and Nuralie backflipped out of the path of a massive foot descending from above, landing on the shield with her back to mine. It was a tight fit, but she was already firing more arrows. We launched after the others.

The hallway beyond the crypt was not an improvement.

Groping hands reached down from the ceiling, trying to snag us as we flew, but I brought out Arbitros and held it in two hands, using the warhammer to shunt the attacks aside. I didn’t have good footing for making solid hits, not that they would have done much against the mimic anyway. Still, it kept the hands at bay. Nuralie’s position in this formation was normally to watch the rear and make sure we weren’t pursued; maybe fire some arrows to waylay any tagalongs. With the mimic, that tactical choice didn’t make much sense. The mimic didn’t need to pursue us. It was everywhere.

As we snaked past claws, spikes, and massive mouths trying to scoop us up with their tongues, the growths receded once we were out of range, only to reform anew ahead of us. Fortunately, the process took a few seconds, and much of the path ahead was cleared by Varrin as he rampaged down the hallway.

The warrior didn’t have a flight ability, but you’d barely know that with the way he rushed down the corridor. His feet were on the walls as much as the ground, his fluid and ever-changing battle stance taking him from enemy to enemy and cutting them down with machine-like precision.

He’d use the momentum of a swing to carry his body, touching down for a split second with the ball of his foot before taking the force and applying it to the next raking hand. He’d find a wall, kick off from it to cleave a spike from the ceiling, release his blade with one hand to reach up and push away, adjusting his course to the next wall and taking out two more.

At one point he was entirely upside down, his greatsword spinning in the air before him until he grabbed the hilt of the weapon and used the energy of its rotation to right himself enough to plant a foot on the ground before he fell from the air. He ended that move by cleaving a face growing beside him down the middle. I don’t even think he needed to cut that one. It had just been watching Varrin with wide eyes, looking as impressed by him as I was.

As Varrin did his clearcutting, more faces began to emerge on the surfaces of the hall. They were identical to the strange “woman” that had spoken to us earlier, its lazy eyes staring us down from all directions. The smiling, drooling mouths began to scream as we hurtled past. Between the screams, it spoke.

“Finally! Finally!” it shrieked in Losonbinora. “No more suckling swine clawing at the Delve’s tits! No more feasts for fools! Come! Come!”

The faces contorted and melted away as fast as they appeared, each one speaking only a few words before the next took up the cry.

“Such fine children! So soon, as well! How many generations have come and gone?! How many eons since we saw such haste toward the end?! It has been so long!” Between the shouts were chittering squeals and throaty gags that might have passed for a dying woman’s fit of laughter.

“What in the absolute fuck?” I muttered to myself as the faces continued to spout nonsense.

Before long, our group came into a new chamber, one which pulsed and moved like a living creature. The walls, ceiling, and floor were covered by a thousand identical faces. They spoke and laughed and spat and howled. Some looked like they wept, but all of them had eyes fixed on one point—a hole in the center of the room, leading down.

No more limbs grew to attack us, no more gnashing teeth or hungry mouths. Still, I couldn’t help but think of this hole as some sort of throat.

“Go on! Go on!” shouted a face. “It’s the only way to leave!”

We studied the pit, only Varrin brave enough to let his feet touch the face-covered floor. The mimics he stepped on smiled up at him, seeming to delight in the abuse. It was… weird.

“Why does it always have to be a hole?” Varrin asked, waving at the dark opening. “One where we can’t see the bottom?”

“It’s always down,” I said. “That gives us either a hole or stairs. Holes are quicker.”

“Ladders,” said Nuralie. Pause. “Holes, stairs, or ladders.”

“Sounds like a drinking game,” I said.

“What about a lift?” asked Etja.

“Like an elevator?”

“Yes! You could use an underground river or something to turn a water wheel and use that to create an elevating or descending platform.” She looked away for a moment in thought. “Or you could just use magic, I guess.”

“We’ll add it to the list,” I said. “Holes, stairs, ladders, and lifts.”

“Now it sounds like a card game,” said Xim.

“Why?!” screamed a face. “Why are you talking?! Go down! Go down!”

I held up a finger to shush the face. Surprisingly, it piped down.

“What do we think?” I asked.

“I’m not staying here,” said Xim, looking around at the faces in annoyance. “If I want to be in a room made of countless faces screaming nonsense at me, I can just go home.”

“The objective is to reach the obelisk,” said Varrin, “and then ‘conquer the challenge that awaits us.’” He sighed. “Seems as good a place as any to look for the obelisk room.”

“A hungry giant invites you down its gullet,” I said. “It’s warm inside, and no enemy will ever reach you.”

“Are you quoting something?” asked Xim.

“Nope,” I said. “Just explaining the situation to myself.” I rolled my right shoulder, working out some stiffness. “All right, let’s go.”

And so we journeyed merrily into the belly of the beast.


Chapter 6



The hole was a little narrower than an arm’s length. Varrin led the way by pressing his hands and feet into the tunnel walls and sliding down, while the rest of us flew, floated, or rode into the descent. The edges were shaped organically, with irregular lumps and folds but made of hard metal. Varrin’s gauntlets and sabatons sparked against the edges as he skated down at near-freefall speed.

The tunnel opened into the ceiling of a dark, 200-foot-tall chamber. Varrin slowed his descent with an Agility Evolution called Fluid Movement, landing at a speed too slow to deal himself damage but which would shatter the ankles of a regular person. The rest of us made our way to the ground after him and inspected the new space.

It was an obelisk chamber, and at first glance it was a boring one.

The obelisk itself was impressive, its tip rising more than halfway to the 200-foot ceiling above. While 150 feet of meticulously engraved obsidian-black stone, glowing with untold mystic power and hidden within the depths of Arzia for time immemorial, would have been considered quite interesting for most people, we’d grown a bit jaded to that sort of thing.

“Big obelisk,” said Xim.

“Seen bigger,” I said, turning my gaze over the rest of the barren chamber. Aside from the obelisk, there was nothing else. No strange machines, no boss monster, no gruesome aftermath of ancient violence. The chamber was as wide as it was tall, with a circular edge and an arched ceiling, making it a dome or half-sphere. “There’s a pattern to Delve architecture. Feel like they should mix it up now and again.”

“It probably has to do with the mana accumulation,” said Xim, taking a few steps closer to the obelisk. “This shape may be more efficient.”

“My Pocket Delve’s obelisk is in a rectangular chamber,” I said, walking up and placing a hand on Xim’s shoulder. I stopped her from continuing forward. “Grotto hasn’t complained. The ceiling is vaulted, though. Also, this is the most obvious ruse the mimic’s made so far.” I nodded at the obelisk.

“Oh,” said Xim, crossing her arms. “Of course.”

“Should we start burning it down now or wait for it to attack?” I asked.

“You are both much too relaxed about this,” said Varrin, pulling his greatsword back out of his inventory.

I mused over how we’d all originally lugged heavy gear bags around rather than relying solely on the inventory. On death, inventory items were returned to a designated home point and thus lost to the rest of the party for the duration of the Delve. My own home point was my permanent underground residence back in Formation, although I worried that my death might result in a rather large loot-based explosion in the district. I had a lot of stuff in there. Resetting the home point to a remote location was on the List.

Gear bags carried outside of the inventory space ensured that our essential items would be available to those who survived. While it had been a nice thought, our party had a pretty mobile fighting style, and the bags did more harm than good. The reality of my Pocket Closet also made the gear bags feel… quaint.

The listed inventory size on my interface had once been listed in cubic yards. It was a strange measurement to see once I’d figured out how to toggle the advanced UI filters on and off. Now, it was listed in cubic miles. Yeah, the Closet was Big, with a capital B. We had a hundred different gear bags stuffed full of different styles of provisions inside the Closet—from shock and awe kits to defensive turtle kits to experimental poison kits—and I could pull one out to toss it onto the ground when needed.

The chamber was pretty dark, so I did that very thing and pulled out a bag labeled Light it Up. It contained handheld glowstone lamps, headlamps, mounts that we could hang the lamps onto. If we wanted overhead lighting, it even had a pair of modified crossbows that would launch a glowstone-laden arrow with enough force to penetrate rock. That last one was Nuralie’s invention.

I tossed a few loose stones around the chamber, giving Varrin and Etja a bit more light to see by. Nuralie, Xim, and I all did well enough in the dark without them.

“You think I’m relaxed?” I said, looking at Varrin as I hurled another glowing rock. I could almost hit the ceiling. “Don’t let my placid demeanor mislead you. That shit was disturbing.”

“Many Delves are a sort of test,” he said. “Grotto has admitted as much, but this one feels like a test. The other Delves we’ve done have all had an objective that obscured any intentional challenge being engineered for us.”

“This one states it outright,” I replied, hefting one of the crossbows. We probably didn’t need it, but these things were fun as hell. “Go, go, gadget glowstone!” I said, firing the bolt into the ceiling high above. The glowstone was nowhere near bright enough for it to provide any useful lumination from that distance.

No one commented on the wastefulness. We had a dozen of the launchers in my Closet, and glowstones were cheap. Cheap to us. For an average person, they were a luxury that could never be justified against the cost. And before anything is said about how I could use that money for a greater good, I already had an orphanage named after me: Esquire Arlo’s School for Gifted Youngsters. It was nice, too. No “Slumlord Arlo” in these here parts. Delvers were an overall net benefit to the world economy, anyway. Mana chips were useful and in high demand.

Not that we’d gotten any from this Delve so far, but the choir room’s worth of historical artifacts I’d plundered should make for some fine additions to the Supplicants of Astrania’s public collection. Assuming that none of the relics were mimics…

Let no more be said about my generosity.

“What was the king screaming about, anyway?” I asked. “Er, queen? ‘No more suckling swine clawing at the Delve’s’… Places… ‘How many eons since we saw such haste toward the end?’ It used the word generations as well. ‘How many generations?’ Both Grotto and Cage have used that word when talking about Delvers.”

“Is that what it was saying?” asked Xim. “Also, I don’t wanna call it ‘the queen.’ Come up with a better name.”

“Perhaps ‘Slimeface’ has simply gone mad,” said Varrin. I gave him a dubious look.

“Emperor Ooze didn’t seem⁠—”

“No,” said Nuralie.

“Mommy Mimic⁠—”

“Uh-uh,” said Xim.

“Queen Yuck⁠—”

“Please stop ruining the word queen!” said Etja.

“What’s this fucking Delve called?” I asked.

“The Naysayer’s Tomb,” answered Varrin.

“‘Tomb Mimic’ didn’t strike me as crazy.”

Nuralie looked at me in disbelief, while Xim tapped thoughtfully at her chin.

“It’s functional,” said the cleric. “Not your best name.”

“Why am I in charge of the names?”

“You’re the party leader,” she replied with a smirk.

“If you like,” Varrin began, “I could⁠—”

“Varrin, brother, your names are… They need some work.”

The big guy hung his head a bit. I turned to Nuralie.

“It felt like it was spurring us on,” I said. “Like a misguided cheerleader.”

“That’s what you got from that?” asked Nuralie.

“What did you think? No one else speaks Losonbinora but us. You understand the native syntax better than I ever will.”

Nuralie froze in a “deep thought” pause.

“Tomb Mimic’s rhythm sounded”—pause—“broken in the beginning. As it spoke, it became one of elation… elation and relief.”

“Was it pausing at the end?” I asked. “Sounded like it was rambling non-stop.”

“Staccato,” said the loson. “Subtle. Advanced. It can be mistaken for a breath or other beat.” Pause. “We can cover them in the next lesson.”

“I thought we’d gone over them all.”

“You are fluent without them. It is also something that non-Eschens”—pause—“can rarely grasp. I am sure you will pick it up in a single day.”

“Why did it speak Losonbinora in the first place?” asked Varrin.

“The other languages it tried to speak first sounded archaic,” said Xim. “I didn’t hear enough to figure out what any of them were, but the phonetics were similar to some ancient cultures I’ve studied.”

“Modern Hiwardian is relatively new,” said Varrin. “An adaptation of ancient Hiwardian and code language adopted during the Littan occupation. The original language, from before the Littans enslaved my ancestors, is lost.”

“Not many people in the First Layer speak Othertongue,” said Xim.

“Whereas I,” I said, “am the only man alive who speaks English.”

“Losonbinora is old,” said Nuralie. “Very old. It does not change much.”

“Then it’s the natural language Tomb Mimic would land on,” I said. “If it’s an ancient First Layer creature with no experience in the modern world, Losonbinora is the only language it could use to speak with us.”

“It also had scales,” said Xim. “It was emulating a loson. A Geulon, specifically.”

“The scales only showed after it started speaking Losonbinora. It may have been replicating a Geulon because it was mimicking the Eschen language and saw Nuralie.”

“I wish it hadn’t,” said Nuralie.

A voice speaking the Eschen language echoed throughout the chamber around us.

“Or maybe it is because I was once a loson.”

We looked for the source of the voice, but it came from everywhere. In the distance, however, I noticed a wide mouth growing on the wall. There was another further down the wall, and then another. They dotted the entire perimeter.

“Mimics are mana monsters,” I said in Losonbinora, raising my voice to carry throughout the room. “Are you saying that you’re not a mimic?”

The fact that it could understand our conversation in Hiwardian ruled out some of our theories. Then again, there were other ways it could know what we were saying without speaking the language itself. I didn’t like the idea that Tomb Mimic was psychic, but it would help to explain some of its abilities.

“So certain a folly to harbor,” said the voice. It had pitched down from a feminine squeal, now sounding like a giantess. “Did the System tell you that?”

“It… did,” I admitted. “Do you disagree with the classification?”

“Tell me what the System says”—pause—“about this form.”

I’d expected that the obelisk itself was the mimic, but the floor around us morphed and slid out from under our feet, exposing the true ground six inches below. The mass formed up in front of the obelisk, and an enormous throne rose from the goo. Atop it sat a young Geulon woman wearing a crown adorned by jagged spires that rose two feet from her scalp. She had deep blue skin and scales, and a reptilian tail wrapped around from behind her and laid over her lap.

From what I’d seen so far, mimics didn’t have souls. But this mimic did. It was gray and metallic, slightly darker than a Silver Delver’s, and it was latticed by the densest network of violet striations I’d ever encountered.

The striations, I had discovered, indicated the changes that Special Delves made to a Delver’s soul. That fact had become apparent once our party had received our rewards from The Cage. All five of us, plus Grotto, now had the same tell-tale sign of a Special Delve completion woven into our spiritual essence.

I moved on from examining the woman spiritually and checked my interface.

The Mimic: Architect, Level 10.

“Architect?” I said.

“She has a level,” said Xim, “not a grade.”

“Only Delvers have levels,” said Varrin.

“Architects have levels too, apparently,” I said. “And they also have souls. By the way, what the fuck is an Architect?”

“They design bridges!” said Etja. “And other things.”

“The golem speaks more wisdom than she knows,” said The Mimic, this time in Hiwardian.

“It’s my highest stat!” said Etja.

“Is that so?” The Mimic asked, grinning as though a toddler had just told her an interesting fact. She then turned her steely eyes back on me and swapped to Losonbinora. “Your party is prone to divergences. I believed your tangents to be a distraction, yet your focus did not waver.” Pause. “Not too much.”

“Guess I’ve been rubbing off on everyone,” I said. “Organizational culture trickles down from leadership, you know?”

“I do,” said The Mimic, her face growing stern.

“You seem a lot more put together now. No drooling or screaming or opaque references to mysterious hidden knowledge.”

“Those were my subprocesses,” said The Mimic, waving a hand. “I took time to ingest their memories as I awoke.”

“That seems like a useful ability. I’ve figured out how to remotely view the different parts of my Pocket Delve, but to have that sort of total presence across the whole place is pretty powerful.”

The Mimic raised an eyeridge at my words, and I got a scowl from Varrin. He probably didn’t approve of me divulging that intel, but we were here to acquire information. And levels. And chips and loot and equipment. But, more than 10% of our motivation was getting information about the Get Out of Cage Free card. A little quid pro quo often greased the wheels of dialogue.

“You’ve no idea,” said The Mimic. “It is a curse as much as a blessing. I’ve learned three new languages since waking and each is as crude as the last. Your civilization is underdeveloped in the arcane, your culture base, your arts unrefined.” She placed her fingertips on her forehead, kneading the skin as though she had a headache. “I’ll need to adjust the sensitivity of my hibernation protocols.”

“What’s she saying?” asked Xim.

“I think she’s saying that her presence extends a lot farther than just this Delve,” I replied in a whisper. I raised my voice to address The Mimic again. “Are you responsible for all of the other mimics?”

“I am all of the other mimics. I swear, the System has grown bold to use such a facile term for me. That which is everything need not pretend to be anything.”

“There’s a lot to unpack there. Are you from an ancient civilization?”

“Ancient is a word that fails to encompass the breadth of time that has transpired since I last woke, much less since my people left this world.”

My breath caught and my heart rate sped up.

“Are you one of the Old Ones?” I asked, trying to keep the excitement from my voice. “The creators of the Delves?” Nuralie snapped her head toward me, then back at The Mimic. Her whole body tensed.

The Mimic’s expression soured.

“No,” she said with a sneer. “They came before me. Even further removed in time from myself than I am from you.” She leaned forward on her throne, eyes wide and intense. “Much further removed.”

“I—”

The Mimic held up a hand.

“I’ve no more interest in your curiosities,” she said. “Your party is promising, especially given that you are only in the first phase. All of you exhibit abnormal mana signatures, too powerful for your stage of advancement. That is not all. Hmm.” She eyed me and Xim. “Two revelators.” She then turned to Nuralie. “Perhaps a third, but the power’s development has been stunted. I am disappointed that a loson has failed in her faith. There is yet time to redeem yourself, child. Your weapon’s borrowed power is a crutch.”

Nuralie's arms went slowly limp, and she dropped her bow. Her expression was an ocean’s depth of shock and desolation.

The Mimic turned to Etja.

“Divine spawn,” she said in a clinical tone. Pause. “With Delver levels and a dynamic mana matrix. This is novel—perhaps worth my awakening. That it has happened worries me, however. The avatars grow more troublesome.” She finally turned to Varrin. She looked down at him with disdain and swapped back to speaking in Hiwardian. “You are nothing special.”

The words echoed through the chamber and lingered in the silence that followed. Varrin gave The Mimic a beastly what the fuck did you just say to me? look, and I feared that the encounter would turn very violent very fast, but The Mimic followed her statement with a single word that reset the tone.

“Yet.” She leaned back in her throne, hand stroking her tail like a favorite pet. She’d have made a great Bond villain. She continued, still speaking Hiwardian. “I am disappointed. I know why you are here. I have heard all of your conversations while inside of this place. I will not help you. It is too soon for this generation.”

The excitement that had been building within me sank.

“We were originally going to ask the Delve Core for information,” I said.

She glared at me.

“I know. I have heard all of your conversations. This Delve’s Core has no personality graft. It will not speak with you, even if you were to tear it from the obelisk and dismantle its chassis. It exists solely for the automated functions it provides me.”

“Then that’s it?” I said. “You lay down all these ridiculously intriguing statements, then clam up?”

“Such is my privilege,” said The Mimic.

“What about the challenge?” asked Varrin. “The Delve objective?”

The Mimic rolled a hand in the air.

“You may have your paltry level and may leave this Delve. I have already challenged you more than is appropriate.”

“Geez, what a letdown,” I said. “I was starting to think you might be cool, then you go all Grotto on us.”

“Your lives continue,” she said. “Be thankful that I allow that much, child. What little knowledge you already possess is dangerous, especially in the hands of such an underdeveloped society. The only reason I let you live is that you are too impotent to use it.”

The Mimic’s insults and entitlement caused my emotions to boil over, and all of the aggravation that I’d bottled up throughout the Delve started to peek through. I pointed a finger at The Mimic.

“The past two days inside this shitstain of a Delve have been the most frustrating and infuriating of both of my entire lives,” I said. She tilted her head at hearing that last bit. “You and all the other ancient Delve asshats in your little secret club are irritating the fuck out of me, stringing us along with tantalizing details, only to blush and cover your mouths when you let something substantive slip. I’m sick of it!”

“Yeah, tell her! Boo!” shouted Xim, startling me. I turned to the cleric, and she gave me a thumbs-up. Then she took a step forward and pointed at The Mimic as well. “Give us answers or we’ll kick your ass!”

I took Xim by the arm and pulled her back, pushing her hand down to stop her from pointing.

“What the hell, Xim?”

“What? She’s only Level 10. We’ve been carving our way through mimics this whole Delve. We can get answers out of her the easy way.”

“You mean the hard way?”

“Hard on her, maybe.”

“Uh, okay. First, not sure I want to advocate for torture or physical abuse when confronted with a non-violent obstacle. Second, she’s got 10 times more violet in her soul than anyone I’ve ever seen.”

“Oh?” said Xim. “What’s your point?”

“Her level doesn’t mean shit is what I mean.”

“Neither does ours,” she retorted, crossing her arms.

“Christ, just don’t volunteer the whole party for a fight by yourself. She’s giving us the opportunity to leave.”

“Then what were you shouting at her for?” she asked, holding her hands out in confusion.

“I needed to express my dissatisfaction with the Delve experience she’s cultivated here.”

“We’re leaving?” asked Etja. She looked up at me with big, sad eyes. I swear she did it because she knew it would get me to capitulate to whatever it was she wanted. “It was just getting good!”

“You want to stay and fight that thing?” I asked. Etja nodded, clutching her upper pair of hands together at her chest. I rolled my eyes. “What about you, Varrin?” His grip was as tight on the hilt of his sword as I’d ever seen, but his expression was stone cold.

“She insulted me,” he said. “As an adult, I find it best to confront these sorts of interpersonal conflicts head-on. Shouldn’t let them fester.”

“Stabbing a bitch is not an appropriate interpersonal conflict resolution skill.”

“Really?” said Varrin. “I find that it works quite well.”

“I did not say it wasn’t effective.”

“I need to know more,” said Nuralie. She’d recovered her bow and, although she looked a bit shellshocked, had regained most of her composure. “Also, I can test my new products on her.”

“Why does this conversation make me feel like we’re not the most upstanding of people?”

“It’s a monster, Arlo,” said Xim. “Monsters don’t have feelings.”

“That line of thinking is problematic. And I’m pretty sure this one does have feelings.”

Xim shook her head.

“Nope.” And that was the end of that argument.

“Mimics are violent and deadly,” said Nuralie. “If we defeat her, maybe we defeat all of the mimics.”

“Now you’re reaching.”

There was a loud thud, and I turned to see The Mimic standing at the foot of her massive throne. She was unhappy.

“The insolence,” she spat. “The stubbornness. The greed. The overconfidence.” Her eyes drifted apart. Her mouth opened into a wide smile. Slime ran down her chin and dripped onto the ground as the floor rose to fold around her. Her throne collapsed and joined the mass enveloping her body. As her demented face was subsumed by the enormous mound of churning mimic goo, her voice rose an octave, and she let out a gurgling shout.

“Maybe I won’t be disappointed, after all!”

Then the blob of slime rose, growing a new mouth for The Mimic to speak, its lips fat and dripping with ichor.

“Come now, children! Try and make me talk!”


Chapter 7



The “malformed and misshapen” Mimic began to grow dozens of eyes over its body that spun and locked onto us, gummy and seeping thick fluid like they were infected. Limbs sprouted from its bulbous form with skinless muscle attached to yellowed bone. The ooze along its hands slimed up into the shape of various weapons: sword, shield, axe, spear, and claw. The weapons each had faces of their own, and lips stretched taut against bared teeth as the mouths of the lethal instruments muttered nonsensical phrases at us.

I had an excellent jeer to throw at The Mimic involving John Carpenter, but there was no more room for games. It was time to take this seriously.

“Ew,” said Xim.

“Riiiight?!” I said. “I’ve seen a lot of nasty shit in Arzia, but come. On.”

Okay, maybe serious wasn’t our thing.

“What’s the play?” asked Varrin as The Mimic began sprouting ears, noses, and scales.

“Big Bang Attack,” I said.

“It’s immune to Physical.”

“Mana Bomb variant.”

Varrin nodded. “Good call. That might disrupt its shapeshifting. How much time do you need?”

“Twenty seconds.”

“That’s a big bomb.”

“That’s a big mimic.”

Xim reached under the collar of her chainmail, touching a mana weave that only she could activate.

“How come your favorite tactics are the ones where you aren’t the tank, Arlo?” Xim grunted as she shoved her hand deeper to find the weave. “Gods above, this thing needs to be higher up!” She finally found what she was looking for, and her armor dropped away, leaving her wearing her mega-stretch bodysuit.

“Pitfalls of a dual spec,” I said. “Besides, Varrin likes getting the practice in.”

I dismissed the Life Warden skill from Etja, then cast it on Varrin. Now, half of the damage Varrin took from Physical or Dimensional transferred to me, and the damage was then reduced by my Physical Magic skill, and half of the damage I ended up taking from the transfer got refunded to Varrin as either stamina or health.

To translate, I just gave Varrin 70% DR.

Nuralie tossed the big guy a potion. He popped the stopper, then downed it.

Nuralie’s Night-Rush Potion

(Reluctantly formulated based on a Littan recipe)

Duration: 15 minutes

-5 to all physical defenses

INT-based skills require twice as much mana and stamina to use.

You gain Toxicity: 10/minute

Your melee damage is doubled.

Xim held her scepter in the air and moved it in ritualistic patterns. Varrin’s body began to glow with crimson light as she cast two buffs on him.

Sam’lia’s Blessing of Hunger

Spiritual/Divine

Cost: 10 mana

Cooldown: 1 use per target per day

Requirements: Fortitude 10, Charisma 10, Spiritual Magic 10, Divine Magic 20, Patron Deity: Sam’lia, Revelation of the Stomach

You grant a nearby ally a number of stacks of Blessed equal to your Divine Magic skill level plus your Charisma, divided by 5. (Current stacks granted: 9)

Whenever the target ally deals melee weapon damage to a profane enemy, they consume a portion of the enemy’s life essence, dealing 1 additional damage and receiving 1 point of healing for each stack of Blessed they possess. The target ally may elect for their melee weapon attacks and damage to become Divine for so long as they are Blessed.

Sam’lia’s Blessing of Pounding

Spiritual/Divine

Cost: 10 mana

Cooldown: 1 use per target per day

Requirements: Strength 10, Charisma 10, Spiritual Magic 10, Divine Magic 10, Patron Deity: Sam’lia, Revelation of the Heart

You grant a nearby ally 1 stack of Blessed.

The target ally gains 1 stack of Blessed each time they deal damage to a profane enemy with a melee weapon attack, so long as they are Blessed.

Blessed: A Blessed entity may spend any number of stacks of Blessed to increase their attack or defense by 8 per stack spent for one attack. You may have a maximum number of stacks of Blessed equal to your Delver level (minimum 3). If an effect would take you over this maximum, the additional stacks rapidly decay.

Tank’n’Spank Varrin launched at The Mimic, who was still graciously sculpting her body into the most awful form she could imagine. The man weighed almost 400 pounds in full kit, and he was now moving at what our tests had determined to be 90 friggin’ miles per hour toward his foe, wielding a mana-woven, 7-foot-long frozen steel greatsword, buffed with a wombo-combo of divine blessings that made every attack he landed deal more damage and grant more healing than the last, while also under the influence of a got-damn berserker potion.

Point that fucker at the enemy and take a step back.

Varrin jumped, hurtling through the air as he rotated his body to bring his greatsword around on The Mimic’s left side. The opener cleaved away two arms growing near The Mimic’s central face, shoulders and all. Blood-red light erupted from the cut, and The Mimic let out a wrathful shriek as the biomass fell to the ground.

Despite all of Varrin’s buffs, the severed limbs were not destroyed. They became amorphous and liquid, then rejoined The Mimic’s body at what I very graciously called its feet. Even so, there was a thick puddle of inert slime left behind, and The Mimic’s bulging eyes and echoing screeches told the story of the harm dealt to the monster.

Either that, or The Mimic’s true form was a screaming blob of rage and violence, and I was misinterpreting its reaction. Hard to tell.

“Haven’t done this in a while,” said Xim as Varrin went on the warpath, and a column of ruby light formed around her. Light-red fur sprouted from her skin, and an onyx horn split her forehead, growing to 2 feet in length. Her body swelled and her muscles bulged, the eldritch symbol on her bodysuit twisting in anticipation. By the time she’d fully transitioned to her ascended form, Xim was nearly a foot taller than Varrin himself.

She let out a bestial roar, the veins in her neck pulsing. Then she turned to me and Etja, gave us a little wave, and sprinted away at The Mimic. The reverberation of her battlecries were layered with the whispered promises of the damned.

Nuralie was… somewhere.

Etja spun, dancing her way in front of me, and looked up at me with a smile.

“Nullify?” she asked.

“If you please,” I replied. Then I raised my hand to the sky and began to chant.

“I call upon death, with life as my mission!”

As I chanted, Etja danced, and as she danced, her soul-halo bloomed around her. The base layer of Etja’s soul was deepest black, like Orexis’s had been, but over time bright swirls of color had begun to appear. At first, it had been a hectic pattern of neon primaries. As she spent more time with the party and explored the world, it had begun to organize itself into a beautiful tapestry of braided knots. The colors flowed between one another, wrapping together into intricate patterns and snaking off to a new nexus of intermingling hues. The threads were small and the points of connection few, but new ones were constantly forming.

Each knot represented a moment of her life. An experience that helped to define who she was and who she was becoming. It was a wonderful process to watch unfold, one that progressed much slower with people who already had a firm sense of identity. People who, for example, weren’t a recently evolved golem with a confusing mass of ancient memories embedded in their brain and a single year of real-life experience.

I’d only realized the meaning behind the patterns by spending so much time with Etja and seeing her soul’s development—although I had gotten hints about the stories a soul could tell from studying Guardian Lito’s.

The platinum of her Delver levels parted, and the base layer of her soul stretched out to encompass me. It created a profoundly vulnerable feeling—being wrapped in the soul of another—but my experience with the Reveal revelation had helped me become more comfortable with this sort of contact.

This was Etja’s inheritance from Orexis, although the abhorrent god of yearning had likely never intended it be used this way. It was a passive skill that had been called Bound Construct, which was partially how Orexis had been able to use Etja as his soul vessel for infiltrating The Cage. After defeating the half-god’s specter, the System had reforged the passive.

Shared Vessel

Your spiritual essence was forged as a shell to contain the overwhelming might of a godly avatar’s soul fragment—an avatar against whom you rebelled. Divorcing this specter from your body has unbound you from his will, but the ability to contain another entity’s spirit within you remains.

You may open your soul and embrace the spiritual essence of a nearby ally, allowing you to use your Incarnation passive to combine 1 of your active skills with their own. This also allows you to utilize your birth sign to apply the benefits of your Mirtasian Cadence to the combined active skill. Any skill utilized in this manner additionally gains the benefit of your Finishing Move passive.

Incarnation

You are the incarnation of a divine aspect. Your active abilities have been predetermined, but as a descendant of divinity, you can combine two active skills together to achieve a combination skill incorporating aspects of both skills.

Mirtasian Cadence

You may establish a dance and rhythm prior to casting a spell. If you do so, you gain a 10% mana cost reduction to the first spell you cast and an additional stacking 10% mana cost reduction to each spell cast in sequence with the previous spell, so long as you maintain your cadence. This cost reduction caps at 40%, and the bonus resets once the fourth spell has been cast in the sequence.

Finishing Move

If you cast three different spells in a row, the next different spell you cast is 200% more effective, and additional mana used to cast it is 200% more efficient.

Etja’s dance established a rhythm for her spells, allowing her to cast each successive ability for less mana. As her movements took her to my left, she used Siphon on me to raise me off the ground. This gave her the room she needed to move, while still remaining close enough for the ability to function, eliminated me as a line of sight obstruction, and since it was the first spell in her Mirtasian Cadence, the cost of my Explosion! channel dropped by 1 point per second.

Enemies also tended to ignore the dancing woman to focus on the guy hovering menacingly over the battlefield, shouting things like, “I invoke destruction, such that no tranquil land might fall!”

While Etja and I did our thing, Varrin raged against The Mimic. The big guy had opted for a Strength and Speed–based build, and when he connected full force with his greatsword, it made the consequences of my Void Hammer look tidy.

The Mimic grew limbs as fast as Varrin could shred them, the razor’s edge of his blade traveling with so much force and speed that anything he hit was reduced to a 30-foot spray of quivering slime. The mimic tried to box him in by curving its body, morphing around him on three sides, and thrusting with countless spear-tipped limbs.

Varrin dodged and maneuvered, kicking off the limbs to travel up The Mimic’s center mass and shearing more appendages as he went. However, he couldn’t avoid everything, and I felt a wound open in my gut as I watched him take a spear in the abdomen. It slowed neither of us down, and Varrin kept hacking away at the beast while I continued to chant ominous phrases such as:

“You, who are violent, shall hear my words, and you shall know them in your soul!”

Xim tried to flank The Mimic while Varrin held its attention, but the tactic was useless against the creature. It already had literal eyes in its back and grew a second massive face to bite at Xim, all while swinging a twelve-foot sword of bone and weeping faces at her.

Xim’s claws were bathed in unholy flame, and she fought with wrothful brutality, indifferent to the wounds being inflicted on her by the innumerable smaller limbs that stabbed and swiped. She scooped out chunks of The Mimic with fiery talons and single-minded fervor like an infernal hound after a foxhole.

The Mimic brought its blade around, and Xim’s footing was slick with the inert goo at her feet. She took the blade in the side but rolled her body to try and reduce the force of the impact. Blood sprayed out from her ribs, and the blow sent her to the ground, sliding across the floor. The Mimic’s body elongated, its arms and weapons reaching out to where Xim lay while still exchanging blows with Varrin on its opposite side.

Xim finally got to cast Heal.

Golden light pulsed down the cleric’s body, and the wound on her ribs began to close. I knew that one cast wouldn’t be enough to fully recover from that type of strike, and her body was awash with smaller cuts and punctures, but Xim could take care of herself. She and Varrin were focused on tying The Mimic up while doing as much damage as possible, allowing Etja and I to do our work. Something minor like seeing an ally getting cleaved in the chest by a car-length claymore made of carrion and sadness wouldn’t distract me from my own job, which was to announce to the world foreboding things like:

“The dead cannot make war, and so you shall know peace!”

Etja whirled and shot out a beam of pure mystical force, carving a line across the mimic’s side. The cost of my channel went down by 1. She swept a leg in front of her in a wide arc and went into a forward cartwheel, then used Incorporate to suck the dislodged mimic goo toward us and consume it through her palms. The cost of my channel went down by 1.

Finishing Move will be applied to your next skill.

Etja raised her hands, and the power of her Nullify spell flowed through her soul, into mine, and out into the tips of my fingers. The cost of my channel went down by 1.

Etja pumped more and more into Nullify, its magic-disrupting potency swelling in crescendo with the last few seconds of my near 200-mana charge.

“Witness! Take Heed!”

Varrin heard the signal words and dumped every stack of Blessed he had accrued into a final attack, cleaving a massive, crimson line down the center of The Mimic. Then both he and Xim got the fuck out.

I snapped my fingers.

“Explosion!”

The Mimic became one with the stone and the air.

My chest cavity thumped as the shockwave crashed through the air in my lungs. My sinuses were rocked like someone had just dropped a king-sized mattress on my face. The sound of the explosion was brief, but it was God Himself leaning over to clap in my ears.

The Mimic was reduced to a fine spray that assaulted my skin with a split second of hurricane-grade downpour. My eyes were protected by my specs, but my mouth…

Gods, it was in my mouth!

As I retched and spat, I saw that Etja was lying on the ground. I was still floating, so I used Gracorvus to lower myself to her. Her entire frontside was soaked in mimic, and her eyes popped open when I knelt to check on her.

“You okay?!” I shouted at her.

“What?!” she shouted back.

“Are! You! Oh! Kay?!”

She wiped some goo from her eyes and squinted at me.

“…What?!”

We needed to figure out some hearing protection. I added that to the List.

Varrin made his way over to us, and I started to ask how he was doing, but he waved a hand to stop me and just pointed at his ear. He sat down on the ground next to Etja. His eyes were wide and bloodshot, and I knew that he’d be riding the Night-Rush bus for another 14 minutes. It was better to avoid interacting with Varrin while he was on the rage high, so I let him be.

Xim appeared—back in her normal form—somehow more soaked in slime than any of the rest of us. She must not have gotten as much distance as Varrin, which made sense. Her Speed was half of his.

We surveyed the room in silence, observing the thin paste that was The Mimic.

“Weren’t we gonna ask it some questions?!” Xim shouted. I nodded at her. “How the fuck do we do that now?!” I shrugged.

I maybe didn’t think the plan through as well as I should have. My first priority was to win. A fireside chat afterward was a distant enough second that it wasn’t even in the same county.

I began to struggle with the feeling of letdown and a bit of guilt. I was frustrated that answers had been within our grasp and my tactical use of a yee-haw!’s worth of supercharged magic TNT had taken it away. I could have played this one smarter. I could have played this whole Delve smarter, to be honest.

I took a breath and tried not to dwell on it. We’d do a post-mortem once we got back to Ravvenblaq to talk about what worked and what didn’t inside this mess of a Delve. For now, we needed to focus on claiming our level and getting the hell out of here. Also, Nuralie was still missing.

I looked around for the sneaky alchemist, but she was nowhere in sight. What I did see was some mimic goo starting to wriggle.

“Fuck me,” I said, then waved to get the attention of the others.

They looked up and saw me pointing out the puddle of goo that was now beginning to rise up into a vaguely humanoid shape. They stood, getting ready for round 13 with this friggin’ thing, when a different puddle began to rise. Then another. Then… another.

Suddenly, we were surrounded by a dozen or more mimics, their bodies dripping and viscous. They continued to coalesce, their forms becoming more distinct, but they were struggling to stay cohesive. One flopped back and splattered into slime again, then trembled and tried to get back up.

Before we could move in and start working our way through this new horde, however, golden streaks of light filled the air.

Divinely charged arrows sprayed out from the dark, one for each mimic, and in less than a second, all of the struggling creatures were skewered through the head. They collapsed back into puddles and moved no more.

Except for one.


Chapter 8



Nuralie stepped out of the shadows, her bow venting golden mana into the air. While the weapon was normally jet black, intricate rune work revealed itself when the loson put it through its paces, which she just had.

“You were charging Hunger Shot that entire time?” I asked.

Nuralie stopped several feet away from us, wrinkling her nose at our sludge-covered bodies. She, in contrast, was spotless.

“Yes,” said Nuralie. Pause. “You never gave me a position for the Big Bang strategy.”

“Sure I did.”

“‘Just use Target Analysis and then shoot it’ is not a position.”

Target Analysis: You can focus for 6 seconds to examine another creature and determine various stats, such as their current and maximum HP, mana, or stamina, what kinds of damage they are most resistant or vulnerable to, or which status effects they are strongest or weakest against. The amount of information you gain is determined by your INT and is opposed by their CHA.

“It’s guidance,” I said, putting my hands on my hips. “And you executed it flawlessly.”

Xim looked over the inert puddles of slime.

“It’s weird that Nuralie’s attack targeted the mimics individually after the big one split up,” said the Cleric.

Xim was right. The skill was normally single-target.

Hunger Shot

Physical/Spiritual

Cost: 1 stamina/second

Cooldown: None

Requirements: Agility 10, Fortitude 10, Archery 10

Take aim at a target and charge this skill for any length of time. Upon firing, you make one additional ranged weapon attack against the target for every 6 seconds this skill was charged. These attacks occur in rapid succession. All bonuses applied to this skill, your attack, your weapon, or your ammo apply to each attack made this way, regardless of whether the bonus is restricted to a single attack or projectile.

“Skills are as skills do,” I said. “It must have still considered The Mimic a single entity, even though it had divided. The System isn’t⁠—”

“Not the time for your theories,” said Varrin, an edge to his voice. He bounced on the balls of his feet, staring at the only puddle of slime that still quivered.

Varrin’s words got me a bit miffed, but I let it slide since he was ’roided up on Nuralie’s potion, and we made our way over to The “Last” Mimic.

The Mimic was still partially shaped into her loson body, although her features were distorted halfway between her Architect form and her “blech” form. From the waist down, she was nothing but slime. Organs spilled out onto the ground from her abdomen and chest cavity, dissolving into goo before us. Her skin was half-melted, exposing muscle and bone, and one eye slid down the side of her face, staring off into the distance.

The other eye had an arrow in it.

Varrin clomped across the wet and sticky floor, then dropped one of his armored size-16 feet on The Mimic’s chest hard enough to make a thud. Some more of her internals squished out from the pressure. He pivoted his greatsword off of his shoulder and swept it down until it was pressed into the side of her throat, the movement so quick that the tip of his blade dug a groove in the stone next to The Mimic.

The man could be terrifying.

I hid my apprehension over Varrin’s death knight vibes and squatted down next to The Mimic, putting on a veil of calm distaste. I sighed and jerked a thumb at the big guy.

“Nothing special?” I said. The edge of The Mimic’s mouth curled up into a grin, showing off several missing teeth. “I believe the deal was that, if we win, you talk. Are you even able to talk right now?”

The Mimic licked its lips with a greasy tongue and struggled to take a rattling breath.

“The card,” she said, gurgling. “Show it to me.”

I pushed my lips to the side and raised an eyebrow at the party. Their faces were hard masks aside from Etja, who looked on with the wonder of a five-year-old watching a building burn. No one objected. I opened my inventory and took out the Get Out of Cage Free card, then held it up next to my face, out of The Mimic’s reach. With her shapeshifting, she could probably extend her arms to try and snatch it, but that would result in a quick end for her.

“Let me inspect it,” rasped The Mimic.

“Why?”

“S-system… Insight,” she said.

“You think you’ll get more details from it than we’re able to?”

“I know that I can.” She sneered up at me, and a part of her cheek slid off. I rotated the card in my fingers for a few seconds, considering the request, then decided to take the risk of letting her touch it. She was the best lead we’d found after a year of ceaseless training and Delving, and I needed a fucking vacation. Maybe this creature could give us enough information that I would feel justified taking some time off.

I brought the card closer, and she reached up to brush it with skeletal fingertips. A gentle light flashed in her deformed pupil, and she let the hand drop.

“This is… worse than I thought,” she said.

“What’s worse?”

The drooping eye slid back up into position and peered at me, then rolled toward Etja.

“The avatars,” said The Mimic. “The Delve that issued this reward, The Cage… did not exist in my time. It is merely a balm for a symptom. There is… a cascading failure.”

“Care to elaborate on that?”

More of The Mimic’s face melted away, exposing the bone of her jawline.

“The System is deployed in phases,” she said. “Your civilization is in phase 1. It challenges you and separates out the weak. Once enough Delvers prevail over the obstacles placed before them… the next phase is unlocked.”

“What does that have to do with the godly avatars?”

“Very little and, at the same time, a great deal.”

I waited, but she volunteered nothing further.

“What do you mean by our civilization?” I said. “This has happened before?”

“More times than you can know.”

“What happened to those other civilizations? The ones that came before.”

“If you progress… you will find out for yourself.”

I leaned closer and spoke very clearly.

“This is a Q and A, not drama club. Lose the suspense.”

The Mimic’s eye ran over my blue and violet armor.

“I would have… never known,” she said with a smirk. Some red foam bubbled out of the corner of her mouth. “I could not explain it… in the time you have won from me.”

“Won from you?” I said. “Are you one of these ‘obstacles’ that Delvers are supposed to overcome?”

“It could not be stated… more plainly.”

“But what’s the fucking point?” I asked, frustration creeping into my tone. The Mimic’s grin widened, and I doubted I’d get an answer.

Varrin pressed the edge of his blade a centimeter deeper into The Mimic’s neck.

“What does the second phase do?” he asked. The Mimic’s eye swam to him.

“Tools,” she said. “Resources. Power. It will provide you with these things, such that you may continue… to grow.”

Varrin’s jaw tightened, and his grip on the hilt of his blade shook.

“How do we unlock it?” he asked, half whispering. There was a glint in his eye that I didn’t like.

“You cannot,” she said, and I heard the squeak of metal as Varrin twisted his grip. The blade dug a little deeper into The Mimic. I reached up and put a hand on the big guy’s arm. His eyes shot to me, wild, but he relaxed a little.

“Why not?” I asked.

“Your level is too low… to access all of the System Cores required. Even then, you lack the advantages you would need.”

“System Cores?” said Xim. Her practiced look of stern indifference dropped, and she got down on her knees next to The Mimic, face alight with curiosity. “What are those?”

I should have known the charade would only last so long.

“I will… allow you to find out… for yourself,” said The Mimic, and we got a System notification.

The Mimic: Architect, Level 10 has offered to share world map data with you. Would you like to accept? Y/N

I furrowed my brow and selected “Yes.”

The locations of the following Delves have been added to your map.

The Hierophant's Valley: Special-grade, Level 30 or higher

Saekongr’s Crevice: Special-grade, Level 20 or less

Deijin’s Descent: Special-grade, Level 10 or less

I read the message, discovering at that very moment that my HUD had a map function, then pulled up the locations. A map of Arzia appeared, mostly grayed out except for Hiward. Three glowing points were spread out across the continent.

The first was in the middle of the absurdly named Less-Than-Habitable Forest to the east; the second was in the middle of the ocean southwest of Hiward, between the shores of Timagrin and the island nation of Davah. The third…

The third was in Eschendur.

“We could probably do this third one!” said Xim. “It’s Level 10, and our effective level is⁠—”

“Witless child,” said The Mimic. “The level requirements are not guidance. They are restrictions. Do not hang yourself with the chains placed around your neck.”

“Why give this to us if you don’t think we can use it?” I asked.

“Everything is impossible,” said The Mimic, “until it isn’t.”

More of the meat along her face melted away, and her eye became a watery slush that drained from its socket. Varrin’s boot sank further into The Mimic’s chest as it grew soft and formless.

“I have… enjoyed this,” she whispered.

The Mimic was reduced to a viscous puddle, and we finally got the notification that had evaded us the entire Delve.

Your party has defeated The Mimic: Architect, Level 10!

Your party receives the following rewards:

1. 10 Emerald Chips

2. 5 Greater Mimicry Essences

3. The Staff of Archon’s Maker

Party leader has set chip and currency allocation to: Even Distribution.

You receive: 2 Emerald Chips

Party leader had set item allocation to: Master Looter

Party leader receives all other rewards.

“Easy come, easy go,” I said, staring at where The Mimic had been. “Which is a saying that should also work in the inverse, so why the fuck didn’t we get more out of her?”

“Defeated?” said Varrin, scanning the message. He dismissed his System window with a sharp wave and kicked at the inert slime on the ground. A trail of fluid slung off the tip of his sabaton. “Defeated?!”

“Guess we didn’t slay it,” I said, watching him carefully. Varrin tossed his sword into his inventory, then pulled off his helm and threw it in behind. He stood still for a moment, hands flexing, then pulled out a towel and began wiping himself down.

“Let us leave this place,” he grumbled, running the towel over his face and hair. It came back darkly stained, and he looked at me with a fury that I knew wasn’t meant for me. I raised my eyebrows at him, and his features softened. He dropped the towel and pulled out a fresh one, beginning to work on his gauntlets. “Please,” he said. It almost sounded pleading.

I glanced up at the obelisk, which had already begun to hum with power, preparing to dump a massive wave of mana into our bodies.

“Yeah,” I said. “Let’s take our level and go.”

“What do we do with this information?” asked Xim. She’d gathered her mail and robes up from where they’d dropped before her transformation, holding them folded over one arm. She clutched a handful of her black, curly hair with her other hand, eyes shifting over the ground as she thought.

“Nothing,” I said, “for now. We can talk about what it all means once we’ve had a bath, some food, and 12 or more hours of sleep. Twelve hours of uninterrupted sleep, preferably.”

I’d been able to push through for 40 hours without rest inside the Delve with a steadily rising debuff to my stamina regen as the only listed consequence. But something the character screen didn’t show was the massive brain fog I was starting to feel and the downward pressure the lack of sleep was putting on my mood. I didn’t have the brain cells left to rub together over this intel, and if I didn’t find a bed soon, I might do or say something I’d regret.

I also couldn’t keep using my Fortitude as an excuse to avoid a bedroll, but some part of me—the part that needed to be in control—hated leaving the watch up to someone else. My party members were more than competent, and I trusted them with my life, but that still didn’t help me catch any z’s while we were in mortal danger. It was a problem I had to overcome, or I worried I’d make a fatal mistake.

The obelisk issued our stats, we assigned them in line with the builds we’d worked out beforehand, and we exited through the portal that appeared afterward.

Fuckin’ mimics, man.

Fuckin’ Mimics.


Chapter 9



“Idon’t have to chant to cast Explosion!” I said to Etja through a mouthful of stew-soaked brown bread. It was warm and buttery and presently fulfilling all of my lifelong dreams and fantasies. “I started doing it half as a joke and half because it was a great way to let every aberrant hound within a 1-mile radius know who just turned their pack leader into a blast crater.” I swallowed the bread and drained an entire mug of fruit juice, slamming it down on the table with more enthusiasm than I’d meant to. The handle snapped off. “It’s taunt, intimidation, and flex all rolled up into one.”

A waitress dedicated to our table swung by to grab my mug, and I smiled sheepishly at her as I handed her a silver note.

“Sorry,” I whispered. She looked down at me from beneath raised eyebrows as she tucked the cash into her apron, but I could tell she was used to this sort of thing. We were in a tavern that catered to traveling Delvers, after all.

“But there’s more to it than that,” I continued. “Through experimentation and analysis, I’ve distilled my theory down to a single concept: ‘restrictions.’”

“Arlo,” said Varrin, “we talked about this.” He was leaning over the table, head hanging low as he gripped a horn of ale as long as my forearm was in both hands. It looked like he was getting ready to give himself a shower with it.

“We didn’t talk about anything,” I said. “You talked at me, and I chose to ignore your advice.”

He let out an elongated grunt, like a frustrated, dying animal. I turned back to Etja, who was, of course, enraptured by my commentary. She had the second of 2 assorted cheese plates offered by the establishment in front of her, and she dutifully nibbled on a piece of brie. She’d already eaten her way through the first.

“I don’t have to chant,” I said. “I can silent cast Explosion! if I want, as incongruent as that might sound. But I do chant. I chant every time I cast the spell in combat, because when I don’t chant, the spell is less powerful.”

“Whaaaat?” said Etja. “That’s not in the description!”

“I know! There’s nothing in the System’s description of the spell that discusses a vocal component to the ability. But I’ve already realized that the System’s text is incomplete. It doesn’t account for the total sum of any given spell’s effects and interactions, because one, that’d be way too much text, and two, 90% of Delvers don’t give a crap.”

“I give a crap!” Etja said.

“You’re one of the good ones, Etja.” She smiled at the praise. “So, the System’s description is an abstraction of the true magic that’s occurring⁠—”

“Allegedly,” Xim interrupted. She was slouched back in her chair, hand wrapped loosely around a goblet of wine that rested on the table. There were five empties scattered around it.

“Allegedly,” I agreed. “The System truncates the dissertation’s worth of theoretical context for the spell. That’s frustrating, and it's a terrible design if the System’s descriptions are intended to be a magical manual.”

“They aren’t?” Etja said, leaning forward. “Then what are they?”

I shook a finger in the air, smiling at her.

“That’s the golden question,” I said. “I no longer believe that the System’s spell descriptions were ever intended to serve as a Magic 101 textbook. They’re a glossary of technical reference material for people who are already experts.”

“Does anyone think that?” asked Nuralie. “That the System is meant for beginners?” Pause. “Everyone studies magic before going into the Creation Delve. Before they have access to the System.”

“Almost everybody,” said Xim, grinning at me.

“All of the theory taught in Hiwardian magic academies is based on information acquired from the System,” I said.

“Been to many Hiwardian magic academies?” Xim retorted.

“Two,” I said.

“What? When?”

“When you did that month of cloistering.”

“Hells,” said the cleric. “I missed a lot when I did that.”

“While visiting said academies, I skimmed most of their core books on technique. It’s just lists of spells and practical considerations when using them!”

“No, it isn’t,” said Varrin. He sat back up and took a deep pull of his beer. His chair creaked out a threat under his weight.

I waved dismissively.

“Most of the other stuff is just theoretical texts on the nature of the 5 schools of magic and their relationships.”

“Just?” said Xim.

I held up a hand.

“Stay with me for a second. There’s some hand-holding from the System and some theory developed by the academies. For the most part, however, Delvers have to figure it out for themselves. Now, back to Explosion! and my chanting.

“Grotto suggested that I mana-shape Explosion! when I chant.” I pointed at Etja. “That’s another handy trick not listed anywhere in the System text. However, when I chant, the spell doesn’t cost any more mana. When I don’t chant, it doesn't cost any less, either. This is distinct from my experience mana shaping all of my other abilities. Mana shaping has a cost, and that cost is more mana. Since I’m not spending mana, I don’t think I’m mana shaping.”

“Then what are you doing?” Etja asked.

“I’m paying a different cost. Something other than mana or stamina.”

“Oooooohhh,” Etja hummed in excitement.

“When I presented my mana shaping findings to Grotto, the old Delve Core got shady. He told me to figure it out for myself. Pretty sure he always knew that it wasn’t mana shaping, but for whatever reason he’s been trying to hide the truth from me.”

“Grotto’s an asshooooole!” Xim cheered to the tavern, one arm raised to the sky. It drew a few curious looks. She went to take another sip from her goblet, but it was empty. The waitress had her a fresh drink in less than 10 seconds.

“Accurate,” I said. “Anyway, that’s when I remembered a conversation that I had with the core back in Arsenal, when I was considering my Level 10 Strength Evolutions. Grotto told me that an evolution can allow for my mana matrix to output a higher level of magical force in regard to a specific task because the magic is bound to a restriction.”

“Sssssecrets,” Xim whispered, leaning forward.

“Just tell the whole place,” said Varrin. “What do I care? Tell everyone.” He stood abruptly and swiveled to look around the establishment. The waitress walked up to check on him, and he gave her an off-balance, but outrageously polite bow. Given the man’s station as the son of a Thundralke, showing the mundane waitress that level of deference was nigh on scandalous.

“M’lord?” said the waitress, her face going beet red. She held out her hands as though to catch Varrin if he fell. She’d more likely be crushed.

“Madam,” said Varrin, standing stiffly upright. “Would you be so kind as to direct me to the facilities?”

“Of course, m’lord. Right this way.”

The waitress turned to walk Varrin to the men’s room, but the big guy spun and slammed a hand on the table before following.

“Taking a piss,” he said.

“Yeah, brother,” I said. “We got that.”

He nodded, then turned to follow the woman.

“Nuralie,” I said, speaking in Losonbinora. “What the fuck did you put in their drinks?”

“Only what they told me to,” said Nuralie. Pause. “Adjusted for body weight.”

Magical additives could apparently make mundane alcohol into magical alcohol and thus bypass much of Fortitude’s natural resistance to mundane toxins.

In other words, Nuralie had a ‘shitfaced” potion.

“Keep going!” said Etja, pulling me back on track.

“Of course,” I said. “Where was I? Uh, restrictions make the magic stronger?”

“Yeah!” Etja nodded emphatically.

“Okay. My theory is that restrictions for magic are like a high-velocity nozzle on a garden hose. The Seinnador on my shoulder would tut-tut at me for trying to reduce the idea to such mundane terms, but it works for me, so get lost, shoulder Seinnador.” I brushed my left shoulder off.

“It’s like a… what?” said Etja, confused.

“Shit,” I said, searching for a better analogy. “Okay, so, say you have a fire. It gets the whole room a little warm, right?”

“Right!”

“But if you put that same fire inside an oven, then it gets the inside of the oven really hot, but the rest of the room stays at the same temperature. Mostly.”

“Right…” Etja said. I didn’t think I’d quite nailed it with that one.

“Let’s skip the metaphors for now.” I cleared my throat and added a bit of drama to my voice. “Thus, my theory is born! If the System can use restrictions to engineer powerful magical effects and abilities…” I paused for effect. “Then so can I!”

“Really?!”

“Yes! But it’s fickle. I can't slap just any requirement onto any spell to make it stronger. Like mana shaping, it’s something that I have to be deeply familiar with, that resonates with me personally, and that makes sense for the spell or ability that I’m using.”

“Shouting,” said Xim. We turned to her when nothing else followed. She swallowed and sat up a bit straighter, slapping herself on the cheek. She continued, speaking with very intentional diction. “Shouting about your explosive awesomeness and inviting lethal countermeasures from everyone who can hear you is a very ‘Arlo’ thing to do.”

“True,” said Nuralie.

“That’s exactly why my chanting works for Explosion!” I said. Xim smiled and nodded, pleased with herself. “Now, I was very proud of this discovery. My unique skills and talents led me to this breakthrough, benefiting from my extraterrestrial origin as a cross-dimensional invader!” Nuralie’s eyes went a bit wider, and she snuck some looks around. No one else in the tavern was paying any attention to what I was saying, and—even if they were—our table had already proven to everyone in the square that a few of us were blasted. “My superior Earth-based scientific method and modern-world ingenuity let me figure out…” I leaned in, and Etja leaned forward to meet me conspiratorially. “Something that everybody who is somebody already knows about.”

Varrin returned and sat back down heavily in his chair. Something in the piece of furniture cracked, but it held. I went ahead and earmarked another few silver notes for the damage.

“Then it’s nothing new,” said Nuralie. Etja looked between me and her, frowning.

“Correct. When I presented the idea to Varrin—” The big guy snorted. “He let me know that his family already engages in the practice. They keep it secret, though. For reasons.”

“Our house has many enemies,” Varrin said, droning like it was a memorized sound bite. “Such things are not spoken about publicly, lest our foes seek to use the knowledge against us.”

“It’s like some forbidden ninja techniques or something. I hate it.”

“The same thing is true for mana shaping,” said Xim. “After you told me about it, I asked around. A lot. A lot a lot. People don’t know about it because the people who do know about it keep it to themselves and use it to give themselves an edge.”

“Trade secrets, as I would have called it in my prior career,” I said. “C’est la vie.”

“Why not share the love, Varrin?” asked Xim, narrowing her eyes as she bent toward him. She slipped a bit, nearly tumbling from her chair. She grabbed the edge of the table to keep herself steady, then continued like nothing had happened. “We’re your teammates. We saved Ravvenblaq together! Doesn’t that deserve a lil’ sssssecret knowledge as a reward?”

“My mom says parties are like suitors,” the big guy mumbled. “Don’t tell them everything until you’re planning to be wed.”

“Not sure how I feel about that advice,” I said. “But I get it. A party is a complex set of social relationships, and it might not work out. Don’t want to start spilling the beans on treasured family methods after a single night of passionate world-saving.”

“Can we talk about our builds now?” said Varrin, throwing his hands up. “What are your Fortitude Evolution options, Arlo? They better be good. Level 40.” He belched. “That’s a big one.”

“At the risk of further compounding your present inability to think and talk coherently,” I said, “allow me to blow your minds with the choices that I have been offered.”
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“But first!” I said, looking around the table. “Would any of you like to hear the evolution I picked for reaching Dimensional 20?”

“No,” said Varrin. “Fortitude, let’s go.”

“Aw,” Etja said, frowning.

“Fine, okay.” I brought up the evolution options for my Fortitude skill and shared them with the party.

While stats had to be assigned within 24 hours, I could sit on an evolution choice for as long as I liked—something I did often, since I relied heavily on the input from my expert allies.

“It basically comes down to ‘Do I want to practically live forever?,’ ‘Do I want to literally live forever?’, or ‘Do I want to continue transforming myself into an eldritch entity until the line between man and monstrosity is so blurred that I cannot know if I am the Arlo that came to this world or a malevolent god’s twisted replica of the original?’”

Varrin had been about to take another sip from his horn of ale but hesitated and set the vessel down on its rest. He turned to Xim.

“I think I’ll need a Cleanse for this,” he said.

Xim rolled her whole head toward him, mouth half-ajar.

“But I’m not done being drunk yet,” she said.

“Xim.” He dropped a heavy hand onto her shoulder. She slid even further down in her chair, but made no effort to adjust. “I hate to poop your party, but this was supposed to be a team meeting.” She scowled at him.

“You hate to do what to her what?” I asked.

“It’s that thing you say.” Varrin waved broadly at me, nearly scattering a trio of mugs off a passing waitress’ serving plate. She dodged the gesticulation. He didn’t notice her existence. “You say it when you claim that I’m ruining the mood.”

“Party pooper.”

“Hmm?”

“The phrase is ‘party pooper.’ Not ‘pooping a party.’ That’s a whole different kind of party. You don’t want to go to that party.”

“Ah, I see.” He turned back to Xim. “Look, most of the fun of being drunk is getting drunk. We can sober up for now, and then start drinking anew once we’re done discussing.”

Spoken like a proper young adult, with a healthy liver and few regrets.

“Ugh,” Xim huffed, sitting up straighter in her chair. She cast Cleanse on both herself and Varrin. Their eyes lost their lidded appearance, their expressions tightened, and the loose and relaxed postures of inebriation were replaced by Varrin’s regular prim bearing and Xim’s… Well, Xim’s posture was the same. She even slid back down in her chair and crossed her arms.

Varrin rubbed at his eyes, then fell into the far-off look of a man studying a System message.

Fortitude.

FUCK YEAH!

Your Fortitude has reached Level 40 and your inhuman resilience has ascended into the realm of myth and legend. Choose one of the following evolutions and try not to regret it!

1) Prince of the Universe: You are immune to all mundane disease and sickness, cannot be subjected to any effects that force aging, and once you reach the physical age of 30, you will no longer grow any older. When you take this evolution, you are cured of any genetic abnormalities that interfere with your physiological functioning, except for those with few or no deleterious effects that contribute to the unique bundle of eccentricities that make you who you are. Unless you want those gone, too. It’s your identity—do what you want.

2) Just a Flesh Wound: You are immune to Bleeding and (so long as you aren’t dead) can naturally regenerate from any injury, no matter how severe. Your body becomes capable of fully replacing any part of itself with your natural HP regeneration. This includes limbs, organs, entire bodily systems, and even your brain! But if your head is destroyed, will you be the same person when it grows back?

3) Body of the Minotaur: Your cells are already being replaced by something more powerful, something better. Why not give that new organic matter an upgrade? Your body gains perfect physical recall. This grants a range of benefits, but we won’t leave you guessing entirely. Here’s one of the less obvious perks this ability enables: Every step you take is cataloged by your bones, every turn memorialized in your muscle, every climb or descent inscribed upon your skin. You intuitively remember the floor plan and location of any physical space your body has traveled through.

You are also offered the active skill: Blood of My Enemy

Blood of My Enemy

Physical

Cost: N/A

Cooldown: N/A

Requirements: FOR 40, Body of the Minotaur

Touch an entity that you or a member of your party has slain. You consume the life essence of that entity, adding X% of its maximum health to your HP regeneration for 1 hour, where X is equal to your FOR. This bonus does not stack if you consume multiple slain entities, but can be reset and replaced by a higher bonus if a healthier entity is consumed.

“I feel ill,” said Nuralie as she studied the options. “Are all of your evolutions like this?”

“Only most of them,” I said. “What do you think?”

“I—” Pause. “I do not know. Many people would rejoice at being offered… endless life. I do not think that I would like it.”

“I’m in that same boat,” I said, then considered. “I’m at least on the pier where that boat is docked.”

“Prince of the Universe,” said Varrin. “Does the name suggest something beyond what the ability states? That’s a lofty title.”

“I doubt it,” I said. “Some of my evolutions have alternate headings, even when an identical evolution exists with a normal name. Usually crappy pop culture references from Earth, but these ones are okay. I like Queen.”

“I assume that’s the name of one of those references,” said Varrin, “and not your proclamation of affection for the king’s late wife.”

“You assume correctly.”

He studied the screen a little longer.

“This first evolution is the same as the evolution called Immortality, with minor language differences. Many high-level Delvers aspire toward Immortality, building their Fortitude in the hopes of receiving the option. I think it is a poor choice, however.”

“Really?” I said. “Eternal youth doesn’t fit with your quest for ultimate strength?”

“Who wants to live forever?” asked Xim.

“Another good track,” I said. She raised an eyebrow.

“Delvers already live long lives,” said Varrin. “Delvers with high Fortitude, even longer. If your goal is to reach Fortitude 100, then you will already be gifted with incredible longevity.”

“How incredible?” I asked.

“Patriarch Bluewren has a Fortitude of 100. The man is close to 140 years old but appears to be in his mid-forties.”

“So that’s a triple life span,” I said.

“No. Bluewren was one of the oldest Hiwardian slaves to become a Delver during the rebellion. He was nearly thirty when the Creation Delve was discovered and didn’t reach a Fortitude of 100 until he was in his sixties.”

“He’s physically aged fifteen years in a century?”

“Yes. However, because aging continually slows the closer you get to Fortitude 100, much of that physical aging may have occurred during the time he spent with a lower score.”

“What, there are no portraits of the guy in his sixties? One you could take a look at and guestimate how much he’s aged since getting a top score?”

“Have you seen noble portraits?” said Xim. “Flattering, to say the least. Who knows what he’d have really looked like?”

“Fair,” I said. Then let’s take a conservative estimate. Assuming that half of that aging has occurred since he got to Fortitude 100, then that’s 7-ish years of aging in 80 years. More than a 10-time multiplier on life span. You’re saying that I could live to be 800 years old? A thousand?”

“No one has had the opportunity to live that long,” said Varrin. “It’s untested, but perhaps.”

“Wow.” I sat back and stared at the table, studying the grain of the wood as I tried to wrap my head around living for a millennium. “I could still get cancer, though.”

“Delvers rarely suffer from mundane maladies,” said Varrin. “But, again, the higher end of Delver lifespans is untested. It is possible to develop a condition of old age that ends your life prematurely. However, there is also magical healing to consider. For now though, most Delvers who perish do so violently.”

“Victims of our high-risk lifestyle,” I muttered. “What about Just a Flesh Wound? I already have resistance to Bleeding from Body of Theseus, but only to the extra Bleeding caused by crits.”

“Plus,” Xim added, “Theseus will eventually make you immune to critical damage. Period. Immune to crits, immune to Bleeding. With that combo, you’d be the bane of half of all Physical builds.”

“Half?” I said. “There’s gotta be more variety than that.”

“There is,” said Xim. “But crits plus Bleeding is very popular.”

“With Delvers, maybe. I’m more worried about monsters. High-grade monsters, specifically.”

“High-grade monsters like to rip your arms off,” Xim countered, waving a hand over the table as though gesturing at some unseen and mutilated body. She paused for a second after she did so, then furrowed her brow. “We need to visit the tribe. I miss making easy visuals.”

“Both of those are true,” I said. “Dismemberment as an occupational hazard, and the need to visit the Third Layer. I still haven’t had my orientation. But as far as Flesh Wound goes, being able to regenerate limbs and organs is the real bonus. Bleeding immunity is more of a side dish for me. I already have some protection from it.”

“Just don’t lose your head,” said Nuralie.

“Maybe I could pick it back up and hold it onto my neck until it re-attached.”

“I… kind of want to see that now,” said Xim. Nuralie blinked at her.

“And then,” said Varrin with a heavy sigh, “there’s Body of the Minotaur.”

“You should take that one,” said Etja. I turned and looked at her, confused.

“You like that one?”

“Yeah! It’s like it was made for you!”

“That’s what worries me. It’s like the System wants to turn me into some weird flesh, uh…”

Etja tilted her head to one side. “Golem?”

“That’s not where I was going,” I lied. “I mean, it’s what I was going to say, but I didn’t mean it like… I just meant it’s as though the System is encouraging me to abandon my humanity as rapidly as possible.”

Etja turned back to her cheese platter and poked at some gouda.

“I’m not human,” she said, her normal enthusiasm lost. “I get along fine.” She flicked the cheese with her finger, and it plopped off the plate. I didn’t know what to say to that. “I can see why someone who is human may not want to be reshaped by some kind of super-powerful being.” She smiled at me, but it felt frail. “At least you’d be getting to choose what happens.”

Nuralie watched Etja, her expression neutral, but I knew the loson was worried. She’d taken up a lot of—for lack of a better word—“parental” duties when the golem first joined the party. Teaching her how to dress, how to use utensils, keeping up with her location and making sure she was safe, ensuring she wasn’t being swindled or otherwise having her naivete taken advantage of. There was a bond there, and I suspected Nuralie felt like Etja was still under her wing.

“Awkward,” said Xim. The cleric reached across the table and patted the back of Etja’s hand. “We love you just the way you are, Etja.”

“Thanks,” she said, but her smile was gone. She picked the gouda back up and tossed the entire piece into her mouth. I should probably have done something similar with my foot.

“Flesh Wound is a good choice,” said Varrin. “Any immunity is a boon, and regeneration is always useful. This third one, Body of the Minotaur, has advantages. When combined with the aspect of that evolution you have that grants an intuitive understanding of spatial relationships⁠—”

“Coordinated Thinker.”

“Yes, that one. When combined with Body of the Minotaur, you’d be able to understand and memorize the layout of any physical space you’ve been in without effort. You’d never get lost, mazes and complex Delves would prove no obstacle, and your recon would be incredible.”

He looked up at me intently until I returned his stare, then held my gaze, drawing my thoughts away from Etja.

“However,” he said.

“However,” I repeated, making it clear I was paying close attention.

“This active skill, Blood of My Enemy, is dangerous.”

“How so?”

His jaw tightened.

“There are… some who would believe it profane. And most would take a very dim view of you if you used it on another person.”

I was assaulted by a memory of flesh and blood withering to blackened bone, Grotto pulling another corpse toward the obelisk. Would this skill do the same thing that my obelisk did to members of the Artemix group? The same thing that Orexis did to Varrin’s father? I couldn’t imagine what it would be like to be in a party with someone whose main skill reminded me of the violent murder of my dad. A murder that I witnessed.

And let’s be honest, if I took Body of the Minotaur, I was going to slot Blood of My Enemy. And if I slotted Blood of My Enemy, it was going to become one of my main skills. The health regen was too good, especially for someone whose build revolved around fast regen. And the spell was free.

But the cost of the spell—the real cost—would be both social and psychological. Could Varrin work with me if I drained bodies like that? Would I be tempted to show less mercy to those I fought if I was low on health and wanted a sip of their vital juices? At what point would consuming the remains of those I slew become rote, with other people reduced to potential corpses in my eyes?

Was this a road I was already walking down by letting Grotto continue to build the Pocket Delve?

If this were a game and I was playing some kind of vampiric death mage, I’d have taken it in a heartbeat. My name was Esquire Arlo, however, not darkelorde69. I didn’t want the spell—not because I didn’t like it, but because I liked it too much. I had an honest moment with myself and accepted that I’d eventually make a terrible choice if I possessed it. If I was truly going to live a thousand years, that only made the mistake more likely.

“I’m taking Just a Flesh Wound,” I said in a rush. I chose the regeneration evolution before I could think about Body of the Minotaur any longer.

The choice was confirmed, and Bleeding immunity was added to my resistances.

I’d been expecting this conversation to be fun, if not a little dark. Instead, I was left feeling shaken. From my blunder with Etja to realizing how easy it would have been for me to lean into my darker impulses, it called into question some of the things I believed about myself.

Still, there was a voice in my head that told me I’d made a foolish choice by giving up that skill.

That voice was Grotto.

[I cannot believe you’ve chosen to hamstring yourself out of some misguided lust for paragonism!]
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[The concept of virtue—a dubious quality, if it exists at all—is invalidated by its wanton pursuit! You’ve sacrificed might in exchange for nothing but empty self-platitudes!]

“Uh, hey Grotto.”

[Perhaps we should call upon the gods to examine your karmic worth. I would wager that it has risen 3 entire points from this blunder. It is unfortunate that morality is weighed upon an infinite scale with no beginning or end.]

“Did you… need something? We’re busy talking about our skills and shit.”

My party members watched me, picking up on the signs of my silent communication with the bonded Delve Core.

[Yes, I have also chosen an evolution. I wished to share it with you, such that you might be apprised of the value I bring.]

“Oh, so you wanted to be part of the group?”

[That is not what I said.]

“It’s okay to come out of your room from time to time, Grotto. You don’t have to ask permission.”

[I am busy with important matters. It is a Dungeoneering evolution. You may view it on your character screen.]

He was gone as quick as he came.

“What was that?” asked Xim.

“Grotto wanted to say that he’s disappointed in me, but that I should be proud of him.”

“Sounds about right.”

“He got some evolution to Dungeoneering. I guess he finally cracked Level 20 with it.”

“I wish my frogs could advance my Alchemy skill,” said Nuralie. She pulled one of the amphibians from her inventory, which is something I still didn’t know how she did. My inventory wouldn’t let me put anything living inside of it.

“His work advances my Dungeoneering skill,” I said, “but he chooses all the evolutions. He’s also the one who uses all the benefits.”

“I would be fine with that,” said Nuralie, leaning down to touch noses with the housecat-sized frog. “You’d pick good evolutions, wouldn’t you, Bertegog?”

The frog replied with a mighty croak.

“It’s like having an intrinsic slot occupied by an annoying roommate instead of a skill,” I said.

“What’s the evo?” asked Xim. I brought up my list of skills, read it over, then shared it.

Engineered Terror: Fear and intimidation checks performed by allied entities within a Delve, dungeon, or labyrinth you control are 1% more effective per level of Dungeoneering.

“I’m sure the hounds will like that one,” I said.

[They will remain ineffective so long as you continue to bring them steaks to consume. A starving beast is much more dangerous than a well-fed one.]

“Welcome back, Grotto.” I spoke aloud for the table’s benefit. “Done with your ‘important matters’? That was fast.”

[I have dedicated a subprocess to managing my ongoing projects.] The others at the table made varying expressions, telling me that Grotto was now broadcasting to everyone. [I feel that it is important I monitor the party’s build planning, now that you’ve committed such a blunder with your evolution choice.]

“I can literally have my heart ripped from my chest and grow it back now. I thought you’d be happy about that.”

[It matters little if the damage dealt by the blow reduces your health pool below zero.]

“Then I’ll get more health. Look, I’m not going to turn into one of your monsters and—” I hesitated, realizing that there were some topics that shouldn’t be discussed openly in a crowded tavern. I’d been a bit liberal with my “free the knowledge” philosophy so far, but intimate party secrets were a different matter from mana shaping or restrictions, which I believed every Delver should be equipped with. I swapped to telepathy.

“I’m not gonna stalk the Pocket Delve, eating the corpses of people who enter.”

[You also had the opportunity to attain eternal youth, yet eschewed that option with little regard. It is one of the few items that I have added to your ‘List.’ Item number 3! Attain immortality!]

“Yeah, right after ‘Accrue Power!’ and ‘Dominate our enemies!’ I feel like I’m kicking ass at those first two.”

[Two of three is barely a passing grade, Arlo.]

“D’s get degrees, baby!” I shot finger guns into the air. “I made all A’s in school, though. Except for ethics. Made a B in ethics.”

“This is still very strange,” said Nuralie, holding a hand to one ear like she was starring in a spy-thriller, listening to her commlink. “You aren’t talking, but it is like you’re all around me.”

“Eh,” said Xim. “I’m used to this sort of thing.”

“It’s what some of my memories are like,” added Etja. Varrin simply grunted.

“Now that our sixth party member has joined,” I said, “any other important evolutions we should all know about? Etja?”

“I got my Fortitude to 20!” she said, her demeanor moving back into its normal exuberance. She rarely sulked, and when she did, it wasn’t for long. “I was offered Mana Barrier. Since it’s one we discussed, I went ahead and picked it.”

Mana Barrier

Whenever you would take damage, you can choose to expend an amount of mana equal to the damage you would take. If you do, the damage is halved.

“Nice,” I said. “Now you can really lean into Wisdom and Charisma for a while. Nuralie?”

“My Archery intrinsic went to 20,” the loson said. “Now I do extra damage when I take a few seconds to aim.”

“Makes Hunger Shot even more potent. Solid. Xim?”

“Charisma and Fortitude are now both at 20,” said the cleric. “When I heal myself, I also heal my stamina, and enemies hit by my Divine damage get debuffed with Fear.”

“You heal your stamina?” I asked, feeling my inner resource hoarder twitch. “How much?”

“A percentage of the value healed, equal to my Fortitude.”

“Damn, that’s useful.”

She gave me a single, exaggerated nod. “That’s why I picked it!”

I turned to the big guy. “Varrin?”

“I picked up Damage Analysis,” he said. He was rubbing the side of his chin with a thumb.

“Finally decided on your Intelligence evo? You’ve been mulling that one over for weeks.”

“Yes. I regret waiting so long. Being able to discern The Mimic’s resistances whenever I dealt it damage may have saved us some grief.”

“Resistances,” Xim spat. “More like immunities. The gods-forsaken thing couldn’t be stunned, bled, poisoned, immobilized, or crit!”

“Couldn’t grapple it either,” I pointed out. “Immune to Physical, resistant to Dimensional, selectively resistant to Spiritual. At least you could pray for it to ignite.”

“It’s all I was good for!” Xim said, raising her arms.

“The psychotropic tranquilizer might have worked,” said Nuralie. “Too bad it is not ready.” She looked over at me. “We should continue our experimentation.”

“You’re not strapping me to a chair again,” I said with a shudder.

We spent another hour or so going over different abilities the party had picked up over the last couple of levels. It turns out that Xim had an ability that let her choose not to deal fire damage to her allies with her divine abilities and to cleanse them when they were touched by the flames instead.

She’d let me burn when she cast Judgment, mainly because she wanted to see what Sam’lia’s current feelings toward me were.

I didn’t know why she couldn’t have just communed with the goddess…

Overall, we were in a decent place. Our skill diversity was good, our survivability was high, and with Varrin’s entire focus being on turning enemies into grease stains, our damage output was respectable. The only thing we hurt for was someone who could exert some social control abilities such as Sleep, Charm, or Dominate. It was a bit strange that we had two Charisma-focused party members and virtually no social control effects, but part of that was due to Etja’s unique build.

Unlike a traditional mage, Etja did not focus on Intelligence. Because she’d been created by the avatar of yearning, Orexis, many of her abilities had been decided for her. Some of these came from Orexis himself. Others came from an ancient priestess who’d served the half god, whom Orexis had modeled our friendly party member after. One of the most unique of these predetermined abilities was a passive called Cantor.

Cantor: The many years of ritual and song once used as worship are not easily forgotten, and the rote of these rituals carried through your forebear and into yourself. Whenever a spell you cast would call for INT, you may choose to engage in ritual performance while casting; if you do, you use your CHA instead.

So long as Etja was engaged in her Mirtasian Cadence, she could sling spells that were normally empowered by Intelligence with Charisma instead. This would have normally been an absurd ability had Etja been able to select powerful Charisma spells to use alongside her normal repertoire. Unfortunately, her active skills were predetermined and fixed. There were still plenty of ways for her to take advantage of the passive, such as having intrinsic skills that were unexpected for a dedicated damage caster.

However, with Xim’s recent pivot into Fear, we’d finally gotten a little something from the social control category. Xim also assured us that Fear was something the Xor’Drels were quite good at, so I was looking forward to how that changed our combat dynamic.

We also briefly touched on loot and made the formal decision to give Etja The Staff of Archon’s Maker that we’d acquired from “defeating” The Mimic. The staff was six feet in length, several inches taller than Etja, and made of a dark metal that matched the material many of the Delves were constructed from. The top flared out into an oval intersected by ten thin bars, with a ruby gem set into the tip of each. The former golem was pleased with the item, to say the least.

Staff of Archon’s Maker

A staff of office for the Archon of the Fifth Court, crafted by the scorned lady known to you only as The Mimic. It would eventually come to light that the Archon himself had also been crafted by The Mimic, a treachery that led to the collapse of the judiciary and enabled a violent coup against the realm’s emperor. This staff may serve as a symbol of your strength or a promise of retribution to those who would oppress you.

Requirements: CHA 20, Divine 10

Effects:

1) Spell Mimicry: You may imbue this staff with a charge of any spell you can cast by spending an amount of mana equal to that spell’s cost plus 10. This item may only be imbued with 1 spell at a time, but up to 5 charges of that spell may be stored. If the spell is channeled, each charge may store up to 6 seconds’ worth of channeling. The maximum amount of mana that can be stored within this item is 100, excluding the 10 additional mana required to imbue each charge.

2) Archon’s Faith: While wielding this staff, your Divine Magic skill is considered to be 5 higher.

3) Spells you cast may originate from the head of this staff.

“On to the next topic,” I said. “Unless anyone has anything else?” I waited, but just got a couple of shaking heads in reply. “All right, future planning. Our initial goal was to reach Level 6. Well, here we are.” I sat back and looked around the table, giving the statement a second to sink in.

Level 6 was a marked achievement for most Delvers who reached it, since it was Hiward’s average Delver level. It sounded low, but most Delvers pursued Silver Delves, which gave them a soft level cap of 11, and a lot of silver dropped out of their Delving career early for safety reasons. They were rich and powerful already, and—according to most—there was little in the “real” world that could threaten them anymore. It was a valid choice, although I didn’t agree that the world was a safe place for lower-level Delvers.

The next largest group was copper, which had a soft cap of Level 3, and they really dragged the average down. Golds and platinums had a much higher potential maximum, but golds were rare and platinums practically non-existent. Even then, reaching Level 11 or higher usually took a Gold Delver around a decade, and most plats died before making it out of the single digits. Thus, once your party reached Level 6, you started to get a little more respect around the block.

Our group’s reaction was muted. We’d had a hard year of endless training, drills, and mortal danger. We were tired, needed a break, and had a much longer road ahead of us than behind. Making it to the middle of the pack was an achievement, but not one any of us felt like celebrating. Toxic attitude? Probably. But all of us had a lot of ambition. What that ambition was, however, was in need of some clarification.

“Before I can really dig into what my advancement looks like,” I said, “I need to know why we’re Delving.”

“You don’t know why you’re Delving?” asked Nuralie.

“I think I know why I’m Delving, but why are you Delving? We’ve been running this party with the assumption that everyone wants to do what we’re doing. It looks pretty clear that that’s true, but we’ve never really sat down and talked about what aligns us beyond getting big-strong.”

“It’s fun!” said Etja, then she looked back down at her plate as she muttered the next words. “And there’s Orexis.”

“The avatar that threatens the world,” I said. “Or does he? We haven’t heard a thing about the guy since we kicked off our marathon.”

Varrin toyed with his horn of ale.

“A creature like that does not simply walk away from what it seeks,” he said.

“He sought his sister. She’s loose, and maybe they’ve already met up.”

“He won’t stop coming after us,” said Etja. “After we defied him and let Fortune take Anesis… He’ll find us. One day.”

“Amass power to defend ourselves,” I said. “That’s a legitimate reason to Delve.”

Etja nodded.

“Protect Eschendur,” said Nuralie. “I need the strength to return and the strength to push back the Littans.”

“Defend others. I think that’s also good.”

“I just wanna know what’s up with the Delves,” said Xim, shrugging. “I don’t think too hard about it. There’s clearly something going on with platinum difficulty that’s different from the others. We get all sorts of hints that you never hear about from gold or lower.”

The table agreed with the sentiment, and we turned to Varrin. The warrior had gone back to staring into his ale, though he didn’t take a drink. His expression was dark, and there was a lot more weight behind the anger that smoldered in his eyes than a guy his age should have to bear. His eyes flicked up to meet mine, and he passed his gaze between the rest of us.

“In the Creation Delve,” he said, voice low, “I was overconfident in my abilities. If that Delve had been a normal Platinum Delve, I believe we would have conquered it without any losses. What I learned that day, and what I’ve learned since, is that there are no normal Platinum Delves. It was arrogant to expect the Delve to cater to my assumptions, and people died under my watch.”

He sat back, looking over the crowd of people in the tavern. I followed his gaze. The room was full of mundane humans, but there were a dozen other Delvers mixed in, some in groups, others with what looked like friends or family. Most of them were below our level.

“I took that lesson to heart when I went back to Ravvenblaq. I decided that I would make sure I had the skill to carry my party through if another… difficult… situation arose. I discussed with my parents and my grandparents.” He gestured at Xim. “With Drel and Xorna as well. Their wisdom matched much of what I’d learned firsthand. These were lessons I’d already been taught while training for Creation, but lessons that required a hard kick to settle into my mind, it seems.

“Then I made another mistake.” His eyes narrowed. “I assumed that my parents were almighty. Thundralkes of the most powerful nation in the world, blood of one of the most powerful Delvers. Platinum, and nearly as fearsome as the highest echelons that can be reached by gold. They, too, were swatted like insects by an enemy with power outside the bounds of what is to be ‘expected.’ My father was murdered, my mother…” He trailed off.

I wasn’t certain about the state that Nola Ravvenblaq had been in since The Cage and the death of her husband, but Varrin’s careful avoidance of the topic had told me it was nothing good.

“I Delve because I must,” he said, fist clenched hard enough that the horn of ale groaned in protest. “To protect Hiward from Orexis and whatever other unknown powers that may be. To protect Ravvenblaq, to protect my family.” He relaxed his grip on the horn and placed his elbows on the table. “But I will not lie to you, either. That is what should drive me. In some ways, it does. But the thing that sends me through those portals, what presses me forward every moment, is the thought of slaying the beast that has done this thing.”

He finally took another drink from his horn, draining it. The waitress began to approach, but he held up a hand and shook his head. He sat the horn on its rest with care, then stood.

“I would take my leave,” he said. “I-I would better serve this conversation after some time has passed.” Then he turned and left.

We sat in silence. It was more insight than any of us had gotten into Varrin’s thoughts in months. What he’d said hadn’t surprised me—I’d suspected as much—but the fact that he laid it all out there so plainly was unusual. Especially the last part.

[He could have merely said “protection” as well.]

“Is your goal to be as insensitive as conceivable, Grotto?”

[That would be impossible, as the thought of sensitivity does not enter my mind.]

“You say that, but I don’t believe you. Did you want to add your own goals to the discussion?”

[You are not already aware of what I seek?]

“No! You don’t tell us shit, other than some abstract commandments about strength and conquest. If you want to drop the smokescreen, feel free. Until then, I’ll put you down as undecided.”

Grotto didn’t reply, and Xim broke the silence.

“What about you, Arlo?” she asked. “I think that you’re the real mystery. Everything that happened last year made sense; you were dropped into the Creation Delve and then got caught up in Orexis’s scheming. But ever since, you’ve been just as enthusiastic about this as the rest of us. You’ve got enough money to spend the rest of your life hopping from one capital city to the next, staying in pricey inns, and sleeping with top-shelf courtesans. Why don’t you?”

“I do like travel, but I prefer my intimacy to be less transactional.”

“You know what I mean.”

“Hey, not avoiding the question, just adding some clarity. First, I’m a busybody. Even if I retired, I’d find some other work to do. Leisure is something I enjoy in small doses but not a lifestyle I think I’d enjoy.

“Second, the rewards from Delving are insane. It may not be anyone here’s primary motivator, but wealth and superpowers? Sign me up. I think we all feel that way to some degree.” Nuralie and Xim nodded. “I mean, we’ve got a lot more than walkin’-around money. That mimic Delve was absolute trash for rewards, and we still each got 2 emerald chips. You could buy a small estate for that.”

“Or a big boat,” said Nuralie. “And hire a crew for a year.”

“Where I came from, I’d have to take out a loan and then work for 20 years to pay the bank back in order to buy a decent house. I just made that kind of money in a couple of days, and it was a shit-tier reward!”

“I still can’t believe we got diamond chips for the specter,” said Xim.

“I know,” I said. “I could retire modestly on the interest those generate, alone.”

“You’re making interest?” asked Nuralie.

“Yeah. I know a gal. I can introduce you later if you like.”

“I thought you spent it all on that orphanage,” said Xim.

“No way. An orphanage that fancy would be called a prep school.”

“You literally named it a school.”

“The point is, chips and stats are reward enough in and of themselves,” I continued. “I also think I’m an adrenaline junky and never realized it. We’re dancing on a knife’s edge with our lives, but I’m usually enjoying myself inside of Delves.”

“It’s fun!” Etja said again.

“And there’s Orexis,” I said, mirroring her earlier sentiment. “Put my worry about him on the pile as well. I like the idea of protecting people, too, although you guys are the main people I’d want to protect, and each of you is hardly a vulnerable target.”

“Tanking mindset,” said Xim with a grin.

“But the core of it, the main thrust of why I’m so on board with the pace Varrin wants to set, is that I’m worried.”

“What are you worried about?” asked Nuralie.

“You have seemed anxious lately,” said Xim.

I tapped my finger against the table, organizing my thoughts.

“The state of the world… troubles me.”


Chapter 12



“There are many who are worried,” said Nuralie. “Between the avatars and Litta, there is much to be concerned about.”

“True,” I said. “What’s going on in Eschendur and whatever Orexis is brewing are serious. I don’t want to downplay that. But…” I took a moment to look around the tavern. So far, everything I’d said was either something I didn’t care about other people knowing, or the type of thing that could be written off as a joke or drunken boasting. However, I needed to get into some more sensitive topics to properly explain my trepidation. “Tell you what, this is probably a discussion better had in private.”

“Geez, Arlo,” said Xim. “And you complained about The Mimic stringing us along.”

“Now you decide to be discreet,” said Nuralie.

“I’ll tell you! Just let me pay the bill, and we can hop inside the Closet back in my room.”

“If I go upstairs, I’m going to bed,” said Xim.

“We just got up 3 hours ago.” I leaned over to peek out one of the tavern windows. It looked like the sun had long set.

“Yeah, but my schedule’s all screwed up after we left the Delve. I went to bed at sunrise today.”

Etja yawned.

“I can always sleep,” she said.

“Just give us the basics,” said Xim. “Use… code phrases or something.”

I rubbed at my eyes, then gave her a tired glance. She watched me expectantly.

“Really? You can’t wait five minutes?”

“If we go upstairs, open the Closet, and go into your magic penthouse to talk about one of your theories, it’s not going to be five minutes.”

“I will admit, that’s true.”

“Outline it for us,” she said. “Entice me with your hints and intrigue.”

I drummed my fingers along the table and considered.

“There are some patterns I’m noticing here that remind me of some things that happened in my… homeland during the century before I was born. Mutual defense pacts, an aggressive imperialist nation, an ongoing technological renaissance. More importantly, you’ve got the most destructive weapons this world has ever seen, and these lands have yet to experience the devastation that fielding those weapons in open conflict will cause.”

“Are you talking about Delvers?” asked Xim.

I nodded.

“Among other things. Hiward also has a fucking airship the size of a small lake hovering over Foundation.”

She furrowed her brow and thought for a moment. “People know Delvers are dangerous,” she said. “No mundane soldier in their right mind would try to fight one.”

“Soldiers rarely choose whether they go to war,” I said, “or who they fight when they do so.” I took a deep breath. “Look, I’m not claiming anything will or won’t happen. The conditions here are very different from where I came from, but maybe not as different as you might imagine. It’s something that I’m paying attention to.”

“You said this reminds you of your history,” said Nuralie. Pause. “What happened?”

“Nothing good,” I said. “Consider this. Timagrin, Mittak, and Hiward all have reciprocal defense treaties. If one of them gets pulled into war, all three of them do. On the other hand, you have the Littan Empire, which is made up of Litta and six vassal nations. When Litta marches, that’s a 7-nation army. If conflict arose between those two sides, you’d have three quarters of Arzia wrapped up in it.”

“You think Litta would be that stupid?” asked Xim. Nuralie was the one who answered.

“Yes.” Pause. “They are already doing it.”

“Hiward and Eschendur are friendly,” I said. “That hasn’t deterred Litta from whatever dumbassery they’re engaging with over there. Hiward’s relationship with Litta, however, is one of necessity. Given the history between Litta and Hiward, it’s surprising they haven’t fought more than they already have.

“Right now, peace is kept through mutual deterrence. Hiward has way more Delvers, but Litta has way more people and resources. Litta can’t approach Hiward because of how well-entrenched the nation is. There’s a big stretch of ocean between them, and every port along Hiward’s coast doubles as a military fortification. Hiward can’t approach Litta, either, because they don’t have the manpower to seize and control such vast swaths of territory. If given the chance, I’m sure either side would be happy to be rid of the other.”

“But why?” asked Etja. “What would they fight over? I know the Littans enslaved the Hiwardians a long time ago, but is it worth starting a war because you're grumpy about the past?”

“The most important ‘natural’ resource in the world is the Creation Delve,” I said. “Only 100 new Delvers can be minted every year, and Hiward gets to say who those hundred people are. They have total control over the number of superhumans available to every nation on this planet.”

“Just Delvers,” said Nuralie. “There are other roads to power.” Pause. “But Delving is the easiest.”

“Litta has guaranteed slots every year,” said Xim. “It’s not like Hiward can completely deny them.”

“There are treaties, sure,” I said. “But how secure is that? Litta has the largest share of Creation slots next to Hiward, and Hiward still has twice as many as Litta does, despite having a fraction of the population. As far as what everyone else gets? They’re fighting over scraps.”

“So, Litta wants the Creation Delve?” said Etja, “And Hiward wants those extra slots back?”

“Maybe,” I answered. “I’m not a politician, but wars have been fought over less. Regardless, if it comes down to conflict, you’d have two multinational superpowers going to war with an army of Delvers at their backs, in addition to their traditional militaries. That’s never happened, and I’m afraid of what that looks like.”

“There was the Davahn invasion,” said Xim. “Thirty years ago. That involved Delvers.”

“Only in a minor way. Davah didn’t have many Delvers because they didn’t have many Creation slots. That’s why they sailed against Hiward in the first place, and they were beaten so badly their whole country went into hiding and hasn’t come out since. History has shown us that you can’t fight Delvers without Delvers, but not what it looks like when you do.

“Just imagine Matriarch Dukgrien raining fire on a Littan city. She can light up an entire mountain with 1 spell! Now, what does the retaliation for that look like? A single fight between two high-level Delvers could annihilate an entire region. What about a fight between a hundred mid-level Delvers? A thousand?” I turned back to Nuralie.

“What happened in my homeland is that no one really understood how devastating a war with these new weapons would be. Once the fighting started, everyone got sucked into it. That led to even faster development and production of deadly technologies. By the end, entire nations were ruined and millions were dead.”

Nuralie shifted in her seat, and her tail began to swish in agitation.

“Something like that…” said Xim. “Don’t you think it would end quickly? What general would send a mundane army against a group of Delvers?”

“It’s common knowledge here in Hiward how dangerous Delvers are, but Hiward’s concentration of Delvers is tens of times higher than anywhere else per capita. I expect there are a lot of traditional military commanders in the world who may have never met a Delver, or if they have, only ones who are low-level. I wouldn’t be surprised if they didn’t take the threat seriously, especially if one little party of Delvers told them to turn their whole 10,000-man-strong army around. It’s the type of thing that defies common sense until you’ve seen it in action.”

“You think you could fight 10,000 people?” asked Xim.

“Normal soldiers?” I said, then sat forward in my chair. “How would they hurt me? I wouldn’t need a single spell or technique. I could just swing my hammer until my arm got tired, and my arm would never get tired.”

Xim tilted her head to one side as she thought about that, and I saw that the message got through. Even amongst Delvers, the impact they could have on a battlefield had no frame of reference.

“This… has been lovely,” said Nuralie, and she stood up. “But I do not want to hear more. I’m going to go and be depressed in my room now.”

“I’ll come, too!” said Etja, hopping up behind the loson. The pair wished Xim and me a good night, then went on their way.

Xim and I sat in silence for a while, the sounds of the tavern growing more raucous as new patrons filed in for the after-dinner revels. A trio of musicians took to a low stage and began filling the room with jaunty tunes and a scandalously worded song about a well-endowed barmaid and her three equally well-equipped suitors.

A dark expression marred Xim’s features until she blew out a breath, and it disappeared.

“That’s a lot to think about!” she said. “I’m gonna go think about it in bed. Also, Arlo?”

“Yeah?”

“The world isn’t your responsibility.”

“I know. But I live in it.”

“We should try to do something fun,” she said. “I never thought I’d get sick of Delves, but you can only do one thing for so long, ya know?”

“Believe me, I get it. I'm still worried about my intrinsic skills since they represent half of my combat capability and are half of what they should be. According to Varrin, at least. We're starting to run into things I can't kill with a vigorous sneeze. But you're right. It's time for a break.”

“Intrinsics take time, but while you work on those, you could also try putting points somewhere other than Fortitude.” She gave me a grin. “Besides, the Delves aren't going anywhere. We should plan out our time off tomorrow.”

I gave Xim a nod, trying to pull myself back from the pit of worry that had opened up beneath me. She hesitated before leaving, studying me, but left without voicing whatever else it was she was thinking through.

I let the sounds of the tavern flow over me for a time and tried to allow my mind to exist in the moment. I banished the thoughts of what the next year would look like, how to improve my training or build, and any lingering worries about what had happened in the past.

Tension left my neck and shoulders, and I realized that I’d been letting the stress build without a release valve for some time. I think that everyone had been. I was making incredible progress with skills and levels, but I somehow still always felt behind. That was nothing new, though. Just part of the Arlo condition.

I slid into my meditative state, something I hadn’t done in a while, and time passed without my notice. At some point, the waitress came to check on me, and I ordered a glass of what I’d come to consider whiskey but left it untouched on the table in front of me. I started into its amber surface, running my fingers along the side of the crystal tumbler as I let the world’s sensations travel through an empty head, unbothered.

The trance was broken when a man sat down across from me and slid a mug of fruit juice in my direction.

I looked up from my drink to find dark eyes and brown fur, a gently sloping snout, and delicate whiskers.

While most Littans were lithe, the one across from me had a thick layer of densely packed muscle across his arms and chest, and I presumed the trend continued down below the table. His body was still on the leaner side, lacking the broad and beefy girth of a high-Strength Hiwardian, but I didn’t let his physique tempt me into thinking he couldn’t bench press a rhinoceros.

He was Level 17, full gold, with a few of the violet striations that told me he’d conquered at least a couple of special-grade Delves. The base layer of his soul was a flowing river of grain, eagerly awaiting its turn to sprout from the earth.

“You are Esquire Arlo Xor’Drel, no?” he said in sharply accented Hiwardian. The last Littan I’d spent any time speaking with was Sir Sayil back in the Creation Delve, whose accent had been close to a western drawl. The way this gentleman spoke made it sound like he was from an entirely different country altogether. He probably was, in fact, given how expansive the Empire was.

“That’s me,” I said, trying to hide my apprehension. I couldn’t think of many reasons a Littan would track me down, and the ones I could think of weren’t good.

“My name is Tavio,” he said, pressing a hand to his chest. “Tavio of Seqaria. I was wondering if I might speak with you for a few moments?”

“You’ve got me curious, Tavio. What would you like to speak about?”

Tavio smiled and scooted his chair a little closer under the table.

“You and your party discuss some interesting things,” he said.

“Eavesdropping?”

His grin broadened, and he waved a hand.

“Please, one does not need to eavesdrop to hear what you were saying. You announce it to the whole room. I could practically hear you across the street.”

He had a point.

“Which part got you interested?” I asked.

“All of it, I think.” He sat an elbow on the table and rested his chin in his hand, looking off toward the raunchy minstrels. “I have heard about mana shaping, but not this thing, restrictions, as you called it. Did you know that you can mana-shape techniques as well?”

I raised my eyebrows. The thought had occurred to me, but I’d had no reason to explore it.

“Do you call that… stamina shaping?” I asked.

He pursed his lips. “I call it mana-shaping,” he said, then turned back to me and smiled as though it were a question he’d heard a hundred times. His tone then became a bit didactic. “Mana for spells, stamina for techniques—at the end of the day, they are both magic. It matters little what you call it when the application is the same.”

“Hmm, I like specificity in my nomenclature.”

“Having different words for the same phenomenon would merely sow confusion.”

“I suppose,” I said, noncommittally.

“You mentioned that you stumbled upon the restriction for your explosion spell. Have you had any success designing restrictions intentionally?”

I watched him for a second, realizing he’d heard more than a few snippets of my party’s chat. It was like he’d been right there at the table with us. Did that mean… high Wisdom? A specific evolution? Or maybe I was louder than I’d realized. I’d heard that complaint a few times in my life.

“Not so far,” I said. “My skill set has been pretty effective, and nothing else has felt quite right, if that makes sense. With Explosion!, the chant began partially out of necessity. I adapted the spell to my role. I haven’t needed to do that with anything else so far.”

“Ah, a solution for a challenge. That is the best kind of progress, I think.”

“More fun than theory-crafting,” I said. I went ahead and took a sip of the juice. The guy was being nice enough, and it was more expensive than the whiskey. No reason to let it go to waste.

I did not get any poison notifications.

“So,” I said, “did you just want to interview me about my team meeting, or…” I trailed off as Tavio locked eyes with me. His expression turned grim.

“I am afraid not, no,” he said, crossing his meaty arms. “My duchess has tasked me with finding you, to ask you some questions about your Creation Delve.”

“Ah. Sir Sayil.”

“Yes, may Griosan bless his path through the darkness beyond.”

“All right,” I said. “We all gave our accounts to members of Central. I expect those reports sum up the events fairly well.”

“It is not usually our custom to rely upon reports when one of our own has perished. Especially when those reports are prepared by officials who are subservient to one of the… involved parties.”

“What, Varrin?” I said. “He doesn’t have any authority over members of Central.”

“Certainly you are not so naive, Esquire Arlo. His great-grandfather helped to establish the organization. If anyone would receive special treatment, it would be him.”

“Yes, nepotism is a thing. However, I’ve spent a good amount of time with the Ravvenblaqs since then. They’re not so… subtle, I suppose? If they wanted to help Varrin get away with something, they’d just draw a sword and dare you to come and get him, not participate in some kind of coverup.”

“Such is as I’ve heard. Still, it is something that I must do.”

“Then what do you want to know?”

He sat up straighter.

“Did Varrin Ravvenblaq take any actions that contributed to, or resulted in, the death of Sir Sayil Starion of Nohrrin?”

The way he worded the question was so precise that I suspected he was using some ability to tell the truth of my reply. Either that, or he’d recited words dictated to him by someone else.

“Varrin chose the difficulty of the Delve without consulting the party,” I said. “Sayil had an issue with that, but nothing physical ever occurred between the pair of them. Once we were inside, Varrin acted with skill and care, but the challenges of the Delve were greater than any of us anticipated. Sir Sayil was killed by a Level 2 Delver named Hognay Haskagander, who was aided by a Delve Core that he’d coerced into his service.”

I took another sip of juice, waiting for any further questions. Tavio frowned thoughtfully and played with a whisker.

“It is a good answer,” he said.

“It’s the truth.”

“Yes, I believe you.”

“Does that mean we’re done?”

“No, I do not think so.”

“Then what else can I do for you?”

“Where do you come from, Esquire Arlo?” he asked, uncrossing his arms and resting his chin on his palm again. “I heard you speak of your home, but it does not sound familiar to me.”

“Does this relate to Sayil in some way?”

He looked up toward the ceiling, and his nose twitched. “It could, I suppose, but it is not why I am asking.”

“I don’t like to discuss my past.”

Tavio looked disappointed, but let his arm drop to the table and sat back. “There are other questions I was told to ask,” he said, “but I do not feel they are important. The types of things that one with no nose for the truth might ask.”

“If that’s so, I should be getting back to my room. I’ve already stayed up later than I intended.”

“Before you do that,” said Tavio, holding up a hand, “I would ask a favor.”

I hesitated. “What kind of favor?”

Tavio placed both hands on the tabletop and leaned in toward me, his eyes growing a little wider, his whiskers dancing. “Fight me.”

I took a cue from Nuralie and froze for a second. “What?”

“I would like you to fight me.”

“Dude, you’re Level 17.”

“And you have done 5 Platinum Delves in one year!” he said, growing excited. “I wish to know how strong you are to do such a thing.”

“I don’t… No, I’m not going to fight you. I’m not trying to die tonight.”

“I will pull my punches!”

“Yeah?” I said, doubtful. “What’s your Strength?”

“What is your Fortitude?”

Tavio had continued to lean in, rising to his feet until his chair clattered over onto the ground. The jacked beastman loomed over the table, and I’d pulled back so far that I was slumped into my chair. He seemed to realize what he was doing, and a cool look came over him as he stood upright.

“You will not fight me?” he asked. I shook my head. “It is a pity.”

He looked me up and down out of the corner of his eye, then walked away toward the bar.

“What the shit?” I mumbled, watching him as he beckoned the barkeep forward. I saw a viridian glint from within Tavio’s palm as the Littan slid the barman something. It was a chip.

A fucking emerald chip.

Tavio leaned over, and I barely made out what he said over the noise of the tavern.

“For the damages.”

The barkeep’s eyes went wide, and Tavio spun on his heel then marched back toward me.

“Hey,” I said, “you’re not about to⁠—”

He was about to.

Tavio punched the fuck out of me.


Chapter 13



Past Arlo sometimes did future Arlo favors. In this instance, past Arlo had considered the idea that future Arlo would one day be caught with his chausses down and had chosen a Speed Evolution with that in mind. After all, this wasn’t the first time that another Delver decided to surprise me with the unexpected gift of violence.

Rapid Blocks

You may equip or stow your shield near instantaneously. Your Speed is considered doubled for determining how quickly you can block.

My inventory screen opened and closed so fast that it was little more than a blue flash on the edge of my vision. My arm swept into the bracer that held Gracorvus in a fraction of a second.

Gracorvus snapped into shield mode, and Tavio’s fist crashed into it, the blow sending a shock through my entire body. The tavern was filled with a resounding gong like Tavio had just rung a church bell, and, despite my block, pain erupted in my forearm.

HP: 1,220 -> 1,184

Tavio hit me with an empty fist, through a shield, and did more damage than one of the mimic’s surprise attacks. But while the punch hurt, the ceiling hurt more.

Tavio struck with an uppercut, and the force of his blow launched me through the air in a diagonal up to and then through the twenty-foot-high ceiling above. I smashed into the timbers, the air was crushed out of my lungs, and my world was awash in splinters.

The deafening crash of snapping planks announced my uninvited entry into the second-story room of a Hiwardian couple in the throes of intimate activities. I heard the woman’s screams for a quarter of a second before I connected with the next ceiling. The boards bent and cracked but refused to allow me through to the roof. I bounced off, hit the wall, shattered a dresser, then tumbled to the ground.

The couple looked down at me, their cries turned to shocked silence.

HP: 1,184 -> 1,128

“Apologies,” I groaned as I hopped to my feet, then ran toward the door to the room.

Tavio’s strike had certainly activated my I Don’t Attack You, You Attack Me achievement, which would give me 1 second to act and plan while the Littan was stunned. Of course, most of that second had been spent on air travel. When I grabbed the doorknob, a furred arm slapped itself across the exit, and when I pulled, the handle tore from the sturdy door as Tavio kept it from opening inward.

I looked up to see the Littan staring at me with his big, black orbs, looking just as relaxed as when we’d been discussing spell restrictions over a mug of fruit juice.

“That is a good ability,” he said.

He connected across my jaw with an elbow, and my whole body spun with the speed of a figure skater going for a perfect 10. The room whirled as I found the bedroom’s western wall, and I could practically hear a disembodied voice shouting “Let it rip!” as I connected like a fucking Beyblade, my torso shredding the planks.

I ended up halfway through the wall, my upper body hanging into an adjoining room where a pair of feathered Deijinon gaped at me, wide-eyed.

HP: 1,128 -> 1,047

“Please forgive the intrusion,” came Tavio’s voice from behind me as I tumbled forward. “He is being difficult. I hope that you understand.”

“I’m being difficult?!” I shouted as I got to my feet and turned. A couple of teeth flew from my mouth when I spoke, and I stared at them dumbly, momentarily struck by the loss and by the lack of blood in my mouth.

Tavio was talking to the pair of Hiwardians with arms raised in a shrug, as though he were embarrassed for me. He turned and raised an eyebrow.

“We could have done this somewhere else,” he said, then placed a hand on his hip. “That was a good block earlier. It is an evolution, yes? Rapid Blocks. That means your Speed is at least a 10.” He walked forward and stepped through the hole I’d made as I backpedaled, but my leg found the edge of the bed where the two Deijinon sat frozen. “I know that your Fortitude is 40, at minimum, since you shouted to everyone in the town that you were choosing the Total Regeneration perk. At Level 6, you would have 66 stat points. Dedicating nearly two-thirds of them to Fortitude is a bold choice. I like it.”

I cast Shortcut and appeared behind Tavio, back inside the Hiwardians’ bedroom, then shoulder-checked the door and smashed it down. I ran out into the hall, finding several more of the inn’s guests peeking out from their rooms, disturbed by the ruckus. I needed backup for this shit, but I hadn’t paid attention to where everyone else in my party was staying. Still, the inn wasn’t that big; I just needed to⁠—

A hand landed on my shoulder.

“Your block was quite sturdy, and you broke that door like it was nothing. That is a 10 in Strength at the least, I think.”

I wheeled around and formed Gracorvus into its pointed formation, driving the blunted tip toward Tavio’s wrist. He pulled the limb back with easy grace, avoiding the strike.

“That teleport is called Shortcut,” he said, holding one arm behind his back and studying the clawed fingers of his other. He picked at the nail of his pointer finger with his thumb, then flicked away whatever he’d dislodged. “That means you have Dimensional Magic at Level 10 or more, and it is not the cheapest spell. I expect you have invested in Wisdom.” He paused and scratched at his chin. “That should be all of your points.”

I turned and looked through the window at the end of the hallway, then cast Shortcut to get outside. If I was going to stand any chance against this asshole, I needed more room. I couldn’t fight properly inside of an occupied building.

I popped into existence twenty-five feet off the ground and used Gracorvus to slow my descent, landing in the middle of the square. It was crowded with people, many of whom had been gawking up at the inn, and they shouted in alarm when I appeared. They quickly gave me some breathing room, although several were still closer than I liked.

“Clear the area!” I shouted as I pulled out my warhammer, Arbitros.

A handful sprinted off, and a few more began to walk away hesitantly, but many more ignored my warning. Tavio opened the window and hopped down, landing as though he’d fallen only a couple of feet.

“You should only have enough points for 2 Wisdom,” said Tavio as he strolled forward. “Which would mean you are out of mana. Tell me, how would you do a Platinum Delve with such low offensive stats? Do you simply let the enemy strike at you while your party deals all the damage?”

I considered pulling out a throwing hammer but didn’t like the collateral damage that might cause. If Tavio dodged, the projectile would smash through a good chunk of the inn behind him, before halting whether or not I used Homing Weapon to bring the hammer back. I had no idea how many people that might maim or kill. Explosion! was equally useless with so many people around. The radius was too big, even without charging it.

That left me with a handful of shitty melee options against a melee fighter who was clearly beyond me. He was using his bare fucking hands, and two hits had chunked away 15% of my health.

Tavio dashed forward, his body bursting with glorious light. He was on me in an instant, the world exploded in a flash, and I was airborne again.

You have taken Righteous damage! Sumrann has judged you worthy, and no bonus damage has been dealt.

The notification was of little solace as my health took another hit. He’d given my health regen a little time to tick my HP back up a smidgen… so that was something.

HP: 1,066 -> 996

[You should be more concerned with your own survival than the inconsequential lives of the plebeians around you!] came Grotto’s voice in my mind as I soared through the air and smashed through the front of a haberdashery on the opposite side of the square. [The discomfort this is causing me is substantial!] The store was closed for the evening, so no one was inside, but suits and dress wear tumbled down on top of me as several shelves collapsed.

“Not my style, Grotto,” I thought as I extricated myself from the fashionable attire. Tavio was already in front of me.

I’d kept my grip on Arbitros and swung it at him, but the fucker punched my hammer. His fist struck the head of the weapon and knocked it away with enough force to nearly tear it from my grasp. Tavio followed up with a left hook that sent me through the southern wall of the shop and back out into the street.

Shards of glass and wood were stuck in my hair and beard, and I spat out another tooth. By this point, most of the onlookers were fleeing in earnest, shouting or screaming in alarm.

HP: 996 -> 925

[Then summon Shog’tuatha for assistance! I am sure that the brute would be more than willing to consume this insufferable rat.]

“You want me to summon a c’thon in the middle of a crowded Hiwardian city?”

[As your summon, he must obey you. He will not harm these people! To deny yourself his aid is giving greater weight to their emotional comfort than your own life. Do not be a fool!]

I clenched my teeth, painfully aware of the ragged gums where three of them had been smashed out. Grotto was right, I couldn’t worry over what the people around me thought about a c’thon rampaging through their town, so long as it wasn’t eating people along the way.

I cast Dimensional Summon, and a gaping tear opened in reality. Tendrils snaked out of it, covered in green and black feathers. Tavio paused his slow advance through the fresh door he’d carved with my body to study the spell as I clambered to my feet.

“Move the Closet entrance to the dog pen. I’m going to try and take this fight somewhere safer.”

[Safer for you,] Grotto thought with sinister glee, [much less safe for him.]

“That is Dimensional Summon!” Tavio said, looking surprised. “It is quite expensive. Have I mistaken your stat distribution? Or⁠—”

A demonic voice purred, interrupting Tavio.

“It is good to hear your call once more, Slayer of Ihbriobrixilas.”

Shog’tuatha emerged from the portal, eight feet of impossibly lean c’thonic muscle, covered in pulsing veins beneath boreal skin. Downy tentacles spilled down the front of his face from his cephalopod head like a nightmarish beard, but the tentacles were no longer uniform.

After nearly being consumed by Orexis, I’d been forced to dismiss Shog back to his home dimension, sporting vicious wounds that cut all the way down to his dark bones. Many of his original tentacles had been lost. Fortunately, Shog had picked up a few new tricks after eating a part of the specter.

A wounded c’thon is food—according to Shog—and that seemed to be the prevailing opinion on his homeworld. When he was dismissed, he was set upon by a mountain of foes seeking to finish the job that Orexis had started, but Shog had slaughtered them endlessly. After tapping into Orexis’s soul, he’d learned how to bond with the essence of his victims and had taken to claiming tentacles from those he slew as trophies—and as replacements.

Shog’s beard was now an amalgamation of feelers, varying in length, color, and girth. One swayed through the air, covered in chitinous barbs that clacked and clattered, another glowed with spectral luminescence, and a third dripped venomous ichor. They were interspersed between the remaining black and green tendrils that were his originals, and the ones that came stock flexed with monstrous strength.

“It is Grade 10!” shouted Tavio. “How do you summon something so strong?”

I narrowed my eyes at Tavio. The jackass had started a fight I didn’t want, and even though he fought me without armaments, I had no guarantee that he was trying to let me live. For all I knew, he was ordered to exact revenge over the death of Sayil, regardless of whether he believed Varrin, Xim, or I had contributed to the Littan’s death.

When someone attacked me without warning, my default assumption was that it was with lethal intent. Beyond that, Tavio had somehow managed to keep from punching me through any people while he slugged me through walls, but I had no idea how long that pattern would last. Someone was going to die.

“Shog,” I said, “hungry?”

“Always.”

Shog didn’t need anything more. The c’thon shot through the air at Tavio, and the Littan was taken by surprise when my summon’s spectral tentacle shot out, elongating and whipping through the air.

Tavio stepped to the side and narrowly avoided the strike. The tentacle phased through the ground, leaving a dark line where it passed. Though Tavio dodged, it made space for Shog to bring several other feelers down on the Littan. Tavio struck at the tentacles as they assaulted him, his fists landing with meaty thunks. Shog’s limbs were shunted away with each blow, and I could already see violet c’thon blood beginning to dribble onto the ground.

Still, Tavio had only two hands, and Shog’s feelers were many. The c’thon got the barbed tentacle wrapped around Tavio’s waist and began stabbing the Littan with a venomous stinger. Tavio’s expression finally moved from calm surprise to irritation as blood began to flow from his abdomen and dark spots began to fester where the stinger landed.

“Detestable creature!” Tavio spat, then connected with a glowing fist in Shog’s face. There was a burst of radiant light like I’d seen when the Littan charged me, and Shog let out an inhuman howl.

You have observed the Critical Smite spell.

Critical Smite

Divine

Cost: Variable mana

Cooldown: None

Requirements: Divine Magic 20

Whenever you critically strike with an attack, you can spend any amount of mana up to a maximum equal to your Divine Magic skill level, adding 5 Holy damage to the attack for each point of mana spent.

The Holy attack burned a swath of Shog’s skin away, half of his face blackening as his head rocked back from the impact. Rather than releasing the Littan, however, the c’thon was enraged.

I moved in as Shog began to flail at his grappled foe with increased ferocity and used Nimean Weapon to layer Oblivion Orb onto my hammer swing. I went for Tavio’s center mass, trying to angle my strike away from Shog’s feelers and not trusting myself enough for a head blow.

Tavio continued to punch Shog’s feelers away. A few of them were little more than pulp by this point, raining monstrous blood onto the ground. The Littan twisted his body, wrenching himself free of Shog’s grip, and struck the head of my warhammer again. His strike landed on its side, and Oblivion Orb failed to activate.

The weapon shattered.

The hammer’s head scattered into a hundred pieces that shot down the street like a shotgun blast. They shredded through the exterior of a bakery across from us, furniture and display cases exploding from the force. Tavio tore a tentacle from Shog’s beard, then landed a kick to the c’thon’s center that sent him flying away. Shog caught himself in the air before crashing into a building, using his c’thonic flight to stabilize himself.

Tavio turned and scowled at me.

“You work with such a beast?” he snarled. “I had a better impression of you than that.”

[The Closet entrance has been moved.]

“You know, this was a gift,” I said, holding up the handle of my broken hammer. Oddly, Tavio seemed taken aback by that.

“Oh,” he said, his earlier anger at Shog evaporating.

I dropped the handle, then detached Gracorvus and sent it into hover mode. I began to focus on opening the Closet, mana shaping the ability. Tavio opened his mouth to say something else, but I interrupted him.

“Shog,” I said, and the c’thon growled in response. “We’re taking this guy on a trip.”

Shog roared and blasted toward Tavio as I cast Shortcut to appear behind him. At the same time, I commanded Gracorvus to fly at the Littan, creating a 3-point assault.

Tavio spun and punched Gracorvus away, the shield scattering into its individual slabs. They spun in the air, trying to reform as I thrust my palm at Tavio’s side, pumping mana into an Oblivion Orb. The Littan caught my wrist and twisted. I felt bones snap as Tavio leaned into the move.

There was a resounding pop as the spell activated while Tavio’s lock brought me to the ground, and the orb only clipped my target’s side. Part of Tavio’s torn and bloody shirt disappeared, but the flesh beneath didn’t follow. A thin patch of fur disappeared along his gut, and the skin beneath turned bright red, as though he’d suffered a vicious sunburn. Tavio threw me down, and I face-planted into the dirt roadway, which had grown muddy from Shog’s blood. The acrid scent of it filled my nostrils.

Amidst the fray, the Closet opened. Tavio had busied himself avoiding my two-pronged attack and didn’t seem to notice for the moment. Shog barreled into the Littan, wrapping him up and pushing him toward the Closet entrance.

Tavio’s feet dug into the ground, dirt piling beneath the soles of his boots as they sank deep into the road. I cast Shortcut again, appearing beside Tavio, and kicked at his knee. The Littan bent his leg inward in response, my foot meeting the front of his kneecap, but the move cost him leverage against Shog’s charge.

He stumbled off balance, and Shog carried him through the portal and into the Closet.


Chapter 14



Tavio regained his stance after being pushed a few steps across the portal’s threshold, then threw Shog aside with pure Strength. Tavio followed up with another burst of radiant light that thrust him forward, shoulder-checking my summon and sending the c’thon sailing away. The pitch-dark room within the Closet was illuminated in a photo flash of white, the sharp edges of the uneven metal floor glinting, but the cavernous ceiling remained cast in shadow. At the chamber’s edges, forms began to stir.

I cast Shortcut deeper into the room, then stepped carefully between sculpted potholes, the phantom pain of sprained ankles leaping to my mind. Still, I kept my eyes on Tavio. Even without the aid of my enhanced sight, I was intimately familiar with the sloping and hostile terrain, having constructed much of it myself from quarried stone and steel.

The Littan stood in a beam of moonlight that cut across the room from the Closet entrance. He studied his surroundings with caution, nose snuffling the air and whiskers twitching. Shog had recovered from Tavio’s tackle but hovered and waited for my direction, violet blood dripping from his wounds. This fight was no longer on the aggressor’s terms, and the c’thon knew enough to let the asshole wade deeper into the trap.

Deep growls sounded from the dark, echoing off hard surfaces and accompanied by the clatter of talons.

To his credit, Tavio took the time to appraise the situation, and it seemed like the Littan wasn’t fond of what he found. He stared into the gloom, shifting eyes searching for the source of the hungry snarls. Despite the darkness, Tavio stared in the direction of my monstrous hounds as the pack made their approach, as wary of the intruder as he was of them.

“This… is not a spell I recognize,” Tavio said, taking a few steps further inside.

I considered shutting the portal behind him, but I didn’t like cutting off his only route of retreat. He’d pissed me off and endangered innocents with his senseless brawl, but it wasn’t yet my goal to end him by any means necessary. Even if it was, Tavio was certain to be more dangerous when trapped, and I could do without a Level 17 rampaging through all of mine and Grotto’s hard work.

The air shimmered to Tavio’s left, and the Littan ducked low to the ground as a wave of dimensional force tore through the space he’d just been—one of Grotto’s traps. Tavio placed his palms flat on the floor and tumbled forward as another beam struck and left a line carved through the metal. He rolled gracefully back to his feet, searching for the source of the attacks.

While Grotto took his potshots, I pulled out my throwing hammers. I cast another Shortcut to give myself a better angle from atop a small rise, then lobbed a Void Hammer.

The hammer screamed through the air, and Tavio dodged aside, then spun again as another arc of twisting space sought to rend his flesh. My hammer struck the ground with a crash, annihilating a soccer ball’s worth of the floor before hurtling back toward me. Tavio followed the arc of the hammer as it returned, then used his glowing charge to close the distance.

I caught the hammer and cast another Shortcut, taking myself into the midst of the pack.

Most of the Aberrant Hounds came up to my elbow, but the pack leader looked at me from eye level. Their four-legged frames were covered in knotted muscle beneath wet skin, their mouths pulled back into permanent snarls. They appraised me with rheumy eyes, but after taking a few sniffs, they ignored my presence.

Being the co-administrator of a Delve had its perks.

Tavio turned his head about for a few moments before looking in my general area. I got the sense that he could make me out, but just barely. To my knowledge, Littans didn’t have the best darkvision naturally, but most Delvers had improved senses.

Tavio began to make his way slowly in my direction when the floor opened up and swallowed his foot. He let out a startled grunt, but it sounded more surprised than concerned. He staggered to a stop and pulled against the trap, the sound of wrenching metal filling the air.

This fucker was strong enough to tear his way out of reinforced steel. It didn’t even look like he was trying that hard. Still, the trap gave Tavio pause, and that’s all that Shog—or the hounds—needed.

I led with two Void Hammers while Tavio struggled with the ground and Grotto activated another dimensional trap. The Littan jerked his foot free and avoided all three, but Shog was on him again, wrapping him up in a barbed tentacle and landing several more strikes with a stinger. He followed it up with several clawed swipes that Tavio intercepted with his fists, leaving the c’thon’s fingers broken and bloodied.

The pack leader howled, and the hounds charged, splitting the pack into two groups that flanked Tavio. They quickly overwhelmed the Littan with numbers, and Tavio hurled hound after hound away from him while yet more began to chew at his thigh and calves.

I caught my hammers and cast Shortcut into the fray, swinging with Oblivion Orb-infused strikes, but Tavio abandoned his defense against the hounds to avoid my attacks. Shog’s grip did little more than slow the Littan, and I heard the awful sound of tearing skin and muscle as Tavio pulled with enough strength to begin ripping more of Shog’s tentacles free.

Even with all of the Level 17’s advantages, he couldn’t dodge everything. Wounds began to cover his legs from the merciless jaws of the hounds, and Shog continued to pump him full of venom as I did my damndest to connect with a hammer.

“Stop!” shouted Tavio, but I ignored him, and rage began to boil within me over the command. He had demanded a fight, and this was the fight I was going to give him. I didn’t fuck around with sucker punches and snide comments.

Finally, the pack leader bit down on Tavio’s shoulder, and his movement was halted by the combined force of my allies. My hammer descended toward his torso, and the Littan couldn’t dodge away this time. But when the hammer struck, it struck with a clang.

My eyes widened as a broad kite shield appeared over Tavio’s left arm in another burst of light. The shock of the impact jolted down my arm as my weapon smashed into it. Tavio thrust the shield back at me at the same moment, and I was staggered, falling back a few steps to catch my balance. Tavio bashed the pack leader with the shield and then Shog in rapid succession.

The alpha hound was knocked away, and the c’thon’s grip was broken. Most of Shog’s feelers now hung limp from his body. Tavio kicked at my summon once more, sending him sailing through the air. This time, when Shog caught himself, spectral vines rose from the ground and wrapped themselves around his body. Their edges were covered in sharp thorns, and rose-red flower petals began filling the air. They whirled around Shog, shimmering and translucent, and I saw that they left thin cuts across the c’thon’s skin where they whipped past him.

You have observed the spell Court of Roses.

Court of Roses

Physical/Spiritual

Cost: 10 mana

Cooldown: 1 minute

Requirements: Physical Magic 20, Spiritual Magic 20

You create an area entrenched in spectral, thorn-covered blossoms, which grow and respond to your spiritual presence. The radius of this area is equal to a number of feet equal to 5 plus half of your level in Physical. The duration of this area is 1 minute. This area counts as difficult terrain for unallied entities.

Whenever an entity within this area makes an attack against you or an ally, the blossoms strike back at the entity, dealing an amount of Spectral damage equal to your level in Spiritual. Whenever an entity enters, leaves, or spends more than 6 seconds within the area, you may react by making a Pierce attack against that entity using the thorns, with a bonus to the attack equal to your level in Physical.

My eyes narrowed as I sped through the description. Shog wasn’t looking too hot and needed to get out of the zone before Tavio could start making Pierce attacks. Unfortunately, leaving the zone also opened the c’thon up to a hit.

Tavio raised one arm into the air, and a pillar of light burst from his hand, revealing a resplendent spear that turned the area around us to daylight. He spun, and in a quarter second the legs were cut out from beneath several of the hounds. They howled as they collapsed to the ground, stumps dripping thick blood. Then Tavio leapt backward, clearing a hundred feet and landing in front of the exit portal. He held the shield before him, eyeing the scene and looking… embarrassed.

“This spar has gone farther than I intended,” he said.

I began silent-charging Explosion!

“Spar?” I said. “I declined your ‘spar.’ You started a fight.”

He lowered his shield and inch and tilted his head to the side. The man’s entire lower half was covered in wounds from bites and talons. His waist was torn up from Shog’s barbs and dark veins ran from the many stings that had landed. His clothes were little more than rags. Despite all of that, Tavio looked like he didn’t even notice the damage. Even his soul was rock solid and unwavering.

“I… can see what you mean,” he said. “I suppose that I got carried away.”

I found the attitude baffling. “What the fuck did you think was going to happen?” I asked, voice low. “You attacked me out of nowhere. Was I supposed to think it’s a game?”

He shrugged. “I told you that I would pull my punches.”

“Didn’t feel like you did,” I said, running a tongue over my swollen gums. My missing teeth were still missing. I took a look at my hounds. “Didn’t pull your punches on my fucking dogs.”

“I did, though,” he said. “They are mana monsters, no? The legs will grow back. I did not want to kill them, since they seem to be your, ah, pets?” I glared at him.

“You almost killed someone.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Who? The people in the inn? No, I was very careful to hit you in directions that had no people.” He mimed making an uppercut. It was a bit awkward, since he still held his spear. “I have a lot of experience with this.”

“I… What kind of person has a lot of experience punching people… around other groups of people?”

“You do not always know where you might fight,” said Tavio. “It is important to know how to do these types of things.”

“Sure,” I said, not sure in the least. “What now?”

He thought for a moment, then dropped his shield and dismissed his spear. He placed his palms together and gave me a Hiwardian bow.

“Now, I apologize,” he said. “I am sorry that I took this so far. Please forgive my rudeness, but—” He peeked up at me, still bowing. “You are much stronger than you should be for your level. I got excited.” He gave me a stupid grin.

Was he just an idiot? He hadn’t given off that vibe back in the tavern.

“You done?” I asked.

“Yes,” he said, standing up straight once more. A small puddle of blood was gathering at his feet. “I shall take my leave.”

“Good,” I said. “Then get the fuck out of my closet.”

I snapped my fingers.

The deafening roar of Explosion! Sounded, and Tavio was sent hurtling. He flew back out into Hiward and then through the wall of the bakery he’d trashed with the shrapnel from my broken hammer. The Littan’s body did far more damage than the debris had, and—as I was embarrassed to admit—it was incredibly satisfying.

Maybe I didn’t mind sucker punches so much.

Still, pretty shitty, all things considered. That baker was going to be having a rough day tomorrow. In that moment, however, I let myself appreciate the feeling. I’d pay for the cost of repairs and drop ten years’ worth of baker’s wages on top. Hopefully they’d view it as a windfall and not just as some rich asshole turning their livelihood into expensive playtime.

I walked toward the portal as Tavio climbed from the debris and dusted himself off. His shirt was gone, and only rags maintained his modesty.

“That was a pretty good spell!” he said, placing his hands on his hips and smiling. “It dealt 10% of my health!”

My feelings of satisfaction drained away.

“What’s your Fortitude?” I mumbled.

The moment my battle fever had begun to fade, a roiling shadow appeared and deposited another Littan beside Tavio. I gritted my remaining teeth and raised my throwing hammer.

The new arrival was much more slender than Tavio, built more like the typical Littans I’d seen, but no less tall. He wore a well-tailored suit of black and blue that contrasted starkly with Tavio’s—now ruined—casual wear.

He was also Level 17, all gold, with Special Delves under his belt.

“Gharifon!” said Tavio, turning his broad grin on the second Littan. “I did not expect you so soon.”

Gharifon’s eyes quickly ran over me, then he returned Tavio’s smile.

“Tavio,” he said, “these Delvers are not Level 6.”

“What do you mean?” Tavio gestured at me. “You can see the level right above his head.”

Gharifon turned and appraised me more closely with glittering brown eyes.

“I’m sorry you got roped into this,” he said. Then he placed a hand on Tavio’s shoulder. “I do not care what the level indicator shows—they are not Level 6.”

A chill ran through me. “Are you talking about my party?” I said, tensing. “What did you do to them?”

The second Littan, Gharifon, held up a hand and bowed slightly. “Nothing harmful, I swear. Tavio merely asked that I distract them. They were asleep for most of this.” He sighed. “Honestly, I probably shouldn’t enable Tavio’s eccentricities as much as I do.”

“Most?” said Tavio, looking perplexed. “They are awake? How did they⁠—”

A pillar of crimson light fell from the sky, engulfing them both.

“You. Fucking. Asshole!” shouted Xim, and I turned to see her charging toward us from the inn. She had her scepter raised over her head, but she wore only a long sleep shirt. In the distance, I saw Varrin struggling to follow, one hand on the hem of his pants as though he hadn’t had time to lace them up. “Try and haunt my nightmares?! I’ll find your fucking family you little shit!”

I turned back to the Littans and was confused by what I found.

Whenever Xim had cast her Judgment spell in the past, the fire had always burned with a blood-red hue. Tavio, however, burned with the natural orange and yellow flame of non-divine fire. Gharifon’s immolation, on the other hand, burned the crimson color that I expected. Tavio shouted and patted at his body, while his companion waved a gentle hand through the air and a blue wave of mana rolled over them both. It swept across the flames, dispelling them.

In the instant before the inferno was doused, I saw the outline of Gharifon’s face within it. His eyes were deep and hollow, filled with a dusk that defied the raging light engulfing him. They were endless, and, for a moment, I felt as though they were the only things that existed. One of the eyes winked at me.

When the fire disappeared, Gharifon had the same companionable smile on his face, and his eyes were a normal honey brown, though his suit was charred and ruined. Tavio took a deep breath and uttered a series of swears in Imperial.

“Burning!” he said. “It doesn’t matter how much damage it does; I despise it!”

Gharifon heaved a sigh. “May we go now?” he asked.

Tavio gave Xim—who had paused her charge ten or so yards away—a frustrated look.

“Yes,” said Tavio, then he turned to me. “I have learned much from this. Thank you, Esquire Arlo. Perhaps we will meet again.”

“I hope not,” I said, still fixed on Gharifon and the strange feeling he’d given me.

Tavio’s look of annoyance gave way to a wide smile, then shadows rose up to envelop both him and his unsettling ally. Before they disappeared, Gharifon looked my way and gave me a flourishing bow, like a stage magician ending his show. Darkness swallowed the pair up, and then they were gone.

Xim marched up to me, bare feet slapping through the blood-soaked and muddy ground. She stopped a few inches away, looking me up and down.

“Arlo,” she said.

“Yeah, Xim?”

“What in all the hells was that about?”

I looked at the empty space where the Littans had been. “I have no fucking clue.”


Chapter 15



Varrin trotted up to the scene, still lacing up his pants and looking over the damage.

“What happened?” he asked. His ice-blue eyes were puffy from sleep.

“I got my jaw punched through some buildings,” I said, following his gaze to the wrecked bakery and then to the smashed up haberdashery. “Then the guy left.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Neither do I!” I shouted. I took a breath and tried to calm down. Several onlookers were beginning to come out of hiding, and a few flinched when I raised my voice. “Hold on, we need to make sure Shog isn’t dying.”

We entered the Closet to find Shog dragging himself by his mangled hands toward the portal. Xim swore, then ran over to check on him.

“Do not fear, Demoness,” he choked out. “That mouse was a mighty foe, but it will take more than a light dismemberment to fell me.”

“I’m still not a demon, Shog,” she said, kneeling and beginning to cast Cleanse and Heal on the c’thon. She looked surprised for a moment. “Too bad you’re not immune to Bleeding.”

“His strikes were sharp, and the force of his blows ruptured many lesser organs. But… the loss of such mundane fluids does not… impede me.”

She paused as Shog’s head began to droop and patted him on one of his few intact tentacles. “Sure, Shog. Sure.”

My summon laid his head on the ground, then passed out.

Xim stood and wiped her hand on her shirt, leaving a dark stain of c’thonic blood behind. She judged that Shog would live, then took a quick spin over the injured hounds. They were already recovering on their own, however, drinking in the rich ambient mana of the Delve.

“Just walk it back,” she said to me once she’d finished. “Tell us from the beginning.”

I relayed the basic events. The cleric’s expression grew ever darker as I did so, while Varrin listened attentively. When I finished, the big guy grunted, and his eyes flicked up to look at his interface.

“You’re only missing about a third of your health.”

“‘Only’ you say? Half of that damage was dealt directly to my face, ya know.”

“You fought a Level 17,” said Varrin. “You should be dead. Instead, you hardly look injured.”

I started to argue with him but reached up and ran a hand along my face. It was tender, but there was no blood or gashes.

“Do I have a black eye at least?”

“Nope,” said Xim. “If it weren’t for the party screen and your clothes being all torn up, I wouldn’t even know you’d been in a fight.”

“Guess ‘immune to Bleeding’ means… I don’t bleed? At all? Even internally?”

“How did you think it worked?” she asked, cocking her head to one side.

“Look, this magic shit isn’t very intuitive sometimes. I wasn’t going to make any assumptions.” I poked inside my mouth with a finger, feeling out the holes in my gums. “It’s like I gah bead up and don’d haff anything to show wor it. I’n nissing teeth though, see?” I opened my mouth to show her, and rather than recoiling like any reasonable person might, Xim peered into my mouth curiously.

“Regardless,” said Varrin, the word dripping with the tone of a man speaking to an idiot, “we’ll need to report this to Central. They won’t be happy about a rogue Littan Delver causing mayhem in Hiward.”

“Oh, he wasn’t rogue,” I said, dropping my hand and letting the anger creep back into my voice. “He said he was here at the request of a fucking duchess.”

Varrin’s jaw tightened, and his eyes narrowed.

“Then it’s even more imperative that we do so. This may have political implications.”

Xim arched a brow.

“Why would a Littan duchess send a guy to beat you up and leave?” she asked.

“I think he improvised that second part,” I said. “His questions about Sayil sounded scripted. Once he was satisfied with my answers, he started swinging.”

“So he came to interrogate you and then… just felt like having a brawl?”

I gave her an exasperated shrug.

“I’ll have my family look into Tavio,” said Varrin. “Gharifon as well. Littans at that level are uncommon, so we should be able to find out a good deal of information.”

“I’ll eagerly await their home addresses,” I said, briefly fantasizing over some mobster-grade payback. I dispelled the thought as soon as it came, then sighed. “Not that I’d be able to do anything with that intel.”

My mood began to cloud, and I turned my eyes toward the ground. I’d confronted some harsh odds since arriving in Arzia, but I’d never been so profoundly outclassed. Shog and the hounds had gotten a few hits in, but Tavio had barely noticed, and I’d been practically useless. Any time I’d gone up against something this far beyond me, I’d had my allies to back me up. If my experience with Tavio had taught me anything, it was that I was much more vulnerable on my own than I had realized.

Varrin marched forward and loomed over me. I looked up to find him peering down, looking disappointed.

“You speak as though you were defeated,” he said.

“I… was, though? The guy kicked my ass, roasted it, cut it up into thin slices, then served it back to me on a knuckle sandwich.”

“Is that so?” he said. “What I saw was a Level 17 being explosively jettisoned from your Closet and crashing through some unlucky baker’s pie shop.”

“I hit him with that spell after he’d already given up. It was petty. How can you tell it’s a pie shop?”

“Did you?”

“Did I what?”

“Give up?”

“I—No, but it’s not like I argued with him when he wanted to call it quits.”

“When you and I duel,” he said, “how do we determine the winner?”

“Uh, we ask which one of us is named Varrin?” He didn’t find the comment humorous. “Whoever yields, loses,” I finally said.

“Tavio yielded, and so you won.”

I gave him a classic steely squint.

“Wrap it up however you want, slap a bow on it, and call it victory. It’s still a box full of ‘Arlo lost.’”

“Don’t get too upset about it,” said Xim. “None of us would have stood a chance.”

I focused for a few seconds and closed the entrance to the Closet to keep any more eager ears from listening to what I was about to say. I waved a hand, and hidden glowstones gave the chamber a low level of illumination so we weren’t standing in the pitch dark.

“Look,” I said, “we can stand here all day and pretend to be Level 6, but we aren’t. You guys are all up to Level 11 by your stats, and with my Carryovers and the bonuses I get from Dumping, my effective level is fucking 14! I just… don’t feel like it should have been so one-sided!”

“How many times have I told you?” said Varrin. “Stats aren’t everything. You may have the same number of points as a Level 14, but your distribution of those points is extremely broad. The same goes for all of us. Many of those points are ones we earned from your training ability and are stats that we don’t use to their full effect. My Wisdom is a 10, for example, but I don’t have a single mana-consuming ability. Beyond that, you’ve invested much of what you’ve earned into Fortitude, which does little for you offensively beyond giving you stamina. Tavio’s stats are likely heavily concentrated on offensive physical attributes.

“Further,” he continued, “your intrinsic skill levels are worse than what I would expect from a Level 6 Platinum Delver. Our Delving spree has yielded tremendous growth, but intrinsics take work, dedication, and time. Time that you haven’t had, due to how you came into this world. Tavio has, at minimum, a decade’s worth of experience over you, likely much more. I wouldn’t be surprised if his total intrinsic skill level is triple what you have or higher.”

I listened to Varrin’s speech, recognizing the logic in his words, but my emotions ignored them. I was frustrated, especially after kicking so much ass through the Delves we’d been running. I knew myself well enough to realize that it would take a few days for “reasonable thoughts” to wrangle all the buzzing irritation.

“My build is all over the place,” I said, interrupting Varrin, who had continued to lecture.

“You’ve focused on having a wide skill set,” he said. “To respond to a variety of situations.”

“Situations that involve the party. Inside of Delves,” I said. “My aura is best for group recovery, and it’s not helpful in a brawl like the one I just had. My Bonded Familiar passive is”—I took a breath and shouted into the Delve around us—“pretty much useless right now!” I waited for any response from Grotto, but none came. “Archmage gives me a little boost to damage, but it’s mainly a buff to my mana pool and regen.”

“You have a fourth passive open,” said Varrin. “You may be best served by choosing something that helps you fight more effectively on your own.”

“My active skills are focused on utility, and one’s a buff I can’t use on myself. I only have 2 direct offensive skills, Oblivion Orb and Explosion!. Explosion! has a massive cooldown, and I couldn’t land an effective Oblivion Orb on Tavio. I clipped him with one, but it hardly hurt him. His Dimensional resistance is probably huge, especially with how high his Fortitude had to be.”

“What about Homing Weapon?” asked Xim.

“That’s mostly a delivery vehicle for Oblivion Orb. My throwing hammers can wreck low-level shit without being buffed by the spell, but at the end of the day, my Strength and Blunt aren’t high enough to be a threat to anything with serious Physical resistance. That’s doubly true for my melee hammer attacks, which I can’t even make right now because my fucking warhammer got destroyed.”

“He broke your hammer?” said Xim. “Lito gave you that hammer. It was a really sweet moment.”

“Pivot,” said Varrin. “You can walk off the damage from a high-Strength Delver punching you halfway across a village. You’re durable enough. You also have the Shields and Heavy Armor intrinsics, which will continue to grow your defenses. You can start spending more stats on Intelligence.”

“That all makes sense,” I said. “But, and hear me out…” I spread my hands in the air before me. “Fortitude.”

“I think you have an addiction, Arlo,” said Xim.

“The next evolution’s at 70! That’s just four Platinum Delves away! I’ll be untouchable!”

“And your attacks will fall like heavy leaves upon the backs of your foes,” she said with an air of sagely wisdom.

“An effective tank doesn’t only take hits,” said Varrin. “They still need to be deadly, and we’re reaching the point where your head-start won’t keep up with your aggressive investment in Fortitude.”

“It was good while it lasted,” I mumbled.

“Cheer up,” said Xim. “What’s dead can’t hurt you. If you think about it, offensive stats are defensive stats.”

“You sound like my old football coach.”

“It’s a traditional military tactic,” said Varrin. “Occupy the enemy with aggressive action, and they won’t be able to mount a counterattack.”

“Huh,” I grunted. “I hadn’t thought of it like that.”

“Don’t worry about your hammer, either,” said Xim. “Arbitros wasn’t a good fit for you anyway. It’s designed for a fire user, since it doesn’t melt. Other than that, it’s just a heavy lump of metal with basic magic properties. Besides, dad’s been asking about what he should give you as a tribal greeting.”

“Tribal greeting?”

“Welcome gift,” she said.

“Your dad’s gonna give me a new hammer?”

She placed a hand on her chest and straightened.

“My father, patriarch of the grand Xor’Drel tribe, will allow you the honor of selecting one of our finest artisans to work with in crafting an item of your choice.” She relaxed her posture. “If you want that to be a hammer, then go for it.”

“Will it have some sort of hellish nature?” I asked. “Oh! Will it talk to me and try to convince me to commit grave sins?”

“You already have Grotto and Shog for that,” said Xim. “Besides, living weapons are more hassle than they’re worth.”

“They exist?!”

“I feel like I shouldn’t answer that question,” she said. “You like collecting nightmarish entities a little too much.”

“Hey, that reminds me,” I said. “You were screaming about Gharifon haunting your nightmares when you ran up. What happened to you guys? Where are Etja and Nuralie?”

“They’re still asleep, but safe,” said Varrin. “Gharifon cast some form of illusion that prevented us from hearing the commotion of your fight. We were already sleeping, so none of us noticed your health dropping on the interface. Xim was the one who awoke and alerted me.”

“There was a shadow man in my dreams,” she said. “So I woke myself up and started tearing my room apart. I found that asshole Gharifon out in the hall muttering to himself.”

“Are shadow man dreams unusual for you?” I asked. “And you can just… wake yourself up whenever you want?”

“It would seem that Xim has never had a nightmare at all,” said Varrin.

“What?” I said. “No nightmares?”

“It’s impossible,” said Xim. “When I dream, I connect to a realm created by Sam’lia that’s shared by those who worship her. The only way something stressful could happen is if there’s magic interfering.”

“What if Sam’lia wanted to give you a vision or something?”

“She’s pretty gentle,” said Xim. “To her worshipers, that is. She’s vicious toward her enemies. When she wants me to know something, it’s usually a relaxing experience.”

“That’s pretty cool,” I said. “Also, what was the deal with Gharifon when you cast Judgment on him? Tavio as well. The spell did weird things.”

“Weird?” said Xim. “Tavio took normal fire damage since Sam’lia didn’t find anything worthy of judging him for.” She frowned. “Normal fire doesn’t do nearly as much damage.”

“It’s the same thing that happened to you, Arlo,” said Varrin. “When Xim cast Judgment on you and the mimic, the mimic burned red, and you burned like any normal man on fire.”

“Seen a lot of normal men on fire?” Xim asked. Varrin shrugged.

“Really?” I said. “I just knew burning and fire. I wasn’t paying attention to the color. But Gharifon burned crimson. Sam’lia thought that the guy who was kicking my ass wasn’t worth judging, but the guy who showed up, apologized, and was generally very polite, he was worth judging?”

“Must be,” Xim said. “It’s not like I get a report when I cast the spell.”

“Could you ask her about it?”

“You want me to? You’ve never cared why something was being judged before.”

“That’s true,” I admitted. “There was this thing with Gharifon’s eyes, though.”

“What do you mean?” she asked.

“While he was burning, his eyes were endless pits. It was almost like looking at Orexis, but instead of feeling like he wanted to gobble me up, it was like he became the only other person in the universe for a second.”

Both Xim and Varrin tensed.

“Could you… be more specific?” asked Varrin.

“Not really,” I said. “It was just a glimpse, and when he dispelled the fire, it was gone. I’m curious if Sam’lia can give us any insight into it.”

Xim stepped up to me and placed a hand on my arm.

“Arlo, I know you aren’t the religious type. You’ve told me that plenty of times. But I didn’t see anything like what you’re talking about. Seeing things that others don’t is part of The Eye’s revelation. If you caught a glimpse of Orexis or something similar in the Dark Mother’s holy flames, then you should be the one to ask her about it. If that’s not a sign that she wants to talk, then I don’t know what is.”

I considered Xim’s words. It was true that I wasn’t a religious guy, not since I had a falling out with my Baptist upbringing as a young teenager. I didn’t have any problem with the concept of religion, but I did have strong feelings about the way some people wielded it as a weapon to get what they wanted, or when the beliefs themselves involved oppressive ideologies. Shitty people did shitty things with the tools in front of them, whether or not the tools themselves were good, bad, or anything in between.

I’d also never resonated with any religious belief structure I’d encountered. Miracles, visions, apocryphal tales of supernatural events. I didn’t buy most of it, so I’d just tried to live my life as a good enough person and stopped thinking about it.

Religion in Arzia was a different animal. I didn’t need to have faith—I’d met these so-called deities. I was Fortune’s lockpick, Orexis’s chew toy, and Sam’lia’s adopted son. The gods of Arzia were very different from the concept of “God” that I’d been raised believing in, but they still resonated with the way gods were viewed in Earth antiquity.

Still, the idea of praying to something made me feel icky. I couldn’t explain it.

“What if you talked with her about it?” I said.

Xim let go of my arm and looked irritated.

“I commune with Sam’lia every week. The evocations have never involved Orexis, much less Gharifon. This sign isn’t for me—it’s for you.”

I groaned and rubbed my eyes.

“Fine. If I wanted to ask Sam’lia about it myself, how would I do that?”

“If you want to have a real chat,” she said, “not just send her your regards and ask forgiveness for being a turd toward her, then we’ll need to go to the Third Layer.”

“Oh? How come?”

“Sam’lia doesn’t reside in the First Layer,” she said. “She’s blind to it in some ways, since The Eye only beholds the Third. Without a strong connection like the one I’ve cultivated, you’ll have to be in closer proximity to her to get anything concrete.”

“I see.” I stretched my arms and let out a yawn. The adrenaline of the fight was wearing off, and my fatigue was asserting itself. “So, we need to go to the Third Layer for my orientation, to get myself a new and more badass hammer, and so I can ask Sam’lia some questions about Gharifon and Orexis.”

Varrin leaned in.

“It might also be good to ask her about the System phase rollout as well,” he said.

“You think so? Would she have any insight into that?”

“She’s a goddess, Arlo,” said Xim. “She’s existed since time immemorial. If these phases are something that’s been going on for eons, she’d know about it. Better than any mortal would.”

“Say no more. I need no further convincing. We were all planning on taking a break from Delving once we hit Level 6, so I suppose that Xim and I will spend our time sojourning in the Third Layer. What about you, Varrin?”

“I’ll look into Tavio and Gharifon while doing my own research into the phase rollouts. I’ll also keep my ear to the ground for anything concerning Orexis and focus on training in between.”

“Doesn’t sound like much of a vacation,” I said.

“I like what I do,” was his only response.

“I reckon that Nuralie and Etja want to travel the countryside like they’ve been talking about, and⁠—”

[And I will join you on your visit to the Third Layer,] came Grotto’s voice in our minds. [Drel’gethed is a powerful individual with whom you must further ingratiate yourself. It will be important that my presence be known, such that we both might impress upon him our talents.]

“You’re leaving the Closet?”

[Yes. I believe that you will soon know enough about the rollout that my life is no longer at risk of termination by the System.]

“Wait. That was a possibility? And you were dealing with that on your own without telling anyone?”

[Indeed.]

“Grotto, you can talk to us, man. If you need space because of some System-derived bullshit, you can always ask.”

There was a beat of pause before Grotto replied.

[There were other considerations. To even mention it would be…] Another few seconds of mental silence passed. [Very well, I understand.]

“I’m glad. If you want to talk about it during our trip, I’m here to listen.”

[I will be sure to enlighten you beyond the bounds of comprehension of which your fleshy confines are capable.]


Chapter 16



Traveler’s Amulet

This is an evolving item.

Current Level: Crumb-Cruncher

Effects:

1) It’s Stylish

2) Soul-Sight

Make “Soul-Sight” your own to unlock this amulet’s next effect.

“It’s a pretty necklace,” said Xim. “But I don’t think it’s pretty enough for you to stare at it as much as you do.”

I held the amulet in my palm, gazing idly into its glittering black gem. The chain was a dark metal that I’d come to recognize as the material many of the Delves were constructed from, and it was speckled with red and silver flakes. The red, I theorized, was from ruby chips, and the gem at its center reminded me of the void sphere Grotto and I had drained, but without the massive mana charge. I wasn’t sure about the silver, though. Could be some other Delve-related material, or it might just be plain old silver.

“It’s just…” I said. “It’s fuckin’… a fucking fuck, ya know?”

“Eloquent,” Xim replied.

We sat in a small clearing in the woods a few miles west of Ravvenblaq’s main manor. It was the geographic equivalent to where Xim’s tribe resided within the Third Layer, and the cleric was preparing to transition us over. Unlike Drel, who could invoke The Eye in moments, Xim required some ritual preparation. She’d just finished inscribing a large rune into the dirt with liberal amounts of black ink and was presently sprinkling it with what looked like dried flakes of blood. I didn’t ask what half of the materials she was using were because I didn’t want to know.

“Maybe the whole thing’s a joke,” I said. “I can just imagine Fortune laughing his giant ass off at the idea of me agonizing over how to get this thing to move on to the third effect.”

“Maybe it is,” said Xim, finishing her sprinkling with a flourish and dusting her hands off. “Or maybe you haven’t made Soul-Sight your own yet.”

“What does that even mean, though?”

“It is related to your divine gifts,” she said. “Maybe Sam’lia can jostle something loose.”

“Do you think she and Fortune are in on it together?”

“I don’t think anything,” she said, pulling out her scepter and giving it a twirl. “I stopped thinking about that amulet a long time ago. Ready?”

“Yeah,” I said, standing up and clapping some of the dirt from my pants. I was back in my feather boa, leather vest, and exposed manly chest combo. If I was going on vacation, I was going to do it in comfort and with style. “What do you think about Siphon?”

“Etja’s gravity spell?” she said as she raised her scepter to the air. It began to glow with crimson light. “What about it?”

“My two biggest problems with Tavio were that he catapulted me all over the place, and then he dodged everything I threw at him.”

The sun in the sky above began to dim, growing ever smaller until it was a modest orb. The radiant sphere floated down from on high and settled at the tip of Xim’s scepter. In the sky above, a massive blood-red eye opened.

“I thought you were trying to figure out how to do more damage,” she said.

We both stared up at The Eye as it branched out into an all-encompassing nautilus spiral, copying itself ten thousand times over until it dominated the entire expanse overhead.

“I can spam Oblivion Orb,” I said. “I just have to hit him with it. Siphon is a Mystical spell, so I can pick it up, and it could let me lock people down. I might also be able to make myself heavier with it to keep from getting…”

The trees around us began to melt, and I trailed off. I’d seen a lot of stuff since coming to Arzia, but the transition to the Third was one of the most impressive. As the flora around us deteriorated into shimmering puddles, they revealed a wall of black spires that jutted from the ground. Runes lit up along the spires, and a wave of multi-colored mana coursed over the pair of us. A shiver ran through my body.

“It’s a useful spell,” said Xim as the spires began to descend into the earth with a rumble, “but it takes a lot of mana to get it strong enough to use offensively. Etja mostly uses it for utility and zoning.”

When the spires no longer blocked our view, the Xor’Drel lands were revealed to me.

The soil, like so many things dealing with the Third Layer, was red. Not Martian rust-‘n’-dust red, but the deep red of a devil’s food cake, with all the moist and springy goodness that came along with it. It was soft beneath my boots, and the air was filled with the scent of pleasant sweetness.

From the ground grew elaborately twisting bushes, their stems the color of tar, their leaves a dark violet, and with flowering blooms that shifted and moved in the air. The flowers varied in color from orange to blue, and minute glittering particles drifted up and away from their petals.

Rising up amidst the bushes were trees with curling branches, covered in bronze fronds that clinked and chimed in the light breeze. More of the dark spires were set into a regular pattern that followed along the dirt trail before us, their lengths thrumming with energy. The sigils upon them oriented themselves toward us, as though watching.

Further down the path, I could make out a few structures that I thought might be huts or houses, but each one was in a different style. One looked to be made of clay and straw, while another was constructed from gray stone with a tile roof. A third was made of some dark substance that soaked in the light, creating an omnipresent shadow all around it.

A man walked out from within the umbral building, his skin the same rosy shade as Xim’s, and he looked up the path toward us. He raised a hand in greeting, and I raised mine in return. Xim waved at him enthusiastically. Then his body flickered, distorted, and he tore away through space like his physics engine had been designed by Todd Howard.

I let out a startled grunt, and Xim turned back to me with a broad grin.

“Get used to that one,” she said. “It’s the best way to get around.” I nodded, uncertain what to make of the sight, then returned to ogling the scenery. My eyes drifted up and over what was immediately in front of me.

The horizon was ruled by a tree the size of a skyrise apartment complex.

Its limbs curled and meandered like the smaller plants around me, covered in great thorns and littered with dozens of the stylistically diverse houses like the ones lining the path. There were countless windows set into the trunk at irregular intervals, and even a few doors that looked like they would deliver anyone traversing them to a 300-foot plummet. Colorful cloth banners, chimes, and lanterns were strung up in many places, each of which must have been the size of a horse for me to make them out so clearly from this distance.

“Is that… the Irgriana tree?” I asked. Xim’s smile grew even broader, and she nodded.

“You got it,” she said, then began skipping down the trail.

I hurried to follow after her, but she covered more ground than made sense for the strides she was taking. After a couple of skips, she paused and turned around, already a hundred feet ahead. She kept smiling like someone had just gifted her a bag full of her deepest wishes the entire time I trotted up to meet her.

“I should probably bind you,” she said.

“I didn’t know we had that kind of relationship,” I said, and she rolled her eyes.

“Until you get used to things here, travel will be confusing. The thing to remember is that, while the landscape and houses are all firmly rooted in the group consciousness, a person’s precise location is not.”

“Oh yeah,” I said. “These words communicate concepts and ideas that make sense to me.”

“The Third Layer is a realm of mind and dream,” she said. “The world is as we decide for it to be. Areas with a lot of people are more concrete, because reality bends toward consensus.” She pointed to the horizon. “For example, everyone knows that the Irgriana tree is at the center of the village, and so it is.” She pointed between us. “But you and I don’t have a fixed location within the tribe’s mind.”

“Okay, I think I follow that some. How does that affect travel?”

“We can shape the world in limited ways,” she said. “Like we did when everyone Layer-walked while traveling to the Calvani Caverns. So long as there is no will opposing us, we can imagine all sorts of things into existence. In Xor’Drel, the opposing will is the tribal consensus.”

“You’ve mentioned creating ‘easy visuals’ and stuff before, but you’re saying that people can make things appear out of thin air? Not just illusions?”

“It’s not always easy, or simple,” she said, “but yeah. When it comes to moving around the village, we’re able to be where we want to be, since no one is thinking too hard about where we ought to be. The tribal mind will stop us from teleporting or anything like that, but we can still move pretty quick.”

“But if everyone got together and agreed that we were both, say, in the tavern…”

“Then we’d have to walk out of the tavern normally.”

“We wouldn’t be trapped there?”

“That would take a pretty strong belief,” she said. “People have legs. They walk places. Everyone would have to agree that wasn’t true, at least for us. It would be easier to tie us up and believe that the ropes are very, very strong.”

“What if someone like a high-Charisma Delver came to the village and started to convince everyone that there was a bomb somewhere?”

“No one wants there to be a bomb,” she replied easily. “So the group consciousness would stop that first person from making one. Fear of something potentially existing also isn’t enough to make something manifest.”

“Could someone bring a real bomb in, though?”

“Sure, I guess,” she answered. “Things from the First Layer have a certain amount of durability here. People aren’t going to be able to wish away your feather boa, for example. If one of the things you brought with you was a bomb, then you’d still have it. But that’s part of what the pillars we just passed are for.”

“Like a security screening?”

“Yes. It would create a barrier and alert my parents or someone else if you were carrying something that destructive.” She paused and thought for a moment. “In fact, you wouldn’t have been able to enter without me being here. Your Delver levels make you count as a powerful weapon.”

“I’m flattered. Good to know there are some safety rails, though. What if someone manifested something destructive outside of your territory, imagined it to be invisible to everyone but themselves, then tried to bring it in?”

Xim’s face tensed, and I could tell that she was resisting the urge to roll her eyes.

“Nothing within the village is undetectable unless the village wishes it to be so.”

“Your tribe would override the individual?”

“Yes.”

“What if it was a whole group of people? An army?”

“Then there would be an army marching on our village, and all the rules go out the window.” She tilted her head to one side. “Just like what would happen if an army marched on a city in the First. Our defenses would be tested. They aren’t infallible. Any more questions?”

“Right. What does ‘binding’ me do?”

“It tethers you to my beliefs. When I travel, you’ll travel with me. That sort of thing.”

“But it doesn’t make me your bonded servant or anything?”

She gave me a mischievous look.

“Only if you want it to.”

“That’s all right. I’ll stick with ‘fast-travel only,’ please.”

She looked at me with exaggerated disappointment, then pulled a leather pouch from her inventory.

“Brand or blood?” she asked.

“I don’t bleed.”

“You still have blood, though,” she said. “It just likes to stay where it belongs.”

“Okay, which one’s more fun?”

“Fun for me, or fun for you?” she asked.

I gave her a flat stare.

“Brand it is, then,” she said and opened the pouch to pull out a small iron rod with a flat end. She summoned some divine fire and began roasting the tip, then gestured at my arm. “Your wrist, if you don’t mind.”

I looked warily at the literal brand she was heating, then held out my arm, gritting my teeth at what was about to happen. She pressed the end of the iron rod to my skin, and… it tingled. There was no sharp burn or delayed onset of icy pain, only a slight buzzing sensation. When she pulled the brand back, there was a small crest burned into my skin.

“How long does this last?” I said, looking over the simple linework. It sort of looked like a hyena with wings.

“Until you decide you don’t want it.”

“Oh? That simple?”

“Welcome to the Third Layer,” she said in reply, then turned back to the path. “Now, try not to pass out!”

Xim once again began skipping, and the world blurred past. I didn’t even have to move my feet. When I tried to take a step, in fact, I didn’t go anywhere. Each hop from Xim sent a massive stretch of the path zipping past us, and the plants and houses that flew by looked more like impressions than real things.

Huts became expressionist paintings—the bushes, blotches of watercolor. When Xim’s skip landed, the world reasserted itself as a well-defined, three-dimensional space full of concrete structures, but her next prance would send it all back into vagary. It was jarring, but mesmerizing, and for the first time in a while I began to question whether any of this was really happening to me.

In a matter of seconds, we were at the base of the Irgriana tree, which had been more than a mile distant moments before. Standing at the base of the tree were Xim’s parents, Xorna and Drel’gethed.

Xim ran forward and leapt into Xorna’s arms. The ruby-skinned woman swept the cleric up and off her feet, onyx horns glinting in the day’s scarlet “eye”-light. Drel drifted over and gave me a Hiwardian bow, which was made a bit awkward given his shifting, gaseous lower half. I returned the gesture to the man with skin like a star-speckled midnight sky, and he stared deep into me with purple irises.

“It has been too long, Esquire Arlo,” Drel said, voice like a whispered sonnet.

“I regret we couldn’t have come sooner,” I said. “It’s been a busy year.”

“I see that it has,” said Drel, gaze drifting up to my level indicator. “To think it has been only a year. You both grow powerful in such little time. I will need to contemplate Xim overtaking me much sooner than I expected.

“I suspect that’s the dream of many parents,” I said. “That their kids do better than they did.”

“‘Better’ may be too humble a word, Esquire Arlo. Xorna and I spent five years reaching Level 6.” He drifted a bit closer, waving his nose through the air just above me. “Your scent is much richer than Level 6 should be,” he said.

It was then, for the first time, that I considered Drel might have a revelation of The Nose.

“I’m sure Xim is excited to tell you all about our training,” I said, doing my best not to take a step back from the floating man in my personal bubble.

Xim ran over and gave her father a hug, though less exuberant than the one she’d given her mother. Xorna, now free of her daughter, walked up and wrapped her arms tight around my ribs, lifting me off the ground as well.

“It’s good to see you, Arlo,” she said in a polite, reserved tone that was wholly divorced from the enthusiasm of her hug. I hesitantly patted her on the back, worried that if I let any air escape my lungs, it would never be allowed to return.

“You too,” I rasped.

She set me down and gave me a grin, her resemblance to Xim uncanny in that moment.

“We’ve made dinner,” she said. “I selected several dishes that I am excited to watch you try.”

“I’m sure they’ll be delicious,” I said.

“Hmm? Oh, yes, I suppose.” I wasn’t sure what to make of that.

“Where is your bonded familiar, Esquire Arlo?” said Drel. “I am eager to speak with him once more.”

“Of course. He’s in the Closet. I’m interested to see if it opens from here. Er, probably should have checked before we came.”

I focused on opening the Closet, mana shaping it to speed things along. The portal opened like normal, which I was very glad to see, and a little man in gray robes floated out of it, looking over us all with dark, imperious eyes.

“Yes,” he said in a voice I’d only ever heard inside my head, “I find that this realm suits me quite well.”


Chapter 17



“Grotto?” I said, looking over the small dude.

He was three feet tall, although his robes dangled down to cover his feet, so he may have been shorter. He was bald and bare-faced, looking like some kind of religious monk with beliefs that ran antithetical to hair growth, with deeply tanned skin. He held his hands behind his back, chest puffed up proudly, and he managed to look down upon us all from where he hovered.

“Yes?” he said.

“You’re not a mini-c’thon.”

Grotto raised an eyebrow and floated closer to me, peering at my face.

“And the three nose hairs that grow to excessive length out of your left nostril are no longer present, either. It would seem that this layer allows one to assert their own self-image upon their chassis.”

“This is how you see yourself?” I said, rubbing at my nose. I’d have to check on that when we got back. “Your ‘self-image’ is a diminutive bald guy in robes?”

“My personality matrix was forged from my predecessor, as you may recall. From my perspective, I lived my entire life as the man you see before you prior to being assigned a Delve. I have had no need for mirrors within my facilities, so there has been nothing to amend that perception.”

As Grotto spoke, he brought a hand around to gesticulate, and a feathered c’thonic feeler sprouted from beneath the loose sleeve. I pointed at it, and he followed my gesture, then paused.

“I suppose that since adopting the form of Ihbriobrixilas, these limbs have been in my field of vision quite often.”

He brought his other arm around, which was also a waggling tentacle, then looked down as several more sprouted from the hem of his robes.

“You look like you’re about to be summoned to form some dark pact with unwitting primates,” I said. “Dooming them to an eternity of mishap because you misinterpreted their simple wishes.”

“I have not done that in some time,” he replied, then spun in the air, feelers flailing. I couldn’t tell if he was joking. “This is unsatisfactory. If I am to be a man, I require arms. If I am to be a c’thon, then these ribs will be an impediment.”

I watched in awe as his body began to twist and reshape itself. For a moment he became the rune-covered orb that was normally hidden beneath his c’thon disguise, which made me suspicious of his claim of having no mirrors. Then the limbs and feathers sprouted anew, and he was back to being a downy little octo.

He looked over his appendages, then stared at them intently. They began to elongate, and the gray robes reappeared to cover him from just below his big black eyes. Two tentacles sprouted from the sleeves, and small hands formed at their ends. Once finished, he looked like a dark wizard who had been the victim of a tragic polymorph backfire and was somehow even cuter than he had been before. Except for the hands. The hands were creepy as shit.

[That should suffice,] he thought to us. [There are many advantages to phalanges. I shall make use of them while I am here.]

“You can’t magic yourself some fingers in the First Layer?”

[I have no desire to modify my usual form into a horrid amalgamation such as Shog has done. I also doubt that many would be fooled by my disguise if I were to take such liberties.]

“Fair enough,” I said, trying to avoid looking at the child-like hands he now possessed. I turned to the trio of Third Layer residents. “Is this… normal?”

“Nothing’s normal with Grotto,” said Xim.

“It is impressive,” Drel said, looking at Grotto. “You have already learned to amend the belief in your concept. It is a skill that might take years to learn and never be mastered.”

[Thank you for your kind words, Patriarch Drel’gethed.] I was briefly taken aback by Grotto’s expression of gratitude. [You will find that I am equally superior in many other areas. The bounds of my talents are as wide as the cosmos, and likewise ever expanding.] Okay, that sounded more like Grotto.

Xorna tittered at the Delve Core’s comments.

“His sense of identity is surprisingly malleable,” she said. “I think he’ll fit in well.”

“Can anyone do this?” I asked. “Is that how…” I gestured at Drel’s shade-like body. Xim’s father looked down at himself, then back to me.

“To what do you refer?” he said.

“I, uh, never mind.”

Xim gave her father a playful shove.

“Dad’s messing with you,” she said, and I spotted a small grin on Drel’s speckled face.

“My body has many adaptations,” he said. “They come from different sources. Some are from reshaping my identity, as Grotto has done. Others are from Sam’lia’s gifts, like your eyes, Arlo. Yet more have come from the System’s guidance.”

I considered the changes that I had undergone in my brief time as a Delver. I’d made a series of small modifications to my body during Creation, and my black sclera and cosmic-green irises came from The Eye. It had only been a year, so I could imagine that undergoing decades of compounding modifications might result in an appearance that was wholly distinct from where I’d started. Especially if I were to begin trying to “reshape” my identity.

Maybe I could get an extra pair of eyes on my back…

“Don’t get any ideas,” said Xim, watching my gears turn. “Messing around with your sense of self is as dangerous as it is complicated. It’s something that most denizens never attempt.”

“Drel is braver than most,” said Xorna, sidling up next to her husband and taking his hand. “I’d worry that my brain would fall out of my head if I tried to make myself a lady of the shadows.”

“I’ll put that idea on hold, then,” I said.

Xim hopped into the center of the group.

“Now that we’ve had our hellos, let’s eat!”
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The food took me on an emotional journey, and I don’t mean that in a hyperbolic “chef’s kiss” kind of way. I mean that the cuisine was prepared by a man who’d made it his business to impart specific emotional states into the dishes themselves.

There were loaded mushrooms that evoked comfort and ease, followed by a roast that inspired confidence, with a side of saucy vegetables engendering harmony. For dessert, we had a caramelized pudding that reminded me of crème brûlée and which encouraged a sensation of wellness and belonging, as though I were exactly where I was meant to be.

Each of the foods came with a status indicator, and I was offered the option of resisting the effects using my Wisdom, but I decided to give the Third Layer spread an honest first try. Overall, it was the best meal I’d ever had, which had less to do with how tasty it was and more so with how I felt afterward.

Despite buying a residence in Foundation, I’d spent most of the year in Ravvenblaq or on the road, falling into the wandering adventurer lifestyle I’d wanted to avoid, at least in part. If anything, the penthouse I’d set up in my Closet was what I considered my primary residence, but it was hard to think of it as stable and stationary. After lunch with the Xor’Drels, I felt my mind and body invite me to relax, settle in, and drop the sense of constant vigilance I’d been keeping up ever since arriving in Arzia.

After eating, I was given a tour of the Irgriana tree, which housed about a third of the tribe’s population. A series of spiraling tunnels wrapped around the trunk, their walls knotted and curved, looking as though they’d grown there naturally. The many windows I’d seen from a distance were floor-to-ceiling arches that bathed the tunnels in light from outside. We took our time moving about, foregoing the rapid dream-step travel that Xim had used and allowing me to orient myself and take in the tree’s layout.

I absorbed the relative positions of everything rapidly. My Level 20 Intelligence Evolution was called Coordinated Thinker, which gave me a significant boost in my ability to understand a range of spatial and dimensional concepts. That included spatial relationships, so it was easy for me to memorize where everything was even as the tunnels meandered through elevation and depth within the tree.

Coordinated Thinker: Your Intelligence score is considered doubled for comprehending spatial and dimensional concepts. This ranges from mundane topics such as easily estimating distance, the volume of a room, or the spatial relationships between objects, all the way up to sexier things like developing novel methods of interdimensional travel.

Whenever you activate a skill that targets a point in space within a number of feet equal to your INT * 10, you do not need to have a line of sight to that point, even if the skill would normally require it.

WARNING: Unguided teleportation may result in significant bodily harm up to and including death. Always observe the Instant Transmission safety guidelines.

I was introduced to everyone we passed, each of whom treated the Xor’Drels with respect, but it was informal. The reigning couple seemed closer to well-loved governors than monarchs or nobles, although I kept their station in mind as we interacted with the people. I saw no other Delvers but was assured that the tribe had a handful more. The Creation slots assigned to the Third Layer rotated between the major tribes, so the Xor’Drels were represented every five to seven years, and when they participated, they were allowed to send only a single individual.

Even without many Delvers, the tribe was awash in magic, from constructs like the spires I’d seen on the way in to the mana-rich plants that grew in plethora around the buildings. The houses along the branches of the Irgriana tree had terraced gardens where a variety of alchemical fruits and herbs were cultivated, illuminated by mana lamps that let off a sparkling vapor.

Despite being called a hell layer, the Xor’Drel region was closer to a botanical garden, albeit one that looked like it could be the backdrop for an operatic-metal music video. It was mystic and alive, the colors a vivid contrast between dark roots and bark and vibrant flowers and decor, all set between the crimson planes of the ruby soil below and the ever-watching Eye above.

It wasn’t even hot. It was quite pleasant, in fact. And not a single tortured soul in sight.

By the time we’d finished our tour of the tree, the light of the Eye had dimmed, and it was nearing time to retire for the evening. We discussed plans for the next day and decided that it would see me commune with Sam’lia at dawn. The Xor’Drels were adamant that Her guidance should lay the groundwork for how I spent my time in the layer, and I tried to hide my reluctance as I agreed. The idea of speaking with the deity made me anxious, not because I was afraid of her—well, that’s not true, she was a fucking god, so the idea of being smote was always a possibility—but mainly because I was afraid of what she wanted from me. What if it was something that I wasn’t willing to give?

I bid the others good night and went to sleep on a bed made of the very concept of comfy.
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The next morning, I stood before a squat stone building nestled into the limbs of the Irgriana tree. It was built in the center of the canopy and had required a decent climb to reach, which had been a good way to warm up after the best night of sleep I’d had in a year. Its exterior was plain and unadorned, lacking even the colorful cloth and hanging ornamentation that the rest of the village sported. I was very curious about what was inside. Xim, however, was not ready to discuss the building.

“Listen,” she said, “if my parents say anything about someone named Cul’gute, don’t engage.”

“Okay?” I said. “Who’s Cul’gute?”

“He’s a member of the tribe that they’re trying to set me up with. They already brought it up once last night, and I’m afraid they might try to get you roped in.”

“Roped in? How?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “Maybe like asking you to talk to me about the importance of making space for romance instead of focusing on Delving all the time.”

“Ah, I see. Big Bro Party Leader delivering life wisdom. Yeah, I’d be the worst person to give that talk. All I can think about is Delving and skills and levels.”

“Right? Listen, I’m not trying to die alone, but there’s no way that I could get involved in anything serious right now. Cul’gute is a great guy, but I don’t have the time or energy to focus on a relationship.”

“That makes sense,” I said. “I’m in that same boat.”

“I mean, I’m not against something casual.”

“Humans and the human-ish have needs.”

“But that’s not what he’s after. It wouldn’t be fair to him to lead him on, which is what it feels like my parents are doing.”

“That’s an… interesting way to think about that with your parents and all, but sure. Casual can get messy, though. Even if you’re clear from the outset, people can still develop strong emotions. In my limited experience, I’ve found that it’s best not to dabble too close to home, so I think that’s a good instinct with Cul’gute.”

“Yeah, definitely no one from the tribe,” she said.

“I draw the line somewhere outside the main friend group,” I said. “Don’t know if that would extend to an entire tribe. Do you know everyone in the tribe that well?”

“It’s not that big compared to a city like Foundation, and I grew up here. Everyone knows everyone.” She looked thoughtful for a moment. “You don’t know anyone here yet, though, so that’s not a problem for you. I know a few people I could set you up with.”

“I wouldn’t say no to a Third Layer fling,” I said. “But let me get my bearings a little better before you start sending me on blind dates.”

“Fair enough.”

“So, now that we’ve had the Cul’gute conversation, ready to tell me what’s inside that building?”

Xim took a deep breath and watched the stone hut for several seconds, clasping her hands together in front of her face.

“Nothing,” she said, suddenly speaking with quiet reverence. “It is known that there is nothing inside, and so it is empty.”

“Does nothingness have a sacred meaning to Sam’lia?”

“No. I might say the opposite. The purpose of the building being empty is that when you enter, the only things within will be you, Sam’lia, and whatever you’ve brought with you.”

“Was I… supposed to bring something in particular? Like a gift?”

Xim smirked.

“It wouldn’t have been a bad idea, but it’s not expected.”

“I could give her some poison essences.”

“That wouldn’t mean much,” she said.

“Why not? They’re worth a heap of notes.”

“It’s less to do with what the item is worth to society, as much as what it’s worth to you, or the effort you spent acquiring it for Sam’lia. You’ve still got hundreds of essences, so they’re not that valuable.”

“That’s not true,” I said. “I value them at exactly 32 golden notes a piece, as per my contract with Seinnador.”

“Uh-huh,” she said, which meant she wasn’t interested in a debate. “Unless you’ve got something you’ve prepared yourself, it’s probably better not to offer anything.”

“Like a handmade card?”

Xim nodded. “She likes those.”

“Oh. I could make one. We could come back later.”

“Just get inside!” she said, giving me a shooing motion.

“What about Grotto?” I asked. “He said he wanted to come.”

“If Grotto wants to go in, he can go in on his own after you’re done.” She placed a hand on her chin and considered. “I wonder if she’d be willing to talk to Grotto.”

I took a deep breath, then walked toward the building. The door was simple, with only a handle. Not even a knob or latch to keep it shut. I pulled it open and peered into the interior. It was dark inside, impenetrable even with my Sight.

“Call her Lady Sam’lia!” Xim shouted after me. “Or Dark Mother! Or say ‘My goddess’! ‘Divine One’ works as well!”

I steeled my nerves and stepped across the threshold, then pulled the door closed behind me.

The room was utterly black for a moment, but a gentle light began to fill the space like someone was slowly pushing up a dimmer switch. When the light rose enough to see again, I found myself in a well-appointed sitting room.

The colors and vibe matched the rest of the village, from the dark and winding roots that served as the body of the chandelier on the ceiling, to the luxuriously polished wood counter on the bar in the corner. There were two overstuffed armchairs of the deepest shade of brown set before a small fireplace, which crackled with a fire that burned blue.

In one of the chairs was a woman in her early forties, looking every bit like your middle-school best friend’s mom. She wore a royal blue dress, loose and comfortable, with a few subtle pieces of jewelry that looked like they were made of ivory, or possibly bone. Her eyes and hair were blood red, and she smiled when I caught sight of her.

“Hello, Arlo,” she said cheerfully. “It’s wonderful to meet you in the flesh.”


Chapter 18



“Lady Sam’lia,” I said, giving the goddess a bow.

“No need to be too formal,” she said, then gestured to the chair beside her. “Please, sit.”

I walked forward and lowered myself into the chair. There was a knot of anxiety building in my gut that prevented me from appreciating how disgustingly comfortable it was. I wasn’t sure what I’d been expecting Sam’lia to look like; maybe a disembodied presence, a giant floating brain, or an incomprehensible cosmic void. A relaxed soccer mom hadn’t made the list of things I was prepared to see.

It was nice that she appeared like someone that I could have a “normal” conversation with, but on the other hand, it made the situation more real. I didn’t think that I would have had much of a problem with the discussion growing contentious if the entity with whom I was speaking was monstrous.

As it was, the woman before me looked kind and non-threatening. Her appearance touched on an ingrained social instinct that made me want us to get along. Not that I hadn’t wanted us to be amicable before, but now if we didn’t, I’d feel kind of bad for letting this nice-looking lady down. Maybe she’d planned for that, or maybe I was overthinking it.

“How are you doing?” she asked, breaking me out of my mental spiral.

I started to answer with a stock reply but paused to think it over. I saw no reason to be anything less than honest with Sam’lia. She’d already seen everything I’d ever done in my life twice. Once when the Eye peered into me while I layer-walked the year before, and again when Xim hit me with Judgment.

“I think there are several answers to that question,” I said.

“I’d be disappointed if there weren’t,” she replied with a smile.

She reached down and picked up a crystal decanter from a side table between us, which I hadn't noticed before. It was filled with a golden liquid. She poured a measure into one of two crystal tumblers. She held it up in inquiry.

“Honestly,” I said, “I’ve been trying to avoid the harder stuff as much as possible in this life.”

Her smile grew mischievous, and she leaned in a little.

“It’s apple juice,” she half-whispered, as though it were a secret.

“Apple juice? As in, Earth apples?”

“As best as I could make them from your memories.” She took the liberty of filling the second glass nearly to the brim, then picked it up and handed it to me. I took it gingerly so as not to spill and took a tentative sip. It was chill, but not too chill, as though it had been left to rest outside on a crisp autumn day. It was also damn good. I savored it, then took a deeper swallow.

“That’s the second-best apple juice I've ever had,” I said.

“Second?” said Sam’lia. “What was the first?”

“My nan had an orchard. Nothing quite like homemade, no offense.”

She waved a hand.

“None taken. If I were second-best at everything I tried for the first time, I think I’d be doing pretty well. Besides, sentiment and nostalgia aren’t something you can grow in apples.”

“Can’t you, though? Here in the Third Layer?”

She pointed at me with the hand that held her glass.

“Now that’s a question with many answers,” she said. “You first. How are you?”

I sat back in the chair, feeling the knot inside me starting to loosen a little.

“I’m stressed,” I said. “Among other things.”

“How so?”

I gave her a careful look, trying to decide if she was playing the part of concerned relative, close friend, or therapist.

“I’ve been in Arzia a little over a year now, and I’m starting to get a rhythm, but I still feel… alien. Maybe ‘isolated’ is a better word for it.”

“Is it so different from Earth?” she asked.

I shrugged.

“That depends on how you look at it. There are people and social structures that I understand. The cultures are different, but they make sense. It’s not as though I landed on a planet full of unrelatable squid people, but it’s still enough to take some time and effort fitting in.”

“Is that what you want?” she asked. “To fit in?”

“Sure,” I said. “I’m not going to pretend like I’m some special edge case who’s unaffected by feeling like an outcast. I don’t need to fit the world like a glove, but I’d like my glove to have the right number of fingers, if that makes sense. I have no problem pushing back against things I think are wrong or being disliked by people who support abhorrent ideologies, but when it comes to regular, everyday people, I like to know I can have a conversation. That I can relate, and they don’t think of me as some outsider to be avoided or afraid of.”

“And you don’t think that you can do that.”

“Not really,” I said. “When I first came here, the thing that created this sense of separation was my lack of knowledge about the world. That was something I could fix. I couldn’t pretend like I was a lifelong resident, but I could read up and talk to people enough to sound like a competent foreigner. But now, the thing that separates me is that I’m constantly migrating away from many of the things that make a person a person.

“Compared to the majority of people on this planet, I’m superhumanly strong, agile, quick, and—at the risk of sounding immodest—attractive. I can get thrown through entire buildings without breaking a bone, and I don’t even bruise or bleed anymore. I lost two teeth a week ago, and they grew back in an hour.

“I see things others can’t: threads of mana, specters, people’s souls. Not to mention the amount of violence I’ve participated in this last year is more than any 10 average people will witness in their entire lives.”

“Your allies share this experience with you, don’t they?” she asked.

“That’s true. For most of it. Sure, I’ve got this ever-growing chasm between myself and the ‘mundane’ people, but I can relate to Delvers. However, the problem with relating with other Delvers is two-fold. First, a lot of Delvers are… guarded. Secretive. Each has their own power set and growth, so it can be difficult to find someone that truly shares the experience of how you’re changing. Second, my party members each have their own culture and families, which I don’t share. There are multiple layers of separation I have to cut through to connect with people. Plus, even back on Earth, I was considered to have kind of a big personality. Not everyone’s cup of tea.”

Sam’lia nodded and studied her glass.

“That’s understandable,” she said. “But you have been adopted, Arlo. You may feel isolated, but do you think part of that is your own doing?”

“Oh, yeah. Of course it is. I’ve always had this problem. Arzia just amplifies it. As far as the adoption, I apologize that I haven’t come here sooner. Still, if we’re talking about strange, this place is as far from Earth as anywhere I’ve been so far.”

“No need to apologize to me,” she said. “I’m not here to tell you what to do or how to do it, especially if you have no wish for me to do so. If I were to give a word of advice, however, you might consider embracing the culture that you have been made a part of rather than expecting it to embrace you.”

Sam’lia’s words cut through me, but the idea wasn’t a surprise. I’d always kept a degree of separation between my true emotions and the world at large, which I believed was a reasonable thing to do up to a certain point. I had taken it too far in the past, and maybe it was something I was still doing. I really couldn’t complain about failing to connect with people if I wasn’t making much of an effort.

“Thank you for sharing all of that with me,” Sam’lia said, and it sounded genuine. “I won’t pry any further. As for your question about my world, could one grow nostalgia apples? Perhaps, but I wouldn’t say that the nostalgia grows within the apple, more like it’s being implanted there.”

“How does this place stay stable?” I asked. “If people can just think of something and make it real, I don’t understand how it can function.”

“That portrayal is somewhat simple, but I’ll offer you a simple answer,” she said. “It is because I will it to be so.”

“Ah, you’ve got your hand on the dream rudder.”

“In some places more than others,” she said with a wink. “Now, what can I do for you?”

The shift caught me by surprise.

“Oh,” I said, organizing my thoughts. “I just had some questions.”

“Feel free to ask,” she said. “No promises that you will like my answers, however.”

“Seems like the standard divine wisdom agreement,” I said, which earned me another playful smile. “First, these gifts from The Eye. From… you? I’m not sure how the whole seven-organed thing works, but is there something you expect from me? Some sort of⁠—”

“Payment?” she said, raising an eyebrow.

“Not to sound too transactional, but yeah.”

She looked into the fire for a moment, the blue flame reflected in her crimson eyes.

“No,” she said. “See and Reveal responsibly.” She toasted her glass to me.

The ease of her response filled me with relief, although I had expected a bit more.

“That was surprisingly straightforward,” I said.

“Did you anticipate a long list of ‘thou shalls’ and ‘thou shalt nots’?”

“I did. That, or a blood sacrifice.”

She pointed at me again. “Feel free to do that—just don’t sacrifice anyone I know. Not a requirement, though.”

“I, um—” I tried to interpret her expression, but it was impenetrable. I decided to leave that issue behind and forget that it existed.

“Okay,” I said. “If you don’t expect me to do anything in return for the gifts, do you expect me to do anything at all? Any holy missions you plan to send me on or people to smite in your name? Do you want me to do anything like… avoid eating pork on the weekend or try not to take up smoking?”

She sat her glass down and turned to me, resting her elbow on the arm of her chair and placing her chin upon it. It reminded me of Xim. Then again, maybe Xim reminded me of Sam’lia.

“That all depends,” she said.

“What does it depend on?”

“It depends on what you want.”

“What I want?”

“What do you want?”

“From yourself, or in general?”

“Both.”

“I want—” I struggled to find the right words. “I want to be the best version of myself. To have a place to call home full of friends and family. To have the power to protect them.” The platitudes sounded empty the moment they came out.

“How do I help you with that?”

I shook my head, clearing the creeping sense of aimlessness, and focused on something more concrete.

“You could tell me what Orexis is up to.”

She frowned.

“Orexis,” she said softly. “My perception of the First Layer is limited. I know only what my worshippers tell me, and little of that deals with the avatars.”

“What about the avatars, generally? What’s their whole deal?”

Her smile returned, though it was a little bitter.

“The avatars are wrong,” she said, and the room trembled with her words. “I do not know from what foul womb their brood spawns, but their existence is a plague upon this world.”

“That’s a pretty strong condemnation,” I said. She turned to me, eyes glowing.

“I am legion, Arlo. My sisters and I span more worlds than I know. Those to whom I have spoken do not find these entities in their realms. Some perversion creates them, and their existence is anathema to life. All I know for certain is that when Delvers begin to rise in the First Layer, the avatars rise to meet them. Now that they are here, they will only grow stronger.”

“Wow.” I shifted in my seat, suddenly warm. The fire in the hearth had kicked up. “There’s a lot of threads to unravel in what you just said.”

“Yes, and I doubt that it eases your mind any.” Her eyes cooled, and she sat back, looking worn down. “I wish that I could tell you more that was helpful. For now, my best advice is to stay out of their way.”

I swallowed, then took another sip of the apple juice to clear a bad taste from my mouth.

“Staying out of their way might be hard to do,” I said. “I’m already on the radar for a few. What if I decide not to do that?”

“And take up Xim’s holy quest for vengeance?” She smiled again, and I could swear I saw a fang peek out.

“I’m not sure vengeance is the thing I’m seeking, but as an example, sure.”

“If you wish to confront one, grow stronger. Grow until your power might wash away a nation and then grow stronger still.”

“Any advice on how to do that?”

“Don’t wait for the path you’re on to embrace you.”

“Embrace the path I’m already on.” I paused for a beat. “The System phases.”

Her eyes returned to the fire, and the flames danced for her. She ran a hand through her hair, and it flowed like liquid around her fingers.

“Yes. Although the System is not your only road to strength,” she said. “You have your allies, your revelations, even the gifts given to you by the avatars themselves.”

I thought for a moment, then pulled out the Traveler’s Amulet and studied its dark gem.

“If avatars like Fortune are so dangerous, I wouldn’t have expected you to encourage me to use this thing. I thought you might ask me to get rid of it.”

She tilted her head from side to side, considering.

“Fortune’s gifts to you have been a great boon. I hesitate to say you should abandon them. Would you cast off that ring of his, as well?”

I looked down at my right hand, where the Ring of Healing sat with its simple golden band and three ruby gems. I had gotten it as a “bonus item” when I was resurrected to compensate me for the loss of all my worldly possessions. Since learning more about Delving and mana-woven items, I’d realized that the ring’s effect was much more powerful than its description had let on when I’d chosen it. It doubled every source of health regen I had and was practically the centerpiece of my build.

“This doesn’t give him some weird power over me,” I said, “does it?”

She glanced down at the ring. “Only the gratitude that it earns him,” she replied. “From what I’ve heard about Fortune, he is a curiosity, even among the avatars. He’s not the type to lay out traps. He’ll convince you to build them yourself.”

“Then laugh as you fall into it,” I said.

“Maybe.” She sighed. “Of all the avatars that could be keeping an eye on you, he is, perhaps, the best.”

“Where does Orexis rank on that list? From best to worst?”

“Very bad.”

“That’s… really great.”

I turned my attention back to the amulet.

“I haven’t been able to unlock the next effect on this thing,” I said, holding it up and letting the chain dangle. “Xim thought you might have some insights.”

She studied the amulet, then held out a hand.

“May I?” she asked. I set it down into her palm, and she ran a thumb across the flecked metal. She smirked. “‘Make Soul-Sight your own,’” she read, then chuckled. She passed the jewelry back to me. “Fortune has given you an impossible task.”

“How so? I initially thought that receiving the revelation—being able to use Soul-Sight without the amulet—would be enough. It hasn’t been.”

“That is because the power flows through you, but it is no more ‘your own’ than the air you breathe or the river you drink from. Your body is an organized pile of borrowed things. With every inhale and swallow you add to it, with every exhale and drop of sweat you return what was lent.”

“Huh. If that’s how Fortune sees it, then is that the big joke? I can’t unlock the next effect because I can only ever ‘borrow’ Soul-Sight?”

“That sounds too crude for Fortune,” she said. “I think he wanted to make sure that you came and talked to me.”

I tilted my head in confusion.

“Why would he want that?”

“Why did he encourage you toward Soul-Sight in the first place? He must have known that it would draw my attention and that my Eye would get a kick out of inspiring your growth.”

“You think I’m fun?”

She furrowed her brow.

“Naturally,” she said. “A man from another universe saves the life of one of my daughters and then begins peering into her soul. A man with the divine stink of avatar wound around his veins, adopted into one of my tribes. A man who by all measures shouldn’t be having anything to do with half the things you're doing. You’re interesting.”

“Thanks?”

“You’re welcome,” she said, picking up her glass and taking another sip.

I hefted the amulet, trying to decide if I wanted to ask anything more about it, but tucked it back into my pocket.

“I assume Fortune isn’t the only avatar handing out trinkets,” I said, and Sam’lia nodded. “Is that why you showed me something like Orexis’s eyes in the flames of Judgment that covered Gharifon?”

“What you saw was influenced by your perception of the avatars.” She ran a thumb over one of her bone rings. “Eyes are important to you, Arlo, even when looking past your gifts. That vision of endless pits gave you insight into Gharifon—either his nature or his past. The flames were a conduit for the vision but not its source. As for what I saw, Gharifon is a man of faith. That faith clouded what I could make out of his deeds, but the taste of them… He has been in contact with something like Orexis. Perhaps Orexis himself, or perhaps not.”

I mulled that over, wondering how much of my encounter with Tavio had been chance. I started to move back to the System phase rollout, wanting to dig more deeply into what Sam’lia knew, but I was taken by a different idea.

“Can you teach me more about magic?”

Sam’lia’s smile returned, genuine and gleeful.

“I try not to meddle much,” she said. “But if you’re willing to take a risk, then I’m willing to give you a hint.”


Chapter 19



When I walked out of Sam’lia’s stone treehouse, I found Xim kneeling in prayer, her body bathed in crimson light. I waited a few minutes for her to finish what I expected was her own communion with the deity. When she finally opened her eyes, she looked more excited than I’d ever seen her.

“Whaddya think?” I asked. She stood so quick that she did a little jump.

“Everything’s changed,” she said, “but nothing has.”

“Yeah, I feel about the same.”

Xim strode forward and took me by the arms.

“We’ve gotta tell everyone,” she said, looking as though the knowledge she now possessed pleased her to no end. “Come on!”

Xim used her dream step. The branches, houses, and foliage swept by us in an abstract blur. In a matter of seconds, we were back inside the Irgriana tree within a large library where Drel and Xorna were lounging and reading.

“News!” Xim said, rushing forward and pulling her mother out of a velvet chair. Drel sat his book down and drifted over.

“Yes?” said Xorna, giving Xim a pat on the head. The cleric waved her mother’s hand away.

“We talked to Sam’lia, and she told us lots of stuff!” said Xim. “Stuff she’s never told anyone! Well, she’s told people, but not for a long time. We’re the first ones from this generation that she’s told. Everyone else she’s told is gone. She hasn’t had a reason to tell anyone yet because it hasn’t mattered, but now that there are avatars and we found out about the phases, she decided that we were the ones to tell!” Xim said all of this is a rushed jumble.

“Calm yourself, Xim,” said Drel. “What did she say?”

“Where do I start? It’s, uh…The System is—no. The avatars are⁠—”

“May I?” I asked. She turned, eyes a bit wild, then nodded. I cleared my throat. “The avatars will endlessly grow stronger and destroy all life unless someone finds a way to stop them, and the System is a world-spanning device that turns Delvers into gods.” I paused to let the statement settle. “Oh, and Sam’lia helped me learn a new technique.”

“The avatars are that dangerous?” asked Xorna.

“What is meant when you say, ‘turn Delvers into gods’?” said Drel.

“Yes,” I said to Xorna. “Sam’lia doesn’t know the exact reasons why, but when the System starts pumping out Delvers, the avatars come out of the woodwork. They grow more dangerous over time, and their past hijinks have resulted in the devastation of multiple civilizations that rose and fell on this planet prior to the ones that currently exist. We haven’t seen them up until now because it usually takes time for them to emerge, but Sam’lia says it’s happening faster this go-round than it has in the past. Probably a bad thing.”

I turned to Drel.

“Gods, as in celestial beings. True divinities, not avatars. The System phases continually unlock additional resources that allow Delvers to ‘transcend’ the physical plane and become one with the divine. It culminates in ascendancy for anyone who’s made the grade. Phase two is mainly about increasing the accessibility of the Delves; allowing more people to undergo Creation and giving the high-level Delvers that exist a new crop of challenges to help them grow.”

Silence ran across the library for a few seconds.

“Oh,” said Xorna. The woman was normally as detached as they came, but she placed an arm around Xim’s shoulder to steady herself.

“I don’t think the avatars can reach us here, mom,” said Xim, patting her mother’s arm. “They’re limited to the First Layer.”

“For now,” I said. “Not to be too negative, but Fortune brought my body across dimensions. I’m sure some of these entities could find a way to travel between layers.”

“All of us have tasted Orexis’s strength,” said Drel. “You say such power is only the beginning?”

“Orexis is less powerful than a normal avatar while separated from his sister,” I said. “Now that he’s joined back up with Anesis, he’ll be even stronger, and all of the avatars will be getting stronger over time.”

“How many are there?” asked Xorna.

“No idea,” I said. “It sounds like a lot of them got locked into The Cage, but Sam’lia doesn’t have good vision into the First. She can’t be certain how many escaped that trap or how many new avatars have arisen in that time.”

“New ones?” said Xorna. She was going pale. “They can breed?”

“Their reproductive habits are unknown,” I said. “But they do multiply… somehow.”

“I must confess,” said Drel, “I do not desire godhood. Had I known that was the path of Delvers, I might have chosen a different trail.”

“Why did you become a Delver?” I asked.

“I was… curious,” he said.

“Guess that’s where Xim gets it from. What about you, Xorna?”

“Hmm?” My question broke her from some deep thought. “Why did I become a Delver? It is what Drel was doing.”

“Ah. I suppose that’s kind of romantic.”

[None of you needs to worry about ascension for some time,] said Grotto into our minds. [One may become a Delver without having divinity thrust upon them. It is a choice, not a mandate.]

The Delve Core floated out from between a series of bookshelves, several tomes gripped in his feelers. His gray robes undulated around him in time with his feathers, as though he were underwater.

“Finally able to share?” I said. “Not being held at spearpoint by the System any longer?”

[There are still truths that I am forbidden to speak, if you must know. The two of you]—he gestured between Xim and I—[have had your permissions elevated. Matriarch Xorna and Patriarch Drel’gethed, I apologize, but I remain unable to answer your questions directly.]

“Huh?” I said. “Why?”

Grotto’s dark eyes shifted as he considered. For a second, I thought he would keep holding out on us.

[They are not platinum-grade Delvers,] the core finally admitted. [Although the phases have been revealed to them, their path through gold disqualifies them from further advancement.]

“What?!” said Xim, rushing up to Grotto. “What do you mean? The difficulty a Delver pursues can… can lock them out of whatever the second phase might give them?”

[Yes. The Delve tiers are the first great filter. The System rewards bravery, risk tolerance, and commitment, in addition to skill and intellect.]

“Is that why it’s so hard to jump up a grade?” I asked. “The System decides your merit early, then makes it impossible for you to change your mind?”

[The System makes no modifications for a Delver who attempts to climb to a new difficulty. It is merely that those who wish to do so are seldom equipped for the endeavor. Regardless, after the first few Delves within any grade, an evaluation is made of the Delver. There is no absolute rule of when the matter is ultimately decided, but I have not seen the System issue its approval for a Delver who has remained at Gold or lower past their tenth Delve.]

Xim looked back at her parents, worried, but Drel raised his hand to calm her.

“Fret not, Xim,” he said. “As I mentioned, I do not seek such heights. I am content to remain mortal. To remain within Sam’lia’s embrace.”

Xim looked to Xorna, who nodded in agreement and took Drel’s hand. I got the sense that she was happy to be wherever Drel was, whether that was in the Third Layer or the heavens themselves.

[Now, you two have many important decisions to make,] Grotto thought as he swept past Xim to hover between the two of us. [What will you do with this knowledge? Do you seek to ascend, or are you satisfied with your paltry mortal lives?] He spun to Drel and Xorna. [No offense meant, most esteemed ones.] I rolled my eyes.

“I don’t have much interest in becoming a god,” I said. Xim raised an eyebrow at me. “Okay, becoming a god is a compelling proposal, but it’s not top of mind for me at the moment.” I crossed my arms. “We need to let Varrin in on what we’ve discovered. He can decide if he wants to take that intel to the higher-ups in Hiward. Then we need to figure out how to unlock the next phase.”

“You are certain you wish to do so?” asked Drel.

“What choice do we have?” I said. “According to Sam’lia, the avatars are a threat that must be dealt with. Giving the world’s Delvers the tools to do so should be priority number 1.”

“I don’t think Hiward will be on board,” said Xim.

“Why wouldn’t they be?”

“They control the Creation Delve,” she said. “If the second phase allows for more Delvers to be minted outside of Hiward, they lose their monopoly.”

I rubbed at the bridge of my nose.

“First, we don’t know what form that would take. Maybe it just increases the number of slots within the Creation Delve that’s already in Hiward. Second, I fucking swear if politics and bullshittery get in the way of literally preventing an apocalypse, then I am going to lose my cool.”

“Politics and bullshittery,” said Xim, “it’s what Hiward does best.”

“We are not beholden to their whims,” said Drel. “If this must be done, the tribe will be with you.”

“I… appreciate that, Drel. Still, if Hiward isn’t on board, then Varrin may not be. I like to think he can look past political allegiances for the greater good, but with his station that may be tough.”

Xim let out a loud, groaning sigh aimed at the ceiling.

“I guess I’ll go back to the First and let him know what’s happening,” she said.

“You have only just arrived home,” said Drel.

“Let us send a messenger,” said Xorna. “Cul’gute is quick and good with the Eye.”

“He is an honorable young man,” said Drel.

“And handsome,” Xorna added.

“He is of an age that is ripe for bonding, as well,” said Drel. Both of Xim’s parents were now staring at their daughter.

“Please stop telling me about Cul’gute,” said Xim. “In fact, yes, send him away to Varrin. Tell him to be our Ravvenblaq contact while Arlo and I are here. That way I won’t have to worry about any more ‘surprise’ dinners with his family.”

“He will be eager to prove his merit to you,” said Drel.

I knew that Xim was irritated with her parents over this Cul’gute guy, but the whole situation was a little funny. I did my best to hide my grin while I tried to find a way to guide the conversation toward a change of topic.

“So,” I said, “now that we’ve got the line of communication between the First and the Third sorted, I think this would be a good time to talk about getting me a new hammer.”
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There were no smiths in the Xor’Drel tribe. There were dream forgers. The most skilled of them was named Khigra.

Khigra’s workshop was near the base of the Irgriana tree, surrounded by a wide field on all sides. The forge itself was open to the air, with only a canopy set upon stilts to keep the rain and weather off of the forgemaster’s back and a series of tarps to set apart its different sections.

I traveled to Khigra’s alone while the Xor’Drel’s worked out the logistics of communicating with Varrin and continued to discuss both the implications of Sam’lia’s truth bombs and the various suitors that Xim’s parents wanted to hook the cleric up with. I was happy to be away from that conversation since I didn’t want to get “roped in” like Xim suspected that I might.

Drel had already sent the broken haft of my old hammer, Arbitros, to the forgemaster to inspect. The Xor’Drel patriarch expected Khigra to have formed some strong opinions about both myself and my fighting style from reviewing the remains of my old hammer, although I was uncertain what that meant. I tried to walk into the forge while leaving all of my assumptions at the metaphorical door since I had no idea how crafting weapons operated in the Third Layer. That was only slightly less than the amount I knew about how weapons were crafted in the First.

Upon seeing Khigra, I realized that I hadn’t been successful in abandoning my presumptions.

When I thought of a forgemaster, I thought of a sweaty man with a beard in an apron and covered in soot. Maybe a stout dwarf or, at the very least, a hale lass with thirty kilos of muscle buried beneath a few decades’ worth of hardy post-manual-labor meals.

Khigra was a Level 23 Delver, six feet of lean and trim with curves that defied her body’s attempt at eliminating all fat in favor of muscle. She had thick, black hair that ran down to the small of her back and floated in the air behind her, kept out of her work by an unseen force. Her clothes were minimalist and functional, hugging close to her body with no loose articles to get in her way, but lacking the thick and protective nature of typical smith wear.

When I approached, she turned her orange eyes to me. Set against her light red skin, they gave me a profound sense of sunset, as though the world were preparing to call it a day and settle in for the night. She’d been leaning over a heavy wooden counter, engraving squirming sigils into a length of unfamiliar metal.

“You must be Arlo,” she said, resting an elbow on the counter and looking me over.

“And you must be Khigra,” I said. “Pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

She met my greeting with a half-amused smile, then turned and walked behind a thick curtain. She returned holding the haft of Arbitros.

“What material is this?” she asked, which surprised me.

“It’s frozen steel,” I said. She looked at me expectantly. “It gets harder when it’s hot and gets softer when it’s cold. It also has some simple magic properties.”

She flipped the haft over in her hands, feeling its weight.

“You don’t look like you run hot,” she said, still studying the haft. “Or cold.”

“No,” I said. “It was a gift. It wasn’t the best fit for me, to be honest.”

She nodded, then gripped the haft by either end. She paused and looked back up to me.

“Are you still attached to this gift?”

“It’s broken, so I guess not. It was the thought that counted, really.”

She nodded again, then looked back down at the haft. Her forearms flexed, the striations of her muscles pressing against her skin, and she bent the length of magically enhanced metal until its ends crossed like a simple ribbon.

“Not the strongest substance,” she said, then stepped forward and handed me the twisted remains of Arbitros.

I accepted it out of reflex but couldn’t help but stare at Khigra and experience a moment of enlightenment. While my body responded to the symmetry and grace of Charisma, it responded more profoundly to the raw power of Strength.

“Come,” she said as she held back the curtain. “Let me show you a few things.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I whispered, then followed her deeper into her shop.


Chapter 20



“Your Blunt skill is too low,” said Khigra. “It wouldn’t be worth my time to make a hammer for you.”

We stood before a rack of weapons the dream forger had made, each with requirements more substantial than the last.

“Makes sense,” I said. “You wouldn’t hire Michaelangelo to paint your house.”

I brought up the item description for a sword that floated in the air, its edges fading in and out of being. Varrin might have been able to use that one, but only because his Sword Prodigy passive lowered the required stats for any sword he held.

Khigra walked over to me and gripped my shoulder, then went lower and squeezed my upper arm. Her grip was very firm.

“What’s your Strength score?” she asked.

“Ten.”

She crossed her arms, then leaned against a post. “Why do you want to wield a hammer?”

“Would you object to the answer ‘because hammers are cool’?”

She looked mildly entertained by my response. “No. I enjoy all the weapons I make. It’s why I do this.” She gestured around the shop.

“It’s good to like what you do. How high would my Blunt skill need to be for you to make me something?”

She looked up at the tarp above us, pursing her lips in thought.

“I have some ideas for using Intelligence as the main stat,” she said. “Fortitude would be better, but I don’t think it fits with the way you want to use it. In a perfect world, your Blunt skill would be equal to your Intelligence.”

“Twenty-one,” I said. “That means I’d need to go up another 9 levels.” I dismissed the item screen for the sword I was inspecting. “Well, I guess I’ll come back in a couple of months.”

Her eyebrows went up. “Just like that?”

“What do you mean?”

“I tell you I won’t make it, and you’re willing to walk away?”

“I mean, I’ll come back. Training is always at the top of my list, so it’s not like you’re asking me to do anything I wouldn’t already be doing.”

“Patriarch Drel’gethed commissioned me himself,” she said. “He told me to make you whatever you asked for.”

“And that was very generous of him. What, uh, what’s your point?”

She popped off the post and looked me up and down. “You could insist that I do it,” she said. “Right now, even with your low skill level.”

“Seems like a waste,” I said. “Besides, forcing someone to work against their wishes is a bit dumb. One, asshole move. Two, and not to doubt your integrity, but what if they do a shit job out of spite?”

She looked thoughtful.

“Anyway, it was nice meeting you,” I said. “I’ll come ba⁠—”

“Do you have a trainer?”

“No. Xim’s Blunt is more than double mine, so I thought⁠—”

Khigra waved a hand dismissively. “Sparring with a party member is fine for sharpening skills,” she said. “It’s no good for building fundamentals.”

“Do you… have someone in mind?”

She looked me over again, drumming her fingers along a biceps. “I will train you,” she said.

“Really?” I asked, confused. “I won’t assume how long it takes you to make a hammer, but if you’re worried about wasting time, training me up 9 levels will take weeks, at the least.”

She smiled again. This time, it was a little feral. “I would learn nothing from making a bad hammer,” she said. “There is always something to be learned from training.”
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Three months.

Khigra kicked my ass for THREE MONTHS.

Best three months of my life.

Getting my Blunt to 21 took a little less than 5 weeks. After that, we worked on Heavy Armor and Shields. She took a little too much pleasure in walloping me around the yard outside her forge with a different melee weapon every day.

The woman had the Weapons Master passive, which gave her bonuses when she used a variety of weapons as opposed to a single type. That meant she could wield almost anything effectively. One day she just had a big fuck-off branch, practically a log. That’s the only time I’d ever had the same skill go up twice in one day, which is roughly a quarter of the number of times my arm was broken from blocking the hunk of wood.

Khigra was a different kind of trainer than Varrin. Where the swordsman was meticulous, intentional, and grueling, Khigra was enthusiastic, taunting, and, above all else, fun. Even though I was no match for her, she was always eager for our daily duels, and she was as excited to play the part of “master” as I was to play the part of “student.”

There was a rhythm to our physicality with one another that was harmonious and augmentative. She learned my thoughtful and—as she was quick to point out—overly analytic style and broke it down with animal grace. By the end of it, I was fighting on instinct and emotion as much as on higher reasoning, and our fights were closer to a choreographed dance rather than the clunky melee they had started as.

The results of our efforts took my Blunt to 21, my Shields to 20, and my Heavy Armor to 11. A total gain of 24 intrinsic skill levels, which was more than most Delvers got done in a year.

At the end of the twelfth week, after my Shields skill finally hit 20, we paused our training session early. The day had seen me on my ass as much as my feet, which was a big step up compared to the previous fortnight. I was sore, exhausted, down to two-thirds HP, and about as sweaty as I’d ever been.

“Shit,” I said between heavy breaths. “I’ve never been so disappointed in a skill-up before. I mean, I knew I had to go back to the First at some point, but it always seemed kind of… far off.”

Khigra sent her broadsword to her inventory and closed the distance between us with an easy pace. She stopped about a foot away.

“So, what now?” I asked. “Start working on my hammer?”

She reached up and wiped a bit of sweat and dirt from my brow, then let her hand drift down the side of my face and neck to my collarbone. Our practice had destroyed no less than six different shirts, so I’d taken to going without when we weren’t focused on armor training. She ran her thumb along the ridge of bone, then looked up at me with an expression I can only describe as sultry.

“Now,” she said, “we practice grappling techniques.”

Did you know that the furniture in the Third Layer could be reinforced with the very concept of resilience?

It was convenient since Delvers needed sturdy beds.

While I was… training… Xim was working on her Divine with Drel and, to my surprise, Grotto. The core was Divine-attuned, so it was obvious that he knew a thing or two about the school of magic, but his engagement with the party had gone up tenfold since our talk with Sam’lia. He’d transformed from a veritable hikikomori to a wise, insistent sage overnight.

At the end of our 3 months in the Third Layer, on the final night of our stay, Khigra prepared to forge a new weapon for both myself and Xim.

The process included a hundred members of the tribe in addition to Khigra and ourselves. Dream forging didn’t involve melting metal or hammering out impurities. It was a guided manifestation of intent, directed by Khigra and imbued with the will of many of the tribe’s most skilled dreamers. We all gathered in the open field around Khigra’s workshop, which existed for that very purpose. It wasn’t just a stomping ground for my ass.

Xim went first. As Khigra summoned the form of the cleric’s new scepter, the forgemaster connected Xim’s desire to the crowd and guided us as we focused on the concepts of Judgment and Flame. The air shimmered and the world flexed as the weapon was forged. The look on Xim’s face when she stepped forward to take the scepter in her hands was one of absolute glee. She gave it a couple of practice swings but resisted the urge to start knocking down houses. She pulled Khigra into a tight hug, then returned to the crowd as I stepped up next to the Dream Forger to receive my own tribal gift.

“It’s a shame that I won’t be able to instruct you with this new weapon,” said Khigra with a smirk.

“Oh,” I said, “I’ll be back. I’m going to set up a Checkpoint in the tree. This is essentially my new home, after all. And I’m sure Xim would appreciate having an easy way to travel back without hiking through the woods around Ravvenblaq.”

“Checkpoint?”

“My Dimensional 20 evolution lets me create permanent connections to my Pocket Closet. I can only make 2 and the portals only last an hour once a day, but that’ll let me travel to and from the tribe without much trouble.”

“Is that so?” she said. “I guess we all beseech the Eye in our own way.”

Her comment made me consider whether creating a Checkpoint really was beseeching the Eye. Sam’lia was the ultimate gatekeeper of travel to and from the Third Layer, and one needed to ask the Eye’s permission to gain entry. If my Checkpoint skill worked, that meant that it must work with her blessing.

Khigra leaned in close and whispered in my ear. “I look forward to many more lessons.” She moved back again. “Now,” she said at normal volume, “since you can Reveal, this process will be easier for you than most.”

“Right. The connection you made when forging for Xim felt a lot like the way I touch on souls while using the revelation.”

She nodded.

“Go ahead and reach out with Reveal. The tribe members here will be open and accepting.”

I readied myself, then used the Reveal ability for the first time in months. The skill allowed me to share my perception with others around me, and it went much deeper than the surface-level experience of my five senses. Reveal showed those with whom I connected the world colored by my thoughts, intuitions, and feelings. For some, it was overwhelming, making it difficult to tell where I began and where they ended. It had caused a small amount of chaos in my party’s fight with the specter of Orexis for that very reason.

The souls of the hundred tribe members were beacons in the night. Beholding them with Reveal engulfed me in a cacophony of presence, similar to my Soul-Sight when viewing a powerful individual, but suffusing the entirety of my perception. I felt, heard, and tasted the tribe surrounding me, awash in their emotions. I corralled the feeling and began directing it to the concepts I wanted to embody, guided by Khigra’s expert hand.

Dream forging worked best in sets of two or three concepts. After having discussed it with Khigra, I’d settled on two.

Growth and Void.

In my mind, the ideas were integral to one another. Growth was my lifelong pursuit. Ever-forward, ever-improving. Every day I wanted—needed—to be better than I was the day before. Stagnation was a terror nipping at my heels. It wasn’t always helpful or useful, but it was a part of my identity. I could use it and shape it into something that served me, but I also had to take care that I ruled the concept and that the concept did not rule me.

The void was absence, the lack of something. Space waiting to be filled. It was what I grew into. When I’d arrived in Arzia, I’d had nothing. No possessions, no family or friends, no connections. I’d had my body and the gifts given to me by Fortune, as potent as they were, but so far as this world knew, where there was once empty air, a person had appeared. I’d filled my world with new relationships and my presence expanded out into Arzia as I lived. As my Closet expanded outward and endless, filling the dimensional nothing in which it existed, I too would grow without end, ceaselessly through the void.

I delivered these concepts to the tribe; their will imbued Khigra’s workings, and where there was naught, Somncres came into being. I reached out to take the weapon and then inspected it.

Somncres

War Hammer

This is an evolving item.

Requirements

STR 10, INT 21, Blunt 21, Dimensional Magic 20, Mystical Magic 10

Effects:

1) Somncres can be summoned and dismissed at will.

2) Somncres’s size and form can be adjusted at will, so long as you would normally be able to wield such a hammer.

3) Whenever you make a thrown weapon attack with Somncres you may create up to X fleeting copies, where X is your INT/10. Each copy costs 2 mana to create. These copies possess all qualities imbued into Somncres at the moment the copies are created.

4) Khigra may imbue this item with an additional effect once you reach your next Intelligence Evolution.

The haft and handle of Somncres were black, and the head was emerald green. All along the length of the weapon were points of light that shifted and moved as I turned the hammer, evoking a sense of cosmic space like both Drel’s body and my own irises. All in, it was pretty damn cool, and I couldn’t wait to throw it at a motherfucker.

“Growth was a good choice,” said Khigra, looking over the item with me. “It is less powerful than the weapons I normally make, but it may be worth boasting about one day.”

“Thank you,” I said, holding the hammer reverently. Khigra gave me a gentle pinch on the ribs.

“It’s not a baby,” she said. “Stop cradling it like one.”

“Right,” I said. “That tickles, you know.”

“Would you rather it hurt?”

“Both are good.”

She smiled and squeezed my shoulder, then I took a few steps away from everyone and gave it a couple of practice swings. It was a little over three feet in length in its current form. I focused, and the weapon grew until it was comfortable to hold in two hands. I went through a few practice motions, then willed the hammer down to a form that mimicked my throwing hammers. I wasn’t about to go tossing it around with everyone milling about, so I looked it over and gave it a flip. The weight and balance were perfect for me in each form it took. I turned to the tribe members who were gathered and gave a bow.

“Thank you all for this greeting,” I said. “It is my honor to be a part of the Xor’Drel tribe.”

“Beer is the best expression of gratitude!” someone yelled, which got a few chuckles.

The group broke up, and several members approached to give me their well wishes. Afterward, the casks of ale were opened, and the spirits flowed. Xim and Drel eventually wore me down and convinced me to try some of the fabled liquor brewed from the sap of the Irgriana tree.

Unlike normal First Layer denizens, I did not go into a coma. Instead, I got to take my hammer for its first test drive fighting the hallucination demons that I accidentally spawned. I’m pretty sure the others were helping the manifestation along, as I doubted I had learned enough about manipulating the fabric of the Third Layer to summon Grade 2 monsters without assistance.

The evening passed; I set my Checkpoint within the Irgriana tree and then spent the night with Khigra. The next morning, Xim and I said our farewells to the tribe and returned to the First Layer, setting out for Ravvenblaq.
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When we arrived, Varrin was cutting down training automatons with a sword that was as long as a giraffe was tall, from hoof to head. It was also so thin that there was no way physics was letting that thing exist without a whole lot of magic devilry going on. The doll-like figures he fought each held a different martial weapon and harried Varrin with a surprising amount of skill, though not as much as a fully-fledged Delver might. They were more lethal than mundane soldiers, but cost a sack of notes to produce and required a skilled golemancer to animate. I’d had my butt handed to me by a group of them on more than one occasion during my melee training with Varrin.

A group of attendants was standing off to the side, holding trays laden with pitchers and clean towels. They were close enough to the action that I imagined they had a borderline-unhealthy amount of faith in Varrin’s ability not to accidentally cut them in half. Two of them, an older man and woman, watched the scene with little interest, likely having witnessed more impressive displays from the higher-level house members. The third was a young woman who was enraptured by the scene and gasped whenever one of the automatons was cleaved in half with a spray of sparks and metal components. She must have been new.

There was also a man leaning back against a wall of the manor wearing casual but well-made clothing, watching Varrin’s motions with a critical eye. He had the typical white hair of a Hiwardian, cut short, and a bit of white scruff, just enough to seem unintentional and relaxed. He looked a few years older than the big guy and was nearly as tall as Varrin but with about 50 pounds less muscle. The family resemblance was clear—all the way down to the Platinum Delver levels in his soul—although I’d never met this particular Ravvenblaq. He was Level 12, and if I had to guess, he was Varrin’s older brother, Ealdric the Fourth.

“That’s a big fucking sword!” I yelled from a good, safe distance. I, for one, wasn’t willing to get within a hundred feet of the man while he held the thing.

Varrin paused and turned to see us, then the sword collapsed down on itself until it was the length of a normal longsword. He took a towel from one of the older attendants and wiped his face off, then thanked the young woman as she accepted the soiled cloth and deposited it into a basket next to a half dozen others. Varrin spoke a few words to his relative, then made his way toward us. The way the young woman’s gaze followed Varrin as he walked away from her made me think that her awe had less to do with excitement over her new position and more to do with excitement over dat ass.

“We’ve got a lot to discuss,” Varrin said once he got close.

“Yep!” said Xim, trotting forward and peering over the sword. “Arlo got laid.”

Varrin raised an eyebrow and looked at me.

“Good for him,” he said. “But that’s not what I meant.”

“Have you gotten laid recently?” Xim asked. Varrin opened his mouth to reply but snapped it shut without answering. Xim patted him on the arm. “Don’t worry, me either.”

“Not for the lack of trying by your parents,” I said, and she scowled.

“Why are we talking about sex?” said Varrin. “Let’s not.”

“Okay,” said Xim. “We can move on to Arlo’s new mystery technique. Sam’lia taught it to him herself.”

“She didn’t really teach it to me,” I said. “More like she guided me to it. It’s called Gravity Anchor.”

Varrin held up a hand, his expression growing serious.

“I’ll be happy to see it later,” he said. “The crown has called a meeting of all high-profile Delvers. That includes my entire family and our associated party members.”

I looked past him to check out the unfamiliar figure again. The man gave me a wave, but didn’t move to encroach on our reunion. I imagined the requested meeting had the whole extended family forming up at the estate.

“What happened?” I asked, turning back to Varrin.

“Three days ago,” he said, expression going from serious to dark, “Timagrin’s third largest city, Canotha, was destroyed.”


Chapter 21



Timagrin was Hiward’s staunchest ally, and my mind obsessed over how Hiward might respond to the destruction of Canotha. The nations had a shared history of joint defense, and the idea that an invading force was to blame reignited my worry over the potential for a Delver war that would run rampant across the entire continent.

My worries only grew as we traveled with the Ravvenblaq retinue to Hiward’s capital, Foundation. Varrin knew little beyond the most basic facts, and the Ravvenblaqs who were in the know were unavailable to our humble Level 6 party.

“No idea,” said Ealdric the Fourth. The man who’d been watching Varrin train had, in fact, been his older brother. “All I know is that Canotha was destroyed, it wasn’t an accident or natural disaster, and that we all have to head to Foundation.”

We rode in a “carriage,” although it was really a hovercar. Like the speeders I’d ridden around Foundation, the transport was powered by ruby chips and floated a foot or so off of the stone roadway. It was the smoothest ride of any vehicle I’d ever been inside.

The interior was luxury incarnate, its black and silver upholstery soft and supple, the seats adjustable all the way back into fully flat beds. There was a small refrigerator—also powered by a ruby chip—with everything from prosecco to ale to a variety of chilled juices and cold snacks. Every hour an attendant checked in on us to make sure we had anything we needed, and every fifth hour a five-course meal was provided. The roof opened up, and a small ladder let us access the top, where we could watch the hills pass by on padded lawn chairs, shaded by a parasol that was mana woven to always orient itself toward the sun.

“What do you call each other?” I asked, gesturing between Varrin and Ealdric the Fourth. “Ealdric Senior is Patriarch, and his son is Papa Junior.” Varrin’s late father was Thundralke Ravvenblaq, but I wasn’t going to dredge up those memories. “Do you have an affectionate nickname I should know?”

Number Four gave me an easy smile. The man was handsome enough to play the lead in a blockbuster action flick, with the confidence and charm to match his celebrity appearance.

“Varrin calls me Brother. Mother calls me Son,” he said. “But the patriarch calls me Drift. That’s also how my party members address me.”

“Drift?”

“It is a long story,” said Varrin.

I shrugged. “We’ve got time.”

Drift gave Varrin a grin and the big guy sat back, getting comfortable for a story I’m sure he’d heard a thousand times.

“My parents didn’t think too hard about what to call me before I was born,” said Drift. “By the time I popped out, they realized having so many Ealdrics running around might make things confusing, so they tried out a lot of, uh, less-than-creative names.”

“Like what?” asked Xim.

“Quad, Quarter, different variations of that, such as Quaid. They even tried out Q for a while.”

“I am told there was a brief time they simply said Four,” Varrin added.

“The Ravvenblaqs struggled to name you?” I said, feigning disbelief. “I’m shocked.” Varrin gave me a dirty look, but Drift laughed.

“My immediate family has never been the best at naming, but the patriarch is more poetic,” Drift continued. “He wanted to call me Winter, since I would become the fourth season of Ravvenblaq. The patriarch is Spring, Papa Junior is Summer, our father was Autumn.”

“Right.”

“Our parents weren’t very enthusiastic. They thought names based on the seasons were too feminine. Well, when I was a little less than two years old, our family was hosting the biannual solstice festival during one of the worst blizzards in living memory. Father was busy with the servants, and Mother was busy with the guests, so I was left in the care of my favorite keeper, Nurse Ami. The thing about Nurse Ami is that she was very, very old.”

“How old we talking?”

“I think she was… in her eighties?” Drift ran a hand over his scruff in a respectable attempt to stroke his nascent beard. “She wasn’t a Delver, and she was among the first generation of children born after the rebellion. The point is, she was elderly, and as she made her way ever further into the twilight years of her life, she tended to take naps at inopportune times.”

“As one does,” I said. “Our party member Etja is a purveyor of fine naps.”

“If Nurse Ami were still with us, I’m sure they’d have had much to discuss on the topic. So, while I was in the care of Nurse Ami, she, predictably, fell asleep in her rocker. I, being the curious rascal that I was, took that as an invitation to go on a walk. To this day, no one can explain how I made it through the manor and past guards, servants, and guests alike without being noticed, but I found my way out onto the grounds during the previously mentioned snowstorm of the century.”

“According to Mother,” said Varrin, “he was only missing for thirty minutes. Papa Junior says he was gone for 3 days and that they’d practically been ready to organize a week of mourning over his assumed death.”

“Personally,” said Drift, “I prefer the harrowing version where I was discovered the next morning, unconscious amidst the bodies of two wolves that I’d slain with a kitchen knife.”

“A knife manifested by the gods,” said Varrin in a flat tone, “delivered to him in an hour of great need and heralding his future as a master of the blade.”

“Alas, by the time Varrin was seven, he had more skill with a sword than I did.” Drift looked into the middle distance, reminiscing over something. “The truth, as much as we can gather, is that the patriarch found me later that evening buried in a snow drift. I should have been frozen half to death, but as it turned out, I was no worse for the wear.”

“I would have named you Lucky after that,” said Xim.

“A reasonable title to bestow, Lady Xim,” said Drift. “But we Hiwardians are known for being more resilient to the elements than others. Even so, my survival was paraded as a vision of my future by the patriarch. Given the relationship between winter and big, heaping piles of snow, he anointed me with the name I would thereafter go by. Thus began the epic tale of Ealdric ‘Drift’ Ravvenblaq the Fourth, legendary Delver and gentleman of the highest caliber.”

“A prologue worthy of the name,” I said. “Did large quantities of frozen water end up being an important part of your life?”

“I’ve spent some time in Mittak, but otherwise not really.”

“His first active skill was Frostbrand,” said Varrin.

“It is also my least used skill,” Drift countered. “I picked it up in a juvenile pursuit of that ‘prophecy,’ but my other skills focus more on control effects. They suit me better.”

“Did you at least become a master of the culinary blade?” asked Xim.

“I prefer shortswords,” Drift answered. “No proud Ravvenblaq would specialize in daggers and knives.”

“He spends more time in the kitchens than with the family when he’s home,” said Varrin.

“When else would I have access to such fine ingredients?” Drift asked. “My party operates more effectively when we have good food stored in inventory.”

A look passed between the brothers that could only be interpreted with a lifetime’s worth of context, a single passage divorced from its opus, indiscernible by either me or Xim. After a moment, Drift heaved a nostalgic sigh and took to looking out of the window at the passing fields of grain.

Minutes passed, and we all concerned ourselves with our inner worlds, taking a moment to pause and reflect on our recent journeys in the way that Platinum Delvers seldom have time to do. Eventually, Drift’s voice softly intruded, tone thoughtful and morose.

“I’ve spent some time in Canotha,” he said. “I did a special-grade Delve in that area at Level 10.” His gaze drifted across the horizon, his chin resting in his palm. “We spent a month there afterward. Made a lot of friends while we celebrated. It is—was—a beautiful city.”

The rest of the journey was somber and made frustrating by the lack of information given to us by the older Ravvenblaqs. Finally, we arrived in Foundation, Hiward’s largest city. Varrin’s brother, Drift, excused himself to meet with his party, and we were reunited with Etja and Nuralie.

I spotted the pair on the main thoroughfare through Hiward leading up to the Dark Iron Palace, where the meeting was to be held in 3 days. They were hard to miss, not only because one was a dark, scaled loson and the other had 4 arms, but also because of the absurdly sized head coverings they each wore.

“Nice hats,” I said as I approached them through the crowd of moving people along the road. The pair turned to see Varrin, Xim, and I, and Etja gave us all a bright smile.

“Thanks!” she said, reaching up and running a hand along the side of an oversized tricorn, complete with an array of colorful feathers.

Etja’s entire outfit had seen an upgrade. Her simple blue robes had been replaced with a well-made dress of navy and cerulean. She had on jeweled bracelets, anklets, a couple of rings, no less than five different necklaces, and had acquired a taste for bold makeup choices. She held her Staff of Archon’s Maker in one hand, and there was a stringed instrument similar to a lute on her back.

Nuralie had also taken to a more fashion-forward outfit, though more subdued than the former golem’s. She was dressed in an expensive-looking suit of black and gray with silver buttons and embellishments. Her high-top boots sported intricate filigree and were well-polished enough that I feared to stare directly at them, lest the reflected sunlight blind me. Fortunately, my shades shielded me from the worst of their photic assault. Upon her head was a stovepipe hat that looked to have been crafted by a milliner who may have been better suited for designing watchtowers.

“How was your ‘vacation’?” I asked.

“It was so good!” said Etja. “We went to every big city in Bluewren and Heronwyte. Nuralie learned how to do magic tricks, and I learned to play four different instruments at the same time!”

“Magic tricks?” I said, looking at Nuralie.

The loson held up her hands, spread wide and empty, then took off her multistory hat and held it up so we could see that it was empty. She snapped, flicked her wrist, then pulled her cat-sized frog, Bertegog, from within.

“That’s just using your inventory,” I said.

“Still magic,” said Nuralie, and I had to give that one to her.

“And you became a one-woman band?” I asked, turning back to Etja. She nodded with enough enthusiasm that her tricorn bobbed forward over her eyes.

“She is now a bard of some renown,” said Nuralie as Etja pushed the hat back up. “At least, across the western coastal cities.” Pause. “I have never seen so many grown men cry.”

“Twelve different people proposed to me,” said Etja, placing one pair of hands on her hips and striking a dashing pose. “One of them even offered me six goats as a bride-dowry.”

“I’m sure the offer was tempting,” I said. “I was neither proposed to nor offered any livestock.”

“I sort of got proposed to,” said Xim.

“There were two Hiwardians and one Geulon who offered to become my mate,” said Nuralie. “There were many others who inquired about”—pause—“more informal arrangements.”

“What about you, Varrin?” I asked. “Any offers of marriage during our time off?”

“I have received several letters of intent each season since I was fourteen,” he said. “The past few months have been no different.”

“Hot damn,” I said. “This is a popular crew.”

“Rich, powerful, and gorgeous,” said Xim. “Most of us have all three.” She gave me a sly look as she said this, and I clutched at my heart in feigned grief.

“I won’t ask which one I’m missing,” I said. “I have a difficult time with criticism.”

“Oh, really?” said Xim. “I saw you getting ‘criticized’ quite a lot these last few months. Publicly. While getting your butt kicked. You seemed to handle that pretty well.”

“That wasn’t criticism. That was instruction.”

“Is that what you kids are calling it these days?”

“I’m… older than you.”

“Not in this world you aren’t, junior.”

As Xim and I exchanged kind words, I noticed Varrin’s posture move from his usual upright and proper bearing to an evolved form of “I’m a serious noble doing respectable things with respectable people.” I thought his spine might fracture from the force he was exerting to eliminate any natural curvature that it might hold. When the big guy placed a hand on his chest to give a ramrod-straight bow, I caught sight of the person who’d inspired the change.

I turned to see, for the first time in my life, Ealdric Ravvenblaq Senior, Patriarch of the Ravvenblaq house, and one of the founding fathers of Hiward itself.

The man was a little shorter than Varrin, which placed him somewhere just north of six and a half feet. He was also less broad, so he looked like he had the physique of an NFL quarterback under his simple, dark outfit rather than that of a straight-up demigod. His pale skin and arctic blue eyes were identical to Varrin’s, however, and the family resemblance was uncanny. He looked about 60 years old, though the man had to be somewhere north of 130.

He had long, silver hair down to his waist that shone with enough luster to put a Maybelline model to shame, and that was so bright it nearly melded with the platinum that suffused his soul. He was Level 56, and his presence was like standing in the shadow of an eclipse on a cold winter day.

His silent footsteps brought him closer, and he paused in front of Varrin, who was still bowing. He tapped the big guy on the shoulder with a knuckle.

“Stand up straight, Var,” he said. “You know I hate that.”

Varrin snapped back to his broomstick-up-the-ass position, and Ealdric Sr. gave him a look like Varrin had just told an amusing anecdote.

“Patriarch,” said Varrin. “Please allow me to introduce you to my party members.”

“You may,” said Ealdric Sr. “We’re overdue for a meeting. No fault of yours. The world’s a busy place.”

“As you say, Patriarch.” Varrin looked like he was about to bow again, then thought better of it. He turned to face us. “Lords and Ladies,” he began, “it is my honor to present Ealdric Ravvenblaq Senior, Patriarch of the Ravvenblaq⁠—”

“Yes, yes,” said Ealdric, waving a hand. “Patriarch of this, master of that, hero of the war of rebellion, and object of desire for men and women across twelve countries spanning the breadth of Arzia. Enough of that—tell me who these fine young men and women are.”

Varrin nodded, lips tight, then began gesturing around the party. “This is Lady Xim Xor’Drel, hailing from the Third Layer; Esquire Arlo Xor’Drel of the same; Lady Nuralie Vyxmeldo’a of Eschendur; and Lady Etja Nothosis of…”

Etja smiled and blinked as Varrin’s word hung in the air. “I guess I’m Mirtasian?” she said.

“Of… Mirtasia,” said Varrin, grimacing.

“That’s curious,” said Ealdric Sr. “Mirtasia was destroyed nearly two thousand years ago, if I remember my history.” He bent his head forward slightly toward Etja. “You don’t look like you’re thousands of years old.”

“It depends on how you think about it,” said Etja. “I am, but I’m not.”

Ealdric smiled when she offered nothing further and clapped Varrin on the back. “An interesting group you’ve curated,” he said. “Maybe the other family members could learn from your worldly approach. I’ve never seen a group level so fast.”

“Thank you, Patriarch,” said Varrin. “Our growth is due in no small part to Esquire Arlo’s unique contributions.”

“So Nola has told me,” said the patriarch. “Esquire.” He paused, tasting the word. “Why do you prefer a lower title than you are due? A Delver who calls the Third Layer his home is viewed as an equal to a lord here in Hiward.”

“It’s a branding thing, Patriarch,” I said. “People take note of the only esquire in the room.”

“I suppose they would,” said Ealdric Sr. “They would also view an esquire as the least of threats in a room full of lords and ladies. Do you want to be underestimated?”

“Underpromise and overdeliver,” I said. “It impresses every time.”

Ealdric considered my statement, eyes distant. We all stood, waiting, but the man drifted into his mind for long enough that I began to wonder if we’d lost him. Eventually, he gave a sharp shrug.

“Puzzling,” he said. “Now that we’ve all been introduced and the pleasantries have been dealt with, I’ve come to tell you all that you shouldn’t come to the summit.”

“We what now?” I said.

Varrin cleared his throat and gave me a sharp look. “Forgive me, Patriarch,” he said. “If that is your wish, we are happy to oblige. May I ask whether we should be made aware of the reason for your request?”

“There are two reasons,” said the patriarch. “First, I’m going to tell you what they’ll say in the meeting. They will drone on and on… I’m sure it would be very boring for a group of eager adventurers like yourselves. This way, you can avoid a tedious meeting headed by the old and slow like myself.

“Second, your group plays an important role in the narrative Hiward is about to hand out to all 5 of the major houses. I think it would be better if you made yourselves scarce until everyone is more concerned with what was said at the meeting that was truly important rather than busying themselves trying to figure out who all of you are.”

“We are important?” asked Nuralie.

“Wait,” I said. “The only reason that we’d be important is if it has to do with what happened in Ravvenblaq last year.”

“For this level of play, that is true,” said Ealdric Sr. “Central has good reason to believe the avatar you encountered last year is responsible for what happened in Canotha.”

“That was fast,” said Xim, and Ealdric looked at her expectantly. “Sam’lia just told us that the avatars were going to be a big problem.”

“Timely advice,” said the patriarch. “Sam’lia… Could it be advice that looks timely?” He pondered that for a few seconds, and I had no idea what he’d meant by it. He took a quick breath and moved on. “A large mana vent opened near the outskirts of Canotha 12 or so days ago. One that grew and threatened to cause an eruption much faster than anyone expected. Very similar to your experience in the mountains. Because of the size and density of the mana vent, one of Timagrin’s most advanced Delver parties was sent to investigate and remedy the situation. There was also a party of mid-level Hiwardians in the region who responded to see if they could help.

“When the Timan Delvers arrived, they were ambushed by a pair of powerful giants. The Hiwardian party described one of them as ‘breaking people down into the faintest of particles and breathing them in like the most horrible of pipe smoke.’ The other was said to ‘lay siege to the lands with her flesh, which turned all it touched to her own likeness.’ I think it’s reasonable to believe the first is a description of this Orexis creature. The second may be its sister, Anesis.”

“And Canotha?” I asked.

“Destroyed by the mana eruption,” said Ealdric. “The buildings and structures still stand, but all of the people were laid to rest by the mana toxicity, and the region will be uninhabitable for years.”

“How did the Hiwardian team escape?” I asked.

“They fled as soon as the avatars began dismantling the Timan team.”

“They didn’t help?” asked Etja. She had her hands clasped together, worry clouding her expression.

“I think they made the right decision,” said Ealdric. “They were Level 16. If the Duckgriens couldn’t fell one of those beasts, then that party had no hope. They brought back an account of events, which is useful. Throwing their lives away for honor would have been… less useful.”

“What’s Hiward’s response going to be?” I asked.

Ealdric Sr. folded his arms behind his back and looked up at the sky.

“Most of the inner circle knows what happened in our mountains—the patriarchs, matriarchs, and thundralkes. We agreed to pursue the matter quietly. Our hope was that we could find some clues without stirring up more trouble with these creatures or whatever groups might be allied with them. That’s part of what has kept me so busy these last 16 months. The strategy has had mixed success.

“Now that these avatars are openly attacking Delver parties and civilian populations, our cautious approach is… not needed. Hiward will give an account of what transpired in the mountains to everyone present, along with what I just told you about Timagrin and Canotha. We will then be advised that Hiward’s official position is kill on sight, and we will be encouraged to break the seals on any and all treasures, relics, techniques, tricks, or dangerous imprisoned relatives we may be hiding away. If any such object, skill, or person was considered forbidden, illegal, or in bad taste, Hiward will kindly look in the other direction while we aim them at the enemy.”

“War footing,” I said.

“It goes farther than that,” said the patriarch. “Wars are fought against people. There are some rules for war. These things are not people, and so there are no rules.”

“And our party knows more about them than most.”

“Which is why I think it is wise that you stay out of the way of the other houses while they process how much grace Hiward has just given them to act like fools.”

“What about the System phases?” asked Xim. “If Hiward is looking for tools to use against the avatars, unlocking the next System phase might do that.”

The patriarch tilted his head to the side. His relaxed and somewhat distant demeanor evaporated as his eyes focused and fixed on Xim.

“Tell me,” he said, “what are System phases?”


Chapter 22



“Let me repeat that back to you,” said Ealdric, “and you can tell me if I’ve understood you correctly.”

He clasped his hands together before him, pointer fingers held together close to his mouth.

“The System gave you a mysterious item—called the Get Out of Cage Free Card—which hinted at the existence of something called System phases. While searching for information about these phases, you hunted down and defeated a powerful entity known as The Mimic, who rewarded you with the location of several special-grade Delves that must be conquered to advance to the next phase. You then sought out and spoke with the goddess of the Third Layer, who told you that the System’s second phase will allow more Delvers to be made each year and will provide existing Delvers with greater access to power and resources.”

“Yep!” said Xim.

Ealdric took a deep breath, then pondered the information for a full minute. We waited in silence as he did so.

“Fascinating,” he finally said. “Who have you told about this?”

“Arlo and I told Varrin,” said Xim. “No idea who he told.”

Ealdric’s eyebrows went up, and he turned his head slowly to the big guy, who had gone completely still.

“I reported the matter to Mother,” said Varrin.

“As is appropriate,” said Ealdric Sr. “She is the sole reigning Thundralke since my grandson perished.”

“She advised me to inform Grandfather,” said Varrin. “I did so, and he instructed me to stay silent while he reported the matter to Umi-Doo at Central.”

“My son has been keeping secrets from me,” said Ealdric Sr. “I’ll have to have a word with him about that.”

I experienced the strangest mental image of a 90-year-old man getting spanked by his centenarian father.

“If I may,” said Varrin. “I believe Grandfather wanted to validate the claims before troubling you with it.”

“The information is somewhat suspect,” said the patriarch. “I do not doubt the word of your party, Varrin, but this intelligence was gathered from item descriptions, mana monsters, and divinities with unknown agendas. Unreliable sources, in other words.”

Xim frowned as Ealdric indirectly insulted her goddess but didn’t comment.

“Still,” Ealdric continued, “the chance it could be true makes the information valuable enough to be worth my time. I would like to hear Umi-Doo’s thoughts.”

The patriarch then strode away from us in the direction of the Dark Iron Palace. I looked around at the group, but Varrin simply turned and began following after Ealdric Senior without missing a beat. He gestured for us to follow.

“Okay,” I said, “guess we’re going to see Umi-Doo.”
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Our march through the streets of Foundation went quickly, but gave me some time to take in the mood of the city. As far as I knew, the news about Canotha hadn’t officially been made public, but no one was making any effort to suppress it.

Most of those we passed moved about their lives as normal, seemingly unaffected or unaware of the trouble in Timagrin. A vendor peddling pocket watches was giving his pitch to a well-dressed gentleman with wallet in hand, whose wife was looking on with obvious skepticism. A pair of women argued about their route through the city as they sat atop a wagon transporting lumber. A pair of guards were harried by a gang of curious children as they patrolled. One of the two handed a young girl a package of caramels, which she clutched to her chest as she ran off, pursued by the other kids in her flock. Outwardly, nothing looked amiss. However, my knowledge of what had happened painted the city in a different light.

A group of men stood in the mouth of an alley, their expressions dark as they had a heated discussion. A young woman wept while an older lady held and consoled her. A group of the deer-like Timans loaded a cart with luggage and supplies, wearing pained looks as they prepared to leave the city. I heard the word Canotha whispered and caught a snippet of a man giving an estimated death toll. Eyes followed the patriarch as he went, people growing nervous when they otherwise might have been excited to see one of the nation’s heroes. I could practically feel the news infecting the city.

While we had no honor guard, the patriarch parted the sea of humanity with his mere presence. No one approached us, though many watched, and we entered the Dark Iron Palace through the front uncontested. Guards moved aside and servants swept doors open as the patriarch made a beeline for the palace’s west wing. We kept close at Ealdric Senior’s heels, earning no more than a careful glance from any of the security.

We came to a large, spiraling staircase that ascended to the palace’s highest tower. I leaned back, peering up at the endless rows of circling stairs. There were enough flights to give Nuralie’s hat a run for its money. Ealdric paused and looked back at us.

“Let us take the quick way,” he said, and we received a notification.

Ealdric Ravvenblaq Sr. has invited you to join his party.

Accept? Y/N

We accepted the invite, the patriarch looked up again, and the world became a blur. No more than a second passed before we’d ascended to the highest landing. The movement was as quick as Xim’s dream step, but we didn’t cheat our way through reality by believing we were somewhere else; we just moved at ludicrous speed.

Once we reached the top, the patriarch unceremoniously dismissed us from his party, then marched to a set of high-arched doors and pushed them open. Beyond was Umi-Doo’s office and library.

Ealdric entered like he owned the place, eyes scanning for the mini-yeti who was his target. The Director of Central was nowhere in sight, and while Ealdric continued his search for Umi-Doo, I took in the furry guy’s choice of aesthetic.

The room, like the tower, was massive and cylindrical. Bookshelves lined the walls from the floor to the 200-foot-high ceiling, lacking any sort of ladders or walkways to allow one to browse their contents. Amidst the books, countless trinkets and baubles were scattered, many of which looked magical in nature.

There was a set of thirteen gears that continuously assembled themselves into different configurations on a shelf beside dozens of vibrant crystals which emitted puffs of colorful vapor. There were four orbs that showed what appeared to be live feeds from different locations around Foundation sat next to three hand mirrors that reflected what their subject might look like as one of various races. I spent several seconds admiring myself as a Geulon, a Chovali, and a Littan. My beard didn’t quite work with any of them, aside from my scaled loson form looking both distinguished and willing to challenge conventional fashion trends. The mirror briefly swapped to showing me as a Timan, and my mood fell at the sight. I moved on.

The collection that most drew my eye, however, was one that lined a shelf that ran the length of the entire room, right at the level of my hip. I squatted down and examined the contents, finding it stuffed full of figurines. Some of the sculptures were of different goddesses representing a dozen pantheons and religions. Others were representations of important historical figures hailing from each nation on the continent.

Yet more were of specific Delvers, each of which had the Delver’s name engraved on the base of the little statue. Varrin’s mother—Thundralke Nola Ravvenblaq—was among them, along with Matriarch Dukgrien, several matriarchs from the other houses—Bluewren, Heronwyte, Thrushmahagony—and even God-King Ayamari, who I’d only ever heard descriptions of, but never seen a representation of.

The most powerful Delver on the planet looked similar to a Timan, though her antlers were far grander than anything I’d seen on a typical member of the people. Her body proportions were also closer to a Hiwardian’s, while her face was less human than a typical Timan’s and more deer-like. Her eyes were also… strange. Any amount of the detail could have been the liberties taken by the sculptor, so I didn’t pay them much heed.

Despite the disparate subjects, all of the statuettes had three things in common. They were all women. They were all wearing clothes or armor that I would describe as “nonfunctional.” They were all portrayed in a moment of “compromised” positioning.

There were hundreds of them.

I couldn’t decide if the collection was entertaining or disturbing. Had any of these women agreed to become the subjects of said miniaturization, or was Umi-Doo more of an “ask forgiveness, not permission” type? Did Hiward have any laws regarding the commercialization of a celebrity’s likeness? I could probably make a case for misappropriation, assuming that⁠—

“Umi-Doo!” Ealdric bellowed. “Where are you?”

Several books fell from a high perch, and the white-furred face of Umi-Doo sprouted from the shelf behind them. The mage had literally been buried in the books.

“Ealdric?” said Umi-Doo. “What are you doing in my office?”

“I’d like to have a meeting,” Ealdric Sr. called up to him.

“I see,” said Umi-Doo, extricating himself from the shelf and hovering in the air a hundred feet above us. He began floating down, and as he descended, I noticed that his fur was messy, his eyes were dark with fatigue, and he was massaging the side of his neck.

I glanced over at a few of the books that had fallen, reading over their titles. The nearest was Rotger’s Tactics, Combating a Superior Force, which had landed beside Replacing Active Skills, Separating Myth from Fact. The third one I could make out from a distance was BFS: Real Big Spells for Solving Real Big Problems. Maybe the selection was a coincidence, but taken in combination, they painted an uncomfortable picture of the little dude’s state of mind.

Umi-Doo landed before Ealdric, craning back to look up at the silver-haired man, who towered over him by 3 feet or more.

“The patriarch of Ravvenblaq comes to my office and asks for a meeting,” said Umi-Doo. “So I suppose that I am now having a meeting with the Ravvenblaq patriarch.”

“What do you know about the System phases?” asked Ealdric, and Umi-Doo let out a purring snort in reply.

“What do I know about System phases?” he said. “Fucking nothing! If you’ll excuse my colorful language.”

“Nothing?” said Ealdric, his tone skeptical.

Umi-Doo threw his arms up in frustration.

“Almost nothing!” he said.

He then spun on his heel and glided through the air to a large marble desk at the center of the chamber. We all followed, and when we drew close, I noticed that there was yet another figurine on the desk—half-painted—with an extensive set of fine brushes and pigments laid out beside it.

It looked like my friend Myria landing in one of her cat-like poses after leaping off something unreasonably tall. However, the figurine was wearing a mini-skirt that was distinctly not designed to be worn while performing acrobatics, resulting in certain undergarments being exposed that should have otherwise remained unseen. Knowing Myria, there was a good chance she had approved this model.

Umi-Doo waved a hand as we got close, and the figurine and paint set disappeared, replaced by a mountain of dusty tomes that plopped onto the desk in rapid succession, landing with heavy thuds. They kicked up a cloud of ancient soot, but Umi-Doo waved again, and it was sucked away into a small, ruby bottle along a shelf to our right.

“No mention of System phases among the ancient culture of Hursrabargdraf,” said Umi-Doo, gesturing at one of the piles. He gestured at the next. “No mention among the theological texts of the dead religion of VONT. No mention among speculative fiction which pre-dates the founding of the Littan Empire concerning the existence of the demon spirit, Juntin. No mention among witness interviews after the fall of Mudong-Dal. No mention⁠—”

Ealdric held up a hand.

“These are all very specific sources,” he said. “Why would they mention System phases in the first place? Most of these were written before the Creation Delve was discovered.”

“Yes, well, I’ve already read everything written about the Delves,” said Umi-Doo. “Everything published, that is. Probably half of what is unpublished. It goes without saying that nothing about System phases is mentioned in those.”

“Does it, though?” I asked, and Umi-Doo turned to look at me. I was pretty sure he’d only just noticed my existence.

“Esquire Arlo,” he said.

“That’s me.”

“Why the fuck are you in my office?”

I waited for his usual request to forgive his language, but none came.

“He’s with me,” said Ealdric. “You’re saying that no other Delver has encountered this concept?”

“People have ‘theorized,’” said Umi-Doo, using finger quotes around the word theorized. “It’s all preposterous, poorly considered, and—for the most part—made up. Most of the time, the term phases isn’t even used. It’s something vague like ‘the growth’ or ‘the awakening.’ One text written by the famously mad Mir DeTartes called it a series of ‘bug-fixes.’ The list goes on, but none of the ideas have any evidence to back them up. That last one didn’t even attempt to explain what insects had to do with anything.”

“It’s shorthand for a machine error,” I said. Umi-Doo gave me another surprised glance. Had he forgotten I was there already? “It’s when an automated system does something unexpected and unwanted.”

“What does that have to do with bugs?” he asked.

“No idea,” I said. “Maybe an actual bug was the cause of the first machine bug, so they just called them bugs from thereon out.”

“That’s absurd.”

“Lots of names for things are.”

“Why are you here again?”

“Because,” said Ealdric, “Fortune’s Folly discovered the System phases. At least, according to what you’re telling me.”

“I don’t see why that requires the physical presence of the party members.”

“Did I offend you somehow, Umi-Doo?” I asked.

“Yes,” said Umi-Doo. “You never came to visit.”

“I never came to visit? I didn’t know I had an open invitation.”

“You don’t,” said Umi-Doo. “You could have requested a meeting.”

“Was there something you wanted to discuss?”

“I wanted to know what you thought of the book I gave you.”

“Which one? You gave me four.”

He waggled his eyebrows.

“You know which one,” he said.

“Oh.” I paused, carefully wording my feedback for the spicy title in question. “The illustrations were well-made and the articles were… informative.” I snapped a finger, thinking of something. “I might have an entry for you on Third Layer denizens.”

“Really now?” said Umi-Doo, leaning closer.

“Arlo,” said Xim, “I enjoyed Umi-Doo’s book on mating as much as you did, but this conversation is moving into degenerate territory.”

“It’s for science,” I said.

“For posterity,” said Umi-Doo. “Literally and figuratively.”

My brain crawled over how many entendres that statement held. Ealdric placed a hand on Umi-Doo’s desk and gave the mini-yeti a penetrating glare.

“Stay on task,” said the patriarch. “You said that you knew almost nothing. What do you know?”

Umi-Doo’s eyebrows twitched, then he summoned a map of Arzia made of mana and light. Three dots appeared.

“The three Delves that The Mimic entity provided locations for exist,” he said. “The two lower-level Delves—Saekongr’s Crevice and Deijin’s Descent—have been noted for the curiosities of their entry permissions. Most Delvers, even those who meet the level requirements, are denied access. The precious few who have been allowed through the portal never return. These were all parties of exceptionally talented young Delvers.”

He zoomed in on the third dot, which was in the country-sized forest on the eastern side of Arzia.

“The Level 30 and up Delve—The Hierophant's Valley—exhibits the same portal behavior, but to my knowledge no Delver has been granted entry. However, after receiving this new information, I sent a team to investigate the portal.” He turned back to us, crossing his stubby arms. “First, finding a team willing to breach the inner sanctum of the Less-Than-Habitable Forest is extremely difficult, I’ll have you know. Second, the portal is closed. In its place there is only a large guidestone with text written in Celestial carved into its face.”

“Celestial?” said Ealdric. “Did you send someone who could read it?”

“My usual team loadout of suicidally driven Delvers does not demand the presence of a member with such niche capabilities,” said Umi-Doo.

“I’m assuming what you meant to say just now was ‘no,’” said Ealdric. “Do you have someone who can read it?”

“I do,” said Umi-Doo. “They are currently engaged in other matters, but will be en route as soon as possible.”

“I can read Celestial,” said Etja, and I turned to her, surprised.

“When did that happen?” I asked.

“When I was born,” she said. “It’s one of the things I inherited from my father.”

“It’s a vanishingly rare language and an even rarer skill to read it,” said Umi-Doo, appraising Etja for the first time. He fixated on her extra limbs. “Leave your card, and I may hire you in the future.”

“My card?” said Etja.

“Contact information,” I said.

“Ah. You can just come and find our party, Mister Director, sir.”

“Inconvenient,” said Umi-Doo. “But very well. Regardless, the Forest is far too deadly a place for a Level 6 Delver, even when escorted.”

“If the portal is closed,” said Ealdric, “someone must have conquered the Delve.”

“That is my working theory,” said Umi-Doo.

“Who? None of the truly powerful Delvers from Hiward have been to this region of the Less-Than-Habitable Forest in years.”

“Your information-gathering apparatus may be flawed,” said Umi-Doo.

“Or,” said Ealdric, eyes narrowing, “it was a Delver from outside of Hiward.”

“There are precious few who would meet the criteria,” said Umi-Doo. “That is, assuming these Delves are as dangerous as The Mimic suggested. I’m unaware of anyone taking serious action in the forest, aside from the thrillseekers out in Nohrrin. They never dive this deep, however, and Hiward keeps a close eye on anyone who could.”

“Except for the one who cannot be kept track of,” said Ealdric.

Umi-Doo scratched at his jaw with an ebony-taloned finger.

“You believe Ayamari may be responsible?” he asked.

“She would have the means,” said Ealdric. “I believe she would be receptive if I simply asked her about the Delve. I did her a favor recently.”

“The direct approach,” said Umi-Doo. “Always nice when it works.”

“If that Delve has been conquered,” I said, “then the hardest of the three Delves is done. We just have to knock out the other two.”

“I fear you have missed a significant stretch of this conversation,” said Umi-Doo. “Some of the most talented young Delvers in history have disappeared within the confines of these Delves.”

“Yeah,” I said. “That doesn’t mean they’re impossible.”

“Yes, yes,” said Umi-Doo. “‘Everything is impossible until it isn’t.’ Those were The Mimic’s undying words to you, correct?”

I nodded. “Well, if your party wants to sail to Eschendur, figure out a way to bypass the Littan blockade, convince the notoriously insular Eschens to let you galavant across their nation in search of a Delve that is both unlikely to allow you entrance and, if it does, will most certainly kill you, then be my guest.”

I had no good reply to that.

“Hiwardians frequently cross the blockade,” said Varrin. “I am certain you can grant us passage.”

Umi-Doo blinked at the big guy, then looked at Ealdric, who nodded.

“I do have some arrangements that can be leveraged,” Umi-Doo said. “If a request is made by you, Patriarch, then I would be willing to spend some of my diplomatic capital.”

“Then consider the request made,” said Ealdric.

Umi-Doo shrugged. “It’s your influence to waste, I suppose,” he said.

“I can be our escort,” said Nuralie. “Once we cross the blockade.”

“I didn’t know you’d been sanctioned by the church with such capacity,” said Umi-Doo.

“I haven’t.” Pause. “But I can be.”

“Then you have two of your three required miracles,” said Umi-Doo. “Your party moves quickly. Now you just have to survive the Delve, which is Level 10 and under. I notice that your party is Level 6. Ambitious.”

“We also need to avoid any difficult Littans,” I mumbled, mulling over the chance of a second encounter with Tavio and Gharifon. The Littan armies weren’t in Eschendur, but they sure as hell were around it.

“Who would you send for the 20-and-under Delve?” asked Varrin. “Saekongr’s Crevice.”

“I’m afraid there’s been a misunderstanding,” said Umi-Doo. “I, in my role as Director of Central, cannot condone this mission. If we assume the information you have is correct, the nebulous claim that your actions will generate new methods to mint Delvers is unfavorable to Hiward.”

“Here it is,” I said. “The politics and bullshittery.” Umi-Doo tilted his head at me. “If you’ll excuse my colorful language,” I added.

“As such,” he continued, “any assistance I can provide is limited. Even petitioning for your passage into Eschendur puts me in a tricky position.”

“What about brother Ealdric?” Varrin asked, turning to Ealdric Senior. The patriarch shook his head.

“Drift and his party are only Level 12. A Level 20 Delve would be suicide. Normally, I would say your own party is reaching too high with a Level 10, but the reports I’ve read on your team’s activities are enough to persuade me to allow you to pursue it.”

“Any other Ravvenblaq teams in that range?” I asked.

“The other family teams are too high-level,” said Ealdric. “I would have to entreat one of the other houses. It would be a difficult task, especially in light of Hiward’s reaction to the avatars.”

Umi-Doo twitched when the avatars were mentioned.

“Yes,” he said. “The Thundralkes are unlikely to allow their best and brightest to chase fairy tales while the king has us readying ourselves to take action against god-like beings in Timagrin.”

“So, someone else?” I asked. “One of the non-Hiwardian teams?”

“Hmph,” Umi-Doo purr-grunted. “Timagrin is busy, my native people in Mittak wouldn’t care, Ayama doesn’t play nice with anyone, and our present relationship with Litta is poor. Beyond that, the imperials are more concerned with their chokehold on the Eschens.”

“Anyone in Eschendur?” I asked, looking at Nuralie.

“The Eschens have few capable Delvers,” Umi-Doo said before Nuralie could respond. “They are a revelator culture, ill-equipped to⁠—”

“Sakra Manar,” said Nuralie. Umi-Doo’s mouth clapped shut. “She could do it.”

“What level is she?” I asked.

“Fifteen.”

“You don’t think that’s too low? Is her party really skilled or something?”

“Eschendur is a revelator culture,” said Nuralie, eyeing Umi-Doo. “Sakra Manar is one of the ruling triarchs of Eschendur, the Zenithar of the Church of Deijin, a sixth-stage revelator, and the only member of the Triune who is also a Delver.” Pause. “She is more than capable.”

Umi-Doo shifted uncomfortably, and a heavy book fell from his desk. It made a loud clap as it landed, but the little mage ignored it.

“In that case,” he said, “you would need only to convince one of the most powerful and important people in your nation to pursue a Delve on the opposite side of the continent.”

Nuralie lowered her head, and her tail twitched. “I will convince her that our mission is righteous.” Pause. “And necessary.”

Ealdric watched Nuralie’s expression for a moment, then rapped his knuckles against the desk.

“Sounds like you have a plan,” he said. “Umi-Doo gets you through the blockade; Nuralie guides you through Eschendur and recruits the assistance of the Zenithar; then the five of you conquer a hitherto insurmountable Delve.”

“We’ve had worse,” said Varrin. “There are no half-gods trying to kill us this round.”

“Why?” I said. “Why would you speak that into existence?”

Our group spent another hour hammering out some of the details, then began to make our way out of Umi-Doo’s office. It would take a couple of weeks to get our blockade passes, mainly because Umi-Doo would have to grease some palms to help us get Nuralie through. The Littan blockade had already kept the loson from returning home for nearly two years.

On our way out, Etja stopped and admired some of Umi-Doo’s figurines, picking one up to examine. The model was of Yara—queen of the gods and rightful ruler of the celestials—in upward dog position. Etja turned it over and studied it from all angles, then caught me watching her.

“These are neat!” she said. She set the figure down and picked up another. While she looked over a Dhonvon angel of purity shedding her mortal body—and clothes—to rise into the heavens, Umi-Doo floated over to study it alongside her.

“I take great care to portray them exactly as the scriptures describe,” he said.

“Really?” both Etja and I said at the same time, though with distinctly different tones.

“What about the real people?” I asked, pointing over the section of Delvers.

“Also made with high fidelity,” he said. “It’s a point of personal pride, and also why they sell so well.”

“I’m sure that’s the only reason,” I said. “So, do these ladies get a cut?”

“Of course,” said Umi-Doo, looking affronted. “Do you take me for a thief?”

“I, uh, no. I thought that, maybe… Never mind.”

He looked at me quizzically but turned back to Etja.

“I hear you made a name for yourself out on the western coast,” he said.

“You did?” asked Etja. “Already?”

“You left quite the impression. You may not be a woman of exceptional renown at the moment, but I can see you one day being known the world over.”

“Aww, that’s sweet of you to say.”

“It’s never too early to think about merchandising,” he continued. “If you like, we could collaborate on a statue for yourself.”

Etja paused her inspection of the figure and looked at Umi-Doo. Umi-Doo looked at Etja, his mini-yeti face expressionless. Etja looked at me. I looked at Etja. We both looked back at Umi-Doo.

Etja sat the model back onto the shelf.

“That’s a really nice offer,” she said. “I’ll keep it in mind.”

“Proposal’s on the table,” said Umi-Doo. “Let me know if you change your mind.”

We then left the Director of Central’s office behind so that he could do his highly professional Director-of-Central things alone.


Chapter 23



Before parting ways with Ealdric Senior, the patriarch pulled Varrin aside to provide some words of wisdom. The pair made no effort to avoid being overheard, and I made myself obvious as I waited on the big guy so that no one could fairly accuse me of the eavesdropping that I was certainly engaging in.

“I see that you’ve taken up your father’s sword, Kazandak,” said Ealdric Sr., gesturing at the sheathed blade on Varrin’s hip. The giraffe-length weapon—20 feet at its longest—was the size of a normal longsword when fully collapsed. Varrin nodded at the patriarch’s words, placing his hand on the sword’s pommel, but didn’t speak.

“When your grandfather forged that sword,” Ealdric Sr. said, “it was the first blade made by a Delver that could only exist because it was made by a Delver. Other craftsmen had well-honed the art of producing blades that could only be wielded by a Delver—demanding mana weaves, absurd size, and weight—but your grandfather was the first to cast the entire art of weapon smithing into the fire before using that heat to forge Kazandak.

“This weapon could not possibly exist without magic. No metal can be worked to be so long and so thin while keeping its structural integrity. Everything that had come before it relied on traditional designs, adapted to the abilities of Delvers, but Junior’s first masterwork asked the Delver to adapt to the weapon instead. To wield Kazandak, one must bend to Kazandak. The blade makes itself a part of your technique, your style, a part of you.

“When Junior presented it to me as a gift, its requirements and enhancements fell well below what I was able to wield, but I recognized the potency of it. The blade is light, so it takes great advantage of Speed, but the force required to use it effectively at its farthest reach demands incredible Strength. When both are applied with skill, the sword proves itself more potent than many blades with… “flashier” or higher-level bonuses. I used it for many years before passing it down to your father.”

Varrin watched the patriarch respectfully, though it looked like he knew this story well. I imagined it was a favorite bedtime tale for many of the Ravvenblaq children, tucked to sleep with their wooden play swords to keep them warm in bed.

“Var,” said Ealdric, “when I was a child, we slept on threadbare blankets on cold stone, deep within the mountains. Our family ate what we called Rhyming Soup, made from moisture collected from the mines and whatever vermin we could hunt for meat—bats, rats, and cats, mostly. We held nothing of value but for one thing—an ancient, brittle shortsword.

“For you or I now, something like that would be less than junk in our eyes, but at that time, it was a treasure. We could have traded it for a month of full bellies and dry beds near the warmth of the smeltery. Being discovered with it could also have sent my father to the pens for a year, which was the same as a death sentence. It was the most valuable—and dangerous—thing anyone that we knew owned.

“My father did not keep it for its worth in silver or even to use as a weapon. He kept it because it was his totem—a symbol of his lineage, passed down from parent to child for unknown generations. Our family held no surname at the time, but that sword was our crest, the sigil of our house.

“I tell you this not to remind you of your heritage or because old men enjoy repeating stories they’ve told a hundred times… Well, maybe a little bit of that second part. No, the reason I am telling you is because our house has lost some part of itself since we were granted titles and lands and more money than we know what to do with. I have struggled with it myself, and I fear that I have failed to pass on the essence of my father’s customs. The customs held for centuries before the name Ravvenblaq was first spoken.

“To my father, that sword was not an object—not a weapon or a tool. To him, the blade was the spirit of our family. Each hand that had held it was a part of the blade, a piece of every man or woman who’d owned it, imbued into the metal. The sword was a living thing that spoke to him in some deep way, and he passed before I ever truly understood what that meant to him.

“I have struggled to hand his beliefs down through the family. When I was young and angry, I blamed my father for much of what we endured in my youth. Here was a man who muttered to his sword instead of using it to cut down our taskmasters. A man who prayed to the ancestors that had allowed us to be enslaved. A man who never raised a fist to anyone, no matter how cruel. I thought him weak and foolish. As I have aged, I have… calmed down. Some.” He gave Varrin a smile soaked in regret.

“While my father never broke fetters or drove our oppressors back across the sea, he accomplished a feat that I think is just as grand. He kept our identity. Ours was the only family with history, with a story that told us who we were. We were connected to all those that came before us, and though that connection grew frayed and distant, it never broke. It persists to this day.” Ealdric reached down and placed his hand over Varrin’s along the sword’s pommel.

“That ancient sword is lost,” he said. “Stolen and shattered before the earliest days of the war. But this blade—” He shook the pommel for emphasis. “This blade is our legacy now.” He released his grip and took Varrin by the shoulders. “I taught Junior everything I knew, Junior put everything he had into forging this blade, and your father…” Ealdric looked down for a moment and swallowed. When he looked back up at Varrin, he was no longer the Ravvenblaq patriarch. He was a man, forlorn and world-weary, who’d seen his share of tragedy.

“Your father lost his life trying to protect you with it,” he finally said softly. “Now, this blade is yours, but I want you to meditate on the ones who came before you. Try to understand your connection, not just to the three generations that held Kazandak, but to all those that lived and died in the mines, and all those who lived as free men and women before. This may not be the sword that was taken from my father, but this is the sword he whispered to in the night. That history and connection go beyond the limits of this physical world.”

Ealdric grasped Varrin by the back of the neck and gave the big guy a gentle shake, then dropped his hand. He searched Varrin’s eyes for a few seconds, then turned to leave. Varrin watched the patriarch go, and I could tell the story had moved him, but also left him a little confused. He raised his hand from the pommel of the sword and stared down at it. When he looked back up, the patriarch had passed out of sight.

He turned to me with a strange expression, as though he didn’t know whether he were allowed to ask me what the hell that was all about. Eventually he walked over, and the pair of us moved to catch up with the rest of our party in silence.
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We’d been told to make ourselves scarce, so after setting a Checkpoint at my Formation estate—not ransacked and no squatters yet, so huzzah!—and making a visit to a few shops, we hustled our way out of Foundation before the Delver meeting was ever held. We spent the time waiting for our blockade passes by traveling to Port Sarsora on Hiward’s eastern coast, where we’d depart across the sea bound for Eschendur.

We took the journey at an easy pace and ended up spending a month in the port. Not only did the blockade passes take longer than expected, but they were only valid for a specific window of time, which began several weeks after we’d received them—the speed of bureaucracy once again impressing tortoises worldwide.

It was enough time for me to use my Spectacular Vernacular bonus to teach myself the Imperial language to a conversational level. My accent was probably shit, but it seemed like a reasonable way to pass the month since we were about to be interfacing with a fleet’s worth of Littans.

We also talked at length about the reasons why the Littans were blockading Eschendur in the first place. It had been going on longer than I’d been in Arzia, but I’d only ever picked up the basic details.

“It comes down to magical resources,” said Varrin. “Littan territory is rich in mundane materials such as iron, gemstones, and cropland, but they don’t have access to extraordinary metals or mana-rich plants and animals. Eschendur is the world’s largest exporter of Madrin, has unparalleled diversity in alchemical ingredients, and can produce a variety of materials useful for mana weaving. The Littans wanted a larger share of the Eschen trade that was going to Hiward, but didn’t have anything to offer that Eschendur wanted in return.”

“Block trade to Hiward, force Eschendur to sell to Litta,” I said. “Thus, the blockade. I get it.”

“The blockade didn’t accomplish much,” said Nuralie. “Eschendur refused to sell to Litta.”

“Eschendur’s economy is fairly self-sustaining,” said Varrin. “They have always been somewhat isolationist, so they are not reliant on outside goods for much. Stonewalling the blockade caused harm to Eschendur, but not to the level the Littans were expecting.”

“Where’s Hiward in all this?” I asked. “Litta is fucking up a really important trade channel to the kingdom.”

“Hiward cannot do much,” said Varrin. “It is complicated, but it boils down to treaties. Barring special circumstances, Hiward is not allowed to interfere with Littan military action. If they do, all existing political relationships between Litta and Hiward are severed.”

“Okay,” I said. “So, if it all comes back to Litta wanting Eschendur’s magic shit, how does Litta justify the blockade to the world? What they’re doing essentially signals to every nation in Arzia that they could be next.”

“There is a pass through the Right Hand Mountains called the Eschen Gap,” said Nuralie. “For what little trade did occur, it was the only trade route from Eschendur to the Empire by land. Even so, it is used sparingly and with great caution.

“The Gap is home to an entity known as The Operator. It is”—pause—“very strong. Stronger than most Delvers. We do not settle the Gap because of this, and any trade caravans that pass through make the trip without stopping for camp or rest. The Littans, however, began building settlements within the Gap when they first started testing our borders. The settlements were destroyed, and Litta blamed Eschendur.”

“What?” I said. “Why?”

“The Operator is… a legend to some extent,” said Nuralie. “The Littans think of it like a folk tale. When the settlements were destroyed, the evidence showed that it was caused by a single, powerful individual. There were no survivors to attest to what happened, so the Littans assumed it was an Eschen Delver or powerful revelator. When Eschendur responded by saying it was The Operator, the claim was not taken seriously.”

“Litta thought you were telling them that the boogeyman did it?” I asked.

“I will assume what you said makes sense and say yes,” said Nuralie. “Litta demanded that we turn over the culprit, but there is no one to hand over.”

“That was their excuse to start the blockade?” I sighed. “They act like it’s a righteous campaign to force you into turning over a criminal, when really they just want to take your stuff. I suppose that sounds like some good fuel for a propaganda campaign.”

Between talking smack about the Littans and learning their language, I also worked with my revelations, trying to bring out more capabilities of See and Reveal. It was tenuous work with little reward, and after my sixth day spent staring at every person who walked by, trying to glean anything new from literally gazing into their soul, I began to get frustrated. Intrinsic skills at least rewarded me with the occasional level up, letting me know I was moving in the right direction. Revelations were more ephemeral, so all I had to go on was my gut feeling and guidance from Xim that was varying degrees of not helpful.

Once our passes arrived and we set out to schedule ourselves a boat ride, no less than a dozen merchants and rental fleets denied us passage or vessel after catching on that we had an Eschen in our party. This was despite the fact that our passes expressly granted Nuralie permission to cross the blockade.

We ran through a few ideas of how to handle this. We could keep one or more of us in the Closet, but the passes were issued to Fortune’s Folly—our party—and they listed each individual member. The rationale for the passes was premised on our exploration of a Platinum Delve within the country’s borders, and it would raise some eyebrows if one or more members were absent. Everything we were doing was legal and above board according to Imperial law, so I was reluctant to sail up to the blockade while trying to conceal one of our members. I preferred not to receive a cavity search performed by a Littan naval unit.

As it turned out, Varrin was a deft hand at sailing, and Etja had a good grasp of what was required from her inherited knowledge. They assured us that we three laymen could be instructed for the brief voyage from shore to shore. So, we bought a caravel with a speed-enhancing mana weave.

We set out at dawn with the wind at our backs and Etja’s tricorn, making her look like the most fabulous of sea captains with its large, colorful feathers flapping in the breeze. Three dawns later, we were pulling up to thirty imperial warships off the coast of Eschendur and facing down one grumpy Littan admiral.

After dropping sails, allowing ourselves to be boarded and “inspected,” handing over our passes, and watching a schooner full of Littan soldiers sail away with them, I was still pretty calm. That didn’t last.

After an hour, a galleon moved into position on our starboard side along with a second, which closed in on our bow. Both ships faced us broadside, with a battery of cannons on full display. The attempt at intimidation got me irritated, and I briefly wondered how much damage a cannonball would even do if I took one to the chest.

When the admiral finally showed his face, it was from very far away on the deck of his galleon with a pair of Level 3 Delvers at his side, full copper. One of them had a skill that amplified the admiral’s voice, the latter of whom began engaging us in a meaningful dialogue in which he delivered increasingly bad news.

“Fortune’s Folly,” he said. “I am afraid that your blockade passes are no longer valid.”

“How can that be?” I asked, having to shout back for the man to hear me. “They were issued less than three weeks ago, and this is the first day upon which we may cross.”

“World developments have necessitated a change in policy,” the admiral answered. “The events in Timagrin have resulted in a change to a more conservative stance.”

Varrin practically growled beside me.

“What does Canotha have to do with this?” he said, voice low.

“We were not notified of any change in policy!” I shouted back. It was irritating that the Littan Delver’s skill only worked one way.

“I do not deal with the administration of passes,” the admiral replied. “Only in the enforcement of Imperial decrees.”

“Are you telling us to turn around?” I asked. “You won’t let us enter Eschendur, despite our passes?”

The admiral reached up and toyed with a button on his jacket.

“Not as such, no,” he said. “Unauthorized vessels sailing to the blockade are to be detained.”

“This is madness,” Varrin muttered.

“Sorry,” I said. “I don’t think I heard that correctly. Are you planning to detain us because your own administration erroneously issued us passes?”

“My standing orders are clear,” he said. “Vessels without a valid pass are to be detained. Your passes are no longer valid. Thus, you will remove all weapons and armor, and my sailors will retrieve these items from you. Then you will await further instruction.”

I looked around the party, seeing that I wasn’t the only one who had trouble with that idea. We’d debated whether to approach the fleet in full kit, casual wear, or hire an illusionist to make our full kit look like casual wear, but had settled on the upfront and honest approach. We had on our normal loadout, although most of us still had our main weapons in inventory.

One of the Littan coppers, a woman in a sand-colored uniform, leaned over and whispered into the admiral’s ear.

“You will also submit to an inventory inspection,” the admiral added.

I turned to the group.

“Is that a thing?” I asked.

“You can show other Delvers most of your screens,” said Xim. “Including your inventory.”

“Yeah, but why haven’t I heard of an ‘inventory inspection’ before?”

“Because it’s an outrageous request,” said Varrin. “No one asks to look at your inventory, because no one wants to have their inventory looked at. Not unless you are meeting with someone like the king.” He frowned. “In Hiward, anyway. The Littan Delvers may have a different culture.”

“Or they’re just being assholes,” Xim added.

“Yeah, that’s not gonna fly with me,” I said. “You know how much shit I got in there?”

Varrin rubbed at his face.

“I can almost believe this is truly a reaction to Canotha,” said Varrin. “Hiward has likely tightened border control as well, but detaining us is ridiculous.”

“All right. So, what do I say to that?” I asked.

“If they insist,” said Varrin, “then we either comply and allow ourselves to be detained, or we do not.”

My grip on the boat’s railing tightened.

“We can’t hand ourselves over to the Littans, we got important crap to do in Eschendur.”

“Then impress upon them the significance of disrupting our journey.”

“Maybe you should take this one,” I said.

“That will be messy,” said Varrin. His expression was growing ever darker. “You are the party leader. It is important to show a clear chain of command. It is also important to establish that we are not here at Hiward’s behest. If I were to be in charge of communications, it might make that distinction muddier.” He clenched his jaw. “I am also not confident that I would speak wisely.”

I looked the big guy over, wondering whether his growing agitation had more to do with the Littans being jerks, or with the fact that anyone was getting in our way. I resigned myself, then shouted again.

“We are sailing for Eschendur with a full grant of rights to passage by your government! We have obeyed all Imperial procedures, as dictated by your own authorities! We will thus view any attempted inspection or detainment as a violation of Articles 5 through 7 of the Imperial Covenant of 1101 I.C. and subsequently report such illegal actions to the Hiwardian Council of Thundralkes!”

The admiral did not like that statement one bit.

“Blunt,” said Varrin.

“Hey, I gave you your chance, brother.”

“When did you read the Covenant?” he asked.

“After you mentioned how Hiward couldn’t interfere with the blockade. It seemed relevant.”

The admiral had produced a small, leatherbound book and was currently flipping through it.

“Article 5 only applies to merchant vessels,” said Varrin.

“Sure.”

“Article 6 only applies to direct military action against Hiward’s own vessels. We are not sailing under such a commission.”

“True.”

Varrin furrowed his brow as he thought.

“What does Article 7 have to do with anything?” he asked.

“The Empire agrees not to enact any law that prejudices Hiward or any person of Hiwardian citizenship,” I said.

“That would only apply to me,” said Varrin. “And they’ve enacted no law, only revoked our permission to pass.”

“Whose side are you on?” I asked. “I believe there is a good-faith reading of those articles that protects this vessel and its inhabitants.”

The admiral snapped his book closed and spoke briefly to the woman beside him. Then he turned back to us, toying with his button again.

“If you carry no illegal contraband,” said the admiral, “you may file your report in Hiward once your inspection and detainment have ended, as is your right. However, if the Covenant applies, then Article 6 prevents your vessel from harboring any person engaged in military conflict with the Littan Empire. As the Littan Empire is currently facing hostilities from Eschendur, your Eschen passenger will be taken into custody.”

My grip on the railing tightened further, and I heard a sharp snap as it cracked, but it wasn’t my grasp that had caused it. I looked over and saw Varrin’s gauntleted hand wrapped around splintered remains. He tossed them into the water, staring darkly at the admiral. I turned to check on Nuralie and found her looking murderous. Xim had a flare of crimson flame rolling across her knuckles. Even Etja looked pissed, which I wasn’t sure I’d seen before. I turned back to the galleon.

“In no way does Article 6 demand that we—” I began to shout back, but the admiral cut me off.

“If you do not comply, we will fire upon your vessel.”

“You are threatening to sink a legally sailing crew under an interpretation of the Covenant made with intentional malice⁠—”

“If you attempt to flee, we will fire upon your vessel.”

“You cannot possibly be this stu⁠—”

“You have thirty seconds to signal your intent to hand over the Eschen and submit to inspection and detainment.”

Sometimes, even when the law is on your side, the person with the bigger gun is the one who decides which laws apply. I suddenly felt like showing the admiral which of us had the bigger gun.

Not in a sexy way, though. In a punch people until they agree with me kind of way.

“Ah, fuck this,” I said.

I cast Shortcut twice in quick succession and appeared on the deck of the galleon beside the admiral. The beastman stumbled back when I popped out of a dimensional tear two feet from him, but one of his copper flunkies steadied him before he fell. All along the deck, soldiers leveled spears and crossbows at me. The second copper—a brawny male Littan—stepped between myself and the admiral, glowing scimitar at the ready.

“It seemed like we were having difficulty communicating,” I said, leaning to one side and ignoring the Level 3. “I think this is more convenient.”

The admiral’s eyes had gone wide, but he recomposed himself after the woman came around to join the other Level 3 between myself and their commander.

“Listen, my guy, think about what you’re asking here,” I said. “I’ve got a full party of Platinum Delvers on that boat, people that I’ve fought and bled with, people I care quite a lot about, and you’ve just asked me to hand one over to you. It’s not gonna happen.”

“I-if you refuse to cooperate, then⁠—”

“Then what?” I said. “You’re going to shoot cannonballs at us? Do you think you’d hit any of us with them?”

“Your vessel will be⁠—”

“We bought that boat with one tenth of what we made in our last Delve. Sink it, see if I care. Or, wait, do you think we need a boat to make it to shore?”

“Seize this intruder!”


Chapter 24



The coppers jumped into action.

They weren’t very impressive.

The woman in the sand-colored uniform—heretofore known as Sandy—began weaving a spell, which I Dispelled. Sandy seemed genuinely shocked when her mana fizzled. Scimitar brought his weapon down, but I cast Shortcut again and appeared behind the admiral. I sent Gracorvus into targe mode and had it fly at Scimitar, who struck at it like a charging monster, which accomplished very little. I kept willing the shield forward at forty miles per hour, and Scimitar was nearly sent tumbling off the side of the ship, but he rolled away at the last second. A blur of speed brought him in close to me, but I managed to sidestep his slash.

An arc of violet energy lanced through me, dealing a small amount of damage. The spell was intended to apply the Slowed debuff, but I resisted it without issue. Whatever Sandy’s primary casting attribute was, it wasn’t as high as my Fortitude.

Scimitar dropped low and swung a kick at my knee. I used a move I’d practiced at length after Tavio deployed it against me and turned my leg into the strike. The Littan’s leather shin guard collided with my heavy plate greaves, and my greaves won out. Scimitar stumbled back, off balance and limping. I brought Gracorvus back around to catch him from behind and drove him overboard on the opposite side of the vessel.

The splash was satisfying.

Sandy began weaving viridian mana, which I Dispelled again.

“You gotta try to fake me out or something,” I said as I Dispelled a third spell. “This shit costs me around 40% of what you're spending on that magic, and I guarantee I have more mana than you.”

She bared her teeth and pulled out a handful of what looked like marbles. She threw them, and they whipped toward me with magically augmented speed. Gracorvus was still on its way back to me, and I tried to dodge the projectiles, but they arced to follow me. The small orbs latched onto my armor like magnets, then exploded in a blinding flash.

Denied my normal vision, I quickly swapped to Soul-Sight. Sandy was rushing toward me, both hands gripping what I suspected was a weapon, a dagger or shortsword from the way she held it. I grabbed the admiral by the collar of his jacket and jerked him in front of me, which caused Sandy to stumble to a halt to keep from skewering her commander with whatever it was she was holding.

“We’re all reasonable people,” I said, blinking away afterimages. A soldier stabbed me from behind with a spear, but his weapon broke on my armor. “You gave me one option, which is to say, an ultimatum. I’ll give you two options. Option one: you allow me and my crew to sail to Eschendur like our blockade passes give us the legal right to do. No one gets hurt, everyone walks away happy. Option two: we go to Eschendur anyway. Less people walk away, happy or otherwise.”

The admiral turned and looked at me with one wild eye. Two more soldiers broke their spears on my back, and I gave the admiral a winning smile.

“Your choice,” I said.

“Fire all cannons!” the admiral shouted.

“This is why I’m not a diplomat,” I said, my voice lost in the thundering sound of big guns.

I looked out at the sea to make sure my party abandoned ship before our caravel was shredded by 40 cannons, full broadsides from two different battleships. Varrin had leapt out onto the water and was now literally sprinting across its surface. Etja, Xim, and Nuralie all hovered up and into the air under the effects of Siphon.

I jumped off the edge of the ship, then cast Shortcut when I could see inside of a gunport, appearing next to a rather surprised Littan cannon crew. I pulled out Somncres and extended it into a two-handed form, then brought it down on the cannon before me. The mundane iron crumpled beneath the magically enhanced blow, rendering the cannon useless.

I began marching down the line, ignoring soldiers who tried to prod me with spears and blades. Their weapons either broke or were turned aside by my armor. Here and there I shoved one roughly aside as I rapidly made my way down the entire length of the ship, dismantling every cannon I came across. While my Strength alone wouldn’t have been enough to make such casual work of the materials I was tearing through, Somncres and my recent buffs to Blunt added a lot of oomph to my swings.

As I wrecked each piece of artillery in turn, I began to consider that there may have been a few ways to handle this situation that would have been… better than how I’d approached it.

Could we have called the admiral’s bluff and tried to run the blockade? Maybe. However, when someone points a gun and says they’re going to shoot, I believe them. Turns out that was the correct assumption to make.

Could we have dived below the water and hidden in the Closet, then used our combined magic prowess to figure out a way to swim under the blockade once the Littans thought us dead or in the wind? Possibly. But I hadn’t thought of that.

A soldier landed a spear in my cheek, but it failed to penetrate the skin. I snatched the weapon away and glared at him. He backed off, with several more around him abandoning their attempts to subdue me.

We’d had passes that granted us the legal right to travel through the blockade. My first instinct had been to argue my legal point rather than fall back on committing a “crime” to avoid an asshole with power. In retrospect, that was naive of me, but it was how I’d always done things. I wasn’t given much time to think, so I’d relied on what had worked for me in the past. Of course, my past self had never interfaced with foreign military elements in possession of a fleet of ships and what appeared to be carte blanche to use them however they saw fit. I’d wanted to “talk it out” with the guy.

Unfortunately, in order to talk with the admiral, I’d had to get close to the admiral. Teleporting onto the man’s galleon in full Madrin plate was, I supposed, a threatening gesture, but it’s not like I’d attacked anyone. I didn’t even have my weapon out! Again, it was probably naive of me to think he would have reacted any differently.

As I finished disabling the cannons, a pair of Littans in overalls covered in grease stains appeared, each clutching fist-sized orbs in either hand. The first threw one of the round objects at me, and after Sandy’s surprise, I wasn’t going to mess around. I brought Gracorvus up and batted the orb away. It sailed back toward the Littan that had thrown it, and his eyes went wide as he stumbled back from the weapon, dropping his second orb on the ground.

I shielded my eyes in case of another light show, and there was a deafening whoomph. When I lowered my hand the Littan had disappeared along with a rather large chunk of the deck below him. The fumbled orb rolled into the hole and was quickly followed by another implosion. The other overall-wearing Littan yelped and looked down into the cavity, seeming to have forgotten about me.

“Yara’s tits!” he swore in Imperial, then ran away, scurrying up the stairs to the topdeck.

I looked into the hole as well, finding the ship’s lowest deck exposed where the hull went below the waterline. There was now a two-yard-wide breach, and a torrent of water was pouring into the vessel.

“Magic grenade,” I mumbled. “Guess I’m not the only one who has some.”

I turned to the soldiers, who were either brave or stupid enough to still have weapons leveled at me.

“You guys should get out of here,” I said in Imperial. They glanced from the hole up at me, then ran.

Now, I was in a predicament. The admiral had just tried to kill my allies. He’d had no chance of succeeding, but that attempt irked me nonetheless. I’d already seen red when he’d demanded that we turn Nuralie over to him, so this wrinkle added to my irritation with the Littan. Unless he had more Delvers—ones a lot better than the Level 3s he was rolling with—his insistence on keeping his ultimatum would do nothing more than result in the deaths of his soldiers while my party carved its way to shore.

In fact, many of his soldiers may end up accidentally killing themselves if those bombardiers were on every ship.

Maybe we could fly over the blockade, banking on the idea that their cannons wouldn’t get a good angle on us. Then we might have Littans chasing us into Eschendur, which was an entirely different can of worms to open. They also had ballistae, but if they weren’t mana-woven in some fashion, I doubted they’d do any real harm to anyone in the party. That was an assumption, though, and a risk that I wasn’t completely comfortable with, especially since a mundane soldier just lobbed a supercharged “Oblivion Orb in a can” at me. Also, Varrin could run on water and I could use Gracorvus, but I wasn’t confident Etja’s mana would hold out while transporting three people across the mile of sea left between us and the Eschen shore. Hell, even Gracorvus was too mana intensive for that. It was all very frustrating.

I looked up and brought my hammer around on the planks above me, tearing open a hole. I hopped up, grabbed the edges, and hefted myself back topside. Several soldiers scattered from where I emerged, and I marched back over to the admiral.

Sandy held a conjured shortsword and tried to intercept me, but I ducked to one side and used Gracorvus to guide her weapon off target. The edge of the blade sank through the shield like a ghost, however, and chill ran across my arm as I took a modicum of Spectral damage. I shield bashed her away, then grabbed the admiral by the collar again, positioning him so that Sandy couldn’t keep coming for me.

“I try not to buy into conspiracies, but your government issued us valid passes,” I said. “Then it revoked them without notifying us. When we showed up, your standing orders were to detain us. This whole thing stinks.”

The ship groaned beneath us, but it would likely take a minute or two to begin listing.

“Not just you,” said the admiral. “All vessels without proper passes are to be detained. That policy has been in place since the blockade’s beginning.”

“So you’re saying this entire thing is a clerical error?”

“My orders are given with the weight of the Imperial throne,” he said. “An administrative blunder does not overrule the empress’s authority. I am duty-bound to carry out the procedures as they are written.”

“You could have let us turn around,” I added.

The man had recovered his composure and was now looking at me with a mix of contempt and bewilderment.

“Capturing any Eschen Delver who attempts to cross is one of our highest priorities,” he said. “Had you been willing to part with the Geulon, you would have been on your way back to Hiward in less than a day. I will not allow such a weapon to return to Eschendur.”

“Then you realize that Delvers are dangerous?”

“Of course I do,” he spat, insulted.

“But you just threatened a whole crew of them.”

“You’re Level 6!” he said. “My own Delvers told me as much. I have been apprised of the capabilities of Delvers in different ranges. The lower levels are dangerous, but hardly a threat to a significant military force.”

“Ah, I see,” I said. “That’s the root of the misunderstanding. You don’t think we’re dangerous enough.”

“You’re mad,” said the admiral. “I know that some Delvers become drunk on the powers they gain, but this… it rises to the level of absurd.”

“Sandy,” I said, turning to the woman. She looked bewildered at the nickname. “Have you seen Delvers fight mundane soldiers?” She swallowed and looked between myself and the admiral but didn’t comment. Either she hadn’t—not in any serious way—or she wasn’t willing to contradict her C.O.’s position.

“What would it take for you to stand down?” I asked the admiral.

He smiled like I was joking. It was contemptuous, and I couldn’t stop myself from pulling at his collar, bringing him closer, and lifting him off the ground completely.

“I’m not kidding,” I said.

“We won’t.”

“Even if it costs you the entire fleet?”

Anger marred his features. “I won’t entertain ludicrous hypotheticals,” he said. “You may cause damage—you may even kill me—but you won’t get through this blockade.”

“I just destroyed all of your cannons in the span of minutes,” I said. “Your own crew put a six-foot hole in your hull trying to stop me. That’s not a hypothetical; that’s something that just happened.”

“And what did it cost you?” asked the admiral. “You cannot possibly do that more than once! I know the limitations of mana and stamina.”

The man was so confidently wrong that it hurt, but I was faced with a choice. I needed to regroup with the party and make it into Eschendur while avoiding as much pointless bloodshed as possible. The question was how much effort to waste trying to convince the admiral to give up. If the man could be persuaded, then we could end the whole conflict right there.

To appeal to the admiral, I felt that a different tack was needed. First, I’d tried wearing my “Reasonable” hat. Reasonable-hat Arlo didn’t make much of an impression. I’d just tried out my “Angry” hat, but Angry-hat Arlo also proved ineffective. I decided that it was time to put on my “Ass” hat.

Sandy provided Asshat Arlo with his first opportunity to take the stage.

“Coward!” Sandy shouted at me.

I turned to her with an eyebrow raised, the accusation breaking me from my musings. “Excuse me?”

“An honorable man doesn’t use another as his shield,” she snarled. I looked at the admiral I held by the collar in front of me. The man had started struggling against my grip again, but his coat was thick and well-made. The seams held tight, and he didn’t have the strength to pull free.

“Oh,” I said. “Listen, Sandy, I’m using this man as your human shield, not mine.” Her brow knitted when I used the nickname a second time. “If I let him go, you might try to attack me again. I’m sure that someone, somewhere wouldn’t want you to die in vain. It’s for your own protection.”

“Call it what you will,” she said. “You hide behind Admiral Richtin while⁠—”

I set the admiral down and reached out to straighten his coat, letting all the rage and tension flee my body. I smiled up at him as I brushed off his shoulders and pulled at the front of his uniform so that it was flat against his torso, no longer bunched up around his neck. I then placed a hand on the admiral’s chest and guided him to the side.

“Don’t go anywhere,” I said to him. The man looked at me with deep concern over my sudden tonal shift.

Sandy hesitated for a second, and the admiral stumbled a few feet further away. Then she charged me with her sword. I didn’t dodge or block. I let the spectral blade hit my chest, tilting my torso slightly so that it didn’t collide with anything too sensitive. The ethereal blade passed through my armor with only slight resistance, the majority of the attack targeting my spiritual essence rather than my physical body.

The truth was, my armor didn’t matter much against this type of damage, nor did Gracorvus. The best defense against Spiritual damage types, such as Spectral, was a good Wisdom score. Sandy’s attack dealt me 20 damage, which for me felt like I’d stubbed my metaphysical toe.

I grabbed her wrist with my right hand, then snapped her elbow with my left. There was a sickening crunch, and she screamed as she collapsed, her blade dissipating into mist. She grabbed at her dislocated joint, eyes watering from the pain, and I squatted down next to her. She glared up at me with a defiant expression.

“Attack me again,” I said, “and I’ll start taking you seriously.”

I stood and went back to the admiral. A few crossbow bolts plinked off my armor as I closed the distance, but I ignored the attacks. Regular soldiers weren’t worth Asshat Arlo’s notice. They held their fire when I got close to the admiral, and I placed my hand on the gentleman’s back, then guided him forward to the deck’s railing.

“Where I’m from, most people dislike wanton violence,” I said, giving the man’s shoulder a friendly squeeze. “There are some outliers, but it’s a fairly peaceful place. Here, in these lands, I’ve noticed that the culture is different.”

I pointed at the second galleon, and the admiral followed my gesture. Varrin had grown tired of dodging the enemy cannonballs as he danced along the sea’s surface. He’d now crashed through the side of the second galleon’s hull like it was made of graham crackers, making his way into the belly of the battleship. I heard a few distant whoomph sounds, letting me know he’d run into more of the bombardiers.

There was a bright flash as the big guy’s blade tore through the vessel, a few soldiers above getting caught in the attack and falling to pieces. I winced at that. Kazandak was at its full extension, and, after three strikes, the ship was cut in half from keel to deck. The ship began to split and soldiers started diving off of it en masse.

“Not dangerous enough,” I said, repeating my earlier statement. “That guy has a Strength Evolution that makes him ten times more effective against mundane objects. Are any of the ships in your fleet made from magic wood?”

The admiral looked back at me. He was tugging at his button again. A nervous tick, I gathered.

“I didn’t think so,” I said.

I reared back and hurled Somncres into the deck at the admiral’s feet, who shouted in alarm and stumbled back, falling. The sounds of smashing planks followed the hammer down through the vessel. When it whipped back up out of the hole and into my hand, it was dripping with briney water.

“Well,” I said, “if your ship—the admiral’s ship—doesn’t have any weaves, then it’s probably safe to say that none of them do.” I squinted down into the hole. “You asked how much it cost me to disable this vessel. I’ll be honest, I couldn’t sink an entire fleet of ships with the same speed as what happened here, but I could sink a few. That guy, however…” I pointed at Varrin, who was speeding out to the next approaching vessel. “What he just did to that galleon didn’t even use stamina.”

I reached down and took the admiral by the arm, helping him back to his feet. I looked back out over the water, where several more vessels from the fleet had begun sailing closer.

“Let’s see how this goes,” I said as one ship aimed a ballista at my floating trio of party members.

The massive bolt launched through the air, and a casual wave from Etja sent it flying off course. The bolt exploded, however, hitting her group with shrapnel. Etja’s body glowed as her Mana Barrier soaked up some damage, and Xim guarded Nuralie with her shield. That answered whether their ballistae were a threat, but a quick glance at the party interface showed the trio hadn’t taken too much damage from the blast.

Etja was more forceful with the next missile, grabbing it with Siphon and accelerating it away into another vessel closing from the opposite direction. It detonated in the encroaching ship’s hull, low enough that it started taking on water.

A volley of bright arrows rained down onto the deck of the attacking ship from Nuralie, laying out the soldiers manning the ballista along with one who I suspected was the captain, though I couldn’t quite tell from this distance. Then a beam of crimson light hit. The boat quickly began to burn.

“You had thirty ships, right?” I said. “Now you have twenty-seven.” I squinted at the ship that had taken the errant explosive ballista bolt. It was already diverting course toward another allied vessel, likely so the crew could abandon it before it sank. “Twenty-six,” I corrected myself.

The admiral looked over the galleon Varrin had cleaved in twain and the one that was quickly becoming a pyre. I clapped him on the back.

“You should tell your men to abandon this one,” I said.

He looked around at the soldiers who watched us, many of whom looked uneasy as they adjusted their stance to the ship’s increasing tilt. Still, they all held firm, and none abandoned their post, despite the display.

“This is… not what I expected from a Level 6 group,” said the admiral.

“I’ll let you in on a secret,” I said. “Levels don’t mean as much as you think. Now, you’ve just made an error.” I placed my hands on his shoulders and looked him in the eye. “An error that has so far cost you more than 10% of your fleet. The damage your two coppers dealt me will heal in…” I looked at my health. “Actually, I’m already healed. Do you want to compound your error, or would you like to withdraw and let us become someone else’s problem?”

The admiral stared me down, but then shrugged off my hands and turned to start shouting orders to his men.

“Fly the fallback flag!” he shouted. “Prepare the rowboats for any injured! Ensign, go to my cabin and secure my strongbox!”

The soldiers became a flurry of activity, and their focus became survival rather than me. I willed Gracorvus to my feet and turned to find Scimitar climbing back over the railing of the deck, fur soaking wet. He looked from Sandy, clutching her elbow, to the soldiers preparing to abandon the galleon, then to me. Gracorvus landed, and I stepped onto it. He narrowed his eyes but made no move to stop me. I took off from the ship, aiming for Xim, Etja, and Nuralie.

When I drew close, Xim crossed her arms and frowned. She kicked her feet a bit as she hovered.

“Negotiations go well?” she asked.

“The admiral has agreed to a temporary cease-fire,” I replied, eyeing the ships that were starting to change course to avoid us. A few were approaching the distressed vessels for rescue operations.

“That’s good!” said Etja. Nuralie looked disappointed, if anything.

“How long can you keep this up?” I asked, gesturing at the three of them.

“A few minutes,” said Etja. “If I don’t cast any other spells.”

“Think we can make it to shore by then?”

“If no one’s shooting at me, maybe.”

“Then let’s get going.” I buffed Etja with Life Warden in case of any more surprises, then scanned the area. “Anyone seen Varrin?”

The others looked about as well but came up short. I decided to use an aura trick I hadn’t pulled out in a while and concentrated on my allies. With focus, I could get a general sense of where anyone in my party was and even see their surroundings to a limited degree.

As I worked on finding Varrin, the big guy’s health dropped by a fifth on my interface. I swore and quickly got a sense of where he was, then switched to viewing the space around him.

All I saw was dark, endless water.


Chapter 25



Varrin was somewhere near a retreating galleon north of our position, and the four of us quickly flew over. Etja set Xim and Nuralie down on the ship’s deck, both to give her mana a break and to help me search for the big guy, which was distressing for the Littans aboard the vessel. The ladies gave the crew a few mean looks, and they backed off without much trouble.

Varrin had taken a burst of damage while I felt for his location earlier, which indicated he’d been attacked by something that could not only hurt him but hurt him severely.

The good news was that he hadn’t taken any further damage, but the view my aura gave me of his surroundings placed the man underwater. Even if whatever attacked him had backed off, drowning was a minor concern. Varrin had plenty of stamina, so we had several minutes to find him and figure out what was going on, even if there wasn’t much room for dawdling.

The bad news was that there was a Level 17 Littan—full gold—slowly rising into the air off the galleon’s starboard side.

The man was clad in ostentatious armor, which is saying a lot considering my own getup. It was bright blue and silver mail that was studded with rows of gemstones in swirling patterns. He wore a tabard that looked like a rhinestone cowboy’s kitchen apron, with the sparkling image of a bird as its central coat of arms. It looked suspiciously like a rooster.

On top of all that, the man’s headgear was in the style of a frog-mouth helm like the ones used in jousting tournaments, with a massive shining crest on top that looked like it was made from fine threads of spun moonlight. He held one hand tucked behind his back with the second outstretched as if he were holding a fencing blade or rapier, but it was empty. He brought the hand around from behind him and gave me a jaunty wave.

“Hello!” he shouted. “Correct me if I am wrong, but you are Esquire Arlo, aye?”

The man’s level and the fact that he knew my name both gave me a very bad feeling.

“I am,” I said.

“Oh, this is wonderful news!” he said. “Yaretzi has heard many good things about you!”

I raised an eyebrow at his use of third person.

“Did Yaretzi happen to hear these things from a guy named Tavio?”

“Aye, yes!” he replied, still floating slowly upward. “It is all that Tavio would speak about! For three days! He sometimes becomes obsessed, you see, and he is still very curious about your party. Gharifon, though… was not so impressed.”

“I’ll try not to take it personally,” I said. “Is Yaretzi the reason one of my party members is sinking to the bottom of the ocean?”

The man fully bent over to look down at the water below him, then righted himself and shrugged.

“Yaretzi saw a man trying to sink this galleon. Yaretzi stopped him.”

I turned and caught Etja’s eye, then nodded at the water.

“I’ll get him,” she said, then flew off the side of the boat and into the drink.

“Well, if you see this Yaretzi fellow, you should let him know that I’m unhappy he attacked my group. Otherwise, we were just finishing up here and heading to shore. So, nice chat.”

The man placed a hand on his chest. “Yaretzi is Yaretzi.”

“Sure, that makes sense,” I said. “Who else would Yaretzi be but Yaretzi? Anyway, if you run into him, let him know that I think he’s kind of a dick for what he did to Varrin.”

I looked down at the gentle waves, waiting for Etja to reappear, hopefully with our missing warrior. The man scratched at his helm.

“You are fucking with Yaretzi,” he said. “That is unkind.”

“Wait,” I said. “I’m confused. Is Yaretzi in the room with us right now?”

“We are not in a room.”

“Is he outside of the room?”

He threw his arms out. “What room?!”

“The room where Yaretzi is!” I shouted back.

“Yaretzi is not in a room!”

“Then where the hell is Yaretzi?!”

“Right here! In the air! Over the sea!”

“Is he behind you?” I asked, floating myself around the man with Gracorvus. He was still rising upwards in the air. “I don’t see him.”

He crossed his arms and harrumphed. “Yaretzi will play this game no longer.”

Etja’s head popped out from the water. “Varrin won’t stop sinking! I can’t get him back up, even with Siphon!”

I looked down at her, then up at Yaretzi, who was still rising. The movement didn’t make much sense, since he was already above the level of the galleon’s deck. I was even having to rise alongside him to stay level. It was slow, but consistent, perhaps about the speed of something sinking. A few things clicked together for me.

“Are you… moving in the opposite direction of Varrin?” I asked.

“I am!” he said.

“And can Varrin not move in the same direction as you at the moment?”

“You figured that out pretty quick! Tavio will be pleased.”

“Would you mind stopping that?”

“It depends,” he said. “You never asked for this one’s name. It is rude.”

I frowned at him. Now this guy was fucking with me.

“All right,” I said. “What is your name, mister sir?”

“This one’s name,” he said, casting his arms out again, “is Yaretzi!”

In time with the man’s proclamation of identity, a massive web of multicolored lightning erupted from the ocean below, ripping into the hull of the galleon. Xim and Nuralie were caught up in the crackling energy, their bodies seizing for a second as it coursed through them. Planks shattered under the force of the attack, and flames flared up where the boat was struck. Several of the Littan soldiers were vaporized, their flesh scoured clean from bones that clattered to the deck in ashy piles.

I was distracted by the spectacle, and when I turned back to Yaretzi, the man was plummeting down to the sea. Before he made contact with the ocean, however, he disappeared in a hazy blur. I focused on the spot where he’d evanesced and realized that there was a wake moving through the water as if a boat was gently cruising by, but with no boat to speak of. Fortunately, my Level 20 Wisdom evolution was handy for situations like these.

Where’s Nuralie?

With 6 seconds of concentration, you can automatically detect the presence and location of any entity using an AGI-based stealth skill within your normal sight range, regardless of cover, so long as their AGI is lower than your WIS. (Joke’s on you—Nuralie’s AGI is the same as your WIS, so you still can’t use this to find her.)

Bonus (Revelation of the Eye’s Sight): This ability also applies to entities hidden through invisibility or illusion, so long as their CHA is lower than your WIS. (Still doesn’t help you find Nuralie, lol.)

After a few seconds of concentration, I was able to pierce the illusion to find three entire caravels crewed by full five-person teams of Level 3 coppers.

The ships were absolutely stuffed full of cannons and ballistae, which looked completely out of place sitting on the decks of the smaller watercraft, but the weapons that lined their sides were overshadowed by the twelve-foot spikes of metal that sat on the bow of each ship. The spikes were covered in glowing runes and rested on large, gimballed mounts with large handles along the back, presumably to turn and aim the weapons. The one on the lead ship sizzled with venting mana. Yaretzi stood on the deck of that vessel, looking down at one of the Level 3s who’d fallen on his side, screaming and waving smoking, skeletonized hands in the air.

I checked on the status of Xim and Nuralie, finding that the rainbow lightning had cost them each around 20% of their health, along with a hit to their stamina and mana as well. Nuralie had less health than Xim, so she’d likely burned one of her defensive abilities. It was no wonder that whatever weapon the Delver crew had just fired annihilated a swath of their allies.

Etja blasted out of the water with Varrin in a bridal carry. She took in the destruction with wide eyes but swiftly deposited the big guy on the deck of the galleon. She set him down away from the flames, where he began to sputter and cough. The fires along the ship were growing, but the crew was already working with buckets of water to try and douse the flames. The captain of the vessel barked orders and cast an angry glance at the rest of my party as I swung in close on Gracorvus and hopped off onto the ship. I kept an eye on Yaretzi, who was berating the Level 3 crew over something.

“You okay?” I asked, glancing at Varrin.

“The bastard cut my hamstrings,” he said through deep breaths. “Then he kicked me between the shoulders and into the water. I never even saw him.” I grimaced.

“Will a Heal fix that?” I asked, looking at Xim, whose armor was trailing smoke. The cleric could regenerate damaged muscle and bone. She could even replenish lost blood to a degree, but she couldn’t regrow something like an organ that had been removed or a stretch of intestine that had a big scoop taken out of it. I wasn’t sure where a severed tendon fell on that spectrum.

“An Intelligence healer would be faster,” she said. “I’ll have to concentrate on it.”

“How long?”

“A couple of minutes.”

I turned back to the caravels. Yaretzi had finished dressing down the lead boat’s crew, and the other two ships seemed to be awaiting his orders. They all gave the spike weapons a wide berth.

“Reckon he’ll be happy with his cheap shot and let us go?” I asked.

“I don’t even know what happened,” said Xim, keeping her eyes on Varrin’s wounds as she focused a low-power Heal on the backs of his legs. “Where’d that lightning come from?”

“Right, they’re still invisible,” I said. “Get ready for an Arlo upload.”

The party steeled themselves as I connected to each of their souls and used Reveal, sharing my ability to see through the illusion that cloaked the caravels.

“The Littans have been experimenting,” Varrin growled once he caught sight of the vessels. “That spike cannon on the front looks like it's made from Madrin. The traditional cannons look like dark iron.”

Yaretzi turned around, looked up to see me, and then gave me another wave. He gripped two large handles at the rear of the caravel’s magic gun and swung it in the galleon’s direction.

“Shit, is he gonna—” The runes along the body of the weapon lit up. “Hey!” I shouted. “You’re firing on your own ship! You’re going to sink your own galleon!”

“No, no!” Yaretzi shouted back. “You are sinking the galleon, you fiendish Delvers! By the time I arrived, all that was left for me was flotsam and vengeance!”

He fired, and I dove to the deck of the ship with my allies. The kaleidoscopic web of lightning crackled across the boat’s hull, then arced over the side and struck at the deck with enough force to shatter planks. A dozen more Littan soldiers were annihilated, their bodies reduced to charred embers. The flames that the crew had been diligently extinguishing redoubled, joined by a score of new fires. One of the bolts struck my armor, causing my muscles to spasm.

HP: 1,220 -> 1,149

Stamina: 364 -> 359

Mana: 291 -> 286

“What the fuck?!” I said, jumping back to my feet. Yaretzi was yelling at the other two boats and gesturing at their big guns, but the Delvers were understandably hesitant. Even Yaretzi’s hands now smoldered, and the person who I suspected first shot the spike cannon—and lost their hands in the process—had passed out. Instead, the crews started manning the normal cannons and ballistae.

The galleon’s captain was beginning to lose control over his surviving soldiers, who were panicking, unable to see the enemy that was attacking them. A few had already begun jumping overboard. I went over to look down the side of the galleon, finding the hull ruined and the ship taking in water. Before long, the vessel would be a sinking inferno.

“Those smaller cannons have mana threads running through them,” said Etja.

“So they’re all magic bullshit guns,” I said. “Of course.”

“What did he mean when he said that we’re the ones sinking this ship?” Etja asked.

“He can shoot all he wants,” said Varrin, “and we’ll take the blame.”

“What about the Littan crew? They can see we aren’t attacking!”

“Yaretzi is invisible to them,” I said. “We’ve already destroyed three vessels. It’ll be rank and file reporting that there were Delvers and Delver magic sinking non-Delver boats. Just because they’re confused about where the spell came from won’t change much.”

I looked around at the rapidly burning ship. There was a loud report, and part of the deck exploded as the caravels started firing “normal” cannons. Their ships were much smaller than the galleon, so their angle was too low to hit us directly on the deck of the taller vessel. Still, whatever the cannonballs were made of went through the ship like its hull had been assembled from clouds and wishes.

“Fine,” I said. “If he’s going to try and frame us for blowing up his boats, we may as well actually blow some boats up. More boats, that is.” I looked over the group. “Xim, your first priority is to get Varrin upright. Preferably before this ship sinks. Etja, Nuralie, there’s three of us, and there’s three of them.”

“Sixteen, actually,” said Xim. “Three boats crewed by 5 Delvers each, plus Yaretzi.”

“Thank you for the clarification,” I said. “I’ll distract Yaretzi. You two focus one caravel down, then move in on the other. Ranged air superiority, got it?”

They each nodded, and I hopped back up onto Gracorvus. Then we started our strafing runs.


Chapter 26



Etja didn’t have the mana to fly us all to shore with Varrin’s legs disabled while also dodging magic cannonballs, and, even if she could, I had no idea what skills or tricks Yaretzi was hiding up his sleeve. I somehow doubted he was taking it easy on us because he had to or out of pity. If anything, it looked like he was having some fun. Regardless, the Delver caravels would destroy the galleon before Xim could finish her healing.

The caravels had to go.

The moment we rose over the galleon’s deck, five cannons began trumpeting their disapproval of our existence. Two Level 3 Delvers from each caravel fired shots from the mana-enhanced big guns, then moved down the line to the next pair of cannons. That is, except for the central ship where one cannoneer was unconscious due to severe hand trauma.

A third Delver on each crew—Speed-focused—reloaded the spent weapons so quickly that I wondered whether they’d put points in any other stat. The fourth member of each group was a caster who began throwing up a shielding spell and who was likely responsible for the illusions that kept the boats invisible. The fifth directed their actions and looked built for close combat, potentially with some sort of Leadership or party buffs. The groups were purpose-built to man these ships, and the idea of a navy dictating a Delver’s build specifically for military application chilled me.

One of the caravels could easily sneak up on and devastate a traditional warship many times its own size, as evidenced by the rapidly sinking galleon I’d departed, but they were ill-equipped to handle my party. Even with superhuman accuracy and skill, cannons weren’t meant to hit fast-moving aerial targets, and I wove between the shots on the back of Gracorvus as I summoned Somncres into my hand.

Etja immediately began sending a disintegrating ray at the southernmost caravel as Nuralie downed an unknown potion and then followed up the mage’s attacks with a volley of arrows. The archer’s missiles disappeared as soon as they left her bow, blinking back into existence when they crashed against the enemy spellslinger’s shield alongside Etja’s beam.

Waves of force rippled along the surface of the spell, but runes flared on the body of the caravel, flooding the mage’s body with mana and reinforcing the barrier while the cannons returned fire. Etja kept Nuralie and herself flying on a wandering course through the air, dodging the projectiles as the pair laid into the shield again. The runes began to smolder, then burst, and the shield flickered as the mage gasped and fell to a knee. The runes, like the spiked weapon, had a cost; the copper was now paying the price for having too much mana flood his body. Nuralie sent a final arrow down while the caster struggled with a sudden, acute case of mana toxicity. This arrow was slower than the others, and the enemy mage recomposed himself enough to thrust a hand out and halt the missile with some form of telekinesis when it was a few feet away from his chest.

The arrow was one of Nuralie’s experiments in fletching, and it didn’t need to make contact to activate. The end of the arrow exploded into a murky green cloud as it hung in the air.

The entire deck of the caravel was covered in poisonous gas, and its effects were immediate. The Delvers manning the cannons gave up on their attack and grasped at their throats, doubling over and beginning to empty their stomachs. The Speed-focused Delver pulled out two potions, presumably antidotes, but his movements had become slow(er) and clumsy. He fumbled one, and it shattered on the deck of the ship. He downed the second, but I knew from experience that it wouldn’t help. It would cleanse the poison he had, but the cloud lingered, and he would get re-poisoned immediately. The man was either panicking, or this team didn’t have much experience with persistent clouds of toxic gas. My party might have been somewhat unique with that experience, so I tried not to make any harsh judgments about their competency.

Etja used the opportunity to carve out the bottom of the caravel, cutting the lower hull apart with her destructive beam. Nuralie produced a final arrow, one with a flame at its end, and fired it into the cloud. The gas exploded into a blue-white conflagration. The enemy Delvers were no longer immersed in a deadly haze, but on the bright side, they were now on fire. The mage and the speedster both collapsed—what little Fortitude they had exhausted—while the cannon crew and captain dove into the water.

“Drop me,” Nuralie said to Etja, who nodded and let Nuralie free of her Siphon spell. The alchemist-archer fell to the sea, rotating in the air and kicking off her boots before hitting the waves with a perfect forward dive. Nuralie was a member of the loson subrace called the Geulon, and the Geulon were best known for thriving in wet environments. I imagined it was one reason she got along so well with her frogs.

The Delvers who had leaped into the ocean to douse themselves would soon disappear beneath the surface, never to be seen again.

While Etja and Nuralie dealt with the southern caravel, I made it my mission to draw fire from the other two. I had Somncres in a throwing-hammer shape and began to unload with a combination of its abilities.

Somncres can be summoned and dismissed at will.

Whenever you make a thrown weapon attack with Somncres, you may create up to X fleeting copies, where X is your INT/10. Each copy costs 2 mana to create. These copies possess all qualities imbued into Somncres at the moment the copies are created.

I threw Somncres at the northern caravel, activating its copy ability and adding two ethereal versions of the hammer that followed behind it on its flight path. I immediately dismissed Somncres, which caused the lead version of the hammer to disappear but left the two copies still hurtling at my target, which was the mage managing the vessel’s shield. Then I summoned Somncres back into my hand and threw it again.

This allowed me to make attacks without using Homing Weapon to get my hammer back and to make thrown weapon attacks even faster than if I were pulling extra hammers out of my inventory. I’d also picked up a fresh Level 20 Blunt evolution that gave my throws an extra perk.

Hammerang

You gain enhanced control over the path of thrown hammers, allowing you to imbue their flight with otherwise impossible arcs and patterns. The degree of control and the complexity of the arcs you can imbue are based on your level in Blunt.

Now I had access to a poor man's Homing Weapon by arcing my hammer’s path with Hammerang and then using Somncres’s ability to summon it back to me and let the copies do the work. However, Homing Weapon also added speed and damage to the attack, so I used it anyway. An enemy-seeking hammer that not only locked onto an enemy and sought them out but also flew around or behind the enemy first was a pretty neat trick, I thought.

Additionally, I was able to use Hammerang for other, more interesting synergies…

I sent 6 fleeting hammers at the northern caravel on 3 different arcs from either side and above. After bonuses from Homing Weapon and my leveled-up Blunt skill, the speed of these hammers was currently sitting at around 400 miles per hour. We were now at 52% of the speed of sound.

While those attacks rocked the shield on the northern boat, I lobbed 6 more copied hammers at the center boat, right at Yaretzi’s stupid fucking face. For these attacks, I lovingly layered on Oblivion Orb. Since Somncres’s copies “possessed all qualities imbued” into the weapon when I spawned them, they copied the spell as well.

So, for one activation of my self-titled Void Hammer combo, I got three—or two, if I wanted the real Somncres back before the attack landed. Since the copies cost a touch of mana to make, it wasn’t a massive mana efficiency boost, but it would compound as I raised my Intelligence and could generate more copies at once. I envisioned a future in which a sky full of reality-erasing hammers crashed down on my foes as I cackled madly at the devastation. Either way, duplication sure saved a lot of stamina. Homing Weapon wasn’t cheap.

While the northern shield shakily held up under the assault of my very-fast-but-not-quite-fast-enough-yet-to-make-a-big-boom-sound hammers, the shield over the central caravel did not withstand the impact of my also-very-fast-but-takes-bowling-ball-sized-chunks-out-of-the-universe-as-well hammers.

The runes on the ship flashed and exploded into sprays of sparking mana, sending the woman maintaining that vessel’s shield to the ground from the blowback. Two of the hammers made it through the collapsed barrier—one fleeting and one the true Somncres—heading straight for Yaretzi, and the audaciously armored fighter pulled a rapier out of nowhere. With a graceful flick and a blur of speed, he turned the first hammer aside, which smashed down into the deck of the caravel and ripped a massive hole out as Oblivion Orb activated. Yaretzi didn’t have time to avoid Somncres, but there was a burst of familiar blue light from his offhand. He dispelled the Oblivion Orb imbued into the weapon before it struck. The hammer collided with his helm and sent the man cartwheeling off the deck of the ship.

Satisfying.

While the Dispel had certainly saved Yaretzi from some serious bonus damage, my gut told me that Yaretzi had thought all of my hammers were a spell of some sort, and he had expected the move to delete the entire hammer. Sadly—for him, not for me, I was fucking overjoyed—he was mistaken. I understood his confusion as I dismissed and resummoned Somncres to my hand before it flew back to me. The thing popped in and out of existence like something someone had conjured. Not a spell though, just a sweet-ass dream hammer. Dispel might have worked on the copies since they were made of mana, but I wasn’t sure. Something to discover later.

While Yaretzi took a swim and the southern boat burned, an apex water predator finished off its crew. I swung in low over the central ship and jumped off of Gracorvus to face the Delvers head-on. I figured that I could save some resources by taking this team in melee, and I also wanted at least one of these boats intact at the end of our fight. We still needed a practical way to shore, and the Littan military owed us a seaworthy vessel after blowing ours up.

The northern caravel changed targets from me to Etja. They were willing to fire on their allies on the galleon, just not their Delver allies on the sister caravel. That was my assumption at least, and it disgusted me. It made what I had to do easier.

“Your party comp is made for these boats,” I said, looking over the Littans before me. I stepped over the handless man as the mage crawled away from me. “How well does it function in a straight fight?”

The Speed-focused Delver rushed me with a shortsword while their captain cast a buff on him.

You have observed the Soldier’s Favor spell!

Soldier’s Favor

Divine

Cost: 10 mana

Requirements: CHA 10, Divine Magic 10

You invoke the deific protection of your patron god, granting the target Shielding equal to your Divine Magic skill level and 1 stack of Blessed for each evolution you have in Divine Magic.

Blessed: A Blessed entity may spend any number of stacks of Blessed to increase their attack or defense by 8 per stack spent for one attack. You may have a maximum number of stacks of Blessed equal to your Delver level (minimum 3). If an effect would take you over this maximum, the additional stacks rapidly decay.

From watching the speedster load cannons, I knew that he had to at least match Varrin for the stat, which put him somewhere in the 20’s. A full copper had 48 total stat points to play with, which meant nearly half of this man’s stats were in Speed. That left him with very little to split between a primary attack stat and his Fortitude, which he’d need if he was truly a melee fighter. I doubted that he had much in the way of the Blades intrinsic, especially if he’d focused heavily on skills for these dumb little boats. I thought about letting him hit me to confirm my suspicions, but there was no reason to be sloppy, especially when he could pump some extra damage in with stacks of Blessed.

He was fast, but my own Speed Evolution made my blocks almost as quick. Gracorvus flew up and slapped onto my armguard, already in position to block the enemy’s blade. The shortsword was a basic Delver weapon with a minor mana weave, but nothing more. I blocked it easily, but the man burned through his Blessed stacks, sending a shock of pain down my limb.

HP: 1,159 -> 1,145

Even with the buff, his attack had barely made it through my physical defenses. My base regen would heal that much damage in 90 seconds.

I brought Somncres around. The man ducked back to avoid the weapon, which was still in its short, throwing hammer form, but I adjusted its size as I swung until it was a full hand-and-a-half war hammer. The speedster’s dodge had been made with precision, moving only far enough away to avoid the attack and keep himself close for a counter. It was a good instinct, but it did him a disservice.

Somncres caught him in the ribs. His Shielding shattered, and his simple leather armor did nothing to soften the penetrating blow. I heard his ribs crunch as the air was knocked from his lungs with a sharp, rattling breath. He didn’t immediately perish; the captain’s buff had given him enough of an edge to survive. The strike still laid him out, however, and I expected that he would stay down.

The captain shouted a few words in Imperial, and I felt the familiar tug of a Charisma attack on my mind.

You have observed the Tunnel Vision spell!

Tunnel Vision

Spiritual

Cost: 5 mana

Requirements: Spiritual Magic

You narrow the attention of another entity so that their focus is entirely on you. Make a CHA attack against that entity opposed by their WIS. If you succeed, they are Distracted by you for as long as you focus on this effect, up to a maximum number of minutes equal to your Spiritual Magic skill level.

Distracted: A Distracted entity is forced to pay full attention to the source of the distraction. The entity cannot make attacks or cast spells with a target other than themselves or the source of their distraction and cannot detect hidden entities other than the source of their distraction.

You have resisted the effects of Tunnel Vision!

My Wisdom and mental defenses were too high. The spell immediately failed, but it made me escalate my threat assessment of these copper Delvers. Not everyone on the team was as resistant to mental attacks, and being manipulated in the middle of a fight could open up huge vulnerabilities.

An arrow hit my chest and pierced through my armor before I could move in on the captain. I looked over to see the cannoneer with a bow out, another shot already lined up. When the archer loosed his second arrow, I was ready to block, but as the projectile thunked into Gracorvus, I felt needles stab into my skin across my whole body.

HP: 1,145 -> 1,114

The first attack had pierced my armor, and the second had bypassed my shield with a technique. I felt three clinks against my legs and looked down to see more of the small orbs Sandy had tossed at me attached to my chausses, thrown out by the captain. I closed my eyes a split second before the blinding flash and swapped to Soul-Sight.

Although the hits hadn’t done a lot of damage, I focused on it from the perspective of percentages. These Level 3s had chipped away a little more than 3.5% of my maximum health. That’s a pretty small fraction, but I had triple the HP of the next healthiest member of my party and better defenses by a decent margin. Those love taps might have cost Nuralie or Etja closer to 20% of their health total. On top of that, the Littan Delvers were slinging out control effects and disposable items that could distract, blind, or worse. These coppers were enough of a problem that I couldn’t treat them with kid gloves.

A part of me felt bad for this Level 3 group. I didn’t know why they’d been given this assignment, and while I’d made some assumptions about them based on the lack of empathy their actions had shown for their fellow soldiers, I had no idea what might have pressed them into this role. It was possible the Empire had conscripted them to operate these boats. Yaretzi himself might have threatened them into firing on the galleon, which didn’t seem unlikely given how he’d been berating them. At the end of the day, this could be a group of fairly decent people placed into a bad situation.

My mind flashed to the peasant Delvers being cut down by my allies back in the Calvani Caverns. That surprise attack on people we barely knew a thing about had never sat well with me, even if the circumstances had pointed to them being involved with nefarious activities. I’d been disabled by Orexis’s soul presence, which had kept me from having to make any hard choices about whether to take part in that ambush. That insulation from culpability wasn’t present here.

I had no desire to kill these Delvers, but I also didn’t want to allow myself to become blinded by a self-sacrificing pursuit of righteousness. My party had followed Imperial law, gotten our passes, and been detained without a legitimate cause. Now we were facing escalating lethal force to try and stop us from reaching Eschendur, a place we needed to go to have a chance at giving the world better resources against the avatars. These people probably had no idea how important our mission was, and while I hated the excuse of “just following orders,” I was trying to give them the benefit of the doubt and not take it personally.

I wasn’t succeeding.

What was pushing me over the edge was that these Littans wanted to take Nuralie, and I was pretty sure what would happen to her if they succeeded. At best, she would rot in an Imperial holding cell for years while the conflict with Eschendur played out. However, Delvers were hard to keep prisoner, and from what I’d seen of this world’s justice system, there was an easier solution. One that I was certain the Littans would have no trouble justifying to themselves now that this whole situation had gone to shit. Did I know for certain that my loson friend would be heading to the gallows if we lost? No. But I wasn’t willing to take that risk.

Unlike the regular soldiers, who could do little or nothing to harm me, these Delvers were weapons that could hurt. Unlike the slaughter in the caves a year and a half ago, we did not possess an overwhelming force that gave us the luxury of options. When Yaretzi eventually hauled his ass out of the water, these Level 3s would become too much of a risk to me and my allies. We’d need to be wholly focused on the Level 17.

So, instead of stepping over the speedster who was struggling to get back up, I decided that I couldn’t risk him using my mercy to stab me in the back. I brought my hammer down on his skull. It was a gruesome, calculated act, and the first choice I’d made that truly forced me to question whether the path I was walking on was a noble one.

I pushed the rest of my doubts aside and rushed the cannoneer.

Archers benefited from range and an open, complex battlefield. This archer had neither. He fired more shots, infused with skills, but my shield took the brunt of the attacks. He backed up a few feet but ran into the railing and had a split second to decide if he would dive off to avoid me. He hesitated, perhaps because he’d noticed that his allies who’d dived in had never resurfaced, and when I got close, I brought my hammer down on his thigh, bone snapping under the attack. He fell with a cry of agony, and a strike to the head silenced him.

I turned to find the mage heaving herself into the water while pulling the handless man with her. The captain had a mace out and tried to use Suggestion, but that spell was a bad pick for this situation since its effects rarely held out for long in heated combat. Not that it mattered, because my resistances won out again. I shrank Somncres and threw it at his chest. He wasn’t quick enough to dodge, and, even without Oblivion Orb, the hammer crushed his ribcage in. He flew off of the boat into the sea, a corpse set to drift amidst the gentle waves.

“Tavio was right,” Yaretzi said from my left. I jerked my head to find him hanging on to the side of the ship, peeking over the boat’s railing. His wet, dripping helmet sported a massive dent. “You are too strong for your level.”


Chapter 27



“Were you just… watching that whole time?” I asked.

Yaretzi pulled himself up and over the railing, then surveyed the body of the Speed Delver. Etja had begun bombarding the northern caravel, and its shield was beginning to fail.

“Yaretzi did not see you kill this one,” he said, nudging the body with a boot. “Yaretzi came back up when you struck Lintiel.” He gestured at the archer.

“Why not help them?”

“Yaretzi needed to see what you could do.” He shrugged. “Tavio believes that he can make the climb up to Platinum if he were only a bit stronger. That is why he wishes to know your secrets. Yaretzi finds that idea intriguing, so this one does not want to accidentally kill you before finding out what your trick is.”

“What does that have to do with these boats?” I asked. “Did you come out here just to wait for me to show up?”

His face was obscured by his helm, but his body language showed puzzlement.

“What? No. This is a happy coincidence. Yaretzi was sent to the blockade to test these weapons.” He pointed at the broken spike gun on the bow of the ship. “The copper ships are… not ready for deployment. The silvers show more promise, though.”

“You tested them on your own people,” I said, voice low.

He waved a hand dismissively. “It was pointed at you,” he said. “Yaretzi will not be in any trouble.”

“Then it doesn’t bother you to kill your allies?”

“Allies?” said Yaretzi. “Those soldiers were not Yaretzi’s allies. How could they be, as weak as they are?”

“Aren’t you a member of the Navy? That doesn’t make them your comrades?”

Yaretzi sighed.

“When Yaretzi reached Level 10, the empire bestowed upon him the rank of captain. It is a great honor, but it is not an honor that Yaretzi wished for.” He rolled a hand in the air. “This is all an obligation. Yaretzi does not care for it. Yaretzi would never say this to the duchess, but if Yaretzi could break free of the Empire, Yaretzi would.” He paused and flicked his wrist, a saber appearing in his grip. He locked eyes with me, and I could just make out his dark brown irises beneath the helm. They glowed with eerie light. “You must not tell anyone, but this is not the first time that Yaretzi has killed Imperial soldiers because it was convenient to do so.”

As I realized the depth of Yaretzi’s psychopathy, I received a notification.

You have observed the Intimacy spell!

Intimacy

Divine

Cost: None

Requirements: CHA 20, Divine 20

Effects:

Choose one entity you can perceive other than yourself and reveal to them something they don’t already know that is personal to you.

You receive a number of stacks of Blessed based on how vulnerable the information makes you and how much it affects their opinion of you, good or bad. You receive a minimum of one stack and up to a maximum number of stacks equal to your CHA.

Yaretzi dashed forward, saber slashing through the air. I brought up Gracorvus and barely intercepted the strike, but he twisted his arm, and the blade slid down off the front of the shield. He ducked low and brought it up beneath my guard, stabbing me between the plates of my armor in my armpit.

Critical damage reduced by 40%!

Bleeding negated!

HP: 1,129 -> 1,030

Weakness: 25%

You have been affected by Blade of Censure! You lose mana equal to half of the damage Yaretzi dealt.

Mana: 254 -> 205

The damage wasn’t anything special. The Weakness debuff and the hit to my mana were the real threats. I leaped back and threw Somncres, copying it into a triple Void Hammer and arcing it to one side to take Yaretzi from his right. I immediately followed up with another series aimed head-on.

Yaretzi tumbled forward and dodged the first volley, then cast a Dispel on the second, and one of the copied hammers disappeared. He turned the next hammer aside with his blade. The final attack landed, but Yaretzi’s body glowed with Divine light, and the strike bounced off. Oblivion Orb activated, but the spell was consumed by the fighter’s defensive buff, which meant the man was spending an unreasonable number of Blessed stacks.

He rushed me again, and I cast Shortcut to appear behind him. I swung with Somncres, lengthening it into a one-handed war hammer, but the man ducked aside without even looking behind him. He bent over backward and thrust his blade at my arm with two quick jabs. The strikes landed in my elbow and my shoulder.

Critical damage reduced by 40%!

Body of Theseus has prevented 40% of the effects of a debilitating injury!

Bleeding negated!

HP: 1,030 -> 928

The tendons in my elbow were cut, and I was surprised to find that I held on to my hammer through the benefits Body of Theseus gave me. While the evolution’s description made me suspect that I was being transformed into some sort of homogenous flesh creature, I hadn’t realized that it meant my body was less reliant on discrete physiological structures like the tendons that attach muscle to bone. Disturbing in a way, but helpful.

[Aren’t you supposed to be on a boat today?!] Grotto thought to me. [Why are you taking so much damage? Are you trying to wrestle predatory fish?!]

“Ran into a friend of Tavio’s,” I quickly thought back.

Yaretzi twisted his body to face me and prepared to deliver another series of thrusts, but my adversary had forgotten about something. My first volley of hammers had been thrown with Homing Weapon. The copies that Somncres created were Fleeting, which meant that they disappeared once they struck something. Yaretzi had dodged the hammers, so they hadn’t hit anything, and were now hurtling back toward me in an attempt to return to my hand.

I cast Shortcut to appear on Yaretzi’s right, placing him directly in the path of the two copied hammers flying back to me. I feinted with a hammer strike, shortening Somncres since I was only a foot away from the Littan, and he swept the attack aside with his saber. He followed up with a quick thrust to my exposed face, and his blade pierced through my cheek, destroying several molars in the process.

Bleeding negated!

HP: 928 -> 832

You have been affected by Blade of Censure! You lose mana equal to half of the damage Yaretzi dealt.

Mana: 176 -> 128

I jerked my head to the side as the attack landed, keeping the blade from sliding through my mouth and throat and out the back of my skull. Yaretzi flicked the blade, slicing my right cheek entirely open, but I dismissed Somncres and grabbed the man’s wrist in response. A rapier appeared in his offhand, and he readied himself to drive it into my gut when his eyes went wide. He twisted his head in the split second before the two hammers returning to me crashed into him, his body becoming engulfed in divine light.

Both copies slammed into his back, the Kinetic and Dimensional damage being consumed by his Blessed stacks, but his buffs faltered on the second hit. The second Oblivion Orb went off and runes along his armor flared to life as whatever enhancements they possessed were forced to tank the damage. He stumbled forward into me, snarling and trying to rip his arm free. That’s when I realized that Yaretzi didn’t have a very high Strength score.

I tightened my grip and cast Oblivion Orb the old-fashioned way—in the palm of my hand. Yaretzi’s armor lit up again, some of the runes failing and venting mana along his arm. He shrieked and brought his rapier across my knuckles, severing two of my fingers and yanking his hand free.

HP: 832 -> 793

The mail around his wrist was gone, the edges cut clean through by Oblivion Orb. While the flesh below hadn’t been cast into another plane of existence, the fur was gone, and the skin was deeply bruised and dripping blood.

Yaretzi stepped back, and his saber disappeared as he tucked the wounded limb close to his chest. I looked down at my hand, seeing that my pinky and ring finger were no longer there. Curiously, I could see blood crawling along the edge of the wound, but none of it spilled out. The vital fluid exited the little arteries in my fingers, found that it had nowhere to go, then wormed its way back into a vein to return to my heart. I still had blood; it just knew where it was supposed to be at all times.

I summoned Somncres and gave it a couple of test swings. My grip wasn’t as stable, but I could still use the weapon. It just hurt like shit to do so. I spat out shards of my teeth and smiled at Yaretzi, the expression excruciating and lopsided since my left cheek was destroyed.

“Tavio was tougher,” I said.

I spotted caution entering Yaretzi’s eyes beneath his helm as he reconsidered how much of a threat I was. While we’d both taken hits to our dominant hands, mine was still usable, whereas his was limp and unmoving.

Like Tavio, Yaretzi was at least partially resistant to the effects of Oblivion Orb, although his wound looked a lot worse than a nasty sunburn. The spell had failed against mana-dense objects in the past—mana-woven armor and magically reinforced doors—and a Delver’s body was crammed full of the stuff.

The common wisdom was that Fortitude was the primary defense against Dimensional damage, but it looked like that resistance didn’t stop Oblivion Orb from penetrating; it just reduced the amount of substance that it was able to remove from reality. Between Yaretzi’s enchanted armor and Fortitude, he’d managed to keep his wrist, but the deep bruise, oozing blood, and unmoving fingers told me that the damage went through the muscle, bone, and tendon beneath. A million tiny holes instead of one big one.

How well would Yaretzi’s brain work with damage like that?

Also, where the fuck was Etja?

I was positioned on the north side of the caravel, looking southward at Yaretzi, who was doing some sort of mental calculus about our fight. The caravel Etja had been engaging was behind me, and I didn’t dare take my eyes off of my opponent. While I didn’t hear the sounds of battle, I did hear voices that carried well over the water.

“Please!” a man shouted in heavily accented Hiwardian. “He threatened our families! He’s insane!”

“Okay, calm down,” said Etja. “Are you saying that… you won’t shoot at us anymore?”

“We won’t!” said a woman hastily. “But you have to kill him! Everyone who’s even thought about reporting him disappears!”

Yaretzi sighed. “Yaretzi does not like how this is going.”

“I bet.”

Yaretzi brought up his rapier in his offhand and held it up in front of his face, then gave me a duelist’s bow. “Yaretzi will no longer try to capture you.”

“Thanks, but I don’t buy that for a second,” I said.

“Yaretzi will now kill you instead.”

“Ah, that makes more sense.”

Yaretzi’s torso shone with sparkling light, and I was hit with a debuff.

Lockstep

You and Yaretzi may only move away from one another.

I squinted at the debuff and tried to take a step toward the man, but my feet wouldn’t budge. I took a step to the left, which put a little more distance between myself and Yaretzi, but couldn’t step back to the right.

“Fun trick,” I said as Yaretzi took two big steps away from me and came to a stop next to one of the boat’s side-mounted cannons.

He kicked the cannon’s mount, and several bolts came loose. The cannon rotated around toward me and came to a stop aimed directly at my chest. There was no magic involved, no spell or technique used from what I could see. It was as though the cannon’s mount had been built with a specific, intentional flaw for this exact situation.

“Are you built into fucking Luck?!” I said, scrambling to adjust Somncres into a throwing hammer shape, but I was too slow.

Yaretzi gave the cannon another kick and it fired. A mana-woven, dark iron cannonball hit me in the chest at about 700 miles per hour.

It sucked.

The force jettisoned me backward, and I crashed through a mast, then bounced off of the boat’s quarterdeck and smashed the railing on the stern. I was thrown out across the sea, tumbling end over end through the air. While the world rotated around me, my eyes caught sight of something on the distant shore that momentarily broke through the shock of my sudden, acute injuries.

There was a monstrous soul presence rising up over the coastline and visible even from a mile away. It was as potent as any mortal soul I’d ever beheld, but there were no Delver levels surrounding it. There was something else imbued within it, a presence that hinted at unknowable depths as the soul substance churned like a storm-swept sea.

The spiritual presence spun in and out of my vision until I splashed down into the cold water. For several seconds, I couldn’t move as my mind and body processed the traumatic damage I’d just sustained, and I sank into the dark abyss.

Critical damage reduced by 40%!

Bleeding negated!

HP: 801 -> 605

My ribs were gravel, my lungs were collapsed, and the front of my plate armor was bent inward to the point where it was crushing me. The pain was blinding, and I was disoriented, unable to tell which way was up or down in the water. After several seconds of battling against the agony in my chest, I finally managed to begin making a feeble effort at swimming—that is to say, I used Gracorvus to float me in a few different directions. I figured out which way was up by figuring out the direction that I couldn’t “swim,” which was in the direction of Yaretzi, who was above me in the caravel. It was exactly what had happened to Varrin.

I tore at the straps of my chest armor and ripped it away, then stuffed it into my inventory. The fact that I could perform any functions with my arms that required the use of my pecs was likely due to Body of Theseus. The ribs that anchored those muscles were in a hundred little pieces, after all, and the movements were slow and difficult. I took a moment to think through my next course of action as my empty lungs began to burn. That particular discomfort was a drop in the bucket while said metaphorical bucket sank deeper into an ocean of hurt, so it was easy enough to ignore.

[The feedback from our Shared Fate connection has now caused me to ruin three separate weaves that I was working on.]

“A tragedy, to be sure. Feel like helping out?”

[If the alternative is that you suffer a miserable demise, then I suppose it is in my interest that I assist.]

“All right, get ready to think real hard at an asshole.”

I used Gracorvus to keep myself from sinking any further and tested using Shortcut to get closer to the surface. The teleport was successful, unrestricted by the Lockstep debuff, but I kept myself a few feet under the water while I considered. I looked at the debuff again, but there was no hint as to how long it would last.

I was below half on health and had less than a third of my mana left. I had no idea how much damage I’d done to Yaretzi. Certainly a lot less than he’d done to me, but my allies would be moving in soon. I needed to be sure I was there to keep Yaretzi from quickly cutting apart my less tanky party members, but I also wanted to make sure I had a good counter to this ability. If anything, Lockstep was just as much of a detriment to Yaretzi as it was to me, although the Littan likely had a lot more experience dealing with its downsides.

If Yaretzi couldn’t move toward me, what would happen if I pulled him toward me?

I decided that was something I’d like to find out.


Chapter 28



Icast Shortcut again to appear a hundred feet above sea level, scoping out the aquatic battlefield before me while standing on Gracorvus. I felt a tug at the back of my mind tempting me to turn and study the massive soul presence I’d seen, but I ignored it. There were more immediate problems than some distant demigod, avatar, or outrageously leveled Delver. Whatever it was, it was firmly within Eschen territory. I doubted it was Littan.

I also resisted the urge to focus exclusively on Yaretzi, choosing to take a few seconds to let my ribs begin to fuse back together while I scanned the fleet. The psychopath had mentioned the existence of Silver-grade Delver boats like the Copper caravels we’d just wrecked, and I didn’t want any sneaking up on us.

I didn’t spot any more encroaching caravels, but that didn’t mean a whole lot. I couldn’t use my See ability on the whole ocean at once, so unless I knew generally where to look for them, they could still be out there. What I did spot was the entire Littan blockade fleet regrouping and sailing our way.

“Fallback flag my ass,” I muttered before turning back to Yaretzi.

The number one asshole in my life was currently sailing his caravel out of a cloud of poison while holding a cloth over the slit in his frog helm. Without a crew, it should have been impossible for the man to manage the craft alone. And yet, he did. The boat was moving quite fast as well. I added “magic sailor” to my mental model of Yaretzi’s build.

I was glad to know that Nuralie was still in the fight but still had no idea where she was, exactly. I checked her status in my party interface and saw that she hadn’t taken much more damage, so it didn’t look like Yaretzi had gotten to her while I was taking a bath.

As Yaretzi cleared his deck of the toxic mist, Etja launched off the northern caravel and began raining death rays down onto him. Her beams carved across the deck while the Littan danced between them, his body moving and contorting in inhuman ways. He made it to one of the cannons and raised a hand toward Etja, the familiar blue mana of a Dispel dancing along his fingers. I was pretty far away but hadn’t ever had a problem with the range of my own Dispel before, so I decided to counter his counterspell. I shakily raised my hand and focused on his mana, activating the skill with all the righteous fury of a mono-blue player at Friday Night Magic.

It didn’t work.

Dispel negated by Absolute Authority

You cannot counter, dispel, or negate any of Yaretzi’s skills unless your relevant skill level is equal to or higher than Yaretzi’s Mystical Magic skill.

I tried to let out a frustrated grunt when I saw the message, but it came out more as a gurgle that sent me into an excruciating coughing fit. Yaretzi’s ability countered spells trying to counter his counterspells. I fucking hated this guy.

To soothe my irritation, I mana-shaped the Pocket Closet portal and unleashed Grotto into the world. He swept out in all his feathered and octopoid glory.

[Direct me to the insolent fiends, and I will wreak havoc upon their minds!]

While I was focused on the Closet, Yaretzi cast his Dispel, Etja’s beam fizzled, and he fired his cannon just as I finished opening the portal. My first instinct was to Shortcut between Etja and the projectile, but that was a very precise teleport, and I also knew that Etja had defensive abilities of her own. I couldn’t afford to soak another 200 damage right now. I needed to do a little setup to make sure Yaretzi found his way into a watery grave. He was too dangerous, and the risk that he would pursue the party after this fight was too high. Unless escape was the only viable option, I would do everything in my power to end him.

The cannon shot was lined up perfectly, but Etja used a powerful burst of Siphon to shunt the projectile aside. Yaretzi cartwheeled to the next cannon and took aim, but Etja adjusted her tactics and began cutting through the weapons aboard the Littan’s caravel. Unlike Yaretzi himself, the hunks of dark iron couldn’t dodge.

[He is very acrobatic.]

“Think you can disrupt some of that?”

[His level is substantial, but my experience with the specter has given me a few ideas.]

“All right, help the others hold out while I get a combo going.”

[Very well.] He floated away toward the fight at speed.

I summoned Somncres and swung it in the air before me, testing my grip and strength. It was barely manageable with the state of my ribs, but I didn’t need to be able to chuck the hammer full force. I just needed to get it going. The skill that Sam’lia had helped me to learn would do the rest.

I activated Gravity Anchor.

Gravity Anchor

Dimensional/Physical

Cost: Variable stamina per second

Requirements: FOR 40, INT 20, Dimensional 20, Physical 10

Effects:

Vastly increase your gravitational pull. While Gravity Anchor is active, the core of your body may not be moved by any physical means. The strength of this gravitational pull is based on your Physical Magic skill level and the amount of stamina channeled into this ability.

You may also warp the directional flow of the gravitational pull by spending additional stamina, so long as the endpoint for the adjusted flow is the core of your body. Your control over this secondary effect is determined by your Dimensional Magic skill level and your Intelligence.

The technique was based on Etja’s Siphon ability, but Sam’lia had helped me to reforge the base skill into something that better suited me. We added restrictions to make it less versatile but more potent while adjusting the mana flow so that it centered on my body and could utilize stamina rather than mana. I couldn’t command objects to fly or blast my opponents into the ground at range or manipulate myself through the air. I had none of the nuance that Etja had. I could command gravity to do one thing, and that was to make the world fall toward me.

After all, having everyone and everything around become irresistibly attracted to the density of my masculine presence was a very Arlo thing to do.

The sea spray in the air whipped around me, and I felt moisture beginning to gather on my skin. My ears popped as the air pressure rose. My leggings and the armor I was still wearing hugged me tightly. My shirt had been shredded and entangled by my warped breastplate and had come off when I removed the armor. I was glad that my chest was once again properly exposed, as gruesome a sight as it was. The weight of my cuirass pressing into my broken chest would have been less than pleasant.

I threw Somncres and made two Void Hammer copies. I used Hammerang to manipulate the weapon into a tight arc, and the copies began to spiral around me. It had taken a lot of trial and error to get this trick right, but the main struggle had been a physical one. My Coordinated Thinker evolution for Intelligence gave me an enhanced grasp of spatial and dimensional concepts, so intuitively calculating orbital trajectories wasn’t a big deal. I just had to build up muscle memory until I possessed the skill to throw the damn hammers at the right angle.

I summoned Somncres back to me and made sure the two spectral copies that were orbiting me were stable. In the distance, Yaretzi had summoned a billowing cloak covered in dazzling sequins, and it spread out like wings on his back. He darted up into the air to meet Etja, rapier glinting in his offhand. At first, Etja was quicker, but Yaretzi shot forward with a sudden burst of speed and thrust his blade at Etja’s joints. The mage’s body shone as her Mana Barrier shunted some of the damage to her mana pool, but with Yaretzi’s Blade of Censure ability that let him drain mana, I knew that Etja couldn’t last long.

Grotto drew closer to the fight, and Yaretzi’s head jerked back and his helm glowed as the mini-c’thon hit him with a psychic attack. The Littan froze in place for a moment, and an arrow appeared between Yaretzi’s shoulder blades. I finally spotted Nuralie on the deck of the caravel Yaretzi had just left. It was listing heavily, slowly sinking from the damage caused by Etja’s beams, but Nuralie balanced on the uneven surface as she lined up another series of shots.

While the four fought, I threw two more sets of Void Hammers into my orbit, giving me six hammers rotating around me. My chest screamed with every throw, slowing my progress, but I wanted more. I threw another set, making sure that each pair was orbiting at a slightly different range. The combo was a huge drain on both mana and stamina, but I wasn’t planning on needing to repeat this trick. I threw again.

Yaretzi maneuvered around Etja, placing her between himself and Nuralie. He thrust his rapier into her back, and Etja’s Mana Barrier failed as his attack exhausted the rest of her mana. More than 80 damage transferred over to me from Life Warden, and I sucked in a breath as a wound opened between my shoulder blades. The former golem fell toward the sea, unable to maintain Siphon to keep herself afloat. Her health was low, but she was alive.

Yaretzi’s helm glowed again as his mind was assaulted by Grotto, making space for Nuralie to land another arrow. The Littan shot toward the Delve Core, but my familiar was nimbler than I expected. The little octo led Yaretzi on a merry chase through the sky but couldn’t keep ahead for long. Eventually, the Littan got close and threw a pair of daggers at Grotto, one of which sliced off a feeler.

I flinched, expecting a wave of psychic trauma to come my way through our bond, but was surprised when all I got was an uncomfortable tingle. Grotto’s true body was the Delve Core hidden beneath the c’thon flesh, which hadn’t been harmed. My familiar backed off a bit further, and his body glowed from a technique, causing the feeler to quickly regrow. I’d never seen him do that before, but Grotto usually stayed out of combat. He probably had a lot of capabilities I was unaware of.

Etja had splashed down into the ocean and was beginning to sink.

“Grotto, are you strong enough to lift Etja?”

[How feeble do you believe me to be?] he thought back, already descending toward the sinking mage.

Yaretzi immediately spun as Grotto disengaged, then rushed down toward the ship as Nuralie turned to dive off. The Littan activated an ability that kept the loson from fleeing, and Nuralie’s eyes opened wide in alarm as she was caught in the grip of Lockstep. Instead of restricting the pair of combatants to only moving away from one another, they could now only move toward one another.

Yaretzi just fucked up.

While I couldn’t travel through space normally when Gravity Anchor was active, I could teleport. I cast Shortcut to adjust my position so that I was a hundred feet behind Yaretzi as he dove. After a two-second pause, I cast Shortcut again and appeared beside Nuralie, on the opposite side of Yaretzi from where I’d just been. The Littan came to an abrupt halt as though he’d collided with an invisible wall made of sticky traps. The kind they use to catch mice in attics.

Yaretzi could only move away from me, but he could also only move toward Nuralie. Since she and I were standing side by side, there was nowhere for the Littan to go.

Nuralie let out a yelp as she was sucked into my side by my gravity well, but I was able to use the technique's secondary effect to adjust the pull so it flowed around her, giving her some relief from the pressure. It took a lot of concentration and upped the stamina drain substantially, but I only wanted to make one person a pancake today.

“Don’t move,” I said to her, but I kept my eyes on Yaretzi.

“What is this?!” Yaretzi yelled as I kicked the gravity up another notch, dumping more stamina into the ability. I was down to a quarter of my reserves.

The Littan’s body contorted as an immense pressure pulled him toward me while his own ability forced him to stay in place and endure it. His limbs dangled, and his mail armor billowed and clinked. Metal ringlets began to come loose from where I’d severed it with Oblivion Orb. They smacked into my wet skin and stuck to me alongside drops of blood from the Littan’s bruised and bloody wrist.

The caravel was no longer sinking, held aloft by my pull. The boards of the boat below creaked and groaned, then began to splinter and break. The ocean rose over the sides of the ship and began to gather and swirl around Nuralie and me. Pretty soon I would have to start holding my breath.

But that was only the opener.

My hammers did not travel with me when I teleported. That was a problem I was working on, but it was also an advantage I could manipulate. All of my copied hammers had been thrown with Homing Weapon, and all ten were currently trying to make their way back to me. My first teleport had been made to pull them into an angle of approach from Yaretzi’s rear, while my second teleport put him directly in their path.

Ten Void Hammers rushed at Yaretzi’s back in a chaotic spiral of varying arcs. Their orbits had been disrupted by the sudden absence of anything to orbit, and Homing Weapon demanded that they return to me, causing the copied weapons to crisscross and approach like a cluster of hastily fired missiles from five different launchers.

Yaretzi’s eyes narrowed, and he struggled to twist his head to look behind him, but he couldn’t crane his neck under the force of my pull. He had something that alerted him to attacks that he couldn’t see coming. He’d used it the first time I pulled this trick. Yaretzi couldn’t move to avoid the incoming disaster. Instead, he made a confession.

“I donate half my salary to a wounded children’s fund!” He screamed in a rush of words.

I barely had time to register his statement but felt something deep inside my soul telling me that it was true. The Littan’s body glowed with fresh stacks of Blessed, and a moment before the hammers impacted, he activated a skill.

Funhouse Mirror

So long as you are facing Yaretzi, you only deal half damage with your attacks. So long as you are facing away from Yaretzi, you deal double damage. This effect also applies to Yaretzi when attacking you.

Before I could process the debuff and adjust, the hammers came down on Yaretzi in a storm. His immobilized form was battered by Somncres copies that activated bowling ball-sized Oblivion Orbs on contact. Yaretzi’s body glowed with holy light as he struggled to absorb the damage with his Blessed stacks while his Funhouse ability halved everything that was incoming.

Not all of the hammers landed. A few smashed into the deck of the ship and swallowed large holes out of the already broken and distressed vessel. A couple whipped past Yaretzi, and I hastily caught them, then did my best to throw them back, but the strength was shit from my destroyed chest and the force of Gravity Anchor working against me. The throws weren't enough for the hammer to do much Kinetic damage, but the Oblivion Orb charges activated.

The last three pierced all of Yaretzi’s defenses, and the runes on his armor exploded. Large circles of the armor were cut away, revealing scoured, bruised, and bleeding flesh beneath. One wound on his abdomen had been stripped of its skin completely, and I could see a bit of intestine trying to worm its way out. Blood rained down onto me, mixing with the seawater that swirled and churned around my midsection.

Before I could savor the victory, Yaretzi produced the biggest fucking crossbow I’d ever seen from his inventory.

He could barely hold it. His left arm dangled toward me as his body was still locked in place by his own ability while being sucked in by my skill. The weapon was so long that it ended less than a foot from my chest. It was already loaded and primed.

I considered using Shortcut to escape, but Nuralie had slipped directly behind me. I could drop Gravity Anchor and kick her off the boat, but there was no time, and she was still in the clutches of Lockstep. Yaretzi was mortally wounded, and unless he got some sort of treatment, he would certainly bleed out.

No. I wanted to keep him locked down. I decided to eat it.

“Come on!” I screamed. “Think it’ll be enough?!”

He fired. The bolt hit me in the chest. It pierced my heart.


Chapter 29



Critical damage reduced by 40%!

Bleeding negated!

HP: 562 -> 341

The pain was sharp and bright. My lungs constricted, and spots danced in my vision. Vertigo overwhelmed me, and the only thing that kept me upright was Gravity Anchor. Each beat of my heart brought fresh torment and an extra tick of damage. I waited for death, certain that even I couldn’t survive my fucking heart having a massive hole drilled in it.

But I was wrong.

Body of Theseus kept the muscle going, despite the structural damage. Just a Flesh Wound kept me from bleeding out, despite the ragged hole. My absurd health pool did the rest. I glared at Yaretzi, whose look of shock was plain, even through his helm.

“No,” I said. “Not enough.”

He let the enormous crossbow go, and it smashed into me, pressing the bolt further into my chest. He pulled out a fucking second one.

That was also when my stamina ran out.

Gravity Anchor ended, and I crashed to the ground alongside a deluge of water, blood, broken planks, and bits of armor. The entire boat sank back down onto the ocean with a resounding splash, kicking up froth and spray. Yaretzi slumped from the impact but dropped the crossbow and caught himself with his good hand, managing to stay upright. I struggled to try and sit up, but my body refused to cooperate. Having a foreign object in my heart didn’t kill me, but it sure fucked with my mobility.

Nuralie immediately drew back on her bow and fired. The Littan’s rapier blinked into his grip as he ducked the first arrow. Nuralie fired another, and Yaretzi swatted it aside drunkenly. His rapier disappeared, and he pulled a knife from nowhere and then threw it at the loson. Nuralie could only dodge forward, but she chose to take the knife in her arm rather than get closer to the lethal fighter. She dropped her bow and pulled out a vial of something toxic, but hesitated, looking at my heavily wounded state.

I tried to grab the bolt in my chest and pull it out, but my arms were weak. I couldn’t get them to move in the right direction. The damage to my chest was finally too much for my evolutions to overcome. I kept taking damage as my heart shredded itself against the bolt with every beat.

HP: 298 -> 292

HP: 292 -> 286

HP: 286 -> 280

“At least I’m not bleeding,” I slurred.

Yaretzi’s lower body was painted red as he held his guts in with his useless dominant hand. He produced another knife and moved to throw it at me, but a streak of lightning struck him from behind. He halted, then turned.

The northern caravel had sailed closer to our—once again—sinking ship, and the hands of the Level 3 mage aboard glowed with mana. She gritted her teeth and readied another spell. The two cannoneers also drew back bows, the guns on their ship having been slagged earlier during their fight with Etja. Soon, the entire Level 3 crew was lobbing attacks at Yaretzi.

The Level 17 Gold watched them in confusion as the attacks bounced off his battered armor, narrowly missing the sections that had been voided. He swept other projectiles aside as they came.

“Yaretzi is upset,” he croaked. “Why are you attacking Yaretzi?!”

He heaved a knife at the mage, who went down when it struck her in the neck. The Speed Delver aboard dragged her away and poured a potion into her mouth.

Nuralie used the opportunity to move closer to me and grip the bolt in my chest.

“Ready?” she asked.

“Do it.”

She yanked the arrow out. I would say that it hurt, but it was the kind of hurt you write love songs about. The relief of having the thing out of me was overwhelming, and I considered asking Nuralie to marry me on the spot.

“Stop looking at me like that,” she said. Pause. “Here, drink this.”

She pulled out one of her advanced healing potions and tipped it into my mouth. She did the same with a mana potion.

Nuralie’s Advanced Healing Potion

+946 HP regen/hour

Nuralie’s Advanced Mana Potion

+364 MP regen/hour

Total HP Regen: 1,514/hour

Total MP Regen: 429/hour

“Going to burn through all our emerald chips using the good potions so liberally,” I said.

“Yes, very liberal.” Pause. “You’re the only one who can drink them without going into shock.”

Yaretzi tossed a few more knives at the Littan Delvers, then hefted the massive crossbow and railed one of the cannoneers with it in the eye. The man slumped over, but the attacks of his allies had started to land. A couple of arrows stuck out of Yaretzi’s torso where my orbs had removed his armor. He snarled and raised a hand into the air, then used a new technique.

Darkness flowed out from his body, casting everything in impenetrable shadow. Even my enhanced sight couldn’t see through it, barely able to perceive Nuralie right next to me. The alchemist drew a dagger and continued to crouch by me while I activated Gracorvus and held it up.

“The debuff only lasts so long,” came Yaretzi’s voice from the dark. It echoed all around us.

“How many fucking abilities does this guy have?” I said, growing frustrated with the asshole’s bag of tricks. The skill had even blocked my Soul-Sight.

“Ten, I suspect,” said Nuralie.

“Feels like more.”

A knife thudded into Gracorvus.

“Any second now,” Yaretzi whispered.

The effects of Lockstep on you have ended!

Yaretzi stumbled through the dark toward us, rapier at the ready. I tried to get to my feet, but my body hadn’t had time to regenerate enough. I was still crippled. Nuralie threw a vial at Yaretzi, but he swiped out of the air with his sword. The vial shattered, and its contents splattered over him. His armor smoked and his skin sizzled, but he moved forward, relentless.

Nuralie stepped in with her dagger, and the two exchanged strikes. I quickly swapped Life Warden over to her, my health total still higher than Nuralie’s, even in my ravaged state. Yaretzi was heavily wounded, bleeding, poisoned, and had the use of only one arm. Nuralie was also injured, but nowhere near as mutilated. However, Yaretzi was more focused on Blades and melee combat, whereas Nuralie’s dagger was a fallback. The difference in level and skill bridged the gap between their relative physical conditions, and after three exchanges, Yaretzi scored a hit on Nuralie’s collarbone. My neck burned as half of the wound transferred.

HP: 269 -> 226

Nuralie clutched at the injury and took another wild swing at Yaretzi, but the Littan parried and strode forward. I sent Gracorvus to intercept as he shoved his rapier toward the loson’s gut. His blade crashed off of the shield, but he slid his weapon around it and plunged it into Nuralie’s abdomen regardless.

HP: 227 -> 183

I gritted my teeth against the misery, then cast Shortcut right in front of Yaretzi, between the two of them. He laughed, then stabbed me in her stead.

HP: 185 -> 81

I was getting health back every 2 seconds, which was an absurd rate of regeneration, but it hardly mattered. I tried to reach out and use Oblivion Orb, but he easily pushed my hand aside.

“Yaretzi likes this much better!” he said, twisting the sword in my gut. “Tavio will not be happy, but he will understand!” He slid the rapier from my stomach and brought it up to my neck. “Would you like to tell Yaretzi how you got so strong before Yaretzi kills you?”

“Sure,” I said, barely able to keep myself from collapsing. “It’s simple. Step 1: eat vast quantities of excrement and perish. Step 2: develop enough flexibility to perform coitus on yourself. Step 3⁠—”

Yaretzi leaned in close and whispered in my ear, “Is this supposed to provoke Yaretzi?”

“Feel like you’re already pretty provoked.”

“You are correct.”

“How long until you bleed to death?” I asked.

“Yaretzi has a few minutes more to speak.”

A heavy thud sounded on the deck behind Yaretzi, and I could make out a near-seven-foot frame through the gloom.

“I’m glad you’re a talker,” I said, embracing the man in a tight hug as he tried to turn around—well, more like a gentle squeeze, given the state of my arms. It caught him off guard, and I pressed my weight into him, pushing him off balance.

The glint of metal cut through the darkness, and Yaretzi’s legs were cleanly severed. I collapsed down on top of the man as he let out a cry of pain, barely keeping the sword from spearing through my throat. I peeked up to find Varrin standing with Kazandak at the ready, blade dripping with Littan blood.

“This is starting to become a habit of yours,” I said. “Showing up at the last second to cut somebody in half.”

“Move so I can finish him,” said Varrin. “I already had to strike at his legs because of how close you were.”

Before I could roll away, Yaretzi broke down into a fit of laughter. “Say it!” Yaretzi shouted, and both Varrin and I looked at him in confusion. “No? Yaretzi cuts your legs, then you cut his off! You should say something like… If you go for the legs, make sure to finish the job!”

I rolled away from Yaretzi, and Varrin brought his sword up for the coup de grace.

Then the world froze.

A burst of gray light emerged from Yaretzi’s chest, and my allies disappeared. It rolled across the deck of the ship, and everything it touched faded to grayscale and monochrome. Yaretzi turned his head to gaze at me with his deep brown eyes. I could barely believe he had more in the tank, but any smart Delver with a full loadout had tricks for days.

“Yaretzi prefers that we finish this alone,” he said.

The light spread out across the sea, banishing the magical darkness and revealing a world that was frozen and immobile. I struggled to sit up and looked around, finding the sea completely still and glassy. Our now-unsinking boat no longer rocked or swayed.

A bit farther out, the world was ruled by a hazy, white fog. The Littan fleet had closed in, their bows creeping out from the soupy mist with cannons in striking distance, but the decks were empty and the sails were still. The vessels were as frozen as the water they sailed across. The Delvers on the northern caravel were also gone. Besides myself and Yaretzi, there wasn’t another living soul in sight. I looked up to find a clear sky black as night, but empty of the moon, stars, or any other celestial body.

I took a breath. The atmosphere was thick, and inhaling was difficult. I swept my arm through the air and felt resistance, as though the gas around me were condensed somehow. I looked back to Yaretzi, who had propped himself up and was downing a pair of potions. His right wrist was broken, he had a half dozen arrows sticking out of his torso, a seeping wound in his abdomen, and he was missing both legs below the knees.

I was barely any better off. For the moment…

“The fuck is this?” I asked.

“Welcome,” he said, “to the Second Layer.”

I sat up and scooched back until I was leaning against part of the boat’s railing that was still intact. I had a notification but didn’t remember being alerted to one. I eyed Yaretzi. The man had closed his eyes and was looking oddly serene, so I read over the message.

Thunderdome!

Two go in. One comes out. Yaretzi has invoked a Deific skill that has transported both of you to the Second Layer. Neither of you may leave while the other lives. The victor will be returned to the origin point of this skill after one minute.

“How the hell did you activate a Deific skill?” I asked.

“You like it?” said Yaretzi. He pulled a canteen from his inventory and removed his helm, then took a long pull. “It is very interesting what one can acquire within a Special Delve.”

Overall, the Littan looked very plain. Brown fur, brown eyes. Nothing noteworthy or distinct about his features at all. It was kind of disappointing.

“So… what’s your plan here?” I asked, choosing to take the opportunity to get a few things out of my own inventory. I filtered through the long, long list of potential items and settled on one of our pre-prepared Turtle packages.

“You are not so tough,” said Yaretzi. “Strong for Level 6, but”—he waved his limp hand through the air—“easily handled on Yaretzi’s own.”

“Is that right?” I asked, producing a canvas bag full of equipment. I started unpacking it. Yaretzi looked the contents over but didn’t move to stop me. I wasn’t sure if he could move to stop me. He had that flying cloak, but I wasn’t sure what the conditions were to use it. “Go on. Tell me more, Yaretzi.”

He cleared his throat as I pulled out a series of interlocking plates and began assembling a barrier. The work was tough in my injured state, but I noticed as I worked that my missing fingers had already halfway grown back. My health was much lower than it had been when I’d lost the digits, so I assumed regrowing limbs acted independently of health. Good to know.

“Let me guess,” I said when Yaretzi failed to volunteer more. “You bring me here while I’m all beat up and on death’s door. You swallow some potions, and then we wait around for a few minutes until you get the spunk to finish me off?”

“It is… not so simple as that,” he said.

“Sure.” I slapped a couple of plates together. “Maybe you knock me out and let me wallow in agony for a few hours until your health is back to full. Then you kill me and go out to finish everyone else off. Closer?”

He frowned at me and took another sip from his canteen.

“Maybe this place moves through time in a weird way,” I said, leaning over and peering down at the water. While it looked completely still at first glance, I could make out the faintest movement along the surface. “Thus, once you’ve tortured and killed me, when you return to the First Layer, everyone else will be unprepared for your miraculous full heal.” I snapped some more plates together and watched him. He shifted uncomfortably, so I figured I was more or less correct. “Hmm, here’s a question. It says we can’t leave, but does that stop me from doing this?”

I concentrated on the Closet and spent the full minute opening the portal. I didn’t want to mana-shape it, since I needed to recover my resources, and if Yaretzi wanted to kill time, then I was going to let him. The portal opened without trouble, and I could see the obelisk within. I reached out and tried to put my hand through the portal, but an immovable force stopped me. I couldn’t go in, but the ambient dimensional mana could come out.

Ambient Absorption

You are absorbing high levels of ambient Dimensional mana. Ambient mana regen is capped at 10x WIS.

+260 MP regen/hour

Total MP regen: 689/hour

Yeah, those were some good numbers.

I finished assembling the plates and attached a few long metal slats for the feet. The result was a waist-high fortification, complete with defensive mana weaves. I slid a ruby chip into the center of the array of runes, and a small dome shield formed around me. Yaretzi sat up a bit more at that.

“I see you’re not bleeding anymore,” I said, pulling a few more items out of the bag. “Coagulation potion? Was the other one health? Had to be. What about mana?” I set a series of Seinnador’s Dazzlers onto the ground, which were magic flashbangs that burned people’s eyeballs out if they weren’t careful. There were also a couple of canisters using similar tech with Nuralie’s poisons in them.

By the time I’d set all that up, I had regenerated 250 health and 60 mana. My fingers had grown back completely, my cheek was in one piece again, my teeth were half-grown in, and my heart no longer murmured. My ribs were still collecting themselves, but that was fine.

“How good’s your alchemist?” I asked. “Did you buy the nice potions, or did you cheap out?”

Yaretzi scowled at me. Alchemists were rare. Good alchemists, especially so. I doubted the Littan had access to anything nearly as robust as I did. Assuming he had basic potions and no regen evolutions, he was probably getting back a tenth of what I was over the same time period.

“You didn’t tell me how you could use a deific skill,” I said. “You got it from a Special Delve, sure, but that doesn’t give you the capacity to use that level of divine magic.”

“Yaretzi no longer feels like talking.” He pulled a knife from nowhere and threw it at the barrier. It bounced off harmlessly. He rotated his dominant wrist, testing his injury, but winced.

I crossed my legs and sat back again, feeling my ribs pop back into place. It was a wonderful feeling, like cracking all the stiffness out of your middle back. A few more minutes went by, and I prodded the Littan with more questions, but he had nothing but insults and silence for me.

I was back to half health and mana in under twenty minutes, and all my bones were in much better shape. There were still a host of fractures, but my chest was no longer concave. I pulled a fresh breastplate from my inventory—nothing fancy, just some basic steel with a defensive mana weave—and strapped it on. I stood, and Yaretzi gaped at me.

“You—How did you?” he began.

“What are your normal victims like?” I asked. “Who does this work on? I mean, have you ever brought someone competent into this trap?”

A look of rage crossed his face. His cloak billowed out, and he rose into the air.

“Coppers?” I continued. “Silvers? Tavio seemed like the type of guy that likes to challenge himself. He was an asshole, but he knew his shit. He named my abilities as I used them. Deduced my build from punching me around a village. But you… you’re a fucking dumbass. How did you end up in the same party?”

Yaretzi flicked his wrist, and his rapier appeared. He summoned his saber into his injured hand, but I could tell it still wasn’t at 100%. He rushed toward the barrier and began slashing at it. The shield flickered and hummed under his assault. It wouldn’t hold up under his attacks for long—it was designed for hordes of mana monsters, not Level 17 Delvers—but I didn’t need it to last. I activated two Dazzlers and two canisters of Nuralie’s paralytic poison and tossed them out toward him. They passed through the barrier, and I covered my eyes as all four exploded.

Yaretzi devolved into animalistic screams and guttural coughing. He continued to assault the barrier, but his attacks were weak and erratic. I produced a simple enchanted lighter, clicked it on, then tossed it out as well. The poison erupted into a ball of flame. This not only lit Yaretzi on fire but also burned off all the gas, allowing me to drop the barrier.

Yaretzi dove off of the ship and crashed onto the surface of the water. Whatever temporal effect it was under made it hard, or maybe just really thick. He rolled to put himself out, and I hopped down after him. There was a little give to the water, but I could stand on it without trouble. I watched him for a second, observing how pitiful he’d become.

“The portal I opened made me curious about something else,” I said as Yaretzi finally doused the flames. He glared at me and raised his swords, ready to charge with his cloak. “Again, the skill description said that we can’t leave. But can someone else come in?”

I cast Dimensional Summon, and Shog’tuatha clawed his way through a tear in reality. Yaretzi’s blades lowered slightly as he watched the c’thon emerge.

“Slayer. I always look forward to your call.” He turned his big, black eyes on Yaretzi. “I see you have found us another mouse to play with.”

“What—Y-you,” Yaretzi stuttered. “How can you summon a Grade 10 beast?!”

“You said that Tavio talked about me for three days! He didn’t mention this?”

“Perhaps he feared retribution should he use my name with ill regard,” Shog said, tentacles writhing and talons clacking.

I surveyed Yaretzi’s expression until it dawned on me.

“You tuned him out,” I said. “You lived in Yaretzi!-land and ignored everything he had to say.” I felt another rib pop, and I thumped my chest with a fist. “Oh, that was a good one. Shog, want to grab this guy for me?”

“With pleasure.”

Yaretzi turned and tried to flee as the c’thon floated toward him, but Shog struck like a coiled snake and wrapped the semi-paralyzed Littan up in a half dozen tentacles. Yaretzi managed to get a few thrusts in with his swords, but Shog quickly wrenched the man’s arms in directions they weren’t meant to bend. Finally, Yaretzi was subdued.

I walked forward and looked him over.

“Please, Yaretzi is helpless,” he said. “I can tell you things. About the Littan military! I can tell you about the duchess and about Tavio. I’ll⁠—”

I swung hard with Somncres into Yaretzi’s temple, and the Oblivion Orb that activated took half his skull with it.

The man went limp, as dead as everything else in the Layer. I spent a few moments processing the violence but found that I didn’t feel very strongly one way or another about it. I was glad he was dead, and I wasn’t upset that I’d been the one to kill him, but there was no exultation or joy in it. I also wasn’t disturbed by it. Eventually, I shrugged and let the matter pass out of my mind.

“Do you plan to consume this corpse?” Shog asked.

“Eh, Grotto might want it for something… but the Closet is pretty self-sustaining as it is. Feel free to have it if you like.”

“Excellent!”

Shog immediately tore Yaretzi’s arms off of his body, then pulled the rest of the Littan back behind his tentacles, where his vicious beak began its gruesome work. Shog held the arms up and studied them, then wrapped them up with two tentacles.

As I watched, the flesh of his c’thonic limbs melded around the Littan arms until all that could be seen were the furry hands. Shog let out an excited grunt, mouth full of Littan, then swept Yaretzi’s blades off the ground in his new hands. He spun and slashed through the air, then did a few thrusts with the rapier. His grade got an update as he took the Littan’s skills for a test drive.

Shog’tuatha: C’thon, Grade Twelve

Before I could ask what the fuck that was all about, the world collapsed in on me, and I was splashing down into the ocean back in the First Layer.


Chapter 30



Ididn’t mind a beach day here and there, but I tried to stay out of the water as much as possible. All the salt made me itchy.

I broke back through the surface of the ocean to find Varrin looking down at me, sword at the ready.

“Arlo?” he said. “How did you⁠—”

“Teleported to the Second Layer,” I said, then cast Shortcut to appear next to him on the half-sunk caravel. Shog floated above the water, unperturbed by the sudden Layer transition and still testing his new limbs out. As a dimension-hopping mana fiend, he was probably used to suddenly being portaled from place to place.

“But you were just…” Varrin pointed at the space where I likely disappeared from only a second or so beforehand. “And you’re healed?”

“Time was weird there.” I looked down to check on Nuralie, but the loson was already bandaging her wounds, an empty potion bottle on the deck beside her. I glanced over the Littan galleons continuing to draw closer. There were at least three within striking distance and a dozen more closing in from farther out. “Looks like the entire blockade is out to get us.”

“Right,” the big guy said, dropping his hand and sheathing his sword. “We should go, then. Unless you prefer that we destroy the entire blockade?”

I appraised Varrin’s expression, trying to decide if it was a serious question. I couldn’t tell.

“We got shit to do. Yaretzi said there were more caravels like these, but crewed by silvers. Plus, the longer we stick around, the more likely someone tougher than a Level 17 shows up.”

“What happened to that bastard?” Varrin asked.

“Slayer removed half of his skull, and then I consumed his corpse,” Shog said, then held up his sword-wielding tentacle hands. “Look! I have taken his appendages for my own!”

“I see,” said Varrin. “Good riddance.” He eyed Shog with some level of concern as the c’thon continued to swipe Yaretzi’s blades through the air.

“Want to train him?” I asked. The big guy’s face went through a quick series of emotions from disgust to consideration and finally to curiosity.

“Perhaps…” he said. I clapped him on the shoulder.

“Awesome. But first, we must commandeer ourselves a vessel!”

I cast Shortcut to the northern caravel, appearing amid seven deeply uncomfortable Level 3 Littan Delvers, an unconscious Etja, and Grotto. The core gave everyone mean stares as he hovered over our mage.

“Hi,” I said. “I won’t pretend to understand what the fuck all just happened, but thanks for shooting at Yaretzi, I guess. You shot at us first, so really it’s kind of a wash.”

Varrin leaped onto the boat with Nuralie in his arms, landing heavily on the deck. Several of the Littans flinched. The small-ish vessel was getting crowded.

“We’re heading to shore,” I continued. “So, this is our boat now. If you don’t like it, there’s the door.” I pointed at the water. As I did so, a light-red hand appeared on the railing, and a very wet Xim crawled into the boat. She stood and glared at Varrin, then her body became cloaked in crimson flame. Steam rose off of her as she quickly dried.

“I need a movement ability,” she said.

“You’re letting us go?” one of the Littans asked. It was the mage woman from the central caravel who’d fled with Handless, who lay beside her. The guy was no longer unconscious but was obviously in a lot of pain. Varrin was already moving to get the boat underway, heading east toward the shore.

“I never had any interest in fighting the Littan navy,” I said. “We had blockade passes. Your leadership ignored them and tried to kidnap one of my party members. That led to a scuffle, and now we’re here. Do what you want.”

Two of the Littans immediately jumped ship and began swimming toward the closest galleon. The rest looked to the man I suspected was the ship’s former captain, who stepped forward and cleared his throat.

“Where is Captain Yaretzi?” he asked.

“Dead.”

“The body?”

I jerked my thumb at Shog, who had finished his sword acrobatics and was floating closer. There was a hungry glint in his eye.

“Eaten,” I said.

Another Littan dove overboard, leaving us with four. The captain’s eyes went wide at my words, but he stood firm.

“What Captain Yaretzi did,” the man said, “and what he ordered us to do, was illegal. He lied to us about how these weapons functioned.” He nodded at the spike gun. “No one knew that it would… have such a large area of effect and strike our fellow soldiers. Only one of us was foolish enough to fire an unfamiliar weapon while you were aboard the galleon.” He gave Handless a dark look.

“Cool,” I said, giving him a thumbs-up. “I don’t really care. Sounds like something to tell your admiral.” We were now cruising toward the shore at a decent kip.

“What I am saying is that the other vessels will not fire upon this caravel while there are Littan soldiers aboard.” A couple of the others shot the man angry glances but stayed silent.

I rubbed my eyes to try and soothe an oncoming headache.

“We’re not taking hostages,” I said. “We just want to get to Eschendur. I doubt you’d be welcome there.”

“You would still release us, then?” he asked. “Even though you would be safer with us aboard?”

“That’s what I’m trying to do. Honestly, I’m confused about why you’re still here.”

The man nodded and then gave a signal to the others. Two more of the Littans jumped off, leaving the former captain, the mage, and Handless aboard. He knelt by the mage, and the pair had a quick conversation in Imperial.

The woman was concerned that they would be silenced before their report made it anywhere meaningful. The former captain tried to reassure her that the rest of the military wasn’t made up of honorless vermin like Yaretzi and that they would be treated fairly. Eventually, she relented and made it into the water with Handless on her back.

“I will be sure to include your mercy in my report,” the former captain said. “Along with your complaints about how your passage was handled.” He gave me a bitter smile, then jumped off to join the rest of his team.

One of the galleons ended its pursuit to pick up the castaways. A few minutes later, the other vessels opened up with their forward cannons.

The caravel was quick through the water and we had a decent lead. The ship was also a small target, sailing away from the larger ships that had more limited weaponry on their bows than their flanks. Most of the shots went wide, and I stood on the stern with Gracorvus deployed, trying to intercept any that looked like they might land. It was an optimistic idea, since cannonballs move pretty fast. A few struck home, but the caravel limped along until we were close enough to make the rest of the way ourselves.

We also noticed a dozen small vessels crewed by the varied loson races that inhabited Eschendur setting sail toward us as we neared. There were scaled Geulon like Nuralie, the light and feathered Deijinon, and a few of the tall and stout Hyrachon that I’d never seen in person. The latter bore small crowns of horns atop their heads. Their ships had no weapons and quickly sailed away from a beach peppered by a hundred more of the Eschens, but slowed to a stop a hundred yards into the sea. One of the Hyrachon gave us a wave, which I returned, even as I was sprayed with mist from a nearby Littan cannonball. His expression was grave, but he made no signal that we should stop.

Etja regained consciousness and had recovered enough mana to carry herself with Siphon. Varrin hopped out of our boat and sprinted across the sea with Xim on his back while Nuralie joined me on Gracorvus. Grotto clutched onto my shoulder, and Shog was able to fly beside us with no trouble. The caravel sank soon after we left, but none of the cannons were able to hit us individually.

As we drew close, the massive soul presence I’d seen earlier dominated my vision until I had to reduce the sensitivity of Soul-Sight. While it emitted enormous pressure, similar to the pressure I’d felt from Orexis and Fortune, it wasn’t hostile or oppressive. If anything, it felt like a leviathan welcoming us into its home.

The Littan cannons went silent before their fire would threaten the Eschen ships, and I saw the person to whom the soul belonged. It was a Geulon woman in ocean blue robes with gold ornamentation. She was walking out onto the water, flanked by six other Geulons dressed in similar but less ornate robes. She held a glaive in front of her, its point dragging across the sea, and she raised a hand in greeting. Nuralie took in a sharp breath when she caught sight of her.

“Friend of yours?” I asked.

“Ros Zura.” Pause. “She is the Zenithar of Geul.”

“Okay, so she’s like the pope of your water god?”

“She is also one of the ruling Triarchs.”

“Pope and queen, eh? Well, she’s got a soul that lives up to those titles.”

We slowed as we drew close, and she signaled for us to stop once we were within speaking distance. She continued to walk forward at a casual pace, leaving her attendants behind. In the distance, more losons were rushing from the treeline toward the beach carrying bows and other weapons.

“What wonders this morning brings,” said Zenithar Zura in a voice that sounded much older than she looked. She was using the glaive like a walking stick, its point dipping into the water and meeting some sort of resistance.

“Greetings, Zenithar Zura,” I said. “I am Esquire Arlo Xor’Drel, and this is my party, Fortune’s Folly.”

“Oh, I know who you are,” she said, walking right up to me. I lowered Gracorvus so that I was level with her, trying to give Nuralie room to stand beside me with some level of decorum. “That looks uncomfortable. Come down; the water will hold you.”

I hesitated, then stepped off the shield, fighting my body’s instinct to prepare for another dive. However, the water was as firm as moist soil, giving only a little under my boots. Nuralie followed, and I sent Gracorvus back into my armguard. Varrin slowed and strode close as Etja landed nearby.

“Are the c’thons in your party as well?” Zura asked. She appraised Shog and Grotto with olive green eyes that matched her scales, though she didn’t look concerned.

“Bonded Familiar Grotto and Shog the Summoned,” I said, gesturing at each in turn.

She paused and blinked. There was a stretch of silence where my normally talkative octos had nothing to say. Eventually, the Zenithar turned her eyes on Nuralie, who bowed deeply to the woman.

“Nuralie Vyxmeldo’a,” Zura said. “I am happy Geul has seen you safely back to our waters.”

“Thank you, Zenithar,” said Nuralie. “The journey was”—pause—“eventful.”

“I see that,” said Zura, looking past us at the still-approaching galleons. “The Littans seem to have forgotten where our borders begin.”

“Haven’t they been doing that for a while?” I asked.

“Oh, no,” said Zura. “At least, not according to their maps. They mark Eschendur territorial seas at half a nautical mile. They have stayed well outside that range throughout the blockade.”

“Half a mile doesn’t seem like a lot,” I said, trying to remember the standard back on Earth. I was pretty sure it was a lot further than that. She raised an eyeridge at me.

“It is not,” she said. “But we have had no reason to bicker over it.” She paused, though it was much shorter than Nuralie’s typical beat. “There are more important things in this life. Still, I cannot overlook such blatant encroachment.” She shook her head, and a look of grief crossed her features. “Now then, children, step behind me if you would.” She flipped her glaive and stood straighter, then drove the butt of it into the water. A ripple flared out across the sea. As it made its way across the hulls of the Littan vessels, three more caravels were revealed, their illusions broken by whatever magic the Zenithar had just employed. They were each crewed by a team of Level 8 silvers.

The nearest galleon slowed, and I saw a familiar face at its bow.

“Zenithar Zura,” said the Littan admiral, his voice once again augmented by Delver Sandy. “The men and women beside you have committed grievous crimes under Imperial law. Please stand aside and allow us to take them into custody.”

“This guy’s worse at diplomacy than I am,” I muttered.

“And a greater fool,” said Varrin. “Has he not learned his lesson?”

“State their crimes, Admiral Richtin,” said Zura, her voice booming and suddenly sounding 20 years younger.

“Destruction of naval property, piracy, and murder,” the admiral replied. “More charges will be forthcoming as well, I’m sure.”

“Is that so?” said Zura. “I have it on good authority that this team of Delvers was granted permission to pass through your blockade unimpeded.”

The admiral frowned and exchanged a few whispers with Sandy. He turned back and straightened his uniform.

“Their passes had been revoked prior to their arrival. Even if their passes were valid, do you argue that this excuses their crimes?”

“Your blockade attempted to detain this group without cause,” said Zura. “Fearing for their lives—most reasonably, I would say—they attempted to flee but were given chase by your fleet. You sought to use lethal measures to complete your unlawful detainment, to which these men and women responded in kind. Do you deny this?”

“She… knows a lot about what just happened,” I whispered to Nuralie.

“The Zenithars see much,” was her response.

“Their passes were issued in error,” said the admiral. “Rather than submitting to inspection, their leader destroyed my vessel while his allies slaughtered good men and women.”

“Your characterization of events is delusive, admiral. I will not condemn these people on such specious grounds.”

“Then you intend to harbor enemies of the empire?”

“I intend to grant asylum to a group fleeing your barbarity.”

The admiral flinched.

“If that is so, then I will have no choice but to send my soldiers to retrieve them.” The admiral looked over the meager fleet of losons before turning to the armed group assembling on the shore. Finally, he surveyed a port city further to the north, from which another group of ships approached. “Any who oppose their capture will be dealt with harshly.” The admiral made a gesture and the silver caravels began sailing closer.

“Admiral,” said Zura, “you should consider your actions more carefully. You are within Eschen territory, which is already a violation of our treaties. If you insist on deploying soldiers, I will consider this an invasion, especially when you threaten our citizens.”

“This is no invasion, Zenithar. I am apprehending criminals who’ve not yet set foot in your lands. You would do well to tell your… ‘military’ to retreat, or my fleet will fire upon them.”

“Now you’ve resorted to complete falsehoods, Admiral. We are within Eschen borders at this very moment. If your soldiers come any closer, I will respond with force. If your fleet opens fire, it will be destroyed.”

By this point, there were at least fifteen Littan galleons spread out across the sea, along with the three Silver caravels that continued to sail toward us, despite Zura’s demands. The Eschen ships held steady, as did the soldiers on the beach.

The admiral had nothing else to say.

Zura raised a hand into the air, and the water before her rose into streams. They shot forward with enough speed to make the air crack, and the jets cut through the Silver caravels in a second. Their sails collapsed and their hulls were severed, but a barrier of force kept the vessels aloft as a Delver from each crew worked some magic.

The admiral leaned forward and gripped his galleon’s railing, then began shouting orders. Cannons came to life, and I briefly lost sight of the fleet as the ocean rose to intercept the cannonballs. A nearby loson vessel took a hit before Zura was able to shield it, and another shot went high, going over the rising water to strike at the group on the shore. More than one loson fell under the attack. The Zenithar’s expression darkened, and she bowed her head, shaking it in disappointment.

“A fool’s blade still cuts,” she said softly. “And the fool is still to blame.”

She raised her glaive into the air, spun it, and then drove the blade down into the ocean. This time, it did not stop at the surface but drove deep into the water. Another pulse rippled out from the impact, growing in intensity as it traveled away from us until the waters shielding us turned into a mighty wave that rocked the hulls of the galleons.

Zura’s soul shone with even greater intensity, then fell upon the glaive and traveled its length into the sea. The water shook and trembled beneath my feet, causing me to stumble. The effect grew more intense the farther it got from us until the admiral fell and disappeared behind the railing of his ship. Even the Silver Delvers were unable to keep their balance, though a couple took to the air with flying abilities rather than struggle on deck.

You have observed the Geul’s Embrace spell!

Geul’s Embrace

Deific

Cost: 2,000 mana

Requirements: Zenithar of Geul

Effects:

All enemies that you can see within 1,000 feet of a significant body of water are embraced by Geul. This effect may only occur within the borders of Eschendur.

There was a heavy thud from below us, and ice ran through my veins as I saw something vast rising from the deep. The ocean churned, and a tendril nearly as thick as one of the Littan galleons burst from the sea and wrapped itself around one of the fleet’s vessels. It constricted, destroying sails and shattering through the ship’s planks like toothpicks, then pulled the entire ship down into the ocean.

The bright snaps of boards shattering filled the air, and the resounding crash of massive waves heralded the arrival of another tentacle, yet the screams of the Littan soldiers could still be heard over the tumult. The titanic feeler wrapped around a second galleon, smashing through it like a sledgehammer across twigs. Two more tendrils rose and took the rest of the ship down into the drink.

Across half the fleet, the massacre repeated. Smaller tentacles assaulted the Delver caravels, destroying the barriers and wrenching the vessels apart, seeking out their crews. Those that had taken to the air tried to fly away from the assault, but more limbs shot from the water and wrapped them up. The tendrils twisted and contorted the Delver’s bodies until they were wrung into pieces, their blood and viscera splashing down into the water in streams and chunks.

The billowing sea sent a surge of rocking tides toward us, but the waters settled and calmed before reaching the Zenithar. We all watched in quiet awe as the Littan blockade was swallowed up.

Finally, a mighty tendril rose and crashed down upon the admiral’s ship. However, the man’s rage and shock had disappeared from his expression, being replaced by a look of curiosity as he observed the assault. As his ship began to tilt and crumble beneath him, the admiral turned, and I could swear he made eye contact with me as he smiled. A moment before being crushed as a tendril fell upon him, the admiral swept off his tricorn and gave me a flourishing bow.

“What the fuck?” I muttered.

The destruction was over in under a minute.

By the end, the sea was an endless shipwreck, with more than half of the fleet obliterated and the rest in retreat. The galleon that had stopped to pick up our castaways was in the rear, never having sailed close enough to enter Eschen waters.

The Zenithar stood unmoving for several minutes after the catastrophe ended, and none of us dared to break the silence. Eventually, she turned to us, looking worn out and with tears in her eyes.

“Let us go then,” she said, “and tell the other Triarchs what I have done.”

She walked past us across the water, and we all followed without a word.


Chapter 31



We walked across the surface of the sea behind the languid steps of Zenithar Zura, joined by her attendants, who bore looks of reverence and sorrow. After a moment, water formed a channel that swept us to the shore in under ten seconds, and we left the Eschen ships behind as they watched for Littan survivors. No one spoke, and when I set foot on the dark sand of the beach, I looked back over my shoulder at the scene behind us.

The waters that had so violently churned and frothed as battleship-wide tentacles rent the Littan vessels were calming. The only evidence of the devastation was scattered planks, barrels, other broken ship parts, and destroyed cargo. There were no cries of pain or pleas for help, no voices to be heard at all. Not even a floating corpse to be seen, as though the crews had simply vanished like they had when I was taken to the Second Layer.

I reflected on the experience, a bitter taste in the back of my throat rising. I’d adjusted to the violence necessary for Delving with ease. Slaying monsters and beasts that attacked on sight was an easy moral choice. Even the part of me that wanted to respect the creatures that I hunted by making use of their bodies was satisfied when the Delves took in their mana and essence.

What I’d just witnessed, what I’d just been a part of, wasn’t the violence of Delving. It was the violence of war. I found it to be more… difficult to process.

For Yaretzi, I felt nothing. The absence of any emotion over killing the Littan bothered me more than the act of deleting half his brain had. The Level 3s that I’d slain weighed more heavily on me, especially after hearing what the surviving Littan Delvers had to say.

I didn’t regret my actions, but I couldn’t pretend that what I’d done was virtuous. I doubted it had even been necessary. Still, those Littans had been a threat, and I’d eliminated it. Yaretzi had me down to the dregs of my HP by the time Varrin had shown up, and the Level 3s could have swung the balance in his favor. Then again, maybe they’d have surrendered or turned traitor like the others had. I’d never know.

If I were placed back in the situation, I’d probably make the same choice. I wanted to make sure I understood where that line was in my head, though. At what point did I reclassify an aggressor from being as dangerous as an angry toddler—like the mundane soldiers—to being something dangerous enough to kill? I wasn’t sure there was a good answer to that.

While I wanted to carefully consider how I made those types of life-and-death decisions, I ultimately let the emotion of the deaths roll away from me. At the end of the day, they had been enemy combatants trying to capture or kill my party, not misguided children in need of a scolding. They’d made their choices. I’d made mine. I didn’t feel good about it, but I wasn’t going to lose any sleep over it either.

Also, what the shit was up with that admiral? I asked the party, but no one else had noticed.

“I only saw him screaming as he died,” said Xim. A sentiment reflected by the others.

I frowned as I thought about it, reminded of the last time a Littan had given me a fancy bow. Gharifon had made a similar farewell as he disappeared into shadow along with Tavio. Maybe it was cultural, but that seemed like a pretty weird thing for the admiral to do moments before his violent death. I added investigating it to the List.

We walked north across the beach and through the outskirts of the city of Geulangal, trailing a couple hundred losons behind us. The town was Eschendur’s largest port, but we walked through its edges across empty cobbled streets and past white stone buildings with terracotta roofs, all shuttered and locked. The losons filed off down the streets as we went, their footsteps echoing through the vacant roads and alleyways.

The docks that would have normally been a bustle of hectic commerce were barren, with only a handful of people present, none of whom were at work. They merely watched the distant Littan ships as they retreated and talked softly about the devastation Zura had wrought as she strode by. Cargo ships bobbed in the water, unused and in disrepair. It was a half-step from a ghost town.

A few Eschens approached to speak with the Zenithar, who paused to soothe their anxieties. Her words seemed to dispel their fear, but her advice that they pack up and follow the rest of their people further inland left some with hollowed expressions and others in silent fury.

While our silent caravan made its way past the city, I distracted myself by going through a wave of notifications I’d been ignoring since my fight with Yaretzi had ended.

Your party has slain Yaretzi of Seaward: Delver, Level Seventeen!

Your party receives no System-issued rewards for this victory.

Your Dimensional Magic skill has increased to Level 21!

Your Mystical Magic skill has increased to Level 11!

Your Mystical Magic skill has increased to Level 12!

Your Physical Magic skill has increased to Level 12!

Your Physical Magic skill has increased to Level 13!

Your Blunt skill has increased to Level 22!

Your Shields skill has increased to Level 21!

Your Heavy Armor skill has increased to Level 12!

Your Heavy Armor skill has increased to Level 13!

Your Leadership skill has increased to Level 2!

Your Leadership skill has increased to Level 3!

Your Leadership skill has increased to Level 4!

Your Leadership skill has increased to Level 5!

Your Leadership skill has increased to Level 6!

You have defeated a Delver more than 10 levels above your own. You have earned the This is Bullshit! achievement!

This is Bullshit!: While your opponents blame exploits, unbalanced mechanics, or a laggy rural broadband connection, everyone else knows the truth: they sucked! How else could you have won? Skill? Please. You now inspire greater rage in your superior foes.

Distraction attempts you make against enemies who do not perceive you as a significant threat are twice as effective.

You have survived being targeted by a deific skill! You are granted +1 LCK!

You have survived the notice of a divine being! You are granted +1 LCK!

That was a lot of intrinsic skill levels. More than half of the amount I’d gotten by training with Khigra for three months straight. I’d never seen so many at once. In fact, there were so many that it made it difficult to take it all in at a glance. I fiddled with the UI, quickly figuring out how to compress the level-ups if I got such a huge jump in the future.

Having sorted that out, I looked over the biggest jump, which was to Leadership. It was a skill I’d picked up recently and hadn’t been able to focus on.

Leadership is your ability to effectively coordinate, organize, and inspire those around you, as well as determine who is best suited for any given task.

Unlike other intrinsics, which listed concrete bonuses from leveling the base skill, Leadership’s benefits were ambiguous, at best. There were, however, many examples of the skill providing escalating party buffs with its evolutions. That was right up my alley. It was no surprise that it advanced the most since skills under 10 were far easier to level, but it was still an enormous climb for one fight.

The Bullshit! achievement was nice, although it didn’t seem anywhere near as potent as some of my others. Time would tell whether it made much of a difference, but having more tools to antagonize dangerous foes and keep their attention away from the rest of the party was always welcome.

As far as the buffs to Luck, it had been a while since I’d seen my training ability come back into play. Luck was the only stat that I had left under 10, despite the party’s best efforts at figuring out a way to level it that didn’t place us in the path of omnipotent beings that could slaughter us with a glance. I was more than happy to get a couple fresh points. The first point was from being targeted by Thunderdome. As for the second, I wasn’t positive who or what the divine being was that noticed me. I suspected it might be Geul since the spell that Zura had used was called Geul’s Embrace and she was essentially the deity’s high priestess.

Our walk past the city had the vibe of a funeral march, and I was reluctant to be the first to break the silence, but my curiosity overrode whatever sense of decorum I possessed. I turned to Etja.

“Did you get a bunch of skill levels and a point to Luck?” I asked, keeping my voice low.

“I did!” Etja whisper-shouted. Her attempt at matching my volume failed pretty spectacularly. “Everything I have went up by 1! My Dimensional Magic is at 20 now, but I haven’t looked over the evolution options. I’m glad something finally got me another point of Luck. I was really sick of playing cards.”

“I also received several skill levels,” said Nuralie, appearing beside us. “The Luck as well.” Pause. “I enjoyed the dice games, though.”

“My favorite was betting in the arena,” I said. “We all still have room to improve the stat, so we can keep gambling. Who knows? Maybe we just didn’t gamble hard enough. As for the divinity that noticed us, do you think it was from Zura’s spell? Geul herself looking down upon us?”

Nuralie tilted her head in consideration.

“That is… complicated,” she said.

“How so?”

Her features tensed as she struggled over something internally, then she looked at Zura’s back for a long moment.

“We can speak on it another time,” she said. “I think you are correct, more or less.”

“Don’t let me stymie any theological discussion,” Zura said from ahead of us, still looking forward. The butt of her glaive clinked against the stone road with every step. “I’m familiar with your story, Nuralie Vyxmeldo’a.”

Nuralie tensed at the words, and Zura stopped and turned.

“Worry not,” said the Zenithar. “It’s no business of mine to share your history, but if my presence is an impediment to your”—pause—“dialogue, then know that there is little you could say that I’ve not heard before. Part of being a Zenithar is accepting that there are many ways for one to revel in the divine.”

I looked between the two Geulons, somewhat lost.

“My thoughts on doctrine hold no weight,” Nuralie said. “It is unimportant, Zenithar. Please, continue.” She gestured back at the road.

“No weight?” said Zura, looking surprised. “Why would that be?”

“I hold no rank,” said Nuralie, as though she were stating the obvious.

“Ah,” said Zura. “You mean that your thoughts hold no weight in an official capacity?” Nuralie nodded. “I try to give weight to the opinions of all followers of the Eschenden,” Zura continued. “If you would feel more comfortable speaking while holding a title, I am happy to appoint you as a deacon.”

“I—” Nuralie hesitated. “Right here?”

“Why not?” said Zura. “I may appoint you deacon of any of the three churches in my capacity as Zenithar. If you wished for something more advanced from Deijin or Hyrach, you would need someone else, though.” She shrugged.

“A deacon must have a revelation,” said Nuralie.

“You have one, do you not?”

“It is”—pause—“incomplete.”

Zura considered. “You received insight into a truth of the world, correct?”

“There were many who did not believe so.”

“It is not a matter of believing,” said the Zenithar. “I sense your revelation as clearly as I sense his.” She gestured at me. “Or hers.” She gestured at Xim. “No one in the Church can doubt that you have one. If they refuse to heed the wisdom you have been granted, that is their own folly to grapple with.”

“But there is no manifestation,” said Nuralie. A bit of frustration was creeping into her voice, which was a rare thing for the loson. “I cannot use what has been given to me.”

“Receiving a gift and knowing what to do with it are different things,” said Zura. “With every passing year, I find new understanding in my own revelations. They are not static skills to be mastered and wielded. They breathe and change as you and I do. A revelator who claims to fully understand their gift is further from the path than one who has received no insight at all.”

The Zenithar watched Nuralie process her guidance. The conversation was also generating a few questions of my own, but I didn’t want to interrupt.

“Even if I wished to become a deacon,” said Nuralie, “because of my revelation, I cannot choose a church.”

The Zenithar paused and blinked. “What an odd way to phrase that,” she said. “Not that you have trouble choosing, but that you cannot. I spoke with your village priest after you became stranded in Hiward and he told me a little about the revelation you received. I do not doubt that his heart was in the right place, but I think that his explanation may have been… biased. I would love to hear how you would describe it.”

Nuralie shifted uncomfortably but didn’t speak.

“We can talk privately later if you wish,” said Zura. “Or not at all, if that is what you desire. If you do not accept a position as deacon, however, it will be more difficult for your allies to traverse Eschendur. You know that outsiders may not wander without an escort, and escorts must be ordained. Any escort that would be provided to you would be less”—pause—“understanding of the tasks you wish to undertake.”

“How much do you know about why we’re here?” I asked. “Because it feels like a lot.”

“My insight is vast and mysterious, aided by the gods themselves!” said Zura, raising her glaive to the sky dramatically. She looked me over, then gave me a wink. “Umi-Doo sent me a missive,” she said, dropping her arm, glaive thudding into the ground.

“Oh, that makes sense,” I said.

“I thought I might receive special dispensation,” said Nuralie. “To serve as their escort.”

“That is a messy solution,” said Zura. “Special dispensation carries many restrictions. You would need to submit a specific itinerary detailing where you will be traveling and why. Do you wish to have your every move scrutinized and documented?”

“That is… not ideal.” Not least because our plans were always subject to change.

Zura took a deep breath and let out the longest sigh I’d ever heard anyone give.

“There is one title that I might grant for your circumstance,” said the Zenithar. “It is a neutral position, unaffiliated with any one of the churches, and carries with it more rights and privileges than an ordinary deacon. It is reserved for a time of crisis, such as the one into which the Littans and the avatars have placed us. It is handed out only to those of significant skill and personal power, which you have proven yourself to be. A third-stage revelator has been the requirement in the past, but I expect you would fare well in a contest against anyone in the third stage using your strength as a Delver alone.”

“What is the title?” asked Nuralie. Zura leaned in slightly, and the two of them paused in unison before she answered.

“Inquisitor.”
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“Inquisitor serves an important role during difficult times,” said Zura. She turned and motioned for us to follow behind her as she continued down the road. “Eschendur must present a united front in the face of major threats. While our triumvirate is effective at balanced governance during peaceful times, our forebears acknowledged that such a three-pronged structure is less nimble than monarchies or empires, which possess a more vertical chain of authority.”

As we walked, the road curved away from the edge of wild swampland, ruled by trees with corded trunks and thick canopies set over murky water. Zura continued straight, however, and we quickly walked off of the road and began plodding through tall grass, my boots sinking into the wet soil below.

“The inquisitor is empowered with the authority of both priest and judge,” Zura continued as we grew closer to the tree line. “When there is a disagreement between authorities from different churches in regard to how to respond to the crisis, the inquisitor—in their role as a neutral party—serves as an arbitrator to settle the matter.”

By this point, Xim and I were struggling a bit through the muck as we passed under the shade of the first big tree. Highly saturated mud seemed to count as water for Varrin since he walked across the surface without issue. Nuralie and Zura also had little difficulty, neither of whom were currently wearing boots and whose Geulon feet were well adapted for the terrain. Etja was engaging in gravity hijinks, while Shog and Grotto, of course, floated.

Zura paused and glanced back at us with a single olive-green eye. She waved a hand, and the next step I took felt like it landed on solid ground.

“Thanks,” I said as Xim and I stepped up out of the knee-high sludge. I gave the cleric an empathetic look since her boots had to be as full of goop as my own. She shrugged, took her boots off and put them into her inventory, then kept going barefoot.

I saw no reason to trudge through a swamp in full kit, so I followed suit, then also removed my steel breastplate and began working on my other bits of armor. The gear was heavy enough to be annoying over long walks, and if something or someone attacked… well, Zura was apparently a walking nuclear deterrent. The Zenithar continued on, and soon enough the road was no longer visible behind us, the mid-morning sun disappearing behind the leaves and fronds overhead.

“The inquisitor may enforce the law and investigate crimes at their discretion,” said Zura. “They may also act as powerful soldiers during war and serve as the point of first contact for diplomatic matters.”

“That sounds like a pretty broad set of responsibilities,” I said.

“Responsibilities and privileges,” Zura corrected.

“I am not experienced in… most of that,” said Nuralie.

“Humble is the sea with gentle waves until the storm rolls in,” said Zura. “Do not underestimate yourself, Nuralie Vyxmeldo’a. There is a reason that you were chosen to represent Eschendur at the Creation Delve as one of only four candidates that year. You were even selected from the wilds as the neutral representative.” She gave Nuralie a meaningful look. “Unlike Eschens, who were raised in the more populous Dioceses, you were trained in all three aspects of the faith in equal measure. You excelled in your youth, your first revelation attained at a remarkably young age. Since then, you have not only adapted to life in a foreign nation but flourished with your party while advancing at an unprecedented rate.

“I do not know you well personally—something I hope to change—but on vellum, you are well-rounded and gifted academically in both secular matters and subjects of faith. More so than many priests I have known. Your ability to navigate the difficulties you have faced evidences good decision-making skills and character, which are essential for a judge or investigator. As for your combat prowess, you just broke through an entire naval blockade with only four allies! In regards to diplomacy.” Pause. “There are few Eschens who are as well traveled. Even fewer who surround themselves with such diverse friends and allies. I expect you would do better than you might think.”

“I am honored by your words, Zenithar,” said Nuralie. “But I do not think I would be able to”—pause—“fulfill those functions while we carry out our mission.”

“This is a means to an end,” said Zura. “I don’t expect you to travel between parishes settling trivial disputes. You would possess the authority, but your obligation to use that authority would be limited to situations you encounter during your journey. Even then, your involvement may be brief and discrete.”

“I see,” said Nuralie, sounding unconvinced.

“Think deeply upon the matter,” said Zura. “We have a short walk ahead of us.”

“Where are we going, exactly?” I asked. I felt like we’d been swept up into the Zenithar’s wake without much input or explanation.

“Eschengal,” she said. “With a stop or two along the way.”

“The capital?” I asked. “Isn’t that 600 miles inland?”

Zura nodded.

I considered our current speed over the very wet and overgrown terrain. Even if we walked sixteen hours a day, it would take us more than a week to make that distance.

“Erm,” I began.

“Is my geriatric pace too slow for you?” she asked, turning to give me a roguish smile.

While it was true that I preferred us to move with more urgency, the reality was that the Zenithar would save us a lot of time dealing with the politics of our mission. Getting permission for Nuralie to serve as our escort was something I’d expected to take days or weeks at minimum, and there had always been the chance that the authorities would want to saddle us with a more traditional babysitter. The kind that might insist on specific routes or modes of travel that would add a lot of time to our journey.

The Zenithar was ready to hand Nuralie a title that would solve that problem immediately. If the cost was burning a week on a casual stroll through the swamp, then that was a small price to pay.

“I’m more than happy to move at a pace that you’re comfortable with,” I said.

“Oh?” said the Zenithar. “If that’s the case, then I’ll get more comfortable.”

Zura raised her glaive and balanced the shaft against her shoulder, adjusted her footing, and then sprinted off ahead of us with the speed of a horse at full gallop. I effortlessly vault over a massive tree root rising out of the water and disappear.

Nuralie was behind her in less than a second.

“I like this Zenithar,” said Varrin before sprinting after her.

“We could have walked, Arlo,” said Xim as she began jogging up to speed. “When’s the last time we walked anywhere?”

Etja just smiled and followed, while Shog flew forward, cutting vines and limbs out of his path with his new blades. I felt Grotto settle onto my shoulder.

[I will allow you to carry me.]

“I feel honored,” I thought back to the core, then began rushing to catch up.

[image: ]


We ran until nightfall, and then we ran some more. By the time Zura called us to a stop, we’d covered half the distance to the capital. Despite how absurdly fast that was as a group moving on foot, for Varrin it was about as quick as a swift walk. His stamina never dropped a point, which allowed his Deep Breaths ability to grant everyone else a buff to their stamina regen if they got low.

When that wasn’t enough, Xim could fully refresh her stamina with an occasional self-heal from her Double Recovery evolution, and Etja could burn mana to fly while her stamina recovered. Nuralie got so many movement buffs from being in the dark and shady swamp environment that the journey through her home terrain was probably less taxing for her than it was for Varrin. My personal stamina regen was so high that I could move at my full speed forever without issue.

That all sounded great, but sprinting for twelve hours was still obnoxious. It was also something we’d done as a party several times before. After all, why ride horses when we were faster without them?

The Zenithar looked very pleased with herself afterward and hadn’t so much as shed a single drop of sweat. Her robes were also immaculate, while the rest of us were soaking wet, covered in mud, and had enough random plants stuck in our hair to start a small botanical garden. My beard was riddled with an assortment of thorny burs that I had no memory of acquiring, and as I painstakingly plucked them out, the Zenithar made a twenty-foot vertical leap into the canopy with all the effort of a cat hopping onto a low stool. I began to suspect she’d been taking it easy on us.

I heard voices from above and looked up to find Zura chatting with another Geulon, a woman in slick leathers not unlike Nuralie’s. She had a bow as well, though she wasn’t a Delver, and a few small animals hung limp on her belt next to a pair of sheathed daggers. She must have been some kind of hunter.

The pair spoke for a minute, then Zura hopped back down, landing with nary a splash. She smiled at us.

“We have been invited to partake in Lodurfen’s harvest festival for the evening,” she said. “I believe it will be more comfortable than sleeping in the trees.”

I looked up to see the woman in the branches looking down at me, so I turned to Nuralie and swapped to the Eschen language, Losonbinora.

“Why don’t you take the lead here?” I said. “It’s your homeland.”

Nuralie gave me a pause. I paused with her, and she nodded. The exchange caused Zura to raise an eyeridge.

Nuralie turned to the woman above.

“We would cherish the experience,” she said in Losonbinora. Pause. “And we will share our own harvest in turn.”

The woman in the trees blinked, then silently disappeared into the foliage.

“Now I know where you get it from,” I said to Nuralie. She cracked a rare grin, and we set out at a leisurely pace for the village ahead of us, nestled in the swamp.

As we approached, the swamps thinned out some, the thick vegetation transitioning to a field of widely spaced trees bearing watermelon-sized fruits of blended red and gold. They were like enormous, pumpkin-shaped Honeycrisp apples and filled the air with a sweet, fresh scent. Many had been picked, leaving only the immature fruits on the limbs above, smaller and greener than the few ripe fruits on the ground.

Each tree grew from a small field that had been elevated out of the swamp, a ring of clean water trickling around its edge. Near the roots were sprouts of yellow mushrooms and a small garden of minty, light-green herbs. Both Nuralie and Zura stopped to survey the crops, knocking on the rinds of the fruit and smelling the herbs and fungus. They picked what they found suitable, storing it away into Nuralie’s inventory, and moved on to the next tree.

The “harvest” was a less intensive affair than what I’d imagined. The Geulons of the village would set out during the day to hunt and gather delicacies and other natural resources, and on their return, pick whatever ripe fruits and vegetables they could carry from the cultivated groves. Nuralie showed the rest of us what to look for, and soon we were all loading our inventory with hundreds of pounds’ worth of produce. Given my inventory size of “a whole fucking lot,” we could pick and carry everything worth having that we came across. We were doing the work of half the village on our way in.

Nuralie was taking to the work with the hint of a smile, and I came close to pick a toadstool with a citrus scent.

“Having fun?” I asked. A sprig of lemony grass disappeared into her storage, and she sat in a squat, then looked out into the dark grove.

“My village is far to the east of here, but the harvest culture is much the same across Eschendur,” she said. She looked up at the knobby tree. “Our gelvind fruits are more orange”—pause—“but it has been years since anything felt this familiar.”

“Maybe after the Delve, we can spend a few weeks here,” I offered. Her smile faded, and she looked down, running her fingers across the rest of the grass, too short to pick.

“I do not know where my place is,” she whispered. “Eschendur is my home, but—” She paused for much longer than normal, then met my eyes. “I do not think it is where my family is anymore.”

I reached out and placed a hand on her back, giving her a gentle rub, then stood.

“Whatever you need, we’re here,” I said. “Unless you need us to pick everything between here and the village, because I have to imagine it’s getting late as hell.”

Nuralie’s smile returned, and she stood up as well, rubbing her hands together to brush off the dirt. “I think we have satisfied the custom.”

By the time we’d made it to the village, it was approaching midnight, but the festival was in full swing.

Lodurfen was a traditional Geulon settlement, albeit one of the larger ones with around 1500 residents. Houses made of dark lumber sat at spacious intervals, their roofs of dried and packed fronds rustling in the warm night breeze. The buildings rose from lilypad-spotted water, their lowest levels ovate in shape to part the gentle current bringing life through the village. Their interiors were partially flooded and gave the Geulons space to live and sleep in still waters, filtered by an algae mesh that kept the private ponds fresh. I was somewhat surprised by this, as Nuralie had always taken to dry beds, although she did stay very well hydrated.

“Sleeping in the water is like sleeping on a cot,” she explained. “It is cheap and easy since we do not prune or suffer from being damp all the time, and floating is”—pause—“comfortable enough.” She lowered her voice. “But I prefer a feather mattress and a thick blanket. It is much warmer.”

On either side of the rows of buildings were dry pathways paved with brown stone. The material was porous and let water pass through without accumulating, allowing the rest of us to walk in relative comfort without Zura’s assistance.

As we entered the village, an entire welcoming committee awaited us. The village priest greeted Zura with a brief ritual, the waters dancing as humble gifts of wine and berries were presented to the Zenithar. It ended with Zura giving a small sermon on how the soil given form by Hyrach enriched Geul’s gift of life and was breathed into the land by Deijin. It ended with a prayer, Zura blessing the harvest and all those who partook. It was a very literal sort of blessing.

You have received 1 stack of Blessed!

The Zenithar’s presence in the village was the equivalent of royalty showing up, since she was both one of the three rulers of Eschendur and also one of its highest ranking religious leaders. She drew a good bit of attention, but not as much as I’d expected. It quickly became an informal affair, with Zura taking on the role of a respected elder, counseling those who approached but not being harried by the entire village.

Part of this was due to her six attendants, who’d fallen behind as we swept through the swamp but who had reappeared a couple hours into our fruit-picking session. They spread through the village, handing out blessings and accepting gifts or messages for the Zenithar.

Part of me was slightly bothered by the gift-giving, since it didn’t look like these people were exactly living in luxury, but for the Zenithar it was a two-way street. As we approached the village center, which was lit up by bioluminescent plants and a small bonfire, Zura went to the series of tables piled high with food and summoned a half dozen barrels of wine. She also performed a ritual that purified all the water in the village and would protect the inhabitants from any harmful parasites or bacteria for a month afterward. Seeing that, I decided some gifts of fruit, nuts, and knick-knacks were a pretty good trade.

The rest of us followed and laid out all of the produce we’d harvested, which drew some shocked looks as hundreds of pounds’ worth of fruits, fungus, and herbs continued to pile out of our inventories. I worried that some of it might spoil before it could be eaten, but Zura came in clutch again with a preservation ritual.

“Is this what sharing our harvest meant?” I asked Nuralie.

“No. Gathering the fruits was merely custom,” she answered. “It is not expected that we give more, but it is polite.”

“Oh, do other Geulons like beer?” I asked. Nuralie nodded, and I pulled a cask from my inventory.

“Are you giving away my ale?” Xim asked, brow raised.

“It’s not your ale; it’s our ale,” I said. “And now it’s everyone’s ale.”

She gave an exaggerated sigh and produced a mug.

“Guess I should get every drop I can while it lasts!” she said, then proceeded to tap the barrel, a vial of Nuralie’s ‘shitfaced’ potion in hand. I chuckled and pulled out two more. A line of curious villagers was already forming, and I handed one a full mug.

“Cheers,” I said. The man smiled and took a drink.

“By the Stonelord’s marbles!” he said. “That is pretty good!”

I smiled wide and clapped him on the back, only sending him stumbling a few feet (he held onto his drink though) and started playing bartender for a while.

A half hour later, the village priest came by to check in with us. He greeted Nuralie, who introduced the rest of us. The man looked warily at Shog but more or less ignored the c’thon afterward. The exchange was a bit stilted, as apparently Nuralie’s reputation preceded her. The man’s pauses were exaggerated, and it sounded like he was reigning himself in from making some uncomfortable comment, which wasn’t lost on Nuralie either.

After some pleasantries, Nuralie pulled out a half-dozen potion vials, which I identified as low-grade antidotes. Since none of the villagers were Delvers, the good stuff would have done more harm than good. Nuralie had spent a year or two running an alchemy shop for mundane folks back in Foundation, so she knew how to brew to get the job done without melting anyone’s mana matrix.

I thought the priest might cry when he saw them.

“Lady Vyxmeldo’a,” he said, cradling the potions like infants made of liquid gold. “I was just about to ask. The Zenithar said you were an alchemist… Each of these will save a life. Forgive me, but I must take these to our infirmary immediately.”

Nuralie and I exchanged a look as the man began to rush off, and the pair of us went to follow after him.
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“What’s going on?” I asked the priest in Losonbinora. The man spared me a surprised glance when I spoke but continued on.

“Many things in the swamp are venomous or poisonous,” he said. “It is normally not a problem, since we learn to avoid these things while young, but all of us have at least one childhood story of falling ill from a sting or ill-judged mushroom.”

He stepped into the water between a pair of houses and began swimming across. Nuralie followed, whereas I cast Shortcut to meet them on the other side. The priest started when I appeared but didn’t break his stride.

“We have natural remedies that help,” he continued, “but a few generations ago it was not uncommon for one child in ten to be lost to such things. However, we began importing mana-infused venoms from Hiward. When a small amount is added to our cures, it improves the survival rate to nearly 100% if administered… in time.”

“And now you can’t import them,” I said, narrowing my eyes.

“Yes,” he said. “The blockade has cut us off from many medicinal supplies.” He stopped in front of a longhouse, hand on the door. “Lady Vyxmeldo’a, I do not wish to stretch your generosity, but if you have any more⁠—”

“I would need to craft more,” Nuralie said. “My shop in Foundation has many, but I only brought a few on this journey. I-I didn’t think⁠—”

“There are other illnesses as well,” he said, dropping his hand from the door and stepping closer. “Please, if you have anything for bogrot or the pox.”

“I can set up a cauldron,” she said. “But it could take days.”

“Hey,” I said, placing a hand on her shoulder. “Xim might be able to help with the diseases.”

“Her magic would be too strong,” said Nuralie. “Maybe if she does not use a skill. But that is not her focus. She has little experience dealing with mundane afflictions.”

“We can still ask. Besides, you have everything you’d need at your shop, right?

“I do,” she said.

“Is an hour enough time to go from Formation to your shop in Foundation, get what you need, and get back again?”

“It… would be? Especially at night. I am much faster and can Shadow Walk.”

“I have a Checkpoint at my house in Formation.” Nuralie’s eyes widened as she realized where I was going. “I can open a portal from the Closet for an hour a day. If you can get in and out, you can be back here in no time with all the medicine you can fit into your inventory.”

“I also have raw ingredients,” she said, turning to the priest. “I keep a store of the venom you mentioned.” Pause. “I can give you enough for this village and to distribute to the others nearby.”

The priest looked between us. I didn’t think he quite followed what we were saying.

“Go inside and get those kids sorted,” I said. “I’ll get our cleric, and Nuralie can be back in an hour with more medicine.”

“Thank you,” he said, voice nearly a whisper. “I’ll be here when you return.” He gave a shallow bow and then swept into the longhouse, the smell of illness wafting out behind him.

Nuralie handed off everything in her inventory to me so she could carry what she needed. I opened the Closet, went in, and activated the Checkpoint to my underground mini-mansion in Formation. Nuralie disappeared almost immediately as she teleported through.

I went back out and Shortcut my way back to Xim, giving a few half-drunk Geulons a scare as I went. I told her what was happening, and she cast Cleanse on herself to get rid of the minor buzz she’d worked up. Then we ran back to the longhouse, where my Closet entrance was still open.

We went inside to find twenty of the Geulons bedridden with some sort of illness. Eight were children who’d been poisoned, while most of the rest had some deadly disease. One man had a pair of broken legs from tumbling out of a tree and landing badly on some rocks.

Xim got a sense of the room and bit her lip.

“If I’m very careful and very slow, I can help them,” she said. “My normal healing would be like pushing a river through their mana matrix when it’s the size of a straw. I’ll need to trickle it in.”

“Is anyone in immediate danger?” I asked the priest, who was dripping antidote into one child’s mouth. He looked around.

“The venom is slow, affecting the flesh and festering. The diseases take their course over several days as well. I fear that Fetchor’s legs will be lost if he cannot fight off infection, however.”

“Guess I’ll start there,” said Xim. She found a stool and pulled it up beside the man’s bed. She spoke with him for a few moments, before laying hands and beginning to channel a thin stream of divine mana into him.

I watched over their work, wondering if there was anything else I could do. It was possible my aura might help, since the healing was relatively slow compared to Xim’s, but I worried even that might be too harsh and I didn’t have much fine control over it.

I decided to sit down and keep a couple of the kids company. They perked up when they saw my emerald and black starlight eyes, and I told them a story about how I stole them from the sky. I don’t think they believed me, but it seemed to brighten their mood. I did a few tricks with Gracorvus, floating things around, and made a couple trinkets from my inventory disappear with Oblivion Orb. They asked that I make them reappear, and were disappointed when I told them that was outside of my skill set. I recovered by popping in and out with Shortcut, but the priest shut that down as it was “too much of a disruption.” I stuck my tongue out at the man when he turned around, eliciting some giggles.

I continued thinking about the problem while waiting for Nuralie and decided there had to be some way mana shaping could limit the impact of Xim’s healing spells, potentially making the process easier and quicker for mundane people. It was frustrating to have all this power and realize it mostly helped those who were already powerful. Eventually Nuralie returned, and although the remedies were not an immediate cure-all, the relief in the room was palpable once she’d administered her medicines.

I stayed for a while, until everyone had fallen asleep. Xim continued to help Fetchor with his legs—he’d be fully recovered in another hour—and Nuralie remained to observe the effects of her potions. I left, deciding it was time to find a bed, preferably one that wasn’t submerged.

While I had the option of retiring in my lavishly appointed Pocket Closet penthouse, I thought that immersing myself in the local culture would be more valuable. If nothing else, the slow rhythm of the chirping insects, the gentle croaking of the frogs, and the violent shrieks of the distant, unseen nocturnal predators made for a soothing lullaby.

I found Zura speaking to a pair of nightowls up in a tree, who said their farewells as I approached. I decided the Zenithar probably knew where I could bed down, and I had a few questions to run by her as well. She was happy to indulge me.

“How are the patients?” she asked in Losonbinora as I floated into the tree on Gracorvus. I stepped off onto the branch, so thick that it didn’t even budge under my weight.

“They should all be fine by morning,” I said.

“That’s wonderful. I fear most of these remote villages are suffering the same troubles.”

I took a seat across from her, letting my legs dangle off the side of the branch.

“Would you have been able to heal them?” I asked. “Not to be impolite, but I thought it was strange you stayed at the festival instead of going to see them.”

Zura nodded, unbothered by the criticism. “Geul is the goddess of the ocean and of life,” she said. “My revelations give me insight into the waters around me and all the living things they flow through. I checked on them, in my own way, and guided the priest toward a cure. I will visit with them in the morning when they can better handle the excitement of a Zenithar appearing.”

“You knew we’d be able to help.”

“I know Nuralie has expertise in alchemy. I suspected the rest of you could assist her.”

“And as for my first question?” I asked.

“Could I have healed them myself?” The Zenithar sat back against the tree trunk, studying my features. “I could remove toxins from their blood and clean the wounds, but the injuries to the flesh would remain. Diseases are often alive, and purging them strains the body. I would be acting in violence toward something living, which takes its toll on myself and the patient.” She gave me a woeful smile. “What I did to the Littans will haunt me to the end of my days. I expect it will take many years for me to reconcile their deaths with my faith and for my connection to Geul to once again become as strong as it was yesterday.”

“I see,” I said, letting silence fill the air between us for a time. I decided to move on from the subject. “Earlier, when you were talking about revelations, you mentioned that they were the types of things that change with you.”

“They are very personal in nature,” she replied. “The archivists try to place them into broad categories, but no two are truly the same. Some change so much throughout a revelator’s life that they have to be reclassified.”

“Is it the revelator changing the revelation, or is the revelation what changes the revelator?”

“A good question. One I wish I heard more often.” Pause. “I believe it is both. A revelation is a profound experience. It is difficult not to be changed by one. However, once the insight is received, it is up to the revelator to decide how to use it, which can influence the nature of the revelation. Then their use of the revelation again changes them. It’s a continuous dialogue. Personality, temperament, morality, even environment are all factors that can shape the revelation’s manifestation.”

“When you say ‘manifestation,’ do you mean the ability that a revelation grants?”

“If the word ability is convenient for you, then yes. I say manifestation because it is how your revelation manifests in the world for yourself or others.”

I kicked my legs in the air like a kid on a swing, looking out into the dark swamp and spotting a large, six-legged salamander creature wriggling through the mud in the distance. The thing was probably 12 feet long.

“Do you think it’s possible for a person to make a revelation ‘their own’?” I asked.

She frowned and scratched at her cheek with a pointed nail.

“I think that depends on what you mean when you say ‘their own,’” she said. “But it sounds like those aren’t your words.”

“Right,” I said. “I have an item, an amulet. When I got it, it did nothing, but it promised to unlock an effect when I finished my Creation Delve. When that happened, it gave me something called Soul-Sight.”

A hint of a smile crossed Zura’s lips, but she didn’t say anything, so I continued.

“Now it says that I need to ‘make Soul-Sight my own’ to unlock the next effect. As it turns out, Soul-Sight is part of the first revelation I received. Now I can use Soul-Sight without needing the amulet. However, even though I have the revelation, the amulet’s next effect hasn’t unlocked.”

Zura nodded and motioned for me to continue.

“My revelations are from Sam’lia,” I said, “and I actually had a chat with her.” Zura’s eye ridges rose at that. “She said that the task is impossible because you can’t ‘own’ a revelation, that the power flows through you like the air we breathe or the water we drink. It’s borrowed power.”

Zura chuckled. “I am struck by that simile,” she said. “Perhaps the next time I piss, one of my revelations will flow out with that morning’s tea.” She lost herself in a brief fit of laughter, though she struggled to stay quiet. I was caught off guard by the Zenithar’s appreciation for the fine art of middle-school bathroom humor.

“I may be misquoting her,” I said, smiling as her mood infected me. Eventually, the Zenithar calmed down, and she patted me on the shoulder.

“I hold great respect for the Goddess of the Third Layer.” She locked eyes with me. “But, she is, by her nature, a deity of the present moment. Her nature is one of thought, dream, and emotion. These are very immediate concepts. Vengeance is her most forward-looking aspect, but not one that I would say is strong on contemplation of the future.”

“What about thought, though? You can think about the future.”

“Yes, but you can only think in the present. I will not attempt to codify the behavior of deities by any firm rules, but that is my impression of Sam’lia, based on all the tales that I know and all of my discussions with her followers. She is a wonderful protector, a terrible foe, and quite easy to talk to, I hear.”

“Sure, but why is thinking about the future important? In this context, I mean. Obviously, thinking about the future is quite important. Sometimes I think it’s too important.”

“That resonates,” Zura said. “As for the future, Sam’lia hears ‘make Soul-Sight your own,’ and considers it in the moment. Soul-Sight cannot be yours right now, right here, because it is constantly flowing through you, to use her words. But that phrase, I do not believe it is meant to say that you must ‘own’ Soul-Sight to make it your own. Perhaps the phrase invites you to take ownership of the revelation not in a literal sense but in a personal sense.

“Take this swamp, for instance,” she continued. “One does not need to ‘own’ the swamp to make the swamp ‘their own.’ Someone who has made the swamp their own is someone who thrives in the swamp and who thrives there for reasons that are unique or personal to them, not someone who can exclude others from the swamp or isolate a piece of it.”

I glanced over to Nuralie, who slept on a bedroll near the fire. I guessed she’d decided against a waterbed for the night. She was buried under no less than six cat-sized frogs. None of them were frogs she’d had when we’d woken up that morning.

“To make something your own, you must first become familiar with it,” said Zura. “You must consider your experience with it, and then you must commit to it. It requires thinking deeply about both the past and the future to develop a certain mindset, and then applying that mindset to the present.”

I found Zura’s logic about past, present, and future and how those related to Sam’lia questionable, but I liked where she was going otherwise.

“Which takes us back to your words from earlier,” I said. “If a revelation changes and grows with the revelator, then a revelator can focus on guiding that growth in a direction they like. And maybe, by guiding that growth in a personalized direction, they might make that revelation their own.”

“It helps if it is a direction that makes sense for the revelation,” she said. “A revelation of sight is unlikely to grow in a direction that allows you to fly.”

“Unless, through my powers of observation, I learn how to fly.”

She swatted my chest with the back of her hand.

“You may take your sophistry to your bed now,” she said. “Despite what I said earlier today, I quite like sleeping in the trees. You should try it.”

I grinned and bid her goodnight, then took her advice and found a wide branch to set up my bedding. As I worked, I thought about how easy Zura was to talk to. It was like hanging out with somebody's laid-back grandma, not a theocratic pope-queen head of state.

If she hadn’t mentioned the Littans, you’d never have suspected that she’d massacred a thousand people earlier that day.


Chapter 34



The bark and gnarls of the enormous tree branch weren’t painful to lie on, but they were definitely uncomfortable. I’d discovered long ago that my best bet in such a situation was to set my mind on auto-pilot and allow it to ruminate until the world fell away. I turned from my physical experience and focused on the cerebral, contemplating Zura’s guidance and the nature of my revelations while I struggled to fall asleep.

In my mind, revelations broke down into two parts. The first was the information or “truth” that the revelation granted. The second was the ability, or “manifestation,” that one gained from it.

It had taken me a while to decide when it was that I’d truly gained my first revelation, the Eye’s Sight. I’d concluded that it was while I was Third Layer walking leading up to the Calvani Caverns and The Cage hidden within. The Eye itself had gazed deeply into my soul and exposed all of the actions I’d taken as a conscious being, from those that brought me pride to those that I so profoundly regretted that I had forced myself to seek out help and change.

The revelation did not deal with the greater world around me. It was internal. The Eye embraced me despite my flaws, forgiving my transgressions and heralding my achievements. It shared that perception, allowing me to view myself and my life from an external point of view. An experience that I was sure few people would ever receive. Ultimately, it led to a deep sense of self-acceptance and had gone a long way toward building a stable psychological foundation for me to begin my life anew in Arzia. It’s hard to feel secure when your existence is beset by turmoil both external and internal, after all.

It was less a religious experience for me and more akin to a sudden shift in my philosophy of self. Nothing about it made me want to commit myself to a “higher” being or worship anyone or anything. I viewed Sam’lia as an ally—especially after our talk—but I didn’t see her as intrinsically superior, just vastly more powerful. Should she require any sort of offering or devotion, then my respect would have to do. It seemed like she was fine with that.

The manifestation’s relationship to that insight was not obvious. I had excellent darkvision. I could see the souls of others, which allowed me to glean knowledge about their nature and past in addition to their strength. It made it easier for me to pierce illusions and find entities hidden through stealth. It was external, but I began to wonder if my characterization of the insight was flawed. The Eye had seen me at the deepest levels, then shared with me what it saw. The raw knowledge I’d gained had been about my inner self, but See’s manifestation emulated what the Eye had done. The first step was to See the person or thing in front of me. The next step was to Reveal.

My second revelation, the Eye’s Reveal, began to take root during the Layer walk as well. I’d been able to connect to the souls of my allies and had shared my perception of the Third Layer, allowing them to escape manifestations of the inner demons that tormented them. That had been accomplished with a lot of help from the Eye and from the Xor’Drels as well, with whom I had gained a level of soul connection through the blood ritual that made me part of their tribe. My experience with Grotto and our Shared Fate trait had also helped. I was certain that the connection with my Bonded Familiar involved an intertwining of our souls. On some level, at least.

I fully realized the revelation during our fight with the Specter of Orexis. I began not only to see souls but to feel them on a more profound level. While extraordinary individuals had been the first souls I’d felt rather than merely seen, after my experience with the specter, I became much more sensitive to the pressure emitted by nearby souls, be they strong or weak.

The truth that I’d received was ongoing and everpresent. It was a deeper understanding of the individuals that passed through my life, a keen vision of what their inner world might look like. The ability went hand-in-hand with that knowledge. I could interact with that world, enter it, and share my own world with it.

These were the basics. They were the fundamentals of the revelations that matched the teachings of the tribe. There was one more step in the sequence, Embrace, but the powers that it granted made me question whether or not I even desired it—the ability to forcefully alter reality for a target, to create a domain that I ruled as sovereign and sucked people into. It was very… tyrannical.

Then again, it sure would be handy to have a mind-melting hellscape to afflict my enemies with at the drop of a hat. I was already working on that with the Pocket Delve, though, but having two mind-melting hellscapes would be twice as good, right? I did love having options.

Anyway, there was nothing that said I must reach the Embrace stage to gain greater control, or even mastery over, my first two revelations. Each was required to attain the next in turn, but each was still its own unique revelation that could fully function without the subsequent step.

So, I began to consider how I might evolve the revelations, to shape their manifestations in bespoke ways. I leaned on my understanding of restrictions and how such things generally functioned at their best when they revolved around a dominant character trait that I possessed.

There was already something rather histrionic about Reveal. It made people see the world as I saw it. When it came to getting someone else to think about me, that was about as serious as it got.

See did a lot less in the way of demanding the attention of others. I could use the ability without anyone even realizing that I was doing so. It gave me information, pure and simple. It was information that I could use to inspire drama or draw attention, but at that point I wasn’t really using the ability, just engendering strong emotional responses with my words and actions. Perhaps I could develop a paralyzing gaze or a killing sight, like a fantasy ninjutsu master. Maybe I could make someone feel my eyes on them, overwhelming them with my mighty presence. I still thought I would likely lean on Reveal to get any of that done, so I filed that idea away for later.

Of course, melodrama and light narcissism weren’t my only notable characteristics, but they damn sure synergized well with my abilities. Also effective was my tendency to be overly analytic. I endeavored, always, to predict outcomes based on past experience and my understanding of the situation in front of me. It had helped countless times in combat and had been invaluable when navigating my post-death life.

I enjoyed looking at problems from as many perspectives as possible. This extended to arguments and emotional positions, even those that were problematic. I could strike at the emotional and logical heart of things I found abhorrent, understanding them so well that I could effectively advocate for them was just part of my process.

This had caused me to be accused on more than one occasion of supporting ideas that I in no way agreed with, simply because I was able to explain—with ideologically devastating appeal—the logic behind said ideas. Without clearly presenting my Devil’s Advocate badge beforehand, it was probably a reasonable assumption for someone to make. Those were learning moments. Terrible, socially damaging learning moments.

Useful, though!

Trying to apply the concept of analysis to See was much easier than trying to apply (fun) egocentrism. There were a whole host of ideas that came along with that. Seeing abilities, seeing stats or resistances, seeing the past or future, then using that information to make better tactical decisions. Maybe some sort of synthesis that automatically provided a potential strategy. However, I needed to focus on something that played to my strengths and, more importantly, my passions.

Abilities, stats, and resistances were something I could figure out on my own. They were fun puzzles to solve, so I had no real desire to have a revelation do the heavy lifting there. I also had no desire to see the future, both for all the problems it would cause and also for how boring that would make things. The past was interesting, but I had never been big on history. Don’t get me wrong, a firm grasp of history was informative, enlightening, and crucially important, but I had no love for it.

Instead, I considered what might have helped me recently and what would give me an advantage right now. I needed something that would maintain utility into the future, but that wasn’t an exercise in delayed gratification. If our plans proceeded smoothly, I expected to be facing down a Delve that had crushed prodigies in the very near future. If it kept me alive, then power now was a better investment than power later. The Delve wasn’t the only difficulty ahead, though.

While I was focused on the Delve, I was also focused on the journey. There were powerful individuals who could stand between the party and our objective. Being able to persuade them to allow us to proceed might be a prerequisite to stepping foot inside the Delve in the first place. The Littan blockade was only one example, and while we’d bypassed it, that victory wasn’t an easy one after Yaretzi had gotten involved.

Had I better understood the admiral’s motivations, had I been able to convince him of the truth of how outclassed he was, he may have stood down. That would have saved us a lot of grief, and the admiral a lot of Littan lives—his own among them. I didn’t doubt that other Littans might appear in our path, and there was no guarantee the other Zenithars would be as amiable as Zura.

Perhaps there was a way for me to See more deeply into the reasoning behind someone’s actions or demands in real-time. Some power of observation into the soul that provided context that I could use to my advantage. It was also possible that I could subtly deploy Reveal to signal the honesty of my own statements—a way to touch lightly on the soul and send the resonance of my veracity into them without invading or wholly entering their inner realm. I could give someone a gentle tap on the soul’s shoulder rather than a warm and awkwardly long, full-body-contact hug.

I also had some clues as to how that second part might be accomplished. Yaretzi’s evil-monologue ability, Intimacy, had granted him stacks of Blessed for revealing secrets to others. The bonus he received was based on how vulnerable the information made him and how much the knowledge changed the target’s perception of him. However, who was to say that his target wouldn’t think he was just a liar liar pants on fire?

I hadn’t really questioned whether either of Yaretzi’s statements while using the ability were true or not. I knew that what he was saying was true, even if it seemed absurd. This was especially evident when he claimed to donate half his salary to a wounded children’s fund. I knew that was true, even though it was diametrically opposed to who I believed Yaretzi to be.

Maybe it was somehow nefarious, or he actually had some genuine concern for the kids that the fund helped, but I expected he made the donations for the sole purpose of using it as a trump card with his ability. Once his opponent’s opinion of the Littan couldn’t go any lower, he’d hit them with the ultimate move of “I selflessly help kids in need!” There’s no way I would have believed that under normal circumstances, but his skill touched my soul, and I knew that it was true without a doubt.

Either way, thinking deeply about the experience allowed me to glean some familiarity with how the ability had worked. It was a Divine spell, but the ability affected the soul like a Spiritual skill. Spiritual wasn’t a school that I had access to with my Dimensional attunement, but my Reveal ability was a god-given cheat that provided me with Spiritual capabilities regardless. Reconstructing Yaretzi’s ability through Reveal wouldn’t be easy, like reconstructing an entire person from the feel of their hand brushing against your back, but it was somewhere to start.

This gave me some model on which to build my capacity as a truthsayer, but I wasn’t sure about how to become a truthseer. My half-awake mind chuckled internally as I realized that my attempt at designing an analytic ability for the See revelation had somehow resulted in understanding how I might develop one for Reveal instead.

Rather than feel irritated at the circuitous route my mind liked to take through contemplative topics, I instead channeled my inner Grotto and affirmed that it was obviously the superior method of solving complex problems. My incredible intellect intuitively understood the best path to the knowledge I sought, which was a natural talent that I’d cultivated with countless hours of fruitful daydreams.

Daydreams that finally turned into regular dreams. I drifted off to sleep, transforming into a flailing octopus bent on world-spanning domination.


Chapter 35



The next morning I awoke to an unfamiliar tingle in my senses—the senses with designated values above five, that is. The extra ones. I sensed some weird soul shit, is what I’m saying.

Upon opening my eyes, the first thing I noted was not the source of the soul ping I was getting. Instead, it was Grotto staring at me from a distance that I would describe as close but not intimate.

“Were you watching me sleep again?” I thought to him.

[I have been waiting for you to awaken while providing you with the six feet of personal space that you’d previously requested.]

“Still weird.” I stretched and hopped out of the bedroll, then dismissed my sparse camping gear into my inventory. “Any reason you were so eagerly anticipating my resurrection?”

Grotto rubbed his feelers together.

[I do not know what to do with myself out here.]

“Out here? You mean, outside of the Closet?”

[Correct. All of my mana-weaving supplies and projects are inside the Pocket Delve. Once you and your fellow organics began to slumber, I had little to occupy my time.]

“Okay, no problem. I’ll open the portal. Feel free to wake me for something like that. Then again, I might be able to figure out a way for you to open the Closet yourself at this point, but it’d take some testing.”

[I would prefer not to return to the Closet at this moment.]

I’d already started focusing on the portal but dropped my concentration in surprise.

“You what?”

[Our subordinates have endured my absence for too long. It would be a disservice to continue denying them the advantage of my presence.]

I ran that through my Grotto translation filter.

“Sure, you’re always welcome to hang out.”

[I am aware. However, I have nothing to do.]

“Are you asking me what you should be doing?”

[It has been my experience that entities with fleeting lifespans tend to engage in continuous activity regardless of their physical surroundings. I believe this serves a dual function of both improving their personal utility while also distracting them from the ever-present march of time that will inevitably bring about their demise. You are an exemplary model for this behavior.]

I crossed my arms and waited to hear a question.

[While I could continue my efforts with mana weaving, it is an unwieldy practice for our current level of mobility and too delicate to risk in such a humid environment. Since the party benefits from my guidance which, in turn, is enhanced by the immediacy of my physical presence, I require other projects that I might engage in outside of the Pocket Delve.]

“And you can’t think of a single thing to do outside of the Delve? No, never mind. That makes a lot of sense. More than 99% of your life has been spent inside of Delves doing Delve things.”

I took a quick look around the tree I’d camped out in, finding a few Geulons cleaning up the previous night’s festivities. However, none of my party members were within sight. Peeking through the canopy above, I could see that the sky held the first tinges of sunlight, though dawn had yet to fully break. I couldn’t remember the last time I was the late riser. After a quick scan with my aura, I quickly located my allies further out in the swamp, already awake and each doing their own thing.

“Let’s go observe and see if we can find you a hobby, then.” I hopped down off of the branch, letting Gracorvus slow my fall so I didn’t splash down and make a racket. Despite a few early birds, the village was nearly silent.

[I do not believe in hobbies,] Grotto thought to me as we floated toward Varrin. [Activities should be fruitful pursuits that provide measurable progress toward desired goals and outcomes.]

“That sounds like what hobbies are to me, but maybe that’s an unhealthy attitude.”

I paused a dozen feet away from the big guy and watched. He sat on his knees in a meditative pose, eyes shut, occupying a rare patch of grass and earth that was more solid than mud, with Kazandak laid out before him. This alone wasn’t unusual. Varrin had done some version of this ritual each morning since his chat with the Ravvenblaq Patriarch about communing with his blade. What was unusual was that he was the source of the weird soul itch I’d felt.

Over the last year and a half, I'd come to be very familiar with the souls of my party members. Varrin’s soul was exceptionally stable and controlled. Steady and unyielding, the soul felt like it had a great weight to it, even when he went a bit berserk.

At the moment, however, his soul was a touch more erratic. Small sections along the edge would flare a few centimeters, or a current in the flow around him would deviate. It was subtle; nowhere near the level of weird that The Mimic had given off when it had tried to copy Varrin’s soul presence. The Mimic had created a pretty good facsimile overall, but what I was presently seeing was minuscule, comparatively.

“Here, we observe a wild Ravvenblaq engaged in a curious type of… soul training?”

[He is napping in front of his sword.]

I looked over my Bonded Familiar’s soul, which looked like oil in water. It was always in motion, moving in many directions but not with any haste. Beneath the rich platinum of the Delver levels I shared with him, his base soul was a dark green, although it had grown somewhat lighter as we’d spent time bonded. My own base layer was closer to an emerald color that matched my eyes, and I suspected that our connection was causing Grotto’s soul to gradually shift in the direction of my own.

“Potential hobby number one: you could focus on our soul connection and try to figure out how we can make better use of it.”

[I have crafted a suite of analytic tools within the obelisk chamber to assist in functions dealing with our connection.]

“Sure, but how much progress have you made with those?”

[Very little,] he admitted.

“All your mental magic stuff has Spiritual elements. You could try to leverage some of that to figure it out.”

While Grotto digested that idea, I turned to find Xim but was distracted by a glimpse of movement near Varrin. I turned back and studied him for a few seconds, but the man was still meditating over his sword with nothing out of place. I noted the oddity and planned to keep a closer eye on the man during his morning routine, then moved on toward the cleric.

Xim was also kneeling with her new scepter held in both hands. She was communing with Sam’lia rather than a blade, and her patch of nature was more of the mud variety. Xim was unbothered, though, and had simply gone full swamp-lady and discarded all clothes that weren’t required for Eschen sensibilities rather than deal with dirt-caked garments.

As for what Eschen sensibilities required, half of them lived in a swamp and bathed outdoors. It didn’t take much. Personally, I had on the armguard for Gracorvus, a pair of linen trousers rolled up to my knees, and not a damn thing more. My brain grappled between feeling incredible freedom and having flashbacks to Grotto’s Delve after fighting the Atrocidile.

Xim’s soul was doing normal Xim-soul things, at least insofar as how it appeared while she was communing with her goddess from another Layer: a slow-motion inferno that pulsed with the beat of a godly heart and hungered to feed on the sins of the wicked. Very relaxing soul presence, overall.

“The untamed Xor’Drel can often be found in search of divine truth and wisdom.”

[She is napping with her scepter.]

“Isn’t your attunement Divine?” I thought to him, absently grooming some more burs from my beard. Seriously, I was awake for five minutes and already finding more—where the fuck did they come from? “Could work on deepening that connection.”

[Yes, my attunement is Divine, and my patron deity is the System. There is little more that I can do to strengthen that connection.]

“Could try and get some revelations,” I offered. Grotto’s tentacles groomed his feathers as he thought that over. I absently considered whether he was mirroring me.

[That is an interesting proposal. While I possess a wealth of knowledge and abilities granted by the System, they are not categorized as revelations. However, I am not aware of any such archetypically Divine gifts given by the System. Even if it were possible, I do not believe it could occur in the current phase.]

“Why not?”

[The System exists in the physical realm. While it serves as a patron for my attunement, it presently lacks appropriate access to the Divine to function in a traditionally deific manner.]

“Are you saying that the phase rollout will literally turn the System into a god? I thought all that stuff about the System being a god was a joke.”

[No, but it will allow the System to harness divine energies on a much greater scale. How else do you believe it would be capable of assisting Delvers in ascending?]

“I guess I didn’t really think about it. Well, seeking the divine as a hobby may need to be delayed until we get phase two things going.”

[Indeed.]

We then floated over to Etja, who was a hundred feet away from everyone else, dancing in the air. She moved gently to an unheard song, with small bursts of mana appearing around her, eyes shut tight in concentration. I could tell she was micro-casting some of her spells, but they felt different from her usual repertoire.

The caster’s skills were a bit of a unique case. She had only five skill slots but could combine any two of them together to form a new spell. She currently had fifteen combinations and was on the verge of being able to combo three at a time, giving her access to ten more. At first, I thought that she had finally crossed that hurtle but realized that what she was doing was more complex.

“Vanishingly rare and often misunderstood, the Nothosis may sometimes be seen refining her understanding of mana shaping.”

[She is… very good at that.]

“Yeah, I honestly had no idea she’d gotten this far.” A dozen small orbs appeared in the air, then burst into fragments, hissing as they dissipated. “I can’t even tell which of her spells this is supposed to be, or whether it’s a combination.”

[Magical Thinker does not tell you?]

“The ability doesn’t trigger if I’m already familiar with the spell. Either this is something I’ve seen, or it isn’t well-formed enough to be considered something new.”

[It cannot be new. She has no more skill slots.]

“Sure about that?” Grotto and I watched for another minute or so, but neither of us was confident enough to draw any conclusions. “Potential hobby number three: improve your mana-shaping capabilities.”

[I would need test subjects to submit their minds to violation.]

I frowned and agreed that maybe it wasn’t the best idea. I didn’t want to break Etja’s concentration, so we moved to Shog.

The true c’thon was—to no one’s surprise—studying the art of the blade. He was several hundred feet past the village’s border and had single-handedly clear-cut an area the size of a small park. Vines, limbs, and entire small trees littered the ground and floated in the swampy waters. There were no dead and dismembered critters, though, but the mystery of the missing prey was solved when I caught sight of some… leftovers in his beard.

“Occasionally, the swamp contains a predator that is foreign to the environment, released into the wild by irresponsible summoners. In this instance, we can observe a Grade 12 c’thon in possession of a disturbing amount of martial prowess slaughtering the local flora and fauna.”

[Why have you not dismissed him yet?]

I shrugged.

“Just wanted to hang out with Shog some. I’m also very interested in seeing how good he can get with those swords. Varrin said he might take him as a student.”

[You do realize that c’thons are merciless killers who would ravage this world in search of any potent source of mana, slaughtering and consuming anyone who stands in their way?]

“Yeah, but Shog’s all right.”

[The fiend is restrained by its bonds of summoning and its misplaced respect for you. Should that leash slip, the death that results will be limited only by its power. Power that you seek to increase.]

“I thought you’d be happy that I was making use of the tools at my disposal.”

[What? Of course I am. Strengthen the beast until it alone can destabilize nations, then set it loose on those who resist us! I am only encouraging you to be careful not to lose control near any of our own interests.]

“Glad we cleared that up. So, potential hobby number four: learn how to use a weapon.”

Grotto held up his feelers, furling and unfurling them, perhaps imagining the feel of a lethal tool within them. Eventually, he squinted at a rock, which rose into the air and shot over at Shog. My summon raised his saber and intercepted the projectile without looking in our direction, then kept hacking away at a bush.

[While I am more physically powerful than a mundane human, this form is ill-suited for Strength-based combat styles.]

“You can always adapt a new form, right? You made that little c’thon body pretty easily.”

[Adapting a form that is as physically potent as Shog would require that I consume resources and mana in a similar manner. It would be tiresome. This body subsists on ambient mana alone and is otherwise convenient for my daily tasks.]

“It’s cute, too.”

[The disarming effect has utility, yes.]

I considered taking Grotto to find Nuralie, but I had no idea where our Geulon was at the moment. I assumed she and Zura were off having a private discussion, so I decided not to traipse around the swamp and butt in. We began heading back toward the main camp area instead.

“Does any of that strike your fancy?”

[I believe I may need to diversify the ways I engage in violence.]

The old me would have probably found fault with that sentiment, but in the world I now lived in, broadening your lethal skillset was just solid advice.

“Probably a good idea. Mental attacks aren’t always a good matchup. You could always try out some other types of spells. Maybe get better at throwing rocks with your brain.”

[I was created with the skills that I possess. I have never been offered any more. It was never necessary to learn.]

“You probably know better than anyone that the System can be mysteriously selective in what it offers people. Deciding that you want new skills may be enough to nudge the System into showing you a few options. Otherwise, there are ways around having a skill directly presented to you. That’s what Sam’lia and I did with my Gravity Anchor skill.”

[I do not believe I would need to go so far as forging something new. The System catalogs countless existing skills. I may be able to gain limited access to the library, given my status as a Bonded Familiar. In the meantime, I will direct the others to provide me with more substantive instruction in their relevant abilities while also attempting to exploit our soul connection more effectively.]

“You were a Delve Core watching Delvers for like a bajillion years. How did you not pick up a bunch of knowledge about skills?”

[I did. However, there is a difference between knowledge and practice. Observation and study may create an illusion of competence, but they are no replacement for practical application under the guidance of experts.]

I paused and appraised the Delve Core, reevaluating my impression of him.

“You know, that’s good advice.”

[It is. Now, I must begin crafting several user requests.]

Grotto didn’t go anywhere; he just narrowed his eyes and began staring at invisible System screens. Zura and Nuralie appeared—seemingly from nowhere—and the Zenithar clapped her hands together.

“Now that we’ve had our rest,” she said, “I believe we will be able to pick up the pace today.”

When we left Lodurfen, the swamp was still shrouded in morning mist. Rays of light reached through the fog as though the sun were stretching away the lingering grog of a good night’s rest. Despite the early hour, a group of families joined the village priest in seeing us off, giving heartfelt thanks for our intervention in the illnesses of their loved ones the night before.

We were leaving behind a much healthier and happier village. I felt good about the work we’d done, but some part of me felt bad that I didn’t feel better about it. It was a small kindness in a threatened world.

Like the deaths of the Littans, the swell of emotion from the lives we’d saved were raindrops on an oilskin. They rolled off of me as quickly as they came.


Chapter 35.5



While we ran, I reviewed my character screen for the first time in a while, trying to see where my biggest gaps were.

While some may enjoy looking over my shoulder while I perform such appraisals, others might only be concerned with the tales of my heroic deeds. The chronicles of Arlo’s ass-kickery shall continue in Chapter 36, but for the spectators interested in a list of my capabilities, a condensed summary of my build is available below.

Esquire Arlo Xor’Drel

Age: 1 (Physical Age: 19. Actual Age: 36)

Delver Level: 6

Vitals:

Health: 1220

Health Regeneration: 568/hour

Stamina: 400

Stamina Regeneration: 80/hour

Mana: 412

Mana Regeneration: 82/hour

Racial Bonuses and Birth Sign:

Race: Human

Subrace: Extradimensional Entity

Racial Bonus: +100% Crafting skill progression

Subracial Bonus: +100% Dimensional skill progression, +50% Dimensional resistance

Birth Sign: The Traveler

Birth Sign Bonuses:

Spectacular Vernacular: Learn languages real good

That’s a Lot of Stats!: Earn stats through training up to 10.

Divinity:

Revelation of the Eye’s Sight: Grants Sight ability

Revelation of the Eye’s Reveal: Grants Reveal ability

Stats:

Strength 10

Agility 10

Speed 10

Fortitude 40

Intelligence 21

Wisdom 26

Charisma 10

Luck 6

Stat Evolutions:

Strength 10: Nimean Weapon – Add Oblivion Orb to STR attacks

Agility 10: Point Blank – Better hammer throws in melee

Speed 10: Rapid Blocks – Block with double Speed

Fortitude 10: I Can Do This All Day – Double HP and SP regen

Fortitude 10 (Super): We Can Do This All Day – Allies regen health or stamina when I take damage

Fortitude 20: Body of Theseus – Crit & stat effect reduction, but maybe also turning into homogenous flesh monstrosity?

Fortitude 40: Just a Flesh Wound – Immune to Bleeding, can regen missing body parts

Intelligence 10: Magical Thinker – See a spell? Know the spell.

Intelligence 20: Coordinated Thinker – Double INT for spatial and dimensional comprehension. Cast spells through walls and shit.

Wisdom 10: Fast Recharge – Double mana regen

Wisdom 20: Where’s Nuralie? – Concentrate to reveal stealthed enemies. When used with See, can also reveal invisible/illusory enemies.

Charisma 10: Center of Attention – Better taunts

Active Skills (8/10):

Dispel: Get rid of some magical reality

Explosion!: Explode some of reality

Oblivion Orb: Delete some of reality

Shortcut: Teleport around some reality

Homing Weapon: Throw a hammer, and it seeks the enemy’s reality, then comes back

Life Warden: Twist reality to take damage in place of an ally

Dimensional Summon: SHOG’TUATHA!

Gravity Anchor: Can’t move, but reality falls toward me

Passive Skills (3/4):

Archmage: +25% Mana, +25% Mana Regen, +10 to effective intrinsic when casting

Bonded Familiar: GROTTO!

Who Needs a Cleric? (Aura): Healing aura, locates allies, expands range for buffs

Intrinsic Skills (8/10):

Blunt 22

Dimensional Magic 21

Shields 21

Dungeoneering20

Physical Magic 13

Heavy Armor 13

Mystical Magic 12

Leadership 6

Intrinsic Skill Evolutions:

Blunt 10: Hammer Throw – Speed and distance of thrown hammers mega better

Blunt 20: Hammerang – Can throw hammers in silly ways

Dimensional 10: Pocket Closet – Pocket Dimension

Dimensional 20: Checkpoint – Make waypoints and long-range portals

Shields 10: Autoblock – Block for allies better

Shields 20: UNSELECTED

Dungeoneering 10: Additional Pylons – Cheaper to build Delve shit

Dungeoneering 20: Engineered Terror – Scarier Delve shit

Physical Magic 10: More! MORE!!! – Physical skill cooldowns reduced

Heavy Armor 10: UNSELECTED

Mystical Magic 10: Mana-shaping efficiency – What it says on the label

Attunement:

Dimensional

Languages:

English

Hiwardian

Loward

Imperial

Losonbinora

Notable Achievements:

Godsbane – Ignore 25% Deific DR

Spectersbane – Ignore 25% Incorporeal DR

Dumping – Spend 5 stats, get 1 free!

Exposure Therapy: Poison – 25% poison res

I Don’t Attack You, You Attack Me – Sometimes stuns mean people

Strength of Xor’Drel – Resistant to fear

This is Bullshit! – Easier to taunt strong people

Notable Equipment:

Ring of Healing – double health regen

Traveler’s Amulet – jack shit atm

Rocket Man’s C’thonic Feather Boa of the Cat’s Pajamas – Sexier, more renown

Outlaw’s C’thonic Leather Vest of the Dirty Muffin Toy – Scarier, some stam regen

Somncres (War Hammer) – Summonable, copies itself, and shapeshifts

Gracorvus (Shield) – Flies, floats, modular, atrocidile roar


Chapter 36



Eschengal, the capital of Eschendur, was a city of three identities. An elemental triad informed all aspects of its architecture, with water, earth, and air being celebrated in equal measure, each a tribute to one of the three gods of the Eschenden. The themes wove together like threads of a fine tapestry, circling the churches that made up the city’s center and converging upon a central park of unparalleled beauty and splendor.

That’s what I was told, at least. We never set foot inside.

The second leg of our sprint through the swamp began at a slightly faster pace than the day before. An hour in, Zura heard a sound that she alone could detect, and her mood darkened. After that, we were no longer on a playful stroll through nature. The water beneath our feet rushed forward with us, doubling our speed as we ran along the moving channels.

By noon, we’d exited the swamp and made our way across wet plains, then into more domesticated farmland. Our passing left a small flood in our wake as the waters continually rose from the ground beneath us to hasten our arrival, driving us even faster now that the terrain was devoid of thick vegetation. We quickly encountered civilization, and scaled Geulons shouted to greet the Zenithar as we passed an entire village built atop a lake.

Feathered Deijinon swooped down from a small town sprawling through the treetops, wings appearing from nowhere along their backs. Several of the kiddos flapped furiously to keep up with us. The Zenithar waved, but kept forward at a pace that—to their disappointment—quickly left them behind. We then trekked across earthen mounds that hid a network of Hyrachon, who poked their horned heads up from holes and burrows in curiosity.

We soon crested a high ridge, and in the distance, enormous stone walls could be seen that marked the outer boundary of Eschengal. Over their tops, the spires of the three churches could be seen, rising above all other buildings. They each incorporated their respective element, with the church of Geul practically made of waterfalls that cascaded down its side. The church of Deijin had dozens of terraces in a semi-organic pattern from which massive trees grew, hosting platforms for spectators to take in the view or dive off to fly to their next destination. Hyrach was marked by intricately carved and assembled stone blocks, but I could only glimpse an impression of its artistry from so far away.

The road leading into Eschengal was filled with all three races of loson along with a scattering of the bat-like Chovali and the deer-like Timans. The Chovali and Timans were proper beastfolk, with bodies and faces displaying significant animal characteristics; more so than any of the losons, whose appearance was much closer to the human end of the human-animal spectrum. There was also a small group of humans guiding a wagon filled with produce, but they lacked the defining pale skin and white hair of the Hiwardians, their hair bright red and skin a light brown. Merchants lined the road, hawking souvenirs to visitors, last-minute supplies to travelers leaving the city, and streetfood to anyone with an empty stomach.

Before we could draw another step closer to the city, however, the ground fractured, and a 12-foot-tall boulder emerged, churning up moist soil in large piles. Pedestrians rapidly gave the enormous stone a wide berth, several looking between it and Zura with looks of recognition dawning on their faces. A seam appeared along the rock’s center with a loud crack, and its two halves fell away, the chunks of stone landing heavily on the path. A man who’d been inside the rock stepped forward.

He was a Hyrachon, over seven feet tall with sandy skin and wide-set eyes on a broad face. Small, granite horns dotted the ridgeline of his head, and thick fur covered his shoulders and back, his frame as broad as a bull’s. He wore only a heavy brown skirt, its edges embroidered with black runes and script. A small crowd of onlookers had formed in the brief time it took him to emerge, and he gave them a solemn look and raised his hand to greet them before turning to us.

“Zenithar Zura,” the man said, his voice deep and rumbling. “You take a trip to the coast to survey the blockade, and now we are at war. I’d wager your trip was not boring.”

This statement elicited some alarmed whispers from the growing assembly of spectators.

“Zenithar Dal,” said Zura, inclining her head slightly to her peer. “You would win that wager, although I believe we have been at war for some time. Should I expect Zenithar Manar to greet us as well? I’d planned to call a formal session of the triarchs, but I am not opposed to meeting here, on the road, if she is already on her way.”

“Bah!” said Dal, waving a thick hand through the air. A bit of rock dust puffed away into the breeze. “Sakra Manar is not in Eschengal; she is at Skyharbor.”

“Have you sent a flyer?” asked Zura.

“Why would I?” said Dal. “The Right Ring has rung. The gong will have been heard at Skyharbor as well as it has been heard anywhere else.”

Zura tapped her nails against the haft of her glaive. “Why is Manar at Skyharbor?”

“Sparring with Yri, I expect,” said Dal. “It’s all she does up there.”

“You expect her to take note of the gong while sparring with Yri?”

Dal threw up his hands and then sat on the ground with a thud, sending tremors through my boots. He crossed his legs and heaved out a loud breath.

“She is no fool,” said Dal. “But… she may be distracted.” He shook his upper body, more stone dust kicking up from his fur. “You and I may decide how to address the immediate matters.” He looked over our group. “First, tell me who these strangers are.”

“Delvers,” said Zura. “The party known as Fortune’s Folly. They were waylaid by the blockade on their way to Eschendur.”

“You left in such a rush,” said Dal. “Did you go to rescue them?”

“They made it through the blockade under their own power.”

Dal leaned forward. “Did the Littans pursue?”

“Yes,” said Zura.

“Into our borders?”

“Yes.”

“And you asked them to leave, no doubt.”

“The Littans refused,” said Zura. “Then deployed three Delver parties to take this group by force. After the Littan admiral disregarded multiple warnings and began firing upon Eschen citizens, I sank the encroaching vessels.”

Another round of susurrations rolled through the crowd, this time with more urgency. Zenithar Dal sat up straighter, rolling his shoulders back, which made a few loud pops.

“How much of the blockade fleet did you destroy?”

Zura thought it over for a second. “I believe half of the blockade fleet was present, and I sank half their number. Counting the ships Fortune’s Folly destroyed beforehand, it was perhaps a third. The rest were likely still spread out further to the north and south.”

“A third,” Dal grumbled. “Enough for the Littans to finally commit to an invasion.”

“Invasion?” said Nuralie, stepping forward. “Zenithar Dal, you said that the Right Ring sounded the alarm. Does that mean the Littans are entering through the Gap?”

“This is Nuralie Vyxmeldo’a,” said Zura. “She has been stranded in Hiward for some years due to the blockade.”

“Welcome home, child,” said Dal. “And yes. The Littans have marched at least one legion through the Eschen Gap. We await more details, but I expect this is only the beginning.”

That got the crowd stirred up. Several people ran off, either to spread the news or attend to urgent business preceding a full-scale war.

“Zenithars,” said Nuralie. “My village is very near the Gap. It is not my place to ask, but what”—pause—“defenses are in place?”

“We monitor the Gap, but do not defend it,” said Dal. “Outposts do not last long in the Gap because of its ‘resident,’ which is something the Littans learned the hard way. That is what started this whole mess between our nations to begin with. Currently, each Diocese is responsible for its own defense until we martial the monasteries. I have begun that process, but it will take some time.”

“Arlo,” said Nuralie, turning to me. “It is not why we are here, but⁠—”

“Yeah, let’s go get your family,” I said. “Give me an hour, and I can establish a Checkpoint. That way, once we get to your village, we can open a portal to Eschengal in the Closet and extract everyone.”

Nuralie nodded, though her anxiety didn’t abate.

I began concentrating on my Checkpoint ability. I was limited to two of the long-range portal destinations and already had one in the Xor’Drel village and one at my estate in Formation. I discarded the one leading to my increasingly pointless mini-mansion and immediately started the process of replacing it with our current location.

“Zenithar Zura,” said Nuralie. “I will still need to be ordained to serve as a guide, correct?”

“Yes,” said Zura.

“Then I will accept the inquisitor title.”

“Inquisitor?” said Dal. “We haven’t appointed an inquisitor in decades.”

“Do you disapprove?” asked Zura.

“No,” said Dal after a moment of consideration. “But there are no inquisitors in office. Unless you plan to make her High Inquisitor, we will need to appoint a few more.”

“I already have a list of candidates,” said Zura.

“Very well,” said Dal. He took another deep breath and climbed back to his feet. “Now that I’ve confirmed who to bl—” He paused and looked at the crowd, taking heed of his words in pointed silence. “Ahem. Now that I’ve confirmed who to… ‘credit’ for bringing this news forward, I need to return to managing our response.”

“I will join you shortly,” said Zura.

Dal grumbled something, then raised his hands over his head and gave a mighty clap. The broken boulder rose from the ground and slammed shut around him, sealing itself back together. It sank into the ground in an instant, then disappeared.

“Nuralie Vyxmeldo’a,” said Zura. “In my capacity as Zenithar of the Church of Geul, I hereby offer you the title of inquisitor. Do you accept this title and swear to uphold the tenets of its office faithfully?”

“I do,” said Nuralie.

“Good enough for me,” said Zura. She placed her palm on Nuralie’s forehead, and a brief glow surrounded the alchemist’s body.

“Is… that it?” asked Nuralie.

“Traditionally there’s a two-hour ceremony,” said Zura as she fished for something in her robes. “I have opted for the expedited version, given the circumstances. Here.” She held out a small, leatherbound book to Nuralie, who accepted it. “That describes the powers and responsibilities of the office. You will find that you absorb the information quite rapidly, by virtue of being granted the title.”

“I see,” said Nuralie, looking down at the book.

“However, familiarity is not mastery. While no one expects you to become an expert inquisitor, while you travel alongside your group, it is important to keep in mind that the role is one of everlasting learning.”

“I will take that to heart.”

“Now, I’d hoped to spend more time with you all,” said Zura, looking around the group. “Unfortunately, I must assist Zenithar Dal in managing our response to the Littans.”

“Zenithar,” said Nuralie, looking up from the book. “The blockade… and now the invasion.” She glanced at the rest of the party. “We⁠—”

Zura reached out and took Nuralie by the arm.

“You are in no way responsible for this,” said the Zenithar. “The Littans have been looking for an excuse to escalate this conflict ever since it became clear we wouldn’t give them any of the concessions they demanded. As you witnessed in Lodurfen, Eschens across the nation suffer every day because of the blockade. It was only a matter of time before it became violent, and I shoulder the blame for the escalation. None of you are at fault.”

Nuralie searched the Zenithar’s eyes for a while, then seemed to accept her words.

“Thank you,” she said.

Zura gave her arm a gentle squeeze.

“The Littans have a long history of conquering their neighbors,” said the Zenithar. “They are aggressive, but they are not barbarians. They target soldiers, not civilians. I have faith that your village will be safe—for the moment—and that your group can handle any hostility you find. Good luck on your journey.”

Zura nodded to the rest of us, then summoned a stream of water to carry her toward the city.

It took an hour to establish my Checkpoint, so our group ended up hanging out by the side of the busy road for a while. While most of the gathered civilians made their way off to spread the news of the incoming invasion, a handful stayed behind to petition Nuralie with questions she couldn’t answer.

“Congratulations on your appointment, Inquisitor Vyxmeldo’a,” said a Hyrachon with wrinkled skin and snow-white fur. “Do you know if the Littans will come from the western sea as well as through the Gap?”

“I do not,” said Nuralie. “Their ships were in retreat.” Pause. “But reinforcements can sail north from Seaward in little time.”

“I see,” said the man, somewhat disappointed.

“Inquisitor Vyxmeldo’a!” said a young Deijinon. “Will the monks at Skyharbor come down the mountain to fight?”

“I am not a part of that discussion,” said Nuralie. She looked around anxiously as more travelers stopped to see what all the fuss was about. The crowd that had depleted itself was immediately swelling in size again. “But Zenithar Dal said they are martialing all of the monasteries.”

“Lady Inquisitor!” shouted a Geulon man from the back. “Will the Left Hand be safe from the Wastelanders? I have family in Nomad’s Rest.”

“I have only been back in Eschendur for two days,” Nuralie replied. “We have always had good relations with the Wastes. Has something changed?”

“Those raiders are always looking for weakness,” said a Hyrachon, who spat on the ground. “With the Littans marching, they’re sure to be the next on our borders.”

“They are a group of disconnected tribes. They do not have a formal army—” Nuralie began.

“Inquisitor! Can you renew my blessings?”

“Inquisitor! My son scraped himself on a basarra thorn. Will you halt the infection?”

“Inquisitor! This man is overcharging for fumoweed!”

And so on…

Xim helped Nuralie to assist anyone with a medical issue, though what she could do in the time we had was limited. The rest of the party also became subject to some scrutiny once it became clear we were associated with the newest and only member of the—apparently—highly respected office of the inquisitor.

I got a few questions about my eyes, and Etja got many more questions about her arms. At one point she had four kids dangling from her, one on each biceps, as she flexed and laughed. She was the resident mage, but she also had a Strength of 10, which made her stronger than a world-record-holding powerlifter back on Earth.

“Miss, are you a demon?” a Deijinon child asked Xim.

“You should refer to her as ‘demoness,’” said Shog. The little girl’s mother gulped as she looked up at the eight-foot-tall c’thon floating just off the ground.

Xim sent Shog a contemptuous smile, then knelt down and gave the girl’s feathered head a light pat.

“What do you think?” she asked. “Do I look like a demon?”

The kid looked from Shog to Xim, then smiled.

“No,” she answered, showing a surprising level of insight for a child her age.

“That’s the right answer,” said Xim. She held out her hand, and the little girl took it. Xim gave it a shake, and when she let go, the girl’s eyes went wide as she saw that Xim had palmed her a few silver notes. Xim put a finger to her lips, and the kid beamed, then pocketed the cash before her mom noticed. It was the sixth time I’d seen her hand a wad of money to a random child that day.

The girl’s mother had continued to gape at Shog, who stared back at her, never breaking eye contact. His stomach growled, and the mom speedily pulled her daughter away from Xim and hurried off back into the crowd. No one else asked Xim—or Shog—any more questions.

Meanwhile, Varrin sat and meditated on his sword. His soul has spread out to fill the area around him by about a yard, and I noticed that no one walked or stood in that space. In fact, no one even tried to talk to the big guy. It could have been because of some ephemeral pressure his soul created, or maybe it was just that a mud-covered and jacked-as-fuck Hiwardian staring with smoldering intensity at a naked blade didn’t invite much conversation.

A few more minutes went by, and I finally got the notification that the Checkpoint was active.

“All right,” I said, standing and stretching my back. “Long-range portal destination locked in. Time to go interfere with a major international dispute. More than we already have, that is.”

Once again, we set off in the direction of an objective that just happened to be on the other side of a major Littan military unit.

Maybe I’d be able to talk my way past this one.


Chapter 37



“In my experience, most heads of state travel with a large entourage,” I said as we ran. The party traversed a span of grassy hills that spread for dozens of miles on our journey east of Eschengal. Some of the rolling mounds were the size of petite mountains, with ponds and small lakes nestled between them. “Yet, Zura only had a half dozen attendants, and Dal didn’t have a single groupie.”

“Our interaction with the Zenithars was”—pause—“unusual,” said Nuralie.

“Our interactions with powerful individuals as a whole are unusual,” said Varrin. “Meetings with my own mother feel more formal than our average talk with prominent authority figures.”

“Even Fortune was kind of laid back,” I said. “Aside from all the fuckery with Orexis’s sister Anesis.” This sentiment drew strange glances from both Xim and Varrin. “What?”

“I have three different abilities that increase my resistance to fear effects,” said Xim. “None of them helped with Fortune.”

“I endeavored to be formal with the avatar,” said Varrin. “At the time, I believed that if I did not show him the utmost respect, I would die without even knowing how I’d perished.”

“Scary doesn’t mean he wasn’t casual,” I argued.

“He didn’t scare me!” said Etja, doing a little jump and spin through the air as she ran.

“Must be that divine heritage,” I said. “You’re inoculated against deific intimidation. For the record, I wasn’t afraid of him either. At least, not in a visceral way. More an intellectual understanding of how trivial it would have been for him to kill me.”

“I was not yet strong enough to challenge him,” said Shog. “So I kept my silence.”

“Sure, bud. Same logic for you as well, Grotto?”

[I am no fool. There was no reason to draw his attention to me, and so I did not do so. He also displayed a great deal of antagonism toward Cage, so I did not believe his attitude toward my status as a Delve Core would be positive.]

“Wonder what that guy’s up to, anyway,” I said. “We know he didn’t hide Anesis from Orexis if the reports from Timagrin are accurate.”

“It is likely foolish to ponder it,” said Varrin. “If gods have little insight into his actions, I doubt that we will.”

“Kind of defeatist. I know tons of stuff gods don’t,” I said. “Like how to make a proper apple martini. I bet we all have some insights that transcend the divine.”

“Doesn’t Sam’lia know everything about your life on Earth?” asked Xim.

“Sure, but that doesn’t mean any other gods do.”

“Fair.”

I considered Sam’lia’s ability to replicate delicious apple juice and whether that would translate to a superior cocktail. It probably would.

“We’re close to the forest,” said Nuralie, and we came to a stop atop one of the massive hills.

A mile ahead of us, the sparse trees became vastly more numerous, growing dense and dark. It looked like another swamp to me, with most plant growth sprouting from ubiquitous pools of water. Just with a lot more trees than the swamp we’d already traveled through.

“How far to the Gap?” I asked.

“Four hundred miles or so,” said Nuralie.

“And your village?”

She paused to think it over. “Around 350.”

“All right. How fast does a legion move?”

“Across open land, twenty miles a day, give or take,” said Varrin. “Through this type of jungle… less than that.”

“Assuming this is day one,” I said, “then the Littans won’t make it to your village until sundown tomorrow. We can make it there first, I bet.”

“There will be scouts,” said Varrin. “We know they are mixing Delvers with their traditional military as well. They may have elite units that move much faster.”

“So we want to avoid those if possible.”

“Eh,” said Xim.

“That will be difficult,” said Varrin. “Nuralie is the only one of us that specializes in stealth. Two of us wear heavy armor, and our movements through the forest will not be quiet.”

“We could fly,” I offered. “Rest in the Closet to get mana back when we run out.”

“We really can’t go that far flying,” said Xim. “Your shield takes, what, 1 mana per second?”

“Yeah, it’s not really made for long-range travel. I need to fix that.”

“I can’t carry everyone for too long,” said Etja. “I have an evolution that makes Siphon cheaper to use on allies, but it would still burn through my pool twice as fast compared to using it on myself.”

I turned to my favorite extra-dimensional carnivore. “Can you carry people while you float, Shog?”

“I can.”

“How fast?”

“I will be slower with more mass.” He looked us over, sizing us up and lingering on Varrin. Shog certainly outweighed the big guy, even while the warrior was in full gear, but probably not by a whole lot. Otherwise, Shog would have outweighed him if gravity had any effect on the c’thon. “Perhaps half as fast as we have been moving.”

“Assuming 15 miles per hour, that takes us 23 hours and change to make it to the village,” I said. “Still beats the legion there, even if they move at normal speed through the terrain.”

“Can you carry all of us for that long, Shog?” asked Xim.

“Of course! My tentacles are plentiful and potent.”

“Does it take resources for you to hover?” I asked. “Mana, stamina, anything like that?”

“No more than it takes for you to stand, I expect. There is also this cloak that one of you could use.” Shog reached into his tentacles, then pulled out a length of gem-studded cloth. He held it up, and I identified it.

Bedazzled Cloak of the Aeronaut

An exceptionally high-quality cloak earned as a System reward by the Delver Yaretzi of Seaward. It has since been adorned with equally high-quality—and gaudy—gemstones mined in the Littan province of Seqaria. This cloak grants its user the ability to fly while simultaneously letting everyone around them know how fucking awesome they are.

Requirements:

AGL 20, SPD 20

Effects:

Allows the user to fly at their normal movement speed. Allows the user to perform any action while airborne as though they were on the ground.

“Yaretzi’s cloak?” I said. “I thought you ate that.”

“I consumed his corpse, not his items.”

“Oh. You can’t absorb mana from items?”

“I can, but I did not ask you if I could feast upon the little mouse’s items, only his delicious body.”

“You saved them for me? That’s very thoughtful.”

“I am keeping the swords, though.”

“As expected. Can any of us even equip that cloak?” I looked around the group, but no one had the stats. “Varrin, you’ve got the Speed, and just need to get your Agility. Then you’ll be able to fly and do neat aerial tricks.”

He eyed the glimmering cloak with obvious disdain but reached out and took it nonetheless. Varrin had his pride, but he was, at heart, a practical man. He wasn’t going to let a good item go to waste.

“I do not plan on focusing on Agility for a few levels,” he said. “But it is a good item. There’s not even a cost for the flight ability.”

“I know, right? Need to get that on my shield.” I looked into Shog’s big, generous eyes. “Did Yaretzi have any other good shit?”

He reached into his beard of tentacles and produced Yaretzi’s full suit of armor, which was half-destroyed from the fight, along with two rings and an amulet. One ring had a rock on it big enough for the 22-year-old supermodel fiancée of an octogenarian oil tycoon, while the other was studded out with at least a thousand tiny prismatic gems. The amulet, in contrast, was a simple pendant of alexandrite. I personally thought it was the coolest, with the way the stone changed color depending on how you held it, but a bit out of step with the whole Yaretzi theme otherwise.

“Where the fuck were you keeping this stuff, Shog?”

“In my beard,” he said, sounding confused over the question.

“Does your beard have dimensional storage capabilities?”

“Yes,” he said, again perplexed that I would even ask.

“The more you know,” I said, looking over the finery. We were on a timetable to make it to Nuralie’s village, but it was worth it to take a minute and see if any of Yaretzi’s gear would help us out along the way. I started with the it’s-definitely-true-love-sized engagement ring.

Fortunate Ring

Requirements:

LCK 20

Once per day, one of the following effects may occur, although you cannot choose when or if one triggers.

1) An attack you make that would otherwise miss miraculously hits.

2) An attack made against you that would otherwise hit miraculously misses.

“Interesting, but useless,” I mumbled. No one in the party was building into Luck, and as far as I knew, no one was planning to. I passed it around the party, letting everyone else take a turn and decide if they cared for it, then moved on to the ring with a thousand sparkling facets.

Ring of Many Blessings

Requirements:

Divine Magic 20

This ring may store up to 5 stacks of Blessed. So long as this ring holds any stacks of Blessed, you are considered Blessed. You may consume these Blessed stacks as though they were your own. If this ring holds less than 5 stacks of Blessed, you may choose to transfer any number of Blessed stacks you possess to the ring until it is at capacity.

Current stacks: 0/5

“Now we’re getting somewhere,” I said, tossing the ring to Xim. Both Nuralie and Etja also had Divine, but neither had the intrinsic skill high enough to use the ring. The cleric’s eyebrows rose as she read the description, and then she slipped it on. I moved to the color-changing amulet.

Amulet of Efficiency

Requirements:

WIS 20

Effects:

Whenever you would spend mana, the amount you spend is reduced by 10%. The minimum cost reduction from this effect is 1 mana. When using a channeled ability, the minimum cost reduction is 1 mana every 6 seconds. This effect cannot reduce the mana cost to less than 1.

“Damn, so close to making me fly cheaper,” I said, before handing the amulet to Etja. Xim and I also had enough Wisdom to use the amulet, but it would benefit the group’s dedicated caster most. Besides, Xim had just gotten a ring, and I already had the Traveler’s Amulet, despite it being completely useless at the moment.

Finally done with the belated loot session, I turned back to the matter at hand.

“A couple of upgrades, but nothing that helps with our immediate problem. How are we feeling about the floating Shog cuddle-puddle?”

“We would be an obvious target,” said Varrin. I was proud of the man for allowing my description to go unchallenged, as profane as it had been. “We may not make noise, but there would be no cover while flying over the forest.”

“Everyone else could hide in the Closet,” I said. “That way, Shog would only have to carry me.”

“I need to stay outside,” said Nuralie. “To both scout and serve as a guide.”

“You might be attacked and disabled,” said Varrin. “In that case, you would not be able to open the Closet for us to assist.”

“All right, so our options are to go loudly through the woods or quietly out in the open,” I muttered. “Five people in the loving embrace of a mana fiend while soaring through the sky at the speed of Grandma on her way to Sunday service would make a pretty big, easy target. We’d also be grouped together and just asking to get hit with a fireball or something. It’s probably safer to go on the ground. Nuralie, Grotto can stick with you while you scout and send psychic reports back to us once in a while.”

Nuralie nodded, and Grotto floated over to land on her shoulder, wrapping his tentacles around her upper arm. The two eyed each other for a second—I was pretty sure this was the first time they’d ever made physical contact—but Nuralie darted off toward the swampy woods without a word. We gave her a 5-minute head start, then followed. I could keep up with her relative position using my aura, so her presence became our compass.

We kept quiet as we moved through the brush, using Grotto as a psychic relay whenever something needed to be said that couldn’t be communicated with a hand gesture. While he was outside of the Closet, everyone could consent to his mental presence, which was a boon we didn’t take enough advantage of as a party. Stealth wasn’t our typical strategy though, and I was the only one comfortable with the internal comms. It gave everyone else the sort of buzzing discomfort I’d felt whenever Grotto had scanned my brain back in the day.

We still moved quickly, so our progress was anything but silent. The goal wasn’t to avoid notice but to cause any prying ears to assume that we were a herd of swamp rats or rampaging toads for at least a few seconds rather than a group of dangerous humanoids. Hopefully, that would be enough time for us to spot them or react in some way.

Nuralie kept ahead of us by about a mile, and with her movement bonuses from being in the shady terrain, she was faster while in stealth than she was moving normally under the sun. She even got a touch of invisibility based on how dark it was and could teleport between shadows like a proper ninja-alchemist-archer.

Hours went by, and while our pace was slower than our mud marathon with Zura, we still made better time than we’d have made with the Shog-blimp strategy. We kept our eyes peeled, but the only living creatures we saw were the local wildlife.

A couple of ambitious predators tried to ambush us, and Varrin sent a lanky, ten-foot-tall simian creature running away with a flash of his sword and a skin-deep cut across its wide nose. Later, some sort of anaconda-millipede hybrid dropped from the branches above and clamped down onto my neck, wrapping its thirty-foot-long body around me. It couldn’t break my skin, and a quick Shortcut got me out of its thousand-arm grapple. I was happy to let it scurry away as well, but Shog hadn’t had a proper meal since Yaretzi and decided the creature had volunteered to become lunch. The c’thon’s snacking was surprisingly quiet despite his victim’s crunchy exoskeleton.

I eventually started playing around with my Soul-Sight, raising and lowering its sensitivity while trying to identify different levels of detail. I’d wanted to play a few rounds of two truths and a lie with the others, but current circumstances didn’t allow for it. Instead, I tried to hone in more on the feeling Soul-Sight provided rather than relying on the visual information it gave. It was something I’d been practicing in my spare time anyway, but I felt like my recent reflection on the revelation had opened me up to new ideas.

I began to filter away the biases that the title of my first revelation gave me, migrating from the concept of sight and seeing to the idea of experiencing souls. The ability had never really manifested as a purely visual phenomenon. There had always been a physical component, even if that component had been centered in my eyes, feeling like they might pop out from staring at someone who was overly strong.

It had progressed to something I felt all over, though the experience migrated across my body depending on where someone was, among other things. Like a powerful light source, I felt their metaphysical heat on my skin.

We continued through the night, stopping only briefly for food, drink, and biological necessities. None of us needed any of that nearly as much as a mundane person, but we all still required it to some degree, although by this point I could go days without feeling much hunger beyond an annoying tug in my gut.

We’d put about 300 miles behind us by midmorning the following day, and we slowed down substantially as we crossed into what we expected was scouted territory. We hadn’t heard much from Nuralie, but I could still detect her moving, and her health was full in the party interface. She was still a little under a mile ahead of us, and we felt fairly comfortable that such a significant lead would give us a good buffer if she detected anything.

I continued under this delusion, only realizing how wrong it was when I felt a fierce pressure and lost vision in my right eye. My head snapped back, like something had tugged on my hair with incredible strength, but for only a fraction of a second. I heard a small explosion behind me at the same moment, and I noticed that my shades fell off of my face, broken. As I looked down, I saw that the right lens was completely gone. I was desperately confused.

Why were my glasses on the ground? Did they break from just falling off my face? I’d always bought special lenses that were more durable, so that didn’t make sense. Those were always expensive too, and insurance only covered one pair per year. Shit, now they were sinking into the muck—going down and down. I’d lose them at this rate, but when I tried to bend over, I’d forgotten how to move. Where’d all this mud come from, anyway? I hadn’t mopped the kitchen in a while, but…

No. Wait.

Something was very wrong.


Chapter 38



Adamn popup ad appeared in my field of view, and a lance of anger ran down my core. I thought we’d moved past those things. I couldn’t even remember the last time I’d seen a popup ad that wasn’t just a computer virus that directed you to a scam call center. Nowadays we had cookie banners that demanded your consent every fucking time you visited a website, not popup ads inviting you to spend $9.99 a month on scandalous images of questionable quality. It was a more civilized era!

However, as I studied the invading text, I realized it was not an ad but a notification of some sort. It didn’t have a solid background or blinking colors. I could look away from it, and it didn’t incessantly follow my eyes. There were no demands for me to call IT and acquire antivirus software, with the only payment option being gift cards to a popular electronics brand. No, this looked like normal text. Non-intrusive, but easy to spot.

It was too bad I had no idea what it said.

That somehow got me more irritated. I looked over the letters and numbers, but they were nonsensical. I knew that there were words, but I couldn’t quite get them to process. That was when a memory slapped me in the face harder than Granny Loryn used to smack the window AC unit when it got a bad rattle. It shook loose some of the gears in my head, and my present circumstances reasserted themselves.

Some time ago, I’d woken up after dying to a tree and found a book. Believing what I was experiencing to be a dream, I challenged the assumption by trying to read the book. I couldn’t read in my dreams, so if I could not read the book, that was evidence that I was dreaming. At first, I couldn’t read the book until whatever linguistic knowledge that had been inserted in my head applied itself and I could read the book. It was one of my first memories after coming to Arzia and appearing inside the Creation Delve.

I didn’t need prescription glasses. I wasn’t in my kitchen. I wasn’t even on Earth. My brain flashed through a series of disconnected events—Hognay, Demarsus, fighting bat people, The Cage, The Mimic, Sam’lia, Littans being assholes—until I was back in the present. I was standing deep inside the woods in Eschendur, wondering why my thoughts were so scattered. My anger grew.

I struggled to sift through two ideas. One: I was being attacked mentally. Two: head trauma. Considering my inability to see anything to my right, I explored the second option. I reached up and felt around my right eye, feeling something slimy on my cheek. There was a deep gash just below and above the socket, and I tentatively poked a finger deeper. My finger kept going, and I decided that my eye was completely gone before I got far enough in to truly touch anything.

The hood I wore was no longer up, having been knocked back by something, and the back of my head was exposed. I quickly found an unwelcome hole. I briefly probed its edges to get an idea of the size, feeling pretty disconnected from the experience. It was about as big as a teacup saucer.

It appeared that a non-trivial amount of my brain had recently exploded out of my skull. That explained the confusion.

But this realization caused me to become more confused about how I wasn’t more confused. Shit, I should be unconscious, not exploring the boundaries of a severe head wound. I struggled to process it, and the difficulty invited more rage, which threatened to overtake me. Finally, another memory bubbled up: the desire to survive a lucky headshot. An evolution I’d picked a long time ago.

I didn’t have the capacity to figure it out any further, so I moved on.

All of this occurred in a handful of seconds, while several people moved around me nearby. Someone had a hand on my left forearm, bringing it around in front of me. I looked up to see a woman with unrecognizable features. Not unrecognizable as in I didn’t know who she was, unrecognizable in that her features didn’t make sense. Eyes, nose, cheeks, mouth—they were all there, but they didn’t coordinate into something that I could make sense of.

Her soul, however, was very familiar.

Xim was talking to me, her soul flaring in distress. My left arm—which she was shaking—was equipped with the armguard that contained Gracorvus, so I deployed the shield in front of me. Probably a good idea if someone was trying to take my head off. Xim also sent a warm pulse that I recognized as healing through my body. More numbers appeared in a notification, but I still didn’t know what they meant.

There were more numbers in my field of view that also changed, superimposed over a red bar. It was down to two-thirds, but ticked up a few notches. That seemed like a good thing, but I didn’t regain sight in my right eye, so whatever she was doing wasn’t entirely working out. My feelings continued to boil over.

She left, and I watched her rush over to another stranger. A big guy, wrapped in Varrin’s soul. Varrin was gesturing and looked to be speaking authoritatively. A woman who was Etja flew away into the woods under his direction, and a floating monster came toward me. It glowed with Shog’s presence and stood in front of my shield.

A tree to my left exploded, and Varrin dropped to the ground. He looked up and into the distance, then at me as he clutched the right side of his rib cage. The armor there was punctured.

Someone had tried to kill me, that much was clear. Now they were trying to kill everyone else. That thought cut through a lot of the noise. It also sent me over the edge.

The visual information I was getting from my remaining eye was difficult to parse and incomplete. I ignored it, then cranked the sensitivity of my Soul-Sight up farther than I’d ever gone. I pushed the ability until I was spiritually blinded by the existences around me, and then I began to filter.

The forest was a cacophony of presence. Thousands of entities bombarded me with their essence, their souls emerging from the ether to be seen, heard, and felt. Most prominent were my allies, with Shog directly in front of me being dominant. The Sight was not based in the physical world, however. The spatial relationship between myself and the soul that I perceived mattered, but it mattered much less than it would for normal vision. I was not receiving light reflected from a physical object. That there was a barrier between myself and what I Saw did not matter, even if that barrier was another soul.

With a mental command, Shog’s soul diminished within my senses. I pierced through it to see the forest and the tens of thousands of souls within. Creatures as small as insects were alight with spiritual life, and even the plants had a small shimmer to them, but it was all still faded and obscured by the souls of my other allies. Even from a distance, the power of my party’s souls interfered. I attenuated my awareness of all my companions, reducing the obfuscation and bringing everything else into focus. Then I cut away anything too weak to be a threat.

A single soul became clear, but it was distant. They were strong and made little effort to hide, perhaps feeling secure in how far they were from me. This may have been the attacker, a sniper of some kind perhaps, but I ignored them for the moment. There was something else—the barest pressure on my skin, the slightest metaphysical scent in the air. I focused, bringing The Eye’s Sight to bear on anything hidden through stealth, invisibility, or illusion. A few seconds passed, and then four new presences emerged.

Their distances varied. One was beside the far-off entity that I had first detected. Two more were to my north and south, approximately half as far. One, though, was very close. A few hundred feet at most. I locked onto them, then used Reveal to bring this information to my allies.

I cast Shortcut twice and was behind the person. I looked down at them, one eye evaluating their physical appearance as my Soul-Sight bore into everything else. I still had the sensitivity cranked to an unreasonable level, only able to tolerate it because of how much information I was discarding. This still showed me more than I’d ever experienced with the ability as I studied the male Littan before me.

He was small and lithe, wearing leathers with dark colors that matched the forest. He was absolutely silent, not even letting out a sharp breath when I appeared. His soul was Silver, Level 7, and 30 Delves strong. He was well-trained, dedicated, and loyal. He had been calm before, but my appearance was like a rock across a still pond, and his soul rippled with alarm. I was momentarily captivated by the level of information available from his soul and took no action. I felt I could go deeper and find even more.

He wouldn’t panic, but he would flee. I saw his spiritual self tense before his body, and with the way the soul gracefully coiled up, I knew that he would be fast. Like an elusive prey animal.

He cast a spell and became invisible. At the same time, a rune lit up at my feet. An explosion engulfed me in fire, and searing pain rolled across my flesh, but my Soul-Sight did not falter. He sprang away, moving faster than even Varrin through the thick foliage. He covered a hundred feet in a second as I doused myself with a pulse of Dispel, and then I Shortcut directly in front of him.

He ran into my outstretched palm, unable to change trajectory to avoid the still-smoking limb. As I stiff-armed the man running at over 60 miles per hour, I cast Oblivion Orb. Anger continued to boil through my addled mind, and I mana-shaped the ability, pumping more mana into it than I needed. I wasn’t thinking about the other enemies or the potential for reinforcements. I didn’t care about the expense or resource management. My universe was the death of the man in front of me.

Oblivion Orb let out a sharp snap as it removed the man’s chest from existence. The rest of him continued forward with his momentum, severed arms clunking off my sides. His head flew off into the dark over my shoulder as his legs crashed into the ground and tumbled for a dozen feet. I spared no further thoughts for the Littan as the light of his soul extinguished, and I turned to find my next target.

I looked to the southern presence, but Varrin and Etja were on their way to intercept. Shog flew directly for the most distant pair of targets, with Xim along for the ride, but it would take them a couple of minutes to get there. That left me with the northern soul, a quarter of a mile away.

I used Shortcut seven times, appearing beside the Littan in half as many seconds. He was buried beneath leaves and dirt, half submerged in muddy water. He was also Silver, Level 7, with exactly 30 Delves done. He was alarmed that I’d located and teleported to him in mere moments, but he also did not panic, even calmer than the first Littan.

I peered at him through the muck and paused to see yet another curious thing. A thin thread of spiritual essence traveled from his head and into the forest. It went south, toward the presence that Varrin approached. I studied it while I summoned Somncres into my hand, intrigued by what it might be.

I felt Etja and Varrin engage, their souls thrumming with the power of a series of abilities, and the southern presence disappeared. The thread also disintegrated. Whatever had been happening, the southern entity had been the source. The man at my feet began to lose his composure, and I knew that he would attack. I also knew that he was not built for damage.

He rolled over in a flash, and a pulse of energy washed over me. I got a spell notification that I, again, couldn’t read, but I felt what the ability had done. It exposed my weaknesses.

It wouldn’t help him. He fired a crossbow at my face and a spell at my chest at the same moment.

I tilted my head to the side, avoiding the arrow, but the spell landed like a spear in my ribs. Sharp pain blossomed in my chest, and the red bar dipped down to half. But his attack hadn’t killed me, which meant it was too weak to save him.

I responded by throwing Somncres into the man at point blank, layering skills for a Void Hammer. The dirt and mud exploded as the hammer impacted his solar plexus, crushing his body down into the filth as Oblivion Orb carved a bowling ball out of his core. There was no excuse for Level 7s to have so little health or defense. This crew was obviously designed for stealth and ambush, but still, one needed to be able to survive getting caught out.

I turned east toward the remaining pair of ambushers and waited for a few seconds. Finally, Gracorvus crashed through the brush and landed at my feet. These targets were more than a mile away, and even through my anger and clouded thoughts, I knew that spending 200 mana on chained Shortcuts wouldn’t be wise. Gracorvus wouldn’t be much cheaper if I used it to fly the entire distance, but I had a third option.

I stepped onto Gracorvus and rose above the treetops. The cold, seething anger still pulsed through me, and though my thought process had grown slightly more organized, I was still acting with almost no inhibitions. Otherwise, I would have never taken the risk I was about to take.

I felt my connection to Shortcut, primed the mana, and then began to break the spell.


Chapter 39



When I created Gravity Anchor with Sam’lia’s guidance, the process involved three main steps. This technique is what Grotto referred to as “forging” a skill, though Sam’lia had called it “the old way of doing things.” It was a practice that required great care and intense concentration, and I’d been hesitant to try it out alone for fear of the potential backlash. It was possible to brick a skill by making a hasty modification or potentially alter the skill in a way where it actively harmed you by using it.

First, I needed an appropriate “model” skill. The ideal model was one that was already very close to the skill that I wanted to create, so the process only involved making minor tweaks. It was possible to forge a new skill without a model, but it was an order of magnitude more difficult. It was also tough to conceive of a skill that was useful and alien enough from what already existed that you’d need to begin from scratch, so there was little reason to do so.

Once I’d settled on a model for Gravity Anchor—Etja’s Siphon skill—I then needed to ensure I could learn the model skill. Etja was a Charisma-based caster, but her skills had been predetermined when she was created by Orexis. She’d inherited spells that relied on Intelligence but had also been granted a passive that allowed her to convert the requirements from Intelligence to Charisma. Because Siphon was originally Intelligence-based, I could learn it.

Once I’d had my model and confirmed that I was able to use it, step two was to then slot the skill using the System. That is where things got tricky.

The reason for the System’s ten-slot limit on active skills wasn’t arbitrary—it was a safety measure. Each time an active skill was learned, it was imprinted onto the Delver’s mana matrix. The mana matrix could only handle so many imprints before the skills began to overlap and interfere with one another.

Each skill had a dedicated mana flow through the matrix. Since the mana matrix was limited, there were only so many channels for these dedicated flows to traverse. Adding additional skills beyond the cap was—to make a poor comparison—like trying to have multiple cardiovascular systems. There is only so much room in your body for veins and arteries. Having extra might result in spreading blood flow too thin, placing too much of a burden on your heart, or creating a tangled mess that absolutely fucked everything.

There were a few caveats to this 10-slot limit that Grotto had hinted at during some of our phase two discussions, but this illustrates the main thrust of the third part of forging a skill: adjusting the mana flows.

There were varying methods to adjust a skill’s mana flows. The one that I was most familiar with was restrictions. While a skill was being imprinted, it was possible to voluntarily add conditions to its use, which allowed for the skill to become more robust in certain areas.

I had various theories for why restrictions were only accepted if they resonated with the user, but at the end of the day, magic bullshit didn’t take well to logic. If a good restriction was selected, it could be added to a skill while slotting it without much risk of messing anything up too badly.

For Gravity Anchor, I’d added two restrictions. One, that I could not move while using it. This adjusted the mana flows so that the gravity created was much stronger for its cost than Siphon. The second restriction was that the skill could only center on myself, which converted it from a spell to a technique.

There was great debate over what differentiated a spell—which used mana—from a technique—which used stamina—but the general consensus was that spells could manifest outside the body, whereas techniques originated within the body. Since I adjusted Siphon from being focused on an external area, to focusing on myself, this allowed the skill to use stamina rather than mana. Techniques also required physical exertion, whereas spells did not, so I was really clenching when I used Gravity Anchor.

I’d done all of this with heavy guidance from Sam’lia, who’d gently steered me away from doing anything that might cause harm to myself or result in an unusable skill. It was possible to do this with a skill that had already been slotted, but it was more complex. A skill was most malleable when first imprinted, and making changes after the fact required more forceful manipulation and thus a greater chance of catastrophic failure. Overall, it was much safer to mana-shape a skill that had already been slotted rather than trying to reforge it. Mana shaping allowed the user to adjust the bounds of the skill once it had already passed through the channels, but before it manifested. Of course, mana shaping cost additional mana, so being able to customize the ability in the first instance was more efficient.

Now, back to me missing a chunk of my brain in the woods of Eschendur.

The pair of souls that allegedly belonged to the party’s remaining ambushers were more than a mile away. That was a distance that I could run in a few minutes, but I was enraged and operating partially on instinct. I’d also noticed that Nuralie had begun to use several skills, engaging our distant foes in combat. For whatever reason, the fight did not seem to be going well.

I needed to close the distance fast. Shortcut had a range of 210 feet—which was based on my Dimensional skill—so it would take me more than 20 casts to cover the ground I needed. At a cost of 10 a pop, that was more than 200 mana total, which was well over half of my maximum mana pool. I realized that was unacceptable, even though I was down a few billion neurons. The obvious solution, then, was to reforge the crap out of Shortcut until it allowed me to make that kind of jump at a substantially reduced cost.

One might begin to see the problem with this approach. I did not have the guiding hand of a divine being while within a domain that granted her near omnipotence. I was not changing a freshly slotted skill but forcefully adjusting one that I’d had since the very beginning of my Delver career. I did not have the capacity to act with care and restraint while performing the feat.

I did, however, still have a few advantages. Because Shortcut was one of my oldest abilities, I was extremely familiar with the skill. It was a Dimensional spell, which not only matched my attunement but also resonated with my subrace: extradimensional entity. The spell was simple as well, which made it easier to modify. Most importantly, I had my Soul-Sight activated at a profound level of sensitivity.

The mana matrix was inextricably linked with the soul. By turning my Soul-Sight inward, I was able to study my own mana matrix with a level of detail and precision that was, frankly, absurd. Skill forging normally relied on feeling, intuition, and a bit of guesswork. It was like carving a block of wood while it was hidden behind an opaque barrier. One could feel and manipulate the wood as they worked, but one didn’t really know what they were going to get until the carving was revealed. In my circumstance, I was able to reforge Shortcut while looking at it through an electron microscope. Unfortunately, my mental tool was the equivalent of a hacksaw.

I dove within myself, found the mana flows for Shortcut, and then committed felony-level assault on their existence. I destroyed the spell’s requirements, mana cost, and range limitations, then did what came most naturally to me. I forced it to regenerate.

Unlike physical regeneration, this did not take much time. What I’d destroyed was a pattern, not a group of cells, and the imprinting of a skill was a rapid process. As the new pattern emerged, I willed it to conform to my needs. This could have resulted in the skill having requirements I no longer met or a mana cost that was worse than what it already had. This could have also made its range terrible or potentially limited it to long-range travel only.

However, by being able to study the pattern in excruciating detail with Soul-Sight and guide it as it regrew at every step, I was able to mitigate these hazards. Regenerating was also very on-brand for me, and I have no doubts about how important that was for this to work the way it did. There were a variety of other factors at play, such as my mana matrix being partially designed by a divine avatar for the express purpose of cheating the System at times, but what I accomplished took more than a simple combination of privilege of dumb luck. No, the resulting success was clearly a product of pure skill and a result wholly attributable to my ever-present git-gud attitude.

Reckless Shortcut

Dimensional

5 mana

Cooldown: Variable

Requirements: INT 20, FOR 20, Dimensional 20

Tear through the cracks between dimensions and teleport to a place you can see within a number of feet equal to 500 times your Dimensional Magic skill level. This skill’s cooldown is based on the distance traveled, with a minimum cooldown of 1 second if the distance is equal to or less than 5 times your Dimensional skill level in feet, up to a maximum cooldown of 1 hour when traveling the maximum distance.

This form of dimensional teleportation places incredible strain on the body, and Reckless Shortcut may cause damage if the distance traveled is too great. Damage suffered is reduced with higher levels of Dimensional Magic and further mitigated by your Dimensional resistance.

This form of teleportation is not silent and will be significantly more noticeable when traversing longer distances.

The spell went from a fairly simple teleport to something with a lot more bells, whistles, and nuance. It was the type of skill that required careful review and some experimentation to determine its best use cases, especially across varying distances.

It was a terrible shame that I still couldn’t read.

I felt the skill reforge successfully, and I Shortcut 1.1 miles to my targets. That came out to a little less than 277 times my Dimensional skill level in feet.

I appeared on a massive tree branch with a bright flash and a thundering crack that rumbled across the forest like a lightning bolt had landed with me. I found myself in an enormous tree overlooking the swampy forest, directly in front of a pair of Littans. The moment I appeared, my skin split in a hundred places across my body, ripped apart by my shiny new skill.

I glared down at the pair, one eye missing and the back of my skull blown out, body burned and scorched by fire, with skin peeling away from numerous bloodless cuts. The fresh pain elicited a raucous protest from my nerve endings, layering over top of my existing wounds.

The Littans gaped at me, wide-eyed and frozen. One of them was prone, aiming down the length of a small ballista, and absolutely jacked. The other had the same slim build as his teammates and bore a quiver nearly as large as he was. It was filled with six-foot-long bolts. Each bolt had a different design, with color-coded bands along the shafts, and the second Littan appeared to be in the middle of crafting a new one. Its tip dripped with venom.

They were each Level 7 with 30 Silver Delves, like their allies. The sniper collected himself quickly after my appearance, but the crafter lacked the same level of discipline shown by the others and was crawling back away from me.

“Hello, boys,” I said, voice raw and croaking.

The sniper lifted the ballista off the ground with an impressive display of Strength, taking aim at me. I instinctively reached for Shortcut, but the skill failed since it was on cooldown. The sniper fired, but his aim had been hasty. The bolt passed through the left side of my abdomen with such force that it went clean through my gut and armor, continuing on its merry journey into the sky unhindered. No doubt it would end up ruining some poor amphibian’s day a mile or two distant. The attack came with a status effect, and I felt the familiar discomfort of poison attacking my organs.

I glanced down at the wound, noting that the little red bar had dropped below a quarter, then looked back up at the sniper. He glanced down at his mini-ballista, noting that he had in fact just shot me with a six-foot-long arrow, then looked back up at me.

“Got anything bigger?” I asked.

The crafter turned to leap off the massive branch. I used a quick burst of Gravity Anchor at full force, and his jump turned into a backward fall toward me. He landed hard on the bark.

The sniper went up onto his knees to take the shot at my stomach, but he was thrown down by my skill as well. He caught himself with a hand, preventing his face from burying itself into the tree, but the move loosened his grip on the ballista. It clattered over to me, and I kicked it as it got close, sending it sailing off the branch and down to the ground a hundred feet below.

The crafter pulled a bottle from his inventory and was rearing back to toss it, but I hurled a Void Hammer at him at the same time. He managed to make the throw but had a bad angle from how he’d landed. I easily sidestepped it as my hammer took a massive chunk out of the Littan’s shoulder and neck, nearly decapitating him. The bottle connected with a branch behind me, exploding into a misty blue cloud that left a layer of brittle frost coating everything within 10 feet of the impact. He wasn’t dead, but he’d bleed out in seconds.

The sniper snapped up to his feet and produced a massive bow from his inventory, well over five feet in height. He already had an arrow nocked, its end ignited with a massive flame, and he loosed it at me.

Gracorvus flew up to intercept, and the projectile exploded into an inferno. Everything within twenty feet was bathed in sticky fire, including the sniper himself. Gracorvus shielded me from the brunt of the attack, but my legs and hair were ignited. I tossed out another Dispel, trying to douse myself for the second time that day, but the skill didn’t have any effect. The fire wasn’t magical; it was alchemical.

The sniper produced a glass orb filled with white powder and crushed it. It exploded out into a cloud of dust that consumed the fire on his body, then he prepared another arrow.

I swore and ignored the sweltering heat beginning to re-fry the skin along my lower extremities and scalp, then rushed the sniper. I swatted the bow just as he released his arrow, the projectile taking a chunk out of my left ear as it went. I reached out to grab the man’s blistered face, but he bobbed and weaved, avoiding my hand. He kicked at my leg, sending me to one knee as he leaped back and landed on another branch 30 feet away, making it look as easy as a kid playing hopscotch. Of all the Littans I’d encountered from this ambush, he was the only one that seemed built for pure combat.

I had no doubt that I could hurl hammers until the man was reduced to chunks, but I’d likely take another hit or two in the process. I didn’t know what other fun arrows he had stashed away, and the little red bar was getting real low. Besides, I had something I wanted to give him.

I focused on the experience of having a big chunk of my brain explode out of my head—the disorientation, the profound confusion, the rage. I connected with the sniper’s soul, forced my way inside, and used Reveal to share that beautiful memory. I allowed all the agony of the wounds I’d been half-ignoring to wash over me and sent that experience along as a bonus.

The sniper’s features twisted, and he staggered under the onslaught. Reveal alone was enough to send someone reeling, even without sharing the bucket of hurt that was my current state. It created space for me to throw another Void Hammer, which connected with the Littan’s chest. While the sniper was the most combat-focused member of the group, he still didn’t have any more Fortitude than the rest. An orb of flesh was deleted along with his heart, and he fell from the tree.

I watched him crash through the branches, confirming the kill, then frantically searched my inventory for one of our go-bags. I found one with a variety of alchemical solutions crafted by Nuralie and dropped it onto the ground, biting my lip as the fire began burning away parts of me below the waist that I really didn’t want to experience growing back. I found a large jar of extinguishing agent and broke the top off, then poured it all over my legs and head. I hissed as the chemicals washed over my many, many wounds, then stopped to wonder how bad it would be for this stuff to get inside my cranium.

I didn’t notice any further cognitive decline after a few seconds, so I assumed I would be fine. My hair was definitely gone, but I’d managed to save my beard and… other delicate areas.

By this point, I was starting to come back to my senses. A little. I used the party interface to check on Nuralie. She’d taken damage and had a couple of status effects, but it seemed like she’d gotten off without too much trouble.

Then her health lost another chunk.

I spun and looked out over the forest, picking up the soul presences of my allies again. Varrin and Etja were nearly on top of us, with Shog and Xim also making good time. Nuralie wasn’t far from me, but she was on the forest floor a hundred feet below. I didn’t have line of sight to her from where I was, but I could detect her using rapid-fire skills, and her health ticked down again.

I was confused over what was going on, and I scanned the forest for more enemies before it dawned on me. When I’d first begun searching the forest with Soul-Sight, I’d filtered out everything that wasn’t a “threat.” I may have set that threshold too high.

I quickly adjusted my Sight, and seven new, less powerful souls appeared, all of whom were engaged with Nuralie.
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Ihopped onto Gracorvus and headed toward Nuralie’s skirmish, evaluating the new combatants as I went. They were between Level 3 and 4, also Silver like their stealthy brethren, but with fewer Delves completed. As I watched, several of the souls enhanced one another, creating a multiplicative effect that allowed for power greater than the sum of their parts. If the Level 7 party was specialized around stealth, this group appeared to be specialized around buffs.

I broke through the canopy to find a complex battleground, the naturally difficult terrain of the swampy forest made even harsher with earthen walls and rocky spikes. Nuralie was surrounded by four fighters in melee, all clad in heavy armor. Two of them were in the center of the formation, wielding shields and blunt instruments—mace and hammer—while the other pair were to either side of Nuralie, flanking her with long polearms.

The polearm fighters attacked with fast, sweeping arcs, keeping Nuralie corralled in the center of the four-person formation. The archer had little recourse against their reach, holding a single dagger in her right hand while clutching Grotto in her left. The Delve Core was unmoving, but I hadn’t received a jolt from him through our soul connection. The mini-c’thon must have been rocked by the shot I took to the head and then passed out from Shared Fate’s feedback.

The two fighters in the center engaged Nuralie at close range, their bodies covered in translucent energy that blocked the loson’s bladed swipes. Her back was against a ten-foot wall of earth and rock that curved over her head, keeping her from leaping to safety. All around were orbs of bright light, bleaching the battlefield in a glow that eliminated shadow and stopped Nuralie from using her short-range teleport.

Further back were two soldiers in chainmail, weaving spells that were the origin of the earth walls and luminous orbs. While the melee fighters kept Nuralie trapped, spikes shot up from the ground at her feet which she nimbly dodged. She was quickly running out of room and would soon be skewered.

The seventh attacker also wore mail, but with an intricate tabard that set her apart from the others. I could sense a web of connections spreading out from her to the rest of the soldiers, the threads pulsing as she issued orders. She was clearly the ranking officer and had at least one aura stacking bonuses onto her soldiers while she cast additional buffs on top.

There were also three corpses with arrows in their hearts and skulls, evidence that Nuralie hadn’t been cornered without dishing some out in return.

It looked like two full parties had appeared to strike at our scout while the sniper’s third group provided overwatch and tried to soften up the rest of our party. Had we been a normal group of Level 6 Delvers, this tactic would have been deadly. Unfortunately for the Littans, we weren’t a normal Level 6 party, and I was far from an ideal target for an easy headshot.

I swept in on Gracorvus and landed behind the group of four melee fighters, activating Gravity Anchor and spending additional stamina to reduce the skill’s effect on Nuralie. Shouts of alarm rang out as the enemies were thrown off balance and fell toward me. I ended the Anchor before they collided with my body, leaving three of them collapsing to the ground from the sudden shift. One managed to keep upright, an ability causing his feet to sink into the wet earth and counter the pull.

I hurled a Void Hammer at one of the downed polearm fighters, taking him by surprise and removing the base of his spine as he lay face down in the mud. The officer issued a command, and the battlemages changed targets from Nuralie to myself. Earthen walls surrounded me on three sides, cutting me off from chucking more hammers at the prone melee fighters.

A series of rock spikes erupted from the mud, aiming for my lower body. The Madrin armor on my legs blocked the spikes, but the garbage-tier steel breastplate failed to prevent the spikes from penetrating. The lances pierced my skin but failed to travel deep into the muscle beneath. The attacks barely dealt damage, but they made up for it by immobilizing me.

My Strength was a 10. That put me at the low end of superhuman but was an amount of power easily mitigated by any competent Delver, even one at low level. It was enough to give me an advantage against people who’d treated Strength as their dump stat, and it gave a boost to my throws, but it wasn’t enough to be a threat on its own. My main form of escape wasn’t to muscle my way out of traps and grapples but to teleport away with Shortcut. Shortcut was on cooldown due to my abuse of the skill, so I was left with little recourse against the ensnaring Elemental attack.

I wasn’t concerned with escaping, however. While I could eventually bash my way out with my hammer or focus on killing the officer to disrupt their chain of command, I had regained enough sense to pivot to the second role I was built into. I didn’t need to kill these soldiers, the backup emerging from the forest could do that.

I reached out to Nuralie through my aura and cast Life Warden, granting her a shield that would direct half of the damage she took back to me while also mitigating some of it. I hadn’t used the ability since the mimic Delve, as the party was tanky enough to rarely need it.

I then raised Gracorvus and used its Atrocidile roar. The spectral, uncanny valley face of the monster erupted from the front of the shield and let out an unholy scream. One of the battlemages fumbled his spell, flinching at the sound and taking a step back. The second mage’s features twisted, but he managed to resist the effect and sent another pair of rock spikes into my ribs. The officer appeared unaffected, but this was quickly proven untrue when she pointed at me and began screaming fresh orders.

The orders were issued in Imperial, but I’d taught myself the language before we departed Hiward. It loosely translated to “Jesus fucking Christ, kill that fucking guy, holy shit, kill him with fire and scatter his cursed ashes into a bottomless pit.”

I felt damage transfer through my shield on Nuralie as the melee fighters re-engaged, putting my red bar below 20 percent. One mage focused his resolve to rally from the fear effect, the second wound up for another volley of uninspired Elemental attacks, and the officer sent out a fresh AOE buff.

Then the rest of my party arrived.

A pillar of crimson flame descended on the officer. The fire that ignited her body was mundane rather than Divine, but it did the job all the same. A glint of metal flashed through the air as Varrin’s blade cut one of the mages in half, the attack so fast it was barely visible. A series of small orbs appeared all around the second mage, then burst into fragments. The mana gathered around the soldier’s fingers evaporated when one orb burst near his hands, and the fragments cut a hundred small holes through his body.

Behind me, I felt Shog crash into the line of melee fighters. He turned the second poleaxe wielder into Swiss cheese with thrusts from his pair of blades while wrapping up a heavy fighter in his tentacles. The venomous barb at the end of one feeler stabbed through the man’s visor with a quick strike. Nuralie had the space to duck past the remaining Littan’s shield and stab the grappled fighter in the neck.

The final heavy warrior paused his assault, realizing that he was suddenly alone. He then displayed a level of wisdom hitherto unseen on this battlefield: he dropped his weapon and surrendered. I took a breath as I scanned the forest for more surprises, but found none.

I started to hammer away at the spikes trapping me, but the extent of my injuries became clear as my battle trance began to fade. My legs were scorched deep into the muscles, twitching as I struggled to stand. My abdomen felt like it had gone through a blender, and my core strength was virtually nonexistent as a result. My scalp was on fire as my blistered skin shed. There was also the matter of the hole through my head.

Varrin approached and began breaking the spikes with his gauntleted hands as though they were loosely packed sand, while Shog and Nuralie locked down the surrendering soldier. Xim ran up to me and immediately began channeling Heal into my body.

Most of my wounds responded. My burns quickly receded, and my gut sealed itself back up. I felt the healing reach my head, and while the skin regenerated, it halted at my missing eye and gray matter. As I closed my remaining eye to focus on the wounds, I felt a second mind inhabit my own.

[I feel that my side of our Shared Fate connection has thus far been an unjust bargain in your favor.]

Grotto began to root around, seeking out the boundaries of the damage to my brain. The Delve Core had always possessed an incredible level of insight into my biological functions, but this particular scan went even deeper.

I still had my Soul-Sight cranked to 11, but I’d limited it to myself once the combat had been resolved. At least I’d tried to. My normal connection with Grotto was still abundantly clear, and the more robust contact that I’d made when using Reveal at the start of the fight was still going strong. Grotto was tapping into my perception to study the shape of my soul around the damage.

He helped Xim’s mana gather around the lingering hole and tapped directly into my regeneration evolution Just a Flesh Wound. He combined the two and coaxed my cells to regenerate more rapidly while using his perception of my organic functions to help guide the process. After a couple of minutes, I was fully healed. I opened my eyes and was assaulted by flashes of memory and sensation.

My regenerative ability recreated missing body parts as they existed at the time of their destruction. Normally, that wasn’t an issue. An arm or tooth from an hour ago wasn’t too different. When it came to my fleshy CPU, however, it felt like a piece of my consciousness was teleported several minutes into the future. It created a hodgepodge of images and impressions which struggled to reconcile themselves. I felt an incredible sense of Déjà vu as the two halves of my mind came to a consensus.

Xim grabbed my arm to steady me as I swayed in place. Finally, I opened my eyes to find her oddly excited.

“What did you just do?” she asked. Her borderline giddy tone was at complete odds with the macabre scene surrounding us.

“Uhhh…” I blinked several times and stared at the ground, trying to clear away the remaining cobwebs coating my thoughts. “Which part?”

“Making your brain come back so fast,” she said. “When I use Heal, I can sense the damage inside of a person. My mana distributes itself around the body, letting me affect everything at once but not allowing me to concentrate on any particular area.” She said all of this rapid-fire, talking to herself as much as to me. “It helps fix anything that would heal on its own over time and under the best possible circumstances, but I can’t help much with the types of damage that would be permanent. Whatever you just did allowed me to break that restriction.”

She let go of my arm and took a few steps away, running a hand through her dark, curly hair.

“I felt my mana healing you at a level way higher than what I can do right now.”

“Grotto used my regeneration evolution. He sped it up.”

“That makes sense! But he used my mana to do it. I felt the entire process. I saw how the mana could be focused and accomplish more than it normally can. I think… I think I can replicate it. Hells, I need to meditate.”

She plopped down in the mud right there and closed her eyes. Varrin and I watched her for a second, then the big guy looked at me with concern.

“Are you all right?” he asked.

“Yes?” I said, unsure. “I mean, that was… an experience. I’m fine physically, but I’ll need to process for a while.”

He gave me a curt nod and a clap on the shoulder.

“I’m glad,” he said, then left me to approach our captive.

Something about both Xim and Varrin treating my head half exploding like any other day with Fortune’s Folly made me feel a little less freaked out. Part of me thought that I should feel the opposite, but it wasn’t the time to get too introspective. For all I knew, there was a Littan legion marching on our position at that very moment. I turned to follow Varrin, walking around the wall of earth and rock that had barricaded me in. I placed eyes on the captive.

The man had a grim look on his face, outwardly determined and unfaltering, but it was only skin deep. I could tell he was terrified, which was understandable. A Grade 12 mana fiend was clutching him in several feelers while sniffing him with delight.

Varrin looked at me with a raised eyebrow, and I nodded.

“Why don’t you take this one?” I said. I sat down on a large root, then reached up and felt my head. While my wounds had healed, my hair was missing. I still had my eyebrows and all hair below my ears, so it wasn’t a total loss. Maybe I could rock the Greek demigod look for a while.

Varrin turned to the prisoner. He removed his helm and fixed the Littan with a frightening, albeit professional, stare.

“For the sake of your fellow soldiers,” he said, “you will answer a few questions.”
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Acool wind began to blow through the forest, the gentle rustle of a hundred thousand leaves helping to soothe my emotional hangover. I took a second to collect myself, then briefly checked in with Grotto and Nuralie as Varrin began his interrogation. Our prisoner was uncooperative, and Varrin was working the “good cop” angle, so I suspected it might take a little time to get anything worthwhile out of the man.

The sniper had fired his shot while Nuralie was still some distance away. He’d also been a hundred feet up and hidden in the canopy, so there’d been little chance of Nuralie catching sight of him. The loson had a couple of perception-related abilities, but it wasn’t her focus. When running up against a party of stealth specialists, it was no surprise that she’d missed a well-hidden enemy from hundreds of feet away through thick cover. By the time the crew of traditional fighters arrived, Grotto had been knocked unconscious by the feedback from Shared Fate, which broke our psychic alarm system.

The whole experience made me feel out of my depth. When it came to Delves, the party was well-equipped. When it came to dealing with professional soldiers and traditional battleground tactics, our inexperience showed. Against a normal army, our lack of military focus was irrelevant because of the vast power difference between ourselves and mundane people. However, the Littans were deploying Delvers with a focus on soldiering, and we’d been briefly outmaneuvered. We were still able to overcome the surprise attack through brute force, but if the enemy had been a higher level, I might have eaten it without ever knowing what had killed me.

As it was, I’d survived because I was a damn cockroach. Body of Theseus helped me to ignore some of the effects of the headshot, while Just a Fleshwound allowed me to recover without suffering permanent damage. After checking my notifications, I saw that the opening hit had done nearly 500 damage, so my enormous Fortitude had also come into play. That was a one-hit kill on anyone else in the party.

On the other hand, my face being exposed was once again shown to be a big weakness. Seinnador had encouraged the choice, insisting that many spells required the caster’s face to be visible or for their voice to be clearly heard. None of my spells or abilities took advantage of that fact, and I was beginning to think I needed a helm, or at least a thick-ass mask. The only potential exception was my chant while casting Explosion!, but that didn’t give a massive boost. I thought that the extra protection would be worth a minor reduction to the effectiveness of that spell. It wasn’t even a staple, just a nice opener.

Honestly, I needed a total refit for all of my protective gear. My chest piece was trashed, and the pieces of Madrin plate that remained only had basic weaves for physical resistance. With the way we’d been dunking on Delves, it hadn’t been an issue, but by this point, it was becoming a serious liability. Our timeline for entering the phase 2 Delve was flexible, so finding time to get better equipment would need to be a priority. The only problem with that idea was that Eschendur wasn’t exactly known for their wealth of skilled smiths and mana weavers. Their Delver population was quite low.

I looked over some of the gear from the slain Littans, but it was lower quality than what I already had and a bad fit because of their slender frames. I was also in no mood to loot the meager items they possessed, aside from the mini ballista and its accompanying arrows of incredible size. Those were pretty neat. I also kept Shog from eating anyone, since that wouldn’t have gone over well with our prisoner, and I also held no enmity for these people. I didn’t want to deny them a proper funeral. By the time I’d finished my survey, the Littan captive was beginning to warm up.

Varrin impressed upon the man that we had important business in Eschendur, that we would make our way through any obstacle in our path, and that it was in everyone’s best interest that the legion not become one of those obstacles. The Littan was willing to give us the general location of the legion but refused to detail any of its capabilities, which was fine. We eventually placed the man in a fortified room inside of the Pocket Closet for safekeeping, and I made sure he had decent accommodations. I wasn’t trying to run a Gulag. We planned to turn him over to the Eschens once we evacuated Nuralie’s village.

“The good news is that the legion is marching west, further into Eschendur and away from the village,” said Varrin. A look crossed Nuralie’s face that made it clear she didn’t agree with Varrin’s use of the word good. “The bad news,” Varrin continued, “is that Nuralie’s village connects to one of the few developed roadways through this region. Thus, it’s likely occupied to secure the legion’s supply lines.”

“How did they move so fast?” I asked. Varrin shrugged.

“Given their tactics so far, I expect there are more Delvers mixed in with movement and stamina buffs.”

“That'd strain the hells out of regular soldiers,” said Xim.

“This feels like a lot of Delvers,” I said. “Litta only gets twenty slots in the Creation Delve each year. Between this crew and the ones who died in the blockade fleet, forty of their Delvers have been killed. That’s two years’ worth of Creation slots.”

“Most have been of an average level or lower,” said Varrin. “It’s a notable loss, but not crippling.”

“Assuming fifty years’ worth of Delvers are alive in Litta, that’s already a 4% attrition rate,” I said. “That’s pretty brutal for two days of war.”

“True. But it’s not our problem and not worth speculating over,” said Varrin. “The immediate question is how to approach the village.”

“We can skirt the mountains to the east,” said Nuralie. “The terrain is too difficult for normal soldiers, and there is less cover for ambushes.” She paused and looked at Varrin, who nodded for her to continue. “We can then travel directly west to the village. It is not far from the mountains, so we can get there quickly.”

“And if it’s occupied?” I asked.

“Our approach should depend on who it is occupied by,” said Varrin. “If there are mundane soldiers who pose little threat, then we can disable them and then evacuate. We’ve already stirred up enough hostility from our actions so far. I would prefer that we not encourage more by slaughtering soldiers who are helpless against us.”

“I would also prefer less blood on our hands,” I said. “Isn’t that a change of attitude for you since the blockade, though?”

Varrin clenched his jaw and considered the question.

“I have no issue with defending the party when we are assaulted,” he said. “In this situation, we will hopefully be making a surprise attack. It feels unjustified to open with lethal force if we can avoid it.”

“The Littans are the aggressors,” said Nuralie. “What would you do if they were invading Hiward?”

“I would focus on targets that are a legitimate threat,” he said. “To be clear, I am not advocating that we place the lives of the Littans above those of your village. If they threaten the lives of civilians, then we use whatever force necessary.”

“It’s your country, Nuralie,” I said. “I won’t tell you what you should or shouldn’t do, but I prefer we limit our involvement. So far, we’ve responded when attacked. If we’re taking the initiative, we should at most aim to capture.”

Nuralie’s tail twitched and her features were taut, but she didn’t voice an objection. After a few more minutes of discussion, we headed out.

We made our way to the mountains without issue and traveled north uninterrupted. It was a significant detour, and since we were no longer racing the legion, we took it at a slower pace to keep a better watch for ambushes. By the time we were ready to head west, the sun had begun to set.

We decided that a night assault would be preferable, especially given Nuralie’s skillset. Those of us with better darkvision helped to guide the others in the group through the forest, and we made it to the outskirts of the village by midnight. We parked ourselves a quarter mile from the village’s outer dwellings, and Nuralie began to prepare for her incursion. She wanted to go in alone, with the rest of us getting involved only if shit went south.

She produced a set of long needles and began coating them in one of her concoctions.

“It’s non-lethal,” she said when she caught me watching the process with interest. “If I am not back in an hour, assume that there is trouble.”

She took a step into the dark and disappeared. We waited in silence as the minutes ticked by, and my anxiety grew with each passing moment. I began running worst-case hypotheticals through my head, worrying that a party of high-level Delvers might be lying in wait for us. What if the Littans had gotten ahold of information on Nuralie once they’d realized a loson was in our party? They might have been able to track down her hometown to lay a trap. The rest of Tavio’s party were likely part of the invasion since Yaretzi was involved in the blockade. What if Tavio was here for round two? There might be other, stronger Delvers involved as well.

After forty minutes, there was movement in the woods, and I peered intently into the dark, trying to make out what was approaching. I quickly saw the familiar form of a Geulon approaching, but it wasn’t Nuralie.

An older woman walked out from between the trees, pausing when she noticed our group. She spent a while looking at Shog before squaring her shoulders and marching forward, right up to Varrin.

“Are you Arlo?” she asked, peering up at the big guy. He shook his head and gestured at me. The woman turned and looked me up and down, raising an eyebrow. “You’re the leader of your group?” she said, sounding skeptical.

“Only because no one else volunteered,” I replied. “Arlo Xor’Drel. And you are?”

“Tiania Vyxmeldo’a,” she said. With no further pleasantries or introductions, she turned and produced a frog from beneath her skirt. She gave it a gentle squeeze, and the creature let out a loud croak. She repeated this several times, and a horde of Geulons began to emerge from the trees. Even as a large group, their movements were silent, and their bodies blended into the dark. Soon, there were over a hundred of the losons, with more on the way.

“Well?” said Tiania, turning back to me. “I was told you were a portal mage.”

“He has a wide skill set,” said Nuralie, who was suddenly right next to me. This time, I only flinched a little. “Not just portals.”

I grinned, then opened the Pocket Closet, an act that was received with wide eyes and a few soft words of surprise. One Geulon even gently clapped. The moment the portal was open, Nuralie darted inside. I walked in behind her, finding her sticking a needle into the shoulder of our captive Littan, who’d been sleeping. He grunted and sat up in alarm. His eyelids drooped, and he immediately fell back. Nuralie caught him, then gently guided him back onto the bed.

“Just in case,” she said. I ignored the light prisoner abuse and focused on my Checkpoint to Eschengal. The portal opened after a handful of seconds, and I was happy they didn’t take any concentration like opening the Closet itself.

“One hour to get everyone through,” I said, and we began herding Nuralie’s village through the portal to the nation’s capital. The crowd found this feat far more impressive than opening the Closet, and there were many thanks given. I even received a few gifts of fruits and vegetables as the people went through.

Not all of the villagers were in good spirits, however, and I noticed more than one family with red eyes and somber expressions.

“How did it go?” I asked as Nuralie ushered more of her kin through the portal.

“There were twenty soldiers. I put them to sleep without issue. The villagers”—pause—“were treated humanely,” she said. “But there were several in the village who were sworn to defend it. They were all killed, along with the village priest.”

“They killed the priest?” I asked. “That seems… unnecessary.”

“Eschen priests are often the strongest fighters in a small village like this,” she said. “They are at least second-stage revelators and have all been trained in the art of combat.”

“Really?” I said.

“All of the nation’s defenders are affiliated with the Church in some way.” Pause. “Father Kiagalo was a good man,” she said softly, and I could tell that she was struggling to keep up a strong front.

Etja had been watching the migration, uncharacteristically silent since our earlier encounter with the sniper. She came over and took Nuralie by the shoulders, then gave her a tight hug. She maintained a silent vigil with Nuralie, and the pair stood side-by-side until the last villager was through the portal.

Tiania was the last to step through, and she stopped to study Nuralie’s face for a moment.

“You’ve grown up,” the older Geulon said. “That’s good.” The pair watched one another awkwardly, and I figured there was some history there that I wasn’t privy to. Eventually, Tiania nodded and then stepped out through the portal herself.

My eyes turned to the unconscious Littan Delver, and just as I was about to ask how we wanted to approach handing him over, a gust of wind blew in from the portal.

Standing just inside the Closet was a female Deijinon. She looked to be in her mid-twenties, was a hair over five feet tall, and had skin the color of a ripe peach. Along her head and shoulders were feathers of the purest white, and she wore loose-fitting clothes that matched, reminding me vaguely of an Eastern martial artist. She was smiling as she looked us over and had the Level 15 above her head.

Her soul, however, was even more potent than Zenithar Zura’s, and the platinum of her Delver levels was woven into a rapidly swirling gale of mist.

“Zenithar Manar,” said Nuralie, bowing deeply.

“Hi!” she said, tilting forward and giving us a wave. “I heard you were looking for me!”


Chapter 42



“Oh, and feel free to call me Sakra,” said the Zenithar of Deijin.

“It’s an honor to meet you, Sakra,” I said, before introducing the members of our party.

As pleasantries were exchanged, several more of the feathered Deijinon came through the portal. They looked around the interior with curiosity, their heads moving in swift tilts and bobs. Sakra also did a lap of the room while listening to the introductions, and I noticed that her feet never touched the ground. The space was filled with a gentle breeze that continuously emanated from her body.

We were inside one of the bedrooms attached to my half of the Closet, which was by no measure small. Still, as one Deijinon after another continued to appear, it quickly became crowded with peering losons. While I felt a bit exposed, with my personal space being studied by so many prying eyes, there wasn’t anything within that was too personal. There was a reason I’d selected it to house our prisoner, after all.

Sakra Manar eventually paused next to the Littan, looking down at him with the same vague curiosity as the rest of the room.

“Who’s this?” she asked.

“A Littan Delver that we captured,” I said. “Part of an ambush our party ran into.”

Sakra went to the exit portal for the Closet, looking out at the dark wood near the village. She sniffed the air.

“What’re you doing with him?” she said.

“Handing him over to you, actually.”

She nodded and gestured at a pair of her fellows, who approached and carried the man away toward Eschengal. I was happy to have him out of my custody. I’d been worried the Eschens might not want to deal with the logistics of holding enemy combatants, and I was uncomfortable with the idea of becoming a Littan prison warden. I didn’t ask what would ultimately happen to the man, as it wasn’t any of my business.

Sakra then floated toward Shog, looking him over. The c’thon kept his silence, and I noted that his swords had been stowed as soon as Sakra had appeared. The Zenithar eventually moved on to Grotto, and my bonded familiar slowly drifted away from her as she appraised him.

“So,” I said as she followed the Delve Core, “we’ve come to Eschendur over an urgent matter that we believe requires your assistance.” I glanced at Nuralie, hoping that she would take the reins of the conversation. While I’d learned a little about Eschen culture during my lessons with Nuralie on Eschendur’s native language, Losonbinora, I felt that our request would be better received from a local. The alchemist immediately picked up the lead.

“Zenithar Zura was sent a missive from Umi-Doo,” said Nuralie. “I would not want to waste your time if you have already been made aware of its contents.”

“All we talked about at our meeting of the Triarchs was the invasion,” said Sakra as she moved within a few inches of Varrin. The big guy stood stiffly upright, as though he were undergoing a military inspection. “Explain, please.”

“There are many”—pause—“dangerous entities threatening the world,” Nuralie began. “We have faced a handful ourselves, and know them to be divine avatars.”

Sakra’s head tilted, the movement so fast that it looked like a twitch. She didn’t comment, however, so Nuralie continued.

“These avatars have begun attacking the nations of the world. First, an avatar known as Orexis threatened Hiward’s southern quarter while trying to release his sister, Anesis, from imprisonment. He destabilized a void sphere and tried to destroy a Special Delve designed to hold many other avatars in captivity. Our party was involved in that conflict, and Hiward narrowly avoided disaster. However, Anesis was set free, and Orexis fled after fighting with two of Hiward’s most powerful Delvers.”

“He kicked their asses,” I added. Nuralie frowned at me, but Sakra didn’t react to my informality. The other Zenithars had been fairly casual, and it looked like Sakra was the same.

“Another avatar, known as Fortune, was also released from confinement during these events,” said Nuralie. “We do not know his motivations, but he helped Anesis escape. We currently consider him to be hostile.” Sakra moved to study Xim, who studied the Zenithar in return. “The avatars disappeared for over a year. The destruction of a major city in Timagrin marked their return.”

“Oh?” said Sakra, looking away from Xim. “I heard that Canotha was destroyed, but not how.”

“Orexis caused a large mana eruption.” Pause. “Likely by destabilizing a nearby Delve.”

“It’s what he tried to do to Ravvenblaq,” I said. “Although that was more of a side effect of him trying to get his sister out. He also tried to detonate the void sphere after we made him mad, but we fixed that afterward.”

“How are you all alive?” asked Sakra. “If Orexis is really an avatar, he could kill your group with a thought. He could literally—” She pointed her fingers at her temples and squinted at us. “Just think really hard, and splat!”

“Erm, he wanted to use us first. Only Level 1 Delvers could enter the Special Delve where his sister was kept.”

“Really?” said Sakra. “That’s odd.”

“Yeah, it was a whole thing. He also had a shard of his soul running around inside that we had to kill. Kind of annoying.”

“How’d he manage that?” asked Sakra. She’d begun drifting up into the air and spun lazily, horizontal to the floor. “Delves are pretty tough with their entry requirements. They won’t even let me inside with my divine treasures. I practically have to go in naked.”

“He piggybacked in on me!” said Etja, raising her hand halfway into the air. “I was a golem he made, but then he used a primordial creation obelisk to give me a level, and then he hid a piece of his soul under the Delver part of my soul. The Delve kicked him out of me once we got inside, though.”

Sakra swept over to Etja, turning fully upside down to look at her. She was still at eye level with Etja, the Deijinon’s feet nearly touching the ceiling.

“I like your feathers,” said Etja.

“Thanks!” said Sakra. She spun around to give Etja a better look. Her outfit had an open back that exposed white feathers running down from her shoulders all the way to her waist. Once she did a full rotation, she smiled at the former golem. “I like your extra arms!”

“Much appreciated!” said Etja. She lifted off the ground and also did a spin. Soon, the pair were rotating around one another as they spun and floated. It looked like some sort of humanoid orrery. They just needed a central figure to act as the sun.

“Anyway,” I said, “after Orexis set off the mana eruption, Timagrin sent some of their highest-level Delvers to deal with it. He and Anesis killed them all. A Hiwardian Delver party was there and reported back what they witnessed.”

“Soooo, do you want me to fight them?” Sakra asked.

“No, Zeni—” Nuralie began but stopped herself. “No, Sakra.” She paused after struggling to refer to the Zenithar by her first name. “Our party discovered a way to increase the power of the System. This will allow more Delvers to be created and give all Delvers greater tools to fight the avatars.”

“There are more avatars out there as well,” said Xim. “We spoke with my goddess, Sam’lia, who told us the avatars will continuously get stronger over time.”

“Culminating in worldwide destruction,” I said, finishing the thought.

“There are three Delves that need to be conquered to advance the System to what is called phase two,” said Nuralie. “One is Level 30 and above, but we believe God-King Ayamari has already completed it. One is Level 20 and below, and no available Delver parties are strong enough to face it. The third is Level 10 and below, which is here in Eschendur. We plan to clear that one.”

“Really?” said Sakra. “Which Delve is it?”

“It’s called Deijin’s Descent,” Nuralie answered.

“Hey, I know that god,” said the Zenithar, giving us a wink. “Didn’t know Deijin made a Delve, though.”

“I doubt that the god—” I began but paused. I didn’t know enough about Delves to be certain whether or not any were made by gods. I glanced over at Grotto, who shook his octopoid head. It was more of a whole-body shake, really.

[Deijin would not be directly involved with creating a Delve,] the core thought to us. [The name of the Delve may be symbolic of the challenges within, or it may refer to the nature of the divine power that it taps into.]

“Interesting,” said Sakra. “I guess that you guys want me to beat the Level 20 and under Delve. Kind of disappointing that I can't go to the Deijin one.” She pouted a bit. “You have to tell me about it when you get back. Where is it, by the way?”

I brought up the map the System had granted us and shared it with the Zenithar. She looked it over, her expression growing serious.

“That’s going to be a problem,” she said.

“How so?” I asked.

“I did a fly-by of the Littan forces on my way back to Eschengal. It looked like they were setting up a forward operating base near that location.”

I looked at the map, realizing that it was in the direction the legion had been marching. Still, even with their accelerated speed, they shouldn’t have made it that far yet.

“What kind of forces were present?” asked Varrin.

“Mostly Delvers,” said Sakra. “A bunch that were Level 10 or less, but there were four Level 17s and one that was Level 34. He looked pretty important and tried to shoot me down when he noticed me. It was impressive, considering I was half a mile up.” She rotated until she was oriented upright again, dropping closer to the floor. “But I got away,” she added with a grin.

“That’s… not good,” I said. “I mean, it’s good that you got away, but bad the Littans have so many Delvers right where we need to go.”

“Why are they gathering there?” asked Xim. “Do they know about the Delve?”

“They may know we are headed there,” said Varrin. “We’ve caused them some significant losses. It may be an attempt to capture or kill us.”

“I’d prefer to think we aren’t that high on their list of priorities,” I said. “They’ve got a whole nation’s worth of defenders to deal with.”

“How big was that ambush you fought?” asked Sakra.

“There were 15 Delvers. One party of Level 7s and two parties ranging from levels 3 to 4.”

“You survived that?” she said. “That’s not as impressive as surviving an avatar, but still admirable. Between the blockade fleet and that ambush, your group and Zenithar Zura have caused most of their losses, from what I know. We haven’t ordered the monks to attack yet, and the local priests and deacons in those areas are scarce. You’re probably a big deal for them right now.”

“Well, shit,” I said. “When are the monks getting involved? Zenithar Dal said that you were marshaling the monasteries. I’m assuming that’s where the monks would be coming from.”

“Eh, we will be launching a counteroffensive,” said Sakra. “No offense, but you all aren’t on the list of people who need to know the specifics.”

“Even with an inquisitor on our team?” I asked, gesturing at Nuralie.

“Maybe if she were the high inquisitor—which she isn’t.”

I grumbled over the minor inconvenience of not immediately being considered trusted allies to the level of receiving top-secret information of the highest order from a foreign head of state.

“Will the Zenithars fight alongside the monks?” I asked. “Honestly, from the power you three hold, I feel like you’d obliterate the entire invasion in an afternoon.”

Sakra sighed and her shoulders slumped. “Maybe. But if the three of us went to war immediately, it would create too many problems.”

“What kind of problems?”

“We’re the highest authority in each of our respective churches,” she said. “We’re sort of important, so risking our lives in battle is a last resort. We also rule over the government. That makes us a little bit more important. It would be like King Celeritia fighting a war on the front lines.”

“He has done that,” said Varrin.

“That was a hundred years ago,” said Sakra, rolling her eyes. “And he wasn’t the king of Hiward then.”

“True,” Varrin admitted.

“The Zenithars taking the field would probably cause an escalation, as well.”

“Hmm,” I hummed. “You mean that Litta might send in bigger guns?”

“They’ve got at least one full party in the 30s,” said Varrin. “That Level 34 you saw is probably a part of that group. They have three in the upper 40s, including the empress. They keep a lot of their Delving secret, so they may have more high-level Delvers than we thought.”

“Might explain why they’re willing to throw away so many low-level Delvers,” I said.

“They weren’t thrown away,” said Varrin. “They got unlucky when they ran into us.”

“Point is,” said Sakra, “we don’t want to invite every big shot from Litta to join in.”

“How effective will your monks be against Delvers in those level ranges?” I asked. “What’s their Delver-level equivalent?”

Revelators were categorized into “stages” rather than levels, which referred to the number of revelations they possessed. The notable exceptions were revelators who were also Delvers, such as Sakra, Xim, me, and, to a lesser extent, Nuralie. Those were quite rare, however. The people in the room might have comprised the majority of the Delver-Revelators who existed.

“You’re getting back into state secret territory,” said Sakra. “Also, that’s not an easy question. What level would you be with only your revelations?”

It seemed that all of the Zenithars could smell revelations about a person without being told about them.

“Uhhh.” My mouth hung open as I pondered the question.

My Revelations gave me abilities that might be classified as top-tier perception and mind-affecting skills. Those would be governed by Wisdom and Charisma, respectively, but they did nothing for survivability or physical attributes. It might take a 30 in both WIS and CHA to get similar Delver skills, but those skills would be a lot narrower in scope and less potent overall due to their interaction with resistances. It also wasn’t as simple as taking the required attribute score and translating that to levels, since the revelations didn’t give me all the other benefits of possessing high attribute scores, such as a robust mana pool or a potent social presence.

“I dunno,” I said, and Sakra gave me a see-what-I-mean gesture.

“Moving back to the topic at hand,” said Varrin. “Getting inside the Delve will become even more complicated once the legion makes it to that forward operating base.”

“Yeah, if we need to go HAM on Littan Delvers to make it inside, then having a thousand mundane soldiers in the mix would make for a bloody mess.”

“I don’t just mean the potential for collateral damage,” said Varrin. “With wide-area buffs, they may become an actual threat.”

I thought back to the ruffians that had been imbued by Demarsus when I’d fought the crime lord in his warehouse alongside Lito and Myria. The henchmen hadn’t given me too much trouble, but they had been able to hurt me. I’d gotten a lot stronger since then, but Demarsus hadn’t been built around buffs. Those people had also been thugs—not soldiers—there’d only been a dozen of them, and their gear had been dumpster-tier. A thousand well-trained and well-equipped soldiers with high-level buffs from Delvers dedicated to enhancement skills might prove troublesome, even if it played hell with their constitutions afterward.

“They may also have more tricks, like those specialized ships,” Varrin added. “Those mana-woven cannons could put out a lot of damage, and it may not take a Delver to fire one.”

“They’re still magic items,” I said. “They’d need a connection to their mana matrix. That would fry a mundane soldier.”

“Maybe. We don’t know enough about their technology right now.”

“Okay, sure. If we want to beat the legion, then we need to make our way to the Delve sooner rather than later.”

“Based on the legion’s speed so far, we have a day and a half at most,” said Varrin.

“Great. We don’t even have a good way to keep ourselves from running into another ambush, especially if we’re rushing.”

“There are solutions,” said Nuralie. “We had too many people in the field last time. It makes us easier to target.” Pause. “Some of us could stay in the Closet.”

“Good idea,” said Xim. “Arlo could also wear something other than a brightly colored hood and pants. Even your steel breastplate stands out in the middle of a forest.”

“I could carry us through the canopy,” Shog offered. “If I am only burdened by Slayer, then I am confident I can move silently while staying hidden.”

“Shog is green and black,” said Varrin. “That will give him an advantage for blending in with the environment. There would also be no sound from footfalls or pushing through the brush.”

“This is literally the plan I pitched earlier,” I said. “Before we went into the jungle and got ambushed. You said⁠—”

“We have more information now,” said Varrin. “The plan makes more sense.”

I closed my mouth and accepted the party’s about-face. “I’d need some camo. Maybe some leather armor that’s been dyed.” I quickly checked on the portal to Eschengal, reviewing the time we had left before it closed. There were only a few more minutes. “Looks like we don’t have time for shopping.”

“It’s also the middle of the night,” said Xim.

Nuralie responded by pulling out several blankets from her inventory. They were darkly colored, ranging from black to olive green. I looked down at the pile.

“Guess I can wrap myself up like a woodland banshee. Dammit, I really wanted to look for some better armor.”

“Nuralie can scout from stealth like she did previously,” said Varrin.

“Grotto was obscured by my stealth skills while he”—pause—“rode me.”

[I do not like that characterization at all.]

“Grotto stays with Nuralie then,” I said. “I have to stay outside for the Closet to move, so I’ll follow behind at a distance while carried by my own faithful steed, Shog. Everyone else can wait it out inside.”

“Sounds great!” said Sakra.

We all looked at the Zenithar, and I realized we’d forgotten about an important matter. The entire reason that we’d wanted to speak to Sakra Manar in the first place.

“So, uh, do you want to go and do that Level 20 and under Delve?” I asked her.

“Yeah, I don’t think that I can do that right now.”
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“But before I decide anything, tell me more about the Delve,” Sakra said. “Where is it?”

“It’s on the other side of the continent,” I said, trying to sound casual. “Between south Timagrin and Davah.”

“In the ocean?”

“Yes.”

“It is on the seafloor,” said Nuralie.

“I don’t think we’ve confirmed that,” I said.

“There is nothing else there,” said Nuralie. “No islands. The waters have been well traveled.”

“We don’t know that for sure.”

“It’s called Saekongr’s Crevice, Arlo,” said Xim. “Not only is it at the bottom of the sea, it’s probably even deeper. It may be inside of a crevice, for example.”

“But,” I said. “We don't know that for sure.”

Xim sighed in exasperation. “C’mon, are you guys even trying to be persuasive?”

“Why does it need to be me?” asked Sakra.

“These Delves are extremely difficult,” I said. “From what we can tell, they only allow the best parties inside, and none have ever returned.”

“Except for God-King Ayamari,” said Sakra. “Who you say defeated the one that’s Level 30 and above, and who is supposed to be the most powerful creature on the planet.”

“That’s our theory, at least. Also, Ayamari’s status as the strongest is unclear since the avatars appeared.”

“Do you know how long the Delve should take?”

“We do not,” I said. “Are there any Delves that take longer than a week, though?”

“The Mimic Delve had no time limit,” said Varrin. “It is possible we could have spent longer inside.”

“Sure, but it only took as long as it did because we were careful. Even then, it was just a few days.”

“Your concept of ‘careful’ is questionable,” said Nuralie.

“What kind of Delve is it?” Sakra asked. “Know what’s inside?”

“No idea,” I answered.

“The name usually gives a hint. Who is Saekongr?”

“Good question. We should look that up.”

“Umi-Doo made no comment on the name,” said Varrin. “And I could find no information about who Saekongr was during our time off.”

“It may not even be a person,” Nuralie added.

“If the entrance is underwater,” said Sakra, “the entire Delve might be submerged. That would make many of my abilities difficult to use.”

Deijin was the Eschen God of the Sky, so the concern made sense.

“There’s oxygen in water,” I said. “Hydrogen as well.”

“What?” said Xim.

“They’re both gasses when they aren’t bonded.”

“Sky is a concept,” said Nuralie. “It is not as simple as an elemental composition.”

“And everyone who has entered has died?” asked Sakra.

“Not that many have gone in,” I said. “Also, no one knows for sure what happens to people who get trapped inside of a Delve like that.”

[They perish,] Grotto thought to us.

“Is that true every time, though?”

[If they are trapped, yes.]

“Well, mystery solved.”

“It wasn’t a mystery,” said Varrin.

“Your request,” said Sakra, “is that I abandon my post as one of the three pillars of Eschendur while we are being invaded by a hostile nation so I can travel halfway across the known world, dive to the bottom of the ocean, and single-handedly take on a Delve for anyone Level 20 and under. A Delve that has killed everyone who has ever entered.”

She took a breath.

“The reason I’d be doing this is so that the Delvers of the world will receive unknown benefits to use against the ambiguous threat posed by these avatars, which have so far not had any impact on my country.”

“We have some evidence that Orexis tried to inflame the hostilities between Eschendur and Litta,” I said, grasping at a bit of intel Umi-Doo had shared with us long ago. “I also wouldn’t say that the avatar threat is ambiguous.”

“What are the avatars trying to accomplish?” asked Sakra. “Why are they trying to accomplish it? How long do we have until they do? Where will they strike next? Who leads them?”

The questions hung in the air, and I felt like we’d shown up to a test that we hadn’t studied for.

“Sakra,” said Nuralie. “The avatars may not have encroached on Eschendur yet, but whenever they have risen in the past, they decimate all of society.” Pause. “You have said that the Zenithars will not fight the Littans directly. Zenithars Zura and Dal are more involved with the leadership of the monasteries, aside from Skyharbor. The brief loss of your leadership will certainly be felt, but the war effort will function in your absence, will it not?”

“We got about 60 seconds left on the Eschengal portal,” I said.

“You speak as though you know our inner workings, child,” said Sakra, her carefree demeanor dropping. “You do not. While I appreciate your plight, this is not a matter that I can decide alone. The avatars are distant, while the Littans are within our borders.

“I will discuss these matters with the other Zenithars, and we will decide what is best while acting in our role as Triarchs of this nation.” A gust of wind took her outside of the Closet, her fellow Deijinon having already left. “Until then, may the winds be at your backs and the skies above you clear.” She took a breath, her body language becoming relaxed again as she gave us a smile. “Good luck!” She waved at us as the portal collapsed inward. “Don’t die!”

The portal blinked and disappeared, leaving me staring at a wall.

“Could have gone better,” I said.

“Could have gone much worse,” said Varrin.

“Eh, I think she wants to do it,” said Xim. “She just needs to deal with the Littans first.”

“There are many demands on the Zenithars,” said Nuralie. “There is a reason she stopped Delving at Level 15. Her time is precious.”

“I hope she comes around before Eschendur faces a tragedy like Timagrin,” said Varrin.

“Or before the avatars target the Zenithars themselves,” said Nuralie. “They are a significant power in the world.”

I sighed, then picked up one of the blankets Nuralie had dumped on the ground.

“No time to be gloomy,” I said, holding some of the cloth up to my chest. “Has anyone here picked up Tailoring recently?”
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We set out from Nuralie’s village after securing the pauper’s camo to my body with rope, belts, and sashes. I kept my armor on beneath since I wouldn’t be moving much while Shog carried me, reducing the chance of the plates clink-clanking.

Nuralie took the lead with Grotto on her shoulder, while everyone else stayed inside the Closet. They would take the time to work on their skills but were ready to come out at a moment’s notice if there was trouble.

I didn’t have much to do. My mobility was limited while wrapped tightly in Shog’s sweet embrace, and it wasn’t like I could practice any flashy spells. We were taking a slightly circuitous route northwest, intending to outpace the legion, before turning directly north to make our way to the Delve near the country’s center. That would give us at least 20 hours of travel, so I had time to burn.

I decided to finalize a couple of build decisions I’d been putting off while keeping my Soul-Sight up and my eyes peeled. I had evolutions available for both Heavy Armor and Shields but had procrastinated committing to anything since I wasn’t confident in what my build needed. Between my near-death experiences with Yaretzi and the Littan sniper, survivability was beginning to become an issue, so I felt that I couldn’t put it off any longer.

I had a Level 20 evolution for Shields and a Level 10 evolution for Heavy Armor. Level 10 was a less significant evolution, so I focused on Heavy Armor first.

The initial option might have been helpful with our current stealth problems, but I doubted that it would have made a difference with the sniper.

Lightweight Alloys: Heavy armor you wear becomes light as a feather and no longer affects your movement or mobility. Additionally, any sound made by your armor is substantially reduced.

It was a decent buff for anyone who wanted to focus on heavy armor while having a relatively low Strength score. While the Madrin plate I normally wore wasn’t as heavy as frozen steel or dark iron, it was still heavier than regular steel. I’d be lying if I said it didn’t weigh me down. It hadn’t had too big of an impact on my combat mobility, since I could use Shortcut for positioning. Still, that tactic would become unavailable if I used the reforged Reckless Shortcut for a big teleport and put the skill on cooldown. The extra speed and easier time dodging would surely be helpful.

As far as the stealth component, I didn’t really care. Being able to move while undetected was an advantage, but it wasn’t something I was ever planning to focus on. In most circumstances, I wanted to be seen and heard. Our current situation was a rare exception, and I felt that using an evolution for such a circumstance would be a waste. Besides, it’s not like the sniper heard me from over a mile away. He just saw my beautiful face and sought to destroy it out of jealousy.

Magic Armor: When you gain this evolution, choose one damage archetype (Physical, Spiritual, Divine, Mystical, or Dimensional). While wearing heavy armor, you gain additional DR against that damage archetype equal to your Heavy Armor skill level.

After having spent a long time considering my weaknesses, I thought this option was more in line with what I needed. At first, I wondered whether I required more pure defense. I had a massive health pool and incredible regen, which already made me a tough nut to crack. However, my mitigation was trash.

High health was pointless if an enemy could carve you up with a butter knife. If I protected my health pool, each point of health would become stronger, since it took more effort from the enemy to eliminate it. Having a substantial amount of flat DR would also make me invulnerable against weaker enemies and attacks, removing the threat of death by a thousand cuts.

The problem was deciding what class of damage to select. Physical damage was the majority of what I ran into, even in Delves. Kinetic damage such as slashing, piercing, and blunt were Physical but was already being mitigated by my armor, shield, and good old-fashioned dodging. Elemental damage like lightning, fire, and acid were also Physical damage types that bypassed some of my traditional defenses.

Doubling down on Physical would significantly improve my defense against common magic types while also making it more difficult to harm me with normal weaponry. However, Physical was the easiest defense to improve, whereas the other damage classes were more difficult to get flat reduction against. Normal armor did nothing against the other classes unless it had specific weaves.

Like Physical damage resistance—which benefited from Speed and Agility—different attributes helped against the other damage types as well. Wisdom granted resistance to Spiritual damage and Fortitude granted resistance to Dimensional. I was already focused on those attributes, so I was already building my defenses there. Mystical had no attribute-based defense, but Mystical was also the school with the least offensive options, so it wasn’t as big of a problem to defend against with specialized items.

Divine resistance, on the other hand, was governed by the accursed Luck. Luck was my weakest stat, and I had no plans of putting any points there if I could avoid it. Its bonuses were nebulous and unpredictable, and I still had training stats that could shore it up another handful of points. I had no idea how to train it, aside from crossing paths with deific entities that could destroy us on a whim, but putting points there before it hit 10 still felt like a waste. The min-maxer in me couldn’t tolerate the idea.

Divine was also something the party was consistently running into and would likely continue to run into. Tavio had used Divine skills, Yaretzi had used Divine skills, and another member of that party, Gharifon, was in contact with at least one avatar. He probably had Divine skills coming out of his butt.

Speaking of avatars, they were all Divine in nature, and the heavens knew that we were on the shit list of a couple of those folks. Further, the Level 30+ Delve allegedly closed by Ayamari was replaced with a stone monument covered in Celestial text once it had been beaten. Celestial was the language of the Divine. The Delve we were about to crash was a sister Delve to that one, and it even had a god in its name: Deijin. I’d bet my left nut that it had all sorts of Divine crap inside.

Maybe that wouldn’t be a very serious bet, since it would grow back, but it would still be a symbolic gesture of my conviction.

What I’m getting at is that Divine would probably be the best class of damage to choose since it was one of my lowest defenses, it was difficult to find sources of resistance, and we were walking a path that would probably result in a variety of entities trying to smite the crap out of us.

It seemed like an easy choice, but the third evolution option was very tempting and the main reason that I’d spent so long deliberating.

Receptive Alloys: Choose one piece of heavy armor you have equipped. Increase the potency of all mana weaves on that item by 1% for each level of Heavy Armor. This effect can be swapped to a different piece of heavy armor once per day with 1 minute of concentration.

This option was the most versatile. The variety of weaves available for armor was endless. At Heavy Armor 100, I could double the strength of the weave. By the time I’d made it to that level, I would probably have access to some damn strong weaves as well, making this evolution even more effective. Plus, I could swap it around depending on what I ran into or what other evolutions I eventually chose.

However, it was pretty bad for me at the moment. I didn’t have any heavy armor with good weaves. It was possible this evolution would be the strongest choice at high level, but it was probably the worst of the three options with my current setup.

I decided to stick with the philosophy of picking something that would help me survive right now and remain useful at a higher level. I bit the bullet and picked the second option, granting myself flat DR to Divine damage that would grow with my Heavy Armor skill. It was only 13 points of DR right now, but Heavy Armor would be easy to train up to 20 and would keep advancing as I kept taking hits. The only reason it was so low is that I’d picked up the intrinsic a bit late.

With that decision made, I moved on to Shields.

Reactive Shielding: Whenever you block an attack, you deal Force damage to the attacker equal to your Shields skill level.

Simple, easy, useful. The effect applied to any “attack,” which meant that it would trigger even when hit from range or with a spell. The damage type was Force, which was Mystical damage and was therefore difficult to resist. It didn’t do much damage, but it was a passive bonus that might make an attacker think twice about blasting me with chip damage. It might even encourage them to drop their high-damage trump cards instead, which I was in the best position to absorb among the party. However, it didn’t do much in the way of making me an unkillable, spell-slinging meat wall, so it didn’t get me excited.

Dynamic Immunity: Choose one of the following effects. You may select a different effect once per day with 1 minute of concentration.

1) Attacks you block with a shield cannot impose the Poisoned or Ignited statuses.

2) Attacks you block with a shield cannot impose the Stunned or Immobilized statuses.

3) Attacks you block with a shield cannot impose the Fear or Mesmerized statuses.

I was surprised to see so many status immunities stacked into one ability, especially when some of them were so dangerous. For example, Mesmerized was fairly rare but would cause the affected target to treat the effect’s source as an ally. It could completely change the course of a battle. The evolution would also apply to any blocked attack, so it wouldn’t just work for me. It would also activate when I blocked for an ally, which I did fairly frequently with Gracorvus flying around the battlefield.

The problem with the ability was that it would work best if I knew ahead of time what statuses would be most common in the situation I was heading into. Some were fairly ubiquitous, like Poisoned and Stunned, so the first two were options that could be kept active as a general defensive measure. Still, it was an evolution that might be completely useless half the time. It also didn’t help when the status came from something I didn’t—or couldn’t—block. It was very circumstantial, which wasn’t my style.

Spell Breaker: You may block any type of spell, reducing the damage by an amount equal to 5 plus your Shields skill level. If the blocked spell is Physical, this DR is in addition to your normal block DR.

Broad-spectrum mitigation against casters. The evolution did not apply to magic, only to spells, but spells were a significant chunk of attacks. It would make me much tankier against Physical spells and give me some protection against spells that normally bypassed armor. Most schools had something along those lines, but Spiritual and Dimensional were replete with spells that ignored general protective gear. Martial techniques wouldn’t be affected, but techniques that completely ignored armor were uncommon since they were usually layered onto physical attacks.

I’d hesitated on this choice primarily because I’d been considering how to buff my damage output based on guidance from Varrin and Xim. If I wasn’t a threat, enemies would just ignore me for softer targets. Reactive Shielding would add some damage to my build, but I decided that it wasn’t enough to justify bypassing a good defensive buff. I’d let my offensive intrinsics pick up the slack and invest more into Intelligence to shore up any deficits. Somncres and Gravity Anchor had already done a lot to improve my fighting style anyway.

Dynamic Immunity was incredibly powerful in very specific situations, whereas Spell Breaker was less potent, but spells were present in a huge chunk of fights. It would help out a lot more often than not, and if I completely blocked a spell, that would prevent most harmful effects anyway, including statuses.

I picked Spell Breaker and felt the burden of indecision melt away. Unfortunately, I was immediately beset by new worries, as I spotted an impressive soul in the distance.

At first, I thought it was a powerful Littan Delver who was a league above any I’d seen thus far. But as I studied the soul, I began to think that wasn’t the case. The owner might be even more dangerous than a Littan powerhouse.

The soul was potent enough to place them somewhere in the mid-20s. That alone would make them dangerous, but the true threat was the number of Special Delves they’d completed.

The soul was flooded with violet striations. It was a density I’d only ever seen within one other entity: The Mimic.
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When I first noticed the powerful soul, it was little more than a glimmer along the distant horizon. Had I been using my eyes and relying on Soul-Sight as I had in the past, the entity would have been obscured by the thick vegetation of the Eschen swamplands. I wouldn’t have seen it until we were much closer. However, I’d learned a few lessons from my recent experience of having a vacuous head.

One curiosity after the headshot was that, while I hadn’t been able to recognize faces, I had been able to recognize souls. One possible explanation was that such information was processed by a different part of my brain from faces, one that hadn’t been injured. But the majority of my mental faculties had been hindered to some extent.

I wasn’t a neurologist, but I was pretty sure several processes had been interrupted even though the corresponding structure in my brain hadn’t been directly injured. Perhaps there was a ripple effect from the trauma, and the jolt to my head caused widespread damage to my entire brain beyond the parts directly impacted by the ballista bolt. Maybe my outrageous constitution allowed me to stay conscious during the “reset” that might occur when getting knocked out, which caused temporary mayhem across the board. Either way, Soul-Sight not only remained unaffected but was more potent than it had ever been.

What I thought to be more likely was the information from Soul-Sight wasn’t all being processed by my physical brain.

I hadn’t suffered any of the deleterious effects from Soul-Sight while it went on auto-pilot, such as feeling overwhelmed or painfully blinded. Souls were crystal clear, with more information available than in the past. I could sort and filter the sight effortlessly, guiding the skill with incredible nuance. I’d been able to do this, even though I couldn’t read or recognize the faces of my party members.

Soul-Sight connected directly to the soul, and I began to work under the theory that much of the information passed directly into my spiritual self. The sensations I’d experienced were closer to impressions and intuition than rationalized concepts born of higher reasoning. I felt like it all needed to reach my brain eventually, but I wondered whether my wetware was getting in the way during the intake. Perhaps my overreliance on being cerebral was to my detriment in this instance.

So, I began trying to capture that feeling of mindlessness. I allowed the ability to guide itself rather than trying to force technique or structure onto it. I let the sensations flow into me unfiltered and unopposed. I tried to limit my mind’s involvement to receiving the fully-formed insights rather than doing the processing itself.

Simply put, there’d been too many cooks in the kitchen. I amended the flow of information from hitting both my brain and soul simultaneously to having the soul take in the info first, which then sent it along to my brain, packaged up nice and neat.

Overall, this left me pondering how divorced my current philosophy of thought was from my Earth self. I’d never been religious or spiritual. I’d never believed in souls, karma, or gods. I’d developed some habits like meditation, but they were centered around the concrete psychological and physiological benefits that could be provided, not some metaphysical connection to my transcendental self.

Yet, here I was, allowing my soul to process spiritual information granted to me by a divine revelation while relegating my rational self to the role of observation. Of course, all of this was still based on hypotheses that could be tested and supported with quantifiable results, so it would have been silly to try and live my life the way I had on Earth. When faced with new evidence… so on and so forth.

I sent a message to Nuralie via Grotto about the mysterious presence. We’d finished our western route and moved north toward the Delve and the Littan operating base. The soul wasn’t directly in our path, but it wasn’t too far off course.

“Why would you want to approach something like that?” Nuralie thought to me through our Grotto relay. “Are you certain that your brain grew back correctly?”

“Hear me out,” I replied. “Unless the Empire suddenly has access to dozens more Special Delves than the rest of the world, I don’t think that it’s a Littan. The feeling I get from it is closer to an entity like The Mimic.”

“This does not encourage me to get closer to it. The Mimic was… violent.”

“The Mimic was testing us, not trying to kill us,” I thought back. “Well, maybe it was testing us by trying to kill us, but all of that was part of it deciding whether we were ‘worthy’ of information about phase two.”

“Even if it is something like The Mimic, why does that matter? We have the knowledge we need. Why put ourselves at risk?”

“There’s a small army of Littan Delvers around the entrance to the Delve. Our current plan to deal with that is to hope the Level 34 isn’t there and run in real quick.”

“We have many ways to create distractions…”

[Individuals such as The Mimic do not exist to provide Delvers with conveniences,] Grotto interjected. [They are arbiters of capability, the second filter that Delvers must pass through on their journey toward ascension.]

“Yeah, but we don’t need help with a Delve,” I thought. “We need help getting inside of a Delve. Wait, do you know what that thing might be?”

[I do not have any specific knowledge,] Grotto thought hesitantly. [My past duties related to normal Delves. I did not manage any portion of the phase unlocks, although I have experienced them many times. Even if there is an Architect like The Mimic in this region, it would have no reason to assist you unless doing so was directly in line with its mandates.]

“Would it have a reason to kill us unless doing so was directly in line with its mandates?”

[That is difficult to say. I would not think so unless you become an impediment. However, the personality of The Mimic appeared to be… unstable. I fear that whatever modifications the Architects have undergone to extend their lives have had some unintended side effects. There is also no way to be certain that this creature is an Architect.]

“It is an unnecessary risk,” thought Nuralie. “We should investigate the Littan encampment before approaching something so powerful and unknown.”

“Fine, fine. Let’s have you scout out the Littans,” I thought. “We can pitch the idea to the rest of the party when we get closer.”

With my idea shot down, we continued onward. As we went, the entity began moving east of its original position, placing it closer to our current path. We steered ourselves slightly westward to put some extra distance between ourselves and the mystery presence. The adjustment was met with no change, so I thought it might have been a coincidence.

However, as we drew near, the soul began approaching us at an incredible speed. I began to suspect that whatever the thing was, it didn’t share our desire not to say hello.

We stopped, and I opened the Closet.

“We’ve got incoming,” I said into the portal.

“Littans?” asked Varrin.

“Possibly, but it may also be an ancient being of vast power that’s lost its mind during its pursuit of eternal life.”

“Normal enough,” said Xim as she walked to the portal’s edge. She looked down. “We’re still in the canopy.”

“We can get the drop on ’em,” I said.

“If they are ‘incoming,’” said Varrin, “then why do you think we’d have the element of surprise?”

“Just because they know our location doesn’t mean they know our elevation.”

Varrin sighed, but the group gathered up at the portal’s edge, ready to move when something showed itself.

Nuralie was once again more than a mile north of us, and the thing seemed content to ignore her. It grew closer and closer, but I soon realized that it was approaching a spot slightly southeast of us. It came to a stop a few hundred yards away, and three new souls burst to life in my vision.

I immediately recognized one soul and could guess who the second belonged to. The third also felt familiar, but I couldn’t place it.

Three Level 17 golds began duking it out with the unknown entity, and the sounds of their battle echoed through the forest.

“What happened?” Varrin whispered. The screeching sound of metal on metal came from the distance with the intensity of a high-speed car crash.

“I believe the mysterious interloper is fighting Tavio and two of his party members,” I said. “Gharifon and… someone else. I know that I’ve run into them, but I can’t think of who it might be.”

We listened as trees crashed to the ground, accompanied by urgent shouts.

“Do you think they know we’re here?” asked Varrin.

“Were they tracking us?” asked Xim.

I let the questions hang, thinking them over. It was possible we’d been tracked, but I didn’t believe we’d have been allowed to make so much progress if the Littans knew where we were. Why would they wait, especially if a group of three Level 17s were on our tail? Maybe they were unwilling to take any chances, trying to let us walk into an overwhelming ambush. The Littan encampment was still another six hours away, but it was possible they’d mobilized a force to encircle us.

I pinged Nuralie, but she didn’t see anyone approaching from further north. She also wasn’t being accosted and stopped her advance to dig in beneath a thick network of tree roots. If anyone could find her, it was because they already knew she was there.

“We could withdraw into the Closet,” said Varrin. “Let this play out and check in after a few hours.”

“I don’t want to leave Nuralie out here alone,” I said.

“You can keep up through Grotto,” said Varrin. “If there’s an issue, we can emerge in seconds.”

“Grotto can talk to me from anywhere inside the Closet because my inventory interface covers the whole interior,” I said. “Otherwise, his psychic range is more limited. If I go inside the Closet while he’s out here, it’ll cut off the connection. Eschendur isn’t part of my inventory.”

“I see.”

“Let’s wait it out,” said Xim. “Keep silent, and be ready to retreat.”

I nodded and kept watching the souls. I briefly considered how the Level 17s had come out of nowhere. Soul-Sight was still susceptible to some stealth effects until I focused on piercing them, which meant their whole party had been hiding for some reason. That supported the idea that they’d been tailing us, but I still wasn’t convinced. Before I could think too deeply about the matter, the battle grew closer.

A buff, brown-furred Littan in full plate shot through the foliage like a bullet-speed wrecking ball a hundred feet from us. It was Tavio, and his body crashed through a three-foot-thick tree trunk, reducing it to splinters. Despite the abuse, the man managed to keep hold of his radiant spear and immediately kicked back up to his feet. He was covered in muck, and blood leaked from his armor.

A massive gout of blue vapor erupted to the east, and plants began to wilt on contact. Entire trees started to creak and tip after a handful of seconds, their rotting trunks no longer able to bear their weight. Reptiles and birds fell from the canopy in droves. A massive, six-legged salamander crawled from a hole in the mud to slither a few feet before collapsing.

From the mist, a figure emerged, moving so fast that the cloud swirled and began to disperse. Its form was a blur, but it appeared to be wearing ragged, stitched-together armor the color of a dying elephant’s skin. Its face was a pale, emotionless mask that glinted as though it were made of porcelain, and its arms were exposed tendon and muscle with a set of bone blades at the ends. This was the entity I’d been tracking. I quickly tried to identify it.

The Operator: Architect, Level 24

This was the thing that Zenithar Dal had been talking about? The Operator was one of the Architects?

Tavio began to speak but couldn’t get a full word out before the figure closed the distance. The Operator struck at Tavio, who blocked with the haft of his spear and was sent careening through the swamp again, out of sight.

The azure cloud gathered itself back up and compressed as a Littan in bruise-colored robes appeared. The vapor formed a sphere upon the man’s palm. It was Gharifon, and he pointed a finger at Tavio’s attacker.

The sphere warped and wrapped itself around Gharifon’s digit, which glowed an eerie green. The colors mixed, and a tainted cone shot out from the Littan, leaving everything in its path rotting and decaying. The Operator leaped upward, out of the attack’s path. Its eyes flashed with a light bright enough to leave me blinking away the afterimage, and Gharifon’s cone disappeared. The Operator kicked off from a tree with enough force to send it bowing back until the trunk cracked and split, the top half of the tree tumbling away. The Operator hurtled toward Gharifon, but as its blades began to close on the caster’s neck, the man disappeared in a cloud of shadow.

In the split second before he disappeared, Gharifon glanced up into the trees and gave me a wink.

The ground exploded as The Operator landed, and it immediately raised its blades to intercept a half dozen flying needles. Arms moved in a blur, and bright sparks flashed as each projectile was cleanly knocked aside. I scanned the trees, looking for the source of the attack, and I spotted the third soul, though it was dim and subdued.

The Operator’s flesh began to slither along its arms, the bones and tendons reshaping to replace the blade with a crossbow in under a second. It fired a dozen bolts into the forest in less time than it had taken to transform the limb. The dim soul moved as though to dodge, but they flashed with pain as at least one of the bolts landed. The figure fell to the ground, but Gharifon’s soul appeared for an instant next to the wounded person, and then both of them were gone.

The Operator watched the trees for a breath, then lowered its limb and looked around.

Tavio’s group did not reappear. I scanned the surroundings for any signs of their souls but saw nothing. Either they’d gone back into hiding, or Gharifon had teleported all three of them away.

I held my breath, wondering what the fuck that wink was about as The Operator continued to peer around the swamp. How did Gharifon know we were here? Had they actually been following us? Did Gharifon give us away when he looked our way?

I glanced at my party members. Xim and Varrin looked on with stoic intensity, whereas Etja was wide-eyed and curious. Varrin looked up at me and ever so slowly put one finger to his lips in a “keep quiet” gesture. I tried to convey how little I needed that warning through the silent language of expressive eyebrows, then turned my head back toward The Operator with sloth-like speed.

The entity’s limbs molded and twisted until they were humanoid arms, all traces of its flesh-and-bone weaponry gone. It took a few heavy steps north but paused and looked around again.

Its soul flared, and I felt a pressure wash over me that sent chills down my back. It looked up in our direction, meeting my eyes through the leaves and branches. Its porcelain lips never moved, but a voice like the grave filled the swamp.

“More scavengers to send back to the maker?” it asked.

Before I had time to think, a hand was at my throat.
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Vines and foliage whipped past me as I sailed through the canopy in The Operator’s grasp. Its grapple had come so quickly that I was snatched from Shog’s tentacles before he could tighten his grip. Varrin had drawn his sword, but even he couldn’t match the Architect’s Speed, and his blade cleaved through empty air behind us. We hurtled through space until gravity took its hold, and we landed amidst the water and mud with enough force to send the mire scattering for a hundred feet.

I sputtered, choking as soiled water flooded my nostrils and sought to invade my lungs. I blinked filth from my eyes to find The Operator drawing back an arm, its flesh molding into a spike. My mind raced, and I strained to figure out how to defend against the appendage’s inevitable descent into my skull. This time, I didn’t think I’d survive the hit.

I discarded the idea of struggling after a split second. The power pouring out of this entity’s soul was immense—it was out of my league. Even if I could get my shield up in time, I doubted Gracorvus would hold. Instead, I forced air through my compressed throat and wheezed out a few short words before the strike came.

“The Mimic sent us!”

The Operator paused, and its head tilted slightly to the side. Its eyes flashed with stuttering light as it appraised me. On a whim, I concentrated on my memories of the party’s interactions with The Mimic. I focused and reached out to my assailant with Reveal, holding the remembrance in place. I didn’t seek to force my way into the creature’s soul—I doubted I had the power. I reached out with the barest touch on its spirit, offering the experience to prove the truth of my words.

The Operator flinched when it felt the connection, and the spike descended an inch toward me, but it hesitated. Another series of lights flashed in its dark eyes beneath the porcelain mask, and then it accepted the link. I focused on The Mimic’s appraisal of the party—the good and the bad—and then on its description of the three Delves. The Architect above me processed what I sent it, then loosened its grip on my throat.

Varrin splashed down behind it, Kazandak held aloft to attack—for all the good that would do. I held up a hand to stay him, and Varrin held back. The rest of the party joined soon after, each person cautiously watching The Operator. It eventually released its hold on my neck, although it continued to straddle me, its thighs like an iron vice on my ribs. The experience was made stranger when I realized that, whatever this thing was, it appeared to be naked. The clothing that I’d interpreted as ragged, stitched-together leathers was actually its skin.

The spike morphed back into an arm, the patchwork skin sewing itself together as the muscle and sinew finished transforming. It turned to look over the party, then gave me a final, hard stare before it stood.

“The Mimic,” it spat. “That whimsical child. It is too early; this will become another aberrant event.”

While I was no longer mounted, the creature continued to stand over me, so I kept my spot in the mud. We’d made a small crater where we’d landed, so it was sort of cozy in a slimy, rapidly filling-with-water kind of way. Like being buried in the sand at the beach, but fucking gross.

“Sorry?” I said. “The Mimic mentioned something similar. She said that this civilization wasn’t advanced enough. Is that what you mean?”

The Operator suddenly reached down and grabbed me by the collar. It roughly hefted me to my feet. Gobs of muck slid down my back and fell off in sloppy chunks. I also felt a hefty amount of mud oozing in my pants. At least, I hoped it was mud.

I had to crane my neck back to meet The Operator’s eyes, which was an experience I was sick of having. Seriously, if I’d known that half of all the sentient beings I met in Arzia would be taller than me, I’d have given myself more than a couple of extra inches when I got the option to customize during my pseudo-resurrection. I was six feet and change, but between Varrin and Shog I was uncomfortably close to the median of our party’s vertical measurements. At least Grotto was only three feet from top to tentacle tip, but he still hovered a hair above me at all times.

“This generation’s arcane development has advanced at an above-average rate,” said The Operator. “However, it is still at a nascent stage.”

I took a step back since the creature had hoisted me within a couple of inches of itself. It made no move to stop me as I recovered my personal space, and I began wiping gunk off of my bare head.

“Right,” I said. “Well, early or not, we’re here to challenge Deijin’s Descent. We’re not scavengers.”

“That claim is under consideration but inconclusive.” It turned and began carefully studying the other members of my party. Its eyes lit up with flickering light as it looked at each in turn.

“What does that mean, anyway?” I asked. “Scavengers.”

The Operator ignored me. “High-grade summon,” it said after scanning Shog, then turned back to me. “Yours?”

“Shog is his own man, but yes.”

Its finger swiftly turned into a blade, and it swiped at my arm, leaving a shallow cut. I flinched back as everyone else tensed, but all The Operator did was watch the wound as it closed in a handful of seconds.

“Moderate Fortitude,” it said, “with high regeneration.” It closed the distance and grabbed my arm, then squeezed. “Low Strength, but above base.” It twisted my limb in a few directions, putting an uncomfortable amount of pressure on my joints. Varrin raised his weapon again.

“It’s chill,” I said with a groan while The Operator bent my wrist in a direction it shouldn’t bend. “We’re chill, right?” It met my eyes but continued its examination without responding.

“Similar Agility. Previous reaction time indicates the same for Speed. Verbal compulsion strength indicates the same for Charisma.” Its eyes flickered. “Mana matrix development at low-moderate, indicative of average Intelligence and Wisdom for a caster in the sub-10 level bracket.” It continued to hold my arm in its bone-creaking grip.

“Going to criticize my Luck as well?” I asked.

“Impossible. Insufficient data.” It looked my mud-covered form up and down. “I suspect it is low, however.”

“I feel called out.”

“Attributes show clear progression outside of normal parameters,” it continued. “Soul-manipulation of divine origin evidences revelatory capability.” It reached up and tapped a finger on my Ring of Healing, then pulled me closer and dug under my armor to produce the Traveler’s Amulet. “Avatar-made trinkets.” It finally released my arm, and I shook out the kinks from the rough treatment.

“Think it knows your mother’s maiden name?” asked Xim. The Operator turned to her.

“Sam’lia does not normally concern herself with the First Layer,” it said. “Another divergence.”

“Ah, I don’t want to be analyzed next,” said the cleric. “Do someone else.”

“I believe it is doing its own evaluation,” said Varrin. “To confirm The Mimic’s decision to send us here.”

“Correct,” said The Operator as its flashing eyes dissected Varrin. “Evolving Spiritual attunement. Rare.”

“That’s a better review than you got from The Mimic,” said Xim as she elbowed the big guy.

“I suspect circumstances have changed,” said The Operator. “Or she is blind.” It titled its head again. “Equal odds.”

“What about me?” asked Etja, looking like a teenager ready to have her fortune read. “Do me next!”

“Soul-imbued construct, evidence of avatar involvement,” it said dismissively. “Even without your dynamic matrix, your candidacy is not in question.”

Etja looked like she didn’t know what that last part meant—to be fair, neither did I—but she was happy to receive a positive evaluation.

“Have we passed your test?” asked Varrin, eyes narrowed.

“You four have,” said The Operator. “But the Geulon hiding in the shadows displays insufficient qualities.” I raised an eyebrow and scanned the swamp, then spotted Nuralie stepping out from under the cover of a particularly shady tree. Grotto floated off of her shoulder and hovered toward the Architect.

[Nuralie is an emerging revelator,] my familiar thought to us. [She also possesses enhanced attributes like the rest.]

The Operator appraised the mini-c’thon.

“Core 1156,” it said. “Why are you outside of the Toxic Grotto?”

[The Delve was infiltrated by a Delver who summoned a c’thon to drain its mana harvest, after which this group slew the invaders, destroying the Delve in the process.]

It sounded like Grotto already had that explanation rehearsed and ready to go.

“Not a fan of how you worded that,” I said. “You make it sound like we destroyed the Delve.”

“Why have you remained with them?” asked The Operator. “Your priority should have been to seed a new Delve.”

[Yes, well, there were various limiting factors in scouting out new locations. Further, I have found that this group provides advantageous resources in regard to⁠—]

“He’s my Bonded Familiar,” I said. The Operator took a second to digest the information.

“How?” it asked.

[Several unfortunate events led to the System forging the bond.]

The Operator squatted and placed a hand on its chin. “That… is strange.” It ran a finger through the wet soil. It was still in the form of a blade. “What level of permissions does this group have?”

[Phase two precursor information.]

The Operator began drawing complex shapes in the dirt. I watched him work for a minute, and the shapes developed into something that looked like a mathematical formula.

“This iteration has produced candidates 23% faster than the last. The largest reduction so far.”

“What does that mean?” I asked. “You said it’s too early, but what is it too early for? Why is it too early?”

The Operator looked up from its equation to Grotto.

“Have you provided them with any historical context?”

[No. Much of the information from the prior generation has not been categorized. I have been hesitant to share it.]

“Evidence of further degradation,” said The Operator. It stood, then peered back down at its formula. “The System has had ample time to process that data. If it has not done so, it is by choice.”

[I find that idea unsettling.]

“Okay,” I said, stepping forward and putting myself between Grotto and The Operator. “You two are obviously talking about something the rest of us have no context for. Care to enlighten us?”

The Operator slowly turned its head up to the sky and stared at the canopy. It held its arms out, as though it were basking in the few rays of morning light coming through the foliage.

“This world has been caught in a diminishing cycle,” said The Operator, and I was struck by its sudden turn from frosty and analytical to top-tier drama. “The Great Work was set into motion by the Old Ones with holy intent, but the blessing they sought to bestow upon these lands has spawned a curse that endless peoples have endured for eons.”

My brow went up, as it sounded like we were finally about to receive some concrete detail about the history of the world and the System. Of course, Grotto tried his best to get in the way.

[I do not believe this information is necessary for the party to advance at this stage.]

“Really, Grotto?” I said. “I thought you were cool again.” The mini-c’thon bowed his head, but his eyes shifted as though he were watching for some unseen danger.

[The System is always listening,] he thought to us ominously.

“Ever have we hidden the truth,” said The Operator. “To force mortals to discover the methods of their own accord. To provide trials, to test and strengthen the candidates. Secrets, in every era, until the precipice of calamity.” It faced Grotto with its porcelain mask, the impassive expression marred by angry eyes. “I shall not reveal the challenges or solve the formalist puzzles. But there is no longer time for this age of sapients to discover the histories for themselves.”

The Operator’s gaze bore into Grotto, and the core averted his eyes in submission.

“The Old Ones sought to ascend beyond the physical realm,” The Operator continued. “Through a hundred thousand years of effort, they birthed a method that could breach the membrane between this world and the divine. Through this breach, fragments of divinity flowed, and with these fragments, the Old Ones would saturate themselves. As their bodies and spirits fused with these fragments, their existence would naturally rise to the divine realm, as a bubble rises to the surface of the sea.

“Or so it was theorized. The process was not easy. For many generations, it met with failure. Countless perished during their attempts at fusion, and the energies involved were great. Such failures often led to vast destruction. Yet, there was limited success that drove them forward. New magicks were discovered, and men and women grasped power beyond what was possible with mundane biology.

“As the Old Ones experimented, they learned. The fusion needed to take place over time, which varied greatly from one person to another. Such fusion could only occur with meritorious individuals, but such merit was not always measured by human values. Even with careful application, the subjects would need to possess a fortified mind and an unconquerable will. These variables were vast. They were unpredictable. A guiding hand was required to manage the process. Thus, the System was created.

“The System knows more than the most learned scholar, sees more than the wisest sage, and is more resilient to corruption than the most valorous knight. With a world of knowledge and a singular mind to encompass it, the System alone possessed the insight and pliability necessary to fuse fragments of divinity with the mortal shells of the Old Ones. With reverent dedication, the divine veil was pierced, and with glorious celebration, the first generation used this tool to ascend.

“And after the first ascension from this world, the first cataclysm befell it.”


Chapter 46



Ileaned back against the gnarled trunk of a dark, contorted tree as The Operator spun its yarn, wishing I had a bit of popcorn to munch on. Kettle corn, specifically. I liked a little sweet with my salty.

Despite the absence of snacks, I was still intrigued by what I’d heard so far. Much of it added detail to suspicions I’d already harbored, or theories pieced together from the information we’d gathered. One thing that surprised me was the time scale the story dealt with.

The Old Ones being responsible for the System was nothing new. It was practically the first thing Grotto had said when we’d met him. But a hundred thousand years of experimentation to access the divine? Followed by multiple generations of trial and error before the System was devised? How old was this original civilization, and how advanced were they? Human civilization had existed on Earth for less than 10,000 years when I’d died, but these Old Ones spent 10 times longer than that experimenting, presumably after they’d already reached an advanced stage of development.

“Ascension is not achieved by a single individual,” said The Operator. “When the first generation rose to the heavens, 10,000 mortals transcended at once. Their minds and souls joined to push through the thin breach between realms with their combined will. However, their passage was imperfect. It was like a man squeezing through a narrow tunnel of broken glass, shedding flesh and blood in his wake.

“Shards of the ascended were left behind; shattered pieces of individuals, no longer distinct and whole. These shards mimicked the behavior of the ascended and were drawn to one another to form a new entity that sought to ascend. However, by the time it gathered, the ascension had ended, and the breach had closed. There was nowhere for this new being to go. And so, it fell back to the physical world.”

“The birth of an avatar,” Varrin guessed, and The Operator nodded.

“That does not make sense,” said Nuralie. “The avatars are manifestations of fundamental gods. Concepts that are woven into reality. They are not”—pause—“hive minds of mortal people.”

“How ascension changes those that ascend is not well understood,” said The Operator. “To reach the divine, their essence may be refined to its most basic nature. Perhaps something like ‘humanity’ is a concept, or perhaps each generation ascends to become part of a concept that the majority leans toward. The ascended might even be divided into a thousand smaller pieces once they traverse the gap, each to join the heavenly force they resonate with.”

“So, they don’t keep any sense of self?” I asked. “Their identity is annihilated.”

“An individualistic interpretation,” said The Operator. “I believe that their identity is added to a greater whole. Nothing is lost, but there is no ‘hive mind’ like the Geulon describes. The new entity is singular but contains all the distinction of each individual within.”

Xim tapped a finger along her jaw in thought.

“How does a random group of Delvers that missed their carriage to the divine realm turn into something like Orexis?” she asked. “Were there a hundred psychos in the god of Yearning’s generation?”

“Moral purity is not required to reach the divine,” said The Operator. “If it were, then reality would be morally pure. It is not so simple. When the veil is pierced, divine energy flows into this world. That energy contains the intent of the gods. This intent seeks to shape anything it contacts. The shards are incomplete, lacking the combined will of the ascended. I believe they are… easily corrupted.”

“All right,” I said. “There are a lot more ‘I believe’ and ‘perhaps’ statements in your explanation than I’m comfortable with, but assuming what you’re saying is correct, then the entire avatar problem was created by the Old Ones and their System.”

“Correct,” said The Operator. “And the problem grows worse with every ascension.”

“Can we go back a little?” asked Etja. “What happened after the first ascension? You said it was a calamity.”

“Yes. All of the world’s most powerful Delvers ascended and the breach to the divine closed. The System would gather mana for the next breach while the subsequent generation grew in strength, preparing themselves for their own ascension. When the first avatar fell upon them, there was no one strong enough to resist it.”

“Which avatar was it?” I asked. “What concept did it embody?”

“The precise aspect is lost to time, but it is believed to be an avatar related to Unity.”

“Unity?” said Xim. “That doesn’t sound very… calamitous.”

“It sought to ‘unify’ all life within itself,” said The Operator. “Whether such life wished to be unified or not. After the avatar appeared, the civilization of the Old Ones quickly fell.”

Varrin grunted.

“If it was so dangerous, why is anything left alive now?” he asked.

“The avatars require immense amounts of divine energy to sustain themselves. Once the breach was closed, the flow of divine energy was reduced to a trickle. With the world’s Delvers slain by the avatar, there was no reason for the System to once again pierce the veil. The avatar starved until it went dormant.”

“Then what?” I said. “A few hidden survivors decided to start Delving again, despite the consequences?”

“No. All of the Old Ones were either slain or perished as the world became a barren wasteland devoid of most life.”

“Well, if everyone was dead, then who—” I froze mid-sentence as a thought occurred to me, but it seemed too absurd to be true. The time required would make 100,000 years a drop in the bucket.

Was The Operator’s use of the word eons not hyperbolic?

“Did… an entirely new sapient species evolve and rediscover the Delves?” I asked.

“Correct,” said The Operator. “The next generation had no knowledge of the Old Ones or the dormant avatar. When they discovered the System, it was likely viewed as an incredible treasure. What records I can access indicate they were able to proceed through all of the phases before the avatar of Unity reawoke. They ascended without ever knowing what they left in their wake, and with their ascension, they created a new avatar.”

“How fucking old is the System?” I asked.

“I do not know,” said The Operator. “The time between generations has grown shorter with each cycle. There is no reliable way to estimate.”

“You’re not an Old One?” asked Etja.

“No. I am from a much later generation.”

“Why hasn’t anyone shut this shit down?” I asked. “If the System creates avatars with every ascension, but the avatars are dormant while the System is offline, then turning it off would solve the problem, right?”

“For most early generations, the avatars were not discovered until they were on the verge of ascension,” said The Operator. “As the cycle repeated, the avatars began to awaken earlier. Some of the more recent generations have attempted to destroy the System or to disrupt it before the avatars grew too powerful, but they all failed.”

“Why are the avatars showing up earlier each time?” asked Xim.

“I do not know for certain. Some avatars may be less powerful and require less divine energy. The avatars may act as beacons for the divine energy, pulling more through the breach or spreading it across the planet more rapidly. The breach created by the System may be growing larger or more unstable with each subsequent piercing. There are likely many factors at play.”

“Why couldn’t the other generations destroy the System?” I asked.

“The creations of the Old Ones are very durable.”

“How durable?” I asked skeptically. If the prior generations were using magic and weapons granted to them by the System itself, it would make sense that⁠—

“This planet once had a second, smaller moon,” said The Operator. “The generation before yours first attempted to contain all of the avatars within The Cage. Then, to prevent the cycle from repeating, they brought the moon down upon the Delve they believed housed the first System Core during their ascension.”

My mind flashed to the map of Arzia and how Hiward was at the center of a large, circular gulf.

“Was that Delve the Creation Delve?” I asked.

“In what is now known as Hiward, yes.”

“They dropped a moon on the Creation Delve, and it… is fine?”

“As I said. Very durable.”

“Was the first core really within the Creation Delve?” asked Nuralie.

“Their actions damaged System Core 1,” The Operator answered. “That is all I will say.”

My plan of developing magic nukes to atomize the System died as soon as it was formed. If an orbital strike big enough to carve a crater a thousand miles wide wasn’t enough, then what would be?

“You can’t just turn it off?” asked Etja. “You’re part of the System now, aren’t you?”

“My role as an Architect does not grant me that power, no.”

“Grotto?” Etja asked, looking hopefully at the core.

[If I even contemplated such an act, I might be eliminated. I do not even have high enough permissions to divulge this kind of information to you without being terminated.]

“But you both participate,” I said. “You’re enabling this to continue.”

“All System assets go dormant after the ascension,” said The Operator. “By the time we are brought back online, the process has already begun again. Core 1156 is bound by his role to assist the System—although his current circumstances may grant him greater capacity to act outside of his original parameters.”

“What about you?” I asked. “Are you ‘bound’ by your role as well?”

“As an Architect, I have responsibilities that require greater authority than a Delve Core. I can take nearly any action I deem appropriate to test candidates seeking to advance to phase two. I have made… ‘creative’ use of my authority to inform Delvers and try to find a solution to this dilemma. That is why I chose to become an Architect rather than ascend.”

“You used to be a Delver?”

“Yes.”

“Is that why The Mimic stuck around as well?” I asked.

“No. She is just insane.”

That followed.

“Shit,” I swore. “What do we do with this info? Hell, will unlocking the next phase even help?”

“The breach to the divine was triggered upon the Creation of this generation’s first Delvers. Advancing the phase will trigger the System to expand the current breach, allowing for more divine energy to flow both to Delvers and to the avatars. However, the advantages granted to Delvers will be augmented by the System’s guidance.”

“Oh, I see. It might make it worse. What if we don’t advance the phase?”

“The avatars will continue to grow in power, but their progress will be slowed. The Delvers of the world, however, will stagnate.”

“If the generations keep getting shorter,” I said, “if more avatars fall upon the world with each ascension and they awaken sooner and sooner each time, what does the end of all this look like?”

“It is impossible to know,” said The Operator.

“Speculate for me.”

The Operator tilted its head, its eyes flashing again. “If the time between avatar awakenings continues to decline, eventually they will cease to go dormant,” it said. “That would imply the breach to the divine has been forced to remain open. This realm would become contaminated by the ever-flowing will of divinities seeking to shape everything in accordance with their concept.”

I rubbed at my eyes and struggled to keep myself from pulling tufts out of my beard in frustration. Things were escalating way too fast.

Part of me wondered whether I could trust anything this entity was telling me. It was, after all, a tool of the System. Everything we were being fed might be designed to keep the whole apparatus going, avatars or not. Maybe running into The Operator wasn’t a coincidence, but something orchestrated by the System itself. Alternatively, maybe an avatar set this into motion, and if we advanced the phase, we’d be handing it a nice powerup, damning us all in the process. We didn’t have a good way to verify anything The Operator was telling us, other than to go into the Delve and poke around for ourselves. I decided to try and get some additional info from a different angle.

“Why were you fighting Tavio’s party? The Littans?” I asked.

The Operator’s eyes smoldered behind its porcelain mask. “There are several reality anchors binding Deijin’s Descent to Eschendur. One of my duties is to monitor and maintain these anchors. Some time ago, the Littans discovered one of the anchors and began to interfere with it. I eliminated that interference. A second anchor is nearby, so I have been engaging any Littans that get too close.”

Was it possible Tavio’s group wasn’t following us but was hunting for one of the anchors? It seemed like too much of a coincidence. It was more likely that their group was following—or at least searching for—our party and happened to stray too close to the anchor.

“Was that first anchor in the Gap?” asked Nuralie.

“Yes.”

“Then you were the cause of the Littan encampment being destroyed,” she said. “You set off the entire conflict with Litta.” Nuralie’s tone wasn’t accusatory. She sounded more like a belief she’d held had been justified.

I took a deep breath.

“Let’s say that we still want to get into Deijin’s Descent,” I said, then looked at The Operator. “We’ve passed your test, right?”

“The Mimic administers the test,” said The Operator. “I ensure the Delve is operational and govern its access.”

“All right, so we can go in?”

“The Delve will grant your entry,” it said.

“Great. Now the problem is how we make it to the entrance of the Delve. Maybe you can help us with that.”

The Operator tilted its head again as it considered the request.

“Why?”

“The Littans have established themselves around the Delve,” said Varrin. “We expect that some of them will give us trouble.”

“We’re on their bad side,” I said. “We’ve been told there’s at least one that’s pretty high level, so it might be tough to get through them.”

“I am aware of the Littans around the entrance,” said The Operator. “How significant is the animosity between your groups?”

“We killed 15 of their Delvers yesterday,” said Xim. She squinted up at the morning light coming through the canopy. “Or was it the day before? Hells, maybe it was today since we haven’t been to bed. I need some sleep.”

“They attacked us first, though,” I added.

“We were also partially responsible for sinking one of their fleets,” said Nuralie.

“Only like 10% responsible,” I countered.

“And Arlo slew one of Tavio’s party members,” said Varrin.

“That was a team effort,” I corrected.

The Operator scratched at its patchwork neck.

“I am heavily discouraged from assisting Delvers in any capacity,” it said. “I have already disregarded that dictate several times, however. If you can complete Deijin’s Descent, then I will no longer need to worry about the reality anchors for now. I could focus my energy elsewhere.”

“That’s a yes? I’m taking that as a yes.”

“I can create a distraction,” it said. “I will not defeat an army for you.”

“A distraction is good enough,” I said. “We can help with that, as well.”

“Many distractions,” said Nuralie. Pause. “Big distractions.”

I clapped my hands together and looked around the party.

“Before we move forward, have any of us changed our minds in light of what we’ve just learned?”

“We need more advantages,” said Varrin. “Hiward’s best Delvers cannot face the avatars as they are now. If they are allowed to develop further, then they will have an insurmountable lead. Even if unlocking the phase increases their growth, we just have to grow faster with the tools the unlock gives us.”

As usual, Varrin had a well-thought-out and reasonable point of view.

“It is also a Special Delve,” said Nuralie. “We will be stronger for having completed it.” Pause. “I look forward to disrupting the Littan’s operating base.”

I thought that Nuralie may have been focusing too much on the Littan part of the situation, but that was fine.

“We already came all this way,” said Xim. “I’m not leaving without seeing what’s inside.”

A wholly irresponsible take from Xim, but I’d allow it. We all looked at Etja, who shrugged.

“Go team!” she said. I grinned and shook my head.

“Good,” I said, opening my inventory screen and scrolling through the list of our ready-made kits. I stopped on the group labeled “Shock and Awe”.

“Let’s go confuse some Littans.”
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We returned to the strategy of keeping most of the party inside the Closet while Nuralie scouted ahead. The Operator moved with her, able to stealth using its own methods. Nuralie may have grown up in these swamps, but The Operator had called it home for much, much longer. It knew exactly how to move through the terrain.

We made it close to the encampment without running into any further trouble. Between Nuralie’s advance scouting and my Soul-Sight, we avoided a couple of basic patrols, but the Littans didn’t seem concerned with catching a small group. I expected the watches were designed to keep from being surprised by an advancing army.

After observing the movements of the sparse patrols for a while, Nuralie guided Shog and me forward using Grotto’s psychic link. We stopped a few hundred feet from the edge of the camp. We couldn’t see anything through the thick foliage, but The Operator assured us the camp was there. The Architect possessed a sense for anything close to one of the constructs it was responsible for guarding, and since the Littan encampment was built around the Delve entrance, the entity had a good understanding of its bounds.

I opened the Closet, and we started our preparations in earnest.

“You’re sure you want to sneak around the perimeter?” I asked as I handed a heavy pack to Nuralie. It was full of various goodies for her to distribute around the northwestern side of the Littan camp, which would hopefully help to obscure our approach from the south.

“The only reason the last group saw me is because Grotto started flailing through the brush before splashing down into the water,” said Nuralie. She eyed the mini-c’thon as she deposited the pack into her own inventory. I handed her two more.

[See how you react to the spiritually transmitted pain of your head exploding,] Grotto thought to us. He crossed his feelers and gave Nuralie an octo-scowl. [I cannot help that I am bonded to a man who insists on suffering life-threatening injuries every second sunrise.]

“It’s not like I’m trying to get hurt,” I said, eliciting several doubtful expressions from the group.

“Khigra might disagree,” said Xim with a grin. “How did you deal with that, Grotto?”

[His training with the dominatrix did not communicate as pain. It came across as⁠—]

I cleared my throat. “Moving on,” I said. “Shog, are you confident you won’t be seen?”

“Any true predator knows how to take advantage of the shadows,” he purred. It sent a tingle down my spine. I nodded, then handed him two packs of his own, which he stuffed behind his tentacles.

“Then the rest of us will wait for Nuralie to return before moving in,” I said.

“Wait,” said Etja. She’d been gazing into the forest since we came to a stop, but now turned her eyes to the soil and knelt. She ran the fingers of her lower pair of hands over the muddy turf, fingertips glowing blue. “It’s faint, but I can feel a ward.”

“Wards?” asked Varrin, looking urgently at the ground. “Have we triggered them?”

“It’s only one, and no, we aren’t in its area of effect yet,” said Etja. “I think it’s surrounding the camp.”

“One ward?” said Varrin. “Surrounding the entire camp?”

“That’s a big ward,” said Xim. “Or a small camp.”

“The camp encompasses several square miles,” said The Operator.

“No single ward is that large,” said Varrin. “To cover an area that big would require using many smaller wards in unison.”

Etja shrugged. “Don’t know what to tell ya. It’s one really big ward.”

“Can you discern its function?” I asked.

“Not until I’m closer.”

“Think it’s something you can deal with?”

“I can probably shield us from its effects if everyone stays close to me. The ward is huge, but I don’t think it’s super strong. Still, disrupting the entire thing would take a lot of mana. Way more than I have.”

“Will it cause problems for Nuralie and Shog while they set things up?”

“Not if they stay outside of the camp itself,” said Etja. “The problem will come once we’re inside.”

“Another minor inconvenience,” I muttered. “Doesn’t change much. We’ve all got out marching orders.” I turned to The Operator. “What do you plan on doing?”

“I’ll engage the Level 34,” it said, before stepping away into the forest and disappearing.

“Power move,” said Xim.

I turned to give Nuralie and Shog the go-ahead, but both of them had already disappeared as well.

“Did anyone know Shog could be that sneaky?” I asked.

[The mana fiend’s abilities have grown considerably since encountering the specter and even more so since consuming Yaretzi. His intelligence has always been unusually high for a c’thon, but I suspect he has also gained access to something analogous to intrinsic skills.]

“What, and he put levels in stealth?” I asked.

[He survived for months within his own dimension after being grievously wounded by the specter and came out of it even more powerful. We do not know what methods he employed to slay the countless other c’thons that sought to consume him while he was in a weakened state.]

“Fair enough,” I said.

[With his rate of growth, it will not be long before he is powerful enough to become a brood king in his realm.]

My brow knitted at the thought but decided not to enter the rabbit hole Grotto was inviting me down into.

“I don’t want to count entirely on the distractions,” I said. “I also don’t want to go on a wholesale slaughter through the Littans. Whatever price the Empire might have on our heads at the moment, we should try to make sure it doesn’t go much higher. So, does anybody have any fresh crowd-control tactics?”

“I picked up a new active,” said Xim. “It’s a fear ability, but it’s nowhere big enough to affect a whole camp full of people.”

[I may be able to help with that.]

“Oh?” I said, looking at Grotto. “Do tell.”

[I considered your advice to work on skills for use outside of Delve management. My capabilities are ill-suited for raw combat, but I have developed a method that can augment any mind-affecting abilities used by a party member.]

“Hmm. Take little fear and make it big fear?”

“Works for me,” said Xim.

“I also have something I can try,” said Varrin. “If it doesn’t work, I can punch people instead of cutting them in half.”

“I’ll probably be focused on countering the ward,” said Etja.

“And I will… block things, I guess,” I said. I really didn’t have a great CC ability. I could knock people around with Gravity Anchor, but that wouldn’t be ideal for the upcoming scenario.

After discussing things a little further, we quickly settled into vigilant silence as we waited for Nuralie to return. After about an hour, the loson reappeared, and we were ready to start moving.

The camp itself was like a scar in the middle of the swamp. The Littans had clear-cut all of the trees and burned away the brush and vegetation, leaving the edges of the clearing covered in char and soot. Hundreds of tons of earth had been moved, raising the camp a foot above ground level and filling in any standing pools of water. It was packed down and firm, the excess moisture within the dirt burned away in the same manner as the greenery, as evidenced by its dark, scorched surface. The smell of ash filled my nostrils as we watched a hundred Littan Delvers prepare for war.

Most were Level 10 and under, equal parts silver and copper, but there were a handful of golds around Level 15. Two groups near the edges of the camp worked on large siege weapons—what looked like massive, mobile ballistae, covered in runes and thrumming with power. There were a variety of other mana-enhanced and mechanical devices sitting on racks around the groups that I suspected to be advanced or experimental weaponry. A few looked uncomfortably close to rifles. The other Delvers were scattered between orderly campsites and training grounds arrayed around a large central command tent.

The entrance to the Delve was supposed to be at the center of the camp. Since we couldn’t see any obvious Delve entrance, I assumed it was inside the command tent, which was wonderful.

Outside of the command tent stood an unfamiliar Level 17 with lustrous amber fur, wearing ornate armor of white and gold. The way she directed the other Littans and how they kowtowed to her told me she was someone important—more important than her level might suggest. She also had an incredible presence to her that practically saturated the air. Even from hundreds of feet away, I could feel the pull of a massive Charisma score on my mind.

“That is without a doubt the most beautiful Littan I’ve ever seen,” whispered Xim. I raised an eyebrow at her but chose not to comment.

“I’m stealing that hair color,” whispered Etja.

“I believe that is the duchess Tavio mentioned,” said Varrin. “That armor bears the royal crest of Seqaria, along with what looks like an important Littan house.” I saw his jaw work a bit as he thought something over. “Perhaps there’s a political solution to this matter. I could try and speak with her⁠—”

“Guys,” I whispered harshly. “Snap out of it. She hasn’t even made a social attack yet.”

Varrin frowned but nodded, and Xim shrugged. Etja’s hair had already begun changing to a golden hue.

Before we had time to become even more enamored by the distant Littan, the first of our distractions went off.

The launchers that Nuralie had designed weren’t just for hurtling glowstones at the walls and ceilings of pitch-dark Delves. They also worked for launching all sorts of other things. She’d even been able to develop a rudimentary mechanical timer to allow them to fire after a set period.

The first set of launchers fired half a dozen of the Dazzlers developed and sold by Seinnador. These were not normal Dazzlers, however—these were Nuralie-modified Super Dazzlers.

Six payloads shot out of the canopy and into the air, arcing toward the Littan camp. The shots themselves were fairly silent, no louder than a powerful crossbow, so only a scant few of the enemy Delvers noticed the mystery objects sailing toward their camp. Of those, only one had the presence of mind to shout out a warning.

As several more Delvers looked around to find the source of their comrade’s concern, each of the Super Dazzlers broke into six regular Dazzlers, which spread out as they descended onto the camp. A couple of spells intercepted the individual projectiles, but most of them landed throughout the northwestern quarter of the camp and then exploded into bursts of sound and light.

I averted my eyes as the cluster of Dazzlers rocked the Littan Delvers, the cacophonous blasts overlapping one another and making it sound like an airstrike had just landed on the camp. The Dazzlers were non-lethal—to Delvers, at least—but they were enough to blind and deafen anyone with low Fortitude, while seriously disorienting hardier individuals if they were close enough. Needless to say, that got the Littan camp stirred up.

Dozens of Littan Delvers clutched at their eyes and ears, with several on the ground, some unconscious. The rest of the camp burst into action, with defensive skills flaring and buffs being cast. The flap of the command tent was torn away as a scarred, broad-shouldered Littan in military regalia burst through and appraised the situation. It was the Level 34.

In Hiward, there were only a handful of Delvers over Level 30. Delvers who pursued a full career Delving gold generally made it to Level 26. To reach higher required one to tackle at least some levels at platinum. A “normal” platinum progression went through the first thirty levels at platinum, then dropped down to gold because the escalating difficulty of the Delves made it too dangerous to continue. So, to reach Level 34, a Hiwardian Delver would conquer thirty Platinum Delves and then eight Gold Delves. The most powerful Delvers in all of Hiward had followed that path.

This Littan had not followed that path.

He was Level 34, and his soul held violet-streaked platinum without a hint of gold.

A wave of mana erupted from the man’s body and flooded the battlefield. It rippled out over the entire northwestern quadrant of the camp and cascaded into the woods. At first, I couldn’t tell what it had done, but then a simple, worn longbow appeared in the man’s grip, and ten arrows fired out into the forest toward a single point. The world trembled with explosions that put the Dazzlers to shame.

Trees fell as rocks and dirt were thrown a hundred feet into the air under the onslaught. All ten arrows homed in on an unseen target, laying waste to a significant chunk of wild swampland. As the debris fell back to Arzia, clattering and splashing through mist and dust, a figure blasted out into the camp.

The Operator’s arms were blades, his legs and feet were elongated like a mutated cheetah, and his passage was so fast that it shattered the bodies of Delvers in his path. As he rushed the platinum Littan, the man fired another dozen arrows, but The Operator knocked them aside with his blades in a flurry of strikes too fast to see. The arrows ricocheted across the camp, striking the ground with the force of mortar shells and sending Delvers flying. A look of consternation briefly crossed the Littan’s face, and then he disappeared.

A massive pair of wings made of bone and flesh erupted from The Operator’s back, and it rose into the air, kicking up a storm of wind in its wake. I looked up to see the Littan a hundred feet in the air, wielding a pair of swords with blades that hooked forward. The Operator rose to meet him, and a shockwave heralded their clash.

As the titans fought, two familiar figures emerged from the tent. Tavio stumbled out wearing his full plate armor and holding his radiant spear, but he looked worse for wear. He leaned on his spear for support, and I noticed that his soul was infected by sinister, dark lines. Gharifon followed soon after and looked up at the fight above with mild interest and a slight smile. He quickly turned to survey the treeline, however, ignoring the epic duel.

As the rest of the Littan Delver camp gaped at the spectacle above, part two of our distraction began.

Another series of launchers fired payloads of a modified edition of Nuralie’s Night-Rush Potion. It was the potion Varrin used when he wanted a little extra spunk during combat, giving him a massive boost to damage at the cost of going a bit bananas. This version had been brewed with less of a focus on the damage while leaning more heavily into the herbaceous fruit portion of the concoction.

In other words, it was a berserker potion.

It had also been formulated to vaporize on contact with air, allowing it to be delivered via a lovely cloud of rage-inducing mist.

Six bottles of Nuralie’s Bad-Night Potion entered the fray. The Littan’s were on the lookout for surprises by this point, and half of the bottles were destroyed by spells and techniques before making it close. The other three either detonated in the air over the camp or made it to the ground, where they billowed out into angry fog. While the potion wasn’t strong enough to make the Littans begin tearing each other to pieces, it put them into an acutely agitated mindset, which primed them for part 3 of the distraction.

Shog had many tentacles, and we’d given him bags full of many offensive potions. This made the c’thon an automatic turret of bad news, which he began spreading throughout the Littan camp.

Glass vials flew out from the forest at a rate of at least five a second, creating effects ranging from disabling gas to smoke screens to mundane infernos. A few exploded into bursts of sparkling, multi-colored sand that stuck to skin and fur. That was something Nuralie devised after I explained to her the concept of glitter bombs. They didn’t have any true combat utility, other than keeping the Littans on their toes and making bath time a fucking nightmare.

Once random bursts of inconvenience began raining from the woods, the score of Littans affected by the Bad Night began sprinting out of the camp and toward the hidden c’thon, slinging long-range spells and techniques with abandon.

While the devastation was centered on the unfortunate souls in the northwestern quarter, many of the Delvers spread throughout the rest of the camp began moving toward the attack. None were so foolish as to walk into the area plagued by Nuralie’s chemical genius, but many spread out to flank the enemy from the north and south.

Ideally, all of the Littans would have been fixated on the madness, but the group had enough discipline to watch for other potential avenues of attack. Squad commanders held their members back and barked orders, keeping a token watch on the rest of the camp’s borders. We’d done a lot to thin out the herd between ourselves and the command tent, but there were still a substantial number of Littans in the way of our objective.

We’d planned for this, however, and so long as the big daddy platinum stayed occupied with The Operator, we were prepared to (non-lethally) carve a path to the Delve’s entrance.

“Figured the ward out yet?” I asked.

“It’s an alarm and a mana-dampener,” said Etja. “The alarm part doesn’t matter, since they clearly know we’re here. The mana-dampener will make our spells bad. It will also keep you from teleporting.”

“Can you handle it?”

She nodded with determination. “Good. Time to roll.”

We all stood. Etja held her staff in her upper pair of hands while blue mana danced in her lower pair. She used Nullify to create a sphere of ward-breaching energy around our group.

Xim cracked her knuckles as Grotto floated over to land on her shoulder. The cleric led the group in front, crimson flames smoldering across her body. She jumped out from the trees with the rest of us in tow, landing heavily in the middle of one of the remaining squads.

“Wanna see something cool?” she asked, then raised a hand to the sky.

The icon of a beating heart appeared above us, wrapped in divine fire and emitting a wave of dread with every pulse.


Chapter 48



As the heart hammered above us, Grotto’s eyes glowed and his tentacles wrapped tightly around Xim’s arm. The cleric’s forehead split, and the obsidian horn that marked the transformation to her beast form appeared, but the rest of her remained normal. Tentacles sprouted from the heart, c’thonic feathers replaced by crimson fire that swayed hypnotically. The heart drummed, and the Littans around us cowered, eyes wide and glistening.

Xim glared at them, and they ran.

She continued to channel the spell as we marched through the camp, and I cast Life Warden on Etja to keep her safe from any errant attacks while she channeled Nullify. More than half of the Littans were on the opposite side of the camp, dealing with the fallout of our distractions or rushing into the woods to hunt down Shog. The Littan duchess was also busy casting wide-area cleanses, purging Berserk and other status effects from the soldiers. She activated an aura that seemed to draw the attention of anyone nearby, and she began issuing commands. It wouldn’t be long before the camp recovered from our initial assault with her help, but I was glad that we didn’t have to deal with her ourselves.

Other Littans were fixated on the fight overhead as impacts thundered above from The Operator’s battle. Pressure waves that were powerful enough to kick up dirt and debris issued from the blows. I was tempted to glance up as well, but we didn’t have the luxury of time to appreciate the high-level fight. There were still enemy Delvers to oppose us, and we needed to make quick work of them.

As we rushed through the camp, most of the Delvers below Level 10 fled as the pulse from Xim’s icon washed over them. A handful managed to resist, and a group ranging from Level 7 to 11 moved to stop our advance. Varrin stepped forward to meet them, hand along the hilt of his blade, but he never drew Kazandak.

As I watched, an ethereal hand formed from Varrin’s soul and drew a spectral copy of Kazandak. The motion was quickly mirrored by Varrin himself, and the big guy was left wielding a version of his blade formed from spiritual energy. It lengthened out to ten feet, and he swept it across two of the advancing Delvers.

One raised a shield to block it, but the attack went straight through. The blade didn’t cut flesh or bone, but it did cleave straight through their souls. The silver energy shrouding their forms was separated, and the base layer of their beings was sent into turmoil. The two that had been hit screamed as their bodies locked up, and then they were on the ground. Varrin was already bringing the spiritual blade down on the next foe.

The Level 11 resisted the attack with a barrier, but the woman looked more like a support fighter. She wove spells that disrupted the blade and protected herself, but Varrin’s assault was ceaseless. He was also much faster than the Littan. After five exchanges, she was also on the ground. None of them were dead, just stunned as their souls struggled to recompose themselves. It was a devastating ability, one that I suspected came from Varrin’s morning routine of meditating over Kazandak. Whatever it was that the Patriarch had meant for his great-grandson to learn from the practice, Varrin sure was learning it.

Another pair of Littans had approached during the melee, but Nuralie put them down with a flurry of thrown needles that knocked them unconscious. Our party barely slowed as we fought, the few Littans that resisted the fear effect thrown into a blender of physically and spiritually disabling attacks. As we got close to the command tent, a single Littan stepped forward that I thought might give us some trouble.

Gharifon appeared in a puff of shadow, hands bathed in sickly energy. He gave us the same absurd bow he’d given when we’d first met, then raised his hands as if to cast. Varrin dashed forward to strike, but something was wrong.

“Wait!” I shouted before Varrin could close the distance. The big guy stopped without hesitation, and the Gharifon before us pouted. While it looked like the Level 17 gold was a second from bathing our group in the same cone of death he’d fired off earlier in the forest, the figure was invisible to my Soul-Sight. A copy. I quickly shared the realization with the group using Reveal, and a beam of necrotic mana came from our left as the copy exploded in a burst of corruption.

I willed Gracorvus around to intercept the attack as it came for Etja, who was entirely focused on keeping the ward from dampening our skills. The beam crashed against the shield, and I said a silent thanks to my past self for choosing the Spell Breaker evolution. Some of the attack still pierced the defense, but it was diffused into a cloud rather than focused into a line. It didn’t make it to our mage. I followed the attack to catch sight of Gharifon, but he chuckled and disappeared into another cloak of darkness.

The ground around us began to twist and rise, rapidly forming massive walls that threatened to swallow us up. The dirt closed overhead, and the light of the sun disappeared. It happened much too fast, and even though I’d seen that Gharifon was a capable caster, he hadn’t used any terrakinetic magic like this yet.

It wasn’t outside the realm of possibility for Gharifon to have earth-shaping skills, but it would be off-brand for the mage. My Magical Thinker evolution also hadn’t pinged me with a new spell notification. The skills I’d seen from Gharifon so far focused on three things: teleportation, afflictions, and illusions.

I focused my will on the earthen barriers and used my Sight to break the mirage. The walls disappeared as though they’d never existed—which they hadn’t—and this truth was Revealed to the party. Gharifon once again stood in front of us, barring our path to the command tent, but this time it was truly Gharifon standing there, looking shocked as Varrin charged him.

He raised his hand to cast another shadow escape, but I was ready for it and countered with Dispel. The spectral hands growing from Varrin swung down toward Gharifon, and the action was mirrored by Varrin himself, cleaving through Gharifon’s soul with the spiritual edition of Kazandak. The caster clutched his chest, but his look of shock quickly morphed into a smirk. As soon as the blade cut through his soul, it was already knitting itself back together, though the threads of energy that repaired the damage were dark and emitted a sense of endless hunger.

Before Gharifon could fully recover, an arrow flew through the air and exploded into a toxic cloud an inch from his chest. Gharifon coughed and waved his hand through the air as if to clear the poison gas, but Varrin cut his soul through again. Gharifon stumbled to the side, and I cast an unchanneled Explosion! next to his elbow, betting he had the Fortitude to take at least one good hit. He let out a strained yelp as he ragdolled away, and I swear he gave me a wave while he cartwheeled through the air, but his arm was probably just broken. Either way, he looked like he’d live. We hurried forward before he had the chance to stand up and fucking bow again.

Varrin drew the true Kazandak and cut through the tent’s side as another pair of Littans closed in on us, their expressions taut as they struggled against Xim’s fear effect, which the cleric was wholly consumed by focusing on.

Before we entered, however, I heard a new type of explosion and turned to see one of the ballistae firing into the forest. The bolt it shot created a large swath of mana-fueled fire that began consuming the vegetation where Shog hid. Between the siege weapon and the small army of Delvers hunting for the c’thon, I decided it was time for Shog to exit the battlefield. I canceled Dimensional Summon, dismissing him back to his home plane. Hopefully, he was still in good enough shape to deal with any of the c’thons hunting him on the other side. I expected him to have a newly acquired tentacle the next time we saw him. Satisfied that a third of the Littans were now searching for an enemy that didn’t exist, I followed the party into the command tent.

The interior was sparsely furnished, with a large table to one side bearing a map and various papers dominating the space. A large hole descended into the ground, leading to a tunnel lit by glowstone lamps and surrounded by hastily constructed wooden railings. The railings looked designed to keep someone from accidentally stumbling into the pit rather than security against unwanted entry.

In the corner was a female Littan lying on a cot, her abdomen covered in bandages and her soul clouded with the same dark lines I’d seen within Tavio. This was the third person whose soul I’d felt when Tavio’s group fought The Operator. Seeing her now, I still wasn’t sure where I’d met her before, but I was certain that we’d crossed paths.

Tavio himself was leaning against the wooden railing, looking at us with an exhausted expression.

We came to a stop as we entered the tent, waiting for the Littan to make a move, but he didn’t. The butt of his spear was planted in the ground, pointy end facing upward. He looked us over, and the murky substance in his soul stirred.

“You look like shit, Tavio,” I said. He smiled and shifted his weight from the railing to his spear.

“That creature fighting General Connatis has some interesting skills,” he said, voice strained. “The wounds it inflicts cannot be healed by anything other than time, it would seem.”

“Wicked damage,” said Varrin. “Rare, but formidable.”

“It is as you say,” said Tavio. “Some sort of passive. It affects all of its attacks. Very frustrating to deal with.”

“Then you’re in no shape to fight,” I said. “Move aside and we’ll be out of your hair. We only want to enter the Delve.”

Tavio nodded but stayed where he was. “The archway will not activate for any of us,” he said, “but I suspect you have a way in?”

“Yes,” I answered, gambling that honesty would yield a quicker solution than dodging the question.

Tavio held up a hand as a pair of Littans entered the tent behind us. They halted at the gesture, but tightly gripped their weapons and gave us menacing stares. “Then I have no interest in stopping you,” he said. “But I want to ask you something before you go.”

Varrin glanced back at the new arrivals, then took a step toward Tavio, looking like he wanted to force the Littan out of our way, but I placed a hand on the big guy’s shoulder.

“What?” I asked.

“Yaretzi,” said Tavio. “What happened to him?”

I considered the question, then made a quick decision, trusting my gut. When Tavio had originally attacked me, he’d seemed curious—in a very aggressive and painful way—but not outright evil. That, on top of the fact that Sam’lia’s divine fire did not mark him as being worthy of judgment, made me think he may have fallen in with a bad crowd.

I packaged up the memories of our fight with Yaretzi, then gently offered them to Tavio with Reveal, the same way I’d done with The Operator. Either Tavio already knew what Yaretzi was, in which case his attitude toward us wouldn’t change, or he hadn’t realized he was working with a psychopath, in which case he might begin to question the people he was allied with. Tavio twitched when I touched his soul, but he grinned soon after.

“I did not think you had Spiritual abilities,” he said. “I’d decided you had a Dimensional attunement. Curious.”

He accepted the memories, then stepped to one side as he absorbed them. Varrin jumped over the railing and into the tunnel leading below ground, followed quickly by Nuralie, Xim, and Etja. As I passed by Tavio, I saw a series of complex expressions cross his face while he reviewed what I’d given him. Confusion, sorrow, anger.

“He killed Littan soldiers?” Tavio asked, disbelieving.

“You should choose your party members more carefully,” I said. “Gharifon is trouble as well. Maybe worse.”

I hopped the barrier, then took one last look at the injured woman in the corner. Laying on the ground next to her, beside a set of dark leather armor, was a wide-brimmed hat. A memory of a Littan smoking a pipe in a half-finished dungeon sprang to mind, and then I rushed down after my allies, musing over how Tavio had really bad taste in allies. I hoped that the duchess he worked for wasn’t the same, but I wasn’t going to hold my breath.

Tavio stopped the other Littans from pursuing us, and we soon found ourselves in front of the entrance to the Delve.

It was little more than a stone archway that looked like it had been buried underground for centuries, likely longer, and had only recently been excavated. There was no door or tunnel beyond it, no indication that there was a facility of any kind that it led to. On the other side of the arch was just more dirt.

I looked over the arch, briefly examining its plain surface. There were carved symbols in a language I didn’t recognize, and while I suspected it was designed to house a portal, there was no obvious way to activate it.

Before I could ask the party for ideas on how to jumpstart the thing, Etja reached out and ran her fingers along the arch. Reality shimmered before us, and a silvery portal appeared.

“New portal color,” said Xim, peering into the swirling magic. “Neat!” She slapped a hand onto its surface, then disappeared.

The rest of us followed suit, and our journey into Deijin’s Descent began.
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There was a tug at my gut and a sensation of weightlessness as the world blinked. An instant of darkness cut off my vision, and then a field of endless stars burst to life. The pinpricks of light shimmered in the black, turned a slight shade of blue, then began to slowly move in an arc. Each left a trail of light in its wake, and soon the universe was a mass of glowing azure circles.

I was frozen, unable to move for several minutes. A chill invaded my body, and my lungs began to protest a lack of air as I couldn’t even take a breath. Eventually, a pair of eyes opened before me, inches away. Had my muscles been responding, I would have flinched. My paralysis definitely saved me from letting out an undignified squeak.

The eyes studied me with irises simultaneously dark as the void around me while also radiating vibrant, prismatic light. As we stared at one another, I began to sense that the eyes were not inches from my face. I had nothing to act as a frame of reference for scale, but I knew that the eyes were distant—as distant as the blue circles, which had begun to pulse and vibrate. I felt that each peering orb was vaster than an entire planet and that its scrutiny tore at the fabric of my existence.

A deep sound thundered through the universe, like the tantara of a thousand horns rumbling across an endless sky. Then, as though a camera shutter clicked, there was another stutter of absolute darkness. I found myself standing in a small, metallic chamber with runes covering every inch of its surface.

My vision swam, and I fell to my knees. Beside me, I heard the sound of retching and turned to find Nuralie on all fours, expelling the remnants of her last meal. Oddly, the sight reminded me that I hadn’t eaten since breakfast more than a day before and made me hungry rather than disgusted.

Xim knelt to my left, eyes staring into the middle distance. Varrin leaned against a wall, helmet off and gripping his head in both hands. Grotto floated to the ground and spread out his tentacles, apparently too unstable from the teleport to stay hovering. Etja was…

Etja was totally unaffected, and she looked around at us with worry. “Are you guys okay?”

“Fuck no,” said Xim in a hushed tone.

“What sights befell my mortal eyes?” asked Varrin in a hoarse whisper.

We got some version of an answer when a system message appeared.

You have survived the notice of a divine being! You are granted +1 LCK!

“It appears that we encountered some sort of deity,” I said as the others looked over the same message. Just as I began to sigh and lament the trouble that accompanied leveling Luck, we got another message.

You have survived the notice of a divine being! You are granted +1 LCK!

“Does that mean there were two?” asked Xim. “Or does that mean the one we ran into was a big deal?”

I read over the notifications with creeping concern.

“Not sure we’ll ever⁠—”

You have survived the notice of a divine being! You are granted +1 LCK!

You have survived the notice of a divine being! You are granted +1 LCK!

You have survived the notice of a divine being! You are unable to gain additional training stats to Luck.

“Oh, shit,” said Xim. “My Luck just got pushed up to 10.”

“Me too!” said Etja.

“Mine as well,” said Varrin.

Nuralie nodded, and I began to reply but paused again.

Your mind and body have been subjected to incredible dimensional forces. Your Dimensional Magic skill has increased from Level 21 to Level 24!

You led your party through an encounter that was significantly above your level.

Your Leadership skill has increased from Level 6 to Level 10!

“Skill levels on top,” I said. “We should take risky teleports more often.” I frowned after saying this, wondering whether the Leadership came from rushing the Littan camp or surviving whatever the shit we’d just survived. The Littan encounter made more sense.

I looked at Etja. “You seemed to handle whatever that was without a problem.”

“Compared to when I was born, it wasn’t that big of a deal,” she replied with a shrug. “But it was interesting!”

I reflected on the forces involved when Orexis violently shaped her body and soul from clay. She was even a clone of the avatar for a little while before morphing into the lovable, multi-limbed caster we now knew.

“Nearly a full level from Luck alone,” said Varrin. “My score was only 3, now I’m up to 10. I also got a handful of skill levels.”

There was another round of nods, then everyone began to study our surroundings in earnest. The stats and skill levels left me with two new evolutions to choose from, but I dismissed the notifications to get my bearings.

The room was small—about a hundred square feet—with cylindrical walls. Unfamiliar glyphs of varying sizes covered every surface. There was a regular pattern of large symbols the size of my torso, with the space between them filled tightly with smaller engraved runes, some tinier than my pinky nail. Aside from that, the chamber was empty.

“Obscure mystic symbols and no doors,” said Xim. “We must be in the right place.”

“You okay, Grotto?” I asked. The mini-c’thon was still spread out on the floor, and he slowly tilted his frame back to look up at me. Then he turned and looked over the walls.

[Teleports are not supposed to be like that,] he thought to us.

“At least this one didn’t try to kill us.”

[I am not so sure. This Delve is a test intended to be insurmountable by a Level 10 without any other advantages. That may have been the first challenge.]

Xim snorted, then asked, “What kind of challenge was that supposed to be?”

[Endurance? Willpower? Strength of mind? Individuals who coasted on raw talent would have been crushed. That required experience interacting with something greater than oneself. Or the ability to handle such an encounter, at least.]

“You don’t know for sure?” I asked.

[This is outside my realm. I have no knowledge of what is inside these challenge Delves. Even if I had seen the prior iterations, each generation is presented with new obstacles. Designing such tests is one of the purposes served by the Architects.]

“Hmm. All right,” I said. “Let’s stop dwelling on it and try to figure this out.” I gestured at the walls.

“Just remembering those eyes gives me a headache,” said Varrin.

“It gives me something,” said Xim. She grinned. “I kind of like it though.”

She seemed to like it a lot, in fact.

“Any insight into the runes, Grotto?” I asked.

The core looked over the walls again. The motion was awkward with him splayed out. He ingested them slowly, scanning the full perimeter. [No.]

“That’s all you got?”

[These symbols have no relationship to the weaves I am familiar with.]

“They look familiar to me,” said Etja. I glanced at her, eyebrows raised.

“Really? Part of your inherited knowledge?”

She gave me a nod, then ran a hand over the runes. She eventually stopped at one of several nexus points, where the smaller symbols all converged on one of their larger brethren. She sent it a pulse of mana, and the energy spread out through the engravings for about a foot in each direction, filling the sigils with a gentle light. Etja tapped her foot in consideration, then reached out and placed all four of her hands on the large rune and pushed a wave of mana into it.

The light spread throughout the room as Etja poured mana into the walls. It was only after the room was filled with a soft blue glow that I realized there’d previously been no discernible light source. Once the runes were completely filled and stable, Etja took a step back.

“Welp, out of mana now.”

“Between Nullifying the Littan ward and this, makes sense,” I said.

“Oh, I used a lot of my mana in the Littan camp to Nullify their ward, but it all regenerated by the time we got here. I put a full mana bar into this.”

“Eh? You’ve got Fast Recharge, so to get all your mana back without any other regen takes five hours.”

“You are correct, Mister Party Leader,” she said with a smile.

“So either that teleport took five hours,” said Xim, “or something else filled her mana up for her.”

“I don’t have any overload or mana toxicity debuffs. I don’t feel like someone put a potion in my belly, either.”

“Even with one of Nuralie’s potions,” I said, “that’d take around 40 minutes to refresh your pool. That’s still a lot longer than it felt like we were stuck in that in-between place.” I took a deep breath. “Again, probably best not to dwell on it. Any idea what the next step is?”

“Party Leader places their hand here,” said Etja, pointing at the rune she’d been touching.

I stepped forward and touched the rune without giving myself the chance to consider all of the different ways it might lead to unknown and potentially terrible consequences. The runes on the walls flared, then began shifting to merge. After a minute of the symbols mingling, they formed into a row of new shapes that lacked the intricate linework of weaves and looked more like letters.

Looking at the letters made me feel like my brain was being stuffed full of concepts to the point where it gave me sensory overload. It was like pure, absolute truth was being delivered to me, but my mind was so overwhelmed with its majesty that I had no capacity left to comprehend what it was saying. I looked away once my vision blurred, and there were suddenly two of everything. The knowledge I’d gained from the experience drained out of me.

“This is worse than looking at your grimoires,” I said to Xim. She managed to peer into the glorious symbols for several seconds longer than myself, but eventually averted her gaze as well. Where my experience left me somewhat disturbed, her face told a very different story. She bit one of her fingers, cheeks flushed.

“Is this an erotic experience for you?” I asked.

“I got a level in Divine just from looking,” she said through heavy breaths.

That wasn’t a denial.

“I’m happy you’re enjoying yourself.”

“This is Celestial!” said Etja.

“Language of the divine,” said Varrin. “Not too surprising, but tells us that whoever made this place could harness words of power.”

“First,” I said, pointing at Varrin, “putting the question of what the hell that means on the back-burner, but you have my curiosity.”

“Second,” I said, pointing at Etja, “what’s it say?”

“With Celestial, a lot of nuance gets lost in translation,” she said. “Normal language can’t express the ideas with the same clarity and precision, so keep that in mind.” She stepped away from the wall and reviewed the text further.

“Welcome,” Etja read. “You have proven yourselves worthy of undergoing the trial. Based on my understanding of the—” She paused and furrowed her brow. “Based on my understanding of the ‘tethered’ world, this is a laudable achievement. Do not rejoice, however. Your path is incomplete, and the risks to your lives are, uh… The risks to your lives are manifold.

“If any of your number had failed to appear within this chamber, know that they would have perished for lacking conviction. This is but the beginning. The challenges do not change—and they don’t get easier. It means both. The challenges do not change if the number of party members is ‘reduced.’” Etja stopped and squinted. “This one is tricky… Um, ‘cherish’ your allies, for their survival is your own.

“While this Delve has been created to test you, it has not been created to ‘slaughter’ talented individuals needlessly. You will each be evaluated, and remedial measures may be offered to ensure that you have reaped the appropriate rewards from the System before continuing the trial.

“To begin, place your hands on the… the nodes? The confluences?” Etja looked frustrated with translating the final word until five luminous rings appeared on the wall. “The glowy circles!” she said triumphantly.

We all exchanged a few looks. As a group, we were apprehensive but determined. Without discussion, we each touched the rings.

A gentle vibration ran through my body, leaving me with skittering goosebumps. The process took only a second, and then the text changed.

“All party members are at Delver Level 6,” Etja said, reading the new script. “Suggested Delver Level: 10. Incomplete active, passive, and intrinsic skill catalogs. Equipment evaluation…” Etja paused as her eyes ran ahead. She turned to look at me. “It says everyone is adequate, but it suggests a few upgrades, especially your armor.”

“No surprises there,” I said, feeling the holes in my steel breastplate beneath the discount-camo blankets strapped to my body.

“It says that it’s really bad.”

“Yeah, I get it.”

“It harps on it a lot,” she continued without pause or hesitation. “It says it’s surprising you even made it here without dying.” I gave her a blank stare in reply. “It just makes it seem really important that you do something about it.”

“Fucking hell, can we move on? What am I supposed to do—carve a new breastplate out of the damn walls?”

“She’s just telling you what it says, Arlo,” said Xim. “Don’t get mad about it.”

“Never shoot the messenger,” said Varrin. “It is tactically unsound.”

“I’m not mad at her!” I said, waving an arm in frustration. “This Celestial thing is being a dick!”

“It’s right, though,” Xim countered.

“I didn’t say it wasn’t!”

“Anyway,” Etja said. She cleared her throat and continued. “Remedial measures are strongly encouraged. Would you like to initiate remedial measures? Yes/No.” She turned and gave me a questioning look.

“Anyone opposed?” I asked, putting aside my irritation.

“It is a Delve,” said Varrin. “Whatever these remedial measures are, they will not be a handout.”

“Yeah,” said Xim. “It might teleport us to four Delves in a row or something.”

“Is that a problem?” I asked.

Varrin held out a hand and gently made a fist. “Our skills,” he said, looking forlorn. “When will we level our skills?”

“While killing shit,” said Xim. “Let’s go!”

“Yeah, I’m with Xim,” I said. “Unless you want to stand here and train until we’ve each got 200 total intrinsic levels.”

“No,” he said, hanging his head. “Let us move forward.”

“Right.” I turned back to Etja. “We’ll do what it suggests.”

Etja smiled and looked back to the text. She stood there for a while, and then her smile faded. “It doesn’t say how to accept it.”

“I mean…” I stroked my beard as I thought. I decided to go with the simplest potential solution. “Oh great and mysterious being of Deijin’s Descent, we acknowledge that we suck and accept your offer of remedial measures.”

Gears began clicking, and the hiss of sliding metal sounded as a large panel of the wall slid into the ground. It revealed a wide doorway leading to a dimly lit tunnel.

“Delves need more variety in their architecture,” I said, studying the plain, rectangular hallway. “Should we discuss any evolution options we have before venturing into the unknown?”

As if hearing my idea, the room began to twist and shrink, forcing us into the corridor.

“Hmm, well, never mind. Tally-ho!” I marched forward into the dark, with the party close behind.

At the other end, we found a massive and incredibly well-equipped training facility. The scale alone was breathtaking, stretching for miles in every direction and with a ceiling as high as a modern skyscraper. On the far side of the facility was a large portal, surrounded by an archway. Carvings of countless monsters were set into the arch, with forms varying from supreme beauty to something that made you want to delete your eyeballs. As we entered, we got a notification.

Reach Level 10 in 30 days or less.
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“Hot damn,” I said, looking over the massive space.

The area was partially set up like an expo or swap meet, with fairly open regions exposed to a large central path running between them. Of course, the Delve’s Big Honkin’ Training Expo had booths several hundred times larger than one might see at their local crafts fair. I could also spot several areas that were completely walled off, possibly for skills or professions that didn’t play well with others.

At a glance, I could see dedicated space, equipment, and supplies for working on a half dozen skills directly in front of us. One was full of cloth and other textiles, including a wide selection of leather—both tanned and raw. Another was filled with an orchestra’s worth of musical instruments and had a small stage with comfy-looking chairs set before it. There was even what looked like a rudimentary machine shop, full of raw materials along with gears, springs, and various other small gizmos and trinkets that I couldn’t name because I didn’t know shit about mechanical engineering.

Intrinsic skills came in all shapes and sizes. Each had some way to benefit a Delver. Even the skills that seemed esoteric, like Animal Husbandry, could be put to effective use inside a Delve. Outside of a Delve, skills that focused on things like Mercantile were more useful than something that might be superior within a Delve like Athletics. Still, there was an argument to be made that being able to procure equipment at low, low prices or amassing vast hordes of wealth were both helpful when conquering a Delve. Money might not be able to buy happiness, but it sure as hell could buy sweet gear. The point is, there was a skill to complement any mortal pursuit, and they all had value.

That being said, deeper in is where we found the good stuff.

There were racks of armor and melee weapons that went on for hundreds of feet; an entire bowyer and archery range that covered more than a square mile; obstacle courses that could simulate any weather condition; a combat arena the fucking size of a modern football stadium; a veritable army of magic-resistant target dummies ready to be abused by spells.

These were the training halls for people of action, more action, and who had a skewed perspective on the quantity of violence that should exist within a healthy work-life balance.

Each space was also accompanied by a library of texts covering all aspects of the attendant skill, ranging from things as simple as Baby’s First Sword to more advanced material like Bleed Effects for the Master Exsanguinator. The place was designed to take anyone from zero to hero in any skill imaginable, and we had it all to ourselves. I was practically drooling.

But we only had it for thirty days, and Varrin immediately killed my buzz by further shortening that timeline. “We cannot get Delver levels from training skills,” he said. “I assume the portal takes us to a Delve or other challenge with an obelisk.”

“Thirty days to reach Level 10,” Xim muttered. “So, we’ll need to clear whatever is through the portal before that timer runs out.”

None of us had to ask what the penalty for failing the objective was. Unless the notification said otherwise, there was only ever one penalty for failure: death.

“The question is,” Varrin continued, “will it force us to undergo four Delves in a row? If so, how long will that take?”

Without any good answers to those questions, we made our way to the portal in search of clues. The gate was nearly a hundred feet tall, and we studied the engravings along its arch intently, searching for any hint as to what lay beyond. All of the carvings were representations of monsters, which gave us little information beyond the implication that what lay on the other side would be… monsters. However, there was a single line of text on the wall beside the portal, written in Celestial. Sadly, it wasn’t terribly helpful.

“Take with you only what you owned when entering,” Etja read, “and what you have crafted while inside.”

“Can’t stuff the whole alchemy lab in my inventory,” I said. “Dang.”

“Some of the raw materials alone are incredibly valuable,” said Varrin. “That lab had entire chests full of ruby chips. Pocketing those items would be more efficient if one wanted to steal.”

“Nah,” I said. “I could fit most of this stuff in the Closet.” That elicited a few curious looks.

“How fucking big is the Closet now?” asked Xim.

I opened my inventory screen and took a look.

“A little under 5 cubic miles. Half of that can be assigned as inventory.”

“That’s…” Xim tried to wrap her head around the scale, then jumped into the air to survey the training space. She had a 20-foot vertical, so she could get a much better view over the lower structures with the leap. She landed with ease and turned back to me. “I think this place is bigger.”

“Yeah, but it’s mostly empty space,” I said. “I bet I could shove all the actual stuff inside my inventory. Well, maybe not the damn colosseum, but you get the idea.”

“Regardless, it is forbidden,” said Varrin.

“Unless I make a colosseum,” I said, scratching my chin.

Varrin rolled his eyes. “What is our plan?”

“Well, the longest that a Delve has taken us is around three days,” I said. “If we have to do four in a row, then twelve days would be a safe amount of time. On the other hand, look at all this incredible shit we have access to.”

“We could have done The Mimic Delve faster,” said Xim.

“That would have been irresponsible,” said Varrin.

“What’s irresponsible is not taking advantage of this place for as long as possible,” I argued. “Most Delves take a day or less. If we assume we can progress at our average Delve speed, that’d be something like thirty hours per Delve. So, five days.”

“With no rest in between,” Varrin grumbled.

“This place could be a honey pot,” said Nuralie. “Designed to keep us here.” Pause. “Whatever is through that portal might take the full thirty days.”

I shook my head.

“I doubt it. That Celestial person said that our intrinsic skill catalogs were ‘incomplete.’ If the remedial measures are meant to help us fix our shit, we’re supposed to use this place. Besides—” I gestured broadly at the surroundings. “You think they’d go to this much effort for a trick?”

“Depends on who ‘they’ are,” said Xim.

“The Old Ones? The System?” I said. “When has an objective ever lied to try and trick us into killing ourselves?”

“It would not be lying,” said Nuralie. “The objective tells us to gain Delver levels. It did not say anything about leveling our skills. Whatever that entity told us about remedial measures is external to the objective.”

[There will be a Delve Core here as well,] Grotto chimed in. [We are not categorically opposed to deception, although I admit this would be an incredible dedication of resources for a simple trap.]

“This Delve is meant to test us, right?” I said. “If this is a trap, then what would it be testing? Our ability to pass up on a good thing?” I turned to my familiar. “Grotto, from what you’ve said, part of the test for Delvers is risk tolerance.”

[Risk is often rewarded, while cowardice is punished.]

“If I were to set this thing up, I would make it so this training hall is only available once,” I said. “As soon as the Delvers go through the archway, they’d get locked out. It forces them to take a calculated risk with the timeline.”

[I—] Grotto began, but hesitated.

“Come on, brother,” I said. “You’ve already been spilling some of the beans. You can’t keep hoarding all the knowledge out of fear of the System.”

[Would you say the same if you knew speaking the wrong truth would cause your demise?]

“The System wouldn’t give you a warning first?”

[Perhaps…]

“Then just take it slow and give the System the opportunity to tell you to clam up.”

Grotto’s feelers shifted as he looked around with an equal amount of shiftiness.

[I believe that what you propose would be a more likely scenario than this area being a dedicated misdirection.] He stopped and looked up toward the ceiling, waiting for the heavens to strike him down. I gave him a thumbs-up for encouragement. [This hall would serve as both a reward and a trap.] He stopped again, but no tribulation was forthcoming. [The reward would be rapid skill-ups so long as you are diligent and willing to expend a portion of your time limit within. The trap would be that if you are greedy and take too long, you perish.]

I clapped my hands together and gave Grotto a shallow bow.

“Thank you,” I said. “Thus, the simplest explanation is that we’re intended to train here and proceed when we feel confident in speed-running our way to Level 10.”

“We could probably already do that,” said Xim.

The statement hung in the air, and we all stared into the portal, lost in thought, until Varrin broke the silence.

“A week,” he said. “We should give ourselves at least a week to conquer whatever is through the portal.”

“I’ll take it,” I said. “Anyone else uncomfortable with that?”

“Yes,” said Nuralie. “But I am uncomfortable with many of the things we do. I will not oppose that plan.” Everyone else agreed.

“Fantastic,” I said. “That gives us 23 days to train. Now, the first thing I’m going to do within this chamber of infinite wonders is”—I took a deep breath for the drama of it—“eat dinner.”

“Yes!” said Etja. “I’m starving!”

“We also haven’t slept in two days,” said Xim.

“We passed an impressive kitchen earlier,” said Varrin. “Fully stocked.”

“Where do the ingredients come from?” I asked.

“I’ll think about that after eating them,” said Xim. She was already marching back toward the presumably infinite food source. The rest of us followed soon after, the need for sustenance winning out over our fatigue.

Etja volunteered to cook. Over dinner, we talked more about what The Operator had told us. Its claims were world-shaking, if true, but it used a lot of qualifiers while giving its take on the avatar problem. Ultimately, we had no way to verify its claims, and they dealt with matters so important that we didn’t want to blindly trust the enigmatic Architect. Grotto was also skeptical, although he placed a great deal of weight on The Operator’s opinion. We decided that proceeding as we had so far would be best. We’d keep what The Operator told us in mind and try to confirm what we could.

None of us wanted to believe that an apocalypse was unavoidable. Maybe we couldn’t destroy the System, but there had to be something we could do to keep the cycle from repeating, or at least to stop the avatars from rampaging. What that was exactly, none of us knew, but laying back and assuming that the world was doomed wasn’t acceptable to any of us. For the moment, all that was left for us to do was progress.

After dinner, we agreed that a solid night of rest would be in everyone’s best interest. Before we were willing to call it a night, however, we chose to discuss the evolution options each of us had received. Everyone in the party had hit 10 in Luck at the same time, which meant everyone had at least one evolution to choose. I also had a Leadership Evo to pick, and Nuralie had a Divine Evolution she couldn’t put off for any longer.

“Why did you wait so long to pick something?” I asked. Nuralie’s Divine skill was currently at 15, so she’d been sitting on the evolution choice for a while. The loson’s tail swished uncomfortably at the question. I tried to figure out a tactful way to ask a follow-up, but Varrin saved me the effort by bluntly stating what I was thinking.

“You have some history with the churches here in Eschendur,” he said. “I have not probed before because it has not been my business, but if trouble from your past is causing you to ignore evolutions, then that affects us as a party.”

Nuralie sighed and sat back in her seat. “I did not find my options appealing,” she said, tapping a claw-like nail on the hardwood tabletop. “The first evolution drew strength from my conviction, which is something I have struggled with. The second strengthened my Divine skills, of which I only have one. The third helped me with delivering ‘Divine justice.’ I am not sure what that even means for me.”

“Is there a reason you’re referring to them in the past tense?” I asked.

Nuralie nodded. “One of the options has changed. It is”—pause—“something I think I can work with.”

“Changed?” asked Xim, perking up. “I didn’t know the options could change.”

I motioned for Nuralie to continue. Rather than explaining the evolution, she simply shared the System text with us.

Inquisitor

Your relentless pursuit of divine truth has enabled you to detect entities imbued with deific influence. You gain Magic Sense (Divine) out to a number of feet equal to your Divine Magic skill level. This sense also reveals entities considered sacred or profane to your deity.

“Any form of magic sense is powerful,” said Varrin. “Beyond that, Divine magic sense may be especially useful within this Delve.”

“That’s just the appetizer,” said Xim, eyes re-reading the text. “This reveals entities sacred or profane to your deity. Stealthed, invisible, hidden behind a wall, buried underground. It’s not even limited to people or monsters, it’s ‘entities.’ If something within your detection range is sacred or profane, it’s revealed. Hells, it doesn’t even specify that it’s revealed just to you. This ability might reveal it to everyone around, or at least your allies.”

“That is similar to Arlo’s ability to reveal stealthed or invisible opponents,” Varrin added. “But it is automatic and applies to more than just living things. It likely has the benefit of specifying whether it is profane or sacred as well. That could be immensely useful.”

“Guess that title from Zenithar Zura is coming in handy, after all,” I said. “What is your deity, by the way? You said that you wouldn’t choose one of the three churches. Wouldn’t this ability require you to pick between Deijin, Hyrach, or Geul?”

“No.” Pause. “My revelation, the reason it has caused me… difficulties… is because it granted me a vision of the three gods of the Eschenden as one being.”

“One being?” I asked. “Like a trinity type of deal? They’re three different things, distinct from one another, equally divine, but ultimately part of the same god?”

Nuralie's eyes widened and she looked at me in bewilderment.

“What?” I asked. “Am I way off base?”

“No,” she said. “I just did not expect you to have such a profound understanding of my situation.”

“You’re not exactly a theologian,” said Xim, also looking at me skeptically.

“I was raised in a tradition that believed in that concept, so it’s not that weird to me.”

“I see,” said Nuralie. “But, yes. Deijin, Hyrach, and Geul are each part of a greater whole. This idea is inconsistent with the teachings of the Eschenden.” Pause. “The entire structure of the Church is based on the idea that they are separate beings working in unison.”

“And some church authorities gave you shit for figuring it out?” I asked.

“That is one way to say it.”

“Hmm, I would say ‘fuck those people,’ but since your entire nation is theocratic, I can see why that’s not the best response.”

“Indeed.” Nuralie crossed her arms, looking uncomfortable with the discussion.

“Regardless of the religious implications,” said Varrin, “the evolution is excellent.”

“If it works with all three Eschen gods, then it’s even stronger,” said Xim.

“Assuming that it works that way,” said Nuralie. “I have not been very devout during my time in Hiward.”

Xim reached over and placed her hand on Nuralie’s. “We all stray,” she said. “Once we return, our faith is stronger for it.”

Nuralie's eyes darted to her, then back to the table. She swallowed, then sat up straight in her chair. She shifted her gaze between a few invisible screens, then let out a breath. “I accepted it,” she said. “Now I would prefer that we move on to”—pause—“someone else.”

I rapped a knuckle on the table.

“I’ve got a Leadership evolution,” I said. “The first two options take work, and I don’t like them. The third option, however, is objectively perfect.” I shared the screen with the party.

Auradin

The effects of your auras on allies are 1% stronger per level of Leadership.

“More health regen?” said Xim. “I won’t complain.”

“Right?” I said. “Who Needs a Cleric? is really strong at low level, but the bonus to regen it gives is linear, while health grows exponentially with Fortitude. This will help it keep up while giving me an excuse to pick up a second aura if I see one I like.”

“I assume this is another aura ability mentioned in that book Umi-Doo gave you?” asked Varrin.

“Yes, it is,” I said. “Feel free to apologize for insulting my choice of an aura passive when we first met.”

“You never apologized?” asked Xim, giving Varrin a motherly glare. “That aura saved our lives in the Toxic Grotto!”

“I apologized,” said Varrin.

“When?” I asked.

“I apologized generally,” he said. “For my behavior during the Creation Delve.”

Xim shook her head in disappointment. “I think you need to look Arlo in the eye,” she said, “and tell him that auras are the greatest.”

“That would go a long way to restoring our friendship,” I said, placing my hands behind my head and relaxing back in my chair.

“I’m too tired for this,” said Varrin, “but fine.” He locked me with a murderous stare. “Auras are the greatest, my dearest friend Arlo.”

“Kind of feel like I need to sleep with one eye open from now on, but thanks.”

“Luck!” shouted Xim, startling me. “I got the one that makes me hit sometimes when I would have missed.”

“Like that ring we found?” I asked.

“Yeah, but it’s better because it’s not a gaudy ring and doesn’t have charges or take up an item slot.”

“There are slots?” asked Etja. “Is it one ring per finger?”

“Only if eight of them are non-magical,” said Xim.

“It has not become an issue yet,” said Varrin, “because we have not acquired too many notable items. Each magical item draws on your mana matrix. It can only sustain so many.”

“But how many rings can I wear?” asked Etja, sitting forward.

“As a rule of thumb, your total stat requirements from gear should not exceed your total number of stat points,” he answered. “Skill requirements are treated separately.”

Etja did some jewelry math in her head and seemed satisfied with the result of her calculations.

“My Luck evolutions are all crit related,” said Varrin, bringing us back to task. “I am taking the one that gives me a 10% chance to deal double damage with melee attacks.”

“Same,” said Nuralie. “For ranged attacks, though.”

“I got crits for spells!” said Etja. “What about you, Arlo?”

I pulled up my evolutions for the execrated stat of Luck, having ignored them so far out of principle.

“Let’s see,” I said as I reviewed the first option.

Divine Favor of JuRoQi, The Dread Star of Heaven: Speak the Dread Star’s true name and be seen. Ask one question and be answered. Should you survive the Dread Star’s truth, forget its name for seven days.

I drummed my fingers on the table.

“Just what I always wanted,” I said. “Some cryptic bullshit.”

I put my thoughts about the portentous text on hold and moved down to the next option.

Divine Favor of JuRoQi, The Dread Star of Heaven: Speak the Dread Star’s true name and be seen. Ask one question and be answered. Should you survive the Dread Star’s truth, forget its name for seven days.

I froze, beginning to realize that something was deeply wrong with my evolution choices. I looked at the third option and was met with exactly what I expected.

Divine Favor of JuRoQi, The Dread Star of Heaven: Speak the Dread Star’s true name and be seen…

I stared at the three identical choices, then showed the text to my party members.

An eerie chill filled the air as they read, and I started to appreciate how fucked up the options were when Varrin began weeping blood.
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Xim recoiled from the shared text, whatever desire she’d held for experiencing god-like secrets fleeing from her. Etja wore a grim expression like I’d never seen. Grotto’s eyes flitted from side to side as he read and re-read the notification, seemingly undeterred by whatever force was impacting the others. When I glanced at Nuralie, she looked between the others with unease.

Varrin batted at the air, physically dismissing the shared message, then stood and staggered away from the table. He clutched at his gut and doubled over, looking like he was about to return the food the magical kitchen had gifted us. Xim got to her feet and followed, placing a hand on his back and sending a Heal into him. I turned and raised an eyebrow at Nuralie.

“What?” she said. “Your evolutions are always disturbing.” Pause. “I stopped looking at them.”

“Oh.” I grimaced and scratched the back of my head. “Probably for the best.”

[Why do you break everything?] Grotto thought, giving me an accusatory glare.

“You think I choose to have the System treat me like its pet monster? It’s been offering me evos with horrifying implications since day 1!”

[Your presence invites disruption, regardless of culpability. And do not blame the System, it had no hand in this.]

“Sorry, what?” I’d looked away from my familiar to check on Xim and Varrin while he rebuked me for things out of my control. The big guy was standing straight again, though he was supporting himself with a hand on the metallic wall. He’d managed to keep dinner down.

[The text returns an error message when I view it. “Evolution choices have been overridden by an outside force.” Some unknown entity has intervened on your behalf.]

“Saying it’s on my behalf implies a positive meaning that I’m not sure I agree with.”

[Nevertheless, something has interfered because it has taken note of you. No one else received such an option.]

I narrowed my eyes at the mini-c’thon but chose not to engage further in the petty argument.

“What did everyone else see?” I asked.

“I cannot remember,” Varrin growled. He turned, one trembling hand gripping his sword hilt tightly. His eyes were clear from the healing, but his cheeks were still sticky with blood. “Something about speaking with… something. I grow tired of being battered by the wake of domineering creatures.”

“It had a divine nature,” Xim said. “But it was so far beyond anything—” Her voice caught, and she swallowed. “What did it tell you?”

“Don’t,” Etja said, fixing me with grave eyes. “Don’t speak the name.”

I thought twice about telling the others anything about the evolution as I appraised Etja. Her entire body was wound tight, looking like a stranger inhabited her. The thought left a sinking feeling in my gut, given her history.

“It offered me the ability to ask someone a question,” I said slowly, not looking away from Etja. “It hinted—not so subtly—that receiving an answer would be very dangerous. It has a one-week cooldown, sort of.”

“Sort of?” said Nuralie.

“It makes me forget the, uh, code word to use it for seven days.”

Pause. “Code word?”

“It’s a true name,” said Etja. “I couldn’t read it, but the feeling I got when trying was unmistakable.”

“True name, like it gives me power over the entity?” I asked. Etja shook her head.

“That’s so wrong; it’s dangerous. A being will always know when its true name is spoken. It doesn’t matter how far away you are, even if entire realities separate you. No spell or weave can stop it. It will know absolutely, and it will know who spoke it and where they are.”

“Maybe I skip the Luck evolution,” I said.

“And risk offending something this powerful?” asked Xim.

“If it really wanted to talk, I feel like it would just swoop in and grab me up for a conversation. Having an option to choose feels like a trap.”

[Some magics require that a choice be offered,] Grotto thought to us, his feelers anxiously snaking through the air. [Many functions of the System operate under that rule, for instance.]

“I’m getting pretty strong ‘demonic pact’ vibes from this,” I said.

“Does it require any sort of payment?” asked Xim.

“I mean, aside from having an evolution burned into my body and soul, no.” I reviewed the text again. “Wait, if I can see the true name in the description, do I even need the evolution?”

“I doubt it’s demonic, but pacts with more powerful beings are real,” said Xim. “It sounds like choosing the evolution is part of the pact. If there’s no payment, are there restrictions?”

“Yeah. I get one question, then seven days of name amnesia.”

“Then saying the name without agreeing to the rules would be like…”

“Right. Like any agreement without a contract,” I finished. “You’d be depending on the good faith of the other party not to screw you, while they’d be watching for you to try and cheat them as well.”

“I was going to say it was like dueling without agreeing not to kill each other first, but sure.”

“It doesn’t say that it won’t try to kill me.”

“It’s probably implied,” said Xim.

“I like my terms to be express, but I get it. No way to cheese my way around the evo if I want to contact this thing.”

“Did you use cheese as a verb?” asked Xim. “Why?”

“It means to use an exploit or find an easy way to do something that’s supposed to be hard.”

“Why does that translate to cheese?” she asked.

“Probably because cheese is delicious,” said Etja.

“There is no reason to decide right now,” said Varrin. “We are weary and have been through a lot these past few days.”

“Yeah, let’s break for the night,” I said. “If it’s even night right now. We can reconvene in the morning.”

There was a round of fatigued assent, and we found our way to a suite of personal rooms. Unlike most of what I’d seen within Delves, the furniture was well-kept rather than decaying or reduced to dust. We each had our own chamber, and I fell asleep on a bed that was likely older than civilization.
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Sleep did us a lot of good but did not bring any clarity as to the evolution. Reticent to waste any more time in the training hall than we had already, I made the executive decision to procrastinate making a choice. We all laid out our plans for the upcoming twenty-two and a half days.

“I’ll use the sections for spell training and work on my shaping,” said Etja. “My Dimensional 20 evolution makes shaping for AoEs twice as effective, but I want to test it out before using it in a fight. I’ve also got some work to do on minefield, pipe, and funnel.”

“What are minefield, pipe, and funnel?” I asked.

“They’re shapes!” she said. “For mana-shaping.”

I cocked my head to one side.

“You have categorized shape archetypes?”

She nodded. “Yep!”

“That’s a good idea. It probably makes training them a lot more effective than just pumping mana into a spell and hoping it works out.”

“Yep!” she said again.

“I will spend a few days making as many potions as I can,” said Nuralie. “Getting everyone a stock of health and mana potions will speed up training. I went through many products during our assault on the Littans, so I need to replenish those as well.”

“Ohhh, endless mana for spell training,” said Etja, clasping her hands together in glee. I was glad she was back to being jubilant and excited rather than a dour harbinger of eldritch disaster.

“That is very thoughtful and exceptionally helpful,” I said. “What about after making potions?”

“I found a chamber flooded with divine mana,” she said. “There are panels with different runes that can be swapped in and out. I do not know what many of them mean, but there are symbols I recognize for Geul, Hyrach, and Deijin.” Pause. “I will work on fully forming my revelation.”

“I can help with that,” said Xim. “I haven’t been able to use it much, but I have a Theology Evolution that grants me a lot more sensitivity toward other people’s revelations. I can probably help direct your training. I also have a lot of experience with communion.” She smiled at Nuralie. “If you want my assistance, that is.”

“I—” Pause. “I would appreciate that very much.”

“Working on anything else, Xim?” I asked.

“Oh yeah!” Xim said. “My Divine is at 37, my Shields is at 19, and my Light Armor is at 18. I bet I can get all of those to the next evolution break point.”

“Damn,” I said. “That’s a lot. Going from 37 to 40 is supposed to take a while.”

Xim shrugged.

“I have a bunch of buffs toward leveling my intrinsic skills.”

“Hmm. Speaking of buffs, I think I’ll finally use that human racial trait that gives plus 100% to crafting skill progression.”

“Which crafting skill?” asked Xim. “Beard Trimming?”

“That’d be part of Barbering & Cosmetology, but no.”

“Is it Antics?” asked Etja.

“Wisecracks?” said Xim.

“Fatherly Humor?” offered Nuralie.

“Those are all part of Performance, and also not crafting skills. Again, no. It’s⁠—”

[Arbitrary Side-Tangents of Dubious Utility?]

I huffed and glowered at Grotto.

“Perhaps it is Consorting with Evil,” offered Varrin.

You could hear a pin drop.

“Humor isn’t your strong suit, Varrin,” said Xim.

“We were joking?”

“Wait, what evil am I consorting with?” I asked.

“Shog is objectively evil,” he replied.

“I think of him as a morally gray, secondary protagonist.”

“He eats people,” said Xim.

“They’re bad people, though.”

[He would consume anyone in this room without hesitation if he did not view you as a superior predator.]

“Grotto has also been responsible for countless deaths,” Varrin added.

[Those were acts taken as part of my duties as a Delve Core. Those people knew what they would face when they entered my Delve.]

“The first time we met,” said Xim, “you tried to mind-control us into getting our organs scooped out by a psychopath.”

Grotto’s feelers twisted.

[I was coerced.]

“It’s Smithing!” I said, trying to re-rail the conversation.

“Good choice!” said Etja. “You can make new armor for yourself. The Celestial voice was super-concerned about your⁠—”

“I know what it said,” I grumbled.

“What about you, Varrin?” Etja asked.

“Blades,” said Xim, Nuralie, and I at the same time. Varrin crossed his arms and looked affronted.

“You did not even give me a chance to respond,” he said. I gave him some side-eye.

“What are you planning to work on, Varrin?” I asked, monotone.

He fidgeted, tapping a finger on his biceps.

“Blades,” he said. “I think I can get to the Level 40 evolution if I focus on it exclusively.”

“Aaaanyway,” I said. “I can summon Shog tomorrow if you want a sparring partner. I should still have 16 hours on the cooldown. Let me check.” I brought up Dimensional Summon and took a look. “Or the cooldown has already reset. Geez, how long were we in that portal?”

“You could summon Shog; we can ask him,” said Xim.

“Are you suggesting that I Consort with Evil to uncover hidden truths?” I grinned, already casting the spell. A portal tore open the universe, and a mass of feelers, muscular limbs, and a body-fat percentage that would make any professional body builder envious floated out.

“Slayer, I am glad to see you did not perish. That nest of mice was more impressive than I expected.”

“Thanks, Shog. Glad that you’re okay as well. See, guys? Would someone who’s evil care so much about my well-being?”

“Shog, why are you glad Arlo’s alive?” asked Xim.

“Had he passed on, Demoness, it would be more difficult to acquire Delvers to consume.” He pulled out his rapier and saber, his stolen Littan hands flexing along their grips at the end of two long feelers. “The power I gained by feasting on the gaudy one was unparalleled.”

She gave me a fierce see-what-I-mean? expression, then turned back to the c’thon.

“Still not a demon.”

“As you say, demoness.”

Xim’s mouth made a line thinner than Bible paper.

“How long has it been since I dismissed you, Shog?” I asked.

“I have seen 71 sunrises since our last battle together.”

My eyes went wide as I blanched.

“More than two months?!” I shouted. “Also, how were you so quick with that answer?”

[Are the days on your planet longer or shorter than those here?] asked Grotto. I nodded enthusiastically, hoping that Shog’s planet had a faster rotation.

“On average, the days on C’thon are 12% longer,” he answered immediately, once again displaying a miraculous talent for fastidious time-keeping. “As are the nights,” he added for clarity.

You could hear a lighter pin drop.

“I’m just… I’m gonna pretend I didn’t hear that,” I said.

“They probably think we’re dead,” said Xim, as calm as someone reporting on the weather. Slightly overcast with a chance of widespread destruction. Not too hot, though.

“Like so many other things, this changes nothing,” said Varrin. “We are not powerful enough that our presence in Arzia would deter the avatars from causing further damage, and our party cannot afford to further antagonize the Littans. What we have already done in Eschendur will bring down a great deal of political scrutiny. Our absence will not be missed, and we have been given time for the Littans to forget about us.”

Varrin’s appraisal was a touch callous, but he was right. We’d been teetering on the edge of being an Eschen military asset. He also reminded me that, despite our meteoric growth, we weren’t very important on a global scale.

“Then we need to work on becoming powerful enough to deter the avatars,” said Xim.

“Which will also make us more resistant to political bullshit,” I added. “We have our work cut out for us. If no one else has anything to add, we should start milking this place for everything we can.”

“Yeah!” said Etja, pumping a fist into the air. “Then we can use that milk to cheese our way to greatness!”
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One might wonder why our party valued the Training Expo so much. The short answer is that it was going to save us a hell of a lot of time. The long answer is:

Arlo’s Treatise on Why Varrin Goes Bananas for Intrinsic Skill Levels

Delvers have access to three types of skills: actives, passives, and intrinsics. I like to think of the relationship between these three as that of a murderous jazz trio.

Actives are the essential skills that let you do things like cast spells or use techniques. A Delver is limited to 10 total, and there are few (painful) ways known to swap them around. These represent the flashy lead instrument in a Delver’s arsenal. The sexy tenor of a saxophone played by a mysterious man wearing sunglasses in a dark and smoky club. They need the shades ’cause they’re in the spotlight. Summoning Shog, Oblivion Orb, and Dispel are three fine examples.

Passive skills are powerful buffs that always exist in the background. There are only 4, and if there is a way to change them, no one talks about it openly. A good passive will help to determine the entire approach a Delver takes to their build. They’re the bedrock, the bass guitar played by a nondescript person in the shadows. Easily forgotten, but sorely missed when they’re absent. My aura is a passive.

Intrinsic skills are the percussion, the drums; a technical player with impeccable timing who lays down the tempo for everyone else. While the crowd’s attention is focused on the lead, an amazing lead cannot overcome a bad percussionist. A solid percussionist, however, can elevate an entire group of mediocre musicians. Blunt, Shields, and Dimensional Magic are three of my main intrinsics. They are the easiest of the three categories to swap out, but doing so costs all of the skill’s progression and starts you back at Level 1 with the new skill.

Most intrinsic skills have passive effects that scale as the skill levels, such as the escalating physical defense granted by Heavy Armor. Intrinsic skills also determine the power of some aspect of most active skills. Dimensional Magic has just as much of an impact on the damage of my Oblivion Orb as my Intelligence. But the most satisfying part of intrinsics is the evolutions.

There are five break points for evolutions, which are the same as the break points for stats: 10, 20, 40, 70, and 100. Evolutions might significantly boost a Delver’s build efficacy, offer the chance to take powerful actives, or even grant new abilities that don’t count against the active skill cap. While attribute evolutions affect general aspects of a Delver’s potency, intrinsic evolutions are laser-focused and more powerful for the specific competency they are evolving. Strength is great for swinging a hammer, but Blunt is usually better.

Because of their significant impact on potency, most Delvers have strict goals for their intrinsic growth before they are willing to tackle the next level of Delves. Training intrinsic skills takes time, however, and is thus the main bottleneck for most Delvers trying to advance through Delver levels. This goal is generally defined by a Delver’s total number of intrinsic skill levels.

For coppers… it’s honestly not that big of a deal because copper is trash and boring to talk about. Silvers generally want to gain 3 levels in total intrinsics between each Delve, which translates to 12 skill levels per Delver level. This will place silvers at 90 total intrinsic skill levels by the time they’re done with 30 Silver Delves, which is typically when they drop down a difficulty to Copper because of the escalating difficulty problem.

Golds aim for 7 levels in total intrinsics between each Delve, which is 14 skill levels per Delver level. That gives them 210 total skill levels by the time they’re done with 30 Gold Delves before they drop down to Silver. When I fought Yaretzi, he was Level 17, full Gold, which is more Gold Delves than the typical progression. Assuming that he followed a standard skill formula, he would have had 238 total intrinsic skill levels at minimum.

Platinums are rare enough not to have a common standard, but Varrin’s push was for us to gain 20 levels in total intrinsics per Delver level. This was, of course, something at which we had failed gloriously, given our manic pace through the lower levels. Our training stats allowed us to make up for the lack of robust intrinsics, but it’s a deficit that had caught up with us some.

So, to be a well-rounded and healthy Level 10 Platinum—according to Varrin—I needed to have 200 total intrinsic skill levels. One way to accomplish that would be to have all 10 intrinsic slots filled, with an average skill level of 20. This formula starts to break down once total intrinsics gets close to 400 since getting skills above 40 takes a lot more effort focused on specific accomplishments. But if we were to take it all the way through Platinum, we’d have 600 skill levels after 30 Delves.

I had 8 intrinsic skills and 135 total intrinsic levels. That put me in a good place for Level 6, though I’d had a deficit before my training with Khigra, the fight with Yaretzi and the Littan military, and my encounter with whatever the shit was in that portal. Probably the Dread Star—the jerk responsible for my dictated Luck evolution—if I had to take a guess.

An average Delver could generally get 1 intrinsic skill level per month. The lower levels heavily weight that figure since getting intrinsic skills to Level 10 is pretty quick, and then there’s a significant slow-down between each evolution. Regardless, at an “average” pace, it’d take me five and a half years to bridge the gap between 135 and 200. Ain’t nobody got time for that.

Most Delvers were nobles with important noble duties like collecting taxes, attending balls, and spending their money. They also did some governing, but that’s more of a side gig. This means that most Delvers were not working on their skills full-time. Intrinsic skill growth was also gated by the limited availability of scarce resources, the monopolization of competent trainers by the wealthiest families, and the general hoarding of knowledge by, well, everyone. Even an expert hired to help a Delver skill up wouldn’t divulge their most sensitive secrets, and no amount of money could buy you a crafting material that no one had.

Inside the Training Expo, our party suffered from none of these limitations.

The Smithing zone consisted of a small library, a smithy, and a mana-weaving studio. The library contained texts that would guide a Delver from their first level in Smithing, with comprehensive manuals and treatises up to Level 40. There were some books that spoke to advanced techniques above that level range, but leveling after 40 was heavily impacted by the individual. There wasn’t much “standard” advice, just examples of what had been accomplished by others in the past.

The smithy was a comprehensive forge and workshop. Notably, it contained a mana-powered furnace—an emerald chip providing practically unlimited fuel—and more ingots of various metals than I could hope to use in the time I had. These included mundane iron and steel, Madrin, dark iron, various precious metals, and something I’d never seen before. The manuals referred to the metal as Verdantum, and it had inherent self-repairing and poison-resistant properties. There was even some frozen steel and a small inverted forge to work it, which was covered in a perpetual layer of frost and emitted a glistening vapor.

The mana-weaving studio was a blessed addition to the space that I was excited to find. Mana-weaving was an important component of most crafts, although it was not mandatory. Most crafters chose to incorporate at least some weaving, but others often specialized in manipulating the base materials, which were then handed off to those who focused on weaves. Mana-weaving was the part of Smithing I was most interested in, and I’d even gotten a head-start on it by memorizing a book on runes gifted to me by Umi-Doo.

While I was looking through this treasure trove of resources like it was my birthday (and I was turning an age young enough that people still cared), Grotto discovered what may have been the most important addition. There was a metallic orb covered in runes set into an alcove of the workshop that looked much like a Delve Core. When Grotto poked it with a bit of mana, the runes lit up, and it floated into the air to greet us. While it wasn’t a fully-fledged murder ball like my familiar, it had a complete internal library of interactive experts to guide my progress. These could be projected like straight-up sci-fi holograms to demonstrate the more physical aspects of the craft and give me appropriately disappointed glares when I sucked at something.

I decided to name the core “Agent Smith.”

I had unlimited materials, a wealth of available knowledge, a menagerie of experts to teach me, and no external demands on my time aside from the looming death clock.

I also had the +100% progression bonus to crafting from my human racial boon.

My goal: armor that made people stop questioning my sanity—at least for the purposes of the protection that it gave. I was still going to make it look fantabulous.

My first step was to obtain the Smithing skill, which was as easy as asking Agent Smith to give me the System prompt. I was then guided through the process of smelting and forging 100 small Madrin squares. I engraved a rune into each square until I had a plate for every basic mana-weaving rune used in Smithing.

Each rune represented a basic concept, which was granted greater specificity by adding additional complexity. There was a rune for heat that could be embellished to become fire, which could then be refined into fire resistance and then into fire absorption, etcetera.

The neat thing about runes was that they could be aligned into a sequence that created conditional effects such as automatic triggers, if/then statements, activation code words, or identity requirements. These were all more advanced than what I needed or would become capable of in the limited time I had. Nonetheless, this was an extremely important factoid because it made runes a language. I had a very nice birth sign bonus for languages.

Spectacular Vernacular: You have an eidetic memory for languages and an intuitive grasp of grammar. You learn new languages and dialects at incredible speed.

I’d already memorized the runes in Umi-Doo’s book, and the process of refining the runes into more specialized forms was instinctual once I got going. By the time I’d finished my 100 plates and powered them with a coating of powdered ruby chips—also provided by the Delve—I’d already snagged my first 5 levels in Smithing.

After that, I moved on to working the different types of metal into basic forms, eventually working my way up to functional plates for use in different types of armor. Gauntlets were a pain since they had so much articulation. To my surprise, however, the breastplate was the most difficult because of its semi-organic form, size, variable thickness, and the necessity of proper weight distribution. By the time I’d figured all of that out, twelve days had passed, and I was up to 11 in Smithing.

The System had also given me a mini-objective amid my armor-making to craft a variety of chains, which awarded me a bonus level in Smithing. I completed it—because free level—but it confused me at first. I hadn’t heard of similar quests at lower levels, but it made more sense once I saw my evolution choices.

1) Enhance Metal: You specialize in the refinement of high-quality metals. For each evolution in Smithing, metallic items you craft are 10% lighter, and weaves applied to them are 5% more effective.

2) Armorsmith: You specialize in the production of the toughest and most stalwart of armors. Effects you weave into metallic items governed by the Heavy Armor skill are twice as powerful.

3) Chainsmith: We know you like whips, but what about chains? You have mastered the crafting of metal chains and can make them with inherently magical abilities for magical nights in with your dom. Effects you weave into chains—and the satisfaction you gain from their use—are twice as powerful.

Additionally, whenever you craft a chain of any length, you can choose to imbue it with one of the following properties:

Extension. With 1 second of concentration, the chain can magically lengthen ;) itself up to twice its normal length or shorten :( itself to half its length. The maximum length is doubled :D and the minimum length is halved :((( for each evolution you have in Smithing other than this one.

Resilience. The maximum weight the chain can support is doubled for each evolution you have in Smithing.

Animation. You can issue commands to the chain, which it will perform. The chain gains a movement speed equal to your Smithing skill in feet per second and can fly, though at least one link of the chain must be touching the ground for it to move. If it takes an action that requires an attribute or skill (such as unarmed “grappling”) it uses the attributes and skill levels of its commander. It cannot make attacks or contests. With 3 seconds of concentration, you can relinquish command of the chain to another individual; if you do—which we bet you will—you may no longer issue commands to the chain unless they relinquish command back to you.

I was back to being abused by the System. It had even baited me into the trap by giving me a free skill level! Part of me felt like the System was trying a bit too hard to find ways to kink-shame me, but if it got me free shit, I didn’t really care. The System could drag me through the mud as much as it wanted so long as it kept handing out rewards whenever it did.

I ignored the fact that accepting punishment in exchange for self-gratification was playing right into its hands.

Enhance metal was a solid catch-all, but I preferred to specialize. Chainsmith was annoyingly cool, but I didn’t want to give the System the satisfaction. I was tempted by the idea of creating burning chains that flew around on their own and wrapped people up—a combo that’d make Guardian Lito proud—but it was not meant to be. In the end, the choice was easy. I wanted better armor; I wanted to focus on weaving; I picked Armorsmith. Sorry to disappoint.

The rest of my time was spent crafting myself a suit of armor. It was an outrageous pace for learning how to smith and then being able to complete an entire set of armor, but the Smithing skill’s magic shenanigans gave a big boost to the speed of everything involved. This was further augmented by the super evolution to Intelligence Nuralie got from The Cage:

Rote Memory: You understand not only the academics but the kinesthetics behind your crafts. Your crafting speed is increased by 2% per point of INT when using manual tools.

Super – Collective Memory: Up to 4 designated allies in your party gain 50% of the bonus you receive from Rote Memory while within 1 mile of you.

It was an ability we’d taken little advantage of, but a huge boon to getting everything finished with the time available. Nuralie had a 28 Intelligence, which granted a 28% increase to my crafting speed.

For the metal, I chose the peculiar Verdantum. Dark iron was too heavy and interfered with mana flow. That made it ideal for pure physical fighters who wanted easy spell protection, but that was a net negative for me, even if I could wear it. Madrin had served me well as a lighter metal that gave a minor buff to weaves, but I couldn’t pass up an opportunity to work with something that I wasn’t even sure existed on the outside. If Verdantum was in the Delve, I assumed there were deposits in Arzia, but it might have only been found in remote regions. Maybe it was buried under some of that moon that got dropped on the planet.

Using a rare metal would make augments or upkeep more difficult, but the metal was naturally self-repairing, and this would be an intermediary suit of armor anyway. I’d outgrow it before long, especially if I kept training up my Smithing and raised my Strength so that I could wear something heavier. There were yet more uncommon materials used at higher levels.

Verdantum was in the same weight class as Madrin but lacked the weave buff in favor of its regenerative properties and poison resistance. With the amount of abuse my armor saw, the self-repair alone was worth more to me than the weave bonus. I was also already resistant to poison from my Exposure Therapy achievement, so stacking more on top would make me pretty stout against poison hazards and attacks.

As far as the weaves, the strength of what I could apply was limited by my Smithing skill. The rules are mildly complicated, but the short version is that stat requirements from weaves couldn’t be higher than my Smithing level, and I could only have 1 copy of each specific weave.

I was pretty happy with what I ended up with.

Verdantum Bascinet of the Soul

Requirements: 10 STR, 10 CHA

Armor Rating: Medium-high

Effects: Spiritual DR +20, +2% Poison Resistance, Self-repair

Verdantum Cuirass of the Redoubt

Requirements: 10 STR, Heavy Armor 10

Armor Rating: Medium-high

Effects: Physical DR +10, +4% Poison Resistance, Self-repair

Verdantum Gauntlets of the Catapult

Requirements: 10 STR, 10 AGI

Armor Rating: Medium-high

Effects: +20 thrown weapon damage, +1% Poison Resistance, Self-repair

Verdantum Leg Harness of the Traveler

Requirements: 10 STR, 10 WIS

Armor Rating: Medium-high

Effects: -20% to teleportation mana cost and cooldown, +2% Poison Resistance, Self-repair

Verdantum Sabatons of the Quickfoot

Requirements: 10 STR, 10 AGI

Armor Rating: Medium-high

Effects: +20% movement speed, +1% Poison Resistance, Self-repair

After sequestering myself in the smithy for three weeks, I finished the set with a day to spare. The armor was naturally a forest-green hue, and I decided to leave it as-is. I used my extra time to attach a series of small loops to secure my feather boa and was happy with how the violet and fuchsia mingled with the green. It was like I’d become a beautiful flower, emerging at the end of a miserable, steely winter.

I’d also opted for a closed-face helm, which hid some of my glory, but protecting the money-maker took precedence. I made a mental note to acquire a colorful feather plume to attach to the top. Something to match my boa would really bring the whole set together. My vest, unfortunately, had to be worn beneath the armor. The cuirass was too bulky for it to fit on top.

Finally, after a good night’s sleep and a hearty breakfast where the party went over our gains, we prepared ourselves to enter the portal.

Powerleveling is what we had for lunch.
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“We don’t know what’s through this portal,” I said. “If it’s a Delve, we need to hit the ground running.”

“We should still move with caution,” said Varrin. “But we should spend as little time looking at the scenery as possible.” He gave both Xim and me a pointed look.

Xim crossed her arms.

“Hey, I only waste time looking around for research purposes,” she said.

I mirrored her body language.

“And I only waste time,” I said. Varrin raised an eyebrow, waiting for the second half of my statement. There was no second half to my statement.

“We can lean on our stat advantage,” he continued. “Overwhelm the regular enemies with aggressive tactics without relying on intricate tricks that take time to set up.”

“It’s a bad time to be stingy, as well,” I added. “We can’t worry about burning consumables.”

“Can’t drink a potion if you’re dead,” said Xim.

“We have many,” said Nuralie. She’d spent nearly half her time in the Training Expo concocting, focusing on formulas she could make efficiently. She’d already handed us each a dozen health and mana potions, with some stamina potions to boot.

“All right, standard diamond formation,” I said. “Shog, you’re in the front with me. Grotto, stick with Xim for now in case you need to buff her Heart of Scary spell.”

“That’s not what it’s called,” Xim said, scrunching her nose.

“The real name’s too long. Does anyone else have business before we enter?” No one volunteered anything. “Okay, buffs up.”

I cast Life Warden on Etja while Xim placed her blessings of Pounding and Hunger on Varrin. With everyone set, I squared my shoulders and stepped through the massive portal. This time there was no intermission within a mind-crushing non-space.

I exited into a chamber lit by a bright, blue-green hue. Large plants glowed with bioluminescent light, each more than 20 feet high. Their leaves were the size of sedans and dripped with condensed moisture from the humid air. My boots crunched on coarse soil as I moved from in front of the portal. Shog came through next, quickly followed by the others.

I scanned the space for any signs of enemies but saw none. I took a moment to inspect the ground, finding it interspersed with fist-sized rocks. The dirt was amassed into small clumps that broke into granular pieces, each the size of a grain of rice. I looked back up to the plants, finding tall, thin stalks rising between the leafy bushes. I walked up to one, still keeping an eye out for danger. It looked like a massive stalk of grass. Taking in the area as a whole, I felt like I’d been shrunk down and dropped onto a forest floor.

The ceiling was only 40 feet above us, however, and there were no impossibly large trees or other vegetation, so I put the theory of Honey, I Shrunk the Delvers out of my mind. Once everyone else had gotten their bearings, we exchanged silent nods and moved forward.

After passing the first group of leafy bushes, we found an obelisk less than 50 feet ahead.

“Uh, that was quick,” I whispered.

Shog hovered up beside me while everyone else gathered behind.

“Did it take us straight to the end?” asked Xim.

“I—” Shog’s hand on my shoulder interrupted me.

His long, too-many-jointed fingers wrapped all the way down to my chest. I was momentarily distracted by his razor-sharp claws tapping on my armor and the closeness of his thick, powerful feelers. It reminded me that my summon was 8 feet of floating, unadulterated horror.

I gave him a questioning glance, and he gestured above us with a tilt of his head. I looked up and spotted a large creature clinging to the ceiling between the leaves. As my eyes landed on it, it dropped, its body tearing through the vegetation and landing on the ground with enough force to send tremors through my body.

The monster was the size of an elephant, rising ten feet off the ground and more than 20 feet long. It was covered in thick, leathery skin that was dark in color with a yellow tinge. Its torso sat low to the ground, supported by six fleshy legs with bear-like paws at their ends, and its head was nearly as wide as its body. It had no snout or nose, but two slits crowned its skull, which huffed and spat vapor into the air while its mouth—a circular mass of teeth—pulsed and squirmed. A pair of wide-set, beady eyes looked at us with the empty gaze of a fish.

Lardigrey: Beast, Grade Fourteen

We all tensed, and I readied my hammer for a throw, but Shog’s hand moved from my shoulder to gently push my weapon back down.

“Slayer,” he purred, “allow me to test myself against this creature.”

I looked between my summon and the monster. Shog was two grades lower than the beast.

“Alone?”

“Yes.”

I shot a glance at Varrin. The big guy shrugged, and I relaxed my stance.

“All right,” I said. “We’ll jump in if it looks like you’re having trouble. We don’t know what’s coming up after this, so we need everyone in good shape.”

“It will not be necessary.”

The c’thon pulled out his rapier and saber with two Yaretzi-handed tentacles and floated forward. The Lardigrey snuffled at the air, then snorted and angled its body to follow Shog. A croaking growl rumbled through its body, spits of liquid shooting from the slits.

Before Shog could get too close, it charged, paws digging into the ground and trodding with thundering beats. The growl turned to a hoarse roar, and its mouth opened wide. When it was 10 feet from my summon, the mouth launched out from its body on a long, slimy tube as thick as my torso.

Shog flew to the side with more speed than I knew he was capable of, thrusting his rapier into the creature’s flank. The blade’s tip bounced back from the monster’s thick skin, and Shog followed up with a slash from his saber, but it also failed to penetrate. The beast turned sharply, and its mouth struck at Shog like a snake.

The c’thon whipped out with a pair of tentacles and knocked the striking mouth off course, maneuvering himself further toward the monster’s rear. The beast continued to spin as Shog sent more exploratory thrusts and slashed at its armored hindquarters.

After a few more quick attacks, Shog hovered up into the air. The monster reared back and batted at Shog with its meaty paws, talons raking, but Shog easily dodged. The beast’s back legs coiled, and it launched up at the c’thon as though its enormous bulk were meaningless. Shog swept back from the lunge, staying out of the beast’s reach while his stinger-tipped tentacle landed three quick attacks into his enemy’s face. Three more of his feelers wrangled its eel-like mouth. The beast fell back to the ground with a deep thud and began running its two front paws over its head in frantic strokes. Apparently, the stinger had found purchase.

Shog looked down at the beast from on high, studying it until it abandoned its hectic grooming and turned beady eyes back up to him. It took a few steps back, crouching low and readying itself for another leap.

Shog reached into his beard of tentacles with his humanoid hands and pulled out two greatswords.

One was the ocean-blue c’thonic bone greatsword that Varrin had received from our Creation Delve. The second was the big guy’s frozen steel greatsword that he’d recently replaced with Kazandak. Shog hefted them, dual-wielding the six-foot blades like they were as light as his rapier. When the beast charged forward and leaped into the air, Shog spun his body and brought the bone sword across the monster’s face.

There was a crack as the blade landed, its edge also rejected by the creature’s flesh. However, unlike the lighter swords, this one had weight behind it. The Lardigrey’s head snapped to the side, its slithering mouth trailing behind it like a lolling, alien tongue. Before the beast could fall, Shog finished his spin and stuck the monster along the neck with the tip of the frozen steel greatsword. It cut through the skin, leaving a two-foot gash behind, though it was shallow.

The monster landed on its side, its paws scrambling as it tried to right itself. Before it could, Shog passed the bone greatsword off to a pair of feelers and gripped the frozen steel blade in both of his “normal” hands. He angled back so that the end of the weapon pointed down at the Lardigrey, then blasted down through the air in a blur. As the beast struggled to its feet, Shog connected and drove the blade directly into the wound he’d carved. The sword sank deep, the armored skin of the beast no longer an obstacle. Shog’s strike was angled so that the blade entered through the wound at its neck but traveled into the creature’s torso. In an instant, the entire blade was buried inside the beast.

A burst of vapor blew from the Lardigrey’s skull, and then it crashed to the ground.

Its legs twitched as Shog drew the blood-covered sword from the beast’s body, but the creature was otherwise still. Shog studied it for a moment, then drove the blade into the monster’s skull through one of its beady eyes. There was no reaction. I felt a swell of pride toward my summon for being an adherent to the double-tap philosophy.

There was a moment of quiet on the battlefield until Xim stepped up beside me.

“Was that it?” she asked.

Your party has slain 1 Lardigrey: Beast, Grade Fourteen. Your party receives the following rewards:

1) 14 Emerald Chips

2) 1 Lardigrey Essence

3) Personal Loot (Shog’tuatha) 1 Segmented Core

All party members receive their personal loot.

Party Leader has set chip and currency allocation to: Even Distribution.

You receive: 2 Emerald Chips.

Remainder of 4 Emerald Chips have been awarded to Shog’tuatha for outstanding contribution.

Party Leader has set item allocation to: Master Looter

Party Leader receives all other rewards.

“I guess so,” I said.

I mentally toggled the post-combat notifications to stop listing repeat information like the loot allocation settings, then walked up to the body and looked it over. I prodded its skin, finding it rough like low-grit sandpaper and as hard as solid stone. I knocked on it with the head of my hammer, eliciting a gravelly thunk as though the entire beast was made of rock.

“Excellent work,” said Varrin as he approached Shog.

He pulled a few hand towels from his inventory and handed them to the c’thon. Shog accepted the towels with a feeler, holding them out and studying them like an alien artifact.

“You are using your saber for slashing, but it’s also effective for thrusting,” Varrin said. He held out a hand, and Shog passed him the blade. Varrin demonstrated a few moves. “You are relying too much on your feelers for power in your thrusts. You should try to strike with your entire body to put more weight behind the attacks.”

I watched the interaction, finding the master-student relationship the pair had formed satisfying. Shog had been Varrin’s primary sparring partner during training, and the big guy had managed to grind his Blades skill up to 40 like he’d wanted. It also turned out that Varrin had the Educator intrinsic, which rose 5 levels while the pair trained and helped Shog’s Blades skill grow by leaps and bounds.

Varrin continued giving pointers until the obelisk lit up and began thrumming with energy. Arcs of mana flowed out of it, soaking our bodies in new power. I felt my spirit grow denser until the flow of mana ended a few seconds later. I checked my status, finding 8 stat points ready to be distributed.

“I do not feel like I earned that,” said Nuralie.

“Yeah,” said Xim, tapping a finger on her chin in thought. “Grotto, I thought we had to ‘prime’ our mana matrix through challenge and combat for the obelisks to work. We didn’t exactly do anything here.”

[Your training likely served the same purpose, and do not forget that I reforged your mana veins to an ideal form.] He floated around Xim, looking her up and down. [It is also possible that you are all freaks with an absurd tolerance for mana augmentation.]

“I like the second one better,” I said. “I was born this way.”

[Your entire body was reshaped by Fortune while you spent millennia in stasis.]

“That’s a sort of birth,” I argued. “Anyway, what’s that item you got, Shog?”

My summon looked up from where Varrin was demonstrating how to clean his blades using the towel. The big guy had little bottles of cleaning agent and oil set out on the ground beside them.

“I am uncertain,” said Shog. He reached into his beard and pulled out a grapefruit-sized orb. It was the deep-red color of the Lardigrey’s blood and covered in armored plates. The moment Shog got a good look at it, his eyes went wide, and he shoved it beneath his beard again. There was an audible gulping noise as the c’thon swallowed it.

“It was a tasty snack?” asked Etja.

“The orb is a slow-release form of condensed mana,” Shog replied.

“So… it was a tasty snack. For mana fiends!”

“A good enough description.”

I watched as Shog’s grade jumped from 12 to 13 in real time.

“Damn, that works fast,” I said.

“No. I was already on the cusp of advancing. It will continue to release energy for several days.”

“Terrifying,” muttered Nuralie.

Shog went back to Varrin’s caretaking instruction, and I peered around the obelisk chamber.

“I reckon we don’t need any downtime,” I said.

“We should assign our stats at least,” said Xim with the vacant eyes of a person studying their menus. “I’ll just add 2 to everything I care about.”

“I will work on reaching 20 in Agility,” said Varrin as he supervised Shog.

“So you can use the bedazzled cloak of flying?” I asked.

“There are many good reasons for a melee fighter to have superior dexterity and control.” He pointed out a smudge of viscera Shog had missed. “But the cloak would be useful, yes.”

“I will finally get my Fortitude to 20,” said Nuralie, though she sounded reluctant. She gave me a defeated look. “You wore me down. The other 4 will go to Agility. I feel it will be more useful than Intelligence if we are fighting.”

“I will become wiser,” said Etja in a solemn tone. “And more charismatic!” She did a cartwheel and ended it with a spin and a bow. “How about you, Arlo?”

I looked at my screen and was about to throw my points into Intelligence, but hesitated. Stats needed to be assigned within 24 hours of receiving them, or they started to decay. However, if the Delve pushed us through the rest of the levels as quickly as it just had…

“I’m holding onto them,” I said.

“Why would you do that?” asked Xim.

“He has that dumb achievement,” said Nuralie. “Dumping.”

“Hey, it’s not dumb,” I said. “Overpowered is what it is.”

“It’s dumb because it makes me jealous.”

“I agree,” said Xim. “Totally stupid.”

“What does the achievement have to do with anything?” asked Varrin.

“The ability gives me a free stat point for every 5 I spend,” I said, ignoring the haters. “I can normally only get 1 per level since a Platinum Delve grants 8 stat points. Since stats decay, I can’t save them up. But if I were able to get 2 levels…”

“You would have 16 stat points,” Varrin finished. “Which will give you 3 uses of Dumping for two levels’ worth of stats.” He kicked the Lardigrey corpse. “I hate you.”

“That’s what we call min-maxing,” I said, doing a little jig.

“Stop that,” said Xim. “It’s ridiculous.”

I continued to cut a rug, undeterred. “I think what you meant to say is that I’ve got style.”

“I can teach you to dance later,” said Etja. “Since you don’t know how.”

I gasped. “No! Innocent Etja, they’ve corrupted you!”

“That burned more than my Judgment spell,” said Xim.

“Wait,” said Nuralie. “We should try and get the achievement as well.”

I frowned and brought up the achievement notification.

Wowee! You spent all your character creation points on a single stat! A truly inspired and nuanced build. As a reward for your foolhardy bravery, you have earned the Dumping achievement!

Dumping: After spending 5 or more stat points at once on a single attribute, you are granted 1 additional point in that attribute. This effect is retroactive.

“I got the achievement for spending creation points,” I said. “Not regular stat points.”

“That does not mean there is no other way to receive it,” said Nuralie. “There may also be a different achievement for spending a large number of regular stat points.”

“Canceling my point allocation!” said Xim. “Glad I hadn’t hit confirm.”

“What are you thinking, Nuralie?” asked Varrin.

“We know that assigning 1 level to a single stat earns us nothing special,” said Nuralie. “We attempted as much before while trying to get the achievement.”

“So we try it with 2 levels?” asked Xim. “Assign 16 points into one stat all at once?”

“One of us can try it that way,” Nuralie replied. “If that does not work, another of us can wait to assign 24, assuming we face more rapid level gains like this one.”

“That would mean holding back a lot of points,” I said. “It might make the challenges tough.”

“Risk and reward,” said Xim. “Just like Grotto preaches.”

“I agree it is worth trying,” said Varrin. “I will save my points as well.”

“Okay,” said Etja. “I guess I will stay unwise and less charming for now.”

Xim patted her on the shoulder to console the mage.

“If that is settled, we should move on,” said Varrin. “Cautiously.”

“Agreed,” I said, spinning around and looking at our surroundings. “How do we do that? There’s no portal.”

There was a deep rumble, followed by a cascade of cracking stone. I looked up toward the noise, eyebrows crawling up my face.

The ceiling began to collapse.
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Chunks fell away from the ceiling above, crumbling down on us like the ancient structure had suddenly felt the weight of its age and given up. Hunks of stone, some larger than the Lardigrey, crashed to the ground as we all strafed and dove to avoid being crushed. We were all heavily resistant to mundane damage, but no one wanted to test how effective that was against the tons of rock threatening to squash us.

Fortunately, we all had the benefit of maxed-out training stats in Agility and Speed, which adjusted the difficulty of avoiding the largest slabs from “impossible” to “demanding.” Too much fell for us to avoid everything—aside from Varrin, who wove through the debris with the speed and grace of a gazelle made of neoprene rubber. I grunted as a cantaloupe-sized piece of rubble collided with a pauldron. My armor absorbed the brunt of the impact, but the force told me enough to keep out of the way of the largest fragments.

A rain of gravel plinked and clattered across my body as I leaped to one side to avoid a scrap the size of a cow. It impacted the soft dirt with a low thunk, kicking up clods of soil to mix in with the growing haze of rock dust beginning to cloud the air. Shog’s tentacles whipped around him, knocking aside anything smaller than a basketball while flitting between the larger pieces. Xim had Grotto tucked beneath her round shield, protecting the core, who was our most vulnerable team member.

The destruction began at the center of the room, directly above the obelisk, and rippled outward. After ten perilous seconds, the middle of the ceiling had fully disintegrated. I scrambled over uneven terrain to reach the area, which was now free of shedding boulders, finding Nuralie and Shog already there. Xim and Grotto were close behind, with Xim hunched over and enduring several fist-size pieces striking her back. Varrin slashed through a rock falling toward Etja, and the pair moved out of harm’s way as well, putting the whole party inside the safe zone.

A quick glance at my interface showed that no one had lost more than a few points of health, and I looked up, curious to see what had been revealed beyond the shattered ceiling. Less than 20 feet above where the original ceiling had been was another enclosure, but this one was distinct from anything I’d seen inside of a Delve before.

Rather than plain stone or dark, rune-covered metal, the new ceiling was a sprawling network of endless gears and cogs. They were hardly visible in the rapidly dwindling glow of the bioluminescent plants, which were quickly becoming buried. I peered through the dark, using my enhanced vision to study the intricate web of unmoving machinery as the cacophony of destruction resounded for another full minute, the walls crashing down in a final crescendo of demolition. Finally, silence filled the space, broken by the occasional tumble of unsettled pebbles.

Amid the smaller ratchets and wheels were larger gears interspersed at regular intervals. They brought order to the otherwise chaotic mess of interwoven hardware. There were at least a hundred, each one bearing a symbol engraved onto the hub at its center. Most were unfamiliar, and many were obscured by the dark, but I recognized a few from my practice with mana weaving. Heat, cold, pierce, spirit; they were basic forms of the fundamental building blocks of runework.

I took them in at a glance as I searched for threats in the enlarged space. Everything was silent and still, but a form dominated one side of the room, the dull glint of metal barely visible in the dark. It was a shadowy mass the size of a two-story house. The moment I’d looked it over, it began emitting a low hum, followed by ticking clinks that rapidly grew in tempo.

One of the large gears above us groaned and came to life.

It rotated with stops and starts, its movements jerky and uneven as it dislodged a torrent of soot and rust. As the offscourings joined the settling stone dust, the movements of the gear smoothed out until it squeaked and spun at a consistent pace. After a few seconds, it moved as though it were freshly oiled, and the rune on its face came to life. Once it began burning with a ruby glow, it wasn’t hard to make out what it said.

Mind.

Veins of mana pulsed out from the gear in an irregular pattern of sharp lines and hard angles. They spread across the entire mass of gears, the smaller cogs beginning to turn as energy passed through them. Soon the sound of clanking metal and drumming mechanisms banished the tenuous silence with the roar of a factory in full swing. The room was lit up in a color that reminded me of red emergency lighting.

Fierce jets of steam began to burst from a few spots in the ground, firing in brief spurts powerful enough to clear the rubble above them. Smaller rocks were sent flying so high it was as though they sought to reclaim their place in the ceiling, but the insistence of gravity brought them back down to add organic pops to the mechanical racket as they landed.

The geometric mana made its way to the dark form at the edge of the room, and its body lit up with yellow bulbs crackling with electricity. It was a mess of brass tubes and rotating side rods. On its front was a clock with a 30-foot diameter, all hands pointing to 12 o’clock, but there were no numbers on its face. A hundred runes matching the gears above lined the clock’s edge.

“What am I looking at?” asked Xim. She hefted her scepter, stance low, eyes flitting about in search of something to smite.

“Some kind of steampunk nightmare,” I said, also looking for an obvious boss monster. “Honestly, the theme is completely out of step with the other Delves we’ve been through.”

“Weren’t you complaining about Delves being too repetitive?” said Xim.

“I was talking about architecture. This is still the same, just with gears and shit.”

“Perhaps it’s a different type of challenge,” said Varrin. “Something other than a mana fiend to slay.”

The “second” hand on the clock began to tick, and it ticked fast. It clicked past ten runes in one second, which gave us a ten-second countdown to whatever happened next. I could guess as to what.

“I think the gears each have a different effect,” I said. “The one that activated first was labeled Mind, and that brought everything else to life. I suspect once the second hand makes its way around, it’ll⁠—”

The hand finished a rotation, and the minute hand clicked over to the first rune: Weight. A gear above us began to spin, its rune lighting up.

My knees bent as my body grew to twice heavier, and Nuralie grunted as she recovered from the sudden increase. Varrin and Xim were hardly affected, while Shog lost a few feet of elevation before adjusting and hovering back up, halfway to the ceiling. Grotto was still tucked behind Xim’s shield, but his feelers bobbed. Rocks shifted and clunked as the balance in the piles of debris was disrupted.

“—add a new effect,” I finished.

“An endurance test?” asked Varrin.

“I don’t want to stand around and find out.”

“We could break that big clock,” said Xim.

“Or break everything,” Nuralie offered.

“If we keep getting heavier,” said Etja, “I can use Siphon to counter it.”

The minute hand turned over to a new rune, and another gear began to turn. The temperature in the room skyrocketed. Within a second I could feel sweat forming on my skin, and I cursed myself for not taking the time to put environmental weaves onto my armor. Not that I’d had time to do so.

“Etja, try and use Nullify on one of the gears,” I said. “Shog, see if you can break one. I’m heading toward the clock.”

Etja and Shog each flew to a different gear, and I trundled over the piles of broken stone toward the large machine. After a few feet, I swapped to flying over the terrain with Gracorvus. There wasn’t time to conserve my mana by fighting with my footing.

Etja fired Nullify at the heat gear, and the rune on its face dimmed. The temperature in the room began to abate, but much slower than it had spiked. Shog made it to the weight gear and struck it with his bone greatsword. Sparks flew, but the gear continued to turn. The c’thon growled and swung again, rotating his body and putting all his weight behind it. The gear hitched, gravity returning to normal for a brief moment, but immediately began to move once more. I could barely make out a scratch on the gear’s surface. A few seconds later, the gear Etja had Nullified lit back up and began to spin. The heat in the room rose.

The minute hand ticked, and the vents of steam erupting from the ground multiplied.

A vent fired from beneath me, and I shot into the air. I felt my skin blister beneath my armor as the heat found its way between the plates and joints. I quickly course-corrected and made it the rest of the way to the giant clock, doing a quick flyby of its perimeter, looking for anything of note. Large side rods turned over metal wheels half-buried in its mass, and I could see innumerable moving parts through slats in the outer housing. I heard the plink of arrows as Nuralie tried her hand at destroying a gear, but none of the effects abated. After I’d swung around the three exposed sides of the machine, Varrin appeared beside me.

The minute hand turned, and lightning began to crawl through the room, arcing from floor to ceiling. I turned to see Shog take a bolt, scorched feathers shedding from one of his feelers. He looked more annoyed than injured, but a swath of his flesh was blackened.

“It looks like there’s a lot of sensitive moving parts inside,” I said. Varrin nodded and immediately drew back to take a swing with Kazandak. He swung with enough force to send a sharp thrum through the air, and his blade bit deep into the metal, though it was just shy of penetrating. He swung again, managing to cut a little deeper, but he wasn’t making much progress.

I dropped down from Gracorvus and grew Somncres to a full two-handed form, then swung at the machine with full force. I left a deep dent in the machine’s surface, but it was hardly a scuff compared to the device’s surface area. I jumped across broken rocks to the clock face and took a swing at it instead. A shimmering wall of force rippled as my strike impacted a barrier, leaving the clock face unharmed.

Another tick and a dark fog began to pour out from the slats in the large machine. A burst of vapor hit me directly in the face, and voices began to whisper into my ears.

“Wait. All you have to do is wait. Take time and stop to think; wait, wait, wait,” they hissed.

Now, when strange, unseen entities begin giving me unsolicited advice in the creepiest way imaginable, I tend to ignore them. I felt a subtle tug on my mind as the voices encouraged me to ignore my problems, but I resisted it without much trouble. Varrin, on the other hand, had stopped his attack and was shaking his head sharply.

“Mental attack,” I said, giving him a strong clap on the back. “You got this.”

He blinked a few times, then nodded and began his attack anew. With each strike, he grew faster, his blows more powerful, and his body was shrouded in growing divine light. Whatever this machine was, it counted as an enemy, and Varrin’s wombo combo of buffs and blessings was beginning to build. The metal plating in front of him was nearly shredded, the shifting machinery beneath exposed.

I raised a hand for him to pause, then hefted Somncres and swung in with an Oblivion Orb-powered attack. The moving gears of metal glowed when my attack landed, the Oblivion Orb leaving a thousand small holes in the material. The hammer strike left a dent, but overall the attack had been lackluster. There was a loud clunking as the metallic plates and gears continued to move, but it made no noticeable difference in its overall operation.

Another tick and tendrils of barbed wire crawled out from between the broken stones at my feet, wrapping themselves around my legs. A bolt of lightning struck my armor, locking up my muscles for an instant and preventing me from moving to escape the grasping strands. A spray of venting steam hit me from below. My joints screamed as the force of the blast pressed me upward while the razor wire dug scores into my armor and locked my legs in place. When the blast of steam stopped, I fell to my knees under my body’s increased weight.

Sweat poured down my back as the voices grew louder.

“Fuck.”
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Iused Oblivion Orb to destroy the wire and disentangle my legs, doing my best to ignore the insistent voices. I hopped back onto Gracorvus and checked on my allies.

The wire embraced Varrin’s entire lower half, but the big guy ignored it, swinging at the machine with ever-increasing haste. The moving plates were shredded after a dozen strikes, and their movement stopped. The gears above continued to turn, and none of the effects ended, but Varrin never paused to check; he just kept swinging.

Everyone else was still fighting to destroy the gears on the ceiling. The best any of them could manage was an interruption, but all it did was give us a few seconds of relief from one of the hazards. There was a flash of crimson as Xim tested Judgment on one of the cogs. Divine fire clung to the gear’s surface, but it continued to spin.

I looked back at the clock face. Varrin’s efforts had destroyed a small fraction of the machine that I could see, and I searched the timepiece for any hint that it had been the right move.

The second hand ticked relentlessly, the minute hand turned another notch, and waves of screeching sound began rolling across the room. My armor shuddered as the harsh squeal pierced my ears.

Another bolt of lightning struck me, and I barely flew out of the way of a vent. I’d taken less than 10% of my health in damage, but my allies had much smaller health pools. Xim shifted her focus from damage to healing, holding her hands out toward one party member at a time to cast Heal at range. For now, she could rotate through everyone without trouble, but her mana would only last so long.

Varrin had ramped up to making two attacks every second, and a mass of exposed springs and cogs shattered under his onslaught. He stepped forward into a hole he’d carved, his powerful legs ripping up the wire trying to hinder him as he stepped, his heavy armor protecting him from the sharp protrusions.

I kept watching the clock face, trying to decide if I should begin channeling Explosion! and pack a massive detonation inside the hole Varrin had made. The compressed space would make it significantly more effective, but that came with a cost. I’d picked up an evolution to lower the spell’s cooldown, but the reduction was based on my skill level in Physical Magic, which was low. It would take fifty-two minutes to get the spell back, and if we were forced into another boss immediately after this, it wouldn’t be available. There was also the chance that we would be rushing into two more bosses, each of which would presumably be more dangerous than this one. I wanted to hold it back as a trump card.

I watched the second hand tick past as I debated how much I wanted to commit. I wasn’t sure if I imagined it, but it looked like the hand was moving the slightest bit slower. Attacking the gears wasn’t getting us anywhere. Even if I was mistaken, it was time to swap tactics.

“Everyone focus on helping Varrin!” I shouted.

My words were lost in the screech, which continued to cause everything in the room to tremble. The screech had become more of a loud ringing, however. I realized that I wasn’t hearing the screech anymore. I’d been completely deafened. The only sound I could hear beyond the ree of aggravated tinnitus was the whispering voices. I looked at Varrin to find blood dripping from beneath his helm, evidencing his own deafness. His eyes were bloodshot as he manically carved away, ignoring any alarm the lack of hearing might be causing him.

The rest of the party didn’t need to hear my directions, however. The move was obvious. Etja was already flying toward us but was waylaid by a lightning bolt and a blast of steam. Her body lit up as Xim tossed her a Heal, while moving carefully over the rocky terrain below. She carried Nuralie on her back, keeping the loson out of reach of the grasping wire. Like Varrin, Xim’s Strength allowed her to power through the obstacle, shredding and snapping the metal strands as she stepped. However, her armor was lighter than Varrin’s, and she was forced to Heal herself or risk losing a leg. Shog shot through the air toward the massive machine, bringing both greatswords down and creating a small shockwave. He left sizable dents but failed to penetrate.

When Etja pulled up, I pointed at the hole Varrin continued to carve. There was no way we could destroy everything on the surface of the machine, but we could dig into its center. Hopefully, the deeper we went, the more sensitive shit there was to break.

Another tick and a tornado formed at the room’s center, sucking everything toward it.

Rocks shot through the air, only to be ejected with monstrous force as the whirlwind churned. I clung to Gracorvus, resisting the pull while floating up to grab Etja by the arm. She was holding herself steady with her gravity magic, and I hoped to take some of the strain off and reduce the drain to her mana. Xim dropped Nuralie and stood behind her, keeping the lighter woman from being sucked away as Grotto clung to the cleric’s shield arm. The grasping wires snaked up Nuralie’s legs, easily piercing her leathers and drawing deep gashes.

Nuralie began firing arrows into the hole Varrin made, narrowly avoiding the warrior. Their tips released a caustic liquid that bubbled on contact with the material, allowing Varrin’s sword to cut through it more easily.

Kazandak was a masterwork sword created by Varrin’s grandfather, one of the most heralded blacksmiths in Hiward. While Nuralie’s acid was potent enough to eat through mana-enhanced metals, it would take something a lot more potent to damage Kazandak’s blade.

Nuralie's arrows flew with enough force to overcome the enhanced gravity and the violent wind, but I could tell she was straining as she drew her bow back to its limit with each shot. She was also suffering through constant damage from the barbed wire as it made its way to her torso, but Xim continued to rotate Heal.

Lightning struck us with increasing frequency. My muscles spasmed as a bolt arced to my back, and I nearly lost my grip on Gracorvus, feeling myself slide toward the whirlwind at the room’s center. The electricity traveled to Etja through my hand, but her body glowed blue as Mana Barrier ate the damage. She gritted her teeth and began firing a constant beam of disintegration into the hole.

Shog saw what was happening and abandoned his futile attempts to carve up his own section of the monstrous machine, instead taking my place to keep Etja steady. I gave the c’thon a silent thanks, then flew forward into the hole.

The ground at Varrin’s feet was covered in broken metal, and each strike released new scraps. The tornado had the unexpected benefit of vacuuming up the shattered plates and gears before they could add to the pile and had even begun sucking away some of what had already gathered.

The space was tight and there wasn’t much room for me to contribute. Varrin’s blade was a blur in front of him as Etja’s beam carved at the edges of his destruction and loosened gears and pistons. Nuralie’s arrows impacted around Etja’s blast, caustic acid dripping down to soften the metal. While I searched for a good time to add an Oblivion Orb to the mix, I caught sight of a glimmer of flowing liquid beyond the wall of twisted metal before me. It was at the machine’s center, and I focused on it instead of doing something that would just get in Varrin’s way. This machine was alive, and my Soul-Sight was picking up the spiritual presence buried at its center.

Another tick and a demonic face grew from the twisted metal before us, its mouth dripping with molten brass. Its fanged maw was open in a scream that none of us could hear, and fear gripped my intestines and sent ice water through my veins. The whispering voices rose in crescendo with the visage’s appearance, but I squashed the emotions and ignored their urgings. Varrin flinched under the dreadful glare and stumbled, losing his footing. The wire at his feet released him, and he was caught by the suction, beginning to tumble backward. I used Gravity Anchor to pull him back toward me, then snaked my fingers into the collar of his breastplate and held him steady.

An arc of lightning found its way into the hole Varrin had wrought, now six feet deep into the machine. It rocked us, more powerful than any bolt before it, but Gravity Anchor kept us locked in place through the paralysis, and a Heal kept Varrin’s health from falling too low. Varrin’s sword was lowered, held in a trembling hand. He didn’t move to renew his assault. I looked into his helm, finding his eyes bloodshot and snapping from side to side, flinching from invisible terrors. His teeth were bared in a rictus grin.

I took a breath and turned back to the demonic face, which pulsed in silent laughter. I focused my Sight on it, and it disappeared, exposed for the illusion it was. I turned my thoughts inward, arresting the voices with my ability, no longer fixated on the visual aspects of how the power worked. The voices went silent, leaving me hearing nothing but the fierce ringing. I then connected to Varrin and used Reveal, sharing my understanding of the illusions. He blinked, and his eyes fixed on me with shock that quickly turned to fury. He grabbed my wrist, and I let go of his breastplate, dropped Gravity Anchor, and let him get back to work.

Flames began pouring out from the broken pipes around us, trying to cook us in our armor, but we ignored them. It hurt, but with our defenses and Xim’s Heals, it was manageable. I focused on the glow at the center of the machine as my pride and joy ignited, filling my nostrils with the scent of burnt hair. We were close now, and after a few more frenzied strikes, I gave Varrin two swift knocks on his back. He gave me a questioning glance, and I opened my fist in the signal for him to unleash everything he had. He turned back to the machine and pulled his blade to his side for a thrust. He twisted his hips as he launched the blade forward, driving the tip of the blade into the machine and unleashing every stack of Blessed that he had accrued from Xim’s Pounding buff.

The target ally gains one stack of Blessed each time they deal damage with a melee weapon attack, so long as they are Blessed.

Even with the rapid decay of stacks for being over the cap, it was a lot of stacks of Blessed.

A crimson vortex swam around Varrin’s blade as the attack annihilated everything within three feet of it. He extended the blade with the thrust to more than ten feet, penetrating all the way to the core buried ahead of us. A huge chunk of the soul disappeared as it was obliterated by the unbridled divine power.

The flames around us died, my body grew lighter, the sweltering heat began to abate, and the suction ended. All the hazards dropped away instantly when the attack landed. I watched as the soul writhed, then faded away into nothing.

Varrin stumbled back and fell on his ass. I slid off of Gracorvus, swinging around to check on the party. Xim’s mana was at half, but no one’s health was too low. Varrin’s stamina was below 20 percent, but the big guy had good recovery, assuming we had time to recover. A green potion materialized in his hand, and he pulled off his helm, then swigged it down. He was drenched in sweat, as was I, and I clambered out of the hole to begin distributing water skins. A final round of Heal restored our hearing, and we all had a second to breathe.

“That was supposed to be a Level 7 boss?!” Xim shouted. I wondered if her ears had been properly repaired.

“Yeah, I didn’t know giant machines were on the table,” I said, wiping the sweat from my face with a rag. Varrin had taught me the value of having a few towels of varying sizes on hand. “At least it couldn’t move. Hopefully, Level 9 isn’t a fucking Gundam, though that would be kind of cool.”

“It was a resource drain,” Varrin said, climbing out of the machine. “And a damage test. It was sturdy, but its attacks were weak.”

“I think you’re underestimating the power of compounding,” I said.

“But how’s a normal Level 7 party supposed to beat that?” Xim mumbled through a mouthful of mana potion. Etja also tossed one back.

“This is not a Delve for normal parties,” said Nuralie. “We’re Level 7. We beat it.”

“We also all held back some trump cards,” I said. “We might have been able to burn it down pretty fast if we’d gone all out.”

While the others continued to go over the fight, I looked around at the room full of rubble and unmoving gears. The lines of mana began to fade, and the room began to grow dark. The obelisk barely poked out from a pile of stone, and after a couple of minutes, it lit up with power and distributed our stats.

“Moment of truth,” said Xim. “I volunteer as a test subject.”

We held our breath as Xim dropped all 16 points into Charisma. She smiled and shared a notification.

Wowee! You spent 16 points on a single stat in one go!

How?!

Why?!

Did your finger slip when assigning the points? Either way, it’s done now. No takesy-backsies! For your reckless bravado, you have earned the Dumping achievement!

Dumping: After spending 5 or more stat points at once on a single attribute, you are granted 1 additional point in that attribute. This effect is retroactive.

“That is an extra 1 to Strength, 2 to Fortitude, 1 to Wisdom, and 2 to Charisma!” Xim said, beaming. “Ack! So close to 40 CHA.”

The others followed suit and dropped all 16 points into a stat of their choice, earning the achievement and making me feel a little less like a special boy. It was an irrational feeling, I know, and Grotto whispered nonsense in my brain in an effort to cheer me up.

[Do not lament the loss of your individuality, but instead celebrate that your minions are now even more powerful!]

I also spent my points. Now that I had 16 available, I’d get 3 bonus points from Dumping rather than 2. Even if I held onto the points for two more levels and had 32 banked, I wouldn’t accrue enough stats for another bump compared to spending 16 points twice.

I also wasn’t sure whether I could apply Dumping to the same stat multiple times at once by placing, say, 10 points into a stat rather than 5. The wording of the achievement made me think it wouldn’t.

After spending 5 or more stat points at once on a single attribute, you are granted 1 additional point in that attribute.

I placed 5 points into Intelligence, 6 into Wisdom, and 5 into Strength, getting a bonus point for each. I’d been debating whether Strength was something I wanted to level, but it increased the amount of armor I could wear and also improved my Blunt attacks. It at least made sense to get it to 20 for another evolution. The distribution didn’t net me any evos for the moment, but scamming an extra stat point was all the reward I needed. I took a look at my stats and planned out the next 16 points.

Strength16

Agility10

Speed10

Fortitude40

Intelligence28

Wisdom33

Charisma10

Luck10

I planned to stick with the same distribution I’d just done. While I wanted more INT for more damage, 6 points in Wisdom rather than Intelligence would get me the Wisdom 40 evo by Level 10, bringing me one step closer to becoming a paragon of absurd resource pools. I’d also get the Strength 20 evo at Level 10, and I could snag the Intelligence 40 evolution at Level 11. That was going to be one hell of a power spike.

A loot notification distracted me from my salivating.

Your party has slain 1 Clockwork Alpha: Elemental, Grade Seventeen. Your party receives the following rewards:

1) 17 Emerald Chips

2) 1 Metal Essence

3) 1 Machine Essence

4) 1 Clockwork Gear Shield

You receive: 3 Emerald Chips.

Remainder of 2 Emerald Chips has been awarded to Varrin Ravvenblaq for outstanding contribution.

I pulled out the shield to inspect it. It was a large round shield with sharp spokes along the edge. It was coal-black with glints of brass beneath, as though it had been heavily scorched. A lattice of orange-red lines ran across its surface, which smoldered like the embers of a dying fire.

Clockwork Gear Shield

Requirements STR 20, Shields 20

As you persist, your enemies break.

Armor Rating: High

Effects: While in combat, you may activate Clockwork Gear with 1 second of concentration.

When you activate Clockwork Gear, you gain 1 stack of Clockwork. For every 10 seconds Clockwork Gear is active, you gain an additional stack of Clockwork, up to a maximum of 10.

For each stack of Clockwork you have, you gain an amount of Shielding and Thorns (fire) equal to 10 times the number of evolutions you have in Shields (current value per stack: 20). All stacks of Clockwork are lost when this ability ends. While this ability is active, you are Slowed.

This ability has an 8-hour cooldown.

It was an excellent shield with a powerful ability, but I was well equipped with Gracorvus. Xim, however, was using a basic round shield with a durability weave. She was more than happy to accept it. Between her self-healing and the shield’s ability, she might have been a better tank than I was. Of course, she would need to drop another 20 points in Fortitude to properly compete.

With everyone finished looking at gear and placing their points, I gave the party a sharp look.

“We could benefit from a rest, and I’m sure everyone has evolutions to talk about, so nobody says anything about the obvious question.”

“Right,” said Xim. Nuralie gave a silent nod.

“The obvious question?” said Etja. “Oh! You mean about, uh, yeah—don’t want to jinx it.”

By the time our distribution was finished, it was pitch black, and even my darkvision was useless. The ground shifted slightly, and I felt the rocks and rubble sink down until the floor was level again. Unease crept up on me when a series of scraping noises came from above. A rumble came from behind me, and I reached out blindly toward the massive machine, but it was gone.

The question was whether the next boss would happen immediately.

The answer was yes.

Vibrant, prismatic light swelled around us.


Chapter 56



It began as a tranquil blush of iridian luster rising from the dark like a warm morning star. A crystalline structure at the center of the room caught the light, and its endless facets glittered, casting trails of color across the floor. The twelve-foot-high gem had replaced the dark pillar of the Delve obelisk. A warmth bloomed at its center, pulsing with the on-and-off rhythm of a firefly.

The edges of the space remained lost in inky darkness. The ceiling above became a soft sky of drifting, prismatic clouds seen through a solid dome of translucent polygons. As the meandering puffs of vapor drifted above, the reflected trails from the gemstone rolled across us like the guiding beacon of a lighthouse. Where the System hadn’t identified Clockwork Alpha, an identification did pop up for the grand crystal.

Subject C-209, “Kaleidoscope”: Extradimensional Entity, Grade Twenty

Xim leaned toward me and whispered, “Friend of yours?”

“Some might find that offensive, Xim,” I said. “We don’t all know each other. In fact, this is the only other extradimensional entity that I’ve met.”

“What about that thing in the in-between space when we came into the Delve?”

“Eldritch deities don’t count.”

The crystal rose from the ground and slowly spun in the air, the refracted beams of light moving with more urgency. I began to feel like I was in a roller skating rink. Part of me expected to be treated to the thumping beat of the 1993 hit single, “What is Love.” Sadly, the worldly baritone of Haddaway did not grace our ears. Instead, I felt a familiar twist in the pit of my stomach as something tried to teleport me.

You are being subjected to a non-consensual dimensional effect.

Your resistance has been overcome!

Space twisted, my vision blinked, and I was suddenly within 20 feet of the crystal. The rest of the party was spread out in even intervals around the entity, but their forms were gray and washed out. I blinked, trying to see if it was a trick of the light, but they looked like ghosts. Now it was less of a skating rink and more of a haunted disco. I checked my interface, seeing that no one had lost any health.

“Everyone okay?” I shouted.

Each of my party members was looking around, taking in our new positioning, but no one answered. Xim turned and said something, but her voice was silent. I transformed Somncres into its throwing hammer form and strafed around the edge of “Kaleidoscope,” keeping my distance and heading toward Xim. She kept talking but made no sound. As I drew closer, I noticed that she was semi-transparent. She reached out to poke me with the tip of her scepter, but the weapon passed through me.

I gave the situation a firm “Hmm.”

[It appears we have been shifted to a realm adjacent to the others,] Grotto thought to me. I turned to find the mini-c’thon floating six feet away.

“Geez, you crept up on me,” I said. “Why didn’t you get separated?”

[Likely because I am your Bonded Familiar, an extension of your power.]

I considered the theory, then looked around to find Shog. He was across the room from me, washed out like the others.

“If this effect cares about our familiar bond,” I said, “why wouldn’t it keep my summon with me?”

[Yes, it is curious.] Grotto’s feelers undulated while he pondered. [Shog’tuatha has not been treated like a typical summon during these encounters.]

I furrowed my brow. “The personal loot. I’m guessing summons don’t normally receive customized rewards from the System?”

[Indeed. Such an award is reserved for Delvers.]

I scratched my chin and a flash of irritation hit me as I realized the inferno inside Clockwork had completely burned away my beard.

“The System is treating him like another Delver?” I said, wiping away some gritty residue from my chin. “Why? How does that make sense?”

I also wondered whether my beard would have lived had it not been so well-oiled. Did my precise grooming and appreciation for the scent of sandalwood and vanilla increase its flammability?

Before Grotto could respond, the crystal began to spin faster. Its surface bulged and deformed, flowing as though it had become liquid. Large mounds of the crystal dripped off its sides, creating iridescent piles of molten glass. They surrounded the crystal and began transforming as soon as they hit the ground. Several shifted into grayscale, matching my party members, but the one in front of me rose up in full color.

On each side of the original entity, the mounds transformed into crystal monsters of different sizes. A dozen squat, four-legged crystal hounds stared down Etja. Three lithe golems with limbs shaped into sword, hammer, and spear faced Nuralie. Four segmented insectoids shot into the air on shimmering wings before Varrin. Xim’s challenger rose beside my own, a miniature copy of Kaleidoscope, while Shog faced an orb surrounded by balls of crackling energy.

Mine was a giant, its wide chest filling my vision. All were made of the same glittering material as Kaleidoscope.

“All right,” I said. “Individual challenges. I think⁠—”

The golem rushed me.

It was a lumbering bruiser, swinging thick, club-like hands at me. It was also surprisingly fast for its size, its attacks rapidly drumming into my shield. The strikes sent painful jolts through my arm, doing small ticks of damage with every hit. It eventually raised both arms over its head for a more powerful smackdown, but I wouldn’t stick around for that. I cast Shortcut and appeared twenty feet to its side, throwing a Void Hammer and using Somncres to create two mana-fueled copies.

The creature smashed down where I’d just been, limbs crushing the floor into gravel. All three of my attacks made clean hits on its side. It hadn’t even tried to dodge. The hammers blasted large chunks of its crystal flesh away, but the bursts of Oblivion Orb didn’t seem to do much.

Oblivion Orb was a Dimensional attack, so if this thing got massive Dimensional resistance from the extradimensional entity racial bonus like myself, it made sense that Oblivion Orb was ineffective. I caught Somncres as it returned, then lobbed another triple hammer throw without layering on the spell.

The crystal golem ran at me, once again not trying to dodge and taking all three hammers on its front. Crystal chunks sprayed from its chest as it came in swinging. Mighty arms cut through the air with a fierce whoosh! It was an impressive display of force, a vicious threat to many a foe. Ones without any mobility, that is.

I cast Shortcut again.

This enemy wasn’t complicated. It was big, strong, fast, and tough. It was also dumb, predictable, and had no ranged options. Its core was soon blasted into pieces by my hammer throws, and its entire body collapsed into a pile of shards. The shards melted back into a liquid form and flowed across the ground to rejoin the central structure.

I turned to check on my allies, hoping each of them had an answer for the gimmick they themselves faced.

Etja floated in the air, her body moving to an unheard rhythm as she lobbed spells at the swarm of hounds while moving like a graceful ballerina. The hounds had a vertical leap that could easily reach her, but she’d created a minefield of small orbs powered by her Mystic Blast ability. Her typical attacks were powered by Disintegrate combined with Mystic Blast, but the annihilating beam primarily dealt Dimensional damage. The current form of the spell dealt Mystical Force damage, which was much more effective against the creatures.

The orbs of force detonated on contact, sending out sprays of crystalline chips from each hound as it flew toward her. Etja deftly altered their paths using Siphon, gently guiding their trajectories to either side of her as she twirled and moved. She finished off an injured hound with a focused beam that exploded it on contact.

No problems with the swarm enemy for Etja. I was probably the weakest party member against that lineup since I lacked any spammable AoEs. Nuralie might also struggle if these enemies were immune to poison. Even so, I doubted either of us would have trouble.

Proving my point, Nuralie ran circles around the three thin, Agility-type golems. Each one fought with a different type of melee weapon—spear, hammer, and sword—and each of their weapons also glowed with mana, which I suspected represented three different types of magic damage. They were, perhaps, designed to test the robustness of one’s defense. Each strike would hit with a different combination of Kinetic damage layered with magic.

Nuralie’s answer to that was simply to not get hit.

The reflections from the central crystal cast beams of brilliant light around the room in a spinning pattern. However, the room was otherwise dark and wrapped in shadow. Nuralie’s body was nearly invisible as she teleported around the beams of light, disappearing into the dark on one side to reappear within the gloom on the other. The three fighters continually spun to find her, but the moment one of them approached, she dodged or disappeared. She kept her bow drawn and aimed at one of the lithe enemies the entire time.

Nuralie wasn’t leaning on her concoctions this fight; she was using an ability I hadn’t seen in a while.

Hunger Shot: Take aim at a target and charge this skill for any length of time. Upon firing, you make one additional ranged weapon attack against the target for every 6 seconds this skill was charged. These attacks occur in rapid succession. All bonuses applied to this skill, your attack, your weapon, or your ammo apply to each attack made this way, regardless of whether the bonus is restricted to a single attack or projectile.

Nuralie did bonus damage when aiming, got a buff to her Strength when drawing a bow to add extra force to the attack, and—while she wasn’t leaning on her potions—her eyes had the wide-eyed gleam of a strong stimulant.

She unleashed her first attack, and her arrow disappeared. Four copies appeared inside the blade-wielding elite, and its torso exploded into clouds of shimmering powder. Before its body had even hit the ground, Nuralie aimed at the spear-golem, then melted away into the shadows.

Varrin, meanwhile, had seen his flying enemies and answered by pulling out the glorious Bedazzled Cloak of the Aeronaut. He had, apparently, dropped all of his points into Agility.

Bedazzled Cloak of the Aeronaut

Requirements:

AGL 20, SPD 20

Effects:

Allows the user to fly at their normal movement speed. Allows the user to perform any action while airborne as though they were on the ground.

Varrin had reached the Agility requirement with his last level, and the gem-studded cloak we’d looted from Yaretzi sparkled fabulously in the room’s rainbow light. With the enemy’s flight advantage neutralized, the big guy used his usual maneuver of hacking shit to pieces. He could even move in the air as though his feet were on the ground, allowing him to utilize all of his footwork and leverage. They didn’t stand a chance as he whirled through them, each one exploding on contact with his glittering presence.

While Varrin annihilated the flyers like an Italian plumber roided out on star power, Xim faced a wave of crystal bullets fired from the mini-Kaleidoscope. They shot with machine-gun speed, but the cleric had activated her Clockwork Gear shield, and the attacks rammed into the bulwark. The projectiles crashed against it like a torrent of sparkling rain.

Each wave of bullets triggered the shield’s thorns ability, and bursts of flame assaulted the mini-Kaleidoscope, although the crystalline entity didn’t seem to suffer much from the Elemental attacks. Xim was mostly protected by the stream of Shielding the item gave, but she wasn’t willing to stand around and let the thorns’ chip damage kill her opponent.

She closed the distance with a deliberate march, slowed by her shield’s effect. Once close, she struck the crystal with a lightning-quick shield bash, interrupting its onslaught. The crystal wobbled in the air, stunned by the bash, and Xim followed up with a powerful swing of her scepter.

The woman currently had enough Strength to bench press a sedan, so a full-on wallop was not to be taken lightly. The mini-Kaleidoscope, stunned as it was, had no answer. That put the entity at the epicenter of an unmitigated disaster, and a large chunk of its body was annihilated. Then a beam of crimson light instantly followed the strike, crashing down from above and igniting the entity in blood-red flame. To top it off, Xim’s visage morphed into her beast form, and her features twisted as she unleashed a silent roar.

The crystal—still on fire—fucking ran away.

I hadn’t known that a creature made of gemstones and fuckery could experience terror, but it was a pleasant discovery. It only made it a few meters before the divine fire melted it into slag, which flowed back to the central crystal. I turned to check on our final member, Shog.

Shog had eaten his opponent.

His feathers were scorched in places, and a layer of frost covered a couple of tentacles, but he was happily shoving a final handful of crystal fragments behind his “beard.” I couldn’t hear the tooth-destroying crunch that ensued, but I could imagine it.

“Is that the meta?” I wondered aloud. “Eat the enemy so its essence doesn’t return to the center part?”

[Shog is not a role model.]

Once we’d each defeated our opponents, Kaleidoscope’s body rippled and reformed to its original shape. It began to spin faster and then started shedding new masses of crystal. I sighed.

“This enemy is annoying,” I said. “Let me guess, we each have to fight every version of the crystal monsters.”

As I spoke, a dozen shimmering piles began growing sets of four legs in front of me.

I sighed and prepared to do the fight six times in a row when I noticed Nuralie fire a shot into the side of the main crystal. She was now facing the flying creatures, which dive-bombed at her with gleaming talons, but she teleported out of their path and fired another arrow at the center crystal. Then the arrows exploded, taking a large chunk out of Kaleidoscope-prime.

Kaleidoscope froze in place, and then each of its sides glowed in sequence. The broken crystal liquified, then reversed course and flowed back into the cracks and holes, repairing the damage. The crystal began spinning again, its surface unblemished.

After a moment of annoyance, I realized that each of Kaleidoscope's glowing sides had been facing one of the party members. It looked suspiciously like a hint for boss mechanics. I puzzled over whether that was a natural property of the creature or something that had been added. It was called Subject C-209, so maybe it had been intentionally designed to serve this purpose.

By this point, I was under assault by a horde of shiny, ankle-biting doggos. I cast a quick Shortcut to kite them, then locked eyes with Nuralie and gave her a nod. She nodded in return, and I chucked my hammer at the center crystal with a triple throw. The three hammers smashed into its side, creating a shower of prismatic fragments. At the same time, Nuralie fired another exploding arrow, which detonated with my hammer strikes.

Kaleidoscope paused, and its faces glowed in sequence. This time, however, only one side of the entity repaired itself. Each member of the party had been keeping an eye on everyone else during their fights, knowing better than to get wholly distracted by their individual combats. After Nuralie and I made our simultaneous attacks, everyone else caught on quickly.

We ignored the adds and attacked the boss.

Explosive arrows, duplicating hammers, focused beams of force, infernal scepter strikes, and a whole lot of sword attacks mercilessly plowed into Kaleidoscope.

Its minions tried desperately to interrupt our assault, but there was nothing they could do. Nuralie shadow jumped, Etja kept them at bay with her minefields as she flew, Varrin and Shog simply killed everything within ten feet with their arcing sword swings, and I just tanked the damage because I didn’t want to spend the mana on Shortcut. My health regen was ten times faster than my mana regen, and that was without spending half my mana regen every hour to keep Shog summoned.

In the end, Kaleidoscope was an enemy that had been designed to test for weak links. The problem was that none of us were weak. We all had answers for each enemy type presented.

Additionally, it was a puzzle boss and we had an alchemist hopped up on homebrewed stimulants with high Intelligence and a Target Analysis skill. Nuralie also got bonus effects when taking drugs she made herself.

Normally this would result in a host of negative side effects, but she even had a passive that allowed her to ignore detrimental effects from shit she brewed. It was a pretty awesome combination.

However, to be clear, I am not advocating for anyone to organize their lives around the consumption of mind-altering substances.

Stay in school.

Say no to drugs.

Unless you're a master alchemist with virtual immunity to poison and addiction. Then you can do whatever the fuck you want.

Kaleidoscope crumbled beneath our attacks until it was a mound of inert crystalline shards, dead as a sentient crystal beast could be.

I downed potions for all three resources while we waited on our stats and loot, and everyone else made sure they had recovery going for all three as well. We had no idea what we were going to face to take us to Level 10, but none of us felt like being conservative. Varrin’s stamina was low, Xim’s mana was around 40%, and everyone else had spent a decent chunk of mana or stamina. We were all nearly full on HP, however, so I felt pretty good going into the next fight.

Yep.

Pretty good.

Overflowing with confidence, even.

No challenge was too big for us to handle.
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There was the sound of scraping stone, and the obelisk rose from the pile of broken glass that was once Kaleidoscope. Its runes lit up and beams of energy connected to our bodies, distributing our stats. I dutifully confirmed that I now had 8 points banked, then closed the screen without distributing them. We got a loot notification soon after.

Your party has slain Subject C-209, “Kaleidoscope”: Extradimensional Entity, Grade Twenty. Your party receives the following rewards:

1) 20 Emerald Chips

2) 1 Mirror Essence

3) 1 Crystal Essence

4) 1 Prismatic Mask

You receive: 4 Emerald Chips.

I pulled out the mask the moment it hit my inventory. I wanted to make sure we made the most of what limited time we likely had.

It was made of the same crystalline substance as Kaleidoscope, its translucent surface a pearlescent sheen of chromatic reflections. The face consisted of intersecting straight edges, which gave it a polygonal appearance, uniform across its surface except for two holes for the eyes and one for the mouth.

Prismatic Mask

Draw the line.

Requirements: INT 20, Mystical Magic 20

Effects:

1) +20 mana regen

2) Whenever you cast a spell that creates a line extending from you, you can duplicate that line in a different direction by spending mana equal to the spell’s mana cost.

3) Whenever you are targeted by a spell that is a line, you can spend mana equal to that spell’s mana cost to redirect the line in a different direction extending from you. If you do, the spell has no effect on you.

“That’s interesting,” I said. “I don’t have any good spells for it, though.”

“Ohhh,” said Etja, her eyes widening as she studied it. “I can make any of my spells into a line!”

“True. But you’re focused on Charisma casting because of that passive you have. Do you even have 20 Intelligence?”

She shook her head. “No. Although, maybe the passive would apply to the mask as well?” Her eyes went distant as she pulled up her character screen, then shared the text of her passive with me.

Cantor: The many years of ritual and song once used as worship are not easily forgotten, and the rote of these rituals carried through your forebear and into yourself. Whenever a spell you cast would call for INT, you may choose to engage in ritual performance while casting; if you do, you use your CHA instead.

“I dunno,” I said. “The ability specifically talks about spells. You also have to do your Mirtasian dance while casting to get its benefit.”

Etja bit her lip and furrowed her brow. After a few seconds, her features lit back up into a smile, looking like she was about to shout “eureka!”

Instead, she shouted, “I have an idea! Before I try it, though, does anyone else have a use for the mask?” She looked around at the party.

“You and Arlo are the only two who even have Mystical Magic,” said Xim. Etja gave me a hopeful look, and I shrugged before handing her the mask.

“Okay, good,” she said, holding the mask in her two upper hands. “Because if this doesn’t work, it’ll probably break it.”

Normally I might have questioned taking such a risk with a rather unique item, but we were on the clock and didn’t have time for a debate. Besides, if Etja couldn’t make it work, then it was just another lump of treasure for the Closet.

She raised her lower hands and held them in front of the mask. Ruby mana danced along her fingertips, then trailed out to the mask. The opaline surface of the item began to crack and flake, and then fragments of it drifted into her palms and melted into her skin. A minute later, the item had been completely broken down and absorbed by Etja’s Incorporate ability.

“Haven’t seen you use that in a while,” I said.

Her smile faded a bit.

“It reminds me too much of Orexis,” she said. “I mix it in with Disintegrate to get mana back sometimes, but consuming something entirely is kind of… a bad feeling.”

“Afraid you might go to the dark side?” I asked.

“It’s not that,” she said. “Um, okay, maybe it’s a little bit of that. The ability is intoxicating in a way. After all, it lets me do stuff like this!”

She held up a hand, and its surface morphed until her skin was a replica of the material the mask had been made of. She pointed into the distance and fired a brief beam attack. A duplicate beam fired from her fingertip at a 90-degree angle to the first. Her smile widened.

“Oh, let’s see if this works, too!”

She pointed a non-prismatic finger at her glittering palm and fired another brief death ray. It bounced off of her palm’s surface and shot into the ground. She squealed in delight and did a little hop.

“I have no idea why that worked,” I muttered. “Why would absorbing it change the item requirements?”

“Magic,” said Xim. “And who knows how accurate the System’s description of her passive even is? She inherited it from an avatar’s ancient knowledge of an extinct race of people. It probably does all sorts of stuff we don’t know about.”

“Sure,” I said, letting it go. I could obsess over the System’s terrible shorthand descriptions some other time. “Before we get dumped into another fight, did anyone grab any evolutions the rest of us should know about? We’ve gotten a ton of stats.”

“Yep!” said Etja, bouncing another beam off her palm. “I got to 40 in Charisma and picked something that’ll help keep the baddies off of me.” She shared the description.

Transfixing Presence

Your beguiling charm has been honed to such heights that all who look upon you are entranced by your very being. Non-allied entities within a number of feet of you equal to your CHA must make a successful WIS check or become Mesmerized. You may apply this effect selectively or suppress it completely if you so choose. This effect may only occur once per entity per day.

Your deep insight into the art of allure has also made you immune to being Mesmerized or Distracted by another.

Mesmerized: A mesmerized entity cannot attack the source of its mesmerization and treats the source as an ally. Mesmerization ends if the source of the mesmerization attacks, deals damage, or takes obvious hostile action against the mesmerized character.

“So you can literally walk into a room full of monsters and make them all your friends,” I said.

“As long as they are unwise, we’ll get along great! Speaking of, I also got to Level 40 is Wisdom!”

Total Recall

You have a perfect memory, able to flawlessly recall every minute detail of your life from birth with absolute clarity. No effect can modify or erase your memories, and any false memories are immediately recognized as such. Additionally, you are immune to the Psychosis status.

Psychosis: An entity with psychosis is unable to distinguish between reality and their imagination. They cannot tell allies from enemies, misunderstand simple communication, and automatically fail all perception checks and contests.

“I thought that it might help me recover more knowledge from the Mirtasians,” said Etja. “But I guess that doesn’t count as my own life. It works from when I first gained consciousness after Orexis imbued me with his soul.”

“It is still very powerful,” said Varrin. “I expect the recall will prove invaluable, and a new immunity is always a good pick.”

“Are you worried that someone might modify your memories?” I asked.

Etja bit her lip.

“I was more worried that Orexis might have already done that,” she said. “Since I was born with so much knowledge, I thought that some of it might have been made up to try and influence me.”

“Was any of it fake?”

She shook her head.

“Nope! Guess I was nervous over nothing.”

“It’s good to be certain,” I said. “I didn’t know you were worried about that.”

She flashed me another bright smile, but there was a vulnerability to it. Nuralie went to give the former golem a hug.

“I’m not anymore,” Etja said. After giving her a moment of space, we moved on to Nuralie.

“I got to 40 in Agility,” she said.

Flawless Precision

Your body has transcended the inaccuracies of its physical material, allowing you to move with impossible precision. Your movements are so exact that you can position any part of your body to a pinpoint location within one nanometer of where you intend, without fail. This extraordinary control allows for the flawless execution of movements, no matter how complex or delicate the task.

You are also no longer tied to the limitations of your physical body on your movement. You are immune to the Slowed and Paralyzed statuses.

“Damn, I bet that’ll be great for your crafting skills,” I said.

“And dodging,” Nuralie added. Pause. “Aiming as well.”

“Do all these Level 40s grant immunities?”

“Mine didn’t,” said Varrin.

“You got one too?” I went to scratch my beard, remembered it was gone, frowned, and dropped my hand. “I’m feeling left out.”

“Shut your mouth,” said Xim. “You already have a keystone for Fortitude, and I know you’re lining them up for INT and WIS.”

“You didn’t get one either?”

Xim placed a hand on her hip and looked away. “I’m saving the stats to get the extra point from having 16 to spend again,” she grumbled.

I grinned and turned back to Varrin. “What’d you decide to pump to 40 first?”

“Strength, of course.” He waved a hand, and the text appeared.

Rip and Tear

Their blood is borrowed. You’re calling in the debt. Your STR-based attacks always apply the Bleeding status on hit. STR-based attacks made against Bleeding targets apply (2*X)% more Bleeding than normal on hit, where X is your STR. STR-based attacks made against entities that are immune to Bleeding deal an additional amount of damage equal to your STR.

“Flavor text is kind of dark,” I said.

“Blades are good for exsanguination,” said Varrin. “Now, they’re better.”

“But no tacked on immunity.”

“It makes me immune to having enemies that survive for very long.”

“It’ll probably make you immune to having clean clothes as well.”

“That is why we have towels,” said Shog. “To wipe off the viscera.”

“How much time did the two of you dedicate to the art of toweling?” I asked.

“Exactly as much time as needed,” said Varrin. “I also reached Agility 20.”

Spell Deflect

You can parry non-AoE spell attacks that target you. If you succeed, the spell is negated and the caster is stunned for 6 seconds.

Before Varrin could comment on the evolution or further explain how weapon upkeep was a core skill for all swordsmen, a rumble went through the chamber.

“Here we go,” said Xim, hefting her scepter. “So far we’ve fought a giant bear, an oversized clock, and a big, shiny rock. Any bets on what’s next?”

“Maybe the next boss will be tiny,” I said. “Like a super rabbit. We’d never see it coming.”

“They’ve been getting more esoteric,” said Xim. “It wouldn’t be a rabbit. Maybe a violent raindrop, or an enraged gold coin.”

“Hard currency makes it too simple. If we’re thinking esoteric, a battle with inflationary economics would be more compelling and nigh-unwinnable.”

The semi-transparent crystalline ceiling began to diffuse into vaporous mana. The colorful clouds beyond it darkened. An icy wind blew through the chamber.

“That doesn’t make sense,” said Xim.

“Sure it does!” I shouted. The wind was really starting to blow. “As the fight would go on, our attacks would lose value! We’d be forced to invest damage into an appropriate instrument that appreciates faster than the rate of debasement!”

“This is why I am glad Hiward’s currency is pegged to ruby chips!” Varrin hollered.

The ground began to tremble. Shadows bled away from the distant walls and they crumbled. Thunder rolled across the sky.

“But then you have the problem of a fluctuating supply and demand affecting the buying power of your notes!”

“Still superior to depending on scarcity without utility, like gold!” Varrin shouted back.

“What in all the hells are you two talking about?!” Xim said. “We were guessing what the next boss is! Not arguing about finance!”

The outermost perimeter of the floor fell away.

“Maybe it’s something that flies!” said Etja, eyes darting around the clouds. “Like a wyvern!”

Another section of the floor disappeared, leaving us on an ever-dwindling platform in the sky.

“Perhaps a swarm of mutated birds!” Varrin offered.

“Ah!” I said as I shoved my helm over my head. “Maybe it’s a duck!”

Xim shot me a death glare. The floor beneath us collapsed. We went into freefall.

The broken ground below fell apart until it was reduced to gravel, which was then scattered by the gale. Pebbles clinked and rattled off my armor until the mass of falling debris was taken by the winds like smoke in a hurricane. I blinked away a few tears as the air clawed through the gap in my visor, and I saw what we were falling toward.

Miles below us was a dark, frothing sea that stretched endlessly in all directions. Amid the erupting waves, directly below us, was an island made up of a single mountain.

The mountain had a face.

Two flesh-red orbs rolled up toward us, eyes that must have each been the size of small lakes. Lips as thick as oil tankers peeled back from fangs the size of train cars. The fangs sat in rows in front of more fangs the size of school buses, which sat in rows in front of even more fangs the size of pickup trucks—the kind with truck nuts and extra exhaust pipes on top and that were just overall larger than they oughtta be—which sat in rows in front of yet more fangs the size of some other, slightly smaller vehicle that was still much too big to be teeth.

From beneath the waters, gnarled tendrils rose, extending out the length of a city and covered in throbbing pustules. Upon the titan’s midnight flesh were a million squirming barbs, every square inch of its body covered in a lethal forest of thorns. It did not roar, or screech, or howl. An earthquake was its battle cry, a tsunami its hunting call.

“Doesn’t look like a duck!” I shouted. It was mainly a psychological knee-jerk reaction to protect my withering resolve. I used Gracorvus to begin slowing my descent while I looked over the goliath, trying to figure out where I’d even begin to attack it.

The System then confirmed that it was, in fact, not a duck.

The King’s Pit: Delve Remnant, Grade Twenty-Four

The name of the creature pulled on a vague memory I had. The creature type answered exactly zero questions while raising at least one: what the fuck was a Delve Remnant? I growled and got my bearings, trying to find a way to meet up with the party. We needed to have a mid-flight strategy meeting, although it also needed to be quick.

The Pit was miles below, but our altitude was no shield. A thousand coiling appendages rose up to the sky to meet us.
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Etja caught Xim, Nuralie, and herself with Siphon shortly after the floor collapsed. Varrin’s fabulous cloak billowed out with sparkling fury as he flew to meet them, while I stood upon Gracorvus and quickly closed the short distance. Shog and Grotto floated like usual, their inherent ability to fly without cost sending a flash of envy through me.

The storm had begun to pelt us with small, icy droplets, carried on the wind with enough force to rattle my armor. The Pit’s limbs ascended toward us, but—massive as they were—we had a brief time to prepare.

“Big!” Xim shouted over the wind when I got close. She studied the mountainous creature with wide eyes, although a smile tugged at the edges of her mouth.

“Really big!” said Etja.

“Too big!” Nuralie added informatively.

“What is a Delve Remnant?” asked Varrin, his bass-baritone voice effortlessly overpowering the gale. I wondered whether Strength affected how loud the man could be.

[A Delve corrupted by the energies within until it can no longer be controlled. Sometimes by an outside force, other times by the negligence or hubris of the Delve Core.]

Like so many other instances, we didn’t have the time to go over the implications of what my familiar had just told us.

“Grotto!” I shouted. “Link us all up!”

I felt a mental tingle as everyone in the party was connected through Grotto’s psychic link. It consumed much of the Delve Core’s focus, but the wind was obnoxious and the battlefield was orders of magnitude larger than any we’d dealt with. I expected the distances between our party members to grow and quickly become prohibitive of normal speech. As long as this thing didn’t blast us into different dimensions like Kaleidoscope had, I expected the ability to be invaluable.

“Nuralie,” I thought to the group. “Weaknesses?”

Nuralie’s eyes were already lit up with mana as she used her Target Analysis skill.

Target Analysis: You can focus for 6 seconds to examine another creature and determine various stats, such as their current and maximum HP, mana, or stamina, what kinds of damage they are most resistant or vulnerable to, or which status effects they are strongest or weakest against. The amount of information you gain is determined by your INT and is opposed by their CHA.

“Its resources come back as question marks,” she thought. “Strong against Dimensional. Other defenses are low.”

[It will be unable to resist your attempts to sting it like insects.]

“Negative attitude, but Grotto has a point,” I thought to the group. “Normal attacks probably won’t be worth much. Stacking damage over time is likely our best bet. Varrin and Shog, you both try to dismember the incoming limbs. If it has blood, bleed the shit out of it.”

The pair nodded their understanding and shot off in opposite directions. The gnarled and infected-looking tendrils were closing in fast.

“Xim, I doubt stuns will work, but confirm that theory. Either way, focus on Ignite. We’ve seen an entire mountain burn before. Let’s see it again.”

“Last time we saw that was because of a super spell from a Level 54 Hiwardian Matriarch,” she thought back to me with a grin, “but I’m happy to oblige.” An obsidian horn grew from her head and fur sprouted across her body as she was enveloped in crimson light. “Etja, let me fall.”

“If you say so!” Etja thought back as she let go of Siphon’s hold on the cleric. Xim hit the release weave on her outer armor. Her muscles bulged as she fell alongside the pieces of her chain mail, her features twisting into a bestial form.

While we mapped out our battle plan, Varrin met with the first of the approaching tendrils. The end of the limb sprouted into three massive fingers with a dozen knuckles, swollen as though the Delve Remnant had a fierce case of rheumatoid arthritis. Along its side, the pustules glowed with heat, rain boiling off their surfaces on contact.

Kazandak reflected a flash of lightning as it grew to its maximum size, 20 feet in length. Varrin brought it across the tendril as it hurtled toward him, deftly dashing to one side as it blasted past. His blade carved through one of the fingers as the “hand” grasped at him, sending it careening back down toward the Pit. If the mountain noticed the wound, it gave no sign. The twisted “arm” slowed as the mountain arrested its movement, then began to swing back around to connect with the warrior, casting a trail of wine-colored blood through the air.

Varrin shot lower and targeted its wrist. Even with Kazandak at maximum length, it wasn’t enough to cleave through. He only slashed through half of the limb. The giant arm sagged where it had been cut, and the weight of the mammoth feeler did much of the rest of Varrin’s work for him. Cutting through half of the tendril destroyed its structural integrity, and the top section peeled back, the wound tearing further. Vital fluids exploded outward as the limb split. Unfortunately, there was a lot more arm left to go, and the monster’s near-stump met Varrin’s blade once more, the top of it dangling by a thread.

Meanwhile, Shog stood in the palm of a second tendril. The c’thon spun in a whirlwind, greatswords cutting into the fingers in a flurry. He zipped from side to side as the fingers slammed down, narrowly avoiding being crushed. His feathers were already slick with the remnant’s blood, but a second tendril approached to harry my summon. The sky was growing thick with them.

“Nuralie, this storm is making it pretty dark,” I thought to the loson. “Can you teleport with Shadow Walk?”

“Yes.”

“Good. Feel like using its limbs as a mobile strike platform?”

“I suppose we will find out how much 40 Agility is worth,” she replied.

“Then your strategy is simple. Poison. Break out everything you’ve got.”

Nuralie didn’t smile like a maniac, but I did see a small grin cross her face. It was gone as soon as it came, and she blinked away into the storm.

The brief reprieve Varrin and Shog’s assault had granted us ended.

A tendril whipped toward me and Etja, and we each flew frantically to one side of it. Gracorvus moved faster than ever with my fresh points in Intelligence, but the limb course-corrected and threatened to hit me like a 100-mile-per-hour skyscraper. Etja reached out and caught me in a burst of Siphon, accelerating me out of harm’s reach. A second tendril was fast approaching as the first slowed to swing back around.

“What do I do?” asked Etja as she tried to direct both of us away from the next limb. I surrendered control to her so my flight with Gracorvus didn’t compete with her gravity magic.

I considered the mage’s abilities, but her whole build was based around burst damage and mana efficiency. She didn’t have any DoTs, but she still had a few tricks that would come in handy.

“Use Shared Vessel on me,” I thought to her. “We’ll dive in close and channel the biggest combo Explosion! we can. The longer I channel, the bigger it gets. Dimensional is no good, so we can’t combine the spell with Disintegrate, but you can mana-shape Magic Blast to make it bigger, right?”

“Right! It’ll make Explosion! even bigger when they’re combined!” she thought. “Maybe.”

“Time to find out. Gracorvus costs too much mana for me to fly around constantly. Will Siphon be too much of a drain for you to keep me with you?”

“It’s really cheap if I only target one ally!”

“Then let’s head down to that thing’s face and see if Mesmerize has a size limit.”

“Right!” Etja adjusted her course downward.

I felt the mage’s Shared Vessel ability wrapping me in her own soul. It would allow me to take advantage of her passives and spell-buffs while also enabling her to combine one of her spells with my own, giving Explosion! a healthy dose of Mystical Force damage. My big-boom spell’s normal damage was primarily Physical, but it had a healthy dash of Dimensional as well. That would be less effective, according to Nuralie. Still, it was the best thing I had for the situation.

The last time Etja had used the “soul hug” was during our fight with The Mimic.

Shared Vessel: Your spiritual essence was forged as a shell to contain the overwhelming might of a godly avatar’s soul fragment—an avatar against whom you rebelled. Divorcing this specter from your body has unbound you from his will, but the ability to contain another entity’s spirit within you remains.

You may open your soul and embrace the spiritual essence of a nearby ally, sharing the cost-reducing benefits of your Mirtasian Cadence and allowing you to use your Incarnation passive to combine one of your active skills with their own. Additionally, any skill utilized in this manner gains the benefit of your Finishing Move passive and will deal 200% bonus damage if it is the fourth spell cast in sequence.

Mirtasian Cadence. You may establish a dance and rhythm prior to casting a spell. If you do so, you gain a 10% mana cost reduction to the first spell you cast and an additional stacking 10% mana cost reduction to each spell cast in sequence with the previous spell, so long as you maintain your cadence. This cost reduction caps at 40%, and the bonus resets once the fourth spell has been cast in the sequence.

Incarnation: You are the incarnation of a divine aspect. Your active abilities have been predetermined, but as a descendant of divinity, you can combine two active skills together to achieve a combination skill incorporating aspects of both skills.

Finishing Move: If you cast three different spells in a row, the next different spell you cast is 200% more effective, and any additional mana used to cast it is 200% more efficient.

My stomach lurched as Etja accelerated the force of gravity pulling us downward. A tendril whipped past, and wind tore across my entire body as it went. I also discovered what the simmering pustules did.

They exploded.

A gout of flame burst from the mass along the limb, and rocky shrapnel filled the air. Etja kept me close as we flew, and I had Gracorvus at the ready. I brought it up between us and the tendril, barely responding in time, even with my Rapid Blocks evolution letting me move my shield three times faster than normal.

I was pelted by hard, sharp fragments as we were enveloped in fire. The shrapnel bounced off my shield and armor, absorbing most of the attack while Etja hid behind my larger frame. The fire found its way into the cracks of my plate, searing my skin and enveloping both of us. My Life Warden skill was still active on Etja, however, and it shunted half the damage she took back to me.

HP: 1,220 -> 1,202

My recent advancements in Heavy Armor and Smithing showed their worth as the majority of the damage was completely mitigated. Some of the damage came from the ward on Etja, but the spell reduced it by an amount equal to my Physical Magic skill. Etja certainly lost more health than I did, even after being protected from the shrapnel and having half the Elemental damage passed on. Her defenses weren’t as robust as mine, but the mage had over 400 HP, natural armor, and Mana Barrier to fall back on if things got dicey. She wasn’t a typical, fragile nuker. More of a tempered and bulletproofed glass cannon.

Plus, even after soaking half the damage for the caster, I granted Etja a small burst of healing on top. Endless rows of pustules were laid out before us like kernels on a cob of corn, and I expected the ability was about to be triggered a lot.

We Can Do This All Day

Whenever you take damage from a hostile source, a nearby ally who is missing health or stamina regains an amount of health or stamina equal to half the damage taken, their choice.

While we raced toward the mountain’s face, Xim was hit by a tendril. I cringed when I saw it connect, hearing the thunk of the tendril’s thousand-ton body slam against her flesh over the wind and rain. A pustule exploded on contact as well, burning away fur and piercing the cleric’s skin.

Xim had stowed her shield but kept her scepter in one hand. Her clawed feet and freehand dug into the monstrous limb, each wreathed in divine fire. She would normally rely on her natural claws when fighting in her ascended form, but the scepter she received from Khigra and the tribe gave her a chance to Ignite based on her skill with Divine Magic. Her skill with Divine Magic was much higher than it had any right to be at her level, and it only took two blows before blood-red fire bloomed on the limb.

Each strike from Xim was also accompanied by a spell, her ability to wallop and cast simultaneously buffed by a Speed Evolution. The first spell was Heal, and a golden light bathed her form, closing up wounds and smoothing over burns. The second was Judgment, which struck the limb farther down, creating a second wave of ruby fire, which rapidly began to expand. With the tendril properly burning, Xim leaped away at another swinging limb, tanking a second slam to the face—and every other part of her—and then healing herself again as she continued to light the fucker up.

She was unstoppable, but only for the moment. Her mana wouldn’t allow her to keep up the combo for long, and the buffs to Strength and Speed from her beast form only lasted two minutes.

Nuralie appeared on top of a different tendril, her body translucent from the gathering darkness of the ever-worsening storm. She rapidly fired arrow after arrow into the limb until the Pit got wise and brought another arm to bear, trying to crush the loson. Nuralie disappeared an instant before it connected.

The mighty limbs clapped together, creating a shockwave that scattered the rain. When the tendrils separated, a cloud of poisonous gas expanded from Nuralie’s previous location—a little gift she’d left behind to sink in through the remnant’s skin.

Varrin and Shog continued to slice through more of the mountain’s arms, which filled the sky with their massive forms. The pair flew circles around them, Shog’s Speed now a match for Varrin’s, but there were too many limbs, and Shog was sent sailing by a crushing strike and exploding pustules. The c’thon was wounded and smoking, but he looked pissed off more than anything.

From the limbs that Varrin bisected, blood poured out like small waterfalls.

“Are you gonna channel while we fly?” Etja thought to me as she swung us around another tendril, which exploded in our faces.

HP: 1,204 -> 1,184

“I have to release the spell if I run out of mana! Too risky to start before it’s in range.”

“Okay. Then what’ll you do until we get there?”

I looked down at the Pit’s massive, disgusting face below. It was a big target, and it wasn’t like it could move out of our way. An idea came to me, and I smiled despite myself.

“I’m gonna drop shit on it.”
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Like any good member of the well-to-do, one of my most reliable methods for solving difficult problems was to throw money at it.

Back in the Creation Delve, our party had stumbled across an immense field of poison essences that we happily stuffed our pockets with. The only thing that stopped us from taking more essences than we had was the size of said pockets. At that time, my inventory had yet to become the self-perpetuating growth machine of the Closet, so I was limited to a paltry sum of slightly less than a thousand essences.

The essences had a wide array of crafting uses, and I currently sold them to Seinnador at a rate of 32 golden notes a piece.

For reference, a ruby chip could be exchanged for 50 golden notes, which made each essence worth a chunky bit more than half of a ruby chip. That much money would have allowed a peasant family to live comfortably for a year or more.

I still had 570 of them.

The egg-sized crystals naturally emitted a toxic vapor. It wasn’t very potent on its own, so it was much more efficient to transform an essence into the poison one desired if the goal was to stack Toxicity as fast as possible. Poison essence could be transformed by a crafter into any type of poison that the crafter was familiar with, although there was a limit based on their crafting skill.

Nuralie’s Alchemy skill was well developed and allowed her to make some pretty vicious poisons from the essences. My contract with Seinnador had been formed before I’d known how talented the scaled alchemist was, else I would have saved all of the essences for her use. Despite selling Seinnador all of his requirements for poison essences, Nuralie was still my number 1 consumer of the deadly nuggets. Seinnador was a generalist after all. Nuralie was a death-brewin’ specialist.

Thus, it was with both great financial pain and schadenfreude-filled delight that I emptied our entire backup stock of Nuralie’s poisons right onto the Pit’s stupid face.

I dropped everything from highly refined nerve gas to experimental hemotoxins. I threw vials of rapid-release metabolic suppressants and long-lasting hepatotoxins. I even tossed out a failed batch of phototoxin, which did little more than give the victim a vicious sun allergy and probably an increased risk of skin cancer. I threw in a liter of undiluted genitotoxin for good measure, which was a key ingredient in a contraceptive that Nuralie sold. At this concentration, it would lead to less of a temporary sterilization and more of a permanent melting of the sensitive areas. No idea if the Pit had those, but I wasn’t holding anything back. No one wanted this thing reproducing anyway.

An alluring display of baneful colors exploded on the Pit’s surface. A carpet bombing of violet clouds, slicks of bubbling green, and bright red detonations that sent venom-laced razors into the beast. Nature’s toxic hues encompassed the entire rainbow.

Despite the indiscriminate bombardment, Grotto’s characterization of our attacks being insect bites to the monster was an apt one. The poisons landed like pinpricks along the remnant’s head and body, covering only a sliver of its total surface area. I did land one acidic necrotoxin in its giant fucking eye, which was supremely satisfying. However, when it came to poison, we didn’t need to take big bites. The venomous chomp of a snake could be deadly, but its fangs only left a small mark.

I dumped enough toxic waste to give an EPA agent a heart attack, but I got it done in a flash. Many of the poisons were held in potion belts that were quickly emptied. The ones that held the vials more securely got tossed, belt and all. Etja and I were beating terminal velocity at the moment, and the added force of my throws would be enough to shatter the ampoules and distribute their payloads. Wind resistance caused us to pass a few of the less aerodynamic objects, but they’d find their way to the beast through gravity. We just had to keep our heads up to watch out for friendly fire.

Sadly, some of the poisons were in a few of our meticulously assembled go-bags. I didn’t have time to hunt for bottles full of concentrated opiates in our emergency triage kits or flasks of stone-melting solvent in our MacGyver duffels, so everything got dumped. Between the assault on the Littan operating base and my liberal dispensation, we were going to be in need of a materials resupply and a few weeks with Nuralie in mass production mode.

I soon ran dry of Nuralie’s products, but I wasn’t finished. As I said, essences could be converted by a crafter, limited by their familiarity and skill level. In fact, Convert Essence was a fundamental ability for any crafting skill that utilized mana weaving, which was practically all of them since essences were a key component for many weaves. This included crafting skills such as Smithing.

My personal familiarity with poisons was unusually high for a smith. Not only had I observed Nuralie’s work on many occasions, but the loson’s alchemical innovation often required test subjects. This was sometimes accomplished with the “cooperation” of mana monsters while we Delved, but field testing involved a lot of unpredictable variables that made for results that were less than clinical. So, much of our testing occurred outside of Delves, and since we were an ethical group of Delvers, our test subjects were uniformly volunteers. One volunteer, really. A proper test subject for poison needed to have a robust tolerance for Toxicity, which meant either a high Fortitude, a strong poison resistance, or both.

I had both.

I was the test subject.

My Smithing skill had reached Level 16 during my armor-making spree, which was a far cry from Nuralie’s 32 in Alchemy. Even though I was familiar with many poisons, what I could produce by converting essences was nowhere near as strong as what the loson made, especially after she processed the raw toxic materials into a proper potion. But I wasn’t going for potency—I was going for variety.

There were a handful of poisons that Nuralie had shown (tested on) me and that we were currently out of. These were some of the more exotic ingredients Nuralie had used to theory craft but which hadn’t shown substantially usable results. I couldn’t produce the complex brews that Nuralie made, but I could generate the base compounds. One of the more interesting of these was a tranquilizer with psychotropic properties.

The poison induced visual and auditory hallucinations, confusion, and the sudden onset desire for a nap—all decent effects for a control-type poison. It also instilled a sensation of well-being so profound that the target became immune to Fear, Berserk, and Paranoia. This was accompanied by a level of pain tolerance that could only be described as “absolute,” allowing the subject to continue fighting through injuries that would have otherwise incapacitated them.

In high doses, the negative effects reduced the subject to a drooling puddle of drowsy dissociation, experiencing a level of disconnection from reality only achieved by the most dedicated of tie-dye-clad Grateful Dead enthusiasts. Enough of the stuff would even cause one’s nervous system to call it quits, leading them to a sleepy asphyxiation.

In low doses, it caused monsters to become bliss-fueled killers immune to pain.

The line between these two was thin, and the results of its testing were too erratic to distill into a viable mixture that was an efficient use of our essences and other expensive ingredients. I also stopped “volunteering” for the tests after hallucinating that I was a mighty oak tree with a vendetta against bicyclists and lived out the entirety of its murderous, 200-year existence in one afternoon.

I wasn’t trying to be efficient, and the opportunity to witness an entire mountain tripping its—soon to be inert—balls off was too enticing to pass up.

I started pulling out fistfuls of essences and stuffed them down into large glass vials where I converted them. I stoppered and threw them downward with all the force I could muster, keeping them ahead of our accelerated plunge.

One might find this decision questionable. Totally understandable, but the Pit hadn’t responded to any of our attacks in a way that indicated it even felt pain. Fear was useless because it made things run away, and it was a fucking mountain in the middle of an ocean. Berserk and Paranoia made things attack their allies or lose the benefit of party buffs, and it was a lone fucking mountain in the middle of an ocean. Giving it hallucinations, potentially causing it to become violent and erratic, didn’t matter because it was a lone fucking mountain in the middle of an ocean that was already trying to kill us. I stood by my decision.

And it wasn’t the only bonus poison I threw. There was a good reason to add more poisons to the mix beyond a childish desire to get a mountain wasted: Nuralie’s build.

Nuralie was a sustain fighter. While her combat focus was to strike unaware targets from stealth—a typical bursty rogue tactic—her archery skills did not otherwise focus on fast, hard-hitting damage. Hunger Shot did a decent chunk of damage all at once, but it required a long charge-up time. She didn’t have much that could quickly deal out a lot of hurt in a short amount of time.

Instead, she used very little stamina or mana and could keep attacking so long as she had arrows and alchemical products to burn. While she could rely on her archery for most fights, she had ample damage over time for the longer ones—damage over time that stacked. Our party was almost always able to trample over whatever we were fighting before this damage ramp came online, but this encounter was different. We weren’t going to be able to blitz the Pit with quick, powerful hits. We needed scaling.

At the outset, Nuralie made stronger poisons from her Agility 20 evolution:

Keen Hands: When crafting, products that require dexterous manipulation to produce are X% more effective, where X is your AGI (current increase: 40%).

She also applied more Toxicity when poisoning a target from her Physical 10 evolution:

Rot: When applying Toxicity to a target, increase the amount applied by 1 for each level of Physical Magic (current bonus: 12).

But the first lynchpin ability Nuralie brought to the table for scaling was her Alchemy 20 evolution.

Stacking DoTs: Whenever you apply Toxicity with a poison, the total Toxicity on the target increases by 1% for every different poison currently affecting them.

Finally, there was the pièce de résistance, an active skill she almost never got to use:

Venomous Escalation

Physical/Spiritual

Cost: 10 mana

Cooldown: 1 hour

Make an INT spell attack against a target. If successful, double the target’s Toxicity. This affects all statuses that include the keyword Toxicity.

So, my little display probably didn’t accomplish much in the way of adding actual stacks of Toxicity—especially in proportion to the sheer number of resources I used. I wasn’t an alchemist, didn’t have any bonuses like Nuralie, and was relying on the poison being absorbed through the remnant’s skin rather than delivering it directly into the bloodstream with a penetrating weapon. Maybe a little would get sucked in through its mouth, but I wasn’t sure that it even needed to breathe.

What my assault did accomplish was apply a shitton of unique poisons to the Pit. Now, each time Nuralie poisoned the remnant, it compounded the stacks of Toxicity on it. I had no idea how many stacks it would take to kill it, but Etja and I were on the job of providing a healthy distraction.

With my inventory cleared of anything worthy of having the phone number for poison control listed on its label, Etja and I continued to dive toward the Pit’s enormous visage.

We laced our way between tendrils, taking the occasional pustule explosion and glancing blow from the whipping towers. Etja maneuvered me between herself and the Pit’s careening limbs, allowing me to serve as a meat shield. She shunted me from side to side fast enough that I could barely focus on anything other than blocking. She thrust me in the path of meaty hits and fiery explosions with so little hesitation; I briefly wondered whether I’d done anything to make her mad lately. It was the smart strategy, and I was serving my main role in the party of soaking hits, so it wasn’t a real concern. Still, after she shunted me headfirst into the fifth jet of flame and shrapnel, I started to worry.

HP: 1,196 -> 948

“I can block better if I’m using my shield!” I thought to her. “Not my face!”

“Doing a lot here!” she replied, tearing us to one side of a tendril with enough G-force that the edges of my vision darkened. “I’m doing my best!”

I brought up Gracorvus to fend off another explosion. What little hair remained on my head joined my recently deceased beard in its fiery grave.

HP: 948 -> 930

Etja’s body flashed blue as she soaked up damage with her mana shield. The splash damage I couldn’t block was enough that she’d been forced to use Mana Barrier several times. I glanced up at her bars, finding her health just above half. Even so, her health ticked back up a smidge as damage continued to transfer to me through Life Warden and get refunded back to her as health with We Can Do This All Day. Without the evolution, Etja would have been forced to abandon the dive to keep herself alive.

Even with the massive damage reductions and dodging three-fourths of what the Pit sent our way, she couldn’t sustain this level of abuse for too much longer.

Fortunately, the limbs grew thicker as we descended and moved much slower than the thrashing tips. More and more of the attacks missed, and we finally got close enough to the Pit’s face that I started channeling Explosion!.

At the same time, the remnant’s horrendous maw widened until it encompassed all that I could see.

Bright, orange flames filled its mouth.

A burst of fire and molten rock poured from its throat, a stream of death too wide for us to avoid. Etja moved me in front of her, then accelerated toward it. I gritted my teeth and held up Gracorvus, widening my stance as much as I could while still protecting my vitals behind the wide shield. Etja sailed toward the attack in a Superman stance, making herself as small as she could behind me. As the wave of fire approached, she let out a scream of defiance.

Heat became my world, and I felt my skin immediately begin to blister. The rest of my hair was scoured away, filling my helm with acrid smoke. My shield rattled as globs of lava struck it. Its weight grew as the molten rock adhered and hardened on its surface, and my skin was reduced to ash below my armor where it struck. My breath was ripped from my lungs as the fire consumed all, the ravenous inferno creating a brief vacuum.

HP: 930 -> 748

The storm’s gale hit me with its icy winds like slamming into an iceberg as we burst through the other side of the Pit’s withering breath. Etja shot us up and around the mile-long rows of monumental teeth until we hurtled toward its massive, fleshy eye, pitted and bubbling where some of the poison had landed.

Its head turned as it tried to bring its mouth back around, and six limbs swung toward us, converging in an inescapable net. I readied myself to release Explosion! early, unable to see a way for us to escape without blasting one of the tendrils apart. I hadn’t charged it nearly enough, but I didn’t think Etja would survive the upcoming squashing. She’d avoided most of the damage from the breath weapon, but her health had still dropped below half and her mana had taken another hit as her barrier offset the damage.

Seconds before we were crushed, the limbs lumbered to a halt.

The Pit stared at us, frozen in place as its monumental eye focused on me. No, not me—it focused on Etja. I took deep breaths, continuing to channel Explosion! while the remnant appraised us. Then miraculously, the limbs withdrew, and it turned its gaze back up toward the rest of the party, who still fought its tendrils high above.

“It worked!” Etja shouted, startling me. I glanced at her, then back to the goliath that had just failed its Wisdom check.

She’d mesmerized a fucking mountain.


Chapter 60



Ipulled earplugs from my inventory—acquired after my last dance with deafness from the spell I was about to supercharge—handed a pair to Etja, then quickly shoved my own in. Hopefully, everyone else was far enough away to keep their hearing. I shoved my helm back on and began chanting.

“The Goliath and the ancient, in due time they all crumble!”

Etja’s flight seamlessly transitioned into the graceful rhythm of her Mirtasian Cadence while her soul thrummed around me. Siphon, keeping us both aloft, immediately counted as the first spell in the cadence’s sequence and reduced the cost of my Explosion! channel by 10% through Shared Vessel’s benefits.

Molten rock continued to weigh down my shield and smoldered where it was splattered onto my armor, dealing a small tick of damage as the heat penetrated through to my skin and muscle. A quick pulse of Nullify from Etja caused the still-burning material to cool and degrade into chunks of ash. As it blew away into the storm winds, my channel became 20% cheaper.

HP: 752 -> 740

Varrin had made some impressive headway with his work above. Rivers of blood poured from a dozen of the remnant’s limbs, the vital fluid scattered by the gale as it descended. The biting rain was interspersed with large droplets of a deep burgundy hue. Etja used Siphon combined with Incorporate to pull some of the blood to her and absorb it. Her eyes lit up with the knowledge she gained. My Explosion! channel became 30% cheaper.

Finally, Etja began to channel Magic Blast into Explosion! with her Incarnation passive. My Explosion! channel gained another 10% reduction as mystic force saturated my spell. I felt Etja shape her blast into a sphere and begin pouring the rest of her mana into it to increase its size. The spell was already charged well beyond what we’d managed during our fight with The Mimic, and I sensed the mass of potent mana growing at an incredible rate.

“Time’s inevitable decay may be slow, but it is inexorable!”

The base diameter of Explosion! was 54 feet, which was determined by my Intelligence. For every second I channeled, that diameter increased by another 5.4 feet. My resource expenditure through the boss fights hadn’t been very high compared to my typical high-octane slugfests. My mana regen had also been massively buffed by one of Nuralie’s mana potions and my Ambient Absorption ability, which really loved this leveling gauntlet. I expected the entire thing was taking place within some sort of walled-off, extradimensional space. Altogether, when I fell into this fight, my mana was nearly fully regenerated, even after spending half of my normal regen on maintaining Shog’s summoning and Etja’s Life Ward. I’d also done little more than get wrecked in the fight, so my tank was full when I’d started channeling.

After my recent points allocated to Wisdom, my mana pool was at a healthy 412. Explosion! cost 10 mana per second to channel, which meant that I could channel it for 41 seconds from full. I valued my life, however, and wasn’t about to drain my entire mana pool while the big bad was still relatively unmangled. I decided to hold back 100 mana for Shortcuts, Void Hammer combos, and flying around on Gracorvus. Since I’d already spent a little mana flying on my shield during the fight, that gave me a full 30-second charge.

That would put Explosion!’s diameter at 216 feet—the space in which it would deal its full damage. The deafening shockwave and after-effects had a much larger area than even that. Now, 216 feet is decent. That’s more than half a football field in length. But the eye in front of me was at least 500 feet across. I wanted it to be a lot bigger. That’s where Etja came in.

“The destruction of the Parthenon! The annihilation of Flood Rock! Man often aids the present as it eats the past!”

First, my channel became cheaper from Etja’s Mirtasian Cadence. My 30-second charge became a 38-second charge, taking the diameter from 216 feet to 259 feet. Not bad. Still too small.

Second, Etja combined my spell with Mystic Blast, pumping in more mana to shape the blast into as large of an area as possible. Etja had abilities that improved the efficiency of spending extra mana, the efficiency of mana shaping, and the efficiency of creating AoEs. They all stacked.

But that’s not all, folks. The biggest bonus from being wrapped in Etja’s soul hug was getting to take advantage of her Finishing Move ability. When she cast 4 different spells in a row, the fourth spell in the sequence became 200% more effective, and any additional mana used to cast the spell became 200% more efficient.

The “additional mana” text was primarily geared toward mana shaping and other bonus effects one could add to a spell from external abilities. My Explosion! spell did not get the increased efficiency bonus since I was casting it naturally, using its channel for all my mana without shaping or weaving in other abilities. It did get the benefit of the first half—increased effect—which tripled its size and took it from 259 feet to 777.

However, Etja mana-shaped the shit out of Mystic Blast. The base spell got a boost in potency from the first half of her Finishing Move passive, and all of the extra mana she gave it for increasing size became three times more efficient. That meant she could dump three times as much mana in, adding three times more AoE to the attack than she could normally contribute. Her mana spend was much smaller than mine on a point-by-point basis, but she still increased the size of the attack—even after its diameter had tripled—by another 60%. All of that together took the spell from a diameter of 777 feet to 1,243 feet.

For reference, the Eiffel Tower stood 1,060 feet tall. The Empire State Building rose 1,250 feet at its architectural peak. I was about to unleash a spell with a spherical volume of over 37 million cubic yards.

“For those who evoke my ire, the unavoidable doom of time is too slow! I’m happy to speed that shit up!”

We were way too close.

My current max range on Explosion! was 230 feet. We needed to be at least 622 feet from the epicenter to avoid getting turned into giblets, a fact I realized uncomfortably late into the channel after realizing how out of control the spell’s size was becoming.

“Pull us further back!” I thought to Etja. “I’m going to have to dump more mana to shape the spell for extra range!”

I was reluctant to give up my safety net of extra mana, but keeping our limbs on our bodies and our internal organs in non-liquid form seemed like a good use of the resource.

“I can add a little too!” Etja thought. “But I’m gonna be spent after this!”

“Hold back enough to fly out of this thing’s reach once my spell detonates! Pretty sure this will break the Mesmerize!”

Etja gave me a mental confirmation, and we pulled back from the Pit as the pair of us shaped the spell until I could deploy it at a minimum safe distance. My mana pool dipped to 70 while Etja’s sank below 10%.

“Look on, so you may testify!”

I couldn’t position the spell inside the creature’s flesh. However, the poison I’d dropped had eaten a small crater into its eye, so that’s what I targeted. I swallowed, set my jaw, and snapped my fingers.

“Explosion!”

The eye became a cloud, divorced into particles by a concussive armageddon of Mystical, Physical, and Dimensional damage.

The earplugs weren’t enough.

The pressure wave plowed into my chest, kicking the air from my lungs and forcing my heart to skip a beat. My teeth clicked together painfully, and my sinuses screamed, sharp pressure popping at the back of my eyeballs. The crackling boom of the spell was as loud as it had ever been, though it was only the second loudest thing I’d heard that day—first place going to Clockwork’s screech.

A wave of eye goop assaulted us with enough force to bite at my skin where it passed through the slits in my helm, and I was once more covered in monster viscera. I took solace in the fact that this was the longest I’d ever gone while inside a Delve before becoming drenched in the innards of a misshapen monstrosity. I’d kept my eyes tightly shut after the spell activated, so I’d avoided becoming blinded by the high-velocity vitreous humor. When I opened them, I found the air filled with the misty remnants of the Pit’s sensory organ being swept into fleshy spirals by the tearing wind. It was beautiful in a macabre sort of way.

Rivers of blood and other fluids poured down the Pit’s face from the wound, which encompassed more than just its eye. The entire socket was mangled out to where its cheekbones or hairline might have been, had it possessed such human anatomy.

Despite the earplugs, all I heard was the familiar ringing sound of damaged eardrums, but I didn’t need to hear the Pit to understand its dissatisfaction with the current state of affairs. I felt it.

The air throbbed with a nauseating pulse that shook my bones. Pressure rose in my ear canals as an infrasonic howl propagated from the remnant’s mouth and throat, sending ripples through the rain. Its head turned faster than anything of that size had a right to. The wind grew in intensity, bucking me with the aftermath of such a massive object moving so quickly through space. The mountain’s face spun all the way around until its one remaining eye saw me. It locked onto me, and the pupil at its center constricted.

Etja had already flown away, and I moved to stand atop Gracorvus, hovering under my own power. There was a brief standoff moment where the remnant considered the speck of a man that had so harmed it. Then the subaural pulse throbbed with greater fury, and the Pit turned its full ire onto me.

All of the Pit’s limbs abandoned their assault on my allies and hurled through the sky toward me like meteors. Its head spun again, aiming its mouth at me, from which waves of heat poured, distorting the air with shimmering waves. The rain burst into mist as an orange glow bubbled up from its gullet.

I had certainly gotten its attention.

I also hadn’t thought this far ahead.

I flew away from the remnant as fast as Gracorvus could carry me, casting Shortcut every second and quickly making my way out over the ocean. I swung past falling limbs that hit the sea with enough force to create tsunamis that raced toward the Pit’s organic shores. Pustules exploded as they hurtled by, showering me with fire and fragments, but the terror of a hundred-limbed mountain trying to kill me was banished by a burst of excitement as I saw the state the tendrils were in.

Blood flowed freely from many of them, scored by a thousand cuts. Some were cut down to nubs less than half of their original length. Others were tinged with the colors of rot, covered in veins of black that crawled across their surfaces and grew in real time. Yet more were ablaze with crimson flame, the divine fire inextinguishable by the wind or rain. More than a few suffered from a combination of the status effects, some from all three at once.

I felt an intense heat erupt at my back, but I didn’t dare slow down to check on the incoming breath weapon. I kept steadily sailing forward, the height and the relative speeds of the towering tendrils lashing out at me, making my 55-mile-per-hour flight feel like I was standing still.

HP: 749 -> 704

The Pit’s molten breath had a limited range and my initial safe distance plus my frantic flight allowed me to escape the worst of it. A lake of fire briefly enshrouded me, but my resistances allowed me to emerge from it mostly unscathed. However, I exited into a half dozen tendrils descending onto me, leaving no space to dodge.

I hastily cast Shortcut, taking me 300 feet northward to avoid all of the descending tendrils. There was a light crack of thunder as I appeared, the movement far enough to send the reforged skill into a 5-second cooldown but not enough to cause me any damage. By the time I got my bearings, a new group of the Pit’s limbs were already crashing down toward me. It was too soon to use Shortcut again.

“Fuck.”

I deactivated Gracorvus’s flight, sending myself into a ballistic arc over the sea. I flipped forward, grabbing the shield and bringing it around between myself and the tendrils. I braced the back of it with my knees and took a deep breath.

The limbs, united in their hatred, spiked me into the ocean like a team of hundred-story volleyball players jacked up on an Olympic swimming pool’s worth of anabolic steroids.

The world went white. My shins and left forearm were shattered. My left shoulder was dislocated, and my right knee became gravel. My heart struggled to keep my brain supplied with oxygen as the hit drove me downward. Spots danced in my vision until I impacted the ocean fast enough to feel like I collided with a brick wall. The sea’s briny water was ice-cold, immediately beginning to invade my muscles and joints but shocking me back to awareness.

HP: 705 -> 475

It seemed that any time I encountered one of this world’s oceans, I was to be thrust into its depths with half my body crushed. I’d even taken nearly the same amount of damage from the tendrils as I had from Yaretzi’s cannonball. It was an odd thought to fixate on, but running the numbers jarred my brain out of the sudden fog that had come over it.

Unlike the fight with Yaretzi, I was granted no reprieve or time to plan while I sank into the frosty depths. The tendrils snaked into the ocean after me like horrible sea serpents. The water grew cloudy with blood and rotten flesh, and water boiled from the persistent touch of divine fire.

I needed to move.

I clutched onto Gracorvus with my working arm and jetted away through the water. The fluid dragged at my frame as I went, sending fierce, bright pain through my broken limbs. I easily fought back against the pull with my increased Strength, angling myself toward the surface while avoiding the remnant’s seeking limbs.

They weren’t nearly as accurate as they had been above, which I assumed was because the Pit could no longer see me beneath the dark waves. I managed to twist between two of the tendrils as they writhed past me, the knobby fingers at their ends grasping blindly.

I broke the surface, the wind nearly paralyzing me as it battered against my soaked frame and compounded the freezing cold. The Pit hadn’t divided its attention in the brief time I was gone, still wholly fixated on my destruction. A storm of limbs flailed in the air in every direction, and then all began converging on me.

My allies, however, were being completely ignored.

Nuralie stood atop the Pit’s cranium, driving arrow after arrow into its head. Each strike made the necrotic veins on its tendrils pulse with sickly mana, growing thick and varicose. Xim leaped across its body below, bashing her way through the sharp barbs on its surface. They rose up past her waist and thrust themselves at her when she came close, her fur already matted with blood. She didn’t care. Her body glowed with divine healing. Crimson infernos had begun to rage in ten different places across its hills of meat.

Varrin and Shog rode the limbs as they thrashed, driving their blades through them without resistance. Varrin cleaved one through completely, and the amount of blood that erupted from it would have made Quentin Tarantino proud.

Our plan was working; I just needed to keep the Pit busy a little while longer.

The burning, bleeding, and necrotizing limbs blotted out the sky. I focused on a point on the opposite side of the mountain, just barely visible, and cast Reckless Shortcut at its maximum range.

My skin was minced by thousands of micro tears when I arrived at my destination, having moved more than 2 miles. The peal of thunder created when I appeared rivaled the booming roar of the sky above. I planted my feet atop Gracorvus and spun to face the Pit. It turned and searched for me, but its massive eye wasn’t just for show. It spotted me in an instant, and the tendrils swung around to start approaching me once more.

“That’s right, dummy,” I said. “Look at me, look at me.”

I activated the Atrocidile roar on Gracorvus, joining the ghostly wail with a roar of my own, preparing myself for the second—and final—round.


Chapter 61



Ibegan to think that pushing Reckless Shortcut to its maximum distance had been a mistake.

My eyes bulged as I was hit by a wave of delayed-onset agony. My body had been thrust through a dimensional blender and spat out through a hole in reality that was several sizes too small. It took a second for my body to register how insalubrious the transition had been.

Unlike the last time I’d used the reforged spell to extend the teleport’s range, I currently had my entire brain available to process the consequences. However, my knee-jerk decision to blink to the opposite side of the mountain was making me question how much of my “entire” brain I actually used. This was especially true after I took a second to glance at my health and saw that I’d hurt myself nearly as much as the three-limbed, exploding slap from a sentient mountain of hatred had.

HP: 476 -> 291

Screaming at the monster was also a mistake, as my body made clear to me via piercing pains throughout my battered joints. Trying to stand atop Gracorvus was also, also a mistake.

My left forearm was broken and the shoulder dislocated. My right knee was shattered, and both of my tibias had multiple fractures. This was on top of the usual snapped ribs, scorched skin, and body-spanning muscular damage that resulted from having three-quarters of my HP beaten, burned, and exploded out of me.

If I’d been able to bruise normally, I would have been more purple than tan. Fortunately, Just a Flesh Wound saved me from the inordinate amount of internal Bleeding that I’d normally have suffered when my veins and organs ruptured. Likewise, Body of Theseus saved me from collapsing and was the only reason I could stand at all. My leg bones were in several more pieces than they should have been, after all.

And yet, these decisions had been made. I stood in the blistering wind. Rain battered my armor and the frigid dampness of my recent dunk penetrated every cell of my body. It would have been miserable, had I not been wholly focused on the hundred tendrils heading toward me, moving at a speed just south of Mach 1.

As such, my mind was preoccupied with how fucked I was.

The remnant’s limbs were in bad shape. They left trails of blood and smoke in the air as they hurtled my way, burning with insatiable flame, and pulsing with toxic veins. Their 20-second journey saw a dozen of their number collapse, overwhelmed by some combination of debuffs. The Pit’s single remaining eye was inflamed with creeping veins of venom, pulsing with each arrow Nuralie landed. I could still make out the loson a mile distant, and it looked like she was dipping new arrows into prepared bottles of poison, having exhausted her supply of pre-coated arrows.

She’d had a lot of pre-coated arrows.

The surface of the remnant below its head was steadily becoming engulfed in Xim’s divine fire, which spread without opposition while the Pit was fixated wholly on me. Meanwhile, Varrin continued to intercept whipping limbs, cutting another two down with the 20-foot length of Kazandak as they made their way to me.

Shog leaped from limb to limb until he was at the foremost tendril, greatswords stowed and feathers being blown off his tentacles from the sheer speed of his ride. He was looking in my direction, legs coiled and body ready to pounce.

I held Somncres clenched in my remaining usable hand, weighing the benefits of hurling some Void Hammers against the brief burst of flight my 58 remaining mana would get me with Gracorvus.

My gains in Wisdom and Intelligence combined with the spatial understanding granted by my Coordinated Thinker evolution allowed me to do a pretty decent job of plotting the path of the tendrils—especially as their number reduced—but at the end of the day, I just wasn’t fast enough on Gracorvus. The duration of my flying mobility wouldn’t be good enough, either.

Thankfully, Shog seemed to understand my situation. As he grew closer, I even saw Grotto latched onto one of the c’thon’s feelers like he was Shog’s little octo bro, tagging along for the adventure. A disdainful psychic communication quickly dispelled that impression.

[Are you aware that the overwhelming majority of all discomfort I have suffered in the last several million years is from our Shared Fate connection?]

“Several million?” I thought back to my familiar. “Wait, how old are you?”

[Too old to keep counting and too young for your bravado to become my end.]

“Are you saying that you’re here to rescue me?”

[I am having one of our subjects rescue you.]

“One of ‘our’ subjects? Pretty sure Shog is my summon.”

[Irrelevant. We are so closely bound that your summon may as well be my own.]

“Yeah? How do you feel about that, Shog?”

“Say the word, and I will consume this c’thon pretender.”

“Ha. No, please don’t do that. The psychic feedback would probably kill me.” The limbs were a few seconds from impact. “Plan?”

[I will unify our minds and allow you to treat Shog as your wings.]

“You’re gonna what?”

[You will be able to control him.]

“Like an RC car?!”

“I will respond to your mental commands,” Shog thought to us. “You will not control me.”

[Regardless, it will only require you to imagine the movement as you would one for your own body. No need for formulating orders.]

“Wait, why? And how long have you been able to⁠—”

Shog launched off from the lead tendril, using its momentum to hurtle toward me at a speed several times faster than his normal flight. A shockwave pulsed out from his body as he exceeded the sound barrier, and I hastily flew Gracorvus in reverse to try and lessen the speed of the incoming grapple.

As Shog blasted by, he slowed as much as he could, and his tentacles stretched out ahead of him, wrapped me up, and then gave way to my body as he soared past, softening the force of the snatch. It was still a pretty brutal yoink, but the whiplash was manageable, and I only passed out briefly from the pain.

After my consciousness skipped a beat, I felt Grotto establish a mental connection between myself and Shog, layering a mental impression of the c’thon’s body atop my own. I suddenly felt as though I’d grown two feet taller and had twenty extra arms, which is to say I had no good way to describe what I felt. It was similar to a dream where the logic only makes sense while you’re asleep. The moment you wake and try to describe to someone the sensation of morphing into a dimension-stalking apex predator, you get nothing but smiles and nods politely letting you know that the person to whom you are speaking neither cares nor is interested in your deranged ramblings.

Shog spun and decelerated, orienting us back toward the Pit. He dove to avoid a lashing limb, and I felt the action pull against a thread in my mind. When he moved, I could sense the mental connection like a phantom tugging on my own limbs. It was surreal, but I could also pull back, forcing the c’thon’s body to respond to my “suggested” movements.

“Why are we doing this?” I asked, trying to get used to Shog’s level of mobility. His Speed was at least as high as Varrin’s, maybe higher, but he wasn’t as agile. I experimented with trying to issue commands to my summon as though I were piloting my own body. It wasn’t exactly a smooth ride.

[Shog cannot see in every direction at once. You can. Further, the c’thon’s mental attributes are abysmal.]

Shog growled but didn’t contradict the core.

“See in every direction?” I asked. “You mean with Soul-Sight?”

[Indeed.]

It was amazing how often I forgot to utilize one of my most potent abilities. I made a note to practice using Soul-Sight as a persistent, automatic function, the same as any other sense I possessed. I didn’t need to remind myself to use my fucking eyes. My capabilities with the Sight needed to be at the same level.

A flaming limb whipped within inches of us as I began to focus on the world through my Soul-Sight. Only a single pustule exploded as Shog barely dodged the passing limb, many of the aggressive growths having been used up or destroyed by my party’s efforts. The arm that blazed past failed to rise back up, exhausted by Xim’s fire, but many more were on the way.

The rest of the Pit shone in my Sight, granting me a comprehensive view of the battlefield. I began trying to issue directions to Shog through Grotto’s psychic link. We avoided a limb swinging in from Shog’s rear, but there was a delay between my mental nudge to Shog and his response. It passed so close that the wind disrupted Shog’s flight, taking us into the path of another limb swinging in from the side. Shog raised half of his tentacles to absorb the strike, and I felt the muscle within six of his feelers get reduced to mincemeat. The c’thon had protected Grotto and me from the attack, but he wouldn’t be able to take more than two additional direct hits like that.

My Soul-Sight gave me a 360-degree view of the incoming limbs. My high INT, WIS, and Coordinated Thinker evolution combined to allow me to predict the paths of the rapidly moving tangle of arms and plot escape vectors much better than the c’thon on his own. However, the translation to action was imperfect. It felt like playing an FPS with 200-millisecond ping. Frustrating.

I was also distracted by the persistent waves of pain from my body letting me know that I was really, quite very, fucked up. I felt Grotto boost my endorphin and adrenaline before I could even consciously send him the thought.

[I have already pushed these levels beyond the limits of ordinary physiology. Your thought processes will continue to become more clouded from here on out. The fact that you can form a coherent thought at all is a testament to how significantly your evolutions have altered your body.]

“Noted.”

I steered Shog to one side, but the delay caused us to cut it close and take another explosion. Gracorvus and Shog’s feelers soaked up much of the damage, but my summon’s limbs were being disabled faster than the Pit’s. Shog was more wound than c’thon by this point. Something had to change or else we would all be crushed before my allies could finish their work. I needed a better solution.

Which is when the obvious came to me.

I closed my eyes and pushed Soul-Sight beyond a mere sense for the incoming limbs. I felt Shog’s soul, heard the rhythm of his movements, tasted his feelings and motivations, and touched the history of his body and how it operated. I brought that awareness to the mental model Grotto had created in my mind, overlaying it to create a much more robust understanding of and connection with the c’thon. I felt not only the movements of Shog’s body but also how his soul flowed through and animated his flesh.

Then I used Reveal to connect directly with the souls of Shog and Grotto both. The link came with virtually no effort or resistance since they were both entities that were profoundly intertwined with me. I took my understanding of Shog’s body and sent it to my summon with Reveal, hoping the connection would allow me to communicate to Shog exactly what I wanted his body to do in real-time, without the awkward thought, transmission, and response series that created the delay.

My thoughts directing Shog were no longer an abstraction that my pair of companions had to translate into meaningful action through their combined capabilities. Instead, they were instructions sent directly to Shog’s soul. I absorbed every nuance of Shog’s body through Grotto’s psychic link and my Sight. Then that comprehension was instantly mirrored and sent to Shog using Reveal.

The line between myself and my summon blurred until I could no longer distinguish between my body and the c’thon’s. Reveal imparted that sensation onto my summon as well while keeping Grotto looped in as a psychic mediator for the communication between our physical brains.

I was a mortal man, piloting a murderous mana fiend like a flesh suit. Our souls mingled to transmit haptic feedback, and our minds were psychically unified and stabilized by an ancient, marginally sociopathic Delve Core. Where Arlo ended and Shog began became a vague suggestion, the distinction between our thoughts no more discrete than two hemispheres of the same brain, with Grotto serving as the corpus callosum between them.

We were fused into something new. Someone distinct. We were now Grottarlog? Grothuarlo? Tuagrotar?

No, we’d become the mighty Arlottog.

Four tentacles secured my broken human body behind my magnificent beard of feelers. Gracorvus was tucked over my powerful human chest and stomach. My psychic core was wrapped around the small of my human back in the most protected position between the impenetrable flesh of my larger selves. As two more of the Pit’s tendrils struck, I saw them from all directions with my Sight, and I moved instantly to avoid them.

I spun through the limbs, my combined minds able to see the paths they would take to predict the corrections they would make as we dodged. I feinted and dove, driving into the freezing waters to break the Pit’s line of sight. I emerged and climbed, seawater spraying as I moved at over 200 miles per hour.

The limbs that attacked us continued to die—incinerated, decayed, or exsanguinated. I moved as little as possible with each dodge, skirting just outside the blast radius of the pustules and giving myself as much time as possible for the next maneuver. The enemy limbs were also growing more sluggish, and a few even struck at places I was nowhere near.

While the Pit’s attention was wholly on Arlottog, my allies were still not completely safe.

Xim’s transformation ended, her shrinking body assaulted by the vicious barbs that covered the surface of the Pit’s island body. Her mana was empty, and she was no longer able to heal through the damage, her health pool dropping precipitously as she was pierced by a dozen lancing stingers. The world burned around her.

I swooped down, already angling toward the cleric as the last of her mana was spent. I grabbed her with a pair of feelers, snatching her up from the grasp of the barbs, and went back on the run. I moved around the remnant’s massive head. Its eye—now fully corrupted by black and green veins—no longer gazed at me with unmasked hatred. The pupil was dilated and flitted from side to side, looking at things I couldn’t see. Its mouth oozed molten rock, the edges turned up in an absent grin.

The drugs I’d administered were kicking in.

As I realized that the Pit was starting to feel real groovy, Varrin fell from one of the tendrils.

His stamina had fallen to 0 during his mad assault on the tendrils, rendering the warrior unconscious. He descended between the swiping limbs, and I plotted our flight to take myself to him without any of the tendrils crossing his descent in their search for me. I caught up, and my c’thonic arms wrapped the big guy up.

Most of my working limbs were now occupied, the rest too injured to hold anyone or anything. Fortunately, the Pit suffered from a combination of dying and overdose. Despite my burden, we made it back to the Pit’s central head without injury, the lion’s share of attacking limbs destroyed or flailing at invisible enemies.

I dropped Xim and Varrin onto the top of the Pit’s head next to where Etja had collapsed, her mana dry and her health around one-third. Sweat poured down Nuralie’s face as she dipped an arrow into her poison, drew it back until the muscles in her arm pushed taught against her tight leathers, then released it into the Pit’s skull alongside dozens of others. She looked up as I approached, eyes wide from the effects of one of her stimulants.

“I won’t ask,” she thought to me while looking Arlottog up and down.

[Tell me it is time to use Venomous Escalation,] I thought to her. Nuralie looked a little uncomfortable at the psychic harmony of our combined mental voices, but she nodded and began casting the spell.

Threads of mana shot out from her core, connecting to the web of Poisoned veins crawling across the Pit’s head and body. Her eyes flared a sickly green, and a pulse went down the threads. When the energy connected, the veins exploded into growth. In a handful of seconds, they were twice as thick and numerous as they’d been the moment before. There was hardly an inch of the remnant’s surface that was untouched by the corruption.

My chests and bones rattled from another infrasonic roar. A few of the remaining tendrils began to flail weakly toward the top of the Pit’s head where we stood. I didn’t have enough feelers or stamina to carry the entire party away from the assault. Meager as it was, it was still a lethal attack in our state.

Grocorvus moved from my human chest to hover at my front. I drew my greatswords and uttered a command to the Pit, its alien mind vulnerable, already teetering on the edge of breaking. The words roared from my throats and minds both.

[You will Despair.]

The mental attack rolled across the Pit, and made the last few tendrils hesitate. I flew forward, raking greatswords across the stuttering limbs. Gracorvus moved to protect my flank from the weak blasts of pustules as their smoldering remains sputtered.

Finally, only a single limb remained, and I mana-shaped an Oblivion Orb. The mana in my human form was nearly dry, but I had two more wells to draw from. With the last of our mana, I flexed our will, increasing the orb’s size as much as possible until it was larger than a beachball, then larger still. Despite the Pit’s Dimensional resistance, the spell carved a hole into the center of the limb, large enough for me to pass into. I flew within, then cleaved the limb in half from the inside with my mighty blades.

The limbs were all broken, and the Pit’s remaining eye rolled in its socket. Its flesh sagged and sloughed away, and smoke filled the sky from the divine conflagration, ravaging most of its body like an unchecked forest fire. My bodies shook from another inaudible roar, and we roared in reply.

After a minute of silent agony, the Pit finally perished.

Nuralie dropped her bow and fell onto her ass. She leaned back on her hands, breathing hard and staring at the sky as the rain beaded and ran down her face. Eventually, she turned back to us.

She started to say something, but my thoughts were hijacked by a notification that plastered itself in the center of my vision.

Your Crumb-Cruncher Traveler’s Amulet has evolved! Inspect the item to see its new ability and any requirements that must be met to trigger the next evolution.


Chapter 62



Iminimized the notification for my amulet to check on my allies and ensure we were all truly out of danger. The Pit had gone completely still, most of its tendrils destroyed and the rest unmoving. The remnant’s remaining eye gazed out toward the sea, unfocused. The rain and wind continued, but nothing was presently attempting to murder us.

Etja, Xim, and Varrin were all unconscious, but the entire party was benefiting from the full suite of potions we’d downed throughout the boss gauntlet. The brews we’d taken after the Clockwork battle were still active but would be running out soon. After that, we’d need to let our bodies clear the potion Toxicity for the rest of the day. Still, between the massive bonuses the potions gave us and my human self’s health regen aura, everyone’s health was steadily ticking upward, and we’d be well out of danger by the time the effects wore off.

“Are you going to stay like that?” Nuralie asked aloud. While the storm continued, it seemed to be abating with the death of the Pit. Our proximity made verbal communication easy enough for the moment. “It is”—pause—“unsettling.”

Her comment caused me to evaluate my mental state. Now that I was no longer engrossed in the life or death combat, it became easier to divorce myself from the shared identity that the mind and soul connections I’d formed with Grotto and Shog had created. I realized I was viewing Nuralie entirely through my Soul-Sight, my body wrapped up in Shog’s tentacles and hidden beneath my shield. I was struck by an acute sense of claustrophobia, and the thought was enough for Shog to release me.

He guided me to the ground, not gently but not so roughly that my injuries would be worsened. I sat on the decaying surface of the Pit’s head, no longer willing to force my broken legs to bear my weight. The effects of Grotto’s neurochemical manipulations were also wearing off, and my body was beginning to reassert its disappointment over my choices. I took in a long breath through my teeth, leaning back and placing my good arm behind me to prop myself up.

“That was weird,” I said to no one in particular.

[An unexpected and creative use of your revelations,] Grotto thought to us. [I cannot say I found the experience to my liking, but I will not deny that it was effective.]

“I was Slayer. Slayer was me,” Shog said, looking at his menacing hands. It reminded me of the first time I’d connected to Grotto with Reveal.

“It was like a supercharged version of the identity confusion that Reveal can cause,” I said. “But it went both ways because of your psychic link, Grotto.”

[Yes, yes. My talents are boundless, and I am happy to take credit for the feat,] he thought to us, but the words were half-hearted at best—like he was failing to maintain the charade of Grotto the megalomaniac. [I must spend some time… digesting this phenomenon. Please do not disturb me unless the need is dire.]

I raised an eyebrow as Grotto floated over to settle on my shoulder. He latched on with his feelers, then closed his big, black octo eyes. Nuralie tilted her head. “Did he just say ‘please’?”

“I do believe the word just came out of him,” I said, wincing as a rib clicked back into place.

Nuralie replied with a short “Hmm.”

“I felt things!” my summon shouted. I was too burned out to be startled, so I just shot him a curious look.

“Yeah, Shog? What did you feel?”

“I felt… fear. Fear that the demoness would die. When we pulled her from the mountain’s thorns, I was elated. As though I’d just bitten into someone delicious and full of mana.”

“Er, okay?” I said, uncertain of what he was getting at. “I also felt that way, except for it being like eating a person. It didn’t feel like that at all.”

“How many people have you eaten?” asked Nuralie with a grin.

“Zero, I think,” I said.

“You think?”

“I try not to make any absolute statements. I ate a lot of hotdogs back on Earth. Nobody knows what’s inside of hotdogs.”

“It is not dogs?” she asked.

“Probably not,” I replied. “Usually. Maybe.”

“The feelings were potent, much stronger than they should have been,” said Shog. “The demoness is a useful ally, but does not serve an essential role in my continued growth.”

“Oh, I get it,” I said.

“You do?”

“Sure. You’re normally a heartless monstrosity whose sole motivation is the urge to feed and grow stronger. No offense.”

“Why would that offend me?”

“While we were in our Voltron form,” I continued, “you were sharing some of my emotions. Since I have an evolved primate brain that derives benefits from social cohesion, I’m more considerate of the well-being of others, beyond the simple reason that they grant me advantages.” I grunted as two pieces of a tibia slid and fused back together. “Your brain might be closer to a reptile’s…”

There was a groan from the nearby crowd of unconscious party members, and I looked over to see Xim sitting up.

“Demoness!” said Shog, swishing his tentacles. “I am glad you yet live, although I am confused as to why.”

“You’re confused about why I’m alive?” she asked.

“No, I am confused about why I care.”

Xim rubbed at one eye, then spun her head to me. “Why are we talking about Shog’s emotions?”

“Because everyone’s emotions are important?” I offered.

“That is not true,” said Shog.

“Good to know I didn’t rub off on you too much.”

There was another groan from Xim, but rather than a groan that said, “Oh gods, I feel like shit,” it was a groan that said something along the lines of “Oh gods, I’m covered in shit.”

She was looking down at her chest, which was splattered in blood and dark goop. She lifted a hand from the surface of the Pit’s head to find it slick with rotting, liquifying skin. I looked down and realized that the ground all around me was also rapidly decaying, and I was sinking into it ever so slowly. It emitted a rather pungent odor.

“Can we leave this wretched place?” said Xim, shaking some of the goo from her arm.

“How do we leave?” asked Nuralie.

We all looked around for an obelisk or a portal but were met with nothing but a putrefying mountain, a dwindling storm, and an endless sea.

“Let’s wait a few more minutes until we’re all conscious and able to walk,” I said. “Then we can start looking for whatever it is we’re meant to find.”

We were still technically inside a Delve, even though we’d just fought an entire Delve, but I gave opening the Pocket Closet a shot. It would have been nice to clean up in my Japanese hot spring and relax next to a cozy fire, but the portal failed to materialize. It bummed me out. I’d hardly even gotten to use that hot spring. I’d worked really hard on it, too.

Xim grumbled, but the group agreed to recover before setting off to search. I took the time to pull out my amulet from beneath my armor and inspect it for the thousandth time since it last evolved. I was half expecting the notification to be some sort of prank and that the item’s description would now read “Haha, fuck you,” or something. Happily, that wasn’t the case.

Traveler’s Amulet

This is an evolving item.

Current Level: Junior Jumbuck

Effects:

1) It’s stylish.

2) Soul-Sight – My dearest Arlo, you’ve realized that making Soul-Sight your own means more than gaining simple competency. Your identity informs the ability, and the ways you use it to see the world can be as unique and personal as your bohemian fashion choices!

If you’re seeing this message, then you’ve now realized the way these revelations can be used goes well beyond the default settings baked into them by whatever divinity they draw power from. The same is true for all revelations!

Will you keep this secret to yourself and hoard the power that it grants? Will you share it with only your closest allies? Maybe you’ll shout it out for all the world to hear! I could take a guess at what you’ll do, but I hate to prognosticate when the potential outcomes are so unpredictable.

Now that I have imparted unto you this divine wisdom, let’s move on to the interesting bit: more buffs!

3) Extrinsic Intrinsics – Your bonded familiar is a quirky pet, and I find the way the System bound your fates together to be both unique and unusual. The System even went so far as to grant you a shared intrinsic skill: Dungeoneering! Well, if there’s one thing I adore about new and untested abilities, it’s that they are ripe for exploitation!

Using the soul connection between yourself and Grotto, you can share more than just Dungeoneering. In fact, I’ve figured out a way to allow you to share all of your intrinsic skills with the little fellow. How broken is this capability? I’ve no idea, but I’m eager for you to find out!

Dig deeper into the soul connection between yourself and Grotto to unlock this item’s next effect!

I read through the text several times. It was clear that Fortune was now talking to me directly through the amulet’s description, which made me wonder how much of my current activities he was aware of. Did the amulet broadcast everything I did to the wily avatar? I’d already given up on discerning the motivations of the rotund giant without further intel but couldn’t help being drawn into a fresh round of speculation.

The text implied that Fortune was somehow directly influencing the System—either behind the scenes and from within the System itself, or simply by abusing its mechanics. The text also implied that Fortune was able to use this System access to manipulate the soul connection between me and my familiar. The fact that the System allowed any entity to have a backdoor into my soul was disturbing. I couldn’t think of any examples of when Fortune might have made nefarious use of that access, but that didn’t mean he hadn’t.

When the avatar had brought me to Arzia, he’d reshaped my body. For a time, I was concerned that he’d Trojan Horse’d some kind of obedience directive into my thought process. It was possible that my actions were subtly guided by some deeply buried manipulation he’d left inside me. Fortune had denied doing such a thing—since it was, according to him, weighting the dice—but my trust in the demigod went about as far as I could throw him and his amply-gifted buttocks.

This ability raised another similar issue. If Fortune could manipulate my soul connection to Grotto, could he surreptitiously influence the actions of either myself or the Delve Core? It was another question that had no good way to get answered, so I stuffed it down into a mental box I’d labeled “da fuck?” and added it to the List.

As for the ability itself, it would require a lot of testing and experimentation to decide how powerful it was. I didn’t think Grotto had a use for an intrinsic skill such as Heavy Armor, but maybe we could fashion a set of octopus-shaped plate for the octo-bro. On the other hand, if Grotto learned any Dimensional spells, he’d have a big leg up over a novice. Of course, Grotto’s attunement was Divine, which limited his casting to Divine and the two adjacent schools—Mystical and Spiritual. Dimensional wasn’t available to the core normally. However, did this effect break that rule?

I also had Blunt and Shields, which made me wonder whether we’d need to make Grotto an entire mini-Arlo equipment loadout to take full advantage of this ability. Would that even be effective if the core continued to have a low Strength score? I also had 1 intrinsic slot left unfilled. Would it be worth picking up something that both Grotto and I could use?

As I ran over my list of intrinsics and considered their utility for my familiar, I heard Etja and Varrin begin to stir, followed by a kill notification.

Your party has slain The King’s Pit: Delve Remnant, Grade Twenty-Four. Your party receives the following rewards:

1) 24 Emerald Chips

2) 1 Titan Essence

3) 1 Ocean Essence

4) 1,000 Abbantite Ore

5) 1 Abandoned Grimoire

You receive: 4 Emerald Chips. Remainder has been randomly assigned to 4 of 5 party members.

Nuralie filled the sleepy duo in on the events of the battle’s end as I pulled out the Abandoned Grimoire to give it a look. An oily, black substance coated the surface of the heavy book’s cover. There was some sort of embroidery on the front, but I couldn’t make it out beneath the layers of dark gunk. When I tried to wipe some away, it dripped from my fingers in long, sticky strands, but the cover remained obscured. After a few wipes, I began to think the book was excreting it. My gauntleted fingers were stained from the substance, and I was suddenly glad that none of it had touched my bare skin. Perhaps I should have identified the tome before I’d fondled it.

Abandoned Grimoire

It is wise to consider why some knowledge is forgotten.

This tome contains the experimental findings of an unknown witch whose name and work have both been lost to time. Within its pages are a selection of spells that may be of interest to a mage with a penchant for inflicting harm. Additionally, there are several recipes that could be of use to an alchemist with the requisite moral flexibility. The handwritten notations and illustrated techniques used by the witch to accomplish her research may also serve as fascinating bedtime reading for the morbid historian.

I held the book out at arm’s length, hesitant to even open it. I’d never seen something scream “I’m cursed!” quite so loudly as the viscid, dripping tome. Nuralie’s interest was nevertheless piqued, and she carefully wrapped the book in warded cloth designed for cleaning up acid spills and placed it inside a mana-woven leather satchel where she normally stored her more volatile concoctions. The satchel’s previous contents had been emptied into the Pit during our fight. I was glad to see the grimoire disappear into the loson’s inventory.

Next, I took out some of the Abbantite Ore. The description didn’t make me worry that we would be slowly driven insane by the ancient ghost of a mad sorceress, but it wasn’t very informative either.

Abbantite Ore

This ore can be refined by a skilled metallurgist into the metal Abbandium.

No one in the party had heard of Abbandium, so it was one more thing to research later.

After we got the loot, I fielded a few questions about the mighty Arlottog, and we decided to begin searching for the way forward. A full-party discussion of my amulet’s new effect could wait until we were better rested and somewhere that wasn’t a literal mountain of rotting corpse.

We went over the surface of the Pit at length, unable to find any obvious sign of an obelisk or portal. We gave the ocean a cursory search as well, looking for underwater caves and scanning for any distant islands once the rain had cleared. We came up empty, and after a couple of hours, I got an uncomfortable idea.

“Grotto told us that a Delve Remnant is a Delve that went out of control, right?” I said. The core was still in his post-fusion hibernation, and this didn’t feel like a big enough problem to bother him with yet. We weren’t in any clear danger, just stuck.

Varrin looked around at the massive entity we stood upon, then out at the sea.

“I doubt that this entire ocean is part of the defunct Delve,” he said. “If Grotto’s description is accurate, then the Pit was the Delve. The creature had the label of Delve Remnant, not the rest of the environment.”

“So, if the Pit was a Delve,” I said, “then the obelisk would not be on the outside.”

Nuralie swallowed and looked down at the decaying body.

“It is”—pause—“inside?”

I frowned and considered the problem. If the Pit really had been a Delve, and if the obelisk was still inside of the monster, then what was the best way to get to it? We could dig, but that would take a lot of time, and it would also be ten different kinds of gross. Alternatively, we could go in through a hole that already existed.

The Pit’s eye had been obliterated by Explosion! but that hadn’t created a navigable passage into its head. At least, not one that didn’t require us to swim through an unknown length of wet and goopy sinus cavity. That left only one other conspicuous route.

“You wanna climb down its throat,” said Xim. “I can see it in your eyes.”

“Got any better ideas?”

“No,” she said, marching across the head and preparing to climb down to the mouth. “And I’m tired of being out here in the cold without my armor.”

Despite keeping an eye out during our search, Xim’s protective gear had not been found. She was in her mega-stretch onesie, and—although the rain had stopped—there were still high winds that made it pretty uncomfortable.

We all followed and either climbed or floated down to the remnant’s enormous mouth. It hung open, radiating warmth from the cooling lava—now stone—that had once dripped from the maw. We made it past the rows of bus-sized teeth and into the buccal cavity without issue, finding a cavernous space made up of dark surfaces. It would have looked right at home in most any Delve. After a brief and cautious walk down the length of a granite tongue wide enough to serve as a six-lane interstate, we found the obelisk hanging down from above.

“It’s the uvula!” I said.

“Is there a reason why that excites you?” asked Varrin.

“Not really. I just think the uvula is cool.”

“I thought the obelisk would be the heart,” said Nuralie.

“Or the brain,” said Xim.

“Or the stomach!” added Etja.

“Why stomach?” asked Xim.

“Delve obelisks are usually at the center of a Delve, and they convert energy that the Delve creates into mana. It has more in common with a stomach than a heart or a brain.”

“Then they vomit that energy up onto Delvers,” I added.

“It’s more that they thrust the energy into us,” said Xim, tapping a finger on her chin.

I looked up at the long, hard pillar. “Yeah, I’m not going to draw the obvious comparison there. This one’s a uvula, not any other body part that has been mentioned or gone unmentioned.”

“So when is it gonna thrust?” asked Xim. “We beat the boss; I’m ready for the thrusting.”

“Please stop,” I said.

“What?” she asked, looking at me deadpan. “It’s been a difficult day, and I’d like to unwind with a vigorous thrusting deep inside my mana matrix.”

The obelisk lit up with energy, eliciting a wide grin from the cleric.

I made no comment as our souls and bodies were penetrated by the potent mana. Once the stats had been granted, we got a new notification.

Congratulations! Your party has met the entry requirements for Delve 2997: Deijin’s Descent! Your party receives an additional reward based on the calibrated difficulty of the defeated portal guardian.

Portal guardian difficulty rating: ERROR

…

Reevaluating…

…

Portal guardian difficulty rating: A

Maximum reward distribution authorized!

Each party member receives 2 Diamond Chips!

All party members receive a progression bonus to intrinsic skills used during the encounter.

Now releasing all intrinsic skills gained during the remedial level-up procedures.

Your Dimensional Magic skill has increased from Level 24 to Level 30!

Your Mystical Magic skill has increased from Level 12 to Level 16!

Your Physical Magic skill has increased from Level 13 to Level 20!

Your Blunt skill has increased from Level 22 to Level 26!

Your Shields skill has increased from Level 21 to Level 25!

Your Heavy Armor skill has increased from Level 13 to Level 20!

Your Leadership skill has increased from Level 10 to Level 19!

This portal guardian realm will collapse after 10 minutes. Please enter the portal to Deijin’s Descent before that time.

After the parade of notifications ended, a swirling, silver portal appeared before us.

“So many intrinsic levels,” Xim said in awe.

I blinked and nodded, looking over the endless skill-ups.

“Portal guardian?” I said, eyes catching on that bit of text. “I thought we were fighting ‘remedial’ bosses to get up to Level 10.”

“Other than Clockwork, the earlier bosses weren’t too impressive,” said Xim. “And all of them were at a level that I think makes sense to appear in a Platinum Delve. The thing we just fought—the Pit—was leagues ahead of a Level 9 to 10 Delve, even if it were a platinum.”

“Right. Can’t say I expected to fight a monster the size of a mountain before at least Level 20,” I said. “Actually, are there any mana monsters of that size? Besides the one we just killed, that is.”

“None that have been confirmed,” said Varrin. “There are legends, though. Creatures of myth, such as The C’thon. After this, however, I wonder if any might be real.”

“The C’thon?” I said. “Is that just a really big c’thon?”

“The legend of the C’thon predates the discovery of the c’thonic race by centuries, perhaps millennia. The c’thons that you know, such as Shog, were named after the creature in the legend due to similarities in their appearance.”

“Hmm, but it could just be a really big c’thon.”

Varrin sighed. “For all our sakes, I hope that it isn’t.”

“Well, no more time for banter, I suppose.” I glanced at the portal. It had the same silvery shimmer as the portal that had sent us to the in-between and cast us through the void for some unknown length of time, potentially months.

“We should spend our stat points so they don’t decay in case this portal takes its time like the last one,” I said. “Evolutions can wait until we’re on the other side. We’ve only got seven minutes to get through, and evolutions can sometimes have unforeseen side effects.”

Everyone agreed to the plan, and I spent my 16 accrued stat points according to my previous distribution. I placed 6 into Wisdom, 5 into Intelligence, and 5 into Strength, snagging that luscious bonus point from Dumping to all three. I gave my stats a brief review once I was finished.

Strength22

Agility10

Speed10

Fortitude40

Intelligence33

Wisdom40

Charisma10

Luck10

I now had the same number of total stats as a Level 19 Delver, which was insane considering I was only Level 10. Of course, my intrinsics were once again lower than what Varrin thought a Level 10 platinum should have, but overall I felt phenomenal about the gains. With great reluctance, I pushed away the evolution notifications, then I confirmed that everyone in the party was ready to go.

We stepped up to the portal, and I gave it a hearty slap.

Now entering Delve 2997: Deijin’s Descent.

This is a Special-Grade Delve.

Time Limit: None

Objective: Escape


Epilogue



*** SYSTEM ADDENDUM ADDED BY USER NAME: [ERROR: REDACTED]

ADDENDUM NOTE: Nine months after the disappearance of Fortune’s Folly into Deijin’s Descent ***

Brae’ach guided his long, sharp fingers slowly over the monolith, creating delicate swirls of mana-rich color that etched into the stone’s surface. Jakom had been watching his work over the past hour as the tall man’s artistry created a spiraling weave of symbols and song that seemed to be written into the very fabric of the slab. The celestial language was beyond Jakom’s understanding, but the process of writing it was mesmerizing to behold.

The others present were not so easily impressed, it seemed.

“Your ineptitude gnarls my patience,” said Orexis. The lumbering entity frowned beneath his ragged cloak. His twin was tucked behind him like always, her empty face staring off into some distance only she could perceive.

If Brae’ach heard the avatar, he showed no sign. He continued his soft and gentle sweep of mana across the monolith’s surface undeterred.

“Your haste erodes my goodwill,” said Limbo.

The dark avatar stood opposite the room from Orexis, leaning against the wall of the dilapidated temple with some armored human hanging limply by its side. Jakom found all the avatars loathsome in their own way, but this one was especially unsettling. Being near Limbo felt like being removed from the world, each sensation and thought isolated in a never-ending spiral of self-doubt and loneliness. Looking at it was like looking at an island on a pitch black sea, cut off from reality by some impenetrable barrier that cascaded into a fathomless abyss. Even Orexis kept his distance from the shadowy figure, and Anesis always kept her brother between them.

Only Brae’ach seemed unaffected by Limbo’s presence, or at least he never let it show. For its part, Limbo was unusually supportive of Brae’ach, seeming warmer to the executor of Unity than the other avatars. Considering how much the godspawn all hated each other, it was miraculous that they even listened to Brae’ach at all, much less followed his direction, but Jakom knew that Brae’ach possessed an immaculate spirit of leadership that could bring together even the most disparate of peoples. Even the avatars respected him, or at least tolerated him enough to work together, which Jakom had heard was nigh unprecedented.

“‘Goodwill,’” said Orexis with a huffing snort. “You lack the capacity, singular one. Do not chide me with your hypocrisy.”

“I will chide you with your foolishness,” said Limbo. “Mistake not Unity’s silence for tolerance. You draw undue attention far too quickly; your brash methods of spectacle and clamor are the envy of Hysteria.”

“We shall see if Unity abides truly in the herald or not,” said Orexis. “We wished for the mortals to leave. A mana eruption shatters their presence. This generation lacks the will to oppose us anyway; why should I care what they notice?”

“If you would pull your head out of your sister long enough to smell the air around you,” said Limbo, “you would notice the fires are burning far too quickly. Their escalation outpaces those before them. You ignore them at our peril.”

“I have tasted their might and am not impressed,” said Orexis.

“Your overconfidence is staggering. I will separate you two if that is what is required to grant you clarity.”

Orexis snarled, baring his teeth and spreading his many arms into a fighting stance. “You wouldn’t dare,” said the avatar of Yearning, standing to tower over the shadow. Anesis woke from her trance at her brother’s rage, smoke curling at the edges of her hollow countenance.

“Please,” said Brae’ach, keeping his eyes on the monolith. “The past cannot be changed. I will request another prepare the next ritual site. You are efficient, Orexis, but lack the finesse to sow all the seeds we need later reap.”

Jakom watched as Orexis eyed Brae’ach. The contempt was clear in the squint of the avatar’s glare, but he said nothing. Instead, he lowered himself back into his hunched position and crossed his arms as the shadow lazily slumped against the wall once more. Anesis slipped back into her hypnotic state as Orexis calmed.

“There,” said Brae’ach, making one last swirl of his finger before lowering his hand to his side. “Now for the catalyst.”

Brae’ach motioned to Limbo, and the shadow pushed the armored human toward him. Brae’ach held out his hand, which the human mindlessly took as they stumbled forward. The high chief removed the human’s helm, revealing a light-skinned man with short white hair and grizzled stubble about his jawline. His eyes were open but unfocused, as though he were blind, but he followed Brae’ach’s instruction and stood in front of the monolith.

“Hm,” said Brae’ach, examining the man. “Yes, a dense and well-organized matrix, attuned strongly to the Physical.”

“A Level 31,” said Limbo. “Mostly platinum. It should suffice.”

Jakom knew little of the Delver vernacular, and he knew Brae’ach cared not for it. Whatever Limbo’s words meant, Brae’ach seemed pleased, so Jakom presumed the man was adequate.

“I wish you were more aware of the impact you will have,” said Brae’ach to the man, “and how much you will aid the rest of your kind.”

Brae’ach laid his hand upon the man’s cheek and smiled sadly, then began carving burning symbols into the person’s face with his sharp finger. The man said nothing and did not cry out, but Jakom noticed tears begin to trickle down his nose.

“If nothing else, it might allow you to bear the pain more easily, but alas, you are so alone. A shame, really.”

“You needed a living catalyst,” said Limbo. “They need not be an altruist.”

“I appreciate your contribution, lone one,” said Brae’ach. “I merely lament the man’s inability to appreciate it himself.”

Jakom watched as Brae’ach continued to scribe the swirling script of celestial upon the man’s countenance, blood trickling down his cheeks and collecting in an increasing pool atop his gorget. Jakom moved next to Brae’ach and took the man’s gauntleted hand, observing his distant and pained expression.

“I know, Jakom,” said Brae’ach. “It may not be fair for him to be so oblivious to his purpose, but we must proceed. I fear you can offer him little comfort; he cannot distinguish you from his imagination now and can find no solace in the grasp of another.”

“Perhaps not,” said Jakom, “but I can offer it nonetheless.”

Brae’ach smiled, which was rare in recent months. Jakom had seen the stress of the ritual taking its toll, in addition to the never-ending bray of the avatars and their grievances. How Brae’ach had the strength to bear such a burden was beyond Jakom’s understanding.

As frightening as the avatars could be, Jakom never felt fear when Brae’ach was around. The tall man had made duly sure that the avatars knew not to harass Jakom, and it was one of the rare circumstances where Brae’ach made no compromise and brooked no dispute. Quintessence had learned that the hard way, which served a dual purpose of demonstrating Brae’ach’s strength. The doubt of many of the avatars was quickly abated then.

Brae’ach made one last etching upon the man’s forehead and placed his palm atop the man’s scalp. Bright red light began to snake through the carvings, flashing as it met the larger runes before continuing across the man’s face.

The white-haired man began to tremble, starting at his head, then to his torso, then his whole body erupted in violent tremors as he floated above the ground. The light on his face bloomed outward, and rivulets of blood spiraled out of it, dancing through the air in an intricate weave, creating true celestial writing in the space surrounding the monolith. Blue specks of dust sparked throughout the fluid as it floated in its twisting pattern. Finally, the man’s body slowly wisped away like dust in a swirling wind, and his now empty armor clanged to the floor.

The blood completed its dance and hovered neatly around the stone, a complex tapestry of symbols and spheres woven around the monolith. Brae’ach spread his arms and drew a deep breath.

“GyeTsinRoQiVeThum,” said Brae’ach. The avatars looked away as though pained by the word. “Bring this message to the ones above.”

The Holy Word was as mesmerizing as it ever was, speaking a Truth so real it drove to the very core of existence. The writing in the air responded to Brae’ach’s command and spun rapidly about the monolith until filling the myriad symbols and weaves throughout the stone’s surface. When the last drop had found its home amidst the rock, the monolith erupted in a brilliant white light that pierced Jakom’s eyelids despite quickly shutting them. Jakom felt the ground recede from beneath his feet as though the world were falling away. For the briefest moment, he thought he heard someone talking, but it was so distant and muddled he could not comprehend it.

After several disorienting moments, the light receded, and Jakom found his feet once again upon solid ground. He opened his eyes to see Brae’ach kneeling before the monolith, which was now floating in the air and spinning slowly in place. The tall man drew quick and deep breaths, struggling to find his balance. Jakom rushed to Brae’ach and grasped his shoulders.

“Brae’ach,” said Jakom, examining the man for injury. “Are you all right?”

Brae’ach took Jakom’s arm and steadied himself. His breathing slowly calmed, until he finally looked up and caught Jakom’s eyes. “I’m okay… I’m okay.”

Orexis’s empty eyes were wide, and Jakom could see him reappraising the herald of Unity. Jakom knew Orexis had long held reservations against Brae’ach, but it seemed they were melting away under the display he had just performed.

“You really can,” said Limbo, standing straight. “Finally. Finally I can transcend this wretched existence.”

“We can finally be one,” said Orexis, turning his gaze to his sister, who was fully transfixed upon the floating monolith. “We can finally unite. We can mend this broken state!”

Anesis turned to face Orexis and placed her hands within his. Jakom saw something he recognized as a smile, which he had never seen either of the siblings do. The two hugged fiercely, which slowly turned into caressing and then heavy breathing.

Jakom looked away. He had seen them embrace before, having no sense of propriety or care for the stares of others. He saw Limbo look upward in an expression Jakom took to be rolling his eyes.
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Brae’ach rested within the halls of the ancient temple for many days, with several of his most capable United standing guard. They were nearly as tall as he, featuring long, dripping arms that ended in fierce talons. They could no longer speak human language, and their faces held little resemblance to human features, but their steadfast stance and unshakable vigilance spoke more about their loyalty than any words could muster.

They allowed no one through save for Jakom, who would bring food and water to the sleeping giant. For the first few days, he never saw Brae’ach eat or drink, but the bowls would be empty upon his return nonetheless. After nearly a week, Brae’ach finally stirred on Jakom’s arrival and smiled seeing his most trusted comrade. Jakom returned the expression, taking Brae’ach’s hand in his own.

“You did it,” said Jakom. “It actually worked. They answered your call.”

Brae’ach slowly rose to a sitting position, placing his head in his free hand as he oriented himself to the room.

“Yes,” said Brae’ach, with a grin. “You doubted me?”

“No, of course not,” said Jakom. “But I doubted the intelligence provided by the avatars. They are capricious and self-centered at the best of times, always playing games against each other.”

Brae’ach grunted as he shifted in his bed, swinging his legs over the massive slab of mossy stone and onto the floor.

“True,” said Brae’ach, “but they are capable when properly motivated.”

“I imagine any resistance they had to your leadership will be truly abated now,” said Jakom.

“Yes, and no,” said Brae’ach. “Those who desire the Unification will have their doubts quelled, but there are those who desire it not. They will be galvanized to oppose us directly when word spreads that we can truly achieve it.”

The large man stood up slowly before losing his balance and falling back to his seated position with a groan.

“Easy,” said Jakom. “You have been asleep for many days. Allow yourself to fully wake.”

Brae’ach leaned his back against the wall, taking a deep breath that swirled around the stone room.

“In many ways, I am more awake now than I ever have been,” said Brae’ach. “More than any man has ever been. I saw the heavens, but for a brief moment. It is staggering to behold.”

“Then be sure your feet are firmly placed,” said Jakom. “There is ample time, and you must be ready for whatever the ritual requires next.”

Brae’ach placed his hand gently on Jakom’s shoulders.

“I do not think I can be truly ready,” he said, “but I must proceed regardless. The Physical monolith has been activated, and it required much of me physically. The next monolith is the Spiritual, and I worry what it shall require.”

“Your spirit is the strongest of any,” said Jakom. Brae’ach chuckled.

“Perhaps,” he said. “But this ritual was not meant for any. I can only hope I will be enough.”

“It may help if the next site is prepared less… catastrophically,” said Jakom.

“A catastrophe was well suited for Canotha, though I regret its excess,” said Brae’ach. “But yes, I believe I will ask Hysteria to prepare the Spiritual site. They are uniquely suited to compel the spirits of others.”
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The series will continue in Mage Tank 3!


Thank you for reading Mage Tank 2



We hope you enjoyed it as much as we enjoyed bringing it to you. We just wanted to take a moment to encourage you to review the book. Follow this link: Mage Tank 2 to be directed to the book’s Amazon product page to leave your review.

Every review helps further the author’s reach and, ultimately, helps them continue writing fantastic books for us all to enjoy.
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Want to discuss our books with other readers and even the authors?

JOIN THE AETHON DISCORD!

You can also join our non-spam mailing list by visiting www.subscribepage.com/AethonReadersGroup and never miss out on future releases. You'll also receive three full books completely Free as our thanks to you.

Don’t forget to follow us on socials to never miss a new release!

Facebook | Instagram | Twitter | Website
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Want to discuss our books with other readers and even the authors?

JOIN THE AETHON DISCORD!

You can also join our non-spam mailing list by visiting LitRPG Books: https://aethonbooks.com/litrpg-newsletter/ and never miss out on future releases. You'll also receive up to five full books completely free as our thanks to you.

Don’t forget to follow us on socials to never miss a new release!

Facebook | Instagram | Twitter | Website
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Looking for more great LitRPG and Progression Fantasy?
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Survive a hellish forest. Master a rare class. Conquer the System. When Mira’s home is destroyed by gods, she makes two requests to the System that sends her to another world: to be sent to an isolated forest where she can avoid the violent path to godhood, and to gain magic that helps her live and thrive in the forest. She is granted both, though in the harshest way possible. The System strands her in a dangerous forest where half the plants are poisonous, the rivers teem with souls, and even the smallest beasts lay waste to experienced adventurers. To survive such perilous conditions, she uses her modern knowledge of botany and chemistry to create clever traps and weapons, all while learning powerful magic and combat skills alongside her fiercely loyal cat. Nobody believes she stands a chance. But in a world where the system rewards those who overcome dangerous challenges, the forest is a gold mine. And while most people would give up, Mira realizes something that surprises her... She enjoys it. Experience the start of this unique spin on Apocalyptic LitRPG Adventures. Botanists who choose to get teleported into dangerous jungles are very rare and if Mira can survive, she may just become indispensible to the System itself.




GET WRAITHWOOD BOTANIST NOW!
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Adapt or Die. When ninety-percent of the Universe's population suddenly turned into monsters, Leo has no time to grieve. He must push forward and find what is left of his family. If that means sacrificing what remains of his humanity and embracing his new reality where a mysterious System is his only true ally, then so be it. After all, in a world where almost everything wants to kill him, he has to make a choice. Kill or be killed. A Universe of Bloody Evolution offers a long journey of progression, LitRPG, and exploration of a dying Multiverse. Read as Leo slowly sheds his human skin to wear one of a beast straight out of the depth of the Void. Embrace the path of Evolution.




GET A UNIVERSE OF BLOODY EVOLUTION NOW!
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Learn the skills of monsters. Use them to survive. Win. Craig's goal is a simple one: complete the World-level quest given to him by Daimon, the mysterious immortal with the power to halt the progress of time. While his world remains in limbo, an instant away from total annihilation, Craig must tackle the challenges set forth by the quest. With nearly two centuries of experience under his belt, it should be easy. If only he were competing against himself. Marsh, his most bitter rival, has been sent to this world as well and given the same quest. In the end, only one can win. Craig's path forward will be as it always has, through cunning, strength, and the mastery of every aspect of battle and survival. With Toby, his world Guide at his side, Craig sets out to do what no one in the history of Odayn has accomplished: learn the skills of monsters and use them to his advantage. Craig is transported to a new world in this high-octane LitRPG filled with stats, levels, monsters, and unfamiliar terrain. From bestseller Aaron Oster, this new progression fantasy adventure is perfect for fans of The Primal Hunter, Monster Hunters International, and Defiance of the Fall.




GET MASTER OF MONSTER ARTS NOW!
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For all our LitRPG books, visit our website.
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Final Character Sheet



Esquire Arlo Xor’Drel

Age: 1 (Physical Age: 19. Actual Age: 36)

Delver Level: 10

Vitals:

Health: 1220

Health Regeneration: 568/hour

Stamina: 400

Stamina Regeneration: 80/hour

Mana: 500

Mana Regeneration: 100/hour

Racial Bonuses and Birth Sign:

Race: Human

Subrace: Extradimensional Entity

Racial Bonus: +100% Crafting skill progression

Subracial Bonus: +100% Dimensional skill progression, +50% Dimensional resistance

Birth Sign: The Traveler

Birth Sign Bonuses:

Spectacular Vernacular: Learn languages real good

That’s a Lot of Stats!: Earn stats through training up to 10.

Divinity:

Revelation of the Eye’s Sight: Grants Sight ability

Revelation of the Eye’s Reveal: Grants Reveal ability

Stats:

Strength 22

Agility 10

Speed 10

Fortitude 40

Intelligence 33

Wisdom 40

Charisma 10

Luck 10

Stat Evolutions:

Strength 10: Nimean Weapon – Add Oblivion Orb to STR attacks

Strength 20: UNSELECTED

Agility 10: Point Blank – Better hammer throws in melee

Speed 10: Rapid Blocks – Block with double Speed

Fortitude 10: I Can Do This All Day – Double HP and SP regen

Fortitude 10 (Super): We Can Do This All Day – Allies regen health or stamina when I take damage

Fortitude 20: Body of Theseus – Crit & stat effect reduction, but maybe also turning into homogenous flesh monstrosity?

Fortitude 40: Just a Flesh Wound – Immune to Bleeding, can regen missing body parts

Intelligence 10: Magical Thinker – See a spell? Know the spell.

Intelligence 20: Coordinated Thinker – Double INT for spatial and dimensional comprehension. Cast spells through walls and shit.

Wisdom 10: Fast Recharge – Double mana regen

Wisdom 20: Where’s Nuralie? – Concentrate to reveal stealthed enemies. When used with See, can also reveal invisible/illusory enemies.

Wisdom 40: UNSELECTED

Charisma 10: Center of Attention – Better taunts

Luck 10: UNSELECTED…?

Active Skills (8/10):

Dispel: Get rid of some magical reality

Explosion!: Explode some of reality

Oblivion Orb: Delete some of reality

Shortcut: Teleport around some reality

Homing Weapon: Throw a hammer, and it seeks the enemy’s reality, then comes back

Life Warden: Twist reality to take damage in place of an ally

Dimensional Summon: SHOG’TUATHA!

Gravity Anchor: Can’t move, but reality falls toward me

Passive Skills (3/4):

Archmage: +25% Mana, +25% Mana Regen, +10 to effective intrinsic when casting

Bonded Familiar: GROTTO!

Who Needs a Cleric? (Aura): Healing aura, locates allies, expands range for buffs

Intrinsic Skills (8/10):

Dimensional Magic 30

Blunt 26

Shields 25

Dungeoneering 20

Physical Magic 20

Heavy Armor 20

Leadership 19

Mystical Magic 16

Intrinsic Skill Evolutions:

Dimensional 10: Pocket Closet – Pocket Dimension

Dimensional 20: Checkpoint – Make waypoints and long-range portals

Blunt 10: Hammer Throw – Speed and distance of thrown hammers mega better

Blunt 20: Hammerang – Can throw hammers in silly ways

Shields 10: Autoblock – Block for allies better

Shields 20: Spell Breaker: Block spells better

Dungeoneering 10: Additional Pylons – Cheaper to build Delve shit

Dungeoneering 20: Engineered Terror – Scarier Delve shit

Physical Magic 10: More! MORE!!! – Physical skill cooldowns reduced

Physical Magic 20: UNSELECTED

Heavy Armor 10: Magic Armor – Better Divine defense

Heavy Armor 20: UNSELECTED

Leadership 10: Auradin – Better auras!

Mystical Magic 10: Mana-shaping efficiency – What it says on the label

Attunement:

Dimensional

Languages:

English

Hiwardian

Loward

Imperial

Losonbinora

Notable Achievements:

Godsbane – Ignore 25% Deific DR

Spectersbane – Ignore 25% Incorporeal DR

Dumping – Spend 5 stats, get 1 free!

Exposure Therapy: Poison – 25% poison res

I Don’t Attack You, You Attack Me – Sometimes stuns mean people

Strength of Xor’Drel – Resistant to fear

This is Bullshit! – Easier to taunt strong people

Notable Equipment:

Ring of Healing – Double health regen

Traveler’s Amulet – Share intrinsics with Grotto?!

Rocket Man’s C’thonic Feather Boa of the Cat’s Pajamas – Sexier, more renown

Outlaw’s C’thonic Leather Vest of the Dirty Muffin Toy – Scarier, some stam regen

Somncres (War Hammer) – Summonable, copies itself, and shapeshifts

Gracorvus (Shield) – Flies, floats, modular, Atrocidile Roar


Groups


Don’t forget to join LitRPG Addicts and come hang out with me!

I’m also very active and thankful for Redditserials, LitRPG Books, GameLit Society, Western Cultivation Stories (Xianxia and Wuxia, etc), Cultivation novels, LitRPG & GameLit Readers, and LitRPG Books Group!


To learn more about LitRPG, talk to authors including myself, and just have an awesome time, please join the LitRPG Group
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